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INTRODUCTION

Since the publication of The Perfect Shot: Mini Edition for Africa by Kevin Robertson, dozens and dozens of people have suggested that a similar book should be produced when hunting North American big game. This book will be of value not only in depicting the game animals and optimum shot placements for them but also in describing the country, the hunting conditions, and the kind of shooting you might expect . . . and, thus, which rifles and cartridges are most suitable.

Mind you, there are no perfect answers. One of the exciting things about the great sport of hunting is that no two situations are exactly alike, and you never know exactly what any day afield might bring. But within the normal uncertainty that is part of the game, you can be—and should be—as well prepared as is humanly possible.

Luck is important in hunting, and while hunting luck often seems whimsical, I do believe the adage that luck occurs when preparation meets opportunity. To find opportunity, you will have to do your homework in researching a good area, and, once on the ground, you will probably have to hunt hard, and you should definitely hunt smart. I believe this book will help you improve your odds in the field on your North American hunts. So I wish you luck . . . and I hope this book will help you make some of that luck!

Craig Boddington
Camp Doha, Kuwait
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This is a picture-perfect, side-on shot. Marked are the shoulder, heart, and lung shots.





MULE DEER

Tough to come by . . .
 but not all that tough!

If you’re talking about good trophy quality, I don’t know of any North American trophy that is more difficult to come by right now than a really good mule-deer buck Mule deer live in country that is often some combination of high, rugged, and arid, so they have always been subject to more radical population swings than white-tailed deer. Hard winters and drought have always caused die-off, followed by a rapid rebuilding when conditions improve.

It is no longer true today. Much of the West is heavily developed—for recreation, for mining, and for the myriad vacation and retirement homes that dot the hillsides. Hunting pressure is a major factor today, and so are ski slopes, roads, logging operations, and mines that either preclude usage by mule deer or block access to critical winter range. Other facts are sagebrush eradication; livestock overgrazing; rapidly expanding herds of elk in some areas; and, where the two species collide, increased competition from whitetail. There aren’t as many big bucks as there once were, and there aren’t as many mule deer, period; in fact, I no longer know of any area where big bucks come easily—and there are lots of areas where the chances of finding a really big buck are virtually nil.

In terms of choosing the right rifle and load and making that perfect shot, what this means to mule-deer hunters is that you must choose wisely and shoot carefully. You’ll work hard to get a shot, especially a shot at a really nice buck, and you cannot expect a whole lot of chances.


[image: chpt_fig_002]

Mule deer are medium-size animals and, in most cases, a relatively quick-expanding bullet will be ideal for an instantaneous kill.



Shots at Mule Deer

Mule deer are often considered “long-range game,” especially by those who haven’t hunted them a lot. It is true that mule deer often live in country that is big, open, and extremely rugged and broken. There are times when a cross-canyon shot is all there is, and there will be times when open ground or an unfavorable wind precludes a close approach. Shooting at extreme distances is beyond the capability of most of us, and if there is even the slightest wind, I wouldn’t attempt it. Note that, in the West, windy days outnumber calm days by a considerable factor.

I took my best-ever mule deer in Sonora, Mexico. We had followed a big set of tracks for a couple of miles, and I could tell by the way the spoor was winding and turning that the deer was looking for a place to bed. My guide, Beto Diaz, suddenly pointed ahead. A huge set of antlers protruded from low brush sixty yards away. The head was fortunately facing straight away, and just under that head was a very small expanse of neck. We shifted to find a slightly better angle, but the rest of the deer was hidden by brush. Since it was nearing midday, when breezes become unstable and swirl that small rectangle of stationary neck looked a lot better than my mental picture of the buck exploding out of its bed. So I wrapped into a tight sling with my .280 Remington, found the steadiest position I could, and shot the buck squarely in the center of that exposed patch of neck.

Most mule-deer hunts take place on ground that is broken enough to make close shots possible, or where there is enough vegetation, even if it is scattered. In most areas you might see deer at extreme distances, so very long shots are also possible. But most shots at mule deer come somewhere between the extremes. Over the course of thirty years of hunting mule deer under most conditions and in most habitat types, I believe most of my shots have come in the middle ground between 150 and 300 yards.

The latter distance may seem very far for hunters accustomed to taking whitetail from tree stands in thick cover, and, for the millions of hunters obligated to hunt their whitetail with shotguns or muzzleloaders, even 150 yards may seem a far piece! In real terms I consider 150 yards a fairly close shot. A shot at 300 yards is no longer close; it requires practice, skill, confidence, and a steady position—but the distance is not so great that it requires special equipment or a serious long-range rifle. Remember that a big buck may come out of a draw right at your feet. If you can handle any reasonable shot from point-blank to 300 yards, then you are well prepared for almost any shot at a mule deer.

Taking the Shot

I have never believed that mule deer were particularly tough. Although the average mule-deer buck is probably a bit larger than the average white-tailed buck, the largest mule deer and the largest whitetail are probably about the same. However, I do not believe the mule deer is as tough or tenacious of life as the whitetail.

In the spectrum of big game, none of our North American deer is particularly large or particularly hard to kill. However, a mule deer lives its life roaming big, rough country. It withstands brutal winters and hot summers, and in many areas migrates vast distances from summer to winter range. Hit poorly, or with an inadequate cartridge or bullet, a mule deer can travel vast distances and can be lost.
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In a shot like this, one needs to be careful to not shoot too much forward or backward.




[image: chpt_fig_004]

When the deer is in this position, the shoulder blade covers a good deal of the lungs. The heart and lung/shoulder shots are indicated.
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Much as I hate to admit it, the only deer I have ever lost was a mule deer. I missed the mule deer completely as it lurched toward the creek bottom. I was shooting a very accurate 7mm Remington Magnum with a good 160-grain bullet, so the issue was not an inadequate cartridge or a poorly constructed bullet. It isn’t an excuse but a statement of fact when I tell you that I learned, too late, that this rifle shoots to a different point of impact with a bipod than it does without one. This is not uncommon. I knew this, so it was altogether my fault, and it was avoidable. I should have either checked the rifle with the bipod, or I shouldn’t have given in to that last-minute thought that, given the open country, the bipod was a good idea. The only way to avoid potential disaster is to place the shot correctly the first time!

As with all game animals, the various sensible options include brain, spine, shoulder/ heart, and lung shots. For me the brain shot is out; except at very close range the target is too small to be certain, and even if you have the accuracy and the confidence, the trophy will likely be ruined. At normal shooting ranges for mule deer, the side-on neck shot is almost as risky. The target is very small; a high shot will only stun the deer, and a low shot will cause a terrible but not immediately fatal wound. Still, the central neck shot is deadly, and at closer ranges—with an accurate rifle and a steady shooting position—you should not rule out this shot.

A frontal shot is also not my preference. On a frontal



The Right Buck
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Rifles and Cartridges for Mule Deer
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Bullet Performance



Special Circumstances
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