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  As a bowhunter who has spent countless irreplaceable days enjoying the great outdoors with bow and arrow in hand, I’m honored to be a part of this worthwhile endeavor where a portion of the money you spend for this book is returned directly to the Bowhunting Preservation Alliance. This non-profit organization works to enhance our present bowhunting situation, develop new bowhunting opportunities across the nation and recruit new bowhunters into this challenging and rewarding sport. These ongoing efforts, in turn, will help preserve our bowhunting heritage for us and future generations to follow.

  –Judd Cooney
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    Bowhunting is like religion—once you’ve seen the “light”, you want others to find that special sense of accomplishment and challenge that only bowhunting offers. The Bowhunting Preservation Alliance works to put archery into every community, invite every beginning archer to try bowhunting, and wants every bowhunter to find opportunities to hunt where they live. Your purchase of this book will help provide the means for us to spread the “good news” about archery and bowhunting and ensure that, long after you’ve left the woods, others will experience the adrenaline rush and genuine satisfaction shared by all who’ve hunted with stick and string. Thanks.

    –Jay McAninch,

    CEO/President, Archery Trade Association.

  


  FOREWORD

  Judd Cooney is a living, breathing anachronism. Those of us who know him best universally agree that he would have been just as much at home toting a .58 caliber Hawken back in the 1800s as he is heading afield today carrying a modern compound bow, scope-sighted rifle, or auto-loading shotgun. Likewise we know that Judd would have been just as comfortable clad in beaded moccasins, fringed buckskin shirt, and brain-tanned trousers as he is in Windstopper camo and Vibram-soled hunting boots. And there’s absolutely no doubt in anyone’s mind that he would have chatted as friendly-like across some high-country campfire with famed frontiersman Jim Bridges as he did across the dinner table with legendary bowhunter Fred Bear.

  So, just who is this contemporary mountain man who likely was born a century or two too late? Honestly, it’s impossible to pin a single label on Judd Cooney. Outdoor writer? Yes, and a darned good one. Wildlife photographer? Arguably, one of the country’s best. Hunting guide? Yep, a top-drawer professional. Conservationist? Definitely, but in the purest sense of the word (don’t ever confuse Judd Cooney the conservationist with one of those misinformed Yuppie “preservationists” who learned all about nature by watching Walt Disney movies and who believe animals talk to each other while coexisting peacefully in an outdoor world as lush and innocent as the biblical Garden of Eden).

  And don’t forget other appropriate labels, either: serious varmint hunter, deadeye shot (with most any weapon you can name), extraordinary game caller, and, oh yes, passionate and knowledgeable hunter with both gun and bow.

  Finally, mix in such terms as loyal friend, devoted husband, proud father, and doting grandpa, and you can sketch a pretty good mental image of this rugged, square-jawed individualist who possesses a devilish sense of humor and always calls ’em exactly as he sees ’em—often with the subtlety of a kick in the groin.

  Judd Cooney intimately knows and bluntly speaks the truth about nature. He has learned about wild birds and animals firsthand, observing them throughout a long and active outdoor life that spans more than six decades. From his early boyhood days hunting, fishing, and trapping in his native Minnesota . . . through his formative college years in South Dakota (where he kept a pet fox in his dorm room and sometimes cut morning classes to jump-shoot ducks or bowhunt bottomland deer) . . . to his postgraduate conservation work in Alaska, his later years spent afield as a Colorado game warden and a successful freelance photojournalist—Judd Cooney has been there, done that. Again and again. Over and over.

  It is Judd’s familiarity with wildlife and successful hunting techniques—erudition gained from myriad personal experiences during long decades spent in North America’s fields and forests—that set him apart from his peers. Combine a God-given writing talent with a hunter’s instinct and artist’s eye, and you have perhaps the only man who could create this comprehensive bowhunting field manual so honestly, so well.

  I first met Judd Cooney some three decades ago. Over the ensuing years, we shared numerous antelope, deer, bear, and turkey camps. In Colorado. California. Alabama. Illinois. Iowa. South Dakota. And Canada, too. Hardly a year passes that we don’t team up on yet another bowhunting adventure. Somewhere. Anywhere. And after all this time, I am still amazed by Judd’s knowledge and his innate ability to impart useful information to others.

  For anyone dreaming of hunting trips to faraway places—or simply wanting to improve backyard-hunting skills—this new book offers on-target assistance and serves as an invaluable reference source. It’s intended to be read. And reread. The writing, you will quickly discover, is vintage Cooney. Crisp. Honest. Understandable. Sprinkled with appropriate anecdotes and no-nonsense advice. Every page, in fact, shines with the author’s knowledge, talent, and complete understanding of the subject.

  I consider The Bowhunter’s Field Manual to be the ideal package—good reading and generous information offered by an outdoorsman who has lived the words he chooses to share. Now read on—and learn. You’ll be a better bowhunter for the experience. That’s a promise.

  —M. R. James

  Founder, Bowhunter Magazine


  PREFACE

  Many years ago, as a young beginning bowhunter with a dream list of bowhunts I wanted to make and big-game animals I hoped to encounter, there was nothing like this Bowhunter’s Field Manual to serve as a guide in answering my How-to-Go-About-It questions. Sure, there were recounts of hunts to be read in Archery Magazine by such archery icons as Fred Bear that helped, but they were mostly just narratives on what had been done, with not nearly enough emphasis on the how!

  In my opinion, this book is the ultimate, practical, how-to guide to bowhunting our North American big game. In support of that opinion, it’s important that you understand where it comes from. A book of this scope requires much more than organization and good writing skills. It requires—demands actually—the knowledge and perspective of someone with the sort of expertise that only comes with a lifetime of practical, successful, bowhunting experience. Few, if any, meet those requirements better than Judd Cooney.

  I’ve been fortunate to spend many days afield with Cooney. From Mexico to Canada and a dozen states in between, witnessing (and often envying) his considerable skills. And you will too. In the pages of this book, presented in Cooney’s straightforward style, you will be entertained and perhaps vicariously excited, but most valuable, you will learn.

  —James Dougherty
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  PRONGHORN ANTELOPE

  Wait or shoot, I contemplated as the skittish, ebony-horned buck started drinking 20 yards below my blind. The sharp scent of sage permeated the air as my camo shirt and blackened face absorbed the sun’s torrid rays, causing rivulets of sweat to slide down my torso and drip from my chin.

  It wasn’t the 75-inch pronghorn, within easy bow range, that caused my consternation; it was the high-horned buck loping toward the tank. I’d glassed the buck minutes earlier as he topped a distant ridge, and I was instantly intrigued by his unusually tall horns. As he closed to 50 yards I lost interest in the buck watering nearby and concentrated on the newcomer.

  When the buck topped the dam, at 35 yards, and paused to watch the milling group below, the moment of truth had arrived. I would have preferred letting him move down and drink, providing a 20-yard shot. However, there was also the possibility he’d follow the herd leaving the waterhole and ruin my chance.

  I didn’t waste time thinking as I jerked to full draw and sent the Thunderhead-tipped xx75 on its way. The fluorescent-crested arrow blurred across space and disappeared behind the buck’s shoulders.

  A few minutes later, I was staring awestruck at the largest pronghorn I’d ever taken. Had I realized his enormous size when I shot, I’d probably have missed him by three feet. The buck’s horn length was 17 2/8 inches, with a basal circumference of 6 4/8 inches. His official score was a whopping 85 0/8, which tied the world record. Always said, “I’d rather be lucky than good.”

  Antilocapra americana or pronghorn antelope are the “aristocrats” of North American big-game animals. Their ancestry dates back five million years and they’re the only surviving family member roaming the earth in modern times. Before the arrival of the first settlers, there were about 40 million pronghorns and an equal number of bison across the grassy prairies of the continent.

  [image: image]

  One of the most sought after trophy big game animals is the pronghorn antelope. Bowhunting these fleet-footed animals takes plenty of patience and perseverance.

  Pronghorns are genetically closer to the goat family than to true antelopes because they lack dewclaws. However, the fact that pronghorns annually shed their horns, not antlers, sets them apart as the sole member in a unique category. They only shed the outer horn sheath, consisting of agglutinated (glued together) hair, while retaining the solid, bony core. The outer sheath continues to grow until being sloughed in November. The horns on a buck killed in a late November season will have greater length and mass than the same buck taken in August or September.

  Colorado’s first statewide “archery-only” antelope season ran in November of 1971, when they were in wintering herds of 200 or more animals. Annually, a group of us rendezvoused near the Little Snake River in the northwestern corner of the state to bowhunt antelope. We soon learned the most successful tactic for bowhunting bunched pronghorns was to subtly push or drive them past hidden hunters. Half would sneak into position in gullies or sagebrush thickets out of sight, while the remainder would spread out across the prairie behind a group of pronghorns. We gradually moved in on them and, when possible, used the newly erected BLM woven wire fences to funnel the animals to waiting hunters.

  On one drive, a member of our group arrowed a running buck not realizing it only had one horn, but what a horn! The unshed horn measured 17 inches long and seven inches around the base, with an eight-inch prong. We spent most of a day trying, unsuccessfully, to find that shed sheath. If the measurement of the shed side had approximated the unshed horn, this buck would have exceeded Archie Malm’s world-record pronghorn by more than five inches.

  The pronghorn antelope is the most beautiful, flashy, and colorful of North America’s big-game species. Its buff-colored back and snowy white belly and rump patch, combined with distinctive facial marking and glossy black horns, are truly unique. Its bright coloration seemingly contrasts with the muted prairie colors, but in reality, antelope standing in belly-deep grass, sagebrush, or greasewood, or bedded on open, rocky hillsides, blend perfectly with the dusty, barren countryside.

  Antelope are the fastest of big-game animals, with a top speed estimated between 60–70 miles per hour. This speed is exceeded only by Africa’s cheetah. Pronghorns have a cruising speed of 35–40 miles per hour that can be maintained for several miles. They easily accomplish this feat by utilizing an enlarged windpipe and oversized lungs and heart to push up to three times the normal amount of oxygen through their system. Don’t let the pronghorn’s spindly legs and lightweight build (bucks go 100–130 pounds and does 75–100 pounds) fool you. Their leg bones have the highest tensile strength of any big-game animal, exceeding that of an elephant. Their running gear is further protected by thick layers of shock-absorbing gristle in the hooves.

  An antelope’s eyesight is matched to its speed and is similar to that of a person using 8x binoculars. The large dark, eyes protrude, giving antelope a full 180 degrees of vision with each eye. They can pick up an approaching coyote over a mile away.

  It’s frustrating to make a perfect stalk on a trophy buck through washouts and cactus-filled creek bottoms, only to ease your camouflaged head up and find your quarry staring at you. When a spooked pronghorn flares its white rump hair, the warning signal can be spotted by other antelope several miles away.

  Due to wise and aggressive game management, antelope numbers have rebounded, from 14,000 animals in the 1920s to over 1,000,000 today. Bowhunting opportunities have never been better, and all pronghorn-producing states have archery seasons.

  Wyoming is the top pronghorn-producing state with a thriving population and the highest number of antelope licenses available. If you’re looking for an exceptional buck, concentrate on remote rugged areas rather than open, flat country where “goats” are easily accessible. It’s tough to draw an archery license in many of these trophy-producing areas, but getting a chance at a really big buck makes the wait worthwhile. Some of the great trophy areas are west of the continental divide in southern Wyoming. The rugged, rocky valleys, canyons, and ravines, as well as cedar- and sagebrush-covered slopes and ridges, make it tough for gun-toting, vehicle-riding hunters to corner wary bucks. This country gives mature bucks a chance to age and grow trophy horns.
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  Wyoming, Colorado, and Montana are top states for pronghorn bowhunting. The rougher the country, the better your chances of finding some of the biggest bucks.

  Colorado is the second largest producer of record bucks. It’s hard to beat the northwest corner for superb pronghorn bowhunting, but drawing a license is a long-term proposition. With the preference-point system, however, a determined bowhunter is guaranteed a license if he sticks with the drawing long enough.

  Montana has excellent pronghorn opportunities in the northern part of the state. A bowhunter willing to expend some time and effort may find an area totally untouched by bowhunters. Stick to rough country for the biggest bucks.

  This same philosophy holds true for New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and North and South Dakota. These states have produced many top qualifiers for the Pope and Young record book over the past several biennial competitions. They don’t have the total number of antelope that roam Wyoming, Colorado, and Montana, but they’ve had a restrictive license lottery system for years and the reduced hunting pressure has produced some monstrous bucks.

  In New Mexico, some of the great trophy areas are found on private lands where licenses are available, for a price! Wyoming and Montana also have large private land holdings where savvy landowners are producing quality bucks with good game management and harvest techniques. Don’t overlook private land when searching for a trophy hunting experience.

  [image: image]

  Pronghorns live in flat and rolling areas where they can see well in all directions. Treat every hill you top and every bend in a draw you round as if the pronghorn you are after will be right there—because he very well might be!

  ANTELOPE HUNTING TACTICS

  Bowhunting pronghorn antelope is an exercise in patience and perseverance, from start to finish. Once you start poring over literature and maps to find the best bowhunting area, scout your chosen area to find a trophy buck, and determine an ambush site, to the instant you release an arrow at a record-book buck, your greatest asset must be patience.

  Most antelope reside in semi-arid prairie or desert with minimal ground vegetation and mile after mile of open country. With acute vision and awesome speed, they can be extremely difficult to approach within bow range and even tougher to hit once you get close.

  If a pronghorn sees you, chances of hitting him with an arrow are slim to none. A pronghorn’s reaction time and speed make a deer look like they’re moving in slow motion. The only difference between a pronghorn standing still and one running 30 miles per hour is a single step!

  The wide-open spaces, dry country, and homogenous vegetation, providing adequate browse in every direction, makes patterning antelope feeding forays an unpredictable venture. Fortunately for bowhunters, antelope usually have a limited supply of water! Roughly 50 percent of pronghorn bucks entered in the Pope and Young record book are taken from blinds overlooking a water source.

  A waterhole during a hot, dry summer and early fall is the center of the pronghorn’s universe. Unlike other game, pronghorns don’t move or feed much at night. They are up at first light, browsing the rapidly drying vegetation as they work toward the nearest waterhole. The most active time at a waterhole during warm weather is from 7 a.m. to noon and from 4 to 7 p.m. In scorching heat, antelope will often loaf around waterholes for several hours and water several times before wandering back to their home range.

  In the rut, which peaks mid-September, bucks indicate their breeding grounds by marking boundaries with scrapes similar to a whitetail buck. Pronghorn bucks are extremely territorial and will challenge any buck trespassing these borders. When two pronghorn bucks tangle, it’s a vicious, high-speed, knock-down, drag-out” attack that must be witnessed to be believed.

  Waterholes are “neutral ground,” however, where rival bucks tolerate one another, drink side-by-side and mingle with each other’s harems unchallenged.

  Antelope prefer a flat, muddy waterhole in the open, where they can observe approaching danger at long distances, to a clear spring in the bottom of a wash or gully, where visibility is limited. Most waterholes have one or two specific areas where pronghorns prefer watering, so it’s important to thoroughly check tracks and signs before choosing a blind location.

  Spend a day glassing a waterhole from a distance with binoculars or spotting scope and let them show you where they prefer to water. Keep the breeze in mind when locating a blind on a waterhole. I use a powder bottle, filled with talcum powder, to check a blind location for updrafts or downdrafts that might screw up an ambush.

  PIT BLINDS

  A spade, shovel, and pickaxe are indispensable for pit-blind building. The more time and effort you expend on a proper blind, the luckier you’ll get. Choose a spot on the waterhole where you can cover the most heavily used section of the shoreline. Antelope depend mainly on their keen eyesight and speed to keep them out of trouble, but their sense of smell is on par with other game animals. Keep the prevailing breeze in mind when bowhunting waterholes.

  A properly placed and constructed pit blind is effective immediately. On many occasions, I’ve had antelope drink within 20 yards while I was digging a pit.

  Don’t hesitate to dig a blind in areas devoid of ground cover. Antelope are less spooky in low cover with unlimited visibility and a low-profile pit blind is readily accepted as part of the environment.

  The oblong pit of my blind measures six feet long by four feet wide by three feet deep. The size can be enlarged to accommodate another bowhunter, cameraman, or non-hunting companion. Comfort is important for extending hunting time and effectiveness. Dig an 18-inch by 18-inch bench seat along the rear of the pit to provide a backrest and seat, allowing you to slide around and cover different shooting lanes.

  When I dig the pit into a slope or face of a tank dam, I pile most of the dirt around the front edge to hold brush or grass camouflage. If a pit is dug in level ground, pile dirt evenly around the pit and leave at least 12–18 inches between the pit edge and piled earth to keep dirt from falling into the hole and to provide a shelf for extra gear.

  [image: image]

  Some of my best pronghorn were taken from a pit blind—where all the time and effort building one paid off!

  On level ground, hunters may add another foot or two of depth to keep the profile as low as possible and still offer room to draw a compound, recurve, or longbow without the bow tip rising above the top of the blind.

  Once a pit is dug and cleaned out, drive four foot by 3/8-inch rebar rods at intervals along the back, sides, and front of the pit. Six or eight rods should be plenty for the largest blind. String a single strand of wire between the rods and tie your brush covering to the wire and rods to keep it from blowing away.

  Fill the gaps between the brush with clumps of prairie grass. This durable grass will often take root and grow, providing cover for following seasons. I generally put two shooting lanes in front of the blind to cover as much area as possible.

  A dark brushy background is more important than the front covering, and I occasionally leave the front uncovered when an overhanging, dense, shady background is available. The rebar rods can be bent toward the center and covered with tumbleweeds or camo netting to darken the inside of the blind.

  Camo paint or headnet covering a pale face and blending with the shadows eliminates any chance of nearby “goats” spotting a motion when you move into shooting position and draw. In a properly constructed and positioned pit blind, a hunter could wear a tuxedo with a white shirt and red bow tie, with little chance of being spotted by a pronghorn. The top covering makes for a cool, comfortable wait even under the hot mid-day prairie sun.

  After the hunt, remove the stakes and wire. Do not toss the brush into the pit and cover it with dirt. You’ll cuss your stupidity if you decide to use the blind again and have to dig out the buried refuse piece by piece. Stash the brush nearby to be used as a foundation next time you build the blind.

  BLINDS

  I’ve used portable, pop-up blinds on waterholes with excellent results for several years. Antelope adapt readily to a new structure if they can observe it for a few days and adjust to its presence.

  A pop-up blind must be opaque to prevent a hunter’s outline or movement from becoming visible in strongly backlit situations. The blind must be constructed to remain taut, even under strong prairie breezes. Canvas or nylon flapping and popping will definitely scare antelope.

  Blinds also can be made of plywood, hay, and straw bales and erected near the waterhole as a semi-permanent hide. Outfitters often use this type of blind on private leases they hunt yearly.

  Portable and semi-permanent blinds are vulnerable to damage by range cattle and mustangs sharing the waterholes with pronghorns. To eliminate this problem during your bowhunt, drive four steel posts six to eight feet out from the blind and string two strands of barbed wire around them. Rig the wire so you can easily take the front portion down while bowhunting.

  Windmills are another alternative for ambushing antelope at waterholes, as pronghorns have no concept of danger from above. A word of caution: Make sure you lock and firmly secure the operating mechanism before climbing to the upper platform. A sudden gust of wind could cause the blades and fin to swing and knock you off the platform. Always wear a safety harness when bowhunting from a windmill. They weren’t built with bowhunters in mind.

  Antelope approaching a waterhole can drive a bowhunter bonkers. When I’m sitting in a blind and spot antelope, I get on them immediately with binoculars and start judging the size of the bucks as they approach. If none meet my criteria, I sit back and enjoy the activity. This is an excellent opportunity for great wildlife photos or video. It’s also an ideal opportunity to practice moving and drawing on the antelope as they water. Practice doesn’t get any better than this.
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  Even if there is little ground cover near a waterhole, antelope will more readily accept a low-profile pit blind that does not block their view of the surrounding area.
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  An ideal size for a pit blind for one hunter is six feet long by four feet wide by three feet deep. If time allows, include an 18- by 18-inch bench seat along the rear of the blind for a seat.

  If I decide an incoming buck is a shooter, I focus my total concentration on getting ready for a shot. When the antelope finally get to the water, be patient.

  Antelope hate waterholes as they instinctively realize their vulnerability. A skittish buck will stick its nose in the water for a second then jerk its head up trying to catch movement or sign of danger. They may do this several times before settling for a prolonged drink. I once timed a buck that drank four minutes without raising his head. However, it took this buck two hours to cover the final 200 yards. When your target settles down, pick a spot and don’t rush the shot.

  A major problem arises when several groups of leery antelope join together near a waterhole. Sooner or later they’ll converge on the water en masse, and hunters may be faced with 10 to 100 critters milling around and watering within bow range. The largest buck almost always is in the middle of the mob. To make such situations even more tense and nerve wracking, the whole shebang may spook for no apparent reason and charge out of the waterhole in a flurry of mud, water, and dust. The second or third time this happens, a bowhunter may discover the meaning of buck fever.

  Settle down, be patient, and concentrate. Don’t take a chance on skewering more than one animal or hitting one you didn’t want. Wait for the right shot and make it count. Pronghorns don’t hang around once they finish drinking and usually leave a waterhole on the run. Remember, patience and persistence pay.

  The “huntability” of a waterhole can be altered considerably by weather conditions during the season. Bowhunter adaptability is an asset that can turn crisis to conquest. Pronghorns gather around major waterholes in ever-increasing numbers as seeps, pools, and puddles disappear during dry weather.

  Thunderstorms are common during early fall, and a local storm can inundate the area around a waterhole, filling washes, ditches, and depressions with water. The animals disperse from the proximity of a primary waterhole and return to their home territories where they get their daily drink from various sources created by the rain. This is considered a disaster by most bowhunters, but ‘tain’t necessarily so.

  Over the years, we’ve taken many superb bucks from small puddles and pools miles from major waterholes. Pronghorns often show less caution using these small water sources in the open country, where their visual acuity is maximized.

  They generally use an isolated puddle until it dries up, then move to another or return to the main waterhole.

  When we glass a trophy buck using such a source, we’ll arrive at night and dig a pit blind 20–25 yards downwind of it. We’ll take a buck off the waterhole in the next day or so, fill in the pit blind, and move on.
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  Even when a pit blind is placed at a water hole that attracts plenty of pronghorn, you must place it downwind . . . or a sight like this is one you won’t see.

  On several occasions, we’ve found a small intermittent waterhole that attracts an inordinate number of pronghorns including several large bucks. Heavy use and hot, dry weather can quickly turn these “honey holes” from a prime ambush site to just another dust bowl on the vast prairie, unless your ingenuity and determination can keep the waterhole functioning. We’ve occasionally hauled 55-gallon drums of water to these primo spots every few days to keep water available until we kill a buck or two. On one occasion, I flagged down a tanker hauling water to oil rigs and paid $25 to have him dump 2500 gallons of water in a rapidly disappearing waterhole near camp. The load of water filled the small hollow to overflowing and inundated the pit blind in the gully below. A week later, my daughter shot a gorgeous 70-inch buck from that blind.

  If your bowhunting area has streams or creeks that make waterhole hunting improbable, try to find crossings or travel ways where an ambush site can be set up. Although pronghorns are not as predictable as whitetails in their daily habits, they will feed in specific areas or fields, cross creeks or water at preferred sections, and loaf in particular locations. The observant and enduring bowhunter can often locate such favored areas and set up an effective ambush. Ravine crossings, openings in sagebrush- or greasewood-filled draws, gates in woven wire fences, and saddles on ridges are other locales where it’s possible to ambush the buck of your dreams.

  The successful stalking and killing of a pronghorn with a bow is the epitome of the bowhunting challenge, and it can be accomplished by persistence in habitat where there is sufficient cover for a stalk. The key to this method is locating the animal of your choice before it sees you.

  This requires quality binoculars and spotting scope for judging a trophy buck and planning your stalking route with finite precision. Patience and persistence are of extreme importance in executing a successful stalk. You may spend hours or days glassing and waiting for the right buck to get into proper position with adequate cover and proper wind direction for a successful stalk. Become impatient and try to push the envelope and all you’ll get is a look at the flashing white rump on the south end of an antelope headed north.

  Keep the wind in your face, the sun at your back, and luck at your side and you might get a shot. ‘Course, then all you have to worry about is hitting the critter before he sees the arrow coming.

  Decoying pronghorns becomes more popular each season and can provide unsurpassed action during the peak of the mid-September rut. Antelope bucks in the rut are extremely aggressive and territorial and will attack any buck that approaches their harem of does. To be effective, a hunter should be within 200 yards of a herd buck before popping up the decoy. Good glassing technique, meticulous planning, cautious approach, and the patience to wait for the opportune moment are the keys to successful decoying.

  Utilizing the “buddy” system for decoy hunting is often more effective than going it alone. Decoying action can be fast and furious when you show the decoy within sight of a belligerent herd buck.

  An agitated buck charging an imagined interloper can cover 200 yards in less than ten seconds. This doesn’t give a lone bowhunter much time to firmly set the decoy and get ready for the shot. Making a good shot on a buck charging at 50 miles per hour isn’t the easiest thing to accomplish under the best of conditions. One hunter manning the decoy while the other takes the shot is much more effective.

  It’s essential to stay out of sight until you’re within decoying distance. Plan your approach so there are no steep gullies, high brush, or fences between you and the buck, or he may hang up and wait for the challenger to come to him. Hiding directly behind the decoy is best, as the slight motion of drawing and rising for a shot won’t spook an approaching buck. He’s expecting movement from his rival. When the buck catches the movement, he’ll stop and present a broadside shot, often at point-blank range.
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  Antelope bucks will respond well to decoys especially during the peak of the rut during mid-September. An agitated buck can cover 200 yards in less than 10 seconds when responding to a perceived threat by a decoy buck.

  A pronghorn’s coloration pattern was designed for bowhunters. Placing an arrow behind the shoulder on the line where white belly hair meets brown upper body hair, results in a down-and-out pronghorn in short order. After a hit, it’s important to keep the animal in sight. If you’ve made a good hit, the antelope will go down quickly. If the hit is questionable, keep the animal in sight and make use of your binoculars or spotting scope to determine the location and severity of the hit.

  A paunch- or “gut”-hit pronghorn will bed quickly. Leave it alone. If it’s still mobile at dark, do not disturb. It will be in the same vicinity the following morning. It may take a paunch-shot animal 18—24 hours to expire, so be patient. Leaving a gut-shot antelope is tough, but the alternative, losing the animal entirely, is worse.

  With all other hits, keep the animal in sight and moving. A superficially wounded, high-strung pronghorn can often be pushed long enough, on foot, to cause dehydration and shock from blood loss or nervous exhaustion. At this point, a hunter can sneak close for a finishing shot.

  Over a decade of guiding antelope bowhunters in northwestern Colorado, I’ve had many dogged bowhunters recover record-book bucks with minor wounds. In one such case, a lady bowhunter hit a buck in the lower leg about mid-morning. She followed my advice and immediately pursued the buck on foot. At 4 p.m. and five miles from the blind, she sneaked up on the exhausted buck and finished him.

  Another client and I followed a buck, with a cheek wound, for three hours and several miles through sagebrush, rocky draws, and cedar-covered slopes before he eased close enough for a killing shot at the spent buck. Fortunately, my client was a dedicated sportsman that wouldn’t let dehydration from the hot prairie sun or near exhaustion deter him from his quest. His endurance and tenacity paid off with a superb, well-earned Pope and Young buck.

  A bowhunter should never lose a wounded pronghorn unless the hit is a minor nick or scratch. When you quit an antelope or any arrow-hit animal, be assured, in your mind, that you’ve done everything possible to find the animal and its chances for a full recovery are excellent.

  JUDGING TROPHY PRONGHORNS

  Antelope horns must score 67 to qualify for the Pope and Young record book. Measurements consist of horn length, circumference around the base and equidistant along the length of the horn, and prong, or “cutter,” length. The spread may equal but not exceed the length of the longer horn. Big bucks and little bucks are easy to judge. It’s borderline buggers that give discriminating bowhunters problems.

  Length and mass are the most important considerations. A pronghorn’s ear length is roughly seven inches from base to tip. Use this measurement to estimate total horn length when field judging a buck.

  Horn mass is crucial for a high score because there are four circumference measurements. A one-inch difference in circumference equates to a four-inch gain: Twice the measurement obtained from a horn 16 inches long, as opposed to one that is 14 inches, is a very noticeable difference on a live buck. Short, massive horns will generally outscore tall spindly horns. A prominent prong will also help the score. Horns 13 inches long with fiveand-a-half- to six-inch bases and four- to five-inch prongs will meet Pope and Young minimum.

  Every pronghorn roaming the prairie is an admirable trophy. Taken from a blind, by stalking or using a decoy, buck, doe, or fawn, the challenge, excitement, and exhilaration of bowhunting the pronghorn antelope is an experience long remembered. [image: image]
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  BEARS

  Bear bowhunting seldom lacks in challenge or excitement, whether you’re following a pack of trained bear hounds, spotting and stalking a bruin across a salt grass flat in Alaska, stand-hunting over a bait in Saskatchewan, or calling a ravenous bear with a predator call in Arizona.

  Bears are unique animals that have many habits and characteristics totally different from other big game. They are the only species of big game that spends the cold winter months in hibernation. They are soft-footed, silent, solitary animals that prefer the most rugged terrain and inhospitable, impenetrable jungles of brush and vegetation, negotiating and surviving in this habitat with ease.

  Black bears come in many different color phases, ranging from light blonde to reddish or cinnamon, chocolate brown, and coal black. Black bears on Kermode Island, off the coast of British Columbia, have evolved into a predominantly creamy white color, and the rare “glacier” or “blue bear” phase near Yakutat, Alaska, is a beautiful and unusual bluish-gray color.

  There are areas of Canada, Alaska, and the eastern United States where the bears are predominantly black, and getting a color-phase bear is a rarity, while in central and western Canada and the western United States, color-phase bears make up about 40 percent of the population. One spring I had a sow bear bring three beautiful blonde-colored yearlings into a bait site with her when she appeared in the early spring. She abandoned the cubs in mid-June, when she was ready for breeding, and by September, two of the cubs had shed their blonde fur and were dark brown, while the third remained a light-blonde color with dark lower legs, a phenomenon I had never witnessed before.

  Grizzlies and brown bears (actually the same species) vary in color as much as black bears but display the grizzled or variegated-colored hair that gives them their name. I’ve observed black bears that had a grizzled-color appearance and grizzlies that were solid brown or black, so color is not a reliable species identifier.

  [image: image]

  Like a lot of other big game, black bears prefer southern exposures for feeding grounds when they first leave their dens.

  The most dependable identification characteristics are the roman nose of a black bear, compared to the dished-in face on the grizzly, and the rounded shoulders of the black bear as opposed to the grizzly’s predominate hump. A black bear’s claws are short, and if they show at all in the tracks they will be very close to the toe pads, while a grizzly’s claws are long and usually leave a mark at least an inch or more in front of the toe pad.

  When a bear first rouses from its long winter’s nap, it’s pretty lethargic. Its feet are very tender (I’ve heard that bears completely shed their footpads during hibernation but haven’t observed this personally), and their digestive system needs reconditioning. For the first few days, they stay close to the den, resting and nibbling. As time progresses, they venture farther and spend more time satiating their growing appetite. A spring bear may spend four hours a day roaming and feeding, while a fall bear preparing for hibernation will spend four hours a day resting or sleeping and 20 hours voraciously feeding on anything that doesn’t bite it first.

  Bears are completely omnivorous and have an amazingly varied diet, from bugs to berries and grass to the grossest carrion around. They are also very efficient predators and are very capable of killing other big-game critters. There are several studies that show black bear predation on elk calves to have a major impact on elk populations in areas of the west.

  One spring, I had a bowhunting client who almost called me a liar when I told him that black bears were very capable game killers and especially effective on elk calves. As we were approaching a bear bait for his late afternoon hunt, I spotted a pile of fresh bear sign in the trail, and right on top of the pile was the small, undigested hoof of a calf elk. The proof is in the poop, you might say.

  The black bear’s secretive, reclusive nature and preference for impenetrable habitat would make it an exceptionally difficult adversary for a bowhunter, if it weren’t for the bear’s escalating appetite after it comes out of hibernation in the spring. Spring has long been a favorite time of year for hunting bear. It’s generally the only hunting season available at this time of year, and the bear’s pelt is thick and glossy after being protected from the elements and light during the winter’s hibernation.

  BEAR BAITING 101

  According to the last Pope and Young biennial records, over 60 percent of the bow-killed black bear are taken with the use of bait. Baiting spring bears is not rocket science and it’s a technique that can be mastered by most bowhunters. There is, however, a tad of injustice to such mastery.

  An accomplished golfer, tennis player, or even fisherman is often referred to as a master of his sport. Just think how you’d be referred to as an accomplished baiter.

  I never claimed to be a good bear outfitter or guide, but I was a good garbage hauler and scrounger, and that equated to success when it came to killing bears consistently for clients and myself. I’ve often heard comments that bears like nothing better than a maggoty, rotten carcass to feed on, and I can guarantee you that nothing is further from the truth. Bears are very persnickety eaters when they have a choice.

  One spring I worked as a conservation officer for the Colorado Division of Wildlife and was inquisitive about every aspect of bear behavior. I placed the fresh carcasses of road-killed mule deer and elk alongside those of a horse, steer, and sheep at one of my well-used bait sites, where there were several bears actively feeding. The bears completely ate the deer and elk carcasses before touching the horse. I replaced the remaining steer and sheep carcasses with more recently deceased ones, and even with the fresher carcasses, the bears completely cleaned up the rapidly ripening horse before starting on the steer.

  [image: image]

  Baiting for black bears still requires a bowhunter to be very careful with movement. Even though a bear is coming in for the food, he is very wary and will spook easily.

  They completely cleaned up the bones and bits of meat from the other carcasses before touching the sheep (which shows good taste on their part, as I feel the same way about mutton). I’ve also watched bears pick through a large box of edible scraps from a café, much as you and I would pick out our favorites on a buffet line. They scrounged out the chicken and meat scraps first and then moved to the fish, fruit, eggs, toast, rolls, pie, cake, etc. Potatoes were generally the last edibles munched.

  In my experience with over 30 years of baiting, citrus fruits and lettuce are a total bust for bears. Fish is another item that some swear by, and I suppose if you have an inexhaustible supply it will do the job, but I’ve found that fish rots quickly and gets ruined in short order by flies and maggots. It’s just not worth the effort.

  I used to haul several trailer loads of killer ponies from Texas each spring to use as bear bait (probably a felony in this day and age) because I always wanted fresh meat or bait on the site when a client was hunting. A bear that leaves a bait still hungry, with the bait completely gone, is a lot less likely to return regularly, and I wanted them to know there was always something to eat when they came back . . . regardless of the time of day.

  My favorite bear baits were edible scraps from the local cafés. I would pay the kitchen help a couple of bucks per five-gallon pail and then freeze the scraps for later use. Bears would walk right past a fresh horse or colt carcass to get to the edible scraps; they were easy to haul and use and didn’t rot down or attract flies too badly.

  For several years, I got loads of “end-of-run” candy from a company and was afraid I might be creating a population of diabetic bears. One of the best baits I ever used were 50-pound blocks of hard candy from the Jolly Rancher company in Denver. At the end of a production run, they would empty the machines into a plastic bag inside a box, creating a solid block of candy.

  I put these sweet chunks in the bottom of the barrel, where a bear could scrape off a smidgen of the candy—just enough to pique his taste buds and keep him working the bait, even when all the other goodies were gone. The bears couldn’t get the solid blocks through the holes in the barrel, and a block of candy would last all season, making sure there was always a bit of delectable and appealing bait left in the barrel. Unfortunately after a couple years, the company went to computerized candy making and did away with this long-lasting, fly-free, easily handled, un-spoilable, indestructible, and irresistible form of bear bait.

  For a number of years, in addition to edible garbage, I hauled pickup loads of outdated pastries and bread for bear bait. To add to the drawing power of these delicacies, I poured old honey, diluted 50 percent with water, over the whole mix. Honey is a great additive to all types of bear bait, and a good supply can be obtained from any beekeeper at a reasonable cost. The old honey keeps well, and if it turns sugary or solid, just adding hot water will make it pourable again.

  I have burned honey on many a bear bait and had bears walk right up to the dense black cloud of cloyingly sweet smoke and actually burn their noses on the hot honey can. The past few years, I’ve added smoking scent sticks to my bear-baiting set-ups, as the dense, sweet, berry-flavored or anise-flavored smoke carries for considerable distances downwind.

  The pungent smoking scent sticks can also be placed on both sides of the tree stand to help mask your scent or confuse the bear’s sensitive olfactory organs at close range.

  Grease is another additive that can enhance your bear bait. I’ve poured used grill and cooking grease from cafes and barbeque restaurants very effectively to enhance bread products for bear baiting. Grease garbage and bread products are great for advertising your bear baits far and wide. A bear stirring around a greasy bait site gets his paws and leg hair coated with the odiferous, oily stuff. When the satiated bruin saunters around his domain he leaves a strong, moisture-resistant scent trail clinging to everything it brushes up against. Any bear crossing or passing downwind of this trail has little trouble backtracking it right to the source—your bait site.

  I know of several bear hunters and outfitters that simply dump grease on rotten logs or pour it on the ground and consider this a bear bait. Sure, bear will hit the grease site and dig around, licking up bits of greasy dirt and vegetation, but they aren’t going to hit such a site regularly enough for my money, or that of my clients.

  When I first started bear baiting, I simply dumped or placed my bait on the ground and then built a V-shaped corral of logs behind the bait to force the bear into position. If I was using a carcass of some kind, I wired or chained it to a tree to keep the bear from dragging it off. Birds and other critters devastated my baits, so I eventually switched to 55-gallon barrels with 7-inch diameter holes cut in both sides and a chain run through the holes and around a tree in a way as to keep the barrel locked in the upright position. The snap rim lids made filling these barrels a piece of cake and yet kept the bears out. During our first year of bear baiting in Saskatchewan, we figured we lost 70 percent of the fresh meat scraps on some of our baits to the hordes of rapacious ravens and crows. It didn’t take long to switch to bird proof barrels for all of our baits.

  The bear could easily dig and pull small quantities of bait through the holes but the ravens, crows and magpies were limited to scraps left on the ground. Barrels also made for a cleaner bait site and were a good gauge of a bear’s size and trophy potential, as will be discussed later in the chapter. It didn’t take the province of Saskatchewan long to realize the benefit of bait barrels and they are now required for baiting bears in the province.

  Also, bear-bait placement is critical to the success of your venture. You can put the best bait in the world where a bear doesn’t travel or is unlikely to locate the bait and your chance of success will be between zero and none.

  Because bears prefer heavy cover, that’s where your bait should be. However, there are several other factors that can increase your chances of success in placing a bear bait. Bears, like other big game species, require food, water, and protective habitat, so confine your baiting to areas near the other two essentials.

  Bears, like other big-game species, require food, water, and protective habitat, so confine your baiting (food) to areas near the other two essentials.

  I like to have a bait at the edge of, or near, a small clearing or opening for one simple reason. The ravens, crows, and magpies that can raise havoc with loose bait can also be your best advertising agents. When I first start bait, I place loose scraps where the birds can see it from the air. Their raucous racket will often attract bears that cannot see or smell your bait.

  I don’t want my bait site in the open or where a bear has to cross large open areas to get to it. A bait in such a location might get hit, but only late at night when the bear feels protected by the cover of darkness. Keep your baits close to escape cover and near a source of water, where the prevailing wind can carry the scent into the cover and the birds can advertise the bait’s presence to every bear within hearing, and you’ll earn your master’s badge in baiting in short order.
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