ARCHERY ANTELOPE……………CHASING THE WIND
My archery antelope quest really began in the 2003 season.  I was convinced by my son, Shadrach, who assured me that he and one of his friends could “get me on” an antelope.  Early on I drew the conclusion that they meant ‘in the back of a speeding pickup’!  Well, maybe not exactly, but we never connected with hunting arrangements, so I will never know for sure.  Regardless, my ’03 season was a bust and I decided that would conclude my efforts at archery antelope.

Enter 2004……………………….. again, at the encouragement of my son, I dent away for the tag.  Over the last several years I have set aside several hundred acres on our ranch for tree and water development.  There is no grazing on the acreage I have set aside and not much vehicle travel.  As a result we have seen more antelope than previous years.  There aren’t large numbers, but more than before.  

The day my license came in the mail I spotted a small herd and decided to try an ambush.  Failure number one ensued.  Several days later the small herd appeared again in the same area.  I tried another ambush.  Failure number two.  
The problem seems to be simple.  The antelope see me and run away.  The decoy does not help at this point in time.  I am not sure if they really see me or if they are running from the decoy.  At any rate, a new plan must be formed.

During the last several days I have located the dam where they are watering.  Judging by the tracks and the regular appearances in the same area, I think it is reasonable to assume I may be able to stage a surprise for my little friends. Off to the sporting goods store to get a pop-up blind.  I will lie in wait by a water hole.  At the sporting goods store, Connie & I encounter her cousin, Mike.  He just happens to have a ghillie suit in his trunk.  After he models it for me I am convinced that I have found what I need.  He is a former Green Baret, and does not have the common version.  I could hardly see him in the parking lot a foot away!  Connie seems to be somewhat amazed at how easily I spend $100.00 for a ghillie suit.  I am not sure she can relate to the NEED I have to win at this game!  The clerk is very helpful, and convinces me to get a large to double X large.  The reasoning seems sound to me.  That way I will be able to layer clothes under it for colder weather.  Back home I  cut strips of burlap and hand sew them on my new ghillie suit.  Mine is the leafy version, and I want to be as invisible as I can be.  It seems that sewing these things on my suit might help me disappear.

The next day I plan to be at the water hole in my ‘invisible’ suit, waiting for the antelope to come in for water.  12:00 noon finds me there, but not until I had encountered the herd on my way in.  They seemed to tolerate my passing by them at 400 yards without alarm, so I continued on to the dam.  As I was getting set up I spotted two nice bucks in the distance in another direction.  They also spotted me.  They were not impressed by my decoy either.  The next hour is spent waiting for something to happen.  Nothing does.  I finally see the two bucks on the distant horizon.  They are going, not coming, so I decide I will try a sneak on the herd seen on my way in.  I slither across the prairie hills totally unseen by the herd of antelope.  They did not see me, at least in part, because they were no longer there.  Failure number three.  It is just as well anyway.  My invisible suit is really several sizes to big, and if I were to shoot my boy I am sure I would be strangled to death when the bow string got caught in the extra yard of material that hangs out in front of my chest.  Back home again I carefully remove the burlap from my ‘invisible suit’.  

The sporting goods store is very gracious about exchanging it for a size the actually fits me.  After removing all the tags, I hang it on the clothesline to air out overnight.  As I write this entry in my antelope diary the phone rings.  My son, Shadrach wants to tell me about all of the big antelope they have been close to.  His friend David already got a small buck last week in a legitimate spot-and-stalk.  Shad has been within fifty or sixty yards of several and had some shot opportunities.  He is determined to get the big buck he has been pursuing, and indicates that when he does, they might “get the old man on a goat” too.  Well, I can only hope!  In the meantime, I plan to be up before daylight to try my new ‘invisible suit’ at the waterhole at first light.  I think they are watering early in the day.  I really NEED to win at this game!  
SEVERAL DAYS LATER

I have been watching my little antelope herd, and listening to reports from my brave young antelope-hunting-son.  He tells of a land where there are antelope running everywhere……… Big antelope, little antelope………… lots of antelope.  I have been busy with other things, but archery antelope is never far from my mind.  

This afternoon my cell phone rang.  Son Shadrach is on the way home with his archery antelope.  As he & David recount the days events I learn about the “sniffing antelope”.  This particular antelope seemed content just to stand and let Shad shoot at him (and miss), and then walk over to each arrow and smell it.  He was a young buck who obviously did not understand that he was supposed to run when someone shot at him.  Instead, he seemed content to sniff the arrows one by one.  After a few arrows he tired of just sniffing and pawed at one.  Finally he ‘marked his territory’ on an arrow and left.  It was just as well since Shad was out of arrows.  Nine were launched, according to David’s version of the story.  Later in the afternoon another not-so-fortunate antelope fell prey to the tremendous hunting prowess of the ‘dynamic duo’.  The full account of this successful hunt seemed to be a little sketchy.  It makes me wonder just how this animal actually met it’s demise.  At any rate, they got him, boys.  And that makes them the winners!!  

Maybe another day will afford the opportunity I have been hoping for.  The duo tells me there is a real bruiser near the west side of our ranch.  They both missed him today.  Maybe he won’t be so lucky as the season continues.  This evening Connie & I took a trip to Wal-Mart for some supplies.  We just happened to cruise the sporting goods department and spot a new camo back pack I have been wanting.  That is bound to improve my chances.
Next day;

The new back pack didn’t seem to change my luck!  A wide drive around the perimeter of the ranch did not locate the real ‘bruiser’ antelope spoken of by the dynamic duo yesterday. I did, however, spot three antelope bedded down just over the crest of a hill.  With the wind in my favor and my “invisible suit”, I should be able to get within shooting (or at least LOOKING) distance.  The good news: I did get within looking distance.  More good news: It was a doe, two kids and no buck.  That is all good news because I didn’t feel so bad when I peeked over the hill in the wrong spot and they left abruptly.  I am sure having a lot of learning experiences on this hunt!  Oh, did I mention that on my way back home across country I encountered and spooked the herd that has been taunting me from opening day? 
Several days later:

5:00 am is a great time to be sleeping.  It is also a great time for Shad to wake me up to “stick a goat”.  The day is still DARK, and it is drizzling rain.  Not the kind of day I want to get up and start crawling through the cactus.  “This must be fun”, I thought as I dragged myself out of bed.  In an hour or so, Shad and David were my guides and we were in antelope country.  I knew this because we were seeing antelope.  Soon we found a group of antelope with several nice bucks and decided to make a sneak on them.  David drove my pickup and dropped me off in the grade ditch along the gravel road and I began my sneak.  The pickup went to a vantage point far away so as not to alarm the antelope and still be able to watch the hunt.  With the gravel road several hundred yards behind me, I was soon within 150 yards of the antelope.  They didn’t seem to notice me.  Something else DID notice me.  A car drove slowly along the gravel and finally came to a stop.  I remained still.  My hope was that this nit-wit would not spook the antelope.  Suddenly the car door opened and a woman stepped out.  “What are you doing out there?” she hollered.  I won’t print the response that first came to my mind.  It was apparent she was not going to go away so I stood up, took off the hood of my “invisible suit” and walked toward her car.  It was soon obvious that she was the owner of the land and that she wasn’t very happy to have me on it.   Oopps!!!!  My, how glad I am that I didn’t respond to her with the first thing that came to my mind.  She soon calmed down and David came with the pickup.  David had previous permission to hunt, but she wasn’t aware that I was going to be there and didn’t seem inclined to extend the invitation for me to stay.  A short time later (on a different ranch) we spotted more antelope and I made another sneak.  The wind was right and my plan worked well.  I got within about 80 yards and the antelope were milling around with no idea I was there.  One doe got within about 45 yards.  Soon they decided to leave.  So close, yet so far!  

Two days later:

Late afternoon arrives and it seems like the slight breeze is calling my name.  I spot a small herd on our ranch.  Two very nice bucks are with a few does.  My trip back to the house for my gear leaves the antelope undisturbed.  I grabbed my newly remodeled decoy (now complete with black cardboard horns) and hurried back to the pasture.  Everything was working well.  I left the pickup behind as I positioned myself on the skyline behind my decoy.  The antelope almost immediately saw my decoy.  I moved it so as to convince them they were dealing with a real goat!  They watched for a few minutes and left with no further notice.  

The next day:

Checking cows, I saw five antelope on a hillside.  I finished the cow tour quickly and gathered up my gear back at the house.  I managed to sneak up the back side of a hill which overlooked the antelope.  They were about 400 yards away.  Crawling on my hands and knees I closed the distance to 200 yards.  They still have no clue I am there.  Why is it when I get close the antelope always decide to go somewhere??  They  begin to graze and mill around.  As they move away I developed a strategy to move around the back side of the hill and get in front of them for an ambush.  It was a wonderful plan!!  I was within 120 yards of where I wanted to be and the antelope had still not worked their way across the little draw.  Well, here they come!  Two does run across the draw, followed by the buck and remaining doe.  I don’t think they saw, heard or smelled me.  I think they just decided to run across the draw.  I watched them slowly work their way ever farther away from me until they went over the horizon into the sunset.  If only………………  
A few days later:

My office overlooks a winding dry creek bed of cottonwood and other deciduous trees.  Beyond the trees is a large expanse of rolling prairie hills.  I have a spotting scope strategically located in my office so I can “check on my cows”.  It also proves handy to check on the antelope.  The time is 4:00 in the afternoon, and it seems there are a few antelope in a location where I could try to sneak up on them.  My gear bag and bow are soon loaded on the 4 wheeler.  My plan is simple: Drive as close as I can and then sneak quietly over several hills and draws in hopes of getting close enough for a shot.  As I walked toward the draw where I had last seen the antelope, I wondered if the two arrows I had brought along would be enough.  You never know!  I executed a near perfect sneak to the top of the draw and began to slowly move over the top.  AHA!!!!  No antelope!  They have relocated to another draw and are grazing slowly away from me.  There is a descent buck in the herd but I need to maneuver into a different position to make my next move.  By the time I get to the next position they have moved again.  Finally they bedded down on the point of a draw where there is no chance of approaching undetected.  As I walked back to my 4 wheeler I am aware of the answer to the question of the day.  Two arrows will be enough! 
October 2,2004

The endless frustrations of archery antelope are interrupted on this day by the beginning of rifle season.  This is an opportunity to put to rest any antelope that heretofore has not been co-operating during archery season.  It generally proves to be a wonderful relief by allowing the hunter to improve the odds a bit.  If nothing else, archery season can be a good chance to scout for the right antelope so he is well located on opening day of rifle season.

The day begins early.  Actually, it began yesterday when we took one last look to see where the antelope were most likely to be in the morning.  Having done so, we had a head start on opening morning.  Since I had not shot my rifle since last year, we took a couple minutes to check it out.  At 260 yards it seemed to be accurate.  As we approached the area where we expected to see antelope we were not disappointed.  We saw a nice buck on the horizon to the west.  Shad was not ready to let me off so easy.  He wanted to check over the next hill and see if “the big one” was with a herd we had seen as we were traveling to our hunting spot earlier.  I was willing to just pursue the buck we saw, since he was a very nice one, but it was still early.  I will humor Shad.  After checking out the herd we decided the big one was not with them.  Maybe that was him after all.  We drove a short distance and then walked to the top of a hill where we thought we could locate him.  It wasn’t long until we found him but he was about fifteen hundred yards out and moving away from us.  We settled in to watch.  Soon he had crossed a fence and began to head in an easterly direction along a fence line.  By now we had determined this was “the big one” that Shad and David had seen.  I elected to move quickly along the side of a hill just out of sight in hopes of getting ahead of the buck.  Shad stayed on top of the hill to witness the stalk.  Soon I was about three fourths of the way to where I expected to intercept the antelope.  Without warning the buck appeared in front of me at what looked to be a little over two hundred yards.  He saw me but didn’t seem to be alarmed.  I think I may have spotted him first and got down on one knee before he saw me.  As I watched him I readied my rifle on the shooting sticks for a steady shot.  As he turned broadside and walked briskly I waited.  He stopped.  I shot.  The retort of the rifle told me I had hit him solidly.  I stood up and walked over the small hill in the direction the antelope had run.  About 40 yards was as far as he had gone.  The shot had taken out the top of his heart and he lay in the tall grass with one antler sticking up in view.  He measured 14 ¼” and had very good mass.  All this and we were home for breakfast by 9:00.  
NOW, back to archery antelope!
Not for long, though.  Season is over and my tag has gone unfilled.  I have revised my plan for next year.  Wright Wyoming has an abundance of antelope.  So many, in fact, that the local golf course allows archery antelope hunting.  The only requirement is that you are off the course by 8:30 a.m.  

I will be there!  Golf anyone???              
