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  Introduction

  JAY CASSELL

  While putting this book together, I have to admit that I’ve been sneaking into my television room to watch the World Cup. Today, I saw two different types of soccer matches: Argentina convincingly beat Nigeria 3-1, and France and Ecuador played to a grueling 0-0 tie. In the first game, Argentine star Lionel Messi pounded in two goals in the first half – one, a penalty shot, the other a shot that careened off a teammate’s leg. His first goal came early, the second late in the first half – suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere. The rest of the game went back and forth, with each team getting one goal.

  The France – Ecuador game (don’t worry, this is not a soccer book, please bear with me) was a hard-fought battle, with neither side scoring. Each team probed and shot and was rejected, only to try again, to be rejected again. Neither team was fulfilled at the end of the game (although France did advance into the next round, based on prior victories).

  Why do I bring this up? Because, as I watched the games, it was clear that deer hunting is actually quite similar to soccer – or, in a sense, to a hard-fought football game, or a day of bass fishing. You try and you try and you try, and you come up empty again and again. But you keep trying. And sooner or later you score – a goal if soccer, a good-sized bass if fishing, a buck if deer hunting. It’s all about being persistent.

  [image: Image]

  Think about this. How many days have you sat in a treestand and seen nothing – nothing in the morning, nothing in the late afternoon, nothing in the middle of the day should you choose to hunt at that time. The weather changes, the season changes, the hunting pressure shift, and you sit there, not seeing anything. I sure have my long list of deerless days. You do too, I’m certain. But . . . BUT . . . you pay your dues, spend your time, and you know . . . YOU KNOW . . . that eventually something is going to come walking down the trail you’re watching. It might be a doe or a spike or a forkhorn . . . or, it could be a monster 10-pointer. It will happen—maybe not this season, or next, but in your hunting days, it’s going to occur. Just as a chance at shooting a goal in soccer will happen if you stick to it, if you keep trying. And, when you get that chance, are you up for the task? Will your shot be true? If you’re a bowhunter, will you draw back your bow quietly, unseen by the approaching buck? And, when you release the arrow, will your shot be on the mark? Will all those days and weeks of practice finally pay off? Or, will you blow it? Will buck fever get the better of you? Or, perhaps, will an unseen twig deflect your arrow (or bullet) just enough to make you miss?

  This is deer hunting. It’s the ultimate challenge. You practice, you study your quarry, you study the terrain of your hunting area, then you give it your best shot. Sometimes you win, sometimes you don’t. But when your time comes, when the moment of truth arrives, when a buck comes out of that thicket and presents a shot and your adrenaline is pumping so hard you can’t even think, that’s what we live for. That’s why we do it. That’s why we put in the time. Fill the freezer? Absolutely? But what a way to do it, if you are able to.

  In this book, you’re going to find solid information that you can use to help you get a deer this year. Be it information on using deer calls, properly placing a treestand, still-hunting, hunting different phases of the rut, trailing deer, cooking venison—it’s all here, with chapters from many experts, including Peter Fiduccia, John Trout, Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III, Hal Blood, J. Wayne Fears, and more. I’ve even included a few chapters of my own in here – tactics I’ve learned from hunting the highly pressured Catskill Mountains of New York. I also included a story I wrote about hunting blacktail deer on Alaska’s Kodiak Island – an incredibly beautiful island that just happens to be home to some of the largest bears in the world. If you want to know what an adrenaline rush is really about, step foot on the shores of Kodiak. When you see a pawprint in the sand that’s twice as long as your boot, when you realize that you are no longer the number one predator in the area, you’ll suddenly be humbled in ways that words can’t describe. All that is because deer hunting brought you there.

  I hope you enjoy this book. It’s taken a long time to put together, because there is so much information out there. Sifting through it all, picking just the right stories, took much hard work. But if you can you use some of this information to your advantage, if you can get a deer with it, then my job has been worth it.

  Good hunting!

  Jay Cassell

  Katonah, New York

  June 24, 2014


  Part 1

  Tactics and Techniques


  Introduction

  JAY CASSELL

  The first section of this book is the largest, and for good reason. There are so many conceivable tactics and techniques in deer hunting that you could easily fill up a book on them alone. Much depends on where you hunt. Do you hunt in the mountains? Farmlands? Suburbs? Over food plots?

  Much of your hunting should depend on what you know about the deer in your area. Study them, know what they do and where they go, understand how they use their senses, learn how to read their sign. Then you can make informed decisions on hunting your favorite areas.

  The next question is, when do you hunt? Before the rut? During the rut? After it’s over? And what about hunting in hot weather or cold weather? Rain or snow? Wind? Early or late in the day? Midafternoon?

  As far as gear is concerned, do you hunt with a rifle? Bow? Muzzleloader? Handgun? All or some of the above?

  How about hunting from a treestand – is that your preference? You get a good view of the land, and if the wind is right, your scent is blowing away from where deer are likely to come from. On the other hand, you aren’t exactly mobile in a treestand, and if you hunt a stand too often, the deer are going to figure out that there is a human being in the area, and they’re going to avoid that stand site.

  Me, I like to still-hunt when it makes sense, because I can creep along ever so slowly and check out likely areas. I don’t do it when the leaves are dry and crackly, or the snow is encrusted with ice, because then I sound like a freight train in the woods. That’s when I go climb a tree.

  And if you get something – well, we’ve got techniques for butchering your deer here as well, courtesy of hunting expert John Weiss.

  So spend some time with this section. No, it’s not all-knowing, all-seeing, but it cover a lot of ground. Some of the tactics in here are going to be just what are looking for. You just have to figure out when and where to use them to your advantage!


  The Five Senses

  DR. LEONARD LEE RUE

  Formerly, when I was asked in my lectures which of the deer’s five senses was the most important, I unequivocally championed the sense of smell. Now I qualify that by saying that would be true only when conditions are favorable. What caused me to qualify my statement?

  Hearing

  It is true that deer can detect danger for a longer distance using their sense of smell, but only if the wind is blowing that scent toward them. If the wind is blowing away from them, the deer cannot smell danger even if it is close. In view of that reassessment, I now say that, under most conditions, the deer’s hearing is its most important sense, because even if the wind is not favorable, there is the chance that the deer will hear something. In addition, there are times when a deer simply isn’t using its other senses but is always using its hearing. A deer can be in a deep sleep, but its ears never stop moving, winnowing its surroundings for the slightest sound of danger. What is more remarkable is that even while a deer is sleeping, its brain is analyzing and filtering out sounds that don’t represent danger. A deer’s brain remembers a huge file of nonthreatening sounds, such as tree limbs rubbing gently against one another; dried leaves and nuts falling; mice, voles, and shrews scampering in the forest duff. Even the noisy sound of a squirrel scurrying in nearby leaves will not cause the deer to awaken. Yet the distant footfall of a human, a twig snapping, or hard-surfaced clothing scraping against brush will waken that deer in an instant. That’s why wool and fleeces are better materials for hunting clothing. Their soft-napped surfaces aren’t nearly as noisy as denim, canvas, and Gore-Tex.
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    While there are times when a deer is not using its other senses, it is always using its hearing.
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    A deer’s sense of hearing may be its most important one. It’s large ears help funnel the slightest sound to auditory nerves.

  

  
    [image: Image]

    A deer can turn its ears to the rear to listen behind. It also pivots its ears rearward so they don’t impair vision in that direction.

  

  When we humans want to hear something better, we often cup a hand behind our ear so that more sound waves are directed into the auditory canal. The deer’s large ears do that same thing, but they do it better.

  The average whitetail’s ear is about seven inches in length and about four and a half inches in width, giving it approximately twenty-four square inches of receptive surface. Deer have a further advantage over humans because their ears are movable and can pivot in all directions. Much of the time a deer will have one ear turned forward and the other pivoted to the rear so it can listen for sounds in each direction. They also pivot their ears backward so they don’t block their vision when they want to see to the rear.

  We have to turn our head to hear best from a given direction. But we can usually sense the direction when the sound enters equally in both ears, guiding our eyes toward the source.

  Mr. Andrews, my high school principal, liked to ask such theoretical questions as, “If a tree fell in the forest and no one were there to hear it, would it make noise when it fell?” Of course it would, because the crash would create sound waves. Noise, or sound, waves are created whether or not creatures hear them. Hearing becomes involved only if some creature’s auditory nerves are stimulated.

  Sound is a form of energy that reaches the ear as cyclic vibrations. With low-pitched sounds, the waves are fairly shallow and wide spaced. High-pitched sounds compress the width of the wave, forcing them into high peaks, or frequencies. The adult human ear can hear in the range of forty to sixteen thousand cycles per second. Deer have a greater hearing range. I can attest to the fact that they can hear frequencies higher than thirty thousand cycles. As a wildlife photographer, I occasionally use a “silent” dog whistle to get some creature’s attention. The human ear cannot hear this very high-pitched whistle, which was calibrated by machine, but dogs and deer respond to it readily.

  Despite the difference in the size of the external ears of humans and deer, the auditory canal opening is the same in both: about one-third inch. The sound waves entering the auditory canal are compressed and directed to the “tympanic membrane,” or eardrum, causing the membrane to vibrate. These vibrations activate the three tiny bones of the inner ear, which in turn amplify the incoming sound as much as ninety times. These vibrations also cause the thousands of tiny hairs in the “endolymph” fluid to be stimulated, allowing them to turn a mechanical motion into an electrical impulse that activates the auditory nerve. The nerve impulses are then transmitted to the temporal lobe of the brain, which deciphers what is being heard.

  The volume of sound is measured in decibels. Here again, deer have the advantage. They do not wear iPods, use jackhammers, or stand close to jet engines, all of which gradually destroy the tiny hairs that make hearing possible. Most of the current generation of young people will suffer tremendous hearing loss as they age because of the destruction they’ve done to their ears by playing music at high volume.

  Deer become extremely nervous during periods of high wind, when the crashing of branches drowns out other sounds. Many hunters have noticed that deer leave the area, when a flock of wild turkeys comes feeding through the woods. It’s not that the deer are afraid of the turkeys; instead, the deer may sense that the turkeys’ constant scratching in the leaves would mask sounds of potential danger.

  I have found that a gunshot does not represent danger to deer. It will alert the deer, but if there is only a single shot the deer may not be able to ascertain the direction of the shot any better than we humans do. Deer can even become habituated to gunshots; in fact, they can get used to almost all types of noise that does not represent danger to them. On many army bases, deer are not hunted because of the military facility. Such deer often feed on artillery practice ranges, where even the constant booming of the big guns does not disturb them because it’s not a threat. Everyone has seen deer feeding alongside highways, with huge tractor-trailers roaring by, yet if no vehicle stops, the deer don’t even look up.
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    Fog will hold all types of scents close to the ground where deer will more easily detect it.

  

  I have also noticed that sound often stimulates the deer’s “bump of curiosity.” The old saying that “curiosity killed the cat” can also be the undoing of a deer. Curiosity is a sign of intelligence, and deer are intelligent creatures. I know that deer do dumb things at times, but at times, so do humans. Sometimes when a deer hears a sound and can’t confirm the source by scent, it decides to check it out. The deer will either circle around to get the wind in its favor or advance very cautiously, directly toward the sound. At such times, a deer is as fully alert as it will ever be. It walks stifflegged in the direction of the sound, with its head bobbing up and down or side to side and both ears swept forward. A deer may snort in the attempt to startle the unknown something into betraying its location. But such curiosity may get it into trouble.

  Scent

  At what distance can a deer detect danger by scent? How can a person eliminate human odor? For answers, let’s go back to basics.

  Almost all odors in the natural world are of organic composition and are released as molecules of gas. For gases to be smelled, and there are some odorless gases, they must be mixed with or dissolved in liquid. Many variables affect a deer’s ability to smell, such as barometric pressure, humidity, temperature, rain, snow, and wind direction and velocity. Ideal scenting conditions exist at sixty to seventy degrees Fahrenheit, with a humidity of 60 to 70 percent. High temperatures will waft scent aloft; low temperatures keep the scent molecules close to the ground, but they make it harder for creatures to smell the scents because low temperatures dry out the lining of their nostrils. Rain and snow drive scent molecules to the earth and dilute them. And wind disperses them—the stronger the wind, the faster and farther they are dispersed.

  I recall a very graphic example of my scent diffusing outward. I had a permanent photographic blind set up on Helen Whittemore’s estate. Helen had fed the deer every day for years and my blind had been in place for years, built right into her fence. The deer were accustomed to feeding in safety, and my blind was a part of their environment.

  That day, I was in the blind and the scenting conditions for the deer were ideal; there was not a breath of a breeze. My scent diffused outward from the blind in a circle, and although the deer couldn’t see me, it was if a barrier was physically pushing the deer backward as my scent moved outward, and they refused to cross that scent barrier. This explains why a hunter’s stand can be fantastic one day and useless at another. If the hunter goes into his tree stand on a fabulous October afternoon when the air is crisp, the sun warm, and the sky cobalt blue, his chances for success are high. The sun, warming the earth, will create thermals, lifting his scent almost directly upward so no matter what direction a deer approaches the area from, it is not likely to detect the hunter’s scent. If, early the next morning, the hunter goes back to the same stand, while the ground is shrouded with light fog, his chances of being successful are almost nil. That’s because his scent is dropping to the ground and rolling outward toward the deer.

  
    Especially in no-hunting areas, deer have learned that human scent does not necessarily mean danger.
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  How far can a deer detect a scent? Under those ideal conditions of sixty to seventy degrees Fahrenheit and 60 to 70 percent humidity I just described, if the scent is pushed along by a moderate breeze, I am sure a deer can detect human scent at half a mile if not farther.

  Can you eliminate human scent? no. Wearing charcoal-impregnated clothing will help because the charcoal will filter out body odor caused by bacterial action on our sweat glands. Keeping your hunting or photography clothes in a clean plastic bag with cedar branches when not in use will help, because it will prevent their absorbing human or other household odors. Using cover scents, such as fox or deer urine, will help, because they can mask human odor. Using chlorophyll tablets to cleanse your breath does not help, because goats eat lots of grass filled with chlorophyll, and I can verify that chlorophyll doesn’t mask a goat’s breath or odor. Your breath is going to be your undoing every time because as long as you are alive you have to breathe, and every time you exhale you are pouring out body odor. If you stop breathing, you will smell even worse in a very short time.

  I want to bring up an aspect of human odor on which I do not have an answer but will state my views. I have read articles, corroborated by very successful deer hunters who urinate from their tree stands when they need to empty their bladders. They claim that deer are attracted to urine no matter what the source. Some professional hunters have written that they’ve used regular household ammonia as a deer attractant, with results as good as using the deer’s own urine. All I can say is that all of those methods contradict everything I have experienced and learned over a lifetime of studying, observing, trapping, hunting, and photographing wildlife. I stick by my statement, “The scent of man, in any form, means danger to deer, under most circumstances.”
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    Deer continually lick their nose because the moisture helps trap scent molecules.

  

  It is true that urban and suburban deer are not as alarmed by the odor of man as their ancestors were, because they are exposed to human scent in “safe areas” where man does not represent danger. Where deer are hunted, the odor of humans still means danger.

  I know several dairy farmers who have collected, and successfully used, urine from their cows in estrus as an attractant for whitetail bucks. It wasn’t the ammonia that attracted the bucks; it was the pheromones in the cow’s urine.

  In hopes of rerouting deer to my stand, I sometimes urinated on a trail that I did not want the deer to use, basically saying “deer detour.” If you are going to urinate on the ground around your stand, why bother to do any of the things that increase your chances of success? Why use a cover scent; why put your stand downwind of where you hope the deer will come; why keep your clothing and body as scent free as possible; why use the wisdom employed by hunters forever? The Indians would stand in smudge fires of sweet grass or evergreen boughs to help overcome their body odor. They always took advantage of the wind direction to make sure the deer were not aware of their presence. I bet they didn’t urinate in the spot they were standing while waiting for a deer, and I advise you not to do it either.

  The sense of smell is the response to “chemoreception” by the limbic system, found on the base of cerebrum, the front portion of the brain. The olfactory bulb then transmits an electrical impulse directly to the brain stem where the odor is classified. This area of the brain also controls appetite, digestion, and emotions, linking the sense of smell closely to all three.

  The “rhinarium,” the hairless skin covering on the front of the deer’s nostrils, is moist from subcutaneous glands, but the deer increases the amount of moisture by frequent licking with its tongue. The moose and caribou, being northern animals, have hair covering their rhinarium to protect it from freezing. The deer’s long muzzle also aids in the collecting of scent molecules because its extra length has a greater “epithelial” surface for the scent molecules to adhere to.

  We know that the deer’s sense of smell is far superior to that of a human and may not be as good as that of the average dog. A human can detect skunk odor, “mercaptar” even when it is dissolved to one to twenty-five hundred thousand part of one milligram. On a foggy night, you can walk a quarter mile through an unpleasant fog of skunk scent, even though the skunk released only a few drops of its musk. Most of us can identify hundreds of odors, while the trained noses of professional “perfumers” can identify thousands. It is claimed that dogs can detect odors one hundred million times better than we humans can. Unfortunately, we don’t know what deer can smell because they do not lend themselves to testing. Deer just aren’t as interested in pleasing humans as dogs are.

  I find it very interesting, and puzzling, that a mother deer cannot recognize the voice of her own fawn. A doe will respond to the distress call of any fawn but will not allow any fawn to nurse, until she has first proven to herself that it is her own by smelling it.

  Deer live in a world rich with scents that we humans can’t even imagine.

  Vision

  There is nothing that moves within a deer’s range of vision that deer do not detect. Yet, if a person stands motionless, detection is unlikely. However, unless you blend into your surroundings, the deer may become suspicious, even if it does not recognize you as a human. Deer are so thoroughly familiar with everything in their home range that any unfamiliar object is cause for suspicion. In an effort to blend in with my outdoor surroundings, I always wear camouflage clothing, which might not always blend with my background, but it does break up my human outline.
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    The deer has a much larger eye than we humans. And its elongated pupil helps give wide-angle viewing.

  

  We humans have eyes in the front of our heads, as do most predators, which provides us with binocular vision and greater acuity of sight—both factors helping us gauge distances. We have a range of vision between 170 to 180 degrees of a circle—roughly a half circle. Deer have eyes on the sides of their heads, as do most prey species, and their eyes protrude beyond the skull, which allows them to see almost a full circle around themselves, roughly 310 degrees, except for a small wedge behind the skull of about fifty degrees.

  The human eye has a round pupil that is of different color, primarily according to race. The deer has a brown rectangular pupil that enhances its wide-angle view of its world. I have seen photographs of a local deer that had blue eye pigment instead of the normal brown—the so-called watch-eye that is fairly common in horses. The blue or white pigment does not seem to affect the horse’s vision. This is a genetic condition, and all of the Catahoula hounds, the state dog of Louisiana, have the watch-eye. The condition is also quite common in husky dogs.

  Deer have much larger eyes than humans do, and this adaptation enables them to move about after dark. The larger eye allows more transmittal of light. In addition, deer see better in the dark because they do not have the yellow filter in the lens of their eyes that humans have. Because humans are basically “diurnal” creatures (sleeping at night), the yellow filter helps to shield our eyes from the sun’s harmful ultraviolet rays. By contrast, deer are “crepuscular,” moving about primarily at dawn, dusk, or at night. Not having the yellow filter allows deer to see in the cold or blue range of the light spectrum which is a tremendous advantage in low-light situations.
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  As to color vision, it was long thought that deer and most mammals except primates see everything in shades of gray. That seemed to partially explain why there are no brightly colored mammals. We now know that deer have “dichromatic vision” and can see through the violet, blue, green, and yellow region of the light spectrum. They cannot see color in the orange and red range as we humans do. This is why the blaze orange color that hunters are required to wear in most states has been so effective. The use of blaze orange has dramatically reduced hunting accidents but has not reduced hunting success because the deer don’t see that color; they see it as a shade of light yellow. Wherever legal to do so, I recommend that hunters wear blaze-orange camo to break up what would otherwise be a large, blaze-orange block of light yellow.

  The eye works along the same basic principle as a camera. The cornea acts as filter to protect the lens, much as I use a skylight filter on my camera lens. The lens allows for the transmission of light. But, whereas the pupil of our eye opens or closes according to the intensity of the light, that of the deer does not. The lens focuses the image seen on the retina at the back of the eye, which is comparable to the film in the back of a camera. The retina, the photoreceptive surface at the back of the eye, is composed of rods and cones. Sharpness of vision and sensitivity to color depend on the cone cells. The rod cells are used primarily for night vision, and deer have more rods, while we humans have more cones. We do have a circle of rod cells that we can use at night if we do not look directly at what we want to see, but rather look slightly off to the side of it. Behind the deer’s rod cells—as in many animals, but not primates, including humans—is a reflective layer known as the “tapetum lucidum,” which reflects the light back through the rods, doubling the amount of light that the optic nerves receive. This produces the “eye shine” that deer show when a light is directed in their eyes at night.

  
    A deer’s eyes reflect light shined on them because they have a mirrored surface at the rear of the retina called the “tapetum lucidum.”
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  Under the cover of darkness, deer will often bed in the open area they are feeding in, something they would not do during daylight hours. Many times when driving into these open fields at night to census the deer, I would see dozens of eyes reflecting my headlight like scattered diamonds. Scientists have calculated that deer can see at least one thousand times better than humans in low-light situations. The optic nerves receive the image and generate the neural impulses that send the image to the occipital lobes of the brain where the images from the two optic nerves are coordinated into one.

  Grooming and Bonding

  The bonding, done through touch, is as important to deer and other creatures as it is to humans. From the moment of birth, the doe spends hours licking the amniotic fluids from her fawns, cleansing their bodies but also creating the bond that will unite them until they become adults and even beyond. Fawns at a very young age will reciprocate by licking their mother in what is known as “mutual grooming.” This no longer serves a cleansing function; rather, it reinforces recognition and reassurance, important in the relationship. Each time the doe returns to nurse her fawns, she will lick their anal region, while they nurse, to stimulate their bowels. She then consumes both feces and urine that is voided. This helps protect the fawns by eliminating the potential odor of their waste. After the nursing is completed, the grooming continues until the fawns wander off to seek a place of concealment.
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    A doe licks her fawn’s anal region while it nurses, and this stimulates its bowels. She consumes the waste as it’s voided.

  

  Deer live in a matriarchal society, and the female fawns may stay in their mother’s family group until they are two and a half to three and a half years old, and mutual grooming continues to knit the family together. At dispersal time, one and a half years of age, young bucks leave their mothers to form juvenile bachelor groups or join a group of adult bucks. Mutual grooming also bonds these male groups together, which are rent by the increasing competitiveness of bucks, young and old, as the rutting season begins. In the bachelor groups, all bucks mutual-groom one another, but the subordinate bucks usually initiate the grooming. Grooming may be done to all parts of the body but is most often concentrated on the head and neck areas where deer can’t groom themselves. Frequently, the grooming concentrates in licking each other’s forehead scent glands.

  Touch

  Quite often when a doe and her fawns lie down they will bed close enough so their bodies touch.

  Touch is also very important during the breeding season and is engaged in much more by the sexually experienced adult bucks than by the yearlings. Even at the peak of a doe’s estrus period, she will usually run off a short distance before allowing the buck to breed her again. To shorten the distance involved in chasing, the experienced, older buck will rub his body against the doe; he will groom her head, neck, and body and lick her vulva.

  There are times when the doe will not only reciprocate but actually initiates sexual grooming. Young bucks that haven’t learned the proper courtship proceedings chase does all over the place before they can get them to stand. The chaos created in a herd from which all of the adult bucks have been removed is one of the big drawbacks to the emphasis by state game departments on trophy buck management. Does that have been run ragged during the rutting season by inexperienced young bucks may have a hard time surviving a severe winter.

  
    Bucks and does mutually groom each other during courtship, which is a form of foreplay.
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  Tactile sensations are also important when deer stomp a front hoof to signal that they detect something that might prove dangerous. Such a message is often received by deer that can’t even see the sender. They feel hoof-stomp vibrations through the earth.

  Taste

  I often think that taste should be considered in combination with smell. Have you ever noticed that you can’t really taste many things until you exhale the odor past the scent receptors in your nose, which are ten thousand times more discerning than your taste buds? We know that deer are usually able to distinguish between poisonous and nonpoisonous plants, but we don’t know if they do so by taste or smell.

  I recently learned from Dr. James Kroll that some of the deer in the hill country of Texas eat a plant that effectively emasculates the bucks. The toxins in the plant cause the buck’s testicles to shrink to the size of marbles and the resulting lack of testosterone prevents the full antler cycle from occurring. We don’t know if the same plant prevents the does from becoming pregnant. And we don’t know which plant is the culprit and why the deer don’t avoid eating it.

  Deer love to eat both mushrooms and lichens.

  In September, the woodlands in my area produce untold numbers of the deadly amanita mushroom, yet the deer never eat them.

  Deer also discriminate among the acorns they eat, always eating the white oak acorns first, because they have the least amount of the bitter tannic acid. Deer will eat the chestnut oak acorn only when they have to, because of its comparatively high tannic-acid content. Research lists over seven hundred different plants that the deer will eat in my area of northeastern United States, but circumstances and season often determine when they eat many of those plants. In some areas, the deer will eat daylilies; but they seldom do near my home in New Jersey. A list of deer foods for Massachusetts includes spicebush, but in New Jersey I have seen it eaten by deer on only three occasions, and only when all other foods were in short supply. In the fall of 2004, when the acorn crop was very poor, deer ate spicebush even though the volatile aromatic oil in the plant inhibits the bacterial fermentation in the deer’s rumen.
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    Deer eat many kinds of lichen, which are high in protein.

  


  Terrain Aerial Photos Tell All

  JOHN WEISS

  Because the definition of scouting is “an attempt to find something by conducting a search,” the deer hunter who does not make use of aerial photos cannot possibly hope to take home big bucks on a regular basis.

  One exception to this rule is an acquaintance of mine by the name of Mule Morris, who lives in central Tennessee. Morris, 65, has taken a nice buck every year he has hunted. The reason for his success is that he hunts exclusively upon the 520-acre homestead farm where he was born and has lived all his life. As a result, if you know him well, and are able to gain permission to hunt his acreage, there’s no need to do any scouting. Mule will simply point out any number of places where you can go sit on opening morning, and no matter which place you select, he’ll bet a dollar your buck will be hanging in his barn by sundown. To the best of my knowledge, he’s never had to reach for his wallet.

  In virtually every other circumstance, however, aerial photos are essential to a hunter’s success.

  My regular hunting partner Al Wolter seconds that scouting axiom. For more than 20 years, Wolter worked for the U.S. Forest Service, managing hundreds of thousands of acres of national forest lands in several states.

  “In fact,” Wolter says, “the topographical maps we deer hunters have used for many years yield only a fraction of the information aerial photos do.”

  Taking a Closer Look

  A dedicated whitetail hunter with more than 100 bucks to his credit, Wolter religiously uses aerial photos every hunting season. He’s puzzled as to why others do not utilize this invaluable tool as well.

  “I can remember sitting in my office studying aerial photos to compile a new forest management plan for a given region,” he recently recalled, “and it was often difficult to pay attention to my work.

  I began spotting generation-worn deer trails leading to and from food plots such as mast-bearing oak trees, and this tempted me to begin evaluating how animals were living and moving in that specific area. After that. I’d sometimes even begin daydreaming where I’d place a stand to have the best chance at bushwhacking a nice buck.”

  Aerial photographs came into widespread use in the early 1930s when Congress passed the Agricultural Adjustment Act. This was during the Depression, and the goal of the AAA was to assist farmers in establishing and maintaining a balance between crop and livestock production and national food-consumption needs. It quickly became apparent that virtually any landform could be measured and studied in only a fraction of the time with aerial photos than by actually walking the ground, dragging surveyor’s chains, and then drawing maps.

  Since then, three other agencies of the U.S. Department of Agriculture—the Farm Service Agency (FSA), U.S. Forest Service (USFS), and Soil Conservation Service (SCS)—have come to rely upon the precise visual information provided by aerial photos. Those photos are now used to assist in conservation practices, forest management, urban development, pollution studies, drainage programs, boundary determinations, watershed planning, road construction, and even tax assessment. The combined aerial photography files they maintain presently cover about 90 percent of the nation.

  How to Obtain Aerial Photos

  USDA offices generally maintain photo files only for their specific county-by-county regions. In most instances, these photos are in 12x12-inch black & white format and in scales ranging from one inch = 4,833 feet to one inch = 200 feet, each at a cost of about $6 apiece. There are variations ranging in size up to 38x38 inches, and in some regions such photos are even available in color.

  If the particular photos you’re interested in are not on file in the county seat where you plan to hunt, agency officials will help you fill out the necessary order form, which is then mailed to the Aerial Photography Field Office, P.O. Box 30010, Salt Lake City, UT 84130. Your photos will arrive, rolled up and in a tube, in approximately three weeks.

  It’s important to note that although you can look at and study an aerial photo, just as you would a common photo that you might take yourself, an aerial photo is not like a one-dimensional topographic map. Far from it. Most aerial photos are taken with the intention of being viewed in stereo pairs with a handy little device known as a stereoscope (photo below). Compact models of stereoscopes intended for field use are available for less than $20 through stores that sell engineering supplies and surveying equipment.

  A stereoscope gives you a three-dimensional look at the landscape, which is critical if you want to really learn about the terrain structure. In so doing, it’s like watching a 3-D movie in which you can see deep into valleys and riverbottoms while the higher elevations literally jump out into the forefield of view. There is simply no comparison between looking at an ordinary topo map comprised of an artist’s contour lines and having an intimate, first-hand look at the environment as it really is through a stereoscopic examination of an aerial photo. Another advantage to using a stereoscope is that the device magnifies what you’re looking at by 2 ½ to five times what the naked eye would see in studying the same photo. This provides a wealth of insight because, just like fish, deer use terrain contours in their travels, and even ten-foot changes in elevation may have a pronounced influence upon their directional movements.
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    Aerial photos come in standard twelve-inch-square format and are designed to be viewed with a stereoscope.

  

  Scouting From Your Living Room

  In my own pursuit of whitetails, I use aerial photos in two distinctly different ways, and both have vastly enhanced my understanding of the habitat I’ll be hunting. This, in turn, has helped me better understand the behavior patterns of resident animals.

  When I first start studying unfamiliar terrain, I look at 12x12-inch photos in stereo pairs with a stereoscope (photo above). This tells me more about the area in less than one hour than I could learn in several days of hiking around on foot. Scouting, then, need only be undertaken in a minimum amount of time, at a later date—and this only to confirm what I already basically know, plus to look for smaller, recent sign that obviously would not be present on the photos, such as rubbed saplings and scrapes.

  Next, I bring into play a much larger aerial photo of the same tract of land. Mine is 24x24 inches (cost—$12) and I have mounted it in a sturdy picture frame. The frame protects the photo from wear and tear but, more important, the glass front allows me to write on the photo with a grease pencil (see photo on page 16). This lets me mark the exact locations of physical sign that I discovered while scouting, property-line boundaries, where stands have been placed, or even logistics for staging drives. This is invaluable, especially when I’m hunting with friends who are unfamiliar with the region and need a visual reference as to where stands are located, what routes they should take as drivers, or even how to negotiate the terrain when participating in cooperative still-hunts.
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    Small-format photos are supposed to be studied in pairs. This yields an in-depth stereo effect that’s similar to the view one would have in flying over the landscape.

  

  Conducting the Search

  Any tract of good deer hunting habitat may reveal slight changes from one season to the next. Consequently, the glass covering my aerial photo allows me to erase last year’s information and draw in the types and locations of this year’s crops, the whereabouts of any ponds which may have recently been built, areas where logging may have been undertaken, perhaps where a forest fire ravaged the landscape, and, of course, any new scrapes, rubs, and other deer sign that I have discovered.

  To provide an example of the wealth of insight that can be gleaned from an aerial photo, consider the trees and how the following, quick-identification procedure can tell you what hunting tactics might be in order even months before you actually set foot in the woods (photo on page 16).

  On aerial photos, large, mature trees always appear as big dots to the naked eye, while immature trees appear as small dots; with a close-up look through a stereoscope, you’ll next be able to see the crowns and branches.

  If those big dots are relatively light-colored, they are mature hardwoods that should be producing mast crops such as acorns, beechnuts, hickory nuts, or the seed-fruits of maples or poplars, to name a few. This tells you where a prime fall/winter food source is located—a source that animals are sure to visit regularly. Yet, from your previous hunting experience, you also know that such mature trees create a high, overhead canopy that prevents sunlight from bathing the ground; this, in turn, means there shouldn’t be much ground-level cover for midday bedding purposes or for deer to hide in when hunting pressure begins to intensify.
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    Obtain a large-format aerial photo and put it in a picture frame. This allows you to write on the glass with a grease pencil to indicate recent scouting finds.

  

  Conversely, if you see light-colored, small dots thickly saturating a tract of real estate, those are immature hardwood saplings not yet bearing annual mast crops. Deer may be able to browse here upon the occasional buds and branchtips that are within their reach, but any prolonged activity will probably consist of bedding in nearby regenerative brush cover. Major feeding will occur elsewhere, so use your stereoscope to look for trails entering and exiting this bedding area. The trails will appear on the photo as thin, white, threadlike lines.

  On aerial photos, dark-colored large dots indicate the presence of mature conifer species. Since you know that spruces, pines, firs, and other evergreen species constitute only starvation rations for deer when they cannot find more desirable foods, and since such species likewise shade out vegetative understory growth, you know in advance that these areas are not likely to be used by deer for much of anything.
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    With a panoramic look at the terrain, a hunter cuts his scouting time in half. He can study ridges, clearings, and even deer trails and potential bedding areas.

  

  If those dark-colored dots are small, however, you know it’s an immature conifer plantation; since such trees have dense whorls of branches close to the ground, they provide ideal security cover for deer, either for bedding or for hiding shortly after opening-day hunting action begins to heat up.

  Moreover, if your aerial photo shows trees that appear as large, light-colored dots, and if they are systematically laid out in evenly spaced rows and tree-to-tree intervals, you know what that means. You’ve found an orchard! (photo on page 17) If the trees in question are bearing apples, peaches, or plums, they’ll be magnets for deer. Now scrutinize the perimeters of the orchard for thick concentrations of small, dark-colored dots indicating bedding cover in the form of immature, dense pines, and the bulk of your scouting of that area may nearly be finished, right from the comfort of your living room! Later, all you have to do is hike to that specific edge where the security cover borders the orchard to ascertain exactly where to place your stand.

  In the Game

  One year, while hunting in Alabama, we used an aerial photo to help us take three nice bucks in as many days. The photo revealed a ten-acre clearcut that wasn’t visible from any of the back roads winding through the region. Beginning about three or four years after an area has been logged-off, regenerative growth affords deer with splendid browsing opportunities. Finding this particular clearcut would have been a stroke of luck or required extensive scouting on foot.
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    Aerial photos are so precise that even the species of individual trees and their ages can be identified. This old orchard was first found by studying a photo and then later double-checking it on foot for deer activity.

  

  Yet once we were aware of the clearcut’s existence and its exact dimensions—all of this having been ascertained while still at home in Ohio—we actually were able to pick out specific trees that would be likely candidates for portable stands, even though we had never actually visited the region!

  After studying an aerial photo of your intended hunting grounds, it seems logical that finding and interpreting deer sign would mostly be a matter of visually seeing and examining it during scouting missions. That is true to some extent, but you also must be able to relate sign found in one area to sign found in another, in order to figure out how the animals are using the topography.

  This brings us back to our earlier mention of the value of using a grease pencil to mark each and every find on your aerial photo; if you don’t make use of an elaborate, framed photo with a glass front, at least paste your photo to a board and cover it with a clear plastic overlay. In this manner, various discoveries that may otherwise seem to be happenstance may suddenly, when viewed in conjunction with other located sign, begin to bear clear relevance, with a pattern emerging. For example, what you initially thought was an incidental scrape may actually be one of many in a rather straight line between a feeding and distant bedding area.

  The bottom line is that through the use of aerial photos, you’ll learn far more about your hunting grounds than you ever imagined possible. And when you know almost as much about the terrain as the deer themselves, your accumulated knowledge and insight will begin translating into a higher level of hunting success.


  Scouting and Track Analysis

  JOHN WEISS

  For generations, books, magazine articles, and seminars by hunting experts have addressed various methods for patterning trophy bucks. Unfortunately, most have involved generalities instead of practical methods or specific details that an average hunter can put to use in the field.

  One thing we’re recognizing more each year is that big-buck success hinges not only upon outsmarting the animals themselves, but also on dealing with hunting pressure in a specific area. This greatly complicates the scouting process. Aerial photos used in conjunction with topo maps can be especially valuable for this. Here is the game-plan most experts adopt.
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    Always consider the effect other hunters will have upon deer behavior. Roadside pull-offs where day hunters park and others camp will become hubs of activity that deer will retreat from.

  

  Scout the De-Militarized Zones

  On a table, lay out the topo map of the area under consideration for this year’s hunting. Next, use a felt-tipped marking pen containing see-through ink (such as yellow or light blue) to color in all the terrain within 1500 feet of either side of every road or trail a vehicle or four-wheeler can be driven upon; this is easily done by keeping in mind that on standard 7.5-minute series topo maps, three quarters of an inch equals 1500 feet. You can eliminate this ground from any consideration because the chances of taking a nice buck there are between slim and none.

  Studies of hunter pressure on deer have shown that most hunters do not venturi farther than a quarter of a mile from some type of road or trail, and a quarter of a mile just happens to equal 1500 feet on a topo map. Some of these hunters are simply lazy, but most of the others don’t make use of maps because they probably fear becoming lost. As a result, these zones of hunter influence constitute hubs of human activity the deer won’t tolerate for more than a day or so, especially during the firearms season.
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    Since most hunters don’t hike far from roads, use a topo map and a pen with see-through ink to indicate these areas of hunter influence. Scout beyond those zones of hunter activity and you’ll find twice as many deer.

  

  If you therefore work somewhat farther back into the woods, you’ll actually double your chances of seeing deer. Not only will you encounter the resident trophy deer that prefer such undisturbed habitat in the first place, but as the days pass you should also begin seeing immigrants that have retreated from the hunter influence zones bordering each road.

  It is at this point that aerial photos should be brought into use to further narrow the search, as described in the previous chapter, whereupon actual scouting for sign can begin. Keep in mind that the techniques we’ve just described apply to public hunting areas only. On a large tract of private land, where only a select few have hunting permission, or in a sparsely populated region where hunting pressure is minimal, you may wish to rely exclusively upon aerial photos.

  Once afield, tracks, droppings, and beds can yield a wealth of information, but only if they’re interpreted properly.

  New Insights on Tracks

  In past decades, biologists attempted to solve the riddle of distinguishing between buck and doe tracks. Among them were Dr. Fredrick Weston in 1956, D.R. McCullough in 1965, and J.L. Roseberry in 1975. Their findings were largely futile and gave birth to the notion that the only way to be sure a set of tracks were made by a buck is to see the deer actually standing in the tracks!

  Then along came Wayne Laroche, a research biologist from Vermont, who has turned the deer hunter’s world upside-down.

  “Like most hunters, I used to tell tales about big deer tracks and using rifle car-tridges to gauge their size for as long as I can remember,” Laroche recalled. “But this really isn’t a very scientific—or accurate—way to home-in upon a big buck. Yet since it is common knowledge among biologists that dimensions of an animal’s body typically increase as an animal increases in weight, I decided to find out if there is any relationship between the weight of whitetail bucks and their track dimensions that can be accurately measured in the field.”

  One of the startling things Wayne Laroche discovered is that the width of a track more accurately describes a buck’s size than the length of the track does.

  By artificially making tracks using hooves removed from deer carcasses, Laroche found that the natural shape of whitetail hooves causes the length of tracks from each hoof to vary considerably depending upon the hardness of the ground. Understandably, as ground hardness increases, less and less of the raised pad at the rear of the hoof is imprinted in the tracks. As a result, tracks on hard ground provide clear impressions of only the front part of the hoof.

  Conversely, under soft ground conditions (mud, snow, loam, sand), the hoof sinks farther into the surface, with increasingly more of the raised rear pad of the hoof, and even the dewclaws, included in the print, thus making the track longer. “Dewclaw imprints in particular can greatly mislead hunters into thinking a given set of tracks were left by a buck,” says naturalist Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III. “Since both bucks and does have dewclaws, the fact that they show in the tracks does not indicate the deer’s sex. The only thing it indicates is that the ground was soft when the animal left the tracks.”
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    Hunters once believed the length of a deer track indicated the animal’s sex and age. Biologists now tell us it’s the hoof width, which slowly increases with age and body growth, that distinguish bucks and does.

  

  Additionally, the toenails of deer grow and wear constantly, as do those of all hooved animals. This abrasive wear, to greater or lesser degrees, hinges upon the predominant nature of the animal’s home range, which lends truth to the old adage that mountain bucks tend to have rounded hooves and swamp bucks tend to have sharp, pointed hooves.

  All of this is precisely why the length of a deer track isn’t reliable in evaluating the animal that made the track. The ground conditions under which a track are made may be so variable that a given buck may actually leave a large number of tracks of different lengths, depending upon the route he takes over and across different terrain conditions.

  “It’s an altogether different story with hoof width,” Laroche explained “Maximum hoof width occurs just in front of the rear margin of the hoofs toenail near the middle of the hoof. Since the bottom of the toenail contacts the ground a: a more or less flat surface, a deer leaves its maximum track width regardless of the degree of ground hardness.”

  While it’s true that hoof width may vary slightly depending upon whether or not the animal has splayed its toes—as a deer does for increased stability when running across mud or other soft or slippery terrain—Laroche’s field observations have revealed that the average toe spread of a deer walking normally is about one quarter inch. As we’ll see later, it’s important to keep this in mind when actually measuring tracks.

  “Beginning in the fall of 1990, I took hundreds of measurements of white-tailed buck hooves with known, dressed weights ranging from ninety-seven to 244 pounds,” Laroche described. “To make sure my data base was as accurate as possible, these measurements were made of bucks taken from the pre-rut, rut, and post-rut periods in order to reflect the differences in body weights that bucks experience throughout the fall/winter seasons of the year.”

  After performing a statistical evaluation known as “regression analysis” on the maximum hoof width and dressed weight data, Laroche found very strong relationships confirming that hoof width is a solid indicator of a buck’s body weight. It naturally follows that bucks with the heaviest body weights are the most likely to be mature animals with the largest trophy racks.

  “Now that I had developed equations that could be used to accurately estimate the weight of whitetailed bucks by measuring the width of their tracks, another problem arose,” Laroche explained. “I knew it would be awkward for a hunter to make calculations or refer to tables while in the field. So I designed a lightweight plastic caliper that I named the ‘Trackometer’. It’s completely weatherproof and conveniently fits into one’s pocket. When the caliper is adjusted to span the inside width of a particular deer track, it automatically indicates on a printed scale the body weight of the animal.” (To obtain the Trackometer and Wayne Laroche’s 85-page tracking guidebook, contact Stonefish Environmental, Box 839, Enosburg Falls, VT 05450.)

  With a tool for measuring deer tracks, still another hurdle had to be contended with. Namely, how does a hunter looking at tracks distinguish between those from the front feet and rear feet?

  This is important because still another of Laroche’s stunning findings is that in the case of mature bucks, their front hooves are larger than their rear hooves!

  “Since the front and rear hooves of mature bucks differ in maximum width, it’s necessary to first be able to tell which is which before using the Trackometer to determine the animal’s true body weight,” Laroche said.

  “Keep in mind that walking and slowly trotting whitetails place their rear hooves directly into the tracks of their front hooves. For this reason, all clear tracks left behind by unalarmed, slowly moving deer are tracks of the rear hoofs. On the other hand, running deer swing their rear legs ahead of the front tracks. Therefore, tracks made by both the front and rear hoofs are clearly visible.”

  Body Weights Are the Key

  In going back to the subject of body weights being the most likely indicators of mature animals, it has long been documented that big-bodied does are extremely rare; in fact, according to data gathered by the Vermont Department of Natural Resources, only twelve does in 1000 exceed 140 pounds in weight.

  What this means is that if a hunter measures a deer track with a Trackometer and discovers that the body weight of the animal that left the track exceeds the 140-pound mark, there is a 98.8 percent chance the animal is a buck!

  Moreover, according to the Vermont data, only one doe in 1000 exceeds 160 pounds in weight. As a result, a measured deer track that indicates an animal exceeding 160 pounds means there is a 99.9 percent degree of certainty the animal is a buck!

  Why don’t does grow as heavy as bucks? Although genetics probably play a role, the most logical explanation is that lactating does expend a great deal of energy rearing fawns. An average whitetail doe begins bearing twins and heavily lactating at about three years of age, whereupon annual growth remains essentially flat. According to studies published by the Wildlife Management Institute (in its book White-tailed Deer; Ecology and Management, 1984), the body weight of a doe at three years of age is the approximate body weight she’ll carry for the rest of her life, or until she becomes barren and ceases bearing offspring. Yet just the opposite is true with bucks. They continue to grow and steadily put on weight until they are at least seven or eight years old, whereupon tooth wear begins to limit food intake and the animals, and their racks, begin to degenerate.

  This is invaluable insight. When using a Trackometer, and determining that a given track represents an animal exceeding 170 pounds in body weight, it is virtually guaranteed that not only is the animal a buck but that it is at least four and one-half years of age.

  The reason this is so crucial to a hunter’s scouting is because the magic figure of four and one-half years of age is the turning point in which a buck has grown from a teen-ager into a mature adult that is beginning to achieve the largest antlers he will grow in his lifetime. And, likely as not, he’s the dominant buck inhabiting your hunting grounds.
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    The Trackometer tool can tell a hunter to within ninety-eight-percent accuracy if a track was made by a mature buck.

  

  Even more eye-opening, if the track-width measurement indicates a deer exceeding 190 pounds, the buck is probably at least five and one-half years of age and may be a potential candidate for the record book.

  Of course, keep in mind that average whitetail body weights and track sizes may vary slightly around the country in accordance with the particular subspecies living in each locale; as a result, the very largest-bodied animals are far more likely to inhabit the northern border states and Midwest than the deep South. In time, however, a hunter who incorporates track-measuring strategies into his regular scouting routines can easily determine what constitutes tracks made by big bucks in his own region.

  Although the Trackometer is a new and important tool that enables hunters to evaluate a buck’s age and body weight by measuring its track width, it is by no means the only clue for distinguishing buck tracks from doe tracks.

  Although it is probably impossible to tell the difference between tracks of mature does and small, immature bucks, most hunters who have spent any amount of time tracking whitetails will agree that the tracks of mature bucks reveal certain definable characteristics. Careful observation reveals daily activities that provide direct evidence of the many behavioral differences between the sexes.

  Again according to naturalist Leonard Lee Rue, “big bucks, especially during the rut, tend to walk with a stiff-legged gait which causes an outward arcing of their feet. In other words, the tracks often appear to toe out. Conversely, small bucks and does tend to lift their feet higher and swing them forward in a straight line when walking, due to their relatively narrow body width and more even distribution of weight over the front and hind legs.

  “As with the presence of dewclaw imprints lying to you, the presence of drag marks in snow supposedly indicating the track of a buck is yet another wive’s tale,” Rue continued. “Drag marks are made by bucks and does alike by the tips of the toes as they begin to straighten up so that their bearing surface is brought horizon-tal to the ground just before the next step is made. As the deer continues to walk, the front of the toes leave just a slight forward ‘slice’ in the snow as they leave the track to take the next step.”
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    Studying deer sign is important to understanding their whereabouts and activities. Hunters with advanced knowledge can examine such sign and accurately predict the age and sex of the animal that left it.

  

  Another feature of walking tracks of big bucks is a distinctive staggered pattern that suggests a spraddle-legged gait caused by the increase in body width, which accompanies the increase in body mass of big bucks.

  Laroche also notes that should the deer you are tracking urinate, more clues to sex will be visible. A doe’s tracks will show that she has hunched back on her hind legs and urinated in her tracks, leaving a wide spray pattern. Bucks don’t hunch back. They urinate straight down, leaving a narrow slot-like pattern that sometimes continues to drip as the buck moves on.


  Deer Pellets and Beds

  JOHN WEISS

  Deer droppings can tell a hunter a lot more than where a deer left the remains of last night’s dinner. Recent biological studies have revealed that deer pellets can be analyzed by the casual hunter afield, allowing him to make a highly accurate guess as to the sex of the animal, how old it is, and even what the deer was eating.

  “The story of man’s preoccupation with deer droppings in this century starts with the flashes of insight of Ernest Thompson Seton and his classic deer scatology illustrations,” explains biologist Dr. Rob Wegner in his popular book Deer & Deer Hunting (Stackpole Books, 1984).

  “By the late 1930s, deer researchers began to use droppings as an index to deer populations, thus going well beyond Seton’s descriptions and illustrations. By the 1960s, scientists refined their survey method to the point where they could determine the species (plant composition) of the droppings by pH analysis. By the mid-1970s, they were baking the droppings at sixty degrees C in forced-air ovens and measuring their weights to determine the eating habits of their makers via microscopic identification. Today’s statistical and computerized analysis of deer droppings, with their complex mathematical equations, simply overwhelm the mind of the deer hunter, if not the mind of the deer biologist as well. In central Utah, researchers now statistically analyze deer droppings with range-area data extracted from Landsat satellite imagery.”
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    An observant hunter can study deer droppings and accurately determine the age and sex of the animal that left them.

  

  How Many Deer?

  Much of this new information has been filtering down to hunters in the know, enabling them to devise hunting strategies their fathers and grandfathers never dreamed of.

  Examining individual piles of pellet droppings, for example, is a good way to gauge the size of a deer herd in a given area. After intensive field studies, biologists Creed, Haberland, Kohn, and McCaffery of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources have determined that whitetails defecate an average of thirteen times every twenty-four hours. With this insight, it’s now possible for a hunting party to determine whether a prospective new hunting region is worth their time.

  The most difficult aspect of this is recruiting the help of your hunting partners on a weekend to thoroughly scour one square mile of the real estate you might be interested in hunting come fall; studying only one square mile is sufficient, even though the actual size of the tract of land may be considerably larger. On the first day, line up as if you were beginning a deer drive, but with your “drivers” much closer together than usual. Then, systematically hike the length or breadth of the terrain back and forth as many times as is necessary to cover the entire 640 acres; with five hunters participating, this should take the better part of the day. Additionally, each “hunter” should be armed with a can of biodegradable, yellow spray paint.

  Each time one of you discovers a pile of deer pellets, give the pile a quick spray of paint, regardless of how old or fresh the droppings seem to be. Naturally, performing this type of deer census is much easier and far more accurate if done in February or March when there is either a very light skiff of snow on the ground or an absence of vegetation; this makes spotting the pellets easy from a distance, as compared to summertime scouting when plant life will obscure many pellet piles from view.

  Your party of hunters should hike the same terrain the very next day. This time, each participant should carry a can of red spray paint, a notepad, and a pencil. Each unmarked pile of droppings discovered on this second day will be less than twenty-four hours old and will be easily distinguished from those droppings with the yellow paint, which are more than twenty-four hours old. The purpose of the red paint is to identify the fresh droppings so that they are not inadvertently counted a second time when you later sweep back through the same general area from the opposite direction. Each hunter should also record the number of new piles of droppings he discovers.

  Finally, at day’s end, add total up the number of new piles of fresh droppings discovered by the entire party and divide that figure by thirteen to determine the number of deer present.

  According to the Wisconsin DNR, a region possessing five deer or less per square mile should probably be discounted from consideration because it is unlikely that more than one of those deer would be a mature buck. In this case, it would be wise to scout another location at least several miles away, hoping for a pellet count to reveal at least fifteen to twenty-five deer per square mile.

  Keep in mind that the Law of Diminishing Returns eventually kicks in with deer population densities; too many deer (more than thirty-five per square mile) is just as indicative of poor trophy buck production as too few deer.

  In going back to the above example, if you and your partners counted a total of 247 fresh piles of droppings, that means there are approximately nineteen deer using that 640-acre tract of land you’ve just scouted, a clear indication you could expect reasonably good hunting in that region.

  Admittedly, doing weekend pellet counts like this takes time and effort. But many hunting parties I know combine this activity with searching for shed antlers, which provides yet more valuable information pertaining to bucks that survived the hunting season and still are in the vicinity.

  Taking a Closer Look

  “The type of food eaten determines the shape and consistency of deer excrement,” says Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III. “This is valuable to hunters because it can furnish a clue to where deer have been browsing or grazing. If a deer has been feeding upon grasses, forbs, or fruit, its feces is usually in the form of a loose mass of very soft pellets. When the deer has been browsing upon drier material such as woody twigs and dead leaves, the feces will be in the form of elongated pellets that are quite hard.”

  “In the spring and summer,” Wegner adds, “fresh pellets acquire a greenish or bronze hue, they tend to glisten, and they’re very soft inside. Yet later in the fall and winter months, pellet coloration may range from shades of brown to dark mahogany or almost black.”

  But don’t allow the effects of weather to fool you into thinking that pellets are fresher than they really are. Obviously, pellets will dry quicker in direct sunlight, in windy weather, or in low humidity than in shade, on still days, or in high humidity.

  Moreover, old, dry pellets may appear shiny and fresh if subjected to rain, fog, or early morning dew. To determine whether this is the case, simply crush several droppings. Deer pellets always dry from the outside in. Therefore, pellets that glisten on the outside but crumble when squeezed are at least several days old. Conversely, pellets that shine on the outside but have the consistency of modeling clay inside may be only hours old.

  Pellet Sizes Tell All

  Perhaps of greatest value to hunters who learn how to analyze deer excrement is the possibility of determining the approximate age of the animal in question and whether the pellets were left by a buck or doe.

  All of this boils down to the simple fact that, within a given species, older and more mature animals leave larger-size calling cards than young, immature animals. Also, within the same age category of animals of the same species, males always give off larger-size excrement than females simply because of their larger body sizes and larger internal anatomy.

  Therefore, during the course of pellet-count surveys or any other scouting mission, an important tool hunters should make use of is a simple tape measure and notebook. Then, when pellet piles are discovered, record the average size of the individual pellets comprising those piles.

  Keep in mind there are thirty different whitetail subspecies across the continent, and they vary greatly in body size and therefore the sizes of pellets they drop. In the region I hunt most often (the upper Midwest), the whitetail species is Odocoileus virginianus borealis, also known as the northern woodland deer, which is the largest whitetail subspecies.

  My hunting buddies and I have learned that droppings which are one-half inch or less in length indicate a doe, yearling, or fawn; droppings that are five-eighths inch in length indicate a buck approaching maturity, probably a two and one-half year old; while droppings that are three-quarters to one and one-quarter inches in length indicate a trophy buck that’s three and one-half years or older.

  Conversely, in South Carolina, where O.v. virginianus resides, which also is known as the Virginia deer, average body sizes are considerably smaller; as a result, pellet sizes of all age groups and sexes will likewise be smaller. In other words, while pellets measuring one and one-quarter inches in length indicate trophy bucks in Ohio, Illinois, and Wisconsin, pellets measuring only three-quarters of an inch the Palmetto State may very well represent the presence of mature bucks.

  Buck or Doe?

  Aside from pellet sizes, an even more intriguing way of determining whether a deer’s calling card is from a buck or doe is presently under investigation.

  Some researchers believe that, in most instances, doe excrement piles are in the form of individual, loose pellets ranging in number from twenty-five to sometimes more than fifty. They are also of the opinion that buck droppings are not only individually larger but are evacuated in greater quantity. Maryland deer biologist C.J. Winand’s studies have concluded, for example, that bucks can be ascertained by dropping piles in which there are seventy-five or more pellets. Additionally, buck droppings are often clumped together in amorphous, walnut-sized or larger globs. This is especially the case when the animal’s diet consists largely of succulent vegetation. Yet when killing frosts cause whitetails to make a transition from grazing to browsing, buck excrement becomes somewhat less mucous and adhesive and may be found in smaller, looser clumps that sometimes break apart from the impact of hitting the ground.
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    Biologists have learned that a deer defecates thirteen times a day. A mature buck’s pellet pile contains an average of seventy-five droppings that average one and a quarter inches in length.

  

  An area of speculation currently being debated by biologists is that although a deer’s diet largely influences the shape, color, and consistency of its feces, another factor may be involved to explain the “clumping” tendency of buck droppings. Nutritional studies conducted by biologist Charles Ruth of Clemson University with penned deer during the non-rutting period have shown that bucks have a higher body metabolism than does, due to their need to achieve body weight more quickly. This suggests that previously ingested food passes through a buck’s intestinal tract more quickly, causing it to become consolidated and compacted.

  In referring back to the situation in which we described hypothetically finding 247 piles of pellets indicating the presence of nineteen deer, it’s now clear that adding pellet-size information and pellet-clumping characteristics of bucks to the picture can broaden your insight immensely. An astute hunting party may actually come to the conclusion, again hypothetically, that of those nineteen resident animals, fourteen are does, yearlings or fawns; four are mature two-and-one-half-year-old bucks; and one is three and one-half years or older and must undoubtedly have a very impressive rack.

  As a result, while many hunters often become preoccupied with finding big tracks, large scrapes, and rubbed saplings, the most encouraging scouting reports are those in which members of our party describe finding clumped droppings with individual pellets averaging one inch or longer.

  The Bedding Connection

  Conducting a diligent search for droppings during the course of scouting missions can, in still another way, greatly assist in piecing together the puzzling lives of deer in a given region. While whitetails may defecate almost anytime or anywhere, which explains the occasional finding of droppings on a trail or in a meadow where they have been feeding, the most pellets are found in an altogether different location.

  According to Dr. Wegner’s research, there is irrefutable evidence that most whitetails defecate shortly after rising from their beds. Moreover, the quantity of pellets around the periphery of the bed indicates the length of time that a deer remained in that particular spot.

  This is important insight when it comes to deciding upon a strategic stand location. Perennial advice given to deer hunters is to situate a stand somewhere between the deer’s feeding and bedding areas in order to ambush them as they go back and forth. Well, ascertaining feeding areas is not difficult, especially in farm country, but finding bedding areas can be a exercise in frustration.

  The reason is because whitetails—especially bucks—rarely bed in the same spot each day. Rather, they have general bedding “areas” and, therefore, each bedding episode seldom leaves a well-pronounced, matted oval to be easily detected by the hunter’s searching eyes. The two exceptions to this are the presence of snow or damp leaves.

  Always take the time to evaluate beds found under such conditions. Beds measuring forty inches or less in length indicate a doe, yearling or fawn. Beds forty-five inches in length indicate two and one-half-year-old bucks, while beds that are fifty to fifty-six inches in length indicate three and one-half- to six and one-half-year-old bucks. (Again, these figures will have to be adjusted slightly downward in regions where specific, small-bodied whitetail subspecies exist). Furthermore, look at how the beds relate to each other. Two or three small beds accompanied by one large bed usually represent a doe with her current offspring. A lone bed, especially if it’s located on higher ground, is nearly always that of a mature buck.

  In the absence of visible beds in snow or damp leaves, many individual piles of both old and fresh pellets in a relatively small area saturated with dense cover is a sure indication of a bedding area. Closer examination of the pellets should next offer clues to the ages and sexes of the animals and, following this, it should not be difficult to determine the most probable route the animals are using when they travel to nearby feeding areas.

  Finding concentrated numbers of droppings, which reveal bedding areas, is important in two other ways. Within the home range of each whitetail is an approximate forty-acre “core area” where the animal spends up to ninety percent of its time. This core area offers the best combination of desirable attributes to be found within the animal’s much larger home range. There will be easy access to water and a prime food source, to be sure, but of even greater concern to deer, and especially mature bucks, is that the core area will be virtually free of human disturbance. In short, a core area offers a buck a greater sense of security than anywhere else with in his home range.

  Consequently, when hunting pressure begins to mount and the biggest bucks in a given region become almost exclusively nocturnal in their feeding, drinking, and other activities, you know exactly where they’ll be sequestered during the daylight hours. They’ll be hunkered down in their beds, somewhere in their core areas. Because you’ve already determined the location of those bedding regions by finding and analyzing their droppings, staging an effective drive or cooperative still-hunt with a partner should give you a good chance for success.
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    When scouting, take a small tape measure. Beds you find that are fifty to fifty-six-inches in length are those of mature bucks.
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    Studies with radio-collared deer have shown they rarely bed in the same exact spot every day. Rather, they have general bedding areas in high security regions seldom penetrated by humans.

  

  If you prefer to hunt solo, keep in mind that bedded whitetails always lay with their legs splayed to the left, facing downwind; in this manner, the animal can scent-monitor anything that might attempt to approach from directly behind him where he cannot see, and he can see very well in the other directions in which he cannot smell.

  The fact that deer always lay on their right side, facing downwind, is important to keep in mind. If the wind is from the south, for example, a careful stalk from the east, advancing toward the bedded deer’s blind side, would be more likely to succeed than a stalk from the north, west, or south.

  By the same token, even when hunting pressure is light or nonexistent, these safe bedding areas are the places to check when storm fronts move through the region, assaulting the landscape with severe weather and causing deer to seek seclusion.


  Antler Rubs: Communication Signposts

  JOHN WEISS

  I came upon the huge rub while hunting squirrels, not while scouting for deer. And an unusual discovery it was, because this was in early September, a full six weeks before Ohio’s bowhunting season opened and more than two months before the rut. Moreover, I’d never seen a pine tree so ravaged. It was entirely stripped of all its bark to a height of about five feet off the ground, and its former branches had been reduced to an array of sorry looking, broken stubs.

  This happened twenty years ago, and I was destined to hunt many additional years before I’d look back and appreciate the significance of that particular rub. I’m also confident that I know the very buck that made it. The animal undoubtedly was the huge 12-pointer old man Harley Wilkes killed on this, his farm property, and it was the biggest deer he’d seen there since his father homesteaded the place during the Great Depression.

  Two decades later, I was an avid student of noted whitetail biologists Larry Marchington, John Ozoga, James Kroll, and other university luminaries, all of whom earned PhDs in large part from engaging in research projects dealing with antler rubs and the complex method of communication among both male and female deer.

  We still do not fully understand every aspect pertaining to rubbing behavior, and even among the most respected scientists there is occasional disagreement on certain fine points. Nevertheless, every year new information surfaces. The astute hunter who keeps abreast of these findings is sure to refine his knowledge of whitetails, and it is this very educational process which translates directly into more and bigger bucks hanging on the meatpole.

  But first, let’s dispel a few long-held wives tales. To begin with, antler rubs do not indicate places where bucks have removed their velvet and then polished and sharpened their tines.

  When a whitetail’s maximum annual antler growth has been attained, the skin-like velvet dies, dries, and begins falling away in shreds, mostly of its own accord; the entire shedding process is often completed in less than eight hours. About the only time a buck hastens its removal is when an annoying, stringy remnant hangs down and impairs his vision, whereupon he briefly thrashes his antlers on a nearby shrub.

  Once the underlying antlers are fully exposed, the main beams are already smooth, and the tine tips are pointed. There is no need for the buck to hone them like a gladiator readying his swords for battle.

  The height of the rub is also not of any importance, which is yet another myth that supposedly indicates the size of the buck that made it. After all, deer sometimes stand on their hind legs when making a rub, and it is not unusual for a very limber sapling to bend all the way over, enabling even a young buck to straddle the trunk and rake it all the way to its uppermost crown of branches.
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    Scientists tell us bucks do not rub trees to remove their antler velvet. The velvet naturally dries and peels away, and the underlying tines are already smooth and sharp at their tips.

  

  On the other hand, the diameter of the rubbed tree is indeed significant, with the largest diameter trees indicating large bucks and smaller diameter trees representing the work of younger males. But here again, you must be careful in your analysis of rubbed trees and not simply restrict your search to large rubs. The rule of thumb is that big bucks sometimes rub small trees as well as large trees, yet it is very rare for small bucks to rub large trees.

  The occurrence of a big buck rubbing both large and small trees is undoubtedly a combination of happenstance and planning. As we’ll discuss in a moment, the deer wants to leave numerous calling cards, in the form of olfactory signposts, to alert as many does as possible to his presence, so he rubs all manner of trees. But he will also specifically target a number of unusually large diameter trees to rub, to create visual signposts, in order to warn other mature males that this is his breeding territory.

  As to the exact significance of individual antler rubs, most biologists believe they serve the purpose of enabling each buck to establish a breeding territory of sorts. It should be emphasized that whitetails are not territorial in the true sense of the word, as it would be quite impossible for even a dominant buck to drive all other male deer out of his several-square-mile home range. As a result, in most regions, several or perhaps many bucks must share the same turf.
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    Antler rubs are signposts bucks use to communicate visual and olfactory information to other deer. The diameter of the tree rubbed indicates the buck’s approximate age.

  

  Still, despite the fact that whitetails are not territorial, they must nevertheless acquire a breeding area where they feel secure, while simultaneously obtaining a social status that gives them breeding privileges over subordinate or lower-ranked animals.

  Timing the Rub

  There are two distinct periods when most antler rubs are created. The first rubbing activity usually occurs during the first three weeks of September, when bucks are still in their bachelor groupings. Now is when they are developing their herd rankings. This is when they decide, within their local society, which are the superior “alpha” deer and which are the subordinate “beta” deer. Moreover, the very first rubs are made by the dominant bucks in the region, due to their anxiety to get on with the business of firmly establishing the herd pecking order. How many rubs does a mature buck make? According to deer biologist Marchington, who has studied the subject intensively, a mature buck makes anywhere from sixty-nine to 538 rubs in any given year, with each buck making an overall average of 300 rubs! With the peak rubbing period of mature males being the first three weeks in September, this means a dominant buck can be expected to make at least fourteen rubs per day.

  Insightful hunters should therefore mark on their aerial photos or topo maps the exact locations of the first rubs they discover during early scouting missions, as they were likely made by the largest deer in the immediate area. Confirmation of this suspicion, of course, comes in the form of noting the sizes of the rubs; they should be at least two and one-half inches or larger in diameter.

  The second flurry of rubbing activity takes place during the first week of October. This is when the other, lesser deer in the region instinctively engage in their rubbing.

  The Mast Connection

  Another revealing thing we’ve learned about whitetails is that a buck’s antler-rubbing behavior is directly tied to seasonal mast production. When there is a bountiful mast crop, a hunter can expect to find a much higher number of rubs than usual. Conversely, in years when mast production is low, rub densities may be thirty to sixty percent less than that of the previous year.

  The reason is that a buck’s physical health is dependent upon mast. Acorns, in particular, but other types of mast as well, are transition foods that deer utilize shortly after hard frosts kill the lush vegetation they’ve been feeding upon during spring and summer but before they’ve fully switched to browsing upon twigs and branch tips. As a result, when there is a poor or virtually nonexistent mast crop, the midfall physical condition of the animals deteriorates just enough to reduce the vigor and intensity with which they engage in pre-rut rubbing.

  Keep this in mind when you are scouting, and if you are not finding as many rubs as you’d expect, don’t automatically conclude there aren’t many bucks around. Take the time to check a number of oak ridges or hardwood forests to evaluate the mast crop. If you find little mast, bucks are most likely in the area, but they are simply rubbing less that year. On the other hand, if mast is plentiful, but rubs seem markedly absent, chances are the buck population is indeed quite low.

  Timing the Rut

  Interestingly enough, biologists now have reason to believe that the peak of the rut may change slightly from year to year as a result of bucks having the ability to influence the estrus cycles of does.

  Essentially, what happens is this. When there is a greater number of buck rubs in a given area than normal, it’s quite likely that an earlier than usual estrus will take place among local does because of so-called “priming pheromones” deposited on trees by bucks. These scents, when deposited in greater quantity than usual, have been found to induce early ovulation in does, pushing the peak of the rut forward.

  For example, in one Michigan study, the average peak rutting date in an area with only a marginal number of bucks was determined to be November 11. Yet five years later, when there were more and older bucks in the same area, the peak of the rut had advanced to October 23.

  Therefore, while hunters in past years commonly asked their local wildlife officials when the peak of the rut occurred in. their state, and then intensely hunted during that time, such a practice is no longer recommended, since the advice may be off by as much as two weeks in either direction.

  Instead, hunters can now more accurately determine when local rutting activity is destined to occur by diligently scouting for rubs.

  In my home state of Ohio, for example, I had long accepted the Division of Wildlife’s proclamation that the peak of the rut is November 15. But I now know this is only a statistical average of the past 25 years, and that the coming deer season may see frenzied rutting activity as early as November 1. This was exactly what happened during the 1994 deer season, and I knew about it in advance, because as soon as autumn leaves began to fall, innumerable antler rubs appeared almost overnight. Conversely, during Ohio’s 1998 deer season, we found only a random rub here and there—far fewer than any other year I could remember—and, as we expected, this delayed rutting activity. In fact, we were seeing bucks chasing does as late in the year as December 10.

  The priming pheromones deposited on rubs by alpha bucks not only induce early ovulation in does, but also have the effect of suppressing the already lower testosterone levels in young bucks. This well-ordered plan causes a region’s subordinate bucks to not begin engaging in rubbing behavior until October and November, and thereby effectively reduces their aggressiveness and competition for breeding privileges.

  In nature’s mysterious way, this well-planned scheme is designed to benefit the herd. Young bucks, which are chemically induced into a low position in the breeding hierarchy, engage in minimum reproductive effort and therefore experience les: late-season weight loss. They are thus better able to make it through the upcoming harsh winter months and are more likely to grow to larger and healthier sizes this following year, when they are destined to become dominant breeding animals themselves.

  Pinning Down Your Buck

  When a buck leaves his bedding area, heading in the direction of a known food source or making his rounds to check scrapes, he occasionally rubs saplings adjacent to the trail he’s traveling. In time, distinct rub lines are created. Savvy hunters can interpret these signs and, with a high level of accuracy, ascertain the direction the animal was traveling and even the time of day the buck made the rub. With this information at hand, being in the right place at the right time come hunting season becomes much easier.

  But first, one must have a general idea where to begin conducting his search for rubbed trees. Again according to biologist Marchington and his research, twenty-six percent of all rubs are found along deer trails, ten percent along old logging trails, and fifteen percent along stream banks in valleys. The remaining forty-nine percent are random rubs created along field edges, woodlot clearings, in the vicinity of thickets, and throughout forested regions.

  Because of this, it makes a lot of sense to investigate such locations, especially where there are pockets of terrain known to have aromatic trees such as cedars, pines, spruces, shining sumac, cherry, and dogwood. However, according to biologists at the University of Georgia, a whitetail buck’s No. 1 choice of species to rub upon is the sassafras. Despite the fact that sassafras comprises an extremely small percentage of trees in most forests east of the Mississippi, more than eighty percent of the largest rubs discovered in study areas were found on sassafras.

  In the absence of these species, bucks will create rubs on virtually any species, but they distinctly like the ones listed above. The most commonly accepted explanation for this preference is that the oily, resinous cambiums of these species will retain the buck’s forehead gland scent longer. In the case of non-aromatic species, much of the scent deposited during rubbing activity is likely to wash off during the next rainstorm, thereby making the rub less effective as an olfactory signpost.

  Taking a Closer Look

  As mentioned earlier, hunters should take a topo map or aerial photo of their hunting area, and mark the locations of each rub they find, especially the season’s first rubs, which are indicative of the largest bucks in the region. If this isn’t done, each discovery may seem totally happenstance. But when you can study large numbers of individual rubs on a map, your perspective broadens, and a pattern can often be discerned that reveals distinct rub lines and thereby the trails a buck is using.

  With this accomplished, it’s time for a closer investigation of the individual rubs comprising the overall rub line.

  If the tree is rubbed on the downhill side, you can bet that it was made in the morning when the buck was ascending to his midday bedding area; hence, you’ve found a trail worth watching during the morning hours. Conversely, if the rub is on the uphill side of the tree, the deer was invariably coming downhill in the evening to feed or search for ready does in the lower elevations; this trail calls for an evening stand.

  A similar situation takes place in flat terrain, with rubs found in open feeding areas and around the perimeters of woodlots generally having been made during the night hours and rubs deep in heavy cover generally having been made during midday.

  During the course of his scouting, a hunter may chance upon an area of intense rubbing activity where it seems like virtually every tree within fifty square yards has been ravaged. Upon seeing this, the hunter’s first thought is usually that a monster buck’s pent-up anxiety and sexual frustration caused him to go berserk.

  To be sure, anything is possible in the world of whitetails, but according to biologists, what the hunter most probably found was a rub concentration that is not overly significant, at least in terms of pegging the whereabouts of a mature buck.

  Rub concentrations are created early in the season when bucks are still in their bachelor groups. If there are two or three bucks keeping company, and they are all of the same age-class and carrying antlers of roughly equivalent size, chances are they’re having difficulty sorting out their hierarchal rankings and determining who’s who on the totem pole. This is especially true among immature one-and-one-half or two-and-one-half-year-old bucks.

  As a means of intimidation, one of the bucks is likely to rub a sapling while the other two watch. Another buck is then likely to respond by saying, in effect, “oh yeah, well watch this!” whereupon he demonstrates his prowess by rubbing another tree. The third buck then predictably responds by putting on his own show. This rubbing activity can go on for an hour or more, and when the animals finally depart, it looks as though not a single tree has been left untouched.

  Although the appearance of a rub concentration can be quite impressive, even awesome, it probably will not prove to be a good hunting location when the season opens. By then the bachelor groups will have long since disseminated, abandoned their late-summer/early-fall travel patterns, and adopted their own individual breeding territories elsewhere.

  Getting It All Together

  One of the best times to study whitetail rubbing behavior is early spring, before lush vegetation has had a chance to emerge and hide last year’s deer sign. The exposed cambiums of rubbed trees will not have weathered yet, and trails will be easily discernible. Moreover, like the game “connect the dots,” an astute hunter can often spot consecutive rubs leading off into the distance, and by drawing imaginary lines between them, he can determine that particular buck’s precise travel pattern.

  The value of this scouting exercise has many facets, just one of which is the possibility of finding shed antlers. That way, you know for sure that the buck who made the rubs survived the hunting season and approximately what his new rack will look like next year.

  Additionally, keep in mind that mature bucks frequently rub the same trees from one year to the next. If you closely examine a fresh rub, you’ll probably detect weathered scarring that has healed over from the previous season. Be absolutely sure to note the locations of these particular trees, because if the buck that created them survived this hunting season, he’s almost sure to rub them again next year.

  By following a rub line and its associated trail, a hunter can also ascertain the bedding area the buck is using. This is vitally important, as the hunter will not want to situate his stand too close to the bedding area.

  Aside from the rubs of alpha bucks serving as olfactory signposts and thereby having an influence upon the estrus cycles of local does, their secondary and equally important function is to serve as visual signposts among local bucks. In effect, an antler rub is an extension of a given animal in that deer’s absence, and it serves to communicate information to other bucks which may filter through that region at a later time.

  Advanced hunters can use this insight in a very novel way, if they’ll keep in mind that no matter where they’re hunting, there’s a likelihood that at least several bucks are sharing the same area and are even using the same trails.

  When a buck comes ambling down a trail littered with rubs, an observant hunter should instantly know whether the deer is just a so-so deer or the dominant buck in the immediate region. If it’s a subordinate deer, the visual stimuli of the large diameter rubs along the trail will cause him to outwardly display his inferiority. The most common submissive body posture exhibited by a low-ranking deer is a slinking gait that reminds me of a dog that has just been swatted on the rump with a newspaper for wetting the floor. The tail is held tightly against the hindquarters, the back is somewhat sunken, and the head is held low.

  If a buck exhibits this behavior, you can take him or not, depending upon what fulfills your expectations for concluding a successful hunt. But realize that the deer is using body language that reveals, in no uncertain terms, that he is intimidated by the rubs in the area; and this means the trail in question is also being used by a much larger animal.

  A dominant buck, however, is sure to reveal an entirely different personality. He’ll proudly hold his head high and may actually have a somewhat prancing appearance to his gait, almost like a high-stepping quarterhorse. But the sure tipoff is that he will periodically lift his tail to half-mast and extend it straight back for long moments at a time. If you observe this behavior, you might as well go ahead and take the deer at the first opportunity, because, in that particular region, he’s at the top of the social hierarchy. The only other alternative, if he is not what you’re hoping to take, is to pull your stand and devote your remaining hunting time elsewhere.

  In any event, the long and short of it is to find the early rubs. They’re the best way to hedge your bet that you’ll collect the biggest buck in the region you’re hunting.
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    When hunting a rub-line, observe the behavior of any bucks that come along. This is a nice buck, but he’s exhibiting inferior body posture, which tells the hunter it was another bigger buck that made this rub.

  


  Opening Day

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  For most of us, thoughts of opening day hold most of our expectations and dreams of bagging a buck. We have all read and heard that up to 80 percent of our chances to kill a buck take place on opening day, with our next best chance on opening weekend.

  With that in mind I thought it would be sensible to include some of my best opening-day hunting tips. These tips are common-sense based and easy to apply. They are meant to give novice hunters some strategies to get the best edge to bag their first buck. They also include some tips that are geared more to the seasoned deer hunting veteran.

  I hope they make a difference in your success for your next opening day hunt–good hunting!

  During the first few days of deer season (bow or firearm), pack your lunch and stay on your stand all day from sunrise to dark. This is also a good bet for opening weekends as well. Deer will react to the sudden increased hunting pressure and will move continually throughout their habitat, circling hunters and may eventually come into sight of your stand.

  I have always felt that scouting too early can be more harmful than not scouting at all. In places not subjected to intense hunting pressure, scout for sign as close to opening day as is reasonable. By scouting too early, the sign you find may no longer be relevant when the season opens and, more importantly, you can spook, or at least give warning to mature bucks in the area that the hunt is about to start!

  I have longed believed that having several stands in place for opening day and the rest of the deer season is crucial to success. Savvy hunters understand that consistent success depends on how they pay attention to wind direction. With many stands to choose from, you get the edge by being able to select the one that offers the best wind direction before heading out to the woods.
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    An opening-day eight-point buck and a matriarchal doe taken on our farm in 2006.
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    It pays to remain in your stand on opening day because you never know when a buck like this will show up under your stand.

  

  As I have said for over 40 years, deer, especially mature bucks, move about in strong wind and rain more than most hunters believe. If you get up on opening morning (or any day during the hunting season), to strong wind and hard rain, don’t go back to bed. Instead, dress for the weather and go to your stand. Other hunters have waited for opening day too, and even the lousiest weather will not keep them out of the woodlands, so deer will remain on the move. It’s later in the season, when hunters are tired, that bad weather keeps them home, but it shouldn’t, as deer like to move even in the foulest of weather conditions.

  If you’re sitting on stand and another hunter bumbles noisily through your area, don’t become discouraged and abandon your stand. He’ll undoubtedly keep on moving, and any deer that are in and around the area will circle and give him a wide berth, never realizing that another hunter (you) is there, waiting motionless.

  Whether you’re hunting with a bow or firearm, opening day is not the time to take the first legal animal that comes along. There’s plenty of time left in the season, so enjoy the hunt, be relatively picky and take the opportunity to look over several animals. It’s during the waning days of the season that most hunters begin lowering their standards.

  Deer quickly abandon their normal routines on opening day of the firearms season, especially if there’s intense hunting pressure. Because of this, you’re likely to have much success grunting in a buck, using rattling antlers or hunting in open feeding areas. So, take a stand on elevated terrain that overlooks a heavily covered funnel or travel corridor. Keep an eye out for bucks using these routes as they elude hunters who have infiltrated their domain.

  When opening day of bowhunting season arrives, bucks are likely to be hanging tight with does that are just about to enter estrus. In this type of situation, your chances of calling a buck to your location are between slim and none. Try using a fawn bleat to call in does instead, any bucks tending them will follow.


  Little-Known Deer Facts

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  The old adage that you never stop learning applies to this chapter. While you may already know some of the tips I share here –there may be some that are new to you.

  This is a chapter some of you may choose to skip over or browse through. That would be a mistake. I have always felt that consistently successful deer hunters are those who understand their quarry to the ninth degree. Many of the tips in this chapter are geared to providing you that type of information.

  You will find some of these tips strategic in orientation, others are biologic in nature, and fact related and others are about the deer’s anatomy. All are important for you to have at your finger tips to help you take your deer hunting to the next level.

  
    Knowing your quarry inside and out is the key to consistent hunting success. Credit: Ted Rose
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  According to researchers a mature whitetail buck makes an average of 195 rubs on saplings each fall.

  In the study of whitetail stomach contents, it was determined that the animals regularly feed on more than 600 different varieties of plants.

  The hollow hairs comprising a deer’s winter coat are equal in their insulating qualities to the most sophisticated wool or other high-tech fibers developed by man.

  The reason you see fewer bucks during the spring and summer months is because bucks restrict their movements during this time of year in order to avoid injuring their growing antlers. As they grow, antlers remain soft, tender, and pliable and are very easily damaged.

  Scientists tell us that whitetails defecate an average of 13 times every 24 hours. That means even when you locate a lot of scat, it may not indicate that there are a lot of deer leaving the sign. The best way to determine if you have a large herd of deer on your land is to make actual survey counts of deer scat, which is too much trouble for most hunters. I like to see large scat in piles. At the very least, these indicate mature deer–bucks and does.

  There are more than 30 known subspecies of whitetails in North and Central America, all of which are believed to have evolved from the “prototype” Virginia whitetail (Odocoileus virginianus) species.
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    Research has proven that deer will defecate up to thirteen times every hour. Glad you’re not a deer now, aren’t you!

  

  Many hunters confuse the species and think that Odocoileus virginianus’ range is widespread especially through the Northeast and New England. This is not so. Odocoileus virginianus virginianus’ range includes Virginia, West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. This is a moderately big deer with fairly heavy antlers.

  The northern whitetail known as O.v. borealis, is the largest subspecies of deer and has the darkest coat. It also has the widest range throughout Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, Maine, and in the Canadian provinces of Quebec, Ontario, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and a part of Manitoba.

  The Dakota whitetail, O.v. dacotensis, is another very large deer almost as big in body weight as borealis. Interestingly, this deer has more high-ranking trophy heads in the book than the borealis species. The Dakota whitetail’s range encompasses North Dakota, South Dakota, Kansas, Wyoming, Montana, parts of Nebraska and the Canadian provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. Unlike borealis, which is known as a woodland deer, dacotensis calls the timbered coulees, gullies, draws, fields, breaks, and river and stream bottoms of the prairies home.

  The Northwest whitetail, O.v. ochrourus, is also a large deer. Its range covers parts of Idaho, Montana, Washington, Oregon, California, Nevada, Utah, and the Canadian provinces of British Columbia and Alberta.
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    This buck’s rack probably made short work of a lot of the soft bark on the conifer trees he rubbed. Credit: Ted Rose

  

  The Columbia whitetail, O.v. leucurus, has been declining in numbers for years. They are only found along the Columbia River near Cathlamet, Washington.

  The Coues (pronounced “cows”) is also known as the Arizona whitetail (O.v. couesi) and is a small deer. This deer is found in the arid areas of southeastern California, southern Arizona, southwestern New Mexico, and in Mexico.

  Other whitetail sub-species include the Texas whitetail, O.v. texanus; the Carmen Mountains whitetail O.v. carminis; the Avery Island whitetail, O.v. mcilhennyi; the Kansas whitetail, O.v. macrourus; the Bull’s Island whitetail, O.v. taurinsulae; the Hunting Island whitetail, O.v. venatorius; the Hilton Head Island whitetail, O.v. hiltonensis; and the Blackbeard Island whitetail, O.v. nigribarbis. All of the last four subspecies have small antlers. The Florida whitetail, O.v. seminolus, is a good size deer that has a fair antler size as well. However, the Florida coastal whitetail O.v. osceola is not as large bodied and has slightly smaller antlers. The smallest of all the deer found in North America is the diminutive Florida Key whitetail, O.v. clavium.

  I can’t give you a reason why, but most researchers say that studies have shown deer respond most frequently to the sounds of grunt calls and/or antler rattling when they must travel uphill or at least remain on level ground. They seldom respond if it’ll require downhill travel. I tend to agree to a degree. I have had bucks come down hill to my calling and rattling but not as much as going uphill or on level ground.

  Ninety percent of all antler rubs are made on aromatic or resinous tree species, such as cedar, pine, spruce, shining sumac, cherry, and dogwood. It is believed this happens because the oily cambiums of these trees will hold the buck’s forehead gland scent for longer periods of time, even during rain or snow.

  Research by Georgia deer biologist Larry Marchington has documented that during a given year, a buck will make from 69 to 538 antler rubs on trees, with a mature buck averaging 300! (That’s a pretty amazing statistic, I know I have never seen that many rubs on my farm!)

  Deer possess a supranuclei ganglion, or an internal clock, in their brains. This allows them to fall into restful sleep just as humans can. But unlike us, deer can spring into total alertness in only a third of a second (Sounds like me when I’m napping and I hear the music of one of the old Star Trek shows on television).

  The size of a scrape is a pretty reliable marker of the size and age of the buck that created it. Mature bucks paw scrapes that are minimally 18 inches in diameter, and some up to six feet.

  One of the most argued facts about deer is that deer are not limited to seeing only black and white vision. Recent research has confirmed that deer can see a wide range of colors, including ultraviolet light, which is invisible to humans!

  Chasing does is a lot of fun, but by the end of the rut, an average mature buck will have lost as much as 25 percent of his body weight (Hmm, honey–where are you?)!

  Radio-tracking studies have documented that the largest bucks generally make the largest antler rubs on trees, and they begin engaging in their rubbing behavior a full month before younger bucks. So if you locate a big rub early, the chance is you have probably located a big buck too. To be sure, look at the rub carefully. If it has indents or tiny holes in the tree, they were probably made by the tips of the tines on a buck’s antlers. If you look very carefully, you can almost count the number of tines on the buck’s rack.

  Many hunters are skeptical about how well deer calls work. Remember, biologists using sophisticated audio recording equipment have identified at least 13 distinct vocalizations that whitetails make to communicate with each other.

  For generations, our fathers, grandfathers, and other old-timers told us that cold air temperatures triggered the rut. Now we know that shorter day lengths trigger the rut because reduced amounts of sunlight entering the preorbital glands in the corner of the deer’s eyes. These cause changes in a deer’s endocrine system, spurring the onset of breeding.

  I’m often asked (mostly by guys who hunt in Maine), “What was the heaviest buck ever killed?” It was a 511 pound buck, taken by a Minnesota deer hunter in 1976. This was followed up by two deer that weighed 491 pounds and 481 pounds from Wisconsin in 1980.

  Laboratory studies of deer suggest their sense of smell is at least ten times more acute than that of a human. Deer are able to separate and analyze seven different odors simultaneously through an organ in the roof of their mouth called the vomeronasal organ.

  Can you look at a pile of deer pellets and learn anything from it? You bet you can! The largest individual pellets are most likely from a buck, because mature bucks are larger in anatomical body size that mature does. Research by a biologist in New Jersey documented that a mature buck will leave a pile of 75 pellets or more.

  As most seasoned veteran deer hunters know, when running, a doe is far more likely than a buck to “flag” with her tail. It helps the fawns, yearlings, and other deer in her group to follow her in dim light or when she is fleeing through thick cover.

  When making rubs, mature bucks a) deposit priming pheromones from their forehead glands, b) drip urine over their tarsal glands and c) deposit more scent from their vomeronasal organ when they lick the rub. These pheromones attract hot does, tell other bucks the particular buck’s rutting status and even help to induce late-estrus does into coming into heat. The scents also chemically intimidate younger bucks into submission so they are less inclined to attempt to refresh the rub or try to breed does that are near the rub.

  When the weather turns bitterly cold, seek out places where staghorn sumac grows, if possible. When it gets this cold, deer feed heavily upon staghorn sumac. They instinctively know that this plant is higher in fat than any other native food and thus helps generate body heat.

  Deer have a so-called odor comfort zone of about 250 yards. Beyond this distance, foreign odors, some noises, and even predators are not likely to alert or alarm them.

  A whitetail’s tarsal and interdigital glands carry its unique “signature,” just as fingerprints do among humans.

  As most seasoned trackers know, the width of a deer track–not its length–is the most reliable indicator of the animal’s age. As a deer’s body weight steadily increases with age, a progressively wider based platform to support its weight is also needed.

  Many hunters are unaware that a doe makes good use of a buck rub and scrape. She is able to sniff and chemically analyze all the scents left by the buck that made it, and then evaluate the health, virility, and the exact status of the buck to determine if he would be a worthy sire.
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    Use a snort or grunt call when passing heavy cover (standing corn, a patch of laurel, blow-downs, etc.) to coax a buck out of the cover and into the open.

  

  A lone bed measuring 40 to 60 inches in length is most likely that of a big buck. If the bed you find is barely 40 inches and is accompanied by one or two smaller ones, it’s undoubtedly that of a doe with offspring.

  Studies of deer that are penned have shown that they have an attention span of about three minutes, after which they forget whatever it was that frightened them. This is good to know. If you step on a branch while still-hunting or walking to your stand, stop and remain motionless for at least three minutes before you take another step. That way, you may keep the deer from running out of the county.

  Immature bucks commonly check their scrapes by walking right up to them. Don’t count on that when it comes to a mature buck. They normally scent-check their scrapes from 50 to 75 yards or more downwind while remaining in thick cover.

  Although a whitetail’s home range may span several square miles, radio-tracking studies indicate that mature bucks have a core area of approximately 40 acres where they spend up to 90 percent of their time. Hence the term, core area, which refers to where the buck spends most of his life.
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    This is the bed of a doe, as it is small and had several smaller beds around it.
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    I was still-hunting through blowdowns when I stopped to rattle. The rattling sounds, along with some grunt call I made, got this buck to stand up from behind a downed tree.

  

  A scrape is always found near a low, overhanging tree branch that has been chewed and broken by the buck that made the scrape. Sometimes, within five feet of the scrape, you will also find a licking stick, which is a very thin sapling about two to three feet high. The tip of the sapling will be chewed and frayed. The buck deposits saliva on both the overhanging branch and the licking stick from his vomeronasal organ and his forehead-gland, as well as scent from his preputial and tarsal glands in order to pass along olfactory information telling other deer that this is his breeding area.

  Whitetails have a vomeronasal organ in the roof of the mouth, which allows them to “taste” odors detected by the nose. After this chemical analysis is performed, the information is then transmitted to the brain for deciphering. The vomeronasal organ is very important and is used throughout the rut to scent hot does, and to deposit saliva scent on rubs and scrapes.


  Still-Hunting

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  There are four distinct ways to bag a deer and each way has a specific term.

  When a hunter waits for a deer at a specific location on the ground or from above in a tree stand, the term used to describe this hunting method is called posting. This hunter depends on knowing the travel routes to and from feeding and bedding areas, as well as the prevailing wind directions and a host of other elements. He often includes calling, rattling, decoying, and patiently sitting and waiting for a deer to walk past his hunting location or tree stand among his list of necessary hunting skills.
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    Cody Fiduccia with a deer he hung on our game pole for me. I was still-hunting through a thick patch of pines when I bumped the buck from cover.

  

  Another good tactic involves a hunter picking up a deer’s track and following it until he either finds the buck in his bed or jumps him. This is known as tracking. This hunter depends on woodsmanship and hunting skills to bag his buck. He must be able to locate and decipher the smallest amount of fresh sign left by his quarry in order to follow the track to success.

  Another strategy entails hunters grouping together to move deer out of the cover of safety and into or past the men who have taken up locations at known escape routes. Of course, the term for this type of hunting is called a deer drive.

  Finally, there is the hunter who slowly and methodically picks his way through the woods and fields, not so much to find fresh sign or to follow a track, but in hopes of getting into cover where he expects deer to be bedded down. This technique is known as still-hunting. This hunter has unlimited patience. He may cover only 100 yards in an hour’s time–sometimes longer than that depending on the terrain. His success is solely dependent on his ability to move not only carefully, and slowly, but also his ability to pick out his next step prior to putting his foot down so that he will not spook a deer by accidentally snapping a twig.

  The still-hunter watches his back trail constantly and carefully scans for deer that might be lying down, waiting for him to pass by. All his hunting instincts and senses are on full alert from the moment he begins to stalk through the woods until he decides the hunt is over. This hunter is referred to as a still-hunter or stalker.

  The image of still-hunting a buck puts goose bumps on most hunter’s backs. It conjures up rustic feelings of the skilled hunters from yesteryear. Many of these men entered the woods not for sport, but to put food on the table for their families. Today, some hunters want to relive that vision because it is not only an exciting way to hunt, but it is also demanding and challenging.

  For the hunter who still-hunts or for those who want to try the tactic, here are some tips I have garnered over the years through a lot of trial and error. The many flagging tails I have seen while still-hunting dramatically outweighs the number of bucks I have killed using this method. But in the end, the few bucks I have taken like this have etched the deepest memories in my mind over the last 45 years.

  The old Native American adage about still-hunting still applies today “walk little, watch a lot.” Keep this one piece of advice in mind when you still-hunt and you will find hunting success.

  Contrary to what most hunters have heard, you don’t always have to still-hunt with the wind constantly in your face. With this tactic the wind can also be quartering toward you from the left or right. The key is not to allow your odor to be carried directly ahead of your intended route of movement.

  Some feel that midday is not the best time to still-hunt; I don’t. Although it is true that most deer are bedded down then, they are not unapproachable. If you still-hunt during the midday hours, you are also inclined to bump into a buck that has risen out of its bed and is feeding, rubbing a tree, making a scrape, or simply looking for a hot doe. Any time you still-hunt you will have a chance to jump a deer.
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    Filson wool is our favorite wool to wear. Here Kate is dressed to keep warm in a Filson wool camo hunting jacket.

  

  As I have said over and over again, bad weather makes for good hunting. A rainy day, or a steady drizzle or a gentle snowfall seems to relax deer and make them feel safer than they actually are. This is a terrific time to still-hunt as you are more inclined to catch a deer feeding in an open area than on a blue bird type day. The ground is also much quieter during this type of weather, giving you a greater opportunity to surprise a bedded or feeding deer.

  When still-hunting use all available cover. Avoid open, bright places with little cover.

  Always carefully plan your next several steps in advance before moving. Look at the available type of terrain and cover that is ahead of you. Select routes that will muffle your steps such as fallen pine needles, moist leaves, moss, or non-moving rocks.
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    This deer didn’t make an alarm-snort, instead it made an alarm-distress snort and is heading to the next county.

    Credit: Ted Rose

  

  Never place your heel down first. The toe end of your boot is more sensitive and it will enable you to feel what is underfoot better.

  For me, there is no other choice than wearing Filson wool when I’m still-hunting. Wool is the quietest fabric you can wear. All other clothes are far too noisy to wear when still-hunting. A good backup for wool clothing is fleece.

  When you’re still-hunting and cross fresh tracks, don’t hunt directly over them. Immediately adjust your direction and take a route that parallels the tracks to one side. Watch your back trail, as the buck you’re following is watching his and may decide to circle around you.

  The savvy still-hunter doesn’t spend too much time investigating tracks; he knows they only tell you that the deer passed here earlier. Spend your time looking carefully ahead of you in the distance, in the direction of the tracks. This way, you may just get a good look at the buck that made them.

  Let’s say you spot a buck too far ahead of you for a clean shot. If you have enough cover, try to make a wide semicircle to get ahead of him. Then, pick a spot with good cover. Stop and wait without making any movement. There is a good chance the buck may end up walking right past you.

  If a deer sees, hears, or smells you and snorts and runs off, snort back at it. This is a good way to not only stop the deer but also attract it. If it doesn’t see or wind you it probably won’t travel far or it might even start walking your way! If it does walk off, wait about 15 minutes and then begin to slowly make a wide arc to the left or right. You may get an opportunity to intercept the deer within a few hundred yards.
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    For still-hunters, the Game Sled helps makes dragging deer quick and easy—even over long distances. CEO of Coventry Log Homes, Jeff Elliott, drags out a hefty 9-point with the Game Sled.

  

  The worst and the noisiest choice of footwear to wear when still-hunting is a heavy pair of leather boots. They will give your presence away to deer every time. I often wear sneakers in the early fall and light leather or rubber boots later in the season, especially when snow and rain make for slippery terrain.

  If you happen to jump a buck and he isn’t aware of you, don’t rush to change your position or to take a shot. Rushing usually ends up with the hunter making a careless mistake, which inevitably alerts the buck to your presence. I know what I’m talking about here; I made this mistake countless times as a young, inexperienced still-hunter.

  A seasoned still-hunter isn’t always on the move. If you come upon a good spot to watch for deer like a natural bottleneck, deer ravine, or a primary scrape, take a rest. Sit down and quietly watch the area for just about an hour or so before moving on again.

  Deer are most active when the barometric pressure is between 29.80 and 30.29, when the wind is from the south or southwest, and there’s a relative humidity of less than 70 percent. This is a good time to still-hunt.

  Researchers say that deer go to water at three specific times each day: around 7:00 am, 11:00 am, and 6:00 pm Why? Because of the deer’s body metabolism and cud-chewing periods. If there are water sources in the area you’re still-hunting, it pays to check any known water sources during these times, especially during a period where there has been less rain or during a drought.


  Rut Hunting

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  This tip chapter supplements the more detailed chapter in this book on the rut. To be frank, I could dedicate an entire book to all aspects of the rut biology, strategy and science. But until I get around to writing that book, this chapter and the more detailed chapter will give you a lot of straight information on a subject eliminating all the horse crap that is often spread about the rut.

  What you read here and in the other chapter will be material you can rely on and not have to question. It is information that has taken me years to accumulate. I have tested it through trial and error and share with you the cream of information that rose to the top.

  I’m very confident that between this tip chapter and the full chapter on the rut, you will gain insight to this often misunderstood and misspoken subject. It will hopefully shed some light on the inner workings of rut behavior, biology, and some new tactics you can try on the very next rut.

  Using a scent out of season, like estrus-urine before the breeding or the “chase phase” starts, won’t attract bucks. They interpret the aroma as unnatural and will only shy away from it. Pay attention to the timing of scent use, and use such scents only when the rut is clearly under way. Use them sparingly and you will also get a more natural response.

  
    This buck is on the trail of a hot doe. By making an enticing estrus doe blat, you would get the buck’s attention quickly.

    Credit: Ted Rose
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    The preorbital gland senses decreasing daylight stimulating the pineal gland which sends a chemical message to the pituitary gland to increase testosterone and the onset of the rut begins.

    Credit: Ted Rose

  

  You have heard me say over and over again that it is hard to judge what size buck made a rub. As a rule, the larger the diameter of the rubbed tree, the larger the buck that made the rub. Big-antlered bucks do rub small saplings, however, and although young bucks don’t usually rub large trees–they do on occasion. Look for hook marks in the tree trunk or little indents or holes. These are made by the tips of antler tines. Usually, this is a good way to judge if the buck that rubbed the tree had at least a multi-pointed rack.

  Biologists say that the scrape of a mature buck averages 18 to 36 inches in diameter. Find one that is greater than 24 inches and you have a scrape to hunt over.

  Biologists don’t have a definitive explanation why the quantity and quality of the acorn drop affects the number of rubs bucks make each fall. Basically, when there are fewer acorns, there will be fewer rubs, so finding only a few rubs doesn’t necessarily mean that the buck count is down. There may be more bucks in an area with lower acorn drop than the lack of rub sign would lead you to believe!

  When you’re setting up a stand so you can watch a scrape, don’t get too close, or a returning buck is very likely to detect you. Since bucks commonly scent-check their scrapes from 30 to 40 yards downwind, the spot for your tree stand should be 50 to 60 yards downwind of the scrape if you’re a bow hunter, and further still if you’re a firearm hunter. Then the returning buck should pass right between you and the scrape with his attention focused in the opposite direction.

  Don’t pay much attention to scrapes and rubs made around field perimeters bordering woodlands. Most of this rutting sign is made and revisited only after dark.

  When you’re scouting, never touch a scrape, licking branch, or rubbed tree with your bare hands or clothing. Even the tiniest amount of human scent transferred to the sign will alert deer to your presence and cancel the sign’s significance.

  The rut is triggered when a decreasing amount of daily sunlight passes through the eyes of deer. This reduction of light stimulates the pineal gland, which in turn sends messages to the pituitary gland to increase testosterone levels in bucks and progesterone levels in does.

  Bucks are capable of breeding whenever they have hard antlers, which lasts for a five-month time span. But does are capable of breeding only when in estrus–which runs a 26-hour time span. So in reality, it’s the does that “go into rut,” not the bucks.

  When does are in estrus, it’s virtually impossible to call in a buck with a grunt call. Use a doe bleat or fawn call to call in does instead. Any responding does that are in heat will have bucks trailing behind them, right to your deer stand.

  When you rattle antlers, don’t rattle too loudly at first. Just tick the tines to make “click-clicking” sounds that simulate the sparring of immature bucks. If you start off loud and aggressive, you may intimidate and scare away bucks.

  If a doe comes by your stand with her tail extended straight back, freeze! She’s at the peak of her estrus and is signaling to a following buck that she’s ready to breed.

  The most intense action during any region’s well-defined rutting period occurs when there is a 10 to 20 degree drop in the temperature. Conversely, rutting action slows dramatically when the temperature suddenly rises above the norm. This is not to be confused with the rut-regulating influence of sunlight; it’s a separate, year-round phenomenon. Deer are always more active in cool weather, becoming lethargic when the temperature rises above the norm.

  Biologists tell us that the types of places where bucks most frequently make scrapes are (in descending order of importance) field edges, ridge crests, terraced hillside benches, narrow bottomland flats adjacent to creeks, and old logging roads.

  During the rut, bucks can to travel as far as seven miles per day and as little as 300 yards per day. It all depends upon how many does are available to a buck in a given region.

  When you’re rattling antlers, simulate the sounds of a genuine buck fight by stomping the ground with your boots and raking the antlers through brush. Since the buck will come in focused on your sounds, make sure you are well camouflaged.

  Many experts agree that hunting a scrape area is more likely to result in success if you use a portable, climbing stand that you carry in and out each time you visit. If you use either a fixed-position stand or a ladder stand and leave them in place, a buck visiting the area during your absence is likely to see or smell the stand and avoid it from then on.

  If you’re hunting a scrape area and spook a mature buck or shoot at one and miss, it’s unlikely that he’ll give you a second chance in the days or week to come. Relocate your stand to another scrape area at least 300 yards away.

  If you see a buck approaching a scrape cautiously, in a timid manner, with his head held low and his tail tucked between his legs, you might want to pass him up. He’s exhibiting subordinate behavior that indicates the scrape he’s investigating was made by another higher-ranking buck.

  Bucks commonly scrape in the same locations year after year. They may even lay down scrapes beneath the exact tree branches and rub the very same saplings as the year before. When scouting, be sure to check the scrape and rub locations you hunted the previous years. You may even find yourself being able to use the same exact tree for a stand as you did last year.

  Ignore so-called estrus-response scrapes. These are small and are commonly found in open fields and meadows. They’re simply places where an estrus doe has urinated and a buck (in his random travels) has detected the scent and briefly pawed the ground. The buck may never return to that spot again.

  If a scrape you’re hunting begins to dry out and is slowly becoming covered by windblown leaves and forest duff, it’s no longer being visited and freshened by the buck that originally made it. Scout somewhere else for a hot scrape that’s being regularly tended.

  Severe weather ordinarily causes whitetails to lay up in cover, often for several days, until things blow over. The exception is the peak of the rut. This is the time when most of the does are in full estrus. They are very restless and continually on the move. Bucks, likewise, are traveling and searching for does, regardless of what the weather is doing. So don’t stay home just because high winds or driving sleet are ravaging your favorite deep woods. Get out and be in the woods during this time of peak deer activity.
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    Unless the weather is extremely bad during the rut, bucks and does will continue to move in search of mates.

    Credit: Ted Rose

  


  Tree Stands

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  One of the most common mistakes about deer hunting is not having confidence in where you placed your stand. I have heard many times from hunters who email me (peter@fiduccia.com) about this one subject, “Please give me some sound advice on where I should place my stand.”

  In this tip chapter, I share with you my best advice on this subject. Whether you hunt a farm, remote ridge in big woods or on heavily hunted state lands there is something here for you to glean.

  Remember while you are reading these tip that while they may seem basic, many hunters despite knowing of them–do not use them to the best of their ability. The truth is paying attention to the dozen tips I mention here will help improve you deer sightings and shooting opportunities dramatically.

  If you’re hunting a farm, it may be better not to walk in with your portable stand–unless you have no other choice. Remember, that on every farm or ranch, the farmer or rancher doesn’t walk around his land. Farmers constantly drive tractors, trucks, or four-wheelers on their property and deer soon become accustomed to the comings and goings of vehicles. They even get more familiar with the one vehicle that is used most often. So if you have the opportunity to ride a tractor or ATV set up your stand you may wind up arousing less suspicion by the deer than if you walked in.
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    This is one of my favorite deer blinds. It is called a DeerBox, and it comes in all shapes and sizes.

  

  When you’re trail watching, don’t position your stand along a straightaway stretch. Instead, place it on the inside of the bend. Deer usually walk the trail looking toward the outside of the bend and therefore, they are less likely to notice you.

  When you’re hunting a bedding area, position your portable climbing stand so you can hunt the downwind side of the cover. If the wind direction changes on a particular day, go to a different stand location.

  For the best concealment from every direction, hang your stand in a multi-trunk tree clump–I like three-trunk trees. You will be spotted much more often from a single-trunk tree standing alone. Single trees just don’t hide your presence as well as multi-trunk trees do and when a deer approaches, it usually makes you out.

  Early in the season, it is wiser not to go too high in your stand. With leaves on the trees, your vision is obstructed and there is more in your way when trying to get a clear shot. Instead, stay below the heavy leaves and foliage to see and get more action. Plan to set up higher later in the season, after the leaves have dropped.

  Once your stand is mounted and secure, try it out for comfort and to see if there are any dead branches, twigs, or loose bark in your way. If so, rub away the loose bark and snap the branches and twigs from the trunk. That way, you will prevent any unexpected noise as well as getting your clothing caught and making noises as you climb or turn your body to get into shooting position. More deer are spooked like this than you can image. Most deer are never seen because they hear your noise and avoid the spot–leaving you thinking you got skunked for the day.

  I know it is hard, but try to avoid taking the same route to your stand every day; you’ll eventually alert the deer to your presence. With a mature buck it won’t take but a few times, at best, for him to get the picture of what is taking place. Try not to hunt from the same stand every day either. I like giving my stands a rest of at least one day, and preferably two or three days, between hunts. Of course, this means having other stands set up and ready to go so you can play the shell game when the wind is wrong or so you can avoid over-hunting a certain stand.
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    This stand gets its best action when the wind is blowing from the southwest. The savvy hunter sets lots of stands to take advantage of different wind directions.

  

  Even the most active big-buck stand can be ruined if you hunt it when the wind direction is not completely in your favor. It takes a lot of determination, but if you know the wind is coming from the wrong direction or swirling erratically, don’t go to the stand. The best advantage for having multiple stands in place is that you can choose the best location to hunt each day as conditions dictate.

  I regularly set out markers to help me not under- or over-estimate distances when I am bowhunting. I place markers at various distances around my stand for quick reference that I have measured off with a digital rangefinder. In the woods, there are plenty of places to hang markers. In a stand at the edge of a field, I use markers that stick in the ground.

  Whenever you have a choice, hang your stand on the north side of a tree. You will be less visible to deer because most of the time you’ll be in the shade of the trunk.

  On our farm, we have at least 24 tree stands in different locations. Now, I don’t recommend setting up that many unless you also own at least 300 acres, but if you are hunting a 50–150-acre parcel you should have at least a half dozen stands up so you can work the wind and avoid hunting the same stand twice in a day. That way you will always have a hot stand to hunt from as the season progresses and conditions change. There should be a stand overlooking a prime feeding area, one overlooking an escape trail, swamp, a thick patch of pines, a hot primary scrape or rub, as well as one in a funnel, near a water hole, and one near a stormy-weather bedding area.

  I look for new tree-stand locations in March or April, because vegetation has not yet grown up to hide last year’s sign. I also look during turkey season.


  Calling All Deer

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  My most successful tactic over the last 45 years is using deer calls to attract deer, hold others from leaving, and stop running deer or even to intentionally spook deer from heavy cover. No matter what circumstance comes up in deer hunting–using a deer call can benefit you.

  These are tips that can complement all the other information I have provided on deer calling over the years. Some of the tips I have mentioned before in my calling DVD Tactics for Talking to Deer or in other books or on my television show. I mention them again here to demonstrate their importance. You can take what you read in this chapter to the deer hunting bank–used as recommended you will be dressing out your buck or doe this fall!

  
    This buck is making a lip curl (flehmening). He would respond immediately to a doe estrus blat.

    Credit: Ted Rose
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  As I have mentioned many times, never call to a deer when it is walking toward you and especially when it is looking straight in your direction. The odds of the deer seeing you are much greater if you do. It may also see you move the call to your lips and just that movement alone may be enough of a warning for the deer to leave the area. Always give deer an angle before calling to them or at least wait until the deer looks another way. If you excite their sense of curiosity and keep him guessing where the call is coming from, a buck or doe will eventually get close enough for a shot.

  As many of you have heard me preach in my seminars and on our television show, blowing a grunt call like you’re the biggest, “baddest” buck in the woods will only work against you. A loud, aggressive grunt only serves to intimidate most bucks–even mature bucks–and will scare them away almost every time. If you keep your grunt tone low so you sound like a “beatable” buck, you’ll draw greater response from bucks that think they can whip you.

  If you see a distant deer respond to your call and begin coming your way, stop calling! Let the deer’s curiosity work for you. By continuing to call to the deer, you’ll only increase the buck’s chances of pinpointing your exact location. Also, most deer do not vocalize repeatedly. This does not sound natural to them.

  An adult estrus doe blat is the perfect call to use at the peak of the rut. When a doe is in heat, she seeks out a buck. Often, the doe periodically stops and makes several soft blats, then looks around and listens for a soft grunt response from a buck. The cadence of this particular sound by the doe sounds almost like a standard grunt call; the difference is that it isn’t continuous but includes three-second pauses between each one-second blat.

  If you blow your call at a distant deer, he will react almost one hundred percent of the time. He may not always turn and immediately come your way, but you’ll see some recognition of the call. He may flag his tail twice, raise his head slightly, either slow down or speed up its gait, look in your direction, or simply cup an ear toward you. If none of these body language signals takes place, the buck most likely did not hear your call. It is worth trying to call to this deer once more, slightly louder.
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    Learning not to grunt too loudly or aggressively will enhance your success post-haste. You can take that to the deer hunting bank!
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    These are the tools of a deer caller. They include a grunt, snort, two adult blats, and a fawn bleat.

  

  More and more hunters, especially bowhunters, are using the alarm-distress fawn bleat to call in does. Why call does? Because a doe’s maternal instinct causes her to respond to what she perceives is a fawn in trouble. And if you call her in, any buck that’s with her or even near enough to hear the fawn bleating may just follow the doe to your stand as well!

  When you rattle with a partner–antler rattling is doubly effective. Place the shooter in a tree stand, ground blind, or in heavy cover, about 35 yards from the rattling hunter. If a deer responds, he’ll usually walk right by the shooter to find the two “other bucks” that are sparring or fighting—many times offering the shooter an exciting shot.

  Deer don’t continuously vocalize among themselves, so don’t overdo your calling. The exception to this rule is during the rut, when both bucks and does use a variety of vocalizations far more frequently. During this time of the season, you can risk calling more often—say every 20 or 30 minutes throughout the course of the day.

  Calling when you actually do not see a deer can be effective, but calling to a deer you can see works best as you can watch to see if the deer is interested or not.

  When you’re using any type of deer call, don’t always expect a deer to immediately respond and head your way. Quite often, a deer will stare for a long period of time, trying to see the other deer before venturing closer. This is where my natural deer tail decoy works its magic. Full size decoys also work well to entice deer to come in as well.

  When you rattle, pay close attention to your immediate right, left, and behind you. A majority of bucks I have called in didn’t come straight to me from the direction I expected. Instead, they often circled and tried to come in downwind of me. Keep that in mind when you are using pro-active tactics like calling, rattling, and decoying.

  I wish I had a dollar for every time I could not control the need to cough or sneeze while on stand. When it happens, I try to muffle my mouth against my jacket sleeve. Then, I immediately try to cover my sound and stimulate some other type of deer vocalization that will match the time of throat-clearing noise and then a grunt, or blat, or some other deer vocalization won’t be alarmed as he would’ve been if you’d just coughed. When I sneeze–I quickly make a soft, social snort to cover the noise made by the sneeze.

  In addition to my deer calls, I carry a small predator call that imitates a screaming rabbit. Many deer respond to predator calls based purely upon curiosity.

  
    [image: Image]

    It is important to use your eyes and ears when calling. Here, the editor of this book uses a grunt in a cedar swamp.

  

  Using your ears and eyes are critical to successful calling. It is said that 80 percent of the animals called in by hunters come in without being seen. Whitetails have an uncanny way of slipping in close without making a sound or exposing themselves in the open. Continually scrutinize the cover in all directions around you for the slightest glimpse of a wary buck putting the sneak on you. I have often heard a buck make very soft guttural grunts before I ever saw him. Other times, I heard and saw a sapling being rubbed or brush being attacked by a buck that responded to my call, but kept himself well hidden in cover. When this happens, sometimes a soft doe blat draws the wary buck closer to you.
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    Generally, antlered game does not want to spill blood when they fight. On rare occasions, a serious injury or death may happen, most fights are nothing more than shoving and sparring matches.

  

  During the pre-rut, savvy callers combine what I term the “Big Four.” Use a grunt call, mixed with an estrus doe-blat, rattling antlers, and a decoy. Note: During the firearm season I only do this on my farm in an area where no other hunters are present. For safety’s sake, either do this on your own land or only during the bowhunting season. For goodness sake–don’t do it on the opening day of firearm season anywhere!

  Throughout the year, does are far more vocal and social than bucks. Because of this, many deer you call in will be does. Young 1½ year old bucks also fall into this category.

  If you call in a buck and he hangs up just out of shooting range and won’t come any closer, wait a few minutes before doing anything more. Allow him to turn and walk away until he’s almost out of sight. Then, make a soft grunt quickly followed by a slightly louder estrus blat. Many times I have had a buck stop in his tracks, spin around, and come trotting in with his guard down. It creates the entire illusion for the buck.

  Take this to the deer hunting bank: There is no truth to the legend that large rattling antlers will call in the biggest bucks. Again, big bucks are frightened of their own shadows most of the time and when they are spurred on to be brave during the rut, they still avoid encounters with big or bigger bucks. Use an average set of antlers and you will have greater response. Yes, it’s true that bleached or dried-out antlers don’t yield the same authentic sounds as fresh ones–I guarantee that. And yes, I have used synthetic antlers for over 20 years when I rattle. You can find them at www.woodsnwater.tv.

  If hunting pressure is usually intense in your region, you’ll have your best success calling deer during the off-hours and midweek, when fewer hunters are in the woods. Hunt the heaviest cover you can find during this time.

  Most buck fights are nothing more than sparring sessions. Only where there is a one-to-one buck-to-doe ratio do bucks get into more serious fights. So don’t smash your antlers together hard especially during the early fall or you’ll scare off even the big bucks. Many times this type of over-aggressive rattling will scare off a hot doe during the rut and then you might as well move your location. By just lightly tickling the antlers you will attract more bucks. The time to clash your antlers a little louder is later during the big chase, when bucks are fighting more aggressively, but still not getting into all-out fights.

  When calling or rattling, remember if you call in a small buck, you may want to let him pass. Or, at least wait a few minutes to see if he is being followed by a larger buck–which often happens. Don’t expect the bigger buck to just walk in. When you spot the young deer, take a moment to scan the cover for the bigger buck.

  When you’re rattling, this is the time to create the entire illusion. Add more realism by meshing and grinding the antlers together. If you’re on the ground, kick dirt and rustle leaves with your boots and don’t be afraid to break dry branches to simulate the various sounds that bucks make when fighting. If you’re rattling from a tree stand, rake the tree’s bark and break smaller branches. Don’t get over aggressive but make sure to include all of the above. I know I have said in earlier books to be very aggressive when rattling. Well, we all continue to learn the more we hunt. After rattling for 40 years, I can now say being less aggressive pays more dividends than being overly aggressive.

  Don’t expect deer to respond to your calling every day–it just won’t happen. That’s the reality of calling, rattling, and decoying. Sometimes deer will come to you one day, and they won’t respond the next day. Don’t be frustrated and give up calling. Instead stick with it–it will be worth your while.
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    I often carry my deer calls during the spring and summer while I work on my farm. It gives me an opportunity to practice on any deer that I happen to come across. Practicing during the off-season is crucial to becoming a confident caller during the hunting season.

  


  Hunting Farmlands

  PETER FIDUCCIA

  Several years ago, my cousin Leo Somma and I purchased over 300 acres of land in Otsego County, New York. Leo’s 110 acres has about seven tillable acres and my property has 35 agricultural acres. Between both our farms we have not only learned how to become pretty good farmers, but we have also learned how to improve the soil, pH, and the mineral content of the soil.

  We have gained invaluable experience on how to successfully grow many different types of crops that attract, hold, and help the overall health of the deer and other wildlife.

  We regularly grow different types of vegetables, melons, clover, grains, legumes, brassicas, buckwheat, sugar beets, turnips, and millet. We also plant and grow specialty crops like white acorn trees, wild fruit trees, soybeans, sunflowers, a wide variety of shrubs, and even inedible cover crops.

  By growing these crops (through trial and error), we have come a long way to understand what deer eat, when they eat it, what they prefer to eat and how they use the fields and other areas on our farms in their daily routines.

  The day we bought our land we decided we would improve our soil minerals, create sanctuaries, and manage the crops, woods, water sources, and the game as the first step to begin our quest to start a genuine quality deer management program.

  We have also learned that deer not only respond very well to having fields or food plots to feed in, but they also develop a predictable pattern regarding travel routes, feeding times and places, and other behavior that helps our hunting to be more successful.

  Following are some suggestions for anyone who hunts on lands that include agricultural fields, small food plots, or other types of plants, shrubs, trees, or vegetation that deer eat.

  Biologists claim that the preferred domestic foods of deer are soybeans, corn, cabbage, sugar beets, carrots, navy beans, turnips, apples, pears, peaches, and legume grasses such as alfalfa and clover. You can take that to the deer hunting bank. On our farm, alfalfa is the number one favored crop followed closely by soybeans, corn, and carrots. Next are apples and pears. I’ll bet they are also favored in this order on most farms you hunt.

  We have noticed over the years that deer normally enter crop fields at the inside or outside corners, not along one of the side edges. When you’re looking for a stand location, spend most of your time scouting for entrance and exit trails at these corner spots.

  Hunters don’t often pay enough attention to harvested cornfields or other croplands when they are covered by snow. I promise you, deer can smell the food beneath the snow. I’ve seen them paw down through a foot of the fresh snow to get at the broken corn cobs, grasses or other food.

  As a rule of thumb, it is easier to get deer hunting permission on a farm where crops are grown than on a tract of land not used for agriculture. Too many deer can destroy certain crops (like soybeans) making most farmers welcome hunters in hopes of keeping their deer population in balance.

  I discovered that deer love all types of melons–which are like ice cream to deer (so are turnips). They stomp the melons apart with their hooves, and then eat the sweet inner fruit. A field littered with broken melon parts is a deer hunting hot spot you should never overlook. Pumpkin fields also produce the same attraction to deer.

  When fields of low-growing crops (grains, grasses, and large plantings of garden vegetables) are close to dense cover, woods, or stands of evergreen pines, deer feed on them most often during daylight. Other fields that place deer out in the open (especially mature bucks), aren’t worth hunting after the hunting pressure gets going. Does and young bucks may eat there during the last 30 minutes of light, but mature bucks will not venture into the open fields until well after dark.

  I have seen deer on my farm walk right through my cornfields, without stopping to even nibble on the corn, to reach a small five-acre soybean field. Soybeans are so highly sought-after by deer that they eat the entire plant; first the beans, then the leaves, then the stems. That is why if you are going to plant soybeans plant at least five acres. Despite being warned by my cousin Ralph to “double or triple” the number of acres I was planting, I didn’t. The deer never gave my soybeans the chance to grow. They ate them to the ground. Ralph regularly hunts huge soybean fields in Colts Neck, New Jersey, and knows well how fast deer will eat up a small field planted in soybeans. After the beans have been harvested, they’ll revisit the field to paw the ground and get at the roots. If you have a choice of various types of cropland to hunt, always pick the soybean field–even over alfalfa when the area around you has other alfalfa fields but no soybeans fields available!
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