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Hunting Whitetails: 
So much more than killing. 

 
By R.G. Bernier 
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“Hunting deer  
has very little to  
do with killing animals  
or hanging heads  
on the wall.” — Gene Wensel
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Have we lost sight of what is 
important and fun in our deer 
hunting quests? Have we sullied the 

sport because of fascinations with only the 
biggest bucks, record books, big buck 
contests and recognition? Has the impact of 
deer hunting television and videos 
unintentionally cast a false narrative upon 
its many viewers that only big bucks 
matter? Have we falsely portrayed deer 
hunting as a competition in which the killer 
of the biggest and most bucks becomes the 
hero, enviously admired by all those 
attempting to follow in those footsteps? If 
so — if this is where we are — it’s time to 
revert back to all that is wildest and free. 

 
If we are to have a future, it should not be predicated on just killing. 

Noted deer hunter Gene Wensel substantiated that notion when he 
opined, “Hunting deer has very little to do with killing animals or 
hanging heads on a wall. It has minimal relevance concerning num-
bers, measuring tapes or competition amongst ourselves. It does have 
a lot to do with challenge and personal satisfaction. It has to do with 
adventure, history, heritage and primal dreams.” 

The fascination with deer hunting does not lie in commercializa-
tion, TV shows, products, world records or superheroes. It isn’t in 
camouflage or the hottest new deer scent. Those are byproducts of 
clever salesmanship banking on consumers believing that what man-
ufacturers are offering is the ticket to success. They are merely the re-
sults of cultural shifts and entrepreneurs trying to make a buck rather 
than kill one. 

So, let’s look back, even for a few moments, at a time when life 
seemed effortless; a time filled with adventure, exploration, fascina-
tion and fun. No, I’m not talking about a vacation to Disneyland, al-
though Walt captured all the components of a child’s heart in building 
that fanciful empire. Actually, I am referring to those endless summer 
days of capturing frogs, building forts and pretending you were the 
Lone Ranger, riding atop the split-rail fence, pretending it was a horse 
and yelling, “Hi ho, Silver, away.” 

Those were carefree days, when the only stress came from being 
made to take a long overdue bath, mothers forcing us inside at dusk 
and wondering whether you could fight back or just eat the Brussels 
sprouts. And then, as we know too well, adulthood kicked in, and 
simplicity suddenly became complicated with a job, family, taxes, 
transportation, schedules and technology. The dinner-hour news 
voice of Walter Cronkite our parents listened to — a boring and ridicu-
lous waste of good time to a child — suddenly made sense. 

Ironically, as we grow older and hopefully wiser, we search for ways 
to return to the simplicity of a child; a place where decisions are 
minute and have no impact, where your monetary worth has no bear-
ing, and responsibility is limited to personal care: Eat, drink and be 
merry. Sadly, some folks in their quest to escape reality, turn to drugs 
and alcohol, a temporary fix that leads to only more despair. Others 

who march off day after day to mundane jobs to meet the mortgage 
payment, put gas in the car and put food on the table, immerse them-
selves in their favorite sports team, and the highs and lows of life ride 
on their team’s success.  

Truthfully, all of us are secretly searching for something that will 
ultimately transport our otherwise banal existence to a place and time 
in which we are rescued of all that has become common. After all, 
isn’t that why tropical resorts, movie theaters and even Disneyland 
have been so successful? 

Although we can never escape the madness that permeates the 
world — nor should we absolve ourselves of our responsibilities — 
there is a path that can rescue us and leads to brighter tomorrows. 

Listen. Do you hear it? No, it’s not honking horns, squealing brakes, 
a stereo blaring or people shouting out demands. It’s not a cell phone 
ringing or an iPad playing tunes. It’s quiet; a strange silence that leaves 
you initially feeling a bit out of place. But continue to listen and you 
will hear subtle sounds permeating from woodland inhabitants. The 
chirping of birds, the cackle of distant turkeys, the squawking of a 
squirrel and the rush of wind as it blows across the brown, lifeless 
leaves hanging on the limbs of a mighty oak tree. 

Hunting whitetail deer means so much more than collecting a pile 
of deer flesh. It’s far more than amassing another set of antlers for the 
wall, and far more gratifying than beating your chest in proclamation 
that you are the greatest hunter. It means far more than the endorse-
ments, new products and developed skills. 

Pursuing whitetails puts each of us on common ground where the 
rules are simple, and the results are determined more by random cir-
cumstance than contrived manipulation. It divorces us from reality 
while unleashing the primitive spirit of adventure, surprise and con-
tentment. We gain a fresh perspective of who we are as our limitations 
are tested and our resolve becomes strengthened. In our pursuit of 
this elusive creature in the quietness of its woodland domain, we learn 
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things about ourselves that would otherwise be lost in chaos. I believe 
that if more people hunted deer, there would be far less need for psy-
chiatrists and therapy. Anxiety would decline, stress would be reduced 
and a happy outlook would replace the negative sentiments so com-
mon in life. 

Whitetail deer are much more than an animal to be preyed upon. 
As a means to an end, in our pursuit of them, we aspire to achieve 
success. Otherwise, why go? But the exercise of legitimately hunting 
the beast provides a therapeutic medicine unlike any to be crossing 
the pharmaceutical counter, regardless if you kill a deer. Show me a 
medication that can rival the result of an annual deer hunt. Deer hunt-
ing taps into the physical, emotional and even spiritual realm of each 
participant. It truly is cleansing.  

Gene Hill poetically illustrated the value of hunting when he wrote: 
“The thing that cements the love of a man for his carpet of leaves and 
his ceiling of stars is the knowledge that just being involved is enough. 
There is no score worth keeping. All we should ever count is hours, 
never birds, nor length of antler, or hits or misses. If we want to do 
something where we can’t lose, then we must accept the proposition 
that we cannot win. We are not involved in a contest, but a very sim-
ple and pure journey that promises each day will be different, unre-
peatable and unrecapturable. Each time is unique. If there is anything 
of value to be entered in the log, let’s leave it at a series of impressions. 
A day without deer is a day spent in delicious solitary thought; a day 
that might bring you closer to understanding the infinite mystery of 
it all.” 

The whitetail deer is more than just bone, hide and antler. It’s one 
of nature’s children that has continuously demonstrated its worthi-
ness as a viable antagonist. When pursued, it offers the greatest di-
version known to this writer. Participation doesn’t have an age limit 
or required intensity level, and how you play depends on your hunting 
preference. 

Wildlife photographer Mike Biggs wrote in The Whitetail Chronicles: 
“Will technology eventually create such an artificiality that it could 
destroy the mystique that brought us here in the first place? In ex-
treme cases, that might be possible. Certainly, we don’t want to see 
whitetails come to share the same status as livestock. Nobody wants 
to hunt a Hereford.” 

With the advancement of phone apps and the like, I wonder how 
much of that mystique is lost by some of us? For me, a tracker who 
hunts primarily in the wilderness, everything I learn is gained by the 
sign I find traversing the countryside. Every rub, scrape, track and 
contact with the deer is a new experience that is compared with prior 
interactions. As Biggs wrote: “For most of us, the real frontier of 
whitetail enlightenment lies in the accurate perception of their lives 
and times — the true understanding of how whitetails live, develop, 
behave and age under natural circumstances. We want the knowledge. 
We need the mystery.” 

We want to know as much as possible about the animal. That will 
put more deer before us than all the gimmicks that promote success. 
Every deer hunter wants to succeed, but deep down, we want all the 
qualities that will make for lasting memories beyond just a pile of dead 
deer flesh. 

So if you’re looking for a diversion — one that fulfills and restores 
those childhood days — here it is. Take the initial step out of modern 
civilization with its trappings, and place your next step into the se-
cretive world of the whitetail deer. Go deer hunting. It’s the best med-
icine I know to cure whatever might ail you.     ̂ 


