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INTRODUCTION

If, when hunting, your need to kill an animal supersedes all other reasons for being afield, bowhunting is not for you. If you have time to read only the condensed version of a great novel, and not the entire novel itself, bowhunting is not for you. If you feel right at home in today’s go-go world, where life rushes by at light speed and you can’t take time to smell the roses, bowhunting is not for you. If being alone makes you uncomfortable or if having the success or failure of a project resting solely on your shoulders is discomforting, bowhunting is not for you.

If, on the other hand, you love a challenge, bowhunting just might be for you. If you treasure things that require commitment and dedication, bowhunting just might be for you. If you like going it alone, with no one else to blame should something go wrong, bowhunting just might be for you. If you enjoy being in the woods, feeling it, smelling it, living and breathing it, bowhunting might be for you. If the most important thing about hunting to you is not to kill an animal every time out but instead the joy of the hunt itself, the chance to get close to animals and learn as much about them as you can, then bowhunting might be for you.

Bowhunting has been called the ultimate hunting challenge. There’s good reason for that. By its very nature, bowhunting is a close-range, smell-their-breath discipline. To consistently get close enough to any game animal for a quality bow shot requires a high degree of woodsmanship, the type not often needed by firearms hunters, who regularly fill their tags with shots well over a football field in length. There’s an old saying in bowhunting that goes something like this: “When the hunt’s over with a rifle it’s just beginning with a bow.” As a rifle hunter, I know that if I can just see the animal I want he’s probably mine, no matter how far away he is. But with a bow, finding him is just the beginning. So many things can go wrong between sighting the animal and finally loosing an arrow that it is never, ever a sure thing.

It is this challenge that has stimulated the recent explosion in bowhunters across America, who today number close to 3 million. Bowhunting success can never be measured with a stack of punched tags, a freezer full of venison, or a wall full of antlers. Instead, it is measured as much in attitude as ability. Successful bowhunters must be committed to the sport, because there are no shortcuts. It takes time to hone shooting skills, pare down hunting equipment, and comprehend that, most times out, there will be no shooting. It takes time to learn the habits and haunts of the magnificent game animals we hunt, so getting that close-range opportunity is not simply a matter of luck, but one of skill.

This book is designed to help you get started bowhunting. The foundation for success in the field is based upon two large building blocks. One—your own attitude, desire, and commitment—cannot be learned from any book. It’s up to you. The other—the selection of the right bowhunting equipment, and the basics of how to use it—you can learn about in these pages. Here we’ll help you make wise equipment choices designed to make you the most effective bow shot you can be in the field, under hunting conditions. We’ll also give you some basic hunting advice, from how to dress to how to get into position for a shot, and then how to make that shot when the chips are down.

Perhaps the best piece of advice the beginner could take from these pages is this: Spend some time at your local archery pro shop. There you’ll find friendly, skilled people who can help you select the right equipment for the challenges of local bowhunting, provide instruction on how to use it, and offer service when your gear needs it. Just as important, you’ll meet area bowhunters who come to the shop as much to chew the fat and hang around with others cut from the same cloth as to shoot a few arrows. These men and women are, by and large, the finest people I’ve ever met. Most are free with advice and willing to help a beginner get started. If you’re not careful, you’ll find yourself enrolled in a shooting league, spending weekends at local tournaments and fun shoots, and, when you’re not shooting, spending more of your free time raising money for, and investing sweat equity in, wildlife habitat improvements and the health of game herds.

Soon you’ll be trading bowhunting stories with friends. Unlike hunting tales told by firearms hunters, which usually center around game taken, 9 times out of 10 bowhunting stories begin with phrases like, “Man, if he would have only taken one more step . . .”; “I crawled on that buck for over an hour trying to get a shot, and just when I was getting into range the wind switched and that was that!”; or “He was so close I could have reached out and touched him, but the brush was just too thick. Next year I’m going to get him. . . .” They are tales of challenges met head on, where a shot was almost taken, but things just weren’t quite right. These are stories not of finality, but of hopes and dreams of tomorrow. For bowhunters, the hunt never ends.

When it all does come together and the arrow flies straight and true, there’s a feeling of pride and accomplishment like few others I’ve ever known. It doesn’t matter whether it was a buck with big antlers or a fat doe for the larder. The smile on the face of a successful bowhunter can light up the night.

Yes, bowhunting can be addictive. There is so much more to it than grabbing a rifle out of the gun case the day before the season opens, filling a tag the first hour of the first day, then forgetting about it until next year. Bowhunters live and breathe their discipline 365 days a year.

Are you ready to make the commitment? Then let’s get started.


	CHOOSING THE HUNTING BOW
	1


Hunting with a bow and arrow used to be the simplest of sports. All you needed was a recurve or longbow, a back quiver full of cedar arrow shafts fletched with real turkey feathers and tipped with a large broadhead that took some hand sharpening, a leather shooting glove, and a farm with deer on it.

Today, you still need the deer-infested farm, but other than that the face of bowhunting has changed dramatically since the late 1960s, when the first reasonably priced compound bows became available. Walk into any well-stocked archery pro shop today and you’ll approach sensory overload among the endless array of high-tech compound bows, arrow shafts, broadheads, bow sights, and other accessories.

But it all centers around the bow. Obviously, before you begin bowhunting you’ll need a bow of some sort. The question is, How do you sort through all the hype and choices to find the right one for you?

M. R. James, one of the founders and former editor of Bowhunter magazine, once wrote that choosing a hunting bow was a lot like choosing a wife—it all boiled down to a matter of individual taste. His observation is still right on the money. Virtually every major bow manufacturer in business today builds top-notch hunting bows. There are subtle differences, though, and how they look and feel in your hand and how they shoot for you may not be the same as how they look, feel, and shoot for your best hunting buddy. Selecting a new bow is a personal decision, one that should be based on your own tastes and tempered with an objective look at performance and cost.

TRADITIONAL VERSUS COMPOUND BOWS

During the early days of the compound bow—the late 1960s and early 1970s—virtually all archers began their careers shooting either a longbow or recurve—“traditional” bows—then stepped up to a compound bow. Today just the opposite is true. Beginners start with a compound that lets them master the skills needed to become a good shot before ever thinking about stepping back in time and shooting a traditional bow.

[image: The BowTech Guardian is a prime example of a high-tech compound bow. It features an elongated aluminum riser, a center-tracking cam design that eliminates cam lean and limb torque, split parallel limbs, and a center-pivot design. When affixed with a modern hunting sight, arrow rest, and bow quiver, it will produce tight arrow groups under the most demanding hunting conditions.]

That’s not to say that traditional bows are no longer good for anything. I know serious traditional archers who have track records that would make the best compound shooters green with envy. It’s just that it takes much more time, effort, and commitment to become a skilled “instinctive” shooter with unsighted traditional bows than it does to become proficient with a compound bow. If, after you’ve achieved basic shooting skills with a compound bow, the thought of emulating the original archers tickles your fancy, then go ahead and try your hand at traditional archery. But not before.

COMPOUND BOWS: WHAT ARE THEY?

Simply stated, a compound bow uses a system of round or eccentric wheels and cables that work together as the bowstring is pulled back to reduce a given bow’s “holding weight” well below its listed “draw weight.” This is a huge advantage that is unavailable to the shooter using a traditional bow. Here’s how it works.

With a traditional bow the shooter draws the bowstring back, reaching the bow’s peak draw weight—the heaviest amount of pressure needed to draw the string back—at full draw. There he must hold it on his fingers until he’s ready to release the arrow. Let’s say that is 70 pounds. That’s a lot of weight! With a compound bow, however, the shooter gets a distinct advantage from the wheels and cables. A compound bow with a peak draw weight of the same 70 pounds and a “let-off” of 65 percent also forces the shooter to put 70 pounds of pressure on his fingers as the bow is drawn back to about the halfway point. Then, this 70-pound peak weight is slowly reduced as the shooter continues to pull the bowstring all the way back to full draw, where he has to hold only 35 percent of the bow’s peak draw weight on his fingers until the time of release. That’s only 24.5 pounds of pressure! With such reduced pressure on your fingers, you’ll be able to aim longer at the target without muscle fatigue, meaning you’ll shoot more accurately.

In the early days of compound bows, the common let-off was about 50 percent. Today, let-offs typically fall between 65 and 80 percent. High let-off bows are increasingly popular, despite the fact that for many years the Pope & Young Club did not allow animals taken with bows with a let-off above 65 percent into their
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[image: One-cam bows like this Diamond Black Ice have become increasingly popular in recent years. These bows feature an oversized energy-storing cam on the bottom limb and a roundish “idler” wheel on the top limb.]
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[image: A stabilizer is a short to medium-length bar that screws into the front of the bow’s riser to lessen hand torque, reduce vibration and noise, and help balance the bow. The best incorporate state-of-the-art vibration-damping materials.]



[image: The two essential questions when choosing a new hunting bow are: Does it feel good to you? Can you shoot an accurate hunting arrow with it?]
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