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I dedicate this book to my identical twin cousins, Leo and Ralph Somma. You are my best friends and lifelong hunting companions. Deer season wouldn’t be the same without us hunting together. From our wake-up call by a Felix the Cat alarm clock blasting reveille, to eating breakfast while the intercom plays “Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen, to the evening ribbing sessions, to the all-too-early sounds of snoring on the recliners—these are all traditions I look forward to sharing with you both each deer season.

I even look back fondly on the “Ultra Death Sauce” incident with laughter. Despite it being extraordinarily searing and blistering hot, we all ignored the dire warning on the label that clearly states, “Be warned: this sauce contains ingredients 800 times hotter than a jalapeno Chile. Use sparingly. Ultra Death should not be consumed without dilution,” and mixed it into each of our meals thinking the resulting hopping-around-on-one-foot-screaming would surely be comical. Unluckily, it was me who ended up with a tad too much Death Sauce clandestinely mixed, undiluted, into my spaghetti sauce and pasta. Through completely unintended, I even enjoyed the two-day hospital stay which followed that gag.


Foreword

_________

There are countless professional communicators within the outdoor industry, many of whom specialize in writing about white-tailed deer. Only a handful, though, have been able to achieve the kind of respect and esteem of both readers and peers that Peter Fiduccia has acquired through his skills and knowledge on all aspects of hunting white-tailed deer.

Long before I became involved in a full-time career in outdoor television and writing, I regularly read magazine articles and books about deer-hunting strategies. Interestingly, the deer-hunting articles in these publications that I consistently found noteworthy and filled with concise information turned out to be penned by Peter Fiduccia.

Fiduccia is among the few “chosen” whitetail pros highly recognized by top outdoor editors, including Daniel E. Schmidt, Jay Cassell, Lamar Underwood, and Sid Evans. They all entrust Fiduccia’s writings to supplement the pages of their publications with his highly informative articles to help take their readers’ deer hunting tactics to the next level.

Fiduccia’s writing style has always been straightforward. He’s a no BS kind of guy who gets his points across to the readers without a lot of product propaganda or embellishment. Equally important, his skills and understanding of the white-tailed deer’s biology, behavior and anatomy are impressive and second-to-none. In fact, of the countless whitetail authorities within the outdoor industry, Fiduccia’s stock is like fine heavy cream, it naturally rises to the top.

His to-the-point writings make it crystal clear that Fiduccia gained his deer hunting skills the hard way—he earned them—through trial and error and inevitable unmitigated success. As a competent deer hunter, Fiduccia evolved into a superb deer hunting authority. For decades, his star as one of the nation’s most prolific deer hunting communicators continues to shine as brightly as gamma-ray burst explosion.

No matter how many articles or books I have read by Peter Fiduccia, there is always one constant. I enjoy and gain knowledge from his writings each and every time. That statement continues to hold true in Fiduccia’s Whitetail Tactics: Cutting Edge Strategies That Work.

In this book you will find plenty of solid advice written in an easy-to-read and easy-to-comprehend manner. Fiduccia addresses many topics that hunters want to know more about including: whitetail anatomy of the rut, how to interpret a deer’s body language, deer glands, buck dispersal, how to make mock rubs and scrapes, and how to use “the best damn deer call ever made.” In his latest work, Fiduccia shares his most guarded whitetail strategies to help readers place their tags on mature white-tailed bucks.

I can assure anyone reading this book that whether you are a seasoned veteran or a novice deer hunter you will benefit and gain valuable deer hunting skills and know-how from the pages within this volume.

After you have finished reading, I’m certain you, too, will be so impressed with Fiduccia’s deer hunting expertise he will become one of your favorite deer hunting authorities as much as he is mine.

If this all sounds like I am biased, I guess I am. After all, he’s not only my favorite whitetail authority, he is my husband, too.

Katharine Ann Fiduccia

Spring 2017


DEER FACTS

_________
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Chapter One

Anatomy of the Rut: Real-World Timing

_________

The whitetail deer breeding season, or rut, refers to the time frame when does are most fertile and receptive to accepting the amorous intentions of male deer. Unfortunately, there is a wide array of misinformation, rumors, and long-held myths about this important subject. Two of the most commonly held erroneous viewpoints are that the rut only takes place during cold weather and only lasts for a short period of time during November. The fact is that neither of these two notions is accurate. I can assure you that since I began hunting in 1964, I have discovered that rut information handed down from old-timers generally consists of unintended distortions, half-truths, and, in some cases, unequivocal misinformation.

For instance, the whitetail’s rut lasts months. At my seminars, many people are astonished when I tell them that as long as a buck has antlers attached to his head and a doe has not been successfully bred, both are willing and able to breed whether it is October, November, December, or even later.

The genesis of each phase of the rut occurs specifically in relationship to dates within the four latitude zones of the United States. If you include Canada, there are six latitude zones and if Mexico is added, there are nine. Latitudes are invisible horizontal lines that depict the angular distance in degrees, minutes, and seconds of a point north or south of the equator. They are also referred to as parallels. Within each of the parallels in North America, the rut takes place, whether it is cold or warm outside, with surprising regularity. Cold weather only helps generate daytime activity. In other words, when the weather turns cold, bucks are more likely to move about searching for does during the day than in warmer temperatures. The chilly weather spurs their libido and makes them more inclined to feel romantic. This phenomenon can cause the breeding cycle of whitetail deer to take place over a longer period of time than most people believe.

[image: images]

This image was taken on November 14th in Southern Indiana. November 10th to 15th are dates that consistently show up as peak days of breeding activity throughout North America within the latitudes of 37–50° north and the longitudes of 50–125° west.

The internal trigger that causes deer to be aware of the onset of the rut is the preorbital gland, located in the corner of each eye. It senses cycles of waning light levels, or photoperiods, that begin in early autumn. The preorbital gland is a paired exocrine gland found in a majority of hoofed animals that is similar to the lacrimal gland found in humans. The preorbital glands are black trench-like slits of nearly bare skin extending from the medial canthus of each eye, which are lined by a combination of sebaceous and sudoriferous glands. They produce secretions that contain pheromones and other chemical compounds. All ungulates frequently deposit these secretions on overhanging branches by licking sticks, twigs, and grass as olfactory communications to other deer.

The preorbital gland serves different roles in different species. Pheromone-containing secretions from the preorbital gland might establish a buck or doe’s hierarchy within its herd. As a buck or doe prepares for breeding season, they will mark vegetation within their home range with preorbital scent. Because of its critical role in scent marking, the preorbital gland is usually considered a Type A scent gland. Some biologists believe the preorbital glands might produce antimicrobial compounds to protect against skin pathogens.

The various secretions of chemicals trigger a buck’s brain to recognize the start of the rut, and his testes begin to enlarge and descend, becoming more visible. With each passing day of waning light, the demeanors of deer, particularly adult bucks, go from tolerant and benign to irritable and aggressive. By the time the primary phase of the rut kicks in, a buck’s testes reach their greatest size.

No matter where whitetails roam, the rut corresponds closely to the time when most female deer are fertile and, therefore, most apt to be successfully bred. If, for whatever reason, a doe is not successfully bred during the peak rut, she will come into her estrus cycle every twenty-eight to thirty-two days. The exception to this rule is if a doe undergoes unusually stressful situations from outside influences. In this case, the doe will skip one of her cycles.

Most adult female deer are bred between the autumnal equinox and the vernal equinox, the two nights each year where night and day are the same length that kick off the fall and spring seasons, respectively.
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As soon as the preorbital gland detects a shortening of daylight, it triggers a release of chemical compounds that flood into a buck’s brain. The buck’s testes drop and he becomes more irritable and aggressive as the rut progresses.

The intensity and length of the entire whitetail breeding cycle, three phases of the rut, differs depending on the latitude in which they live. Deer living in the northernmost latitudes (above 60–70° north) breed sooner than those living in the southernmost latitudes (25–29° south). Therefore, it becomes evident that the breeding cycle of deer is not initiated simply by cold temperatures. As I stated, it is controlled, or at the very least set in motion, by photoperiodism.

At the onset of the breeding cycle, photoperiodism stimulates another of the primary glands of the whitetail deer, the pituitary gland. It is located in the brain. This gland produces the chief hormones that control antler growth. Once again, the brain releases chemicals and they, in turn, stimulate both male and female sex glands.

Different latitude zones throughout North America experience photoperiods at different times. This affects the dates of the primary breeding cycles, causing them to vary accordingly. For instance, the northern parts of Canada and Alaska fall within latitudes of about 60–70° north. The primary breeding cycle of deer in these zones is considerably earlier than all parts of North America south of the 59° north line of latitude. From about 51–59° north, which includes the southern parts of Canada, the rut varies from what it is at 45–50° north.

In the northern sections of the United States and southern regions of Canada, the latitudes fall between about 46–52° north. This area includes the northern tip of Oregon, Washington, the Idaho panhandle, Montana, the northern portion of Wyoming, North Dakota, Northern South Dakota, Southern Minnesota, Northern Wisconsin, Northern Michigan, and the northern portions of Maine. The primary rut in these states takes place approximately the first week of November, as photoperiodism happens slightly earlier than for their southern neighbors.

The latitudes between 40–45° north are most of the Northeast, Midwest, and New England. It includes most of Oregon, Northern California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, lower Idaho (south of the pandhandle), a majority of Wyoming, Southern South Dakota, Nebraska, Iowa, the northern tip of Missouri, the northern half of Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio, as well as a majority of Pennsylvania, New York, Northern New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and the southern portion of Maine. Within the overall two-week or so period of the primary rut, there are about five peak days of breeding activity that occur within the general latitudes 40–45° north. The peak days of breeding activity reliably occur from November 10th to November 15th, with the 13th and 14th being particularly high activity days. These days can also be peak breeding days in the latitudes of 37–50° north and from the longitudes of 50–125° west. However, nothing about dates is written in stone. When I provide dates, they can vary by twenty-four to thirty-six hours on either end of the dates given throughout any latitude or longitude.

The zones between 35–39° north include Southern California, Southern Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Northern Arizona, New Mexico, the northern tip of Texas, Northern Oklahoma, Northern Arkansas, Kentucky, Tennessee, Southern Missouri, Indiana, the southern half of Illinois, Ohio, West Virginia, Virginia, the upper portion of North Carolina, Maryland, Delaware, the southern tip of New Jersey, and the lower portion of Pennsylvania. The primary rut takes place in these areas approximately the last week of November.

In the zones from 30–34° north, which includes the southern tip of California, Southern Arizona, New Mexico, the heart of Texas, Southern Oklahoma, Southern Arkansas, most of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, the northernmost tip of Florida, and northern tip of Mexico, all experience a later primary rut. The dates can vary slightly in the southernmost areas of these latitudes, but the primary breeding cycle generally takes place in late December to early January.
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Based on the latitudes, the primary rut generally falls between November 5th and the 20th throughout most of the United States.

Zones that fall between 25–29° north include Northern Mexico, South Texas, the southernmost portion of Louisiana, and a majority of Florida. In these states, photoperiodism occurs later than anywhere north of 29° north and, therefore, the primary rut takes place from mid- to late January.

The end result is that the primary rut occurs at different times in some portions of the United States, Canada, and Mexico. However, for a big portion of the United States and Southern Canada (where most whitetail hunting takes place), the primary chase period, immediately followed by the primary peak of the rut, takes place as mentioned above—November 5th to about November 20th, give or take a few days. You can take that statement to the deer hunting bank.

While most of the time these rut dates can be relied on, there are occasional extenuating circumstances when the breeding cycle of a whitetail doe can be delayed and, in rare situations, prevent the rut. A doe’s reproductive cycle can be postponed, skipped, or halted by a variety of factors including, but not limited to, poor nutrition, extremely cold temperatures, overpopulation levels within her range, scarcity of food, drought, heavy predation from wolves or coyotes, old age, poor habitat, and even heavy hunting pressure.

Some of these factors can actually improve hunting, however. For instance, if a doe skips a cycle, she may come back into heat twenty-eight to thirty-two days later. This can cause a pronounced post-rut frenzy period. I have witnessed this several times. When this happens, it usually takes place in mid-December. Bucks, frustrated by the abbreviated primary rut in November, throw caution to the wind and seek out receptive does throughout the day and night. This increased rutting activity accounts for a high level of buck sightings by hunters. A delayed heat cycle by mature does can be one of the most exciting ruts a hunter will experience.

This information is meant to provide hunters with a clearer picture of exactly how the rut is initiated and what factors contribute to its timing. By understanding what I have shared with you here and using it properly, you can increase your chances for bagging a trophy-class buck by ten fold.
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The peak days of the primary rut are generally November 12th to 14th throughout most of the United States.


A majority of hunters try to plan their hunting vacations to coincide with the peak week or weeks of the primary rut. They often try to narrow down what days within the primary rut will have the most rut activity. While it is easier to provide solid information on when the seven- to fourteen-day period of the primary rut will take place, predicting the days with the most activity is a little more complicated. However, they, too, are accurate as long as one remembers that they can vary slightly by a couple of days on either side of the dates listed in the chart that follows.

I have spent countless hours compiling data, including videotaping deer in controlled whitetail research facilities, having discussions with biologists across the nation (and other whitetail authorities from Florida to Washington and some southern portions of the Canadian provinces), and scrutinizing a myriad of latitude and longitude maps of the United States and Canada. I have also spent years theorizing the effects perihelion and aphelion have on the rut. These terms are used to identify the closest and furthest distances any two or more planetary bodies move from one another (in this case, primarily the Earth and Sun). My research includes analyzing the moon’s role in the whitetail’s breeding season and I have read more articles, journals, papers, and books on the subject than I can recount. I mention this to qualify the information I have provided.

For the sake of brevity and to keep the information in the chart simple, I assumed most of you reading this will be hunting in a portion of the United States or the southern provinces of Canada, where the trigger points for the week or weeks of the primary rut occur from November 5th to November 20th, give or take a few days. A majority of these areas fall within the latitudes and longitudes of 40–50° north and 50–120° west. With that said above, however, the primary rut (which also includes the “big chase phase”) falls between November 10th to November 15th give or take a few days on either side. This is true despite warm weather, the so-called effect of the moon phase on the dates of the rut (which according to all biologists is non-existent), and heavy hunting pressure. This absolutely applies to those of you who primarily deer hunt in Northeast states within the latitudes of 40 to 45 degrees including New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, and southern Maine and within the other states falling within the same latitudes including Michigan, Wyoming, Nebraska, and Iowa, central and southern parts of Wisconsin, southern Minnesota, northern Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, South Dakota, the northern tip of Colorado, northern Utah, southern Idaho, northern Nevada, northern California, and central and south Oregon.

The chart also illustrates more general dates for the states that fall in other latitudes and longitudes within the United States. There are three major components, including the names of states and provinces, a map depicting the latitude and longitudinal degree figures for the entire United States and southern Canada, and the states and provinces highlighted that fall within the peak activity dates (November 5th to 20th, give or take a few days) of the primary rut. The information will help determine the time frame you should select for your hunting vacation to match the peak activity levels of the primary rut.
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Chapter Two

How to Interpret a Deer’s Body Language

_________

To become a better-informed deer hunter, hone your understanding and ability to recognize and take advantage of the different body postures deer use to communicate with one another. This is particularly important when utilizing hunting tactics, whether they are passive, such as sitting in a tree stand, or active, such as using deer calls, antler rattling, decoying, stalking, creating mock rubs or scrapes, deer drives, etc. By understanding what a deer’s body language is conveying to other deer or even a predator, you will enhance your tactics to give you an edge for increased hunting success.

Before continuing, let’s take a look at what body language actually is. All animals, and even insects, use body language as a mental and physical ability to express nonverbal communication through a variety of body gestures, posturing, facial expressions, and eye movements. These signals are meant to send distinct messages, which other animals interpret subconsciously and instinctively.

Scientists claim that human communication is only 10 percent verbal and the remaining 90 percent is made up of body language and paralinguistic cues. Body language provides clues to the attitude and state of mind of all animals, including humans. Deer mostly use body posturing to communicate their state of aggressiveness, dissatisfaction, stress, alarm, and sexual desire.

In the whitetail deer’s world, body language is a momentous form of nonverbal communication. For male deer, it is a crucial element to specifically express what position of the social hierarchy they are currently occupying. Deer also use body posturing to display situations of attentiveness, relaxation, acceptance, recognition, pleasure, and countless other emotional states quickly and precisely. If deer had to communicate with each other only vocally, they would be unable to effectively interconnect with one another.

The different types of body posturing positions are meant to send unmistakable messages from one deer to another without actually making body contact or vocalizations. A buck can display nonaggressive body language to signal a message as simple as, “Hey, good to see you,” or suggest through a different posture, “I’m warning you to back off.” When they want to express a severely aggressive stance, it might say, “Back off or I’ll kick your butt to within an inch of your life!”
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This buck expresses all the elements of extreme aggression, including a curved body, arched back, raised hair, stiff-legged gait, ears laid back on his neck, tail hung down, head pointed up, and the most dangerous body sign of all—the whites of his eyes are showing. His message to all other bucks is clear, “I’m the current high-ranking male—back off or else!”

As I mentioned previously, body language is often used to send a clear-cut message of exactly which place of the pecking order each buck occupies. The higher the buck’s status is on the social ladder, the more perks he is entitled to. This includes everything from getting first dibs on choice foods to breeding rights. Body language, particularly aggressive posturing used by both bucks and does, is Mother Nature’s way of preventing unnecessary injuries between deer.

By mid-April, long before the rut begins, bachelor groups begin to establish their hierarchy. Most of this is done using body language to avoid injuring the soft velvet covering on the antlers. From about April to early September, this activity, plus some leg flailing behavior, determines which buck is at the top of the totem pole and which occupies the bottom. They also use a wide variety of vocalizations during the time their antlers are in velvet to communicate their status and mind-set.
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Bucks begin to establish their rank or pecking order as early as April through the use of body posturing and hoof flailing.

The body language and vocalizations used during this time frame help each bachelor group form a strict pecking order that is adhered to through most of the spring and summer. Inevitably, however, this social status behavior changes as fall approaches. By learning to interpret these subtle body posturing signals, you will add a valuable dimension to your deer hunting tactics.

Have you ever wondered why soon after deer season you are able to walk past a buck that is casually feeding within view of you? Why a herd of zebra will feed within close proximity of a pride of resting lions? Or why some dogs bark aggressively at certain people and not others? An overwhelming amount of the time, it is mostly due to the signals sent by one animal’s body posturing toward another.

In the instance of walking past the buck, your body language may indicate interest, but it does not exhibit an intense predatory posture as it would when you’re actively hunting. In the case of the feeding zebras, they can tell by the lion’s post-feeding resting posture that they are not on the hunt. A dog can interpret fearful body posture in an instant. The dog interprets the body language as a signal that it is the pack leader and, therefore, it is necessary to let you know by barking aggressively. Body language is an elaborate form of communication within the whitetail deer’s environment and, as such, is something all hunters should become more in tune with.

There have been countless scientific and biological studies with findings about the captivating world of body posturing and the messages it is meant to communicate between deer. These highly visual physical signals display what is on the deer’s mind. Hunters who are able to recognize and interpret body posturing exhibited by deer and other game animals vastly increase their awareness of the game they hunt, resulting in not only seeing and bagging more deer, but also increasing the odds of killing more adult bucks.

Many years ago, on a bow hunt during the primary phase of the rut, I used a grunt to call in an eight-point buck. As the buck approached my stand, I was deciding when I would pull back the string of my bow. Seconds before drawing back, I noticed the hair on the back of the buck’s neck was standing straight up—a sure sign of hostility. For a split second I was confused. I didn’t make an aggressive grunt and it shouldn’t have caused the buck to react belligerently. Perhaps the buck, an average-sized eight-point, thought he needed to display an antagonistic attitude in response to my subtle grunt, which could have sent the vocal message that I was a younger buck than he. If that were the case, the buck wanted to be sure his body posture clearly demonstrated that he was more aggressive than the unseen younger buck. I decided to not draw back and, instead, study the buck’s body more carefully.

As I watched him closely, I could see his head was pointed directly to my left. His eyes strained to look directly behind him. The hair fell flat on his neck, he tucked his tail tightly between his legs, and he slowly, but with exaggerated purposefulness, started to walk off taking sideward steps. With each placement of his hoof, he stomped it to the ground instead of placing it down normally. All at once it clicked. The buck was reacting to a more aggressive, and hopefully larger racked, buck in the woods behind him.

To keep abreast of his body language, I didn’t take my eyes off the eight-pointer for a second, though I was sorely tempted to look for what I thought was a bigger antlered buck nearby. I desperately strained my eyes in hopes of seeing any peripheral movement by a second buck. Within a minute, I had my answer. In a self-assured manner, the second buck displayed intense body posturing as he walked in. I instantly knew why the first buck was concerned. The second buck was obviously the more aggressive animal, and he demonstrated a higher rank in the pecking order. Although their rack sizes were similar, the second buck had ten points, a slightly wider spread, and a larger body than the first.

As the heavier deer walked closer, he arched his back, laid his ears back flat alongside his head, and held his head low at a severe angle. His body language demonstrated he was willing to fight. The first buck sent a signal of submission by turning his rear end to the other. I don’t think the heavier buck saw his gesture as I released my arrow.

Unfortunately, I didn’t kill the buck. The arrow sailed harmlessly over his back. When it hit the ground, the larger buck turned and, without hesitation, disappeared. The eight-point buck seemed confused, then took the ten-point’s departure as a sign of his superiority and confidently strutted around under my stand. Every time I see his mounted head on my wall, I smile. I wonder what the heck he thought happened when my arrow passed through both his lungs. My guess is that he must have thought the bigger buck ambushed him from behind.

The fact that I was able to interpret the body language of the eight-point buck allowed me the opportunity to get a shot at the ten-point. Even though I made a poor release and missed the bigger buck, I not only enjoyed seeing him, but I also learned more about body posturing from the hunt.
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I got the opportunity to take this eight-point buck by understanding body language. His antlers netted 1251/8 inches—enough to be entered into the Pope and Young record books. (As a note, I don’t enter any of my bucks into the books.)

On another hunt, I was posted in a ground blind when a doe approached. I was planning a deer management segment for our television show and was about to take the doe. Once again, as I drew the string back on my bow, I noticed the doe exhibiting body language as she flagged her tail from side to side. It wasn’t a nervous twitch, but a deliberate flick of her tail. It was posturing I was familiar with, so I let the bowstring down and waited. Moments later, a good eight-point buck walked into the woodlot with his nose held to the ground. He trotted up to the doe and, as he was sticking his nose between the doe’s rear legs, my arrowed passed through his rib cage.

When you see a doe purposefully flicking her tail from side to side several times in a row, you should interpret it as a straightforward and unmistakable message that she is in prime estrus. She is signaling that she is not only in the peak of her heat cycle, but also that she is receptive to a buck mounting her. Knowing what was happening, I opted to forego shooting the doe for the management piece until another day and kill the eight-point buck instead.
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I took this heavy bodied buck by correctly deciphering the body language of the doe that he was with.

Deer exhibit a profusion of body language gestures. Following is a partial list of body postures that deer use most frequently, along with short descriptions. Each is meant to help you recognize the postures so you can interpret their meanings more quickly and correctly so you can adapt to them if necessary. Understanding how to identify a deer’s body language will help dramatically change your whitetail hunting experiences and increase your accomplishments.

Estrus Flagging: A doe that is flagging her tail from side to side, then positioning the tail so it is purposefully held up and off to one side of her rump is in heat. She moves her tail repeatedly to help scatter her estrous pheromones into the prevailing wind. She also uses the tail movement as a visual signal to any buck who can’t smell the estrus odor that she is a doe in estrus. This is one of the most crucial deer body language signals during the rut. Hunters who are unable to interpret this gesture may decide to harvest the doe because they do not recognize the body language being displayed for what it is—a live decoy.
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When you see a doe with her tail held out and to the side like this doe, be prepared for a buck following her. A doe’s tail held in this position indicates she is in estrus and ready to accept a buck.

Almost assuredly, a doe flagging is either being followed by a buck or her tail flicking will soon attract one. Hunters who are aware of what doe tail flicking represents will get a quality opportunity to see and possibly kill the buck that is trailing her.

Tail Flipping: When a tail is hanging naturally and is suddenly brushed or flipped from side to side, the deer is about to move. This is one of the more important tail signals for hunters to understand and pay careful attention to. Often, a deer is seen standing still and concentrating on whatever it is doing, such as eating, watching its surroundings, or sniffing the air, a hunter may be lured into a false complacency, thinking the deer is not alarmed and will remain where it is. However, deer often stand still to gather more information before proceeding along a trail, sniffing out a food source, or picking up odors of potential danger, etc. The deer will remain where it is only as long as it does not flick its tail from one side to the other twice. When the deer flicks its tail twice, it is doing so to alert all other deer, near or far, that it is definitely about to move. If you are watching a deer that you are considering shooting and it exhibits this body posture, do not hesitate a second longer to shoot. You have about three seconds to react.

Head Faking: The terms head faking and head bobbing, as some biologists refer to it, are one in the same and both are acceptable to use. High-ranking does and younger deer most often use head faking. Bucks will also do so, but not nearly as often. On occasion, adult bucks will use the head fake to reveal a potential threat.
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Wildlife photographer Ted Rose said as he prepared to take this photo, the buck saw his movement and head faked him. “A second later the buck bolted off,” said Rose.

There are two stages to this particular type of body language. The first movement includes the deer elongating its neck forward to just below its shoulder after staring at something of interest. They also do this to get a better look at a potential source of worry. The deer’s next movement is to dip its head down low as if it were about to eat something. Deer that can’t identify a threat by sight or scent but intensely suspect something is wrong try to coax the perceived danger into giving itself away by using the head fake. The movement is meant to make the deer look as if it were unconcerned enough to relax and lower its head to eat, pretending it doesn’t see or care about the danger.

It’s at this point that some hunters think it is okay to move. As they change positions, they are surprised to see the deer never intended to feed at all but was preparing to instantly lift its head to catch the suspected predator moving. Countless hunters have been caught with their pants down, so to speak, after failing to properly interpret this body language.

When a deer extends its head and looks at you then puts its head down, don’t move a muscle. Be assured that the deer is about to lift its head the instant it reaches the ground, if not sooner. This is a terrific behavior to fake out a potential threat, which gives the deer the all-important extra seconds it needs to escape and survive.

Ear Drop: This is one of the most common forms of whitetail body language. The deer lays its ears back along its neck with the openings visible to other deer. This communicates mild aggression.

The Walk Forward: A deer purposely walks toward another without giving ground to the deer it is approaching. This posture expresses a low level of aggression.

High Head: Many hunters have seen this type of deer body posturing. The deer stiffens its body and stands erect to appear larger to a would-be opponent. It pins its ears back, raises its head high, and tilts its nose upward to exhibit a threatening posture. Bucks use this body language when they see or smell another buck approaching. The buck using the posture is displaying an aggressive mode. His posture says, “Stay where you are if you know what is good for you.” A perceptive hunter makes the immediate decision to either take the buck exhibiting the body language or carefully wait and inspect the surrounding brush before shooting, as it might conceal an even larger buck.

Head Low Threat: Biologists often refer to this posture as the hard stare. A deer will lower its head and lengthen its neck while approaching another. It will also pin its ears back. While doing this, the deer makes direct eye contact with the other deer, hence the name hard stare.

[image: images]

A classic head shake by a high-ranking buck.

False Lunge: A deer will shoot forward toward another, often lunging its entire body close to the other deer but stopping just short of making contact. It is used as a warning to suggest that the lunging deer wants space.

Bogus Charge: A deer will run directly at another, but pull up short of making contact. It is meant to suggest annoyance or displeasure.

Front Leg Strike: All deer use this form of body language. Bucks use it most while their antlers are in velvet. Female deer use it all year long, mostly to reprimand their fawns but also to ward off other families of does, yearlings, fawns, and sometimes even bucks. It is an aggressive behavior. A deer uses its hoof to deliver a hard blow to another deer to show anger. Often, it will strike at the other deer several times with its front feet. The hoof does not necessarily hit the other deer.

Back Raking: A buck or doe that occupies a high position within the hierarchy lifts its foreleg onto the back of a subordinate deer and drags the leg firmly along the other deer’s back. This move is used by a high-ranking deer to displace a subordinate from a bed, food source, or standing too close.

Nose Poke: A high-ranking deer will poke its nose into the body of another deer. It does this to get the group to move to another area. It is also used to oust another deer from the group.

Head Shake: A deer will lower its head and the front of its body while spreading its stance. Simultaneously, the deer shakes its head from side to side repeatedly, causing its ears to flop around. This is a high-level threat posture.

Shoving: The aggressive deer uses a front shoulder to forcefully push against the rear end of another deer. Then, it presses its neck on the back of the other deer.

Flailing: Deer stand on their rear legs and strike forcefully with both forefeet at each other. Flailing continues until one deer shows submissive behavior. Does use this body language the most and it is intended to display aggression. Bucks use it mostly when their antlers have dropped or they are in early stages of velvet.

BUCK-ONLY AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIORS

Sidestepping and Circling: This is the mother of all aggressive buck behaviors. A high-ranking buck will approach another buck with an exaggerated, stiff-legged gait. He will slowly begin to circle the would-be opponent while pinning his ears as far back as possible, significantly arching his back, and forming a semicircle with his entire body. His neck hairs are raised and his head is severely tilted to one side to make his antlers appear larger and poised to use.

[image: images]

This buck is exhibiting the classic sidestepping and circling body posture, which is mostly used by high-ranking adult males.

Once when I wasn’t the one hunting, I videotaped a huge 190-class buck do this in Michigan. The buck he was displaying to was equal in body and antler size but looked slightly younger. As the older buck closed the distance to within several feet, the younger buck displayed submissive behavior by turning his rump to the approaching buck and avoiding eye contact. The submissive behavior immediately relaxed the high-ranking older buck. Within seconds of seeing the younger buck acquiesce to him, the older one returned to a peaceful posture.

Nose Licking: The buck licks his nose constantly from both sides of its mouth to display anxiety and unease.

Deep Crouch: A buck will lower his head and tilt his antlers toward a potential opponent. The aggressive buck’s back is usually arched and his legs tightened. The buck’s hair often stands on end and it walks with a stiff-legged gait. This is performed only during the breeding season between high-ranking bucks.

Antler Threat: A buck lowers its head so its antlers point directly at another buck. If the other deer also uses an antler threat, a rush to make antler contact quickly ensues.

Antler Thrust: A high-ranking buck will quickly lower its head and aim its antlers, usually toward the rump of another deer. After making contact, the buck rapidly raises its head.

Sparring: Two bucks carefully entangle their antlers and begin to push and twist their heads back and forth. This is a nonviolent contest between bucks of all sizes to establish positions within the pecking order. After the pushing and shoving ends, the two bucks often remain companions.

Sideward Rush: The sideward rush is a common form of aggression between two belligerent adult bucks. Both bucks lunge at each other and clash antlers. One buck sideswipes the other buck, which is usually eating or tending a doe. Sometimes the contact is so forceful it knocks the buck to the ground.

Flehmen Response: Also referred to as the flehmen position, a buck will curl back its upper lip, exposing its front teeth while inhaling air, usually with his nostrils closed. He will hold the position for several seconds. It is usually performed over a urine or deer scat site that interests the buck. The flehmen response is made while the buck’s neck is stretched out and its head is held high in the air. It is used to facilitate the transfer of pheromones and other scents into and over the vomeronasal organ, located in the roof of the mouth, via a duct just behind the buck’s front teeth. When you see a buck doing this, you may be interested in shooting him. Make your decision to take him quickly because time is against you. Usually this indicates the buck has scented a doe in estrus and is trying to pinpoint where she is. Once he picks up the direction of the odor, the buck will usually take off quickly to locate the hot doe. If you’re not ready to react, you will end up losing the opportunity to shoot the buck.

Raised Hair: Associated with the deep crouch, when a buck holds its head high and his neck hairs stand on end, it is a similar reaction to when a human gets goose bumps on the back of his or her neck. Many people have had this happen when they enter a dark room or are walking along a backwoods trail and sense something is awry. If you see a buck exhibiting this type of body language, he is at a high level of alert. Also, he is showing an aggressive posture. This is usually caused by the anticipation of an approaching buck he has not been able to identify but knows is close by scent.

As I mentioned previously, body language is often used to establish the hierarchy within a herd. For example, the most aggressive males occupying the top step of the social ladder are the leaders within their bachelor herd and, as such, they are in charge. Bucks occupying lower status positions are subordinate and will usually avoid unnecessary physical conflict with superior bucks. As the rut begins, however, all the males within the group become more aggressive and conflicts become more frequent.
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This buck is on high alert and is about to foot stomp. Hoof stomping combines visual and audible posturing. The stomping noise alerts nearby deer, and also emits excess interdigital gland scent on the ground. The olfactory warns deer passing by the area later that another deer encountered likely danger here.

Hoof Stomping: In all likelihood, this is the most frequent body language used by deer and witnessed by hunters. A deer alerted to potential danger or a confirmed a threat will lift one of its front legs halfway off the ground and stomp it back down hard, creating a thumping noise. Researchers say deer stomp their hooves for a variety of reasons. In most cases, however, it is meant as a warning or to goad movement from a possible threat. A deer is also sending a visual and auditory message to deer within sight and earshot that it is encountering a problem. Most importantly, the deer is also leaving a chemical olfactory message for deer who are not close enough to receive the warning.

The chemical message is left on the ground from a gland between the deer’s toes, called the interdigital gland. The excess interdigital scent is meant to warn other whitetails traveling down the trail that another deer encountered danger at this point. Hunters who see deer stomping or who alarm them into repeated stomping should consider relocating their stand. The odds of a deer coming near an area permeated with excess interdigital scent are low.

A Doe with One Ear Cupped Forward and One Ear Cupped Back: When a hunter is watching a doe walk down a trail and she stops to listen for potential danger before proceeding, he or she should pay particular attention to the direction her ears are pointing. If they are both cupped in one direction, she is probably alone. However, if one ear is forward and the other ear suddenly rotates toward her back, she is listening to what is probably either her fawns or yearlings approaching or, more importantly and especially during the rut, a buck. Try not to alarm this deer and you will increase the chances of seeing what is coming up behind her.

Flagging or Tail Waving: One of the most familiar deer body language signs is tail flagging. Deer use it as they run off to warn other deer. Does, who flag more frequently than bucks, also use it to give a visual reference to yearlings and fawns about the direction she is running. Since does flag frequently, the importance of reading this body language is evident. Should a hunter jump or perhaps have deer driven past him or her that are on the run with tails held high, he or she should be on the lookout for deer running with their tails down or tucked between their legs. Since tail waving is an action more related to does, a deer running in a group with its tail down is likely to be a buck. Focus all your attention on this animal and you will have likely picked out the only buck in the group by correctly interpreting this form of body language.

[image: images]

When running from danger, does flag or wave their tails more often than bucks. Most adult bucks flag only when the danger is far away.

Ears Flattened, Back Arched, and Neck Hairs Standing Up: This posture is from a buck that is nervous or extremely agitated. He is displaying every form of noncombative aggression he can muster. In most instances, he is displaying this body language to a much larger deer. By appearing aggressive and hostile, the buck hopes to fend off his rival with a bluff to avoid actual physical combat. When a hunter sees a buck displaying this body language and does not see a second buck, he or she should carefully check the surrounding area. Look in the direction the aggressive deer is watching, and chances are you will find another buck. Or, as in the example I gave previously, just sit tight and wait to see what develops as long as the first buck remains in range.

Pawing the Ground: Bucks paw the ground for several reasons, such as to search for acorns and other food, ward off other deer, and prepare or freshen scrapes. When searching for food, the body language will be relaxed. Ears are slightly forward, the tail hangs straight down between the legs, hair lies down on the back, and the muscles are relaxed. This deer is content with its surroundings and unaware of the hunter. A deer pawing the ground in an aggressive manner is on full alert. It may have spotted a hunter or be fending off another deer. A hunter must read this situation quickly to decide whether to take the animal before it moves.
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STATE

PEAK DAYS
DURING THE
PRIMARY RUT

Latitudes
37-50°
North
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50-120°
West

PEAK WEEK/S
OF THE PRIMARY RUT

NORTH DAKOTA
OHIO
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RHODE ISLAND
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SOUTH DAKOTA
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TEXAS
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November 14-17
November 14-16
November 13-14
November 12-14
November 12-14
November 10-13
November 23-25
November 13-15
November 18-21
West: December 5-7
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November 15-17
South: December
15-17

November 11-13

November 15-17

X
X

o

November 5-25
November 7-19
November 5-20
November 10-24

November 8-2:

November 5
November 14-29

November 10-25

November 12-27

West: December 1-14

Hill Country: November 10-24
South: December 10-26

November 3-19

November 10-22
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PEAK DAYS Latitudes Longitudes
DURING THE 37500 50-120° PEAK WEEK/S

STATE PRIMARY RUT  North  West OF THE PRIMARY RUT

MISSISSIPPI North: December North: December 10-25
2123 South: January 6-20
South: January 11-13 X X

MISSOURT November 10-13 X X November 7-21

MONTANA November 10-14 X X November 5-25

NEBRASKA November 10-13 X X November 4-22

NEVADA November 17-19 X X November 10-24

NEW HAMPSHIRE November 10-14 X X November 5-21

NEW JERSEY November 14-16 X X November 5-25

NEW MEXICO November 13-15 November 8-22

NEW YORK November 11-14 X X November 5-25

NORTH Lower Coast: Lower Coast: November 15-25

CAROLINA November 22-23 Upper Coast: November 5-22
Upper Coast: Piedmont: November 14-28 Mr.
November 5-7 December 1-14

Piedmont:
November17-18
‘Mt December 5.7





OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
WHITETAIL
TACTICS

Cutting-Edge Strategies That Work

Peter J. Fiduccia

..............





OEBPS/Images/18-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/30-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/34-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/4-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/27-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/2-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/17-1.jpg
PEAK DAYS AND WEEKS OF PRIMARY RUT (Continued)

PEAK DAYS Latitudes Longitudes

DURING THE 37500 50-120° PEAK WEEK/S
STATE PRIMARY RUT  North West OF THE PRIMARY RUT
WASHINGTON November 10-14 x X November 7-22
WESTVIRGINIA  November 13-15 X X
WISCONSIN November 12-14 X X
WYOMING November 12-15 X X November 4-19
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PEAK DAYS Latitudes  Longitudes
DURING THE 37500 50-1200 PEAK WEEK/S
STATE PRIMARY RUT  North  West OF THE PRIMARY RUT
ILLINOIS November 10-13 X X November 5-20
INDIANA November 14-16 X X November 7-21
I0WA November 13-15 X X November 6-22
KANSAS November 10-13 X X November 10-17
KENTUCKY November 15-17 X X November 10-20
LOUISIANA Southwest: October Southwest: October 10-19
15-17 Northwest: November 5-14
Northwest: East: January 1-14
November 13-15
East: January 1-3
MAINE November 1215 X X November 3-23
MARYLAND November 10-14 X X November 5-22
MASSACHUSETTS ~ November 12-14 X X November 6-20
MICHIGAN November 9-13 UP: November 5-24 UP:
November 15-17 X X November 10-26
MINNESOTA Novernber 1714 X ~x Novernber 521
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PEAK DAYS AND WEERS OF PRIMARY RUT

PEAK DAYS Latitudes Longitudes

DURING THE 37500 50-1200 PEAK WEEK/S
STATE PRIMARY RUT  North  West OF THE PRIMARY RUT
ALABAMA January 18-20 January 10-25
ARKANSAS November 17-22 November 10-25
COLORADO November 153-20 X X November 5-20
CONNECTICUT  November 19-24 X X November 10-25
DELAWARE November 7-12 X X November 7-21
FLORIDA North: North: December 17-31

December 20-30 Central: January 1-15

Central:

January 2225
GEORGIA North and Central: North and Central:

November 10-15 November 10-15

South: Novem- South: November 10-20

berl5-17 December December 11-22

15417
TDAHO November 12-15 < x Novemher .
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