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Beginner’s Guide to Whitetail Deer Hunting Gear and Clothing v.2.0 
Notes by Rob Bryan, August 2024. This is an ongoing draft and not intended to be a complete gear list. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The following is a brief overview of equipment a beginning hunter will want to consider based on my 
50+ years hunting deer. The focus is on Maine, where I live, but except for specifics related to current 
(2024) Maine laws and regulations noted below, the considerations on gear selection will be the same 
for anywhere you may be hunting whitetails. The basic message here is to keep it simple for starters – 
as you gain experience you’ll learn what you’d like to upgrade or add to your outfit.   

BOWS AND ARROWS 
 

 Buy a used bow to save money. Bow companies come out with the latest and greatest new 
models every year, but you can kill deer just as effectively with an older model. Bow shops 
usually have trade-ins available for a good price and will set up the bow to fit you. You can find 
used bows online if you are sure about the best fit for you, but it will likely require tuning by a 
pro. 

 Compound vs. Traditional Bows.  Most new bowhunters hunters will that find the quickest way 
to learn to shoot accurately is with a compound bow. Traditional bows are more of an art form 
and take much more practice to master, but they have an aesthetic that compound bows will 
never match.  

 Crossbows.  Crossbows are now legal in Maine for all archery seasons, but unless you have 
landowner permission you must be a least 300 ft. from a building to discharge a crossbow, the 
same as for firearms.  Crossbows are accurate and have a longer effective range than a 
compound bow, and many new hunters find that the rifle-style stock and scope is quicker to 
learn how to shoot accurately than learning to shoot a compound or traditional bow.  
Crossbows are front-heavy though which makes them difficult to hold steady. For ranges over 
20 yards shooting from some form of rest will improve accuracy. This might be a tree-stand 
shooting rail, a bipod or monopod, or sitting and using the 3-point rifle position.  
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 Draw weight. Don’t overdo it. Killing a deer with a bow is all about shot placement in the chest 
cavity, not draw weight.  For a compound or traditional bow, if you’re not all that strong, a 40-
50 lb. draw will do the job fine.  

 Arrows. Be sure to buy arrows that are “spined” (have the stiffness) appropriate to the draw 
weight of your bow. Unless you are shooting a very high-speed bow, moderately priced carbon 
arrows are fine.  Again, a pro shop can help you make the right choice. 

 Broadheads. There are many good broadheads out there. I use Slick Trick 100-grain 
broadheads. They have a simple, fixed blade design that flies well, and replacement blade packs 
available. Some people swear by mechanical (open after impact) broadheads for accuracy, but 
others report they’ve had problems with angled shots (quartering from the rear) when they hit 
ribs. 

 Lighted Nocks. This seems gimmicky, but after the shot they really can help you find your arrow 
in low-light conditions. The force of the arrow makes a tiny battery slide against the contacts 
and it lights the nock.  Make sure you get the type that can be pulled away from the contact to 
turn them off after a shot. 

FIREARMS  
 

 New or Used? As with bows, a used rifle can be an affordable way to get started. If buying new 
there are also moderately priced but decent quality new rifle/scope packages that will also 
serve you well.   

 Caliber. Rifle calibers are an endless item of discussion. For starting out, I’d opt for one of the 
more common calibers – they are easy to find new or used, easy to find ammo for, and easy to 
sell if you decide to upgrade.  Popular calibers suitable for deer (from small to larger caliber) are 
.243, 6.5 Creedmoor, 7mm-08 (my personal deer & moose rifle), .270, 30-30, .308, and .30-06. 
In terms of recoil, .243 is the lightest, followed by the 30-30, the 6.5 Creedmoor and 7mm-08, 
which are about tied, and then the .308. The .270 and 30-06 have more recoil due to a longer 
cartridge that holds more powder.  All will kill deer effectively. If you are considering moose 
hunting, consider the 6.5 Creedmoor or larger, but the .243 will work too as long as you make a 
clean shot to the heart-lung area.  

 Action Type. Bolt actions and lever guns are the most popular for deer hunting- the choice is a 
matter of taste as well as other hunting you may do. Traditional lever-action 30-30’s have killed 
millions of deer, but most modern hunters prefer the more accurate and flatter-shooting bolt 
actions for longer ranges and larger game like moose or elk. 

 Shotguns. Some towns with higher populations require the use of shotguns or muzzleloaders, 
as do some counties in other states (for example, New York) or entire states (Massachusetts 
and New Jersey, for example).  For shotguns, a rifled deer barrel is most accurate. 20-gauge has 
slightly better slug ballistics and less recoil than a 12-gauge.  You can use a smooth-barrel 
shotgun barrel with an open choke (“improved cylinder” or “cylinder bore”) too, but it will be 
less accurate than a rifled barrel.  For a rifled barrel, sabot (plastic jacketed) slugs are the most 
accurate, but for a smooth barrel you will want a non-saboted rifled slug.  Shotgun barrels are 
interchangeable, so you can use the same gun for deer and bird hunting. However, if you plan 
to do that you’ll need to have open sights or a cantilevered scope mount on the deer barrel. 
Double- barrel shotguns have thin steel on the barrels and are not suitable for slugs. 
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 Muzzleloaders. Modern “in-line” muzzleloaders are highly accurate. When sighted in at 100 
yards they will typically allow you to shoot at any target up to about 125 yards without 
adjusting your aiming point.  As with shotguns, after 125 yards or so the bullet begins dropping 
rapidly. Traditional muzzleloaders have an aesthetic appeal, but are less accurate at longer 
ranges. Muzzleloaders can be used in most areas restricted to shotguns only and will give you 
two more weeks of deer hunting in Maine, and more time many other states as well. You only 
get one shot at a time, but even with a centerfire rifle you’ll seldom get a good chance at a 
follow-up shot. Muzzleloaders are more work to load, clean and maintain, but are fun if you like 
tinker with your gear. In Maine (and some other states) you can have powder and shot in the 
barrel, but if there is no firing primer/cap in place then the gun is considered to be “unloaded” 
for transportation purposes.   

 Iron sights. Iron sights are quick to use have an unlimited field of view. On the downside, it’s 
essential to align the front and rear sites and the target, but it’s impossible to keep the target, 
front, and rear sights in focus at the same time, so they take practice to change focus as you are 
sighting on the target.  In addition, the rear sight and front sight pin can block out a substantial 
portion of the target at longer ranges.  

 Scopes. The main benefit of a scope is not magnification. With a scope, simply put the reticle 
(crosshairs) on the target, and because the target and reticle are in the same focal plane both 
will appear sharp to your eye after your initial adjustments when sighting in. A 2-6x or 3-9x 
scope is all you need for shots up to 400-500 yards. For Eastern hunting, keep the scope dialed 
down to 2x or 3x.  A friend learned that the hard way when a 8-point buck appeared at 8 yards 
and his scope was set at 6x. He brought the gun up and all he saw was a mass of brown, but he 
had no idea what part of the deer he was looking at. The deer vanished before he could find the 
vitals.  At low power you get a brighter image and a wider field if view, which means quicker 
target acquisition – it’s all you need for accurate shooting any situation in the woods. If you’re 
hunting over large fields or wetlands, keep the scope at low power until you spot game – if 
something appears in the distance you’ll have plenty of time to dial up if need be.   

 Non-Lead Ammunition.  Backcountry Hunters and Anglers, Maine DIFW, wildlife agencies in 
other states, and conservation groups are encouraging the voluntary use of non-lead 
ammunition. Lead bullets (including copper-sheathed or bonded bullets) fragment on impact, 
resulting in contaminated gut piles and meat trimmings that poison eagles and other 
scavengers, and very small lead particles often contaminate packaged game meat. And because 
copper retains 95-100% of its mass, the compact wound channel means less meat loss due to 
bullet breakup.  I’ve been using copper bullets since 2011 and have found them to be accurate 
and highly effective on deer and moose.  See Maine DIFW’s information on lead vs. non-lead 
bullets here, more info at Sporting Lead Free and the Non-Lead Partnership. 

 Gear hint: use electrician’s tape on the muzzle of you rifle to keep snow, debris, and moisture 
out of your gun. When you fire the gun, expanding air pressure will blow the tape away and 
your accuracy will not be impacted, even at longer ranges.   
 

https://www.sportingleadfree.org/
https://nonleadpartnership.org/
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OTHER IMPORTANT AND HELPFUL GEAR 

In your Pack 

 Knife. It’s critical to have razor-sharp knife when field dressing and butchering deer. I prefer 
carbon steel- it’s easy to sharpen at home and touch up in the field. Avoid knives with long 
blades. I get the Scandinavian knives which have thin tapered edges that cut really nicely and 
are easy keep razor sharp.  3.5-4” is a good blade length. The best bargain by far is the 
Morakniv Clipper.  It has a high quality, 3.9” Swedish carbon steel blade and a comfortable 
rubberized ergonomic handle that won’t slip with blood on your hands. It costs less than $20, 
but don’t let the price fool you - you can spend $100 or more and not get a better knife. Order 
one online from Ragweed Forge or other suppliers.  I used one for years before I made my own 
wood-handled knife with an almost identical Scandinavian blade. If sharpening is not your 
thing, you might consider a replaceable blade knife like this model from Outdoor Edge, but be 
sure to have a safe way of transporting blades in the field.  There are other field dressing tools 
you may want to try in the future, but a good knife is essential and all you need to get started.  

 Knife Sharpener.  I have stones and some diamond hones, but find I use the Smith's 2-step 
knife sharpener most of the time. It fits in your hand, costs less than $5 and is small enough to 
carry in your pack. They have kept my hunting knives really sharp for years. The key is to take a 
few swipes with the sharpener every 5-10 minutes or so.  Once a knife is sharp, if  you use the 
ceramic side of the sharpener frequently you don't need the carbide side at all. Many local 
shops with hunting gear carry them.  

 Rangefinder. I strongly recommend one for bowhunting. You won’t need one for Eastern 
woods firearms hunting, unless you might have muzzleloader or shotgun opportunities over 
100 yards. If you hunt big fields where you might have shots over 200 yards, or if you plan to 
hunt in the West, then a rangefinder is much more important for rifle hunting. I use a Bushnell 
Prime 1300 – it’s a great rangefinder for the price – but there are many others that will do the 
job. When bowhunting, once I’m set up at my stand location I use it to range a bunch of trees 
all around me, then memorize the distances and use those as range markers when a deer 
appears.  Otherwise, once a deer is in sight using a rangefinder results in too much movement, 
so you need to know distances before they show up.  The Prime 1300 and many other models 
have a “rifle mode” for long shots (typically over 250 yards) that calculates holdover based on 
your rifle’s caliber and a “bow mode” that adjusts for the shot angle if the target is below or 
above you. Rangefinding bow sights and rifle scopes are an option, but they’re expensive, so I 
won’t go into them here.  

 HME Reflective Trail Tacks.  Use these to find your way to and from your stand in the dark – 
the HME tacks are very bright with a non-rusting base.  HME also makes a "Wing tack" that goes 
on the side of a tree and has reflective material on both sides.  A pack of each is nice. 

 Folding saw: A small (9-10”) folding saw is nice for slight improvements to your stand setup, but 
be sure the landowner is OK with some careful pruning.  It can also be used to cut through the 
ribs and open the chest cavity when field dressing.  

 Kill kit: Knife, sharpener, transport tag, pen, and long twist tie or zip tie to attach the tag to the 
deer (I make a slit in the ear and tie the tag to inner side of the ear), bright surveyor’s flagging 
to mark sign when tracking after the shot tracking, a gallon ziplock for the heart, and another if 
you like liver, surgical gloves. 

https://ragweedforgestore.com/collections/mora-1/products/mora-840-clipper
https://www.outdooredge.com/products/razor-lite-rl-10?pr_prod_strat=e5_desc&pr_rec_id=83cc539df&pr_rec_pid=5308781891&pr_ref_pid=5308791811&pr_seq=uniform
https://smithsproducts.com/CCKS
https://smithsproducts.com/CCKS
file:///C:/Users/Robert/Documents/3.%20%20BHA/Outreach%20and%20Education/BHA%20R3%20and%20Mentoring/How-to%20Info%20for%20Mentees/Morakniv%20Clipper.%20%20Carbon%20steel,%203.9
https://lancasterarchery.com/products/hme-reflective-wing-tacks
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 Map & Compass.  Carry a map and compass- don’t rely solely on your phone or stand-alone 
GPS – and learn how to use them. A hiking compass with a clear rectangular baseplate is the 
most versatile. Basic models start at about $10. If you want to splurge, get a Finnish-made 
Suunto M-3 with adjustable declination for about $65. If you are still hunting or tracking, a 
bubble compass pinned to your vest is nice for general orientation on cloudy days, but don’t 
rely on it as your only compass.  

 GPS. These days a mapping app on your phone is almost an essential tool. Be sure to get a 
version with an ownership layer, as well as downloadable offline maps for times when you may 
be out of cell phone range.  Subscriptions range from about $30 per year for Huntsand Pro to 
$99 per year for OnX Hunt Elite. (OnX Hunt also has one-state options for $35 and two states 
for $50.)  GAIA, Cal Topo, and GoHunt are also popular phone apps.  

 Survival & Safety Kit: Emergency food, fire starter and waterproof matches or lighter, 
emergency blanket, bleeding control and first aid, spare headlamp batteries and phone backup 
battery  etc.  If you hunt solo in areas with no cell coverage you might consider an emergency 
satellite communication device like and In-Reach or similar.  

 Day Pack.  I like one with a means to strap extra clothes to the pack when it gets warm and you 
need to strip down, and side pockets for longer items.   

 

Stands and Blinds 

 Ladder Tree Stands. Tree stands will get you above a deer’s general line of sight and your scent 
will often travel over a deer, but they’re expensive and require landowner permission. To limit 
rusting and decay of straps, tree stands should be brought in at the end of the hunting season 
and straps replaced periodically. Ladder stands are the easiest tree stands to get in and out of 
safely, but they not mobile. Many ladder stands have small foot platforms and fixed seats that 
are poor for a standing bow or rifle shot. They are best for sitting shots in front of you or to 
your strong shooting side (left for right-handed shooters, and vice-versa) when firearms 
hunting. When using a ladder stand for bow or rifle, my preference is one with a flip-up seat 
and foot platform that extends back to the tree. They are safer and allow you to stand and turn 
for a possible shot behind you to at an odd angle.  A pole pruner is often essential when setting 
up a ladder stand.   

 Climber stands, hang-on stands and tree saddles with strap-on tree steps more mobile and 
great for public lands or for the hunter who wants to explore new areas. However, they are 
potentially more dangerous than ladder stands and require a somewhat athletic mindset to set 
up use,so they are not for everyone.  

 Portable Tent Blinds (“popup blinds”) are popular, but need to be set up weeks before the 
season. I once set up a portable blind within bow range of a well-travelled deer trail, but after 2 
weeks the local deer had simply moved their path another 30 yards away and watched the 
blind cautiously as they passed.  

 No-Blind Stand Hunting. This is the least expensive and most flexible way to stand hunt, and 
done properly can be very effective.  For bowhunting I use a swivel stool with adjustable legs 
and  a leafy-suit jacket and leafy balaclava and switch to orange vest and hat for firearms 
season.  My personal kit is an Ameristep Tripod Swivel Stool, First Lite Phantom 3D Leafy Suit 
Top, and First Lite Phantom 3D Balaclava. Back yourself into some brush and if you don’t move 

https://www.sportsmansguide.com/product/index/ameristep-tripod-swivel-stool?a=2298021&szc=000&clrc=000&utm_source=google&utm_medium=pla&utm_medium=pla&utm_channel=pmax&utm_campaign=20844369119&utm_product=wx2*0735977000000&gad_source=1&gclid=cjwkcajwzik1bhaueiwahqmu3hrq_tp9uqrabhysanhjxt5bdiwe8yqudgtzf_stxk2k7lfvuigf1hocvqeqavd_bwe
https://www.firstlite.com/products/phantom-leafy-suit-top.html?lang=en_US
https://www.firstlite.com/products/phantom-leafy-suit-top.html?lang=en_US
https://www.firstlite.com/products/MA3DBSPOS.html?lang=en_US&currency=USD&utm_medium=product_sync&utm_source=google&utm_content=sag_organic&utm_campaign=sag_organic&utm_medium=cpc&utm_term=&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=Performance+Max&hsa_kw=&hsa_acc=8907735528&hsa_ad=&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_src=x&hsa_tgt=&hsa_grp=&hsa_mt=&hsa_cam=16787008477&hsa_ver=3&gclid=CjwKCAjw6fyXBhBgEiwAhhiZsuhBul_tWuvDCIgdt_zWBqCN944UUalcpHE6hvJnb0pu-R13M4IURhoCn6gQAvD_BwE
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when the deer can see you, you’ll be nearly invisible, even to a deer in bow range.  For firearms 
hunting I stand most of the time, slightly behind a tree that I can use to support my rifle when 
shooting and use the stool now and then to rest my legs. To reduce weight, leave the stool at 
home and carry a small foam seat pad.  

Getting your Deer to and into your Vehicle 

 Commercial deer carts or DIY carts work well of you have smooth trails and are not on steep 
side hill, but they don’t work well off trail.  

 For dragging a deer, a Jet Sled or imitation is nice because it keeps the head and legs from 
flopping off the edge and catching on things, and it will contain any blood when you put it in 
your car. However, they are pricey and bulky to store for something you may only use once 
every couple of years unless you are into ice fishing. The basic plastic Paris sleds work well too. 
You'll need some extra rope to cinch the deer onto the sled.  The Deer Sleigh’r Sled is a compact 
roll-up sled that reduces friction when dragging a deer.  I helped a friend haul out his 170-lb 
buck with one of these and it worked well. Of course it didn't hurt that the trail out was level to 
slightly downhill and no obstructions. 

 Maine also allows you to pack out quartered deer or moose.    “Prior to registration, bear, deer, 
and moose may be dismembered for ease of transportation, all edible meat, the head and 
evidence of sex must be presented for registration. The viscera, hide, lower legs and rib cage, 
including the ribs, spine and pelvis, are not required to be presented for registration but must be 
disposed of where they are not visible to a person traveling on a public or private way. Wild 
turkey must be presented for registration in its entirety, including evidence of sex except that 
the viscera may be removed.” For a male deer or moose, antlers on the head will suffice as 
evidence of sex. For a female, the vulva is the easiest evidence to transport.     

 If you don't have a pickup you'll want something to keep blood off the inside of the car and 
hooves from scratching the interior. I have a hatchback and fold the rear sets down and use a 
piece of polyethylene big enough to go from the rear hatch up the back of the front seats. Then 
over that I put one of the woven poly tarps about the same size. I bought a new tarp just for 
that use and don't use it for anything else so it won't become full of holes.  A deer will fit in the 
trunk of a sedan too, but the legs are likely to stick out so bring some line to tie the trunk lid 
down.  

 Getting a deer into any type of vehicle without help is almost impossible without some kind of 
ramp. A piece of plywood or couple of 2x6s or 2x8 about 6' long (or shorter, as needed to fit in 
your car) will do the trick. 

CLOTHING 
 

 The key to an enjoyable hunt is to stay warm and dry. If you’re just getting started hunting, 
don’t spend a lot of money on specialized hunting clothes until you’re sure you’re going to stick 
with it and you know what you want. If you already own outdoor clothing for cold or wet 
weather, use that. The second deer I killed I was wearing a yellow rain jacket and black nylon 
hiker’s rain pants and the buck came within 25 yards.  If you don’t have decent outdoor clothes, 
used gear shops where you can get good outdoor gear are becoming more common, or you 

https://www.sportsmansguide.com/product/index/deer-sleighrsquor-game-sled?a=450188&szc=000&clrc=000&pm2d=cse-spg-15-pla&utm_medium=pla&utm_source=google&utm_campaign=ci&gclid=cj0kcqjwjikybhc6arisageds-lndslmkihrusvmj-fw7txbqbkulat6eeedmq9fel3nil6v34hoid0aaj4dealw_wcb
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might find what you need at Goodwill. Don’t get me wrong – modern hunting clothing is great 
and I own plenty of it – but keep it simple as your budget allows when getting started.  

 Materials. Look for synthetics or wool, and dress in layers. I like a zip T-neck base layer for 
controlling temperature and use a variety layers over that depending on conditions.  If you plan 
on doing any stand hunting in cold weather, an oversized windproof/waterproof shell with 
hood that will go over insulating layers is nice. 

 Camouflage. You don’t need camo for rifle hunting; it helps for bowhunting but is not essential. 
Plaid is the original hunter’s camo. For bow hunting, the least expensive outfit is a leafy jacket, 
facemask, and gray or olive pants, which will turn any set of clothes into a camo outfit.  If you’re 
looking at other camo clothes, ignore the hype about the latest camo patterns- all you need is 
something to break up you outline.  I prefer patterns with bigger patches of color, because a 
fine-grained pattern tends to blend into a solid mass at a distance. For tree stand hunting in 
open hardwoods, lighter patterns are better when backlit by the sky. Get one size larger than 
normal so it will fit over cold weather clothes. 

 I prefer rubber boots for stand hunting because I often hunt in wet places and they’re scent 
free. I’ve had good luck with Lacrosse boots- they last well and have a good fit for walking.  I 
have uninsulated and insulated pairs. They’re also great during wet weather. Breathable 
waterproof leather boots are good too. But if you’re just getting started use whatever you have 
for boots and use toe warmers when it gets cold.  

 Cold hands and feet can be a problem when temperatures are near freezing or below, 
especially if you’re stand hunting.  Hand warmers and toe warmers (which work with less 
oxygen than hand warmers) make a huge difference. 

 

BUTCHERING 
 

 Knife. I use a Victorinox Fibrox Pro Boning Knife with a flexible, curved 6” blade  (SKU 5.6613.15 
mfg. part No. 40517), plus my field hunting knife. It costs less than $30 at most places and To 
keep my boning sharp, I only use it for butchering and sharpen frequently with a Smith's 2-step 
knife sharpener  while in use. 

 Grinder. Good grinders are expensive.  If have a quality mixer like a Kitchen Aid you can get an 
attachment that reportedly works well. I don’t own a grinder, but I’ve brought clean, well-
trimmed meat to my local butcher shop and they have ground and packaged it for me.  

 Packaging.  Wrap the meat tightly in plastic wrap, being careful to squeeze out all the air, then 
wrap with butcher paper.  This method will keep meat in good condition for 2 years in a deep 
freeze.  Consumer-grade vacuum sealers are popular, but are more prone to sealing failure, 
which results in freezer burn.    

 
 

https://smithsproducts.com/CCKS
https://smithsproducts.com/CCKS

