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No matter what type of game is hunted, using the word “harvested” instead of “killed” seems hypocritical to me.



FOREWORD

“Time is the only critic without ambition.”

—Steinbeck

In the outdoor industry, as with many professions, current trends can often dictate whether someone is successful or is merely a passing fad. In the time since Peter Fiduccia began his television series in the mid-1980s, he has proven himself to be immune to such trends, garnering accolades, praise, respect, and a dedicated following from viewers, readers, and peers over thirty-five years.

Time, the critic without ambition, has validated Peter as both a consummate professional, and a brilliant steward of the sport. There are countless written works on outdoor topics, including those focused on hunting white-tailed deer. Where Fiduccia has separated himself from the din of articles and books surrounding hunting is his approach to imparting advice.

His recommendations are not based on the hottest new crazes, nor are they hype meant to sell product; Peter’s advice is, and always has been, based entirely in evidence-based fact. As a PhD-level researcher, that alone is reason enough for me to listen to Fiduccia’s wisdom—and listen well. I’m not the only one who listens, though, as the nation’s most respected outdoor magazine professionals and knowledgeable outdoor personalities consistently count Peter among their most recognized contributors and deer hunting authorities: Daniel E. Schmidt, editor-in-chief Deer & Deer Hunting, Sid Evans, former editor-in-chief Field & Stream; Chuck Adams, the world’s best-known and most widely published bowhunter; Jay Cassell; editorial director at Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.; Ted Nugent; Milo Hanson, holder of the world-record typical whitetail; and countless others—to name but a few.

Peter delivers his thoughts and advice with accessible, no-nonsense prose, with his usual humor sprinkled throughout. What else can you expect from a boy from Brooklyn? Most useful, however, is his vast experience gathered from decades in the field as both a hunter and as a guardian of our most cherished natural resource–the great outdoors. He has been successful in innumerable hunts across North America and, more important, has learned from each and every one. By taking these experiences and applying them to new and unorthodox tactics, Fiduccia delivers an unparalleled level of knowledge, experience, and practical advice in which anybody would be fortunate to share.

By this point you may be asking, how do I know all of this? Can one person be so confident in an author’s skills and astuteness? Yes, I can. If not for the fact that Peter has established himself as a knowledgeable whitetail expert and a pillar of the outdoor community through his consistent dedication to the sport, then it is for one simple—and overarching—reason: He’s my dad.

Before I knew what a whitetail was, Peter was already a renowned authority in the deer hunting world. To this day, I will watch with interest as he writes his next book, analyzes his logs and records, edits the next episode of our television series, meets and shares his deer hunting insights with the public at sport shows, answers emails from readers and viewers, or gives advice to newcomers to the industry. I see the shelves lined with SIVA, Telly, NYS-OWAA, and OWAA writing and television production awards. I listen as fellow professionals and countless hunters recount stories of Peter’s skill, many of which took place when I was “barely up to his hip.”

Impressive as those accolades and experiences may be, however, they’re not the reason why I believe wholeheartedly that you will walk away more knowledgeable from reading his books. I am certain you will learn from Peter as a talented author because I have learned from him as a dedicated father. His passion for deer hunting remains as strong today as it did when he first began driving to upstate New York from the borough of Brooklyn in his 1967 Chevelle 396 Super Sport (I’ve been told countless times, “in Laguna Blue with a four-speed Hurst shifter”). Moreover, his enthusiasm for sharing his deer hunting skills and sage advice is equally as strong.

Knowledge is only as useful as the experience from which it draws context. Peter Fiduccia has built a life around gaining knowledge and testing it through experience.

Whether you are a newcomer to the sport or a seasoned veteran, I have no doubt you will emerge more well-informed after reading this book—and you can take that to the deer hunting bank!

Peter Cody Fiduccia



INTRODUCTION

During my five-plus decades of stalking whitetails across North America, I learned through trial and error (lots of error) the deer hunting strategies, tactics, and tips that worked most effectively for me. More important, I also learned those that did not. I share these exemplars (both successful and ineffective) within this book. I believe that all consistently successful deer hunters employ certain tactics well, but they also remain open to learning new skills, tactics, and information throughout their hunting careers. (I include myself as one who is always open to learning more about deer and deer hunting strategies.)

While each of us hankers (some to obsessive proportions) to kill a mature truly trophy-class buck each season, most hunters will not achieve that goal. Is taking a mature antlered buck each year a bad thing? I think not. A true trophy buck is one that makes the hunter glow with pride, no matter what size the antlers may be. No hunter should begrudge or degrade another hunter for killing a buck that makes him happy. After all, the taking of a buck and/or doe is about the hunt in its purest essence, isn’t it?

On the opposite side of that coin, however, it isn’t bad to be obsessed with hunting big antlered bucks either. If that is what makes some hunters happy, then they too are entitled to pursue their goal–even though they can be viewed by other hunters (albeit affectionately) as “boneheads.”

So whether you stalk white-tailed deer for antlers and meat, camaraderie, the joy of being outdoors, or any other combination thereof, try to be the best damn deer hunter you can be. It will help you to make each deer hunting day afield a more memorable and successful outing.

I will also cover deer hunting strategies that, when introduced to the national hunting community in the 1960s, were considered avant garde and unconventional at best, and most often seen as bizarre and/or harebrained methods by most deer stalkers of the time. Today, that has totally changed. Many of these tried-and-true strategies that were once thought of as wacky or peculiar are today used by an overwhelming majority of deer hunters throughout North America, and in many cases they are used very successfully indeed.
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Knowing more about a deer’s anatomy, biology, and behavior helps any hunter take his skills to the next level. Credit: © Can Stock Photo Inc. / natureguy.



1. Essentials About Deer and Deer Hunting

To get you off to a great start for this book, this chapter is filled with facts, statistics, jargon, certainties, myths/half-truths, and myth-busting information about deer and deer hunting.

Acorn Production: In a good acorn-producing year, an oak forest can produce five hundred or more pounds of acorns per acre, or approximately 47,000 acorns. Deer prefer white oak because white oak acorns have the least amount of tannic acid of all the acorns. In order of preference–after white oaks, deer seek out red, black, and pin oaks. Acorns are extremely high in carbohydrates, which help deer quickly put on layers of fat in preparation for winter.

Adaptive Behavioral Strategies: These are ongoing behaviors—not instincts—that deer and other wildlife alter in order to develop better survival tactics. There was a time when deer fed more throughout the day. As time went on, they received more hunting pressure from humans and other predators. This forced them to adjust their feeding patterns to dawn and dusk, when human predation is less. In heavily hunted areas, adaptive behavioral tactics by deer are also responsible for making adult bucks limit daytime feeding to just short periods at dawn, midday, and dusk. Deer have learned that by keeping a majority of their movements under darkness, their chances of survival are much greater.

Aging Game Meat: My wife, Katharine, is the Director of Operations for New York Custom Processing (NYCP). Their plant slaughters prime beef and pork and then keeps it in coolers at proper temperatures for different renowned restaurants, chefs, and food distributors in Manhattan and elsewhere. As a graduate of Cornell’s Hotel School, Katharine took several food micro biology classes on the proper way to age meat. In all of her wild-game cookbooks, she has provided detailed information about the proper and safest way to age meat. The overriding theme is to not allow it to hang for long periods of time in temperatures that fluctuate. For game meat to be most favorable, it must be kept at consistent temperatures no more or less than 34°F to 38°F. Most processing plants, like NYCP, are prohibited by the USDA from hanging deer in their coolers with domestic meats. Therefore, deer can only be aged in processing plants with non-controlled USDA coolers or in privately owned coolers. Deer meat freezes when hung in colder temperatures than 34°F to 38°F, which halts bacteria growth. When hung in temperatures of more than 39°F or more, the bacteria process will speed up exponentially and cause the meat to spoil. The best choice to age deer meat for hunters who don’t have access to a walk-in refrigerator is to hang the carcass overnight to help remove all the body heat, then butcher the deer the following day. The meat can then be stored in a home refrigerator at the proper temperatures for about five days. This will help to properly tenderize or age the meat and greatly increase its flavor.
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Despite all the myths and misinformation about how to properly age (cure) venison, there is only one proper method. Venison must be placed in a cooler and left to age at a temperature between 34°F and 36°F. Anything above that promotes bacterial growth. Credit: Fiduccia Ent.

Albino Deer: A true albino deer will have all white hair, pink eyes and nose, and gray hooves. Albinism is caused by recessive genes. Both the buck and doe must carry and pass on these characteristics, which cause the fawn to not produce the pigments required to have the usual brown colorations known to deer. Oddly, the pink eyes are not caused by color but rather are due to the blood in the eye vessels being visible. As in all albinos, including humans, albino deer commonly have a hearing deficiency.

Allen’s Rule: This rule asserts that among warm-blooded animals, the extremities, such as the ears, legs, and tails, are shorter in the coldest part of their range than in the warmest part. Allen’s Rule came to be accepted by observation and research of Coues white-tailed deer in southern Arizona, which have much larger ears and tails in relation to their body size than northern deer.

Antler Minerals: Antlers are made up mostly of calcium and phosphorus and small amounts of magnesium ash. The minerals are replaced in the skeleton after the antlers are fully grown.

Antlers in Velvet: Velvet is actually a modification of the deer’s regular skin that has a number of unique physical characteristics. The velvet consists of an outer layer of coarse collagen fibers and an inner layer of finer collagen fibers. Because of these fibers, which are composed of protein, it is almost impossible to strip velvet from an antler crosswise. The velvet must be stripped off longitudinally, or in the same direction that it was grown.

Average Buck Weight: A healthy adult whitetail buck living within a bountiful range has an average live body weight of about 165 pounds. Biologists state that after field dressing a buck, its weight will be reduced by about thirty to forty pounds. Exceptionally heavy bucks will lose twice that or more after they are field dressed. For instance, as noted in chapter six, the largest free-range buck was officially recorded on government scales in Ontario, Canada, in 1977. The buck field dressed at an amazing 431 pounds and was said to have a live weight of approximately 510 pounds! A buck taken in Minnesota had a recorded field-dressed weight of 402 pounds, with an estimated live weight of 511 pounds, and was claimed to be the largest buck ever taken. Two bucks taken in Wisconsin had field-dressed weights of 491 and 481 pounds, respectively. All these bucks could be classified as super-heavyweight champs of the whitetail world!

Average Height: The average deer stands approximately thirty-eight inches at the shoulder.

Average Number of Rubs: Just how many rubs a whitetail buck makes each year depends on the buck’s age. Generally older bucks make more rubs. It may be surprising for most hunters to discover that according to the University of Georgia’s Dr. Karl V. Miller, one adult buck can make 1,000 or more rubs each year. Since bucks only rub for a short period of time, about two to three months, a buck can make ten to fifteen rubs per day. In a healthy deer herd with an older age class of bucks and a well-balanced buck to doe ratio, the bucks can produce over 3,000 rubs per square mile. Holy buck rub, batman!

Conversely, a deer herd with a young buck age structure where yearlings make a much smaller quantity of rubs, there will only be about 400 to 500 rubs per square mile.

Average Number of Scat: Research has long documented that the deer, on average, defecate thirteen times per day. Each pile contains an average of seventy-five pellets.

Bergmann’s Rule: This rule states that animals of the same species will be larger in body size the farther north or south of the equator that they are found.

Botflies: There are about five types of botflies that infest many of the Cervidae family, including white-tailed deer. After mating, female botflies seek out a host animal on which to lay their eggs. The fly often lays her eggs in the noses of moose, caribou, elk, and deer.

Buck Drooling: One relatively unknown behavior of male deer is that they drool during the rut. The older a buck is, the more he will drool. During the peak of the primary rut, it is not unusual to witness an adult buck with long strings of drool hanging down from his lips. The more sexually excited the male becomes, the more he drools. Some biologists say that an adult buck can drool as much as a quart or more of saliva in a twenty-four-hour period. The drool is often left at primary scrape sites, tree rubs, overhanging branches, and licking sticks. The scent of the drool advertises what buck left it there and his current rutting status.
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Adult deer defecate several times during a day, leaving droppings that can number as many as seventy-five pellets. Credit: © Can Stock Photo Inc. / Leaf.

Buck Growl Vocalization: Over my fifty-four years of hunting whitetails, I have never heard a buck make a vocalization that can be classified as a growl (a.k.a. buck roar and bark). I believe that this is not a vocalization that free-ranging male deer make. I have been told, by my peers in the outdoor industry that I respect, that I am wrong about this. I respectfully disagree with them. With that said, I once heard a deep guttural vocalization that sounded somewhat like a low-pitch reverberating sound that some people might exaggerate as hearing a growl. However, that was from a 7.5-year-old buck in a research pen of fifty acres, not from a buck in the wild. Therefore, I stick by my own experience, and assert that free-ranging bucks don’t growl, bark, or roar. And, I might add, if in the most unlikely case they did, they’d scare the hell out of any other buck.

Buck Masturbation: Males in most species of animals masturbate, and whitetail bucks are no exception to that rule. They gratify themselves to help reduce frustration—and thereby the tension that could lead to serious injury or death from fights within the male hierarchy. Cervidae, or deer, are totally capable of breeding as soon as their velvet is shed in autumn to when they drop their antlers. Since female deer generally copulate with male deer for only up to thirty hours per year, masturbation plays a big role in the world of the Cervidae.

Bullet or the Firearm: Unlike the age-old question, “Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” the response to this question should unequivocally be the bullet. All too often, both novice and experienced big-game hunters feel the rifle is the most crucial piece of equipment for deer hunting. The correct choice, however, is the bullet. It is not the rifle that knocks the deer down. As army types like to describe it, the rifle is simply the delivery system. What kills the deer is the amount of impact shock, penetration, and the destruction of internal organs caused by the projectile, or bullet, delivered by the rifle. A rifle is basically a tool that along with a quality scope helps pinpoint the projectile to a specific area in order for the bullet to cause the maximum amount of damage.

Canine Teeth: An adult deer has thirty-two teeth. I had never seen “canine” teeth in a white-tailed deer other than in pictures of prehistoric deer. That changed during the 2015 deer season when I killed a 3.5-year-old 8-point buck. After having the buck’s head prepared as a European mount, I was surprised to see (as was the taxidermist) that the deer’s teeth included canines (see photo above).

I was so amazed by this that I decided to do some research on the topic. The first thing I discovered was that primitive deer had fangs! The modern-day white-tailed deer got its beginnings millions of years ago, probably right alongside of man’s ancestor, Australopithecus. The Tertiary and Quaternary cervids, which scientists depict as extruded canine teeth made their slow but deliberate ascent up the evolutionary ladder. Therefore, Mother Nature—or evolution—had to develop a pecking order for whitetails that would not include a high risk of males killing one another. Her answer was to evolve whitetails without long canine teeth and instead have them grow antlers that could be used for sparring with each other. Antlers are perfectly designed for battles that will not generally cause fatalities. Because evolution is an ongoing process, a million years from now, future hunters may be stalking whitetails with Dracula fangs. There are still a few modern-day deer, including the Chinese water deer and the muntjac deer of Asia, that are not as social as other deer. These two species still have fangs. The Chinese water deer, however, has no antlers, while the muntjac has rudimentary antlers. The white-tailed deer has evolved to be much more of a social herd-like animal, and hence it no longer needs long canine-like fangs.
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This is a European mount of an 8-point buck that I took on our land in 2015. Surprisingly, it had canine teeth on both sides of its upper jaw. As a social animal, whitetails no longer need long canine teeth and have evolved antlers to fend off other bucks instead. Credit: Fiduccia Ent.

Color of Clothing Deer See Best: At the US Department of Agriculture’s Veterinary Laboratory in Texas, doctors using electron microscopes examined the eyes of anesthetized deer. Their study determined that deer do indeed see colors. In a similar study done in Michigan, biologists used conditioning techniques that provided food when deer responded correctly to certain colors. What stunned the biologists was that the deer they tested responded correctly to all the different colors they were shown 95 percent of the time. Many other studies over the last decade have been done by scientists, biologists, doctors, and even zoologists. The general consensus of these studies seems to be that deer see a variety of colors. Deer don’t see well into the red end of the color spectrum, and they see colors best within the blue end. Some say deer see into the blue spectrum better than humans do. So what’s the conclusion for deer hunters? Research seems to suggest to avoid wearing blue jeans or a blue denim jacket when deer hunting.

Cottontail Deer: Deer are similar to cottontail rabbits in some ways. They often will seek the most impenetrable cover available to escape detection and will remain totally still as hunters walk within feet of where they are hidden. When flushed from cover, they often travel a circuitous route that eventually takes them back to the location they were rousted from. A good tactic to use after spooking a deer from cover is to stay close to the area where the deer was jumped. Find a spot to conceal yourself. Then, wait patiently for the buck or doe to return.

Corticoids: The rutting odor of a mature buck will cause an immature buck’s adrenal cortex to produce corticoids. Corticoids impede further testicular development and function. This causes a sudden drop in the production of testosterone that reduces aggressive behavior by young male deer, which helps to decrease the social tension and competition by immature bucks.

Crepuscular: This is another term for nocturnal. It refers to any animal that is exceptionally active after daylight. Deer are crepuscular, as they are most active at night. Now you can bamboozle your hunting buddies by saying you didn’t see a buck because he went crepuscular instead of saying he went nocturnal.
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Most bucks, particularly adults, are like cottontail rabbits. Both tend to seek the thickest protective cover. Keeping that in mind, poking around places you think rabbits will hide could indeed yield a buck. Credit: © Can Stock Photo Inc. / Visceralimage.

Deer Coughing: I have had many hunters tell me that they have heard deer making cough-like sounds. I too have heard this sound several times in free-ranging deer. I believe it is a derivative of a common snort gone awry. Sometimes a deer will snort and, for whatever reason, it comes out wrong and sometimes it will sound like a cough.

Deer Foods: It is easier to list the foods whitetails won’t eat than what they typically do. An adult deer eats about twelve pounds or more of food per day, and researchers claim there are 614 different foods that whitetails eat. With many of the newer food plot seeds hunters are planting—including Swede, Pasja, and Appin—there are probably more than 614 foods that deer now consume.

Deer Memory: Despite what some hunters believe, deer are not capable of long-term memory. In fact, they have very short-term memory factors.

Deer Sleeping: Deer typically sleep with their eyes open. A deer only actually sleeps, in the true sense of the word, seconds to minutes at a time. Research has documented that even when a deer is “asleep,” it will continuously swivel its ears. Biologists also state when deer sleep with their eyes closed, the eyes are actually kept slightly open.

Deer Tracks: Anyone who emphatically claims they have a foolproof ability to differentiate between buck and doe tracks is either fooling themselves or trying to fool you. Large tracks don’t mean anything. Because each deer is an individual, like people, some have big feet and some have small feet. The presence of a deeply set dewclaw or drag marks in snow or on bare ground only suggests that the deer that left the imprint was a heavy-bodied animal that it sank into the snow or soft ground slightly as it walked. There are indicators, though, to help make a better educated guess about a deer’s sex by its tracks. The line of travel is a good guide. Bucks tend to walk in a straight line, while does tend to wander somewhat irregularly as they walk. Female deer generally walk pigeon-toed, and their tracks demonstrate an erratic line of travel. A buck’s feet turn outward slightly, however, and this can be easily seen in the tracks. Some claim a splayed track is left by a buck, I have found this to be somewhat reliable but not entirely so.

Deer Travel: One of the most prevalent falsehoods about deer hunting is that a buck will travel with the wind in his nose, at his back, or with a crosswind. While that may sometimes be true, it is mostly because that is the direction that the buck wants to go. Because bucks travel with only one thing on their minds, a particular destination, they don’t worry about wind direction. They head to where they want to go, and if they scent something that they interpret as problematic, they quickly make an adjustment to their travel route. Bucks also don’t consider wind direction when they are pushed. Their main goal is only to get away and put as much ground as they can between them and the hunter who spooked them. Why is this? Biologists say that deer can’t smell properly when they are running. With all that said, though, when a buck goes to its bed, it usually heads into the wind, then it turns and lies with its back to the wind so it can scent trouble from behind while it is looking forward to watch the trail. Research has documented that a buck will use its nose to primarily detect danger upwind, its eyes to identify danger downwind, and its ears to perceive danger around it.

Deer Yards: While most adult deer can withstand punishing cold temperatures, they can’t tolerate consistent wind associated with extreme cold. Such weather conditions can cause them to lose body heat at an alarming rate. This is why most deer in northern regions group up in low-lying areas, dense stands of pines, or swamps that have good stands of conifer cover—all of which will substantially reduce the speed of the wind. Some biologists claim deer use the same deer yards for many years if necessary. Deer will also migrate long distances—up to twenty or more miles—to reach their traditional deer yards.

Defecation: In the winter, deer poop a lot less than they do during the other three seasons. In spring, summer, and fall, when there is plenty to eat, deer will defecate about thirty-six times in a day. In winter, when food is much more limited, deer reduce their defecation to about ten to twelve times per day.

Dispersal: Young buck dispersal occurs when female deer drive yearling bucks from their home range to prevent inbreeding. Sometimes a young buck will travel up to several miles before establishing a new home range of his own. The yearling bucks driven from your land become resident bucks of your neighbor’s lands. Interestingly, the same phenomenon acts in reverse. Yearling bucks driven from neighboring lands are likely to establish residence on your property.

Do Deer Eat Bark? Contrary to what many hunters believe, deer often eat bark of live trees, particularly aspen, which is very nutritious.

Doe Bleeding During Estrus: I’m often asked if the orange-colored pee often seen in snow during the hunting season (and rut) is from a doe bleeding during her estrus cycle. The short answer is no. All mammals of the deer family (Cervidae) do not bleed during estrus. Doe urine turns orange not because it contains blood, but rather from the deer metabolizing their body fat due to a restricted diet during winter months.

Dominance: Dominance in whitetails constantly fluctuates. Dominance is defined as an animal that is larger, stronger, and more aggressive than other animals in its social group. During the rut, it often doesn’t take an adult buck high within the pecking order a long time to lose his rank. Within days of running does, a mature buck becomes exhausted and he immediately falls to lower rungs on the social ladder. Therefore, there is no single dominant buck throughout the season, despite all that has been written to the contrary.

Edge: All hunters have read or heard about hunting deer in edge-type habitats. Edges are among the most significant habitat features within the whitetails’ world. An edge is where the woods meet a field or a field adjoins with another change in the habitat or environment. The reason deer are seen so frequently in edge-type habitats is that they provide an abundance of cover and a wide diversity of nutritious vegetation, particularly in spring and early summer.

Exocrine Glands: All the external glands of a deer are referred to as being exocrine, which means “outside” in Greek. The most recognized exocrine gland is the tarsal gland. Other glands that are considered exocrine include the metatarsal, pre-orbital, forehead, interdigital, and salivary glands.

Fasting Metabolism: Hunters often wonder how deer can survive a harsh winter. It is due to a survival tactic known as fasting metabolism. All members of the deer family experience a slowing down of the basal metabolic rate each winter. It usually begins in December and lasts until late March. Like the onset of the rut, the actual timing of the slowed basal metabolic rate is set off by latitude. By decelerating their metabolism, deer require less food and use their stored body fat slowly. Once fasting metabolism is underway, deer are unable to eat more even if the food is available. This is why game departments often say that feeding deer in winter serves no real purpose. Biologists say that a deer’s food intake during this period is reduced by 50 percent or more.
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Deer survive bitter cold winters when food stuffs are few and far between by slowing down their basal metabolic rate. From December through March, they eat much less and rest much more. Credit: © Can Stock Photo Inc. / schlag.

Flehmen: Is an old-world German phrase used to express the lip-curling, deep breathing behavior of male deer and other male animals. Male deer use this to ascertain if a female deer is in prime estrus and ready to accept the sexual overtures of a buck. The buck breathes in the scent deeply while raising his nose high in the air. Then he curls his upper lip, which plugs his nostrils shut. This blocks the scent inside, where it saturates the sensory nerve endings in the epithelial lining. With his muzzle held high, the buck exhales through his open mouth, forcing some of the scent molecules past his vomeronasal organ. This organ tells the buck exactly what state of estrus a doe is in.

Flexible Cartilage: The reason whitetails are able to make razor-sharp turns and other maneuvers at a moment’s notice is because their front legs aren’t connected to their shoulders with a ball-and-socket joint. Instead they are attached via an extremely flexible cartilage. This construction enables an average buck to make standing leaps of about eight feet long and running jumps thirty feet in length.

Foot Stomping: When a white-tailed deer stomps its foot repeatedly, it is displaying mild to intense anxiety. Female deer stomp more often than male deer, particularly mature bucks. Foot stomping is meant to provide visual, audible, and olfactory signals to other deer, which express that imminent danger is looming. Deer stomp with one foot but sometimes alternate the stomping from one foot to the other. On some occasions, deer will stop stomping and use a stiff-gait walk in the direction of the potential danger and circle around it in an attempt to identify through sight and scent what is frightening them. Deer also use a foot stomp to display that they are in a self-protective posture and, therefore, the message to a potential predator clearly communicates that it has lost the element of surprise. Other deer are forewarned by feeling the vibrations, seeing the foot stomping taking place, hearing the stomps, and smelling the olfactory signals. When a deer repeatedly stomps its feet the interdigital gland deposits excess interdigital scent on the ground. It warns not only nearby deer but also deer passing the area at a later time that the deer encountered potential danger at that location.

Funnels: I am often asked to describe exactly what a funnel is as related to deer hunting. A funnel is nothing more than any natural corridors—including gaps, ravines, or gorges—between mountains, along creek bottoms, in thin strips of land lying between ponds or lakes, or any other natural passageway or natural cut in the terrain. Funnels made by man include gateways, narrowing woodlots, bushy fencerows, and concealed passageways along roads and houses. All offer quality hunting opportunities within or along them.
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A deer that stomps its hoof is most often reacting to some type of perceived danger. The behavior is meant to alert other deer to the potential threat visually, audibly, and through the scent left behind from the interdigital gland. Credit: Ted Rose.

Gonadotrophic Hormones: Photoperiodism governs the behaviors of all members of the deer family, such as deer, elk, moose, and caribou. As daylight begins to shorten in late summer, the pineal gland receives less light with each passing day. This influences the pituitary gland, located at the base of the deer’s brain, to produce a gonadotrophic hormone that initiates the testicles of a buck to enlarge, which causes an increased production of testosterone in the buck’s system.

Hierarchy: This term is more accurate to describe whitetail social structure than dominance. True dominance takes place more often with canine and feline creatures that urinate on four borders of a prescribed and well-defined boundary line. Other canines and felines that trespass are chased back across the borderline and, if caught, are severely injured and often killed. Complete dominant behavior does not exist within the world of the whitetail. Therefore, dominance in deer is much more precisely defined as a pecking order within a hierarchy.

Human Urine: Should a hunter urinate near his deer stand? It depends on several factors. In the 1990s I performed my own test on the effects human urine has on both buck and does. My experiment was based entirely on fresh urine as opposed to traces of scent left by old human odor. What I found mostly was that if a buck smelled very fresh urine deposited within an hour or so, the scent of the urine was definitely noticed by the buck. There were times it alerted deer to the point where a buck or doe ran off after winding it. Other times deer left causally. The key is, it altered them enough so that they left the area. Stale urine (over twenty-four hours old) didn’t alert bucks or does nearly as much. The key question becomes, would any hunter choose to urinate anywhere near his blind or treestand? In my mind’s eye, it simply doesn’t make good hunting sense.

Instinct: A reaction by a creature without predetermined thought is said to be an instinctive behavior.

Lead Deer: Deer live in a matriarchal society where one doe assumes the top rung of the hierarchy ladder. She leads a small herd of fawns, yearlings, older does, and immature bucks, all of whom are her blood relatives. All deer herd groups are headed by one mature doe that is experienced and cunning.

Licking Stick: Researchers first discovered how male deer use licking sticks during the early 1980s. Licking sticks are generally thin, resilient saplings about one to two inches in diameter but sometimes smaller. A buck will usually snip the sapling in half at about thirty to thirty-six inches from the ground. It will deposit scents from its forehead gland, preorbital gland, nasal gland, vomeronasal organ, and drool from its saliva on the sapling and then quickly follow up by repeatedly licking the stick, hence the term licking stick. They particularly like to leave the scent from behind the antlers and ears on licking sticks, too. Licking sticks act as scent-post magnets to all deer. Bucks of all ages will use any licking stick within their home range. Female deer are attracted to licking sticks, as well, and are quick to deposit their scent on them.

Life Span: A wild deer’s expected life span is said to be ten to twelve years. Larger ungulates, such as elk and caribou, have slightly longer expected life spans of twelve to fifteen years. In heavily hunted areas a deer’s life span is considerably less.

Non-Typical Antlers: I am often asked what causes a deer to have non-typical antlers. There are a few factors that cause this. The most common factor that initiates the growth of a set of abnormal antlers is accidents. The injury happens while the antlers are soft and still growing. Antlers that are injured oddly retain some sort of warped factor to grow back odd-looking antlers from year to year. However, each new set may not necessarily be as abnormal as the first set of non-typical antlers were. When the antlers are damaged because the injury occurred to the pedicels, however, the deer will usually grow a non-typical set of antlers for the rest of its life. Other factors that can cause deformed antlers are injuries to the foot, leg, and even to the buck’s testicles. Although the injury may cause antler irregularity, the oddity usually doesn’t last more than a season or two. The last possible reason for disfigurement to a set of antlers is caused by a genetic marker. Biologists are not sure why or how this occurs.
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There are several reasons why deer grow non-typical antlers. One of the reasons is from a genetic marker. The buck pictured here is in an enclosed research facility. Many of its offspring developed non-typical antlers too. Credit: Ted Rose.

Olfactory Advertisement: The word olfactory relates directly to a creature’s sense of smell, including the white-tailed deer. An adult whitetail buck deposits a surprising amount of scent when making or refreshing a scrape or rub. Odors are left from a combination of glands, organs, saliva, urine, penal fluids, and feces. There are odors left by ten of the buck’s glands, including the interdigital, tarsal or hock, metatarsal, pituitary, pre-orbital, preputial, nasal, salivary, and forehead glands. There are also glands behind the buck’s antlers and in front of the ears, and they will leave scent from those two areas, as well. Bucks also deposit scent from the vomeronasal organ, mentioned previously, which means they leave a minimal amount of scent from fifteen different body locations.

Olfactory Bulb: Located in the roof of the deer’s nasal passage are tiny hair-like cilia, or nerve endings, that ensnare inbound molecular odors and direct them to the olfactory bulb, which sends them directly to the brain, where they are received as chemical impulses. The brain then decodes them into individual odors.

Other Deer Movement Time Frames: According to some scientists’ research, the most movement of deer during the rut occurs at about 7:45 a.m. The data suggests that the time frame can vary up to a half-hour on either side, depending on where a hunter is located in a certain time zone. I have found there is a predictable and pronounced deer movement pattern in and out at 7:30 a.m. during the rut. In fact, it carries through most of the deer season, as well.

Ovulation: Like all mammals, a female deer in her peak estrus cycle releases an egg. It is discharged from her ovary into the fallopian tube and then on to the doe’s uterus, where the buck’s sperm fertilizes it. An interesting fact about ovulation is that the rutting odor of a buck and its rut behaviors actually help to stimulate the doe to ovulate. So there are some beneficial reasons for a buck’s tarsal and other glands to make the buck stink like a bad boy.

Palatable: When I was giving a food-plot seminar, an attendee asked me to explain what foods deer find most palatable. My answer was that all the foods are edible to them. There is some confusion about the definition and use of the word palatable, however. Foods that deer find palatable are foods that they can consume. The food items—there is a long list of them—may or may not be the most nutritious or desirable to the deer, but the deer can eat them. More nutritious types of plants, such as those used in food plots (clovers, grains, brassicas, etc.), provide more value, therefore the deer find their delectableness or palatability more pleasing.

Papillomas: Some hunters have killed a deer or have seen deer killed by other hunters that have large wart-like growths on them. These growths are scientifically referred to as cutaneous fibroma papillomas. They are also known by a more common name: papilloma cysts. Biologists say they are caused by a virus that is spread from one deer to another by flies and midges that bite the deer. I have witnessed some large fibromas—some as large as a softball or larger. Thankfully, a majority of fibromas are harmless to deer. The ones that do cause problems are those that grow near a deer’s eyes. Cold weather kills the repugnant flies and midges. When the weather is frigid for extended periods of time, it can cause the fibromas to freeze and fall off. Biologists say the meat is not affected in any negative way and is safe to eat. I respectfully reserve judgment on that, but I’m somewhat of a “Sheldon” type personality (from the very popular The Big Bang Theory TV show) about such things.
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The rutting odors from the secretions of a buck’s glands and other body parts (tarsal and forehead glands, preputial gland, urine, feces, etc.) are said to help stimulate a doe to ovulate. Credit: Ted Rose

Pedicel: The extensions that protrude from the front of the deer’s skull plate form the base that antlers grow from. The pedicel develops on the skull where a special coating of flesh, known as the periosteum, has formed a base.

Pedicel Transplants: Here’s a creepy science-fiction-type fact about deer. Research was performed on deer by Drs. Goss and Hartwig, who surgically removed the periosteum pedicel skin from a deer’s skull and replanted it on different parts of the deer’s body. Rudimentary antlers grew wherever the doctors implanted the periosteum! Yuck! You have to wonder what that looked like. Now that’s a definite case of Frankenstein non-typical antlers, huh?

[image: Illustraion]

As deer perceive less daylight through the pre-orbital glands in the corner of their eyes, sex hormones are released in order to prepare bucks and does for the rut. Credit: Deposit Photo.

Pelletology: The study and research of all things related to deer pellets.

Perlation: A question I am often asked by hunters and non-hunters alike goes something like this: What causes all the boney bumps so often seen at the bottom of some deer’s antlers? The pimple-like boney bumps on a deer’s antlers are scientifically referred to as perlation. These protrusions are most often seen jutting out of the main beams, usually around the bases of the pedicels and above them for a few inches. Immature bucks generally do not have any perlation on their first set of antlers. As a buck gets older, however, each new set of antlers becomes more and more adorned with perlation. Perlation is said to aid bucks by shedding the bark of trees they rub. I happen to like antlers that are heavily embellished with perlation.

Photoperiodism: This phenomenon is the single most important influence that triggers the white-tailed deer’s breeding cycle, or rut. Photoperiodism is the amount of daylight that occurs within a twenty-four-hour period. No other force governs when animals get the inherent urge to mate, migrate, hibernate, end hibernation, and even have their young, with the type of meticulous precision photoperiodism provides. In deer, the amount of daylight perceived through the eyes, by the optic nerve, is then transmitted by electrical impulses to the deer’s pineal gland, a small pinecone-shaped gland located at the base of the brain. It then sends chemical signals to the endocrine system to release hormones through the animal’s bloodstream. When the white-tailed deer’s system detects a lessening of light, the body automatically begins to release the signals to the deer that the mating season is upon them. It is photoperiodism within specific latitudes and longitudes that kicks off the rut—not the moon phase, cold weather, or any of the other unscientific and unproven theories that people claim cause the onset of the rut.

Polyestrus: If a doe is not bred by a buck during her first estrus cycle or if she is mated by a buck but does not become pregnant, it will come into her estrus period every twenty-eight to thirty-two days until she is successfully bred.

Polygamous: Both male and female deer are polygamous because each will mate with other males and females.

Popliteal Gland: This is one of the lesser-known deer glands that’s not often considered by biologists to be important during the rut. It is a tiny gland hidden in the fat in front of the deer’s haunch. Some hunters believe that it will cause the meat to have an unpleasant taste if it is not removed when dressing the deer. I have no judgement on whether it does or doesn’t as I have never removed it.

Researcher: I often use this term in my writings about deer anatomy, biology, behavior, and hunting strategies. It refers to an individual or group within the scientific community that participates in a specific study to discover new information or confirm existing theories—in this case about white-tailed deer. I have studied whitetails by observation and fifty-five years of personal experiences in the wild and by video documentation for fifty-one years. With each passing year, I learn new information patiently gathered by researchers within the scientific community.

Rub Lines: A group of trees rubbed by a buck within a series of closely located saplings more or less in a straight line, which are most often made by a buck going to or from its bedding area. In my hunting experience, I have been unable to establish if rub lines are made by a buck to demonstrate a specific visual or olfactory purpose. I have tagged these types of rubs with a term: rubs of convenience. A buck simply makes them because they are there, and as it moves to and from its bedding haunts, it casually pauses to rub a group of saplings along its trail.

Rubology: Okay, I’m busted. There is no such word as rubology. I made it up. For me, rubology is the study of all the dynamics regarding buck rubs. For example, mature bucks with large antlers frequently rub small trees. However, immature bucks with small antlers seldom rub large trees, but will on occasion rub much larger trees than a majority of hunters would believe.
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Despite the adage that large-antlered bucks rub only large trees, they will often rub smaller trees as well. Credit: Ted Rose

Selenium: Each year when I hire a farm-based trucking firm to spread truckloads of inorganic minerals on our farm, I also have them include the trace mineral selenium. Selenium salts are toxic in large amounts, but trace amounts of this mineral are necessary for cellular function in many animals and other organisms. Deer that live on soil depleted of selenium have a higher than normal rate of stillborn fawns. Plants also require selenium, mostly in trace amounts.

Sexual Maturity: All of the deer species’ (Cervidae) males and females are able to breed once they reach 1.5 years old. But within the male society of deer, being capable of breeding doesn’t mean 1.5-year-old bucks actually get the opportunity to breed. Bucks occupying the higher positions within the hierarchy limit most, if not all, of these young bucks from mating with does. This is primarily accomplished through olfactory signpost markings. The wide variety of biochemical odors adult bucks deposit at scrapes, rubs, overhanging branches, and licking sticks cause these younger bucks’ brains to produce and release into their systems corticoids, which suppress a younger buck’s sexual drive, or libido, which curtails the aggression of the rut. By the corticoids limiting most of the younger bucks from breeding until the following year, the 1.5-year-olds get the opportunity to develop into stronger, larger males who will pass on better genes.
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