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            For Steve Brian Pratt

             

            U.S. Army SPC 4th Class

            458th Trans. Co.

            PBR

            Sea Tigers, Saigon River

            Vietnam 1968–69

            July 5, 1948 ~ June 2, 2016

            Invited everyone, asked nothing, and wanted only to hunt with his family and friends.

             

            It was on his property that I wrote most of this book.
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            Author’s Note

         
         Throughout the text I use the pronoun “he” when describing hunters. This is only a stylistic element and it by no means expresses
            a belief that all hunters are male. Au contraire, I’ve seen some enviable hunters of all genders, shapes, and sizes.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface

         
         Whether we want to admit it, we are all hunters. The emotional and physical chase—and the reward that may or may not come
            from it—is the bread and butter of human instinct. Let’s face it, no longer do most people have to physically hunt in order
            to gain life-giving proteins, but it is by doing so that we embody characteristics like honesty, respect, persistence, and
            humility. It’s the hunters’ respect for the creatures we know and love that has led to honorable trades like veterinary and
            animal husbandry, and it’s one of the larger reasons we began to domesticate the animals we hunted and bring them closer to
            our sights. Men and women have partnered throughout time to obtain food, clothing, and shelter by way of the hunt. We live
            and breathe the rules of the fair chase in order to survive in a world that gives no quarter and takes no prisoners.
         

         
         As important as hunting success in early history was, the celebration that came afterward was even more profound. Families
            greeted accomplishment with the understanding that the hunt wasn’t only necessary for survival but was a deeply ingrained
            way of meeting after the harvest and giving thanks for all that they had. Similarly, we have lived and thrived by the hunt
            and have found its continued existence necessitated by an honorable system in which the hunter gladly accepts the role of
            provider; no longer do humans survive merely by the innate ability to fend off disease or by gathering what they could find
            by scavenging.
         

         
         Once evolution had taken hold, the hunter was unleashed. Sticks and stones were replaced by spears and bows; the discovery of fire
            was as good for bodily warmth as it was for cooking meat. Humans went from gatherers to hunters and in the process learned
            to dominate their surroundings. It was then, even in the early days of human existence, that they began to care for the earth
            like no other creature could. The hunt is where we became conscious and reasoned animals; it is where we discovered our destiny
            of noble conservationist—where we assumed our roll as overseer of the environment and landlord to the world, for better or
            worse.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I have spent most of my life outdoors trying to find that elusive Holy Grail, that reality of hunting where pleasure combines
            with practice. It’s not just the dream of catching a giant northern pike or muskellunge, or dropping one’s very first pheasant;
            it’s not meeting the buck’s wide-eyed gaze and anticipating the right trajectory in which expertise meets precision. It’s
            something deeper than that.
         

         
         Thanks to my father and grandfather, I’ve had the outdoors on my mind (and on my boots’ treads) since I was a little boy.
            This “mobile life” has afforded me every opportunity to create for myself the kind of robust love for nature that anyone can
            imagine and a respect for all forms of life that one could ever name. A life lived in the outdoors is massively rewarding,
            offers nonstop pleasures, and provides the ultimate in appreciation of the natural world. It offers camaraderie, freedom of
            choice, and reward, and to that end it never stops giving. I am part of the hunting community, and no one loves the great
            outdoors quite like we do. We come to it in our souls and defend it with our hearts. We dare to wait on stands in lonesome
            trees and walk through smelly swamps. The earth on our hands and faces is the badge of honor we wear proudly. There is no
            greater appreciation for something than to carry its scent with you. My dog had it—she carried it with us everywhere we went.
            Not something abhorrent, or disgusting, nay, familiar and glad. It was a unique trace of her that I knew immediately, and
            if I could have kept it in a bottle to cheer me up when she was gone, I would have. 
         

         
         The hunt is so much more than the kill. The hunter often walks away from the woods and fields empty-handed. Some see in this
            a profound beauty, while others find disappointment and shame. Regardless of the result, a hunter must be prepared to return
            and repeat the process of observation necessary for success.
         

         
         While finding a good hunting spot is certainly not the same as, say, finding your keys, both start with the same methodology:
            Where’s the likeliest place to start looking? What would the best “sign” be? Have I seen them in this spot last time I lost
               them? In nature, however, the clues are changeable and never the same the second time. For example, a buck will use common trails
            throughout the season but might be drawn off course by the scent of a hot doe; grouse that once flushed off the ground are
            now rocketing from the pine trees.
         

         
         Hunting is a pause on the path of life—an opportunity to see, smell, and appreciate all that we get from spending a lifetime
            as outdoorsmen. It takes time, practice, dedication, and effort, and it’s in these traits that we find our true selves: We
            are not as concerned with what we can take from the world as we are with the prospect of what it delivers to us in the first
            place. As such, we are constantly thinking about how to give back. That kind of work is never finished.
         

         
         This book is filled with examples of the hunter’s place in nature—from the banal to the comical to the extreme. But it’s also
            about that intangible, meditative feeling that the outdoors provides us. The hunter sees every tree in every yard and begins
            to identify birds flying by. We don’t just notice the sunrise, we know exactly what time it happens. We are the ones who post
            the meteor shower times and dates on social media. We walk outside in the pouring rain just to smell it. We love to stand
            on the deck in the freezing cold to look at the stars, and we can tell you where the constellations lie. We understand that
            every twig that bends back and slaps our faces, every thorn that sinks into our skin, is just a reminder that nature rules
            the planet, not the humans that inhabit it. Our signpost is the leafless tree; our painting the cirrus clouds in the sky.
            We do not grieve for those who do not share in this enthusiasm for the hunt but smile in the face of its adversity. We are
            disciples of nature and of the great outdoors. We have advanced degrees in gratitude for this good earth and where it is that
            everything comes from. Our shared inner peace comes from a mind-set of grace and dignity, of knowing that the earth was here
            long before us and will be here long after we have gone.
         

         
         Finding common ground is the reason for a book about hunting. I wouldn’t try and persuade a nonhunter into becoming that which
            he may despise, the same way I wouldn’t care to be told I’m an inhuman monster because I hunt. The contents herein are meant
            as a call to those with a unique sense of the surrounding earth and its vast pleasures. My only hope is that nonhunters may see us in a different light, or else are as beckoned to the great outdoors as much as
            we are.
         

         
         The second that I sit down to write about the outdoors, I immediately feel the urge to get up and go out there. (I start to
            feel rather lazy if I don’t!) Putting this desire into words is one of my callings, and I hope yours is to take lessons from
            this book and go outside with a newfound appreciation and an open heart. I hope you read this book under a big oak tree or
            in a canoe treading soft waves. I hope you find solace and purpose in its lessons, and see the hunter in a robust new light.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
The Background

         
         
            We do not have to be ashamed of what we are. As sentient beings we have wonderful backgrounds. These backgrounds may not be
               particularly enlightened or peaceful or intelligent. Nevertheless, we have soil good enough to cultivate; we can plant anything
               in it.
            

            —Chögyam Trungpa, Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism
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Mythology of the Hunter’s Ego

         
         A story:

         
         I have a friend Mike—my best friend’s cousin—who prefers to stand on the ground as opposed to in a tree during our deer drives,
            those doggedly simple brush-busting operations that move sitting deer from one area to another with the prospect of the almighty
            barbecue awaiting on the far end.
         

         
         It’s not because he’s afraid of heights but because he says he’s a better hunter on the ground. Mind you, Mike is a six-foot-something,
            280-pound ex–football player and former army corporal who likes to chew tobacco and demolish adult beverages with impunity.
            He wears a blaze-orange coat that has such an odd camouflage pattern that we call it cow-camo because of its resemblance to
            a cow’s hide. His physical presence isn’t fooling anyone, least of all those nimble deer.
         

         
         Hunting with him requires talking him into getting up in the tree stand overlooking the opening where the deer always pop
            out. We remind him that if we let him stand on the ground, the tall grass will be in the way of his shot; it’s also much safer
            to be up in that permanent tree fort that we built.
         

         
         One afternoon in November, following the usual short lecture, we got him to climb into the tree stand, and off the rest of
            us went to set the drive in motion.
         

         
         After a grueling forty-five-minute walk through intensely thick cover, Mike’s low voice crackled over our radios: “I’ve got
            deer moving toward me.”
         

         
         Five minutes passed, during which we waited for the deer to respond and make their move toward this massive friend of ours.
            Then we heard him unload all five shots out of his 12-gauge. Those of us walking the drive wondered to ourselves just how
            many deer would be lying there when we reached him. Three? Four?

         
         When we arrived back at the stand, Mike was already on the ground. No deer. No blood at his feet. No hair anywhere from a
            near miss. Most surprising was the guffaw he let loose as soon as we reached his position. One of us asked him if he had even
            seen a deer, to which he answered uproariously, “Yeah, there were five of them! I missed all five times, and probably could’ve
            reloaded, but I ran out of shells. I told you that I should’ve stayed on the ground!”
         

         
         “So we pushed the gravy train right by you, and you missed everything?” I asked.

         
         “I didn’t know which one to shoot at.”

         
         “Any of the ones with four legs would’ve been good,” I said.

         
         Maybe he should have stayed on the ground. Or maybe we were right by putting him up in that tree, based on our experience
            in this location. All I know is that from that day forward—and we christened the area the “gravy train spot” because of this
            very incident, as well as the fact that we always found deer moving there—one couldn’t be sure of anything.
         

         
         Laughing is a part of our defense system, the final round in the holster. When I heard “I’ve got deer moving toward me,” I
            imagined Mike’s excitement, paired with the anxiety of a fish-in-a-barrel complex. I imagined him telling himself: Missing is no big deal. Or: Maybe they won’t even come this way, as if to prepare himself for the worst. Laughter, it seems, was all he had left. 
         

         
         Contrary to this are the experienced hunters whose egos are fully enlarged. Their uncertainty is confidence, their failure
            success. They are the ones who will usually find ways to brag about their harvest, or who will take a lifetime to achieve
            any skills worth sharing. The one thing their egos won’t let them do is admit it.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Even though hunters are unique in their individual styles, the goal is a common one: to harvest the deer or other game. But
            finding what works best for each of us gives rise to many forms of methodology and, of course, debate.
         

         
         While one hunter’s technique to take ducks on the lakeshore may include the specifics of how he sets out his block of decoys,
            another has a surefire gimmick that he’s certain works better. Naturally, this is fine. All of us revel in our own styles,
            habits, and techniques; and if they work, why give them up? It’s not that the hunter wants to keep his ideas to himself but
            that he has the desire to make his way known as the best way. The hunter reveals his techniques for many reasons, but bragging rights are prominent among them.
         

         
         Case in point: I have another friend, Tommy, with whom I’ve hunted deer for years. He likes to use a portable tree-climbing
            stand to put different areas of the woods closer in his sights, moving it around before and especially during the season like
            the rest of us. One year in particular the woods in our area abounded with tales of hunters whose equipment had gone missing;
            mysteriously “growing legs” and walking out of the forest all by itself. 
         

         
         Since Tom is about as trusting and cynical as any of us who’ve had something stolen, he doesn’t like knowing that his stand
            may disappear, even with a padlock on it, so here was his solution: He left his climber twenty feet up in the tree. 
         

         
         And each time he hunts, he climbs up the tree trunk to use his stand or retrieve it, thus defeating its purpose. He is as
            nimble as a gazelle and never misses the chance to let us know it. He can out-wrestle, out-hunt, and, obviously, out-climb any of us. The thing is, he doesn’t need to use his climbing trick as proof of this; nor does he need to shout it from the treetops.
         

         
         Sometimes the brag is encapsulated in unusual quirks.

         
         Another example: I hunted with a man who was a veteran home builder and another who used to be my brother-in-law. Both were,
            in their day, avid deer hunters who climbed trees and sat for the entire day waiting for that big buck to pass by. The difference
            between them and many like them I’ve met is their use of a lit cigar to attract said big buck.
         

         
         My former brother-in-law learned this technique while hunting on a hillside in southern New York State. He would swear that
            the burning smoke would waft down the hill and that trophy deer would come running up after it. His cigar of choice was a
            Backwoods Smoke, a refreshingly sweet and aromatic little slice of joy that can stink a skunk out of its den. He wouldn’t
            just swear by this method; no, he would chortle at anyone who didn’t believe it, flaunting the trophy hanging above his mantel
            as proof. “Without it,” he’d say, “you’re not going to see a thing.”
         

         
         The land that the veteran builder was hunting at that time was parkland, sold off to make room for the homes that now look
            as if they’ve been there forever. Some of the many deer that they harvested in that area (long before the homes encroached
            on it) only had dealings with human beings who were walking their dogs, jogging, or, as fate would have it, out to have a
            cigar. He told me about a time when he set his smoke down to take a pee off the side of the stand, which actually made it
            easier for him to pick up his bow (yes, his bow!) and draw back in time to double-lung a giant ten-pointer that was standing
            directly below him.
         

         
         Currently above his mantel is a beautiful head mount of that trophy ten-pointer. Since then, the cigar has remained a staple.

         
         This style of hunting is nothing to laugh about. Many outdoor brands have begun to make products that burn, smoke, waft, spray,
            and otherwise leave an airborne scent trail for miles. Some of my friends swear by these products, while others wonder how
            a deer can tell where the smoke is coming from. Perhaps even stranger than this methodology is what my friend Tom with the
            tree stand says about catching the deer’s nose in this fashion: “It all depends on the direction of the thermals based on
            the moon phase.”
         

         
         I tell him to let me know when the planets align.

         
         *  *  *

         Now, when it comes to the inevitable deer drive, everyone’s an expert. If you ask one person you may as well ask ten because
            you will get ten different answers. I’ve seen hunting parties that set out into the woods with a manpower drive of twenty
            men or more. It will certainly make the deer move, but as an “expert” method it leaves a lot to be desired. Other times, I’ve
            been in a tree when ten guys went by yelling their heads off; the only thing they didn’t have were pots and pans to bang on
            (or deer because they were all in the next county).
         

         
         But since folks are still using these madcap methods, it stands to reason that they’ve had some success with them. They’re
            everywhere: guys in a duck blind on the shore of a large lake waving white hankies like they were surrendering (a precursor
            to today’s well-known method of flagging and the flapper decoys). Most hunters believe that rattling antlers together can
            bring a big buck running toward them ready to fight, and others claim that hooting an owl call at the end of the evening will
            make a big boss Tom turkey gobble and give away his roosting position up in the treetops. It seems that so many of the successful
            techniques that we now use once began as somebody’s zany idea. I mean, at some point a hunter somewhere in antiquity talked
            himself into spreading a deer’s urine on himself, and the rest is history. Did you know that in some parts of Scotland they
            hunt for flounder at low tide by removing their shoes and . . . tramping them with their feet? Onward . . .
         

         
         Bragging takes on many shapes, sizes, and colors. Once, while Tom and I were deer hunting a friend’s farm in the southern
            part of Monroe County, in New York, we happened upon a father and son duo that had been using the property for many years.
            They hadn’t actually ever asked the owners for permission, but they were former employees of the farm so it was unspoken knowledge
            that they were welcome. The first time we talked with them was while meeting to put on a push around lunchtime. The father
            was amiable but effusive on his methodology:
         

         
         “Now, what we’re going to do is head down to the lane at the far end of the property. When we get there we’re going to start
            at a small oak tree. Not any oak tree, it’s the one that Buddy planted when he was a kid. He said that it was grown from an
            acorn that his mom had given him. Now, his mom never hunted, but his dad’s stand is the best one out here. It’s not made of
            oak, you see, but it’s been there for a long time and he still uses it. About ten years ago I saw a big buck rubbing it while
            it was still a sapling. I couldn’t get a shot off at that big baysterd, but I scared the bejeezus outta him and I never seen
            him again!” (Yes, he said “bay-sterd.”)
         

         
         We sat listening to this mess of a story and realized that he hadn’t told us anything substantial about the hunt except that
            he had once chased a big buck out of the county. My friend and I looked at each other and held it together long enough for
            him to continue.
         

         
         “. . . What we’ll do is we’ll start over there and walk up the edge to the cattails. Now, them cattails is tall, mind you.
            You can get lost in that stuff, but that’s where the deer lay, right in there. One time when we was making this push the pond
            in the middle was full of mallards. You never heard so much noise. We was wishing we had brung some birdshot with us!”
         

         
         I had to interrupt him. I hardly knew the man, but that’s my temperament. Trust me, sometimes it pays to unclog your speaking
            filter and just let it out. “Are you actually going to go down there and do it, or just tell us about it?”
         

         
         Tom let out one of those stifling laughs like when you try to suppress a sneeze. Still, the father didn’t stop talking:

         
         “Now, sometimes a fox will squirt outta there, you know, so be ready for a fox. I seen a big one down at Fred’s place the
            other day. It was all mangy and beat-up looking. Fred doesn’t have chickens anymore so I just don’t know why a fox would be
            down there. We used to trap them down at Miller’s Creek. We would get five bucks a pelt in them days . . .”
         

         
         It took us going silent and walking away before the son of a gun realized how much he was prattling on. By
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