


CHAPTER ONE

It’s About the Stalk

Pronghorn, Wyoming, 1978

IT ALL STARTED WITH PRONGHORNS. BY SHEER NUMBERS AND BREADTH OF range, most beginning American hunters start with whitetail deer. Out West, the most likely first big game is some breed of mule deer. Today, with increasing numbers, expanding range, and availability, many new hunters start with feral hogs. Both my daughters started with hogs. Good choice. Not cute and cuddly, tasty, and under the radar of the Bambi Syndrome. I grew up in a Kansas, which had no deer season and we still don’t have hogs. We had awesome bird hunting, but Dad’s options were limited for a son who wanted to hunt big game. He took me to Wyoming for pronghorn in 1965.

Dad was awesome with a shotgun. In time, I became pretty good, but we were not rifle shooters, and we were not big-game hunters. Oh, sure, we practiced, still didn’t know what we were doing. No clue how to stalk sharp-eyed animals. Bird shooters that we were, we didn’t know that it’s a bad idea to shoot at running pronghorns. The learning curve was steep. We missed, well, several. But we got our antelopes, loved it. We went back several times, continuing through my time at Kansas University. Often, we added mule deer. In those days, pronghorn licenses required a draw; mule deer permits were still over the counter, at least for a few years.

On one early fall Wyoming hunt, we discovered prairie dogs. We ran out of ammo, and Dad had such a ball that we ferreted out some prairie dog colonies in western Kansas, much closer to home. For field rifle shooting, prairie dogs are the world’s best teachers. For stalking, at least in open country, nothing better than pronghorns. Our skills improved.

What I didn’t know, and wouldn’t realize for some time, until my nose got rubbed in it: Thanks to prairie dogs and pronghorns, I was deadly in big country … and useless in close cover, where I had no experience. You don’t know what you don’t know. My comeuppance was coming and would be painful. We’ll save that for the next section, when we turn to forest hunting.

Fast-forward to 1978, just off active duty. By then lots more rifle shooting. I competed in small bore all through college, shot a lot in the Marines. Also, as an infantry guy, a lot of sneaking around. Dad and I also had more hunting experience. By then, we’d hunted together in Canada several times, and I’d been to Africa the year before. We drew pronghorn tags and returned to the same ranch we’d hunted a dozen years earlier. Then, it had been Lester Wright’s ranch. Now, it was the growing town of Wright, a motel occupying the spot where I’d taken my first pronghorn.

We met up in Wright before the season so had time to scout. Lester Wright’s son-in-law Jim Thrush showed us around. Development was still on the edges, and there were plenty of pronghorns. After consecutive mild winters, that was a banner year, lots of good bucks, some exceptional.
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The author’s 1978 Wyoming pronghorn had good length, could have used more mass. Taken with a Ruger No. 1 in .243 Winchester.



By now I knew there are several ways to take a pronghorn. You can snipe them at long range, hunt them from the truck, or wait at waterholes. The first is okay, the second not okay, the third hot and boring. Sharp eyes are the pronghorn’s first line of defense, but they are curious. The old-timers used to “toll them in” by attaching a rag to a ramrod or long stick and gently waving it over the horizon. Haven’t tried that, but years later I hunted pronghorns by stalking behind a decoy. Effective. And scary—better know no other hunters are in the area. By ’78 I knew stalking was a fourth method.

I didn’t know as much as I thought I did, but for me stalking was the most fun, and I’d had a crash course in Kenya the year before. Read the terrain, find the hidden folds and gullies. The country isn’t usually as flat as it looks. In warm weather, watch out for rattlers, avoid the small prairie cacti with tiny, needle-sharp spines.

Their high plains and sagebrush flats look much the same to you and me, must not to pronghorns. They are surprisingly territorial, dominant bucks most of all. Doesn’t take more than a glimpse to spook them. They’ll move off, but if the fright was gentle they’ll circle back, often seen in the same general area at about the same time of day.

The day before the season, I glassed a good buck tending his does near a waterhole. On one of our early hunts Dad took an excellent pronghorn, exceptionally heavy with good prongs, one of the only animals he had mounted. Like most kids just starting, I’d been mostly interested in filling tags. Which I’d done. I’d shot a bunch of pronghorns, some average, not yet a big one.

This buck was bigger than any I’d taken, and I set my cap on him. Probably should have kept looking; in that year there were a couple bigger bucks around. I know that because I saw them later. Didn’t matter. I liked this guy. Could have used a bit more mass and more hook at the horn tips, but he was tall with good, well-matched prongs. A good eastern Wyoming buck. We earmarked another nice buck for Dad.

On opening morning, I approached that waterhole on foot from the east, rising sun behind me. No pronghorns in sight. We’d disturbed him the day before, not badly; he’d taken his harem off to the west, disappearing into low sagebrush ridges. We hadn’t pursued him, and no one else had been in there. We’d left that area alone, no reason to believe he wasn’t around.



[image: fig_5_1.jpg]
Wyoming has the largest pronghorn population, with good numbers on both public and private lands. It also is the leader in producing record-class heads, but this is seductive: Because of periodic winter loss, average horns are often better in areas to the south.



On foot, I hiked about a mile to the southwest, then started back north. Since he’d gone that way and hadn’t been pushed, I figured he had to be somewhere in a big circle between me and his waterhole. Lots of country I couldn’t see into, so I stayed off the skylines, coming up low and glassing ahead.

After three or four ridges I found him with his herd, working southeast, toward where I’d seen him the day before. Several low ridges separated us, just a matter of hugging the bottoms and getting closer.

My first pronghorns were taken with a .243. After that, child of the Magnum era that I was, I got a .264 Winchester Magnum and I thought it was magic. It was, and still is, an awesome plains cartridge. Magic it was not, and in those innocent pre-rangefinder days, my shots probably weren’t as far as I’d claimed them to be. This day, I’d reverted to a .243, an early No. One single shot Dad and I had gotten for prairie dogs. The high plains wind hadn’t come up yet, but I knew I had to get closer.

Fairly simple. Enough roll that the only crawling I needed to do was up the last little rise. I lay the rifle down, made the crest on elbows, took a careful look. Again, no rangefinder. Didn’t need one; the pronghorns were there, just below the next ridge, buck in the middle of several does, something less than 200 yards. At that stage, I hadn’t adopted my now lifelong habit of carrying a backpack, even if mostly empty; otherwise I’d have had a rest I could have slid into place. Also hadn’t clipped on a bipod, although by then I had a Harris.
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The pronghorn antelope is considered the world’s second-fastest animal after the cheetah. When he was young, the author learned it’s pointless to shoot at a running pronghorn.



I slid back a couple of feet, wrapped into a hasty sling, and shinnied to the top in a good prone position. The buck was clear and perfectly broadside. I was shooting a carefully handloaded 95-grain Partition which, of course, exited, leaving the buck down where he stood.

This was a very fine pronghorn, 151/2 inches and very pretty. Turns out the buck we’d earmarked for Dad was a bit bigger, certainly heavier. Didn’t matter in the least. I was not then and, thank God, have never become a record book hunter. Sure, I do the best I can, but it’s always been about the hunt, and I was smugly pleased with myself. We’d agreed to meet by the waterhole, so I quickly field-dressed the buck, slung him over my back, and headed out.







CHAPTER TWO

On the Tracks

Desert Mule Deer, Sonora, 1985

THE GREAT AFRICAN TRACKERS DESERVE THEIR LEGEND, POSSESSING powers of observation that we lost long ago. They are not magicians. Absent extraordinarily favorable conditions they cannot follow smaller hooved animals. Only in certain soils can even the best track the great cats. Oddly, despite size, elephants are among the most difficult to track because the great weight is spread over huge pads. Larger hooved animals—kudu, zebra, eland, and buffalo—they can seemingly follow unerringly across a paved parking lot.

Just watching skilled African trackers at work is one of the great joys of safari. I’m sure there are other hunting cultures around the world who retain these skills. However, the only trackers I have seen who equal African tribes-men are Mexican cowboys in the Sonora Desert.

Everywhere, great tracking is becoming a lost art. It requires living on the land, growing up tracking stray livestock. For most, it cannot be a long career, because it requires the visual acuity of youth. In the ’80s, when Sonora’s big desert mule deer first gained notoriety, I had several opportunities to observe Mexico’s master trackers at work. It was amazing. In softer soil, most experienced deer hunters can tell a large track from a smaller print. Theorize that an outsized track is most probably an older buck, and usually be correct.

The great Mexican trackers could see a mule deer print and determine sex, maturity, and approximate time of the deer’s passage. Then they could follow that track wherever it led, across gravel tailings and outcroppings. They could not discern antler size from tracks, but if they suggested a track was worth following, best gird up for a walk under the Sonoran sun.

Most of this is gone now. The great trackers have aged out; younger hunters didn’t grow up as close to the land, absent vehicles. Sonora’s big desert mule deer are still there, and still hunted. Regrettably, much of today’s hunting is done from Jeeps. Or by “high-racking,” cruising the low desert scrub from a platform or mobile deer stand mounted high above a vehicle.

This is not to throw stones. The last desert mule deer I shot in Mexico was over a Jeep’s folded windscreen. Just the way it is, with few guides (if any) retaining the tracking skills their fathers and grandfathers possessed. Mind you, it didn’t always work. Sometimes a suitable track isn’t found. Often, a stray puff of wind, and the buck—whatever he was—is long gone. Or offers just a fleeting glance when he jumps and sails off into the mesquite.

When it works, what an experience. For me, it worked twice. The first time, there’d been some rain, the tracks leading mostly through sand. Not saying I could have followed and kept our track straight. No way. Impressive tracking, not magic, just intelligent.

Midmorning, on the track less than an hour. The wind changed almost imperceptibly, swinging from behind. My guide immediately turned hard right off the track, taking us in a big circle. My Spanish was better back then but this gent, much older than I, was a Seri, good guy and great hunter, not a big talker. Maybe a half hour later, I wasn’t fully aware that we were back on the track when he stopped—and stopped me—then pointed ahead.

The buck was bedded down a little lane through brush, in the shade between two mesquites. Maybe 75 or 80 yards. Dark in dark shadows, it took me a few seconds to see him, then I made out the antlers, distinct from thorny branches. Nice buck, tall. No questions asked, I shot him when he rose from his bed.

He was a nice buck, big enough. The deer of Sonora are desert mule deer, paler in color and smaller in the body than Rocky Mountain mule deer. Although sparse, the desert browse is rich in protein, and they can grow huge antlers. Most authorities agree that the mule deer of Sonora are the same desert mule deer found from Far West Texas through the southern half of New Mexico and Arizona. Mexican hunters often consider them separately, calling them “burro deer.” Though never scientifically validated as a subspecies, Sonora mule deer grow bigger antlers than are likely on the US side, or in Coahuila and Chihuahua.


[image: fig_9_1.jpg]
To Mexican hunters, muy grande mostly means wide. Not a huge buck by their standards, still an exceptional desert mule deer with good mass and deep forks. The author used a Remington M700 Mountain Rifle in .280 Remington, taking the buck in its bed at 60 yards.



In his Arizona days, Jack O’Connor frequently hunted mule deer in the Sonoran Desert. Though few photos survive, he wrote of big deer. It wasn’t until the 1970s, as Rocky Mountain mule deer declined across their range, that Sonora became known as a hotspot for big mule deer.

Hunting was never easy, and not everyone can get a monster. I went down there six times, took three bucks, probably par for the course. The country is harsh and dry, mule deer thinly dispersed in very big country. I’m sure the population fluctuates naturally, down in dry years, up in good. As value grew with notoriety, I believe these desert deer were badly overhunted in the ’80s and ’90s. Thanks to Mexico’s new system of UMAs (private game management areas), they are better managed today, with numbers increasing. Quality was always there, still is, but not everyone will see a muy grande (very big) buck.

To Mexican hunters, muy grande primarily means wide. These desert deer can grow amazing antler spreads, but that says nothing about mass, points, or symmetry. Because the country is harsh, many of the wonderfully wide mature bucks are missing points or mismatched one side or the other. Still awesome mule deer, but often don’t “score” according to our record book systems.

Another interesting thing about these mule deer: They usually aren’t where you think they should be! Looking at the country, the first place I’d start glassing is on the hills. No. In Sonora the mule deer are generally in the brush and cacti on the desert floor. The deer on the many small and large mountains jutting up from the desert floor are usually Coues whitetails.

Often, I’ve had permits for both species, but only one time did I actually take both deer. Once, hunting mule deer, I took a fine Coues deer far out on the desert floor. What he was doing out there I have no clue. With a mule deer tag in hand, I’ve usually concentrated on muleys, only hunting Coues deer after that tag is filled. Sometimes, I’ve blanked completely, also par for the course. Always, I’ve plied binoculars at everything I could see. I’ve occasionally glassed Coues deer on low hills, but I don’t recall ever glassing up a desert mule deer buck down there.

Which, I suppose, is why tracking grew as the preferred method … and why, lacking trackers, high-racking is so common today. Although dry, harsh, and full of thorny plants, the Sonoran Desert is a living desert, characterized by house-high cacti, mesquite, and palo verde; limited visibility, no glassing to be done from ground level.

I was hunting with famous tracker Beto when we picked up a good, lone track in a sand wash. Well, he said it was good. I could see it was a deer, looked like a big track. Beyond that, I took his word. We’d ridden out from camp at daybreak, still early and cool when we found the track. We tied up there, proceeding on foot through the most spectacular tracking I have witnessed.

I could see the tracks in sand washes. Beto followed them across bare, hard ground. Over rocky gravel tailings. Seemingly through paved parking lots. Sure, he lost the track. So do the great African trackers. In addition to powers of observation, great trackers must have infinite patience. Also, determination … and an innate sense of where an animal is likely to walk. They know the track is there, their job is to find it. So, we stop, cast forward, go back, do it again. A rolled pebble, a near-invisible hoof scratch on rock. Eventually, a partial print.
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The Sonoran Desert is very much a living desert, brushy and most plants have nasty thorns. Mule deer tend to hang out in the valleys and on the desert floors, while Coues whitetails are usually in the hills.



Three hours on the track, more. Midday sun beating down. Winter day in the desert, still pushing 90 degrees Fahrenheit. Long since at a snail’s pace, track meandering. Must be close.

We came up a gentle rise to a small clearing, cacti clump ahead. Beto pointed. The buck was bedded on the far side, facing straight away. Head up, antlers erect. Beto whispered with disappointment, “No es muy grande.” Not very big.

True, not wide by Sonoran standards. But, clearly outside the ears and heavy. Better, a clean four-by-four with deep forks and long points. At 80 yards with binocular, I don’t recall if I saw eyeguards, or if I bothered to look. He had those as well. In my pidgin Spanish I said, “Si, es muy grande para me.” For me, he’s very big.

One slow step at a time, we duckwalked closer. Close enough. Carefully, I raised the .280 Remington and shot him in the biggest spot, where neck joined shoulder. Those gorgeous antlers dropped, no further movement. Not especially wide, he remains one of my best typical mule deer, taken with the best tracking I will ever see.







CHAPTER THREE

Into the Yucca

Pronghorn, Texas, 1990

THE SAME GAME ANIMAL WILL APPEAR FEW TIMES IN THIS BOOK. IN PART, because I’ve been blessed to hunt in many places. I have choices, and they weren’t always easy as I planned this book. Part is that within the subject of stalking, as opposed to other methodology, I wanted to write about a wide selection of game, in varying places and habitats.

Forgive me, this is another pronghorn story. I tried several times to cut and replace this chapter, just couldn’t do it. Antilocapra americana, uniquely North American with no living relatives, was my first big game and long one of my favorites. I hunted them annually for many years, sometimes in more than one state. Dressed, skinned, and cooled quickly, pronghorn is the finest of wild meat, one of my favorites for table fare.

I never took the time to apply for pronghorn permits in the most special places. I have taken good ones, rarely great. Mostly just love to hunt them. A Native American guide once told Jack O’Connor “sheep see through thin rock.” Yes, wild sheep have awesome vision … but I doubt better than our pronghorn antelope. Add to visual acuity the fact that pronghorn country offers little cover or change of color. Anything out of place stands out like a sore thumb. A pronghorn will pick it up instantly at great distance. Although not applicable everywhere, most of what I know about stalking I learned from pronghorns.

I could almost write a book about pronghorn hunting, but I doubt many would read it. So I won’t, and I promise I won’t do this to you again, but please indulge me with my all-time favorite pronghorn story.
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Although not his longest, this West Texas pronghorn is the author’s favorite, exceptionally massive with good prongs, taken on a fun hunt. He used a 7mm Remington Magnum on a Remington M700 action, made by custom maker David Miller.



To some extent, finding a big pronghorn is a numbers game. Wyoming has the largest herd and the most permits and leads in Boone and Crockett bucks. However, northern herds fluctuate with bad winters. On that 1978 hunt in chapter 1, Dad and I took excellent animals … and left better bucks on the table. I went back the next year, expecting a monster. The 1978–1979 winter was tough, and the big bucks were gone. Still plenty, but nothing over 12 inches. Genetics and limited permits also play a major role. Arizona is famous for big pronghorns (and tough tags to draw). Certain spots in New Mexico are also excellent. Not much winter loss farther south, but summer stress and periodic drought can be just as devastating.

Outfitter friend Hunter Ross had an area in Far West Texas that was fantastic, went there a couple times, thought I’d hit the jackpot. All private land tags on big ranches, limited access, average quality excellent, above average exceptional. Then came protracted drought and they were all gone. That came later. The first time I hunted pronghorns in Texas was near Fort Stockton, sort of a do-it-yourself hunt on a ranch the folks at Leupold had access to.

Texas pronghorn country is different. Almost no sagebrush. Grassy flats and tall yucca. First blush, I didn’t know what to make of it. Little roll to the terrain. Except for yuccas, almost no cover. It sure wasn’t Wyoming. Or New Mexico, or Montana. First day, we saw few pronghorns, none big. My impression was that overall population and local densities were lower.

I have good faith in the competence of North American wildlife managers. However, with limited permits, whether by public drawing, landowner permits, or whatever, we rarely know what the number of permits is based on. Too many, too few, just right? Can’t do much about it. I had a private land tag, but on that first day, and accustomed to seeing lots of pronghorns, I was not impressed. Well, it only takes one good one, right?

Midmorning of the second day, still not seeing much, that one big one trotted across the road in front of the truck. I would be a bald-faced liar if I said I’ve never shot an animal out of a truck window or resting over the hood. Perfectly legal in many places, almost normal on private land in Texas. I’m not willing to predict what might have happened if the buck had stopped. He didn’t, just drifted across the ranch road and vanished into tall yuccas. Maybe a 50-yard window. Enough for a quick look, nothing more.

That quick look was enough. He wasn’t dramatically long, length masked by exceptional mass, the thickest horns I’ve seen on a pronghorn. I didn’t get a look at his prongs, but who cares?

I rolled out of the truck with rifle and binocular, crouched down, and waited until the truck was long gone. The buck hadn’t been badly spooked. I didn’t know what was in his mind—why that chicken crossed the road—but surely he’d seen ranch vehicles all his life? I figured he’d trot a bit, stop, wait to see if something was after him, then start feeding. I gave him some time, then starting walking slowly in the direction he’d gone. I expected to see him right away, hopefully get a shot.

I crossed a little rise, barely a bump, then a shallow wash studded with taller yuccas. Nothing. Then I saw him vanish over a low rise a few hundred yards beyond. Naturally, I followed, now expecting a shot just over the top. Nothing. Just lots of empty yucca-spiked Texas. Very flat out there, nothing moving. To my left front was slightly more broken ground, must have gone that way. I made a big loop, never saw another animal.

Concluding he’d given me the slip, I headed back to the road. I came out above the wash at a different angle, looked to my left, and saw the buck coming down a gentle rise, almost exactly where I’d last seen him, except now in reversed direction. I waited until he passed behind some taller yuccas, then dropped down into the wash and hunkered down.

I knew how territorial pronghorns are. When we first saw him, I’d guessed he was headed toward a familiar place. A second and better guess: We’d spooked him away from a favorite spot. No idea where he’d been for the past hour and more, but now he was headed back. Okay, I was in cover. Good. He was in cover too. Even better. Still far, headed my way.

I held my ground for a bit, catching occasional glimpses as he dawdled up the wash. Seemed like he was going to cross on the far side of the wash, where I’d just come from. Fairly open, and in reasonable range. While he was hidden, I moved a couple of times, finally pitching up against a broad, spiky yucca. The buck was within 350 yards, still closing.

I needed to make this good, had time to take a few breaths, see what tools I had in my bag of tricks and evaluate my options. The bag was nearly empty. Expecting a quick shot, I’d jumped out of the truck without my daypack. Prone was too low, and nobody is tough enough to take a rest off a yucca. The rifle was a gorgeous 7mm Remington Magnum by David Miller, wonderfully accurate. In Miller’s scope harness, it never changed zero. Except: The fully bedded barrel always shifted when I added a bipod, so I never used one on that rifle.

I’m big on the hasty sling, one quick wrap of the supporting arm between sling and fore-end, isometric pressure that adds stability from almost any position. All small-bore and military competition is done with a tight target or loop sling, detached from the rear sling swivel stud, then cinched tight on the supporting arm above the bicep. Just happened to be using a two-claw leather sling that could be made into a proper target sling.

Unless things went amok, the buck was still coming, working his way through thicker brush in the wash. It appeared he would cross an opening at about 250 yards. It wouldn’t be an easy shot, doable if I could get steady enough. At the moment, I had plenty of time and good cover to set up. I’ve taken a lot of game from variously modified sitting positions with a hasty sling. This was one of just two times on game, ever, that I detached the sling from the rear stud, adjusted the straps into a tight loop, and got myself into a formal crossed-leg sitting position.

As ready as I could be, I relaxed, breathed, tried to keep the jitters at bay, and let the buck come. Straight as a string toward that opening. He stopped behind the last thick bush, completely hidden, me hoping I was as well. Cartridge long-chambered, I scooted my butt a couple inches right for that “perfect body alignment” Marine marksmanship instructors preach. Elbows over knees, plenty sling tension, slipped the safety. The buck took a step forward, horns thick and black against the pale desert.

He stopped, crosshairs steadied central on the shoulder. From that position, I lost him completely when the rifle fired. Worked the bolt, regained position. No pronghorn in sight. Stiff from sitting but more limber then, I struggled up and could see him down. Later, I’d shoot pronghorns with greater length, but never again with such mass, never again a stalk or shot like that one.







CHAPTER FOUR

What Have I Done?

Kalahari Gemsbok, Namibia, 1998

NUMBERS MATTER TO US CRAZY HUNTERS. WE WANT A 10-POINT WHITE-tail, a 30-inch mule deer, even a gobbler with a 12-inch beard. None of these numbers consider age, body size, table fare, the stuff that should matter more. Never mind, we play numbers games. A number that comes up too frequently is 40, coincidentally, randomly, and by different criteria. Holy Grail for a Dall or Stone ram is 40 inches around the curl. For Cape buffalo, 40-inch extreme spread. Thank God, we don’t ask for 40-inch mule deer. (Possible, but unlikely, I’ve never seen one.)

Among African antelopes, the benchmark for a sable is 40 inches. Likewise for gemsbok (aka giant oryx), largest-bodied and longest-horned of the oryx tribe of desert antelopes, with straight, sharp, tapering horns. Unlike many African antelopes, the challenge with the oryx tribe is that both males and females grow almost identical horns. Cows tend to have horns that are longer and thinner, often not as straight, but it’s the devil to sex oryx.

Bases that appear large are the primary clue, but some gifted females have big horn bases. So, broadside, you look for the penis sheath … but what if brush is too tall? You check them going away, look for testicles under the tail. Then, how do you keep that animal separate in the herd? Usually not a matter of legality. In most recordkeeping systems, world-record oryxes are females. Ah, but serious hunters want bulls with thick, straight horns.

To some extent, I caused my own oryx problem. In 1977 I shot a fine fringe-eared oryx in Kenya, shortest horned of the African oryxes. In 1993 I shot a spectacular Beisa oryx in Ethiopia’s Danakil Depression. Both were bulls. To create the proper stepping stone of African oryxes, I needed a big gemsbok bull. Of course, hitting the magical 40-inch mark.
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The gemsbok, or giant, oryx is probably Namibia’s most numerous large antelope. Although wary and hard to approach, the trickiest part is judging horns.



Unlike the other African oryxes, localized and dwindling, the gemsbok occupies a broad range, native or introduced throughout much of South Africa, common in southwestern Botswana and plentiful throughout Namibia, where it is probably the most plentiful large antelope. I shot a good bull in northwestern South Africa in 1981, several nice bulls in Namibia in the early ’80s. Up to 39 inches, not quite there. Buying into the dumb challenge, I wanted a 40-inch gemsbok bull.

What we call the Kalahari is a huge region of arid thornbush spanning three countries. I’d never been to the heart of the Kalahari, where I was told the odds were best for the biggest gemsbok. In sandy (rather than rocky) soil, horn wear is less, and bulls approach potential.

So, in 1998, Jim Morey suggested we should hunt with Dirk de Bod. One of those lucky deals. Morey headed up Swarovski North America; Dirk owned the Gun Shop in Windhoek, was Swarovski’s local distributor. A part-time professional hunter (PH) for many years, Dirk was selling out to pursue his dream of hunting full-time.

Dunes and streets is the only way to describe the true Kalahari: linear dunes of red Kalahari sand, separated by valleys—streets—protected from the incessant Kalahari wind, thus covered with low thornbush. I had never seen such country. Nor, at the height of the Namibian winter, had I felt such cold at dawn! Namibia’s real Kalahari is a long drive from Windhoek, far from most of that country’s great plains game hunting. Species diversity is limited; you go to the Kalahari for huge springbok and gemsbok. Kudu bulls are small, and there are some elands. I suppose monster steinbok, but this is where you must go for gigantic giant oryx. Dirk had a place, a big low-fenced farm in the heart of Namibia’s Kalahari. The best part of the hunt was I met Dirk de Bod.

By now I’ve hunted with dozens of licensed African PHs. Almost all competent, almost all genial companions. I’ve been asked to rank them. I refuse, not fair. Namibia is not Tanzania is not Cameroon is not Ethiopia. If I ranked them, by any yardstick, Dirk de Bod would be among the best of the best.

On this hunt, I would not be the best client he ever shepherded. Our goal, not so easy, was a gemsbok bull that topped 40 inches. In this area, not impossible, but no PH likes to be held to a yardstick. On this place, at that time, possible because the area had them. Had produced better, would produce better still. So, we started to look.

Understand, please, “we” is subjective. I can see a long-horned gemsbok, but judging sex at a glance is unlikely, accurately judging length out of the question. Dirk, a native Afrikaans speaker who thinks first in centimeters, was the finest judge of African horns I had seen. A quarter century and many safaris later, he remains so.

Among that fantastic jumble of dunes and streets, we found the bull we were looking for. Even to me, he stood out among his harem. Big-bodied, thick bases, impossible long and nearly straight horns. Getting a shot was something else altogether. Just the slightest shift, and they became a mass of long, straight horns.

We hunted them gently, over one dune and across another street. We had the right group, knew the right bull was in that group. The Kalahari we had around us was endless, best to hunt them one dune and one street at a time. We’d been on them—gently—for hours. By now I was readily recognizing that amazing bull.
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After a poor shot, the author’s big Kalahari gemsbok was found down on top of a sand dune. Taken with a custom 8mm Remington Magnum on a Model 700 action.



We caught them in a brushy street, slipped through a saddle in the dune above, crawled down into the brush, had them dead to rights. Had him dead to rights. I was in my 8mm Remington Magnum phase, heavy, accurate rifle producing tight groups with 220-grain Sierra GameKings. All good. Lots of power for an animal this size, lots of bullet expansion.

In the shade of sparse thornbush, we got into position, waited for the bull to separate, was feeling good. Everything perfect … until I wobbled and flubbed the shot. Dirk knew I’d hit the bull too far back. I couldn’t believe it. Of course, Dirk was right.

In that Kalahari sand, definable tracks of an individual animal are difficult. I knew that bullet had expanded and would be fatal. I also knew there was no exit. No blood trail to follow.

As I approached panic level, knowing I’d blown it, maybe it was a good thing. Absent my poor shot, who knows if, or when, I would have had the chance to properly appreciate the calmness, thoroughness, and expertise of this unusual professional hunter. Oh, yes, we found the bull, stone dead as he must be, with that cartridge and that bullet just a bit back. We looked high, and we looked low, and we found him on the crest of a red sand dune.

On this one, Dirk made a mistake. He was a bull, but he missed that magical and imaginary 40-inch mark we had set. Instead, he was over 41 inches on both horns.







CHAPTER FIVE

On the Rim

Midwest Whitetail, Kansas, 1998

DEER WERE CONSIDERED EXTINCT IN KANSAS BY THE 1920S. THAT MEANS none, zero, zip, zilch, no deer at all. During World War II a few started to filter in from bordering states, but I grew up in a Kansas that had few deer and no hunting season. During summers at Boy Scout camp in eastern Kansas we never saw deer; if somebody saw tracks we’d talk about it for days. Hunting birds farther west, we’d occasionally bump deer … that was a big deal.

Kansas opened its first modern deer season in 1965, residents only by permit drawing. Dad and I applied and drew early on, didn’t do much good. Truth is, we didn’t know anything about whitetail hunting. I graduated from KU, went off to the Marines, initially to Quantico for the six-month Basic School. I hunted there through the fall of ’75, quickly learned that hunting whitetails in the eastern woods was a whole lot different than hunting mule deer in the West.

We had a long weekend in October and I went down to North Carolina, where rifle season was already open. Hunting with dogs in swampy country near Lake Mattamuskeet, I lucked into my first whitetail buck, an awesome deer for that place and time. At Quantico, I hunted just about every weekend off through January, saw little more than the occasional white flags as deer ran through the woods. Mr. Whitetail was teaching me, but I was a slow learner.

In late ’77 into ’78 I was stationed on Okinawa. There was a radio hookup where we could call home. It was on a call to Dad that I made one of the worst mistakes of my career. “Son, they’ve got something called a ‘lifetime hunting license.’ Want me to get you one?”


[image: fig_23_1.jpg]
The author and his dad, “Bud” Boddington, with Craig’s first Kansas buck. Taken in 1998, this was the last hunt Craig did with his dad.



After decades of no hunting, Kansas produced several giant whitetails in the first few seasons. Then things tapered off, the herd still small and building. I said, “Aw, thanks, Pop, but our deer hunting isn’t that good. I can always buy a bird license when I come home.”

Yeah, but I couldn’t get a Kansas deer permit, because the next time I came home I was a nonresident. For the state’s first 30 modern deer seasons, Kansas deer hunting was for residents only. That small herd continued to grow. Kansas became, and is today, a top whitetail state.

I wasn’t the only one who underestimated the potential. About the same time, great whitetail hunter, personality, and now friend Larry Weishuhn graduated from Texas A&M with a wildlife biology degree. He came up to Kansas for an interview, was offered the job as whitetail program manager. He thought about it, turned it down. “Thanks, but I want to work in a state where we have a better chance of producing quality whitetails.”

Kansas started offering limited nonresident permits in 1994. I didn’t apply right away; no longer had places to hunt … and I wasn’t yet a real whitetail hunter. I was getting better, with experience in Texas, all over the South, and up and down the Rocky Mountain Front. Truth is, I wouldn’t become a real whitetail hunter until I bought our southeast Kansas farm … then had to learn how to hunt our thick oak forest.

Today I’m pretty good at second-guessing our big timber deer. You won’t read anything about hunting those deer in this book because it’s all stand hunting. Not my cup of tea, hate sitting still. There, we don’t have any choice. Thick oak woods … with a foot of crunchy oak leaf litter on the ground. I have this fantasy that, someday, I’ll wake up on opening morning to a foot of fresh snow, creep into his bedroom, and give Bucky a big surprise. We’ve had the place 20 years, take nice bucks, but I’ve hardly seen a snowflake during rifle season. We hunt from stands.

I turned my permit applications over to George Taulman’s United States Outfitters when they first started their computerized application service in 1991. Kansas had been offering permits for a couple of years when George suggested I should apply, I think it took at least one rejection before I drew. The unit was way out in western Kansas, almost to Colorado, hunting with Brent Wineland out of Sharon Springs.

In the early ’90s I guided whitetail and mule deer hunts out of Limon, Colorado, for several seasons, so I figured the country would be somewhat familiar. It was. High plains with a lot of agriculture, some deep coulees, few trees except for planted shelter belts.

For decades, the short Kansas rifle season has run for 12 days starting the Wednesday after Thanksgiving. From the days when we had few deer, the intent was a post-rut season, so bucks would breed before being taken. With later autumns that’s changing; at least on my place, we catch quite a lot of rutting activity during our season. However, my place is 400 miles southeast of Sharon Springs, and I wouldn’t know anything about southeast Kansas for years.

Brent showed me some amazing buck rubs on fence posts, but in 1998 the rut was essentially over before the hunt started. Worse, it got unseason-ably hot, shirtsleeves at dawn, crowding 90 degrees F by midday. Never much to be done about the weather except keep trying, understanding we weren’t likely to see many deer. And we didn’t.

I sat a couple of mornings, well-located stands, not much moving. That part of Kansas is big country; we glassed some massive CRP fields, saw a few deer, no bucks. Probably the fourth day, getting desperate, Brent dropped me at the mouth of a deep canyon (at least for Kansas), suggesting I work my way slowly up to the far end, maybe two or three miles. He’d come around on a ranch road and meet me there toward midday. Nothing else was working, and I agreed completely: There should be some deer bedded somewhere in that complex.

Little known, western Kansas has some awesome mule deer, not many. Tags tough enough for residents, near impossible for nonresidents. My tag was specifically for whitetail only. Didn’t matter. As I stepped into the broad, shallow mouth of that canyon I was suddenly on a very familiar mule deer hunt. If I saw a buck, I’d just need to be certain it was a whitetail. A place like that could hold either, on any given day.

The breeze was coming down the canyon, perfect. The canyon came out of the south, so I hugged the west wall, just poking along, glassing ahead. There were cow paths and game trails crossing the rim, some showing deer tracks. Not fresh, but good news: There were probably deer—of some kind—somewhere in this system.

The ground rose gently toward a dominant ridge, the canyon growing deeper and more interesting. After an hour it looked like I’d covered about two-thirds, the main canyon splitting into several fingerlike watercourses coming off the ridge. Now it was too much to cover from the west wall, folds and fingers I couldn’t see into.

I stopped and glassed for a while. Nothing moving, sure looked interesting. Below me, a narrow ridge led down toward the center of the complex. If I followed it, I figured it would give me a good vantage point, at least for a couple hundred more yards … and also keep me in range of the rims on all sides. I started down, immediately seeing fresh deer tracks. Big tracks.

Moving slow enough isn’t my nature, but this place was so perfect I had the sense that something was about to happen. I slowed way down, uncovering the ground one step at a time, stopping and looking. A hundred yards down, now lower than the rim, I stopped and glassed along the south wall. Here, in wind shadow, the air was dead still, getting warm. Then I felt hot breath on the back of my neck as the wind did a 180-degree swing.



[image: fig_26_1.jpg]
Brent Wineland and the author with their western Kansas whitetail, a good, solid buck, taken at about 400 yards with a .300 Weatherby Magnum on a left-hand Winchester M70 action, made by Lex Webernick of Rifles, Inc.



Instantly, brush started breaking, over my little ridge, down in the canyon bottom. I scrambled to the top, threw my pack down, slid in with the rifle on top. Several deer were almost across the bottom, starting up a cut leading to the east rim. They were whitetails, white flags flying, and one was an excellent buck. I was shooting a .300 Weatherby Magnum that Lex Webernick’s Rifles, Inc., had made up for me, left-hand Model 70 action, 26-inch fluted barrel. It was a big rifle
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