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| Have Known

The sight of a massive whitetail buck is one that enchants

By Bill Bynum our dreams of ultimate success. Only a chosen few will
ever encounter the moment of fulfillment. Blessed are those
who know the rewards of success, as success can only be
determined in the heart of the hunter when encountering
the ever-elusive whitetail deer.

Dawn had birthed cold and wet with a foggy drizzle
Yha utiisrsws i upran e vikis engulfing the woods. Tiny droplets of water patted the top of my
deer... a ghost that didn‘t get away. hat as [ listened intently for any indication of an approaching an-
imal. Involuntary chills shook
my body as I tried to restrict the
chattering of my teeth. Only the
strong fragrance of cedar pene-
trated the congestion of my youth-
ful nose. Hours would pass be-
fore I would accept what I had so
many times before, and head

for home.

Within moments of unloading the
battered single shot shotgun of its rifled slug,
I lowered the gun onto the wet leafy floor.
Now the sounds of the water droplets splat-
tered on the wooden board that served as
my tree stand. Cautiously I lowered my-
self down the slippery limbs until my foot
touched the stock of the shotgun. Now |
would begin my mile-long hike through the
dense woods in the intensifying rain. Beads
of water hung from the brim of my hat as |
walked with a lowered head. Disappointment
fueled my anguish as dreams of a success-
ful deer hunt melted in the rain. It was dur-
ing this moment of self pity that a sudden
disturbance jolted me.

Instantly my eyes met with those




of a buck and paralysis seemed to overwhelm
me. Only my eyes could respond to the mo-
ment as the tarnished ivory antlers capti-
vated my every thought. Even today, the
sight of his long tines rising high above heavy
beams haunt my recollections. Then, with
asingle bound, the buck became a phantom
of the woods—a ghost that has haunted my
soul and dreams as | hope it always will. For
it was during those brief moments [ felt
the true spirit of the hunt fall upon my heart.

oL’ MOSS

Many years had passed and many bucks had
fallen when my next encounter with anoth-
er truly magnificent whitetail occurred. The
encounter began one unseasonably warm
morning while hunting a remote area in the
middle of Tennessee. This encounter has
often found me questioning the unknown
powers we all have questioned at some point
in life.

The encounter began with me spend-
ing the morning perched in a portable tree
stand armed with archery equipment. The
only exception to my solitude was the pass-
ing of a skunk. So with the temperature ris-
ing, | elected to retreat to camp and soak up
some Z’s before the evening hunt. While en
route to camp, | suddenly detected a strong
odor and immediately thought [ had again
encountered my striped friend. Aftersniff-
ing the breeze for a few seconds, [ realized
my olfactory device was detecting the scent
of a buck.

Stunned, to say the least, as the rut
was weeks away, | remained calm and pro-
ceeded to ready an arrow. It was then that
[ suddenly detected movement through the
leaves that I instantly recognized as a buck’s
antlers moving up and down a tree. Cautiously
[ began lowering myself into a kneeling
position thinking this might present a shoot-
ing opportunity. However, after gaining vis-
ibility, [ realized 1 was facing the rump of the
buck. The antlers 1 was seeing were those
exceeding well beyond the common bound-
aries of most deer. [ instantly began shak-
ing as if someone had poured a truckload
of steroid-fortified fire ants down my pants.
Sweat poured down my face as the bow shook
in my hand as though a lightning bolt had
just found its mark. Due to these untime-
ly emotional reactions I knew the only thing
I could do was to watch and pray—pray that
this was the day I had longed for and that
all powers were smiling upon me.

Time seemed to stand still while I
continued ro watch the buck. Fear, confu-
sion, uncertainty and just plain anger ruled
my emotions. Then, as if on cue, the buck
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dream. Exhausted, it was several minutes
before I stood up. Reality strengthened
my composure as | stepped the 23 paces to
investigate the tree. Weeks would pass with
me spending every available minute hunt-
ing the buck. I discovered numerous clues
[ felt were sufficient evidence of his pres-
ence in the area. But no clue captivated my
attention than that of a single scrape that
was located less than 50 yards from where
[ had encountered the massive buck. The
scrape contained a strong pungent odor much
like the one I had smelled before, and [ elect-
ed to gamble on staying in a single location.

Dawn would break numerous times
while sitting in my tree stand overlooking
the scrape. In the final moments of one
memorable day, [ again saw the massive rack
of the buck coming toward me. Like the
monarch he was, he portrayed himself proud-
ly as he traveled along the trail. Only a dark
silhouette outlined what was beneath the
wide and heavy antlers.

Cautiously, ] began preparing for the
shot, never letting the buck out of my sight.
Nervousness hegan seeping into my thoughts
as | slowly inhaled an assuring breath. Tingles
of electrifying excitement surged through
my legs as | began drawing the bow. Then,
with completion of the draw, a state of calm-
ness fell upon me.

Time had no meaning as I tracked
the buck’s lungs with the pin sight. This
continued for several seconds, allowing
my intended target to reach a designared
point. Then, as if it had been scripted, [
calmly moved my lips and produced a soft
whistle. Upon hearing the disturbance, the
buck stopped in its tracks. This time, the
buck’s head was raised high. My finger drew
the release’s tension and bolted the arrow
from the bow. My eyes followed the bright
orange fletch as it sailed toward the deer.
Seconds became an eternity as the speedy
arrow appeared to crawl through the air,
finally disappearing into the blur of the
escaping buck. Long seconds of anticipa-
tion mounted while I listened to the fad-
ing sounds of the fleeing deer. My emotions
caused my knees to weaken as [ stepped from
the tree stand.

(uickly gathering my bow, [ hurried
to where the buck had heen standing.
Expectations of greatness generated an
uncontrollable nervousness as [ examined
the area. The examination soon produced
the sight of the arrow's fletch buried beneath
the leaves. | began searching for evidence
of a hit. Cautiously, | removed a leaf after
searching for a strand of hair, a drop of blood,
or any clue to deny my growing suspicions.

Desperately | examined and re-examined
the arrow and the immediate area. Carefully
[ followed the path of buck as a sickening
feeling fell upon me. Leaf after leaf was
examined in the glow of my flashlight as I
trailed the heavy imprints. Then there
was nothing, as if the deer had vanished into
thin air.

Darkness surrounded me as I ven-
tured from the woods. There was no ques-
tion—the arrow had not connected. The
buck had escaped unharmed and that was
the only satisfaction | could savor for the
time. | was haunted by this for the rest of
the season.

During the following hunting season,
[ hunted that same area as [ have now for
many years. The memories of that buck
often penetrate my thoughts, combating the
boredom of a tree stand. I now wonder if
those memories are of more value today than
that trophy would have been. I cannot
say, but I wish I could.

COPING WITH PHANTOMS

[ began hunting the magnificent whitetail
on the soil of my native western Tennessee.
[ cherish the fact [ have stalked among
the hunting grounds of the great Davy
Crockett. [ have sat in many of nature’s
classrooms just as he had, and relished in its
pleasures. I often wonder about his expe-
riences and how it must have been. [
often ponder if that great hunter ever encoun-
tered the phantoms of the hunt—the gray
ghosts— or the unexplainable that often oc-
curs at the precise moment we release an
arrow or squeeze the trigger . . . only to miss.

What of the phantoms that cast their
spells over us and cause us to dream of har-
vesting a massive rack, only to be awakened?
What of the phantoms that hide beside us
and make us cough without warning during
an encounter with massive horns! Are these
phantoms figments of our imagination that
we use as reasons for failure?

And what of the phantoms that silent-
ly tell us to look over our shoulder and see
the game we might not have seen . . . those
times when we suddenly detect a minute de-
tail hidden in the brush that places the
trophy in our hands? How can we explain
why a creature of the wild suddenly appears
from nowhere to reward us for a lifetime?
Could these experiences be the result of some
“great hunter” manipulating our hunting ex-
periences! s it possible that cosmic-like
spirits exist within those who cherish this
sport we calling hunting? These are ques-
tions | silently ask every time I enter the
world of the gray ghosts. m
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What did we add to the new
Leupold® VX™I to make it such
an unbelievable value?

» Multicoat 4 on all exterior lens

surfaces for maximum clarity,
contrast and light transmission
in all conditions

+ Micro-friction™ 1/4-MOA increment

dials for precision adjustments

- An attractive, durable matte

black finish, or a lustrous gloss
black finish

Like all American-made Golden
Ring" Optics, you get legendary
Leupold ruggedness, absolute
waterproof integrity, and the
Leupold Full Lifetime Guarantee.

The new VX-I gives you more for
less than any other scope you'll
find. To find the Authorized
Leupold Golden Ring" Dealer
nearest you, call 1-800-929-4949
or visit www.leupold.com.
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