
[image: Cover Page of Rx for Deer Hunting Success]


[image: Title Page of Rx for Deer Hunting Success]


Copyright © 2016 by Peter J. Fiduccia

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photo credit: Peter Fiduccia

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-0500-5

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-0501-2

Printed in China


Foreword

In his poem “The Idea of Order at Key West,” Wallace Stevens evokes a young woman singing as she walks along the shoreline. As daylight fades and the wind freshens, those listening to the young woman’s voice slowly come to understand that her song, as opposed to the turmoil of the threatening sea, lends certitude to their world. Stevens’s narrator suggests that the woman has the ability to see and hear beyond the natural world and make sense out of nature’s chaos—chaos that quails the ungifted. He explains:

She was the single artificer of the world

In which she sang. And when she sang, the sea,

Whatever self it had, became the self

That was her song, for she was the maker. Then we,

As we beheld her striding there alone,

Knew that there never was a world for her

Except the one she sang and, singing, made.

What, you may ask, does any of this have to do with deer hunting? I would answer little to nothing, but it has EVERYTHING to do with Peter Fiduccia and his artistry. Like any good researcher, Fiduccia meticulously annotates his observations. Like any prudent analyst, Fiduccia painstakingly codifies his findings. And like any gifted teacher, Fiduccia deftly disseminates his hard-won knowledge to his students. But what sets Fiduccia apart is his artistry. Fiduccia, like Stevens’s singer, is an artist, and as Stevens suggests, he sees and hears more than the rest of us. By hearing and seeing more, he has the ability to find order in what may seem chaos to the common mind.

Likewise, in his short story “Sonny’s Blues,” James Baldwin’s narrator comments on the challenges and rewards of the artist—in this case a musician. What he says applies to artists of all stripes and to all those, like Fiduccia, who hear what the rest of us cannot.

All I know about music is that not many people ever really hear it … But the man who creates the music is hearing something else, is dealing with the roar rising from the void and imposing order on it as it hits the air. What is evoked in him, then, is of another order, more terrible because it has no words, and triumphant, too, for that same reason. And his triumph, when he triumphs, is ours.

Fiduccia’s triumph, then, is ours, too. His gift is to hear and see beyond the abilities of the less gifted. In terms of understanding the natural world—the world of the whitetail deer—where others react to the chaos with confusion and wonder, Fiduccia senses order. Where others see random actions, Fiduccia perceives patterns. Where others merely surmise and hope for the best results, Fiduccia moves with confidence born of research, experience, and perceptive intuition.

Joseph Campbell, author of the Jungian-based classic of comparative mythology Hero with a Thousand Faces, makes a distinction between a celebrity and a mythic hero. In Campbell’s view, a celebrity—think here of most popular hunting show hosts and guests—is one who sucks in light and seeks attention: “Look at me! Look at me!” A hero, in contrast, emits light. He or she spreads illumination and shares gifts for the common good. Such is Peter Fiduccia. Each time I pick up one of Fiduccia’s books or see him on YouTube, a DVD, or television, in the back of my mind I hear the strains of Aaron Copland’s “Fanfare for the Common Man” start to play. He is the expert for the hoi polloi, the common man, the antidote to the “professionals” who demonstrate through their actions and attitudes that the rarified hunting experiences they recount are only for the chosen and anointed. Fiduccia is the professional for the rest of us, as he is the one who concludes in print:

Believe me, if you hunted in the areas where most of these TV hosts hunt, you would be killing the same kinds of trophy animals. I challenge any other show hosts to hunt the pressured areas of the Northeast or New England. I’ll bet none of them would go home with the kind of bucks you see them kill week after week on their shows.

He even tells you—whether or not you believe it—that “I am not a better deer hunter than you. In fact none of the so-called pros are. The only difference in everyday hunters and us is that we get more opportunities to hunt in prime areas.”

Like that other mythic frontiersman from New York, Natty Bumppo, protagonist of James Fenimore Cooper’s The Leatherstocking Tales, variously known as Leatherstocking, Hawkeye, Long Rifle, Pathfinder, and, most tellingly, Deerslayer, Peter Fiduccia merits attention for his encyclopedic knowledge, the sagacity he imparts, and the ethos of stewardship through which he delivers his insights.

Perhaps the most eloquent deer hunting story in American literature is William Faulkner’s “The Old People,” the precursor to his classic “The Bear.” In that story, Faulkner, a deer hunter in the Delta area of his beloved Mississippi, encapsulates both the beauty of the hunt and the moral imperative incumbent upon the hunter when he describes the old hunter, Sam Fathers, instructing young Isaac McCaslin.

At first there was nothing. There was the faint, cold, steady rain, the gray and constant light of the late November dawn … Then the buck was there. He did not come into sight; he was just there, looking not like a ghost but as if all the light were condensed in him and he were the source of it, not only moving in it but disseminating it, already running … the antlers even in that dim light looking like a small rocking-chair balanced on his head. “Now,” Sam Fathers said, “shoot quick and slow.”

In that simple directive, “shoot quick and slow,” Faulkner captures the urgency of the hunt and the requisite obligations of the hunter. Perhaps not quite so lyrically expressed, but just as poignantly, Peter Fiduccia’s works do the same for the twenty-first century reader. Fiduccia, like Faulkner, is essential reading.

—Dabney Gray, PhD

Associate Professor English

Stillman College

Tuscaloosa, AL
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I grew up in Brooklyn, New York, where guys and gals graduated life with Ph.Ds in street smarts and common sense. Brooklyn sports included stick ball, Johnny-on-the-Pony, blackball (a rock hard, tiny black ball used for playing handball), and softball. Softball was ironically played in a school yard on a concreate field. Sliding into a base was optional, but somewhat expected. Although it was a tough neighborhood, I loved every second of living there, and growing up “Brooklyn” was the land that ultimately made me the person I am today.

In 1961, I was in my first year at Fort Hamilton High School. “The Fort,” as we affectionately referred to it, is located on Shore Road in Bay Ridge. It is only a few hundred yards from a bay known as The Narrows. It is the tidal strait that forms the principal channel through which the Hudson River empties in to the Atlantic Ocean. The Narrows have long been considered to be the maritime gateway to New York City, and historically has been one of the most important entrances into the harbors of the Ports of New York and New Jersey.

I graduated from The Fort in 1964, the year the construction on the Verrazano Bridge was completed. From the windows in the school, the Verrazano’s monumental 693 foot high double towers added a spectacular Birdseye view of the Bridge and The Narrows that connected Brooklyn to Staten Island. In the early sixties Staten Island was so rural that much of it was dotted with farms. It also had a lot of undeveloped areas where pheasants and other wildlife thrived, including a small population of white-tailed deer. Since that time, the white-tailed deer herd of Staten Island has swelled to considerable proportions. Today, Staten Island is known for harboring record class Boone & Crockett bucks. Because Staten Island is one of New York City’s five boroughs, however, no hunting of any kind is permitted, as per a law which bans hunting within city limits.

During my three years at The Fort, I spent many Saturdays wandering through Staten Island’s rural areas scouting for deer and studying other critters, instead of working more diligently on my school projects. Staten Island’s deer herd was primarily responsible for causing me to spend too much time daydreaming during my classes about where my next scouting trip would take place. At the time, I never would have imagined that I would eventually end up working full-time living as an outdoor journalist, as well as being given the epithet, “The Deer Doctor” by twelve-time All Star 3rd baseman and Hall of Famer, Wade Boggs).

From the time I was about sixteen years old, once a week I would stop in a local sporting goods store (for discretionary reasons I’ll call the store Nick’s Sporting Goods). To my mom’s displeasure, I would end up spending most of the part-time wages I earned working at Louie’s Meat Market shopping Nick’s Sporting Goods. My patronage to Nick’s was unfailing. As an avid bass angler, I spent a lot of time fishing the two large bodies of water in New York City’s Central Park. It seemed that every week I added yet another Arbogast bass lure to my ever bulging Arbogast bass lure collection. Even though I hadn’t gone deer hunting yet each month I would buy a gun-cleaning kit, a Hot-Seat, or some other hunting related item to add to my assemblage of hunting products. Even today, I can still smell the pungent odors of new leather boots, gun cleaning solutions, wool clothing, and other familiar pleasant odors of that store. They remain firmly implanted in the nerve cells in my olfactory bulb.

Arriving at Nick’s Sporting Goods one day, I was startlingly greeted by a sign heavily scotched taped to the inside of the front door: “Closed for good, ran off with my brother’s wife. We won’t be back!” Fifty-three years later, I still get agitated each time I recall reading that blasted sign. Because I could not accept the fact the “Nick” chose his brother’s wife over his dutiful responsibility to keep his sports store open, I desperately hoped that his brother quickly found him and the tall, blonde, and blue-eyed Norwegian Viking damsel that he absconded with. I mused to myself, if “Nick” survived that encounter, he would certainly have to come back and reopen his store. I thought it was a flawless assumption, but my reasoning would prove to be surprisingly incorrect. I suppose life has its tribulations and miseries.

Actually, at the time, rumor had it that his brother wasn’t in the least bit interested in locating double-crossing Nick or his betraying Viking wife. So the store remained closed during the several remaining years I lived in Brooklyn. Friends who still live in the area have told me the sporting goods store has been a Chinese restaurant for the last thirty years. The details of this anecdote are true to the best of my recollection. The fictitious name of the sporting goods store I used was included on purpose. I suspect you can guess why.

On a more serious note, I didn’t realize it then, but I had no conscious attraction or deep understanding about why I had a desire to stalk deer. All I knew was that I was drawn to the hunt like a moth is drawn to fire. And so, my destiny was unknowingly already aligned the white-tailed deer without me realizing it at that time. When I contemplate how deer hunting was in 1961, and how it is now, I can assure you that deer hunting information and tactics were nothing close to what they are today. Deer hunting was much more basic in the 1950s and 1960s. At that time, hunters bought a hunting license, a set of red and black plaid wool trousers and jacket, a pair of leather boots, gloves, a hat, a firearm, perhaps a scope and binoculars, ammo and a compass. They then set off into the woods to sit on a stump for a few hours, simply waiting for a buck to amble by. When a buck didn’t happen to go past their deer stand, it was customary for a group of hunters to get together and put on a deer drive.

Only a scant few hunters—really only those who were fur trappers—even used deer scents back then. A majority of hunters knew little, if anything at all, about mock scrapes or rubs. Nor did hunters understand how bucks used their tarsal glands. To the best of my recollection the use of a grunt call was nearly nonexistent in the mid-sixties. Hunters could have never imagined back then that the primary grunt had sub-sounds of the primary grunt vocalization, and that each sub-sound that was communicated meant something different to other deer. That kind of detailed anatomical, biological, and behavioral information would need two more decades to reach to the masses of deer hunters nationwide.

Going back fifty-five to sixty-five years ago (the 1950s and 1960s), hunters in deer camps didn’t gather around the fireplace and discuss subjects like; moon phase theory; overhead and underfoot. Back then if a hunter talked about hunting funnels, inside corners, the three phases of the rut, stalking the edges, rattling, creating mock rubs and scrapes, food-plots, and other cutting edge strategies (all topics that are commonly discussed and understood by a majority of today’s hunters), his hunting companions would not have understood or even believed a single word he said. Not that it would have mattered to them much, as they would have tossed him out of the cabin door long before he was finished talking. He would have surely been thought of as an alien from Mars in any deer camp of that era.

In comparison, today deer hunters are armed to the teeth with information about deer biology, anatomy, behavior, and tactics. The web is full of chatrooms discussing every possible interpretation, analysis, or view on all types of deer hunting strategies. They have the latest technology in Two-Way Radios, flashlights, GPS devices, and other electronic gear. Hunters purchase camo clothes, rubber boots, deer calls, rattling antlers, deer scents, portable treestands, decoys, scent eliminators, and countless other deer hunting goods. These items are no longer viewed by hunters as simply products. Instead they are justifiably seen as hunting tools to provide them with top-notch deer hunting strategies.

As I sit here writing this, fifty-three years after my first deer hunting encounter, I find my bond to the white-tailed deer more firm than ever before. I’m astonished that the connection between this grand animal and me has truly come to pass for a boy from Brooklyn in the way that it has. With each new book I pen, my goal is to extend myself as an author in the candid hope of becoming better at my craft. As with past books I have written, I enjoyed composing my latest whitetail book, Rx to Whitetail Hunting Success, and I hope you will enjoy reading it and that you will garner some useful information from it as well.

In the acknowledgements section I get to thank all the folks who have helped in over the years in my writings, and in my other media ventures. The people that I owe the most gratitude to however, is you, my loyal and appreciated readers. You have allowed me to take an incredible and unimaginable journey over the last three plus decades. And so, within this space I want to formally acknowledge and express my genuine gratefulness to you all. I am humbled by your support. I assure you it hasn’t gone unnoticed or unappreciated by me.

There are also other people that I want to salute here to whom I owe accolades and my gratitude. I hope I didn’t miss someone, but if I did, please accept my apologies.

•   Leo and Ralph Somma: You are both my treasured companions. I think of you both as my brothers rather than my cousins. It is hard to describe how much I value our bond.

•   Joseph and Lucy Fiduccia: Every day I miss you both more than the day before.

•   Ed Rodriguez: Even though your incredible demanding schedule as the CFO of Creation Entertainment only allows us to see each other a couple of times a year (mostly during the Las Vegas Star Trek Convention), you are my best friend and an incredibly loyal, generous, and cherished buddy.

•   Ted Rose: You are a kind and generous person and a terrific whitetail photographer. Thank you for your support, and for the privilege to use your images within my writings.

•   Jay Cassell: You are the personification of the words loyal, dependable, and trustworthy. You are also my most trusted advisors and my most guarded of friends.

•   Chuck Adams: Thanks for your support and your valued friendship over the last three decades.

•   Tod Alberto: Thank you for your continued support I sincerely appreciate it.

•   And: Tony Lyons, Art Aldrich, Ed Best, many thanks to you all.
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Chapter 1

Revealed: Why Older Bucks Don’t Breed Most Does

[image: image]

It was November 15, 2014, the opening day of New York State’s firearms season. I spent most of the morning hunting a stand called Porqupine on the north side of our land. During the five hours I was in the blind, I saw sixteen does and three young antlered bucks. Each buck accompanied a different group of does. While watching a raggedy six-point buck chasing one of the adult does back and forth through the woods fifty yards from my blind, I thought to myself, I hope this guy doesn’t get lucky and end up breeding that doe! As Lady Luck would have it, the buck finally wore the doe down, mounted her, and did his business. As they scampered off into a tangle of brush, I found myself thinking how many misconceptions there are about which bucks actually get to breed during the three phases of the rut.

I was deep in thought about that when I glanced at my watch. “Wow, it’s 11 a.m.,” I mumbled to myself. It was time to change stands. After eating a quick lunch, I headed up to a blind called Big View that overlooks more than twenty-five acres of fields, many of which are planted in a variety of food plots. Over the summer, we had videotaped nine adult bucks sporting good headgear as they regularly fed in the food plots throughout the season. Two of the bucks that I nicknamed “The Boys” had terrific sets of antlers, and I was more than reasonably sure they were at least four and a half years old. All the other antlered bucks were probably two and a half to three and a half years old; all of them had eight-point racks.

By 2 p.m. I had seen more rutting activity by younger bucks. One was a large four-pointer who refused to let any of the does eat peacefully as they came into the food plots. He chased several does for more than thirty minutes before one adult doe who had enough of his immature harassment turned, got up on her two back legs, and kicked the living snot out of the poor young buck’s head. As it turns out, it didn’t frighten the buck in the least. In fact, it emboldened him. He slammed into her ribcage with his antlers, and as she recovered from the shock, he tried to mount her.

I was so engrossed in observing the action that I nearly missed an eight-point buck watching the whole thing take place from the edge of our refuge. He was one of the smaller eight-points we had seen during the summer but not one of the nine bucks we were interested in hunting. When I looked back at the four-point buck, he was again trying to mount the doe. This time, she accepted his advances. I’m not sure she liked him, but she had enough of his harassment and just wanted him out of her way so she could settle down and eat. The eight-point witnessed what took place without making a single attempt to chase off the four-pointer or to try and service the doe himself.

Therein lie the facts about which bucks get to breed does during the rut. Despite what many hunters believe or assume, not all female deer are bred by the so-called “dominant” buck or other adult bucks with impressive antlers. At my deer hunting seminars, I regularly hear comments—mostly by hunters practicing quality deer management—along the lines of, “Sometimes I pass on taking an adult buck with exceptional antlers so he can pass on his genes.” The truth is that such speculations and deer management practices are off base and rarely accurate.

[image: image]

Research suggests that older bucks, particularly those past their prime, may not service as many does as once believed. Photo Credit: Ted Rose.

There is no doubt that a majority of female deer in any given herd are bred by adult bucks and not younger bucks, especially males between one and a half and two years old. Countless research studies have confirmed that. However, could this mean only large-antlered bucks get to pass on their genetics and yearlings don’t? The real question is whether mature bucks actually service as many female deer as is generally assumed by hunters. Studies on this subject do suggest that adult bucks with run-of-the-mill (mediocre) sets of antlers will breed more does than was once believed. In other words, average-antlered bucks sire more fawns than trophy-class antlered bucks.

In my research on this subject, it appears that most biologists agree that when it comes to Mother Nature’s rule of natural selection, average is the norm and the trump card. As described in Dictionary.com, natural selection is “A process fundamental to evolution as described by Charles Darwin. By natural selection, any characteristic of an individual that allows it to survive to produce more offspring will eventually appear in every individual of the species, simply because those members will have more offspring.”

While I may not have been an A student at Fort Hamilton High School in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, I did well in the sciences. I recall enjoying reading about the rule of natural selection and how it made perfect sense to me. Natural selection is the steady progression by which biological traits become more or less common in any given species as a consequence of inherited genes or traits. Simply, natural selection is the key mechanism of evolution.

[image: image]

In 1858, Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace published a new evolutionary theory, which was explained, in detail, in Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859). Darwin based his theory on the idea of natural selection. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc./RonRowan.

If you need more evidence, all you have to do is take a close look at the human species. It is definitely more common to see average-looking couples who will bear ordinary-looking offspring than couples like Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie would bring forth. Do you need further convincing? There was a program on The Discovery Channel that documented when men looked at pictures of a group of women and asked to select the most appealing face, they repeatedly chose the most ordinary face as the most attractive. Understanding the meaning of natural selection helps one understand why it is feasible to believe more female deer are bred by bucks with less-than-eye-popping antlers than once believed. Average reigns within the animal kingdom, and antlered bucks sire more offspring than trophy-class antlered bucks do.

Following this logic a step further, it seems reasonable to say that hunters who practice selective removal by passing a quality antlered buck to let that buck pass on his genetics may indeed be making a miscalculation. Should they be steadfast in pursuing a selective management program, however, they should be prepared at least to accept the findings of many research studies. Such papers basically state that to improve a herd’s genetics, managers must concentrate intensely on perfecting their selective removal program because exceptional breeding success is particularly random.

[image: image]

Female deer, particularly adult does like the one seen here, will very often select bucks with average size antlers to breed with. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc./RonRowan.

In reading an article about the annual Southeast Deer Study Group meeting in Mobile, Alabama, that took place more than a decade ago, I read that researcher Randy W. DeYoung stated, “The most successful breeders are usually nothing special to look at.” DeYoung and his other research team members had studied a herd of whitetail deer on a three-thousand-acre piece of property. The land was fenced, but DeYoung referred to the fence as “a strong suggestion rather than an actual barrier.”

The age class of the bucks on the property was skewed toward younger deer with yearlings making up about 45 percent of the males. Bucks that were three and a half years old or older made up about 30 percent of the male population. From 1992 to 2001, the herd’s buck-to-doe ratios ranged from an amazing one to one to an equally impressive one to two and a half.

Over the time the study took place, researchers collected blood samples, muscle tissue, and antler tissue to acquire a dossier of DNA markers. The samples were gathered by three methods: from shed antlers, from deer killed by hunters, and from trapped deer. Live deer were tagged, antlers were given identifications, and pictures and video were taken to help researchers recognize and age different bucks. In the end, when the researchers were finished cataloging the DNA samples and comparing them with new DNA samples from year to year, they were able to categorically identify which bucks did the breeding during the fall rut. They sampled 441 different deer and knew the exact age of 265 of them. They recorded DNA from 145 deer, 53 of which were bucks. Of the DNA-identified bucks, the research team knew the precise age of 35 individual bucks. At that time of the study (2001), the 35 bucks had sired 91 fawns.

By now you’re wondering which bucks did the breeding? The study determined that reproductive success was highest for the adult bucks. About 65 percent of the breeding was done by bucks that were three and a half years old even though they only accounted for 30 percent of the buck population in the study. Yearling bucks sired 12 percent of the fawns even though they accounted for 44 percent of the bucks within the study. I would speculate that is a figure most hunters would more than likely be surprised by, given the fact most think yearling four-points, spikes, and other small-antlered bucks don’t do any or very little of the breeding.

According to DeYoung, “By far, the bucks’ median (average) age for reproduction was two and one-half years.” When the successful breeding bucks’ data was compared to bucks likely to be sires, the team of researchers documented that only 20 percent of all the bucks within the study were actually breeding during any given year. More astonishingly, even if a buck was successful in breeding a doe, and some bucks in the study did produce multiple fawns, the data recorded that on average, most bucks didn’t reproduce more than one fawn in their lifetimes.

DeYoung reported that buck number 141 sired thirteen fawns from 1994 to 2000. “This guy wasn’t much to look at for antlers, but he must have been a heck of a dancer. He was the ultimate. He never sired many fawns in a single year, but he was consistently successful.”

The most surprising data to come out of the research was that the most imposing bucks within the study herd actually never reproduced. DeYoung stated about one buck, “He carried a very high-scoring rack, but we found no evidence he ever sired a fawn.” Another big-antlered buck did have some breeding success. DeYoung reported buck number 166 had a gross Boone & Crockett score of 160 inches when it was found dead. The buck had sired nine fawns in three years.

The well-known and highly respected Valerius Geist, Professor Emeritus of Environmental Science, Faculty of Environmental Design, University of Calgary, felt that some of the older adult bucks opt out of breeding. His theory is based on his belief that when older mature bucks try to breed, they are severely beaten up by more fit and aggressive bucks.

When Professor Geist did a study on mule deer herds that were not hunted, he discovered some huge bucks would not challenge other bucks for breeding rights. Some impressive bucks would actually seek cover and hide from bucks that were potential foes. These bucks remained in the area, however. Professor Geist felt that they hung around in hopes that a breeding opportunity would develop that they could capitalize on.

[image: image]

Research done by Professor Valerius Geist discovered that adult mule deer bucks that were living in nonhunted herds often did not take to task lesser antlered bucks for breeding rights. Photo Credit: Depositphotos.

Like Professor Geist, I have seen this type of older buck behavior with whitetails. I have videotaped bucks with average antlers breeding a doe within sight and close range of an adult buck whose antlers were significantly larger. Whether those older bucks remain docile because they are too old to fight or because they are timid by personality—or a combination of both elements—is yet to be determined. But the behavior certainly exists.

Interestingly, Professor Geist discovered when older bucks avoid getting into fights, they preserve their energy during the rut. Over my 50 years of deer hunting, I too have noticed some older bucks will avoid physical confrontation. Once the breeding season has passed, they are in reasonably good physical condition and have a shorter period of recovery from injuries and weight loss. This, in turn, means they will be better prepared to survive a harsh winter and emerge in the spring in prime condition to grow yet another set of impressive antlers.

On the flip side, Mother Nature is not always kind to aggressive breeding bucks. She has them pay a hefty toll for being one of a herd’s breeders. They enter the worst time of year, winter, in poor physical condition. They are most often riddled with injuries, suffering from pain, malnourished, and weak. They enter a serious recovery mode to make it through the winter. Should they survive, they will start spring in such poor condition that there isn’t much nourishment left in their bodies to grow a quality set of antlers. But like any high school teenager, they feel as if they are made of steel and go into the next rut as aggressively as they did the prior breeding season—ready to fight for the right to sire with does.

By now it should be obvious that buck breeding success within any given herd is arbitrary and haphazard. With that said, however, I guarantee I’ll still have trouble in my future whitetail seminars convincing hunters and landowners that the largest antlered and oldest bucks don’t do all the breeding of female deer.

[image: image]

Much older bucks like the one shown here like the buck shown here, are generally assumed to breed a majority of the does. However, research has brought to light contradictory investigative information. Photo Credit: Ted Rose.

Nothing about whitetails is ever written in stone. No doubt new insights, studies, research, and papers will continue to try to sort out this issue even further. For me, my lab is our farm. From fifty-one years of studying, hunting, reading, and videotaping whitetail deer, I have inherently come to learn about their biology, behavior, and anatomy. On this subject I stand fast on the fact that not all big-bodied, large-antlered adult bucks breed the majority of does—just like not all large-antlered bucks only make big rubs.
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Photo Credit: Depositphotos.


Chapter 2

Mother Nature Sets Rut Dates—Not the Moon

[image: image]

When it comes to proliferation of her animals, Mother Nature’s law is to leave as little to chance as possible. This rule applies to all living organisms. In order to pass on their genetic markers, each species’ breeding behaviors, biology, pregnancy gestation period, and birth of the offspring is carefully preordained by Mother Nature. Whitetail deer are known as seasonal short-day breeders. Basically, that boils down to the fact that the timing of the birth of fawns is vital for the species’ propagation and existence.

In every book and magazine article I have written since 1991, I have discussed the rut and its timing, biology, and behavior ad nauseam. I do so in hopes of enlightening hunters to the fact that the rut’s timing is incredibly reliable. I also try to dispel the many age-old rumors regarding the rut.

[image: image]

During the peak rut it doesn’t matter what phase the moon is in—bucks will seek out receptive does. Photo Credit: Ted Rose.

Some of my pet peeves about the rut are the falsehoods circulated by well-meaning but misinformed hunters and, worse yet, vendors who like to sell their products. A few of the more frustrating claims include that cold weather is the key factor in initiating the rut, the moon plays a major role in the timing of the rut, or the breeding cycle of the rut can be different in a northern part of a state than it is in the southern part of the same state. As I have said countless times, if you believe any or all of the above, please call me. I have a bridge to sell you—an expensive bridge, in fact.

The fact is, these environmental prompts are not reliable cues for Mother Nature, and therefore they are not adaptive in nature, although some whitetail authorities insist these things—moon phase, temperature, cloud cover, and so on—adjust the timing of the reproductive cycle, or rut, of the whitetail deer. There are no scientific research studies or legitimate documentation by scientists, biologists, or other experts in the field that support such claims.

In my last book, Whitetail Tactics—Cutting Edge Strategies That Work, published by Skyhorse Publishing, I included a chapter titled “Anatomy of the Rut: Real World Timing.” It provided not only information about the rut and elements about its genesis but also included two charts that provided state-by-state and province-by-province peak days and weeks of the primary rut. This information was included to help hunters estimate when they could expect prime rutting behaviors of bucks and does.

This chapter expands on that analysis. It is based on research about the correlation between when the whitetail’s rut starts throughout different latitudes in North America and the crucial link of each related to fawn birth, survival, and physical development. This information is essential to any hunter who not only wants to be a more informed deer stalker but also wants to capitalize on knowing more about the rut and understanding why it is so reliable.
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Does give birth to fawns in spring in order to provide their offspring with the greatest opportunity for survival. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

Because of the importance of the whitetail’s breeding and birthing schedule, reliable cues are essential to trigger the onset of reproductive activity, or the rut. What Mother Nature relies on is decreasing daylight, more accurately referred to as a photoperiod. Photoperiodism is the proportion of daylight to darkness. This is a fail-safe natural trigger of the rut. In the fall, declining daylight to increasing darkness is going to take place no matter what (barring, of course, some supernatural catastrophe). In other words, nature has to depend on an unwavering cue card that is sure to set off the genesis of the rut year-in and year-out.

Therefore, regardless of the deer’s environment, the whitetail doe’s anatomy is tailored to become impregnated at an appropriate time in the fall so the fawns will be born during spring when their survival is more likely. The pregnancy usually lasts about six and a half to seven months, or 195 to 210 days, with the average being about 200 days.

Hopefully by now it is clear that there is no adaptive logic to support any other theories—moon phase and so on—about the rut. If it weren’t for the foolproof prompt of photoperiodism, breeding and birthing would fluctuate dramatically from year to year and from one area to the other. Fluctuations this wild in the rut would result with does giving birth to fawns in absurdly early or ridiculously late times of the year. Both those early and late dates would result in low rates of fawn survival.

According to Charles Darwin, of whom I am fond of quoting, the “law of natural selection” must step in to reduce poorly timed breeding seasons for whitetails. By the law of evolution, wildly swinging whitetail breeding dates or other unreasonable cues have proven to be negative evolutionary traits, and therefore those whitetails are dropped from the genetic pool because offspring born early or late most often perish. Using the words law and evolution together can often cause confusion, as the words law and theory have very different meanings. In science, however, their meanings are similar. A theory is an explanation backed by “a considerable body of evidence,” while a law is a set of regularities expressed in a “mathematical statement.” A law explains what will happen under certain circumstances, while a theory explains how it happens. When I wrote about the importance of latitude and longitude being a major triggering factor for the onset of the rut, I stated that the breeding cycle of the whitetail has a small window of occurrence in the northern-most ranges to a longer window of occurrence in the southern parts of its range. As mentioned in that chapter, deer living north of 36° latitude breed from mid-October to mid-December with the peak of the primary rut taking place in mid-November.

Please write those time frames down in stone if you live anywhere in North America above the 36° latitude mark; places north of the 36° latitude cover a tremendous portion of the United States and Canada. In this case, fawns are born during late May and early June. If you do the math backward counting the days, you will confirm when the peak of the rut takes place.
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Photo Credit: Enchantedlearning.com.

As noted above, southern breeding of whitetails generally has a more generous window of breeding activity (please note I use the word generally because the statement isn’t written in stone). In the latitudes between 28° and 36°, a majority of the herd will breed in late September and as late as March. That doesn’t mean that some southern deer don’t breed in November, because they do. Most, however, breed from December to January.

Traumatic Elements

There are many stressful factors that can stall, diminish, or even cancel all or part of a white-tailed deer’s breeding cycle. Some breeding cycles can even be drawn out, but an extended rut is one of the worst possible scenarios, as it not only leads to high fawn birthing fatalities, but it also takes a heavy toll on the adult bucks and does. Other factors include lack of quality foods, excessive accumulation of deep snow, prolonged ice coverage, high herd population numbers, heavy predation, and so on. These factors can all lead to a delay in the peak of the rut, sometimes causing it to be off by a week or more.
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One of the primary factors that is often responsible for delaying or ending the breeding season and/or having a doe miss her cycle is deep snow depth. Photo Credit: Canstockphotos

Well-Balanced Herds

Deer herds that are nutritionally healthy are well balanced. They have stable buck-to-doe ratios that enhance the social order within the herd. A well-managed social order among female deer within a herd helps maintain calm and stability during fawning. Veteran does generally breed earlier than does breeding for the first time, which explains the importance of the first rut, commonly referred to as the early-to-mid-October pre-rut, when some of the oldest does breed. This social behavior helps to disperse females raising fawns over a wider area within their given range, thereby reducing stress within the female deer population. The more experienced older does have their fawns first, followed by younger females that develop their own fawning grounds in neighboring areas. In a behavior similar to dispersal, female deer that are giving birth for a second time move up to a quarter-mile away to have their fawns. This behavior helps expand the new fawning ground areas traditionally not used by other older does within the herd.

Interestingly, bucks play a role here, too. When it comes to bucks being aggressive during the rut, they often pick fights within their age class and antler size. To make the rut well ordered, a buck’s age also plays an important role by keeping the breeding season less combative and more orderly. While DNA studies verify that some adult bucks (not the oldest) tend to do some mating, several research studies have proposed that breeding females often prefer to mate with bucks close to their own age.

In heavily hunted areas where the average adult buck may be younger than elsewhere, mature does will often evade the romantic overtures of younger bucks. Unfortunately, this could be a factor that not only delays mating but also creates a frenzied rut by young bucks that spend their entire day and night chasing does. Obviously, this could lead to a lot of stress and weight loss by female deer at a time when winter is approaching and they will need every ounce of strength they have.

I have also read that noted professor and researcher Karl V. Miller hypothesizes that prime glandular scent pheromones left at rubs and scrapes by mature bucks within a given herd excite does and bring them into their estrus cycles earlier than normal. These factors and a host of other similar elements can lead to a tumultuous rut that generates feverish competition among does to secure fawning grounds, which can lead to increased fawn mortality.

Conclusion

The overriding factor about the onset of the whitetail’s breeding season is clearly regulated by photoperiodism, an evolutionary adaptation that provides for does fawning during the preeminent time of spring. Given the extreme importance of the timing of the breeding season, birthing dates that are late or early can be directly related to poor herd structure. It is not the moon phase, a warm spell, or any of the other ill-founded theories given about when, where, and why the rut will take place. Instead, all the stress-related factors I mentioned are scientifically proven reasons for altering the dates of the whitetail’s breeding cycle. To prevent an untimely rut, then, a herd must be kept in good nutrition, as proper herd populations reduce stress levels. Luckily, most deer herds in North America fall within good parameters, as evidenced by the continued success of the whitetail deer throughout the United States and Canada.

Because of the general good health of deer, you can bet the farm on when the rut will take place. Each of the three phases of the whitetail’s breeding season—pre-, primary, and late ruts—north of 36° latitude will occur this year, next year, and for years to come reliably from mid-October to mid-December. The pre-rut will take place in mid-October, the primary rut will happen in November (the 13 to the 17, give or take a few days), and the late rut will occur mid-December. Plan your hunts and tactics accordingly—the reliability is assured.

[image: image]

Photoperiodism is the sole trigger of the white-tailed deer’s breeding season. Photo Credit: Depositphotos.
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Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.


Chapter 3

Scientific Research Debunks Moon Phase Theories

[image: image]

There is no doubt that there is a continuing stream of information about the benefits of hunting by moon positions, or phases, and how they affect deer behavior. Some of the moon phase theories regarding deer include general movement, high and low activity levels, the breeding season, and the most controversial position of all, the moon’s influence on the exact timing of the breeding season, or rut.

Each year you’ll see magazine articles that tout how hunters can chart the powerful influence of the moon on ocean tides and tie various phases of the moon to help forecast the primary times to hunt deer. It is said certain natural forces of the moon act as triggers that influence deer behavior.
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This image is of a Waxing Gibbous moon phase. The debate is whether or not different moon phases can ensure a hunter’s success. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

Over the past two decades, researchers have studied the reaction of deer and other wildlife to changes in the position of the moon and sun and have presented thought-provoking observations about hunting deer in relation to various phases of the moon.

So, can keeping track of the different phases of the moon really provide an advantage to ensure a deer hunter’s success? That is an enigma yet to be determined with any authenticity by the scientific community. With that said, though, there are some observers who steadfastly fix a definite correlation between why deer and other animals move less during daylight hours and increase their movements at dusk. Their observations note that deer activity is greater when the moon is full, therefore hunting during the daylight hours after a full moon “can yield excellent results.” Furthermore, according to those who support moon phase tactics, any hunter who is keenly aware of the different phases of the moon will be in an enhanced position as to when he or she can expect to see an increase in deer movement or activity.

Moon Phase Deer Hunting

Today, many hunters are still convinced that to be successful they need to watch the moon phases to accurately predict deer activity. I offer this thought: Hunters are apt to predict deer movement and activity much more accurately by simply understanding weather movement or front patterns. For me, the most disconcerting propaganda spewed by moon phase devotees is their resolute assertion that the moon doesn’t only have an impact on deer activity; its various phases have a direct effect on deer breeding activity. Their assertion is that a female deer’s reproductive cycle is influenced by the different phases of the moon, and their period peaks in the three or four days surrounding the second full moon after the autumnal equinox.
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The latest research regarding moon phase as it relates to a doe’s reproductive cycle has not been supported by documentation. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

I’m particularly annoyed by this particular moon phase claim. Therefore, I respectfully put forth the following rebuttal. Admittedly, a lot of research is still being done to demonstrate that the deer’s rutting activity is governed by a phase of the moon. To date, however, the research has not been accompanied by any valid documentation that has been universally accepted by the scientific community. The scientific fact is straightforward. The mating season of deer is solely governed by the onset of photoperiodism—not the moon phase. Count on it being the primary genesis of initiating the rut. By now you must realize that I don’t place a lot of confidence in the moon dictating the precise dates of activity levels in the whitetail rut. While it is possible that a particular moon cycle might happen to coincide with an active rut one year more than another, basing my hunting strategies and my valuable hunting time to align with different cycles of the moon is beyond what I’m willing to support, at least to the level that a few other whitetail authorities endorse.

I concede that the gravitational pull of the moon is strong and that its pull affects many natural wonders in our world. There is no doubt in my mind about that. Some years ago, researchers from the University of Georgia’s School of Forest Resources examined if the moon’s lunar phases affect the timing of the whitetail deer’s breeding season and their behavior. The researchers wanted to find out if deer hunters should concentrate their hunting strategies during a full, new, or partial moon. They also wanted to discern if any of the moon’s cycles, or phases, actually make a difference related to activity, breeding, or signaling when a doe has her estrus period.

David Osborn, Dr. Karl Miller, and Robert Warren, UGA wildlife research biologists, used breeding date data from a variety of state wildlife agencies to determine if the moon phases had any effect on whitetail doe estrus cycles and, therefore, the rutting activities and behavior of bucks. Breeding dates were gathered from captive deer in four states and more than two thousand free-ranging does in seven others. This information was compiled during a period that stretched nineteen years. It was then compared to lunar cycles throughout the birth date ranges of deer.

“We would expect annual breeding dates for a population to be similar if the calendar date and therefore the same length of daylight, was the driving influence,” explained Osborn. “We would expect annual breeding to be less similar if moon phase is the driving influence because a particular moon phase might vary as much as twenty-eight days across a year.”

Matt Knox, Virginia’s deer project leader, said, “It’s really impossible to choose a specific date because of a variety of outside factors. I’d say that November 15 is a pretty consistent date for the peak, but it’s going to vary a few days on either side.” These results confirm what I wrote about these specific dates thirty years ago in my first book, Whitetail Strategies—A No-Nonsense Approach to Successful Deer Hunting, in 1995.

Dr. Warren of the University of Georgia said, “The timing of the rut is influenced by various factors, but moon phase doesn’t appear to be one of them.” Dr. Warren went on to state, “weather, food availability, human activity, and a variety of other factors all play a role in the timing of the rut, but breeding activity typically happens within a relatively predictable period, no matter what the moon phase happens to be. It is controlled far more by the length of daylight than anything else.”

Deer biologist Gary Levigne, who works with Maine’s Department of Inland Fish and Game, contributed to the UGA study, and he echoed the theory that the “timing of the rut is based almost entirely on photoperiodism.”

I was most impressed with an article I read in Deer and Deer Hunting magazine in March 2014 entitled “Eclipsing the Moon Theory.” The piece was written by Jeremy Flinn, a Master of Science from Mississippi State University; Dr. Steve Demarais, Professor at MSU and Co-Director of the MSU Deer Lab; and Dr. Bronson Strickland, Associate Professor at MSU and Co-Director of the MSU Deer Lab. I strongly recommend you get this issue of Deer and Deer Hunting and read this well-composed editorial.

The article basically begins by informing the reader, “Many hunters believe these [moon phase] theories so much they plan their hunting trips around the moon phase or positioning. In fact, millions of dollars are spent every year on moon-influenced products, such as calendars, books, and even trail cameras with moon phase stamping on photos. There’s a lot of marketing hype, but has scientific evidence ever supported these claims?”

The article goes on to discuss deer activity, the rut, and moon phases.

I will include a few summation and conclusion comments from the article that strengthen my long-held ideas on this subject.

Each deer season, countless hunters plan their hunt around a phase of the moon or its positioning, despite the hard-core scientific evidence claiming “No studies support the theory that moon phases affects deer activity and/or deer movement.”

One caption in the piece read, “No studies support the theory that the moon affects deer activity or movement. The rut will remain relatively consistent from year to year.”A sidebar within the article went on to say: “Moon theory advocates examine several pieces of the moon. From moon phase to illumination, the trouble with the moon theory doesn’t necessarily lie with the moon, however. One factor that has generated questions is cloud cover. How can the percentage at which the moon is illuminated affect deer activity and movement if the moon is not visible? It is possible that, as with photoperiod, deer unconsciously process the change in illumination through the optic nerve without cloud cover, but that’s not always the situation. In some years, the entire rut may occur under cloudy skies. So if the deer can’t physically see the moon, how could it still affect activity and movement? It’s our opinion it does not. If hunters want to plan their time in the stand on factors, they should look at weather conditions, hunting pressure, changing food sources, and the time of year.”
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Each deer season, countless hunters plan their hunts around a phase of the moon or its positioning, despite the hard-core scientific evidence claiming, “No studies support the theory that moon phases affects deer activity and/or deer movement.” Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

In the conclusion, the authors stated: “The bottom line is no studies support the theory that the moon affects deer activity or movement. Weather, hunting pressure and time of year will likely be the most driving factors for deer activity. Photoperiod, nutrition, genetics and adult buck-to-doe ratio are driving forces of the breeding season. No matter what you believe we’ll leave you with two facts. First, whitetails are crepuscular, meaning they are most active at dusk and dawn. Second, no matter where you are in the whitetail’s range, there are likely three weeks of fall during which you can’t go wrong, and these will remain relatively consistent from one year to the next regardless of the moon phase or position.”
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Interestingly, moon theories have not been submitted by the scientific community, but rather by a few well-known outdoor writers. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

Moon Overhead and Underfoot

Not too long ago, the moon overhead and underfoot theory came to light not by scientists, biologists, or academics but rather by an outdoor writer, Jeff Murray. His proposed hypothesis was based on reviewing precursors including Solunar Table Charts and game activity tables, as well as the assembly of some “hearsay” information. The overhead or underfoot moon position theory is based on the idea that the moon’s gravitational pull is more powerful when it is directly overhead or underfoot and the strongest when overhead. This phenomenon is what causes high and low tides. There is also some limited scientific testimony advocating that it may have some impact on the behavior of all animals.
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Almost the entire scientific community has rejected the overhead/underfoot moon theory. Photo Credit: Canstock Photo Inc.

Therefore, the theory went on to purport that the moon’s gravitational pull must also stimulate deer to initiate higher degrees of movement or travel than normal. There was a study conducted in Texas that provided some negligible support to the overhead or underfoot moon position theory. The researchers placed radio collars on twenty-five bucks over a three-year period. They discovered that buck activity closely matched the typical activity model: peak activity taking place at dawn and dusk during the first and last quarters of the moon. The study was seen by Jeff Murray, the original theorist, as supposedly supporting his affirmation about the overhead or underfoot conjecture because the moon is peaking underfoot or overhead at dawn and dusk during its first and last quarters.

Some research on this suggests that maximum activity occurs when there is a full moon or a new moon. It is also said that all animal movements are at their weakest levels when there is a quarter-moon or a three-quarter moon. This is allegedly because the moon’s and sun’s gravitational forces are most powerful when they are directly above or directly below our head, hence the terms overhead and underfoot.

As usual, however, an overwhelming number of academics within scientific communities dismissed the overhead and underfoot theory. They also rejected most other moon phase theories related to increased deer movement and specifically the idea that a phase of the moon establishes the dates for the onset of the rut. Two well-known moon phase researchers, Dr. James Kroll and Ben Koerth, concluded, “Moon phase does not appear to predictably affect deer activity.”

My conclusion about the moon phase is that a majority of hunters, me included, are left with more unresolvable questions than authenticated answers from moon theorists, such as Jeff Murray and Charles Alsheimer. Both men are noted hunters and outdoor communicators and I respect them both. However, I am in disagreement regarding their feelings on this particular subject. Although I am not a scientist, I do subscribe to the axiom scientists often use before claiming a theory is scientifically acceptable. I am paraphrasing here, but a theory must provide hard-core factual evidence that is undisputable proof. To date, none of the advocates of any moon phase theories can claim they have done that.

Recently, many hypotheses—supposedly proven by science—that were included in textbooks and taught in schools for decades as substantiated facts about the galaxy, universe, religion, math, history, and even nature, have been proven incorrect. So in the end, I suppose it could be fair to say it’s prudent to withhold final judgment about what the most vocal lunar theorists claim about moon phase theories. Nevertheless, it is hard for me to ignore scientific academics on the matter of the moon phase and its effect on deer and deer hunting. Until one of the moon phase theorists demonstrate to the hunting community hard-core scientific proof about their lunar theorist claims, I will remain a nonsupporter of moon phase theories.

Besides being a skeptic, however, I’m also prone to hedge some of my bets. Even when I am predominantly sure that I am correct, I don’t slam the door behind me, instead I leave it cracked open ever so slightly. Therefore, the tendency not to burn bridges behind me applies to my non-beliefs in the various moon phase theories, especially when it comes to moon phases related to deer hunting.

I have talked and written about Earth’s perihelion and aphelion to the sun and the moon’s apogee and perigee to Earth for over twenty years. Perihelion is the point in the orbit of a planet, this case Earth, where it is nearest to its star (our sun). The opposite is true of aphelion, which is the point in the orbit where the celestial body and/or object is at it farthest point from its star. I have theorized that when the Earth is in its closet perihelion to the sun, the whitetail’s rut may be sluggish. My hypothesis is not based on any hard-core science, but rather sort of a common-sense guess on my part.

The difference in distance between Earth’s nearest point to the Sun (January) and its farthest point (July) is about 3.1 million miles. Earth is about 91.4 million miles from the sun at perihelion, and about 94.5 million miles at aphelion. When Earth achieves perihelion with the sun, it is winter in the northern hemispheres. My notion is that because Earth is known to have an elliptical orbit (as science tells us all celestial bodies in our solar system have), my presumption is that its perihelion to the sun can vary, albeit ever so slightly, year to year. Some years Earth may be a tad bit closer to the sun than 91.4 million miles. At a time the Earth is a touch closer, winter temperatures ought to be a faintly warmer. Even slightly warmer temperatures during the rut can result in bucks being lethargic during the day and more sexually active during the cooler temperatures at night. The rut is still happening, only there is less activity during daylight hours. Please note that I did not say there was no activity during the daytime.
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