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Additional Praise for Whitetail Savvy

If it is indeed true that we “Only conserve what we love … Love only what we understand … And understand only what we are taught,” then Dr. Leonard Rue, by his photography and writings, has done much to greatly advance the conservation of the white-tailed deer with yet another great treatise on this magnificent game animal. Whitetail Savvy is a must-read for the serious student of deer.

—Robert W. Duncan
Executive Director, Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries

Leonard Lee Rue III has been observing and photographing whitetails longer than most of us have lived. An award-winning writer, photographer, and educator, his books represent thousands of days spent watching deer. Leonard has seen it all, and in this beautiful book, he intricately ties it together for hunters and nonhunters alike. If you enjoy whitetails, this readable treasure is a must. The scientific and observational information is extremely interesting, and the accompanying photos are what you expect from Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III.

—Dr. Dave Samuel
Professor Emeritus of Wildlife Management, West Virginia University

If there’s one person who has changed the way modern American hunters understand whitetails, it’s Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III. He can not only be credited for his landmark insights on deer behavior, he pioneered such research when he became a private land wildlife manager more than fifty years ago. Rue’s work, Whitetail Savvy, should be on every hunter’s nightstand. The insights contained here are priceless for anyone who wants to truly know what makes deer tick.

—Daniel E. Schmidt
Editor in Chief, Deer and Deer Hunting magazine

I’m almost lost for words when I try to describe the overwhelming accomplishments of Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III. For more than twenty-five years, I have been a student of his highly acclaimed whitetail deer research. Deer hunters and wildlife professionals will find Rue’s book Whitetail Savvy to be the best and most commanding volume ever published about the ways of the whitetail. Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III is truly an encyclopedia of knowledge!

—Denny Quaiff
Senior Editor, Whitetail Times magazine

No one alive knows more about the white-tailed deer than Lennie Rue. Whitetail Savvy is an incredible book and destined to be Rue’s finest work. It’s an awesome read with awesome photos. If you admire whitetails, this is the book for you.

—Charles Alsheimer
Deer and Deer Hunting magazine

Dr. Leonard Lee Rue has a thorough understanding of white-tailed deer through decades of observation and study. When coupled with his ‘soft-science’ writing style and superb photography the result is a technically accurate and fascinating chronicle of the whitetail’s life history. Everyone interested in wildlife will find this book an intriguing read—even professional wildlife researchers and managers will benefit from the authoritative text.

—John J. Ozoga
Wildlife Research Biologist, Michigan DNR (Ret.)

As someone who has spent forty years as a research scientist and manager of white-tailed deer, I was amazed and delighted at the completeness and how this book is backed up by scientific literature. Leonard Lee Rue III presents a new look at this amazing animal that only someone who has spent a lifetime observing deer could convey. This book should be in everyone who loves nature’s library, as well as a must for every deer hunter. Absolutely Leonard’s best work!

—Harry A. Jacobson, PhD
Professor Emeritus of Wildlife, Fisheries, and Aquaculture, Mississippi State University
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Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III

Naturalist, Wildlife Photographer, Author, and Lecturer

___________________

Dr. Rue sold his first photograph in 1949 when he was nineteen years old and later went on to become the most published wildlife photographer in North America. He has over 1,800 magazine covers to his credit and has taken over one million still photographs. He has produced over two and a half million black-and-white photographs, and his work has been published in every major nature magazine, and most minor ones, in the country. His photographs are used in magazines, books, calendars, and advertisements, as well as for fine art prints, posters, puzzles, T-shirts, clocks, cups, caps, brochures, etc.

In 1989, in addition to doing still photography, Dr. Rue expanded his photographic knowledge and expertise into the field of videography. Dr. Rue and his wife, Ursula, operate Rue Wildlife Photos, a digital stock image library, and Leonard Rue Video, a stock footage library, which contains over 3,000 hours of broadcast quality Beta SP and DVCAM video footage and 1,300 species of wildlife, nature, and scenics. These are sold to companies and corporate producers for television programs and educational and advertising purposes, as well as being used in his own productions. To date he has produced twenty-three educational and instructional videos, including Basic Wildlife Photography, An Eye On Nature, The White-tailed Deer, Birds of the Dooryard, Wolves and How They Live, and a series on the Lenape Indians.

Dr. Rue wrote his first newspaper column when he was twenty-one and has since written over 1,500 columns for publications. He currently writes columns for Deer & Deer Hunting and Whitetail Times magazines.

As an author, Dr. Rue has twenty-nine published volumes that have sold over five million copies and has coauthored an additional seven books.

Repeatedly cited and honored with awards by the New Jersey Association of Teachers of English for literary excellence, Dr. Rue is a charter member of New Jersey’s Literary Hall of Fame. He has also received the following awards:

•   The Conservation Award by the Garden Club of New Jersey, 1973.

•   The Golden Citation for outstanding accomplishment as an author, 1979.

•   The Michael Award of New Jersey’s Association of Teachers of English, for excellent writing, 1987.

•   The Outdoor Writers’ Association of America’s (OWAA) prestigious “Excellence in Craft” award, 1987.

•   The Honorary Doctorate of Science by Colorado State University in Fort Collins for his “dissemination of knowledge about wildlife,” 1990.

•   The OWAA Jade of Chiefs Award for conservation writings, 1997.

•   A charter member of the Belvidere High School Hall of Fame, 1997.

•   The North American Nature Photographers’ Association’s highest award, The Lifetime Achievement in Nature Photography award, 1998.

•   The NANPA (North American Nature Photographer’s Association) “Fellow” award, 1999.

•   The OWAA 2005 Best Book award for The Encyclopedia of the Deer.

•   Inducted in the New Jersey Bow Hunter Hall of Fame, 2007.

Dr. Rue’s books include The Deer of North America, which was heralded as “a notable achievement, a distillation in easy-to-read language of just about everything known about deer”; How I Photograph Wildlife & Nature, a compilation of the skills and individual techniques developed during his many years as the nation’s most published wildlife photographer; and How To Photograph Animals in the Wild, which he coauthored with his son, Len Rue Jr. Some of Dr. Rue’s other books include Way of the Whitetail, The Deer Hunter’s Encyclopedia, The Deer Hunter’s Illustrated Dictionary, and Beavers. Dr. Rue’s latest book, Deer Hunting Tips and Techniques, was published in 2007.

Dr. Rue writes with the authority of one who has lived with his subjects and knows their every habit, habitat, and haunt through personal research, as well as printed material gathered during years of research. Drawing from these materials stored in bulging files, research reports from many countries, and clippings gleaned throughout the years from periodicals and newspapers, and the seventeen thousand-plus volumes in his personal library, Dr. Rue’s books and articles are thoroughly documented studies written in a very readable style and are well laced with his own photographs.

His first lecture was given at the age of twenty-two and, over the years, he has delivered more than 4,000 lectures and seminars for schools, professional and civic groups, and clubs. He taught outdoor education classes for years and has traveled the nation presenting wildlife travelogues, seminars on deer and the wild turkey, and, with his son Len Rue Jr., an all-day seminar on photography.

Dr. Rue, raised on a farm, has spent a lifetime studying, photographing, and living with wildlife in its natural habitats. His studies and photographic assignments have taken him throughout the world, to all seven continents—from the searing heat of the desert to the iciness of the mountain peaks, to Alaska for fourteen summers and to Africa for seven, as well as to Europe five times, Asia, the Galapagos Islands, Australia, Antarctica, and South America, in addition to his extensive work throughout the continental United States and Canada. “It’s a never-ending job,” says Rue. “The life sounds glamorous, but there’s a lot of hard work and discomfort involved.” This does not deter Leonard Lee Rue III in his pursuit of excellence—in research, in writing, in photography. Sometimes it means standing or sitting motionless by a mosquito-infested waterhole, waiting for animals to come for their evening drink, and then perhaps not getting a single photograph or frame of video footage. Sometimes it means being pursued by the very animal he intended to photograph. But, whether clambering over sleeping walruses on a beach, having a bear enter his campsite and curl up under his hammock for a nap, or being charged by a wounded Cape buffalo, Dr. Rue’s life is filled with the unusual.

Whether it is as author, photojournalist, or foremost authority on wildlife, it is the same man, fascinated by wildlife and intensely concerned with interpreting its beauty and encouraging each and every person to treat it responsibly, humanely, and with an interest in both its future and our own.

Dr. Rue’s driving force throughout his life has been the biblical admonition Mark 9:23:

“Canst thou believe, anything is possible to him that believeth.”

Personally autographed copies of Whitetail Savvy are available through Dr. Rue's website www.ruewildlifephotos.com
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Preface

___________________
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Deer are enriching the lives of millions of Americans each day. For most people, just catching a glimpse of one of these graceful creatures is enough to make their day. Knowing of my lifelong interest in deer, people are eager to tell me their experiences of the deer that come in for food put out for them, of the fawn they found hidden in their shrubbery, of deer that bed down in view of their kitchen window, or of big bucks they hope to take in the hunting season. All of these people want me to respond to their experiences and tell them more about deer.

Being an obsessive observer and compulsive teacher, I love to share things I have learned about deer. I have observed and documented behaviors not yet reported in scientific journals. As a result, I’ve had to change my mind about some behaviors and what they signified. In this book, I have done my best to tell you what I would otherwise tell people personally. Here also, I’ve documented in photographs almost everything I’ve written, as if you were with me when the events occurred.

I have studied deer since 1939. I wrote my first deer book in 1962. In 1978, I wrote The Deer of North America, containing everything I knew then. I updated that book in 1989 because I had learned so much more in the intervening eleven years.

The only benefit that I have found with age is learning more about everything in life and especially about deer. After all, I live with them. Hunters, naturalists, and the public want to know—need to know—the basics about deer. North American deer are touching more people’s lives than ever, partly because we have more deer than when the Pilgrims landed. The decisions that need to be made about deer should be made by informed people. This book is my effort to provide that information. I do not claim to have all of the answers on deer; no one can make that claim. Yet this book contains everything I’ve learned about deer behavior from well over seventy-four years of personal research and all that I have been able to gather from the thousands of other researchers. Sears Roebuck used to claim, “If Sears doesn’t sell it, you don’t need it.” I don’t want to go that far. But I am showing and telling you everything I know about white-tailed deer.

—Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III

August 1, 2013


Author's Acknowledgments

___________________

I want to thank all of those who have helped me in writing this book, the hundreds of deer biologists whose work I read at every opportunity, and my many friends who contributed by sharing their personal experience about deer with me. They include Wayne Trimm, who contributed the illustrations of a deer’s body; Mark Stallings, who created the accident/activity time charts; Kurt von Besser, whose company, Atsko, Inc., supplied the charts on the spectrum of the deer’s vision; the Boone & Crockett Club for their antler scoring charts; and Manny Barone, who did my taxidermy work. I also wish to thank Larry Kleintop, Adam Bealer, Gary Knepp, Joe Taylor, Vincent Piancone, Mike and Denise Keating, Glenn and Danita Wampler, Space Farms, Lorrie and Art Smith, Mike and Ruth Decarolis, and Helen Whittemore, who allowed me to photograph their deer and other wildlife over a period of many years. For allowing use of their photos, I thank Bill Phillips, Kevin R. Kelly, Willi Boepple, and my oldest son, Len Rue Jr. Larry Marchinton, an outstanding deer biologist, whom I have known for many years, was gracious enough to write this book’s foreword. My good friend, editor, and agent Neil Soderstrom went far beyond the call of duty in making this book as readable as possible. Jay Cassell, editorial director at Skyhorse Publishing, with whom I’ve worked for many years; he immediately liked this concept and ensured that it became the fine book that it is. I also want to thank Skyhorse's Constance Renfrow for her outstanding editorial assistance. My wife; Uschi, made this book possible; she did all of the digital work involved in the photography as well as shooting many of the photographs. She is not only my wife; she is my partner.

I want to thank all of the folks listed above, and the scores not listed, and pray that the good Lord be with all of them and with you.
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Foreword to the Paperback Edition

___________________

I knew Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III long before we ever shook hands for the first time. You see, I grew up with him. He was one of my heroes as a teenager. As a high school student I would go to the school library and devour his whitetail photos and articles that appeared in the various outdoor magazines each month. I was a farm kid who was passionate about hunting white-tailed deer, and Lennie (as I came to know him) was one of only two or three writer/photographers in the 1960s who were prolific in their writing and photography about America’s favorite game animal. To me he was the best of the best.

In 1964, I purchased a copy of Lennie’s first whitetail book, The World of the White-tailed Deer (which went through a record twenty-seven printings). It had a huge impact on me, and as the years passed I read everything I could find authored by him.

In 1981, I landed a field editor position with Deer and Deer Hunting magazine. One of the other field editors was Lennie Rue, who gave me an opportunity to finally meet one of my boyhood heroes. Lennie was arguably the foremost nature photographer in the world, with white-tailed deer being one of his specialties. No one else was even close. At the time, over eighty magazines had his photos on file, and it was not uncommon for his photos to be published in more than forty magazines each month.

As I struggled to gain a foothold in Lennie’s world, I reached out to him in 1983 for advice. Rather than just giving me phone time, he invited me to his home. Over the course of two days, he not only opened his home to me but gave a ton of advice on cameras, writing, and where I needed to be photographing if I wanted to have a successful career in the hunting and outdoor world. Simply put, it was a “wow” weekend. But more importantly, it was the beginning of a special relationship.

Not many people can say they had the opportunity to meet and become friends with one of their boyhood heroes. I feel blessed to have been one who did. The greatest things in life are not things but rather relationships and experiences. The relationship I’ve had with Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III has been special. My bookshelf contains many of his books and is testimony to the impact he has had on me. What I’ve come to realize over the last thirty-three years is how blessed I’ve been to have had the chance to learn from the greatest whitetail mind of all time.

The measure of a man can be summed up by how others view him. Growing up in the Depression years, Lennie didn’t have a chance to graduate high school, but he is a brilliant man. His legacy is what he’s given all who love nature. Winston Churchill once said, “We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” Lennie Rue is a giver, so much so that in 1991 he finally received his diploma when Colorado State University awarded him an honorary doctorate of science for his life’s work.

He certainly gave to me. Had it not been for him, I might not have pursued the incredible career I have. On more than one occasion he offered guidance and “opened doors” for me. To say he had an impact on my career would be an understatement, because much of his advice has been woven into the eight books and hundreds of articles I’ve written on white-tailed deer.

Having just passed ninety years of age, Lennie’s accomplishments speak for themselves. God has allowed him to take hundreds of thousands of photos of white-tailed deer. In the process, he’s had thousands of magazine articles published. His photos have graced the covers of over 1,800 magazines. He’s had thirty books published, seven of which are on whitetails, and done over 4,500 speaking engagements. It’s safe to say that no one in the hunting world will ever come close to matching what he has accomplished in his life.

This latest book, Whitetail Savvy, is arguably his best book to date on the white-tailed deer. The accuracy of the text, both scientifically and anecdotally, is impeccable, and his photography is a tribute to both the animal and his greatness with a camera. No whitetail stone is left unturned in the book’s thirteen chapters. Simply put, it is a book every whitetail enthusiast should own. It’s that good.

Charles J. Alsheimer

Bath, New York

October 20, 2016


Foreword

___________________

When I was a boy in the mid 1900s, rabbits were considered the most sought-after wild species and most hunted game animal in the United States. Now, since the tremendous comeback in numbers throughout their range, white-tailed deer are clearly the most hunted. In addition, more and more whitetails actually live in cities, towns, suburbs, and exurbs.

In recent years, the number of hunters in the United States increased significantly to 13.7 million. And it’s probably safe to suggest that people who only watch, photograph, and study whitetails represent a number many times greater than the hunters.

One thing that makes male whitetails so fascinating is the unique bony adornments on their heads. If these antlers could be examined with sufficient precision, each antler, like a snowflake, would be different from every other one that existed since the beginning of time. Antlers of magnificent male deer throughout the deer family (Cervids) are revered by humans. Some scientists and other thinkers, including me, believe that “antler worship” dates back to our caveman ancestors. Proof of one’s manhood and ability to provide for a mate required the taking of great—often dangerous—creatures, and antler “trophies” remained tangible proof of this capability. Because of this, many of us believe that reverence for antlers may be in our genes. Large antlers of whitetails are not as large as large antlers of other members of the deer family in North America, but for many of us, they are the most prized.

I once speculated that more books, scientific papers, and popular articles have been written about whitetails than any other wild animal on Earth. Lennie Rue asked that I read a draft of this book and write the foreword. It soon became evident to me that the manuscript contained a great many facts and observations that had never been published. While understandably heavy on northern observations, most of Lennie’s observations apply to all regions of North America. Who among us ever thought to count the number of twigs or acorns it takes to feed a deer for one day? Or counted the numbers of spots on a fawn and the lateral grooves in a buck’s antlers? Who else has, for nine and half hours, continuously filmed a doe before, during, and after giving birth? To my knowledge, nobody has previously reported the behavior of deer while dreaming and even waking from a nightmare. Scientists are reluctant to talk about animal emotions. Lennie is not, and I believe his detailed description of emotions is generally accurate, even if not provable. I could go on, but readers will discover this incredible wealth of information about whitetails for themselves.

The author of this book, Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III, is truly a legend. He has traveled all over North America and throughout the world photographing and studying animals. His photographs, writings, and personal research have filled twenty-nine other books. There is only one other wildlife icon of the last two hundred years that one might justifiably compare to Lennie, and that is his boyhood idol, the world famous 19th and early twentieth-century naturalist Ernest Thompson Seton. At the publication of this book, Lennie is eighty seven years young. As he approaches the stage in life where one begins pushing the log ends into embers of the campfire, this book may represent his greatest achievement.

Dr. Larry Marchinton

Professor Emeritus of Wildlife Biology

The University of Georgia


Chapter 1

Populations and Nomenclature

___________________

US Populations and Species

Today there are about forty million deer in the United States and Canada. Of these, about thirty million are whitetails and about ten million are mule deer and blacktails of the western states and provinces. It is impossible to give more exact figures because some state game departments don’t estimate their deer populations. Of the states that do, all base their calculations on samples instead of actual counting, which of course would be impossible.
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A typical white-tailed buck; the very embodiment of beauty, grace and alertness.

There are thirty-eight subspecies of whitetail found from the tropical forests of Central and South America to the boreal forests in Canada. Of those thirty-eight subspecies, only seventeen are found north of the Mexican border, and they will be my focus in this book.
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The mule deer is the largest of our deer species. This handsome buck shows the large “mule-like” ears for which he was named.

Scientific Nomenclature

All animals, plants, and other organisms are classified according to a scientific system of nomenclature established in 1750 by Swedish botanist Carolus Linnaeus. In this Linnaean system, all organisms are given a two-word (binomial) Latinized name within an overall structure, like a family tree that traces ancestors. This system laid the foundation for the worldwide orderly designation of every creature by its universally accepted binomial name, allowing scholars throughout the world to speak the same language.
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A black-tailed buck in velvet, showing the typical black-tail top.

In this binomial system, each organism has a Genus name and a species name, both printed in italics. A genus is a grouping of similar species. The genus name begins with a capital letter; the species name does not. Biologists throughout the world refer to the whitetail as Odocoileus virginianus (pronounced oh-doe-COY-lee-us vir-gin-ee-AHN-us).

Within the Linnaean system, a deer is assigned to the kingdom Animalia representing what is generally regarded as an animal, rather than a plant, and to the phylum Chordata because it has a backbone. It belongs to the class Mammalia because the females have mammary glands and suckle their young, which are born alive. All mammals also have a four-chambered heart, hair covering at least a part of their body, and are warm blooded (homeothermic), meaning they have a fairly constant body temperature regardless of the temperature of their surroundings. Deer are further subclassified into the order Artiodactyla, meaning “even toed” because each foot has four toes (two hooves plus two dew claws higher up the leg).

Along with cattle, deer belong in the suborder Ruminantia (ruminants) because they have a four-chambered stomach and chew a cud—that is, re-chewing in leisure what they swallowed quickly while browsing. Like all other ruminants, a deer is also an herbivore, feeding almost exclusively on vegetation. The deer family grouping is Cervidae, spelled without italics and pronounced SERV-ee-dah. In North America, this deer family also includes elk, caribou and moose.

[image: images]

On this right front foot, typical of all deer, the two center digits serve as main hooves. Farther up are small vestigial toes commonly called “dew claws.” They correspond to the human forefinger and pinky. The deer’s once vestigial thumb gradually vanished through evolution.

The whitetail’s genus name, Odocoileus, was actually a mistake when named by French American naturalist Constantine Samuel Rafinesque in 1832. Eager to give American deer their official genus name, he decided to characterize a feature on the fossilized remains of a deer he found in a cave in Virginia. However, in describing the concave (“hollow”) tooth in Greek, Rafinesque should have used the term Odontocoileus. Although recognized as a misnomer, the genus name Odocoileus is still honored because original names tend to have priority. The species name, virginianus, of course, acknowledges the state of Virginia.

There are forty-six living species of the deer family (Cervidae) worldwide, with one specie having a very restricted range in North Africa. Deer are absent from Antarctica. They were introduced by man to Australia and New Zealand. Until recently, there were fifty one deer species, but the Asian musk deer was reclassified to its own family, Moschidae.

What’s a Species?

Males and females of any organism are genetically linked, so they can breed and produce offspring. Occasionally, matings take place between different species, but only rarely are the resulting offspring fertile. Members of most species look alike and have similar characteristics. Variations that evolve within a species, creating subspecies, are usually the result of geographic conditions causing regional isolation of one or more populations. The response by the organism to a given environment affects its size, weight, body conformation, and color as the individuals adapt to differences in temperature, light, moisture, altitude, regional vegetation, and so on.

The white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) is considered the most adaptable deer species in the world, having the largest range and living under the most diverse conditions. Using “electophorensis,” Dr. Michael Smith, at the Savannah River Ecology Laboratory in Aiken, South Carolina, found that the whitetail has twice as many genetic variables in its protein band as any other creature he tested. These variables have allowed the whitetail to live under most conditions and to surmount almost all challenges posed by predators and disease.

Range and Variations

The ancestor to our modern deer evolved during the late Paleocene and the early Eocene epochs about fifty five million years ago in tropical Central and North America. But Odocoileus has been moving northward ever since and continues northward today. The melting of the continental ice sheets of the Wisconsin Glacier, the last ice age ending about 10,500 years ago, allowed deer to inhabit most of what is now the United States. Today, global warming, land development, and a burgeoning human population have encouraged northward expansion. Here’s how I know humans have helped: While guiding wilderness canoe trips in Quebec in the 1950s, I personally saw the whitetail expand its range northward about one hundred miles in a mere ten years. There, as the virgin spruce forest was cut for pulpwood, regrowth was primarily berry bushes and young seedlings of maple, birch, and aspen that provided deer with a rich supply of highly nutritious food. Concomitant to the opening of the forest was the great reduction in the wolf population, the major predator of the deer in that area, by trapping and hunting. Since the 1960s, on my many trips up the Alcan Highway, I’ve witnessed an even greater northward expansion of deer—about four hundred miles in, Alberta and British Columbia. In fact, I’ve seen whitetails as far north as the Coal River, just a few miles south of Canada’s Yukon Territory.
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The gray wolf is a major predator of the white-tailed deer wherever their ranges overlap.

Whitetails inhabit every type of terrain in North America, from islands and mountains, to marshes and swamps and plains. However, they are seldom found more than a mile from a water source. Astoundingly to some people, whitetails are equally at home in suburban and urban areas as they are in wild areas. And they thrive on most agricultural lands.

The different subspecies of deer conform to four biological rules, or laws, of natural selection. One of these, called Bergmann’s rule, after Christian Bergmann, states that the farther a geographic race, or subspecies, is found north or south of the equator, the larger its body mass. The larger the animal’s body, the smaller the surface area relative to weight, resulting in a reduced loss of body heat. I often say, “for northern animals, bulk is better.” Conversely, the hotter the habitat, the smaller the animal’s body, the larger its surface area relative to weight, allowing for greater heat dissipation. Florida’s Key deer (O. v. clavium)—our most southern deer—is our smallest subspecies. The northern woodland whitetail (O. v. borealis) and the Dakota whitetail (O. v. dacotensis) are our two most northern and largest deer.

I wrote my own “Rue’s addendum” to Bergmann’s rule thus: “Distance from the equator tends to result in larger members of the same species, as long as their preferred food is abundant and meets their nutritional needs; body size decreases in direct proportion to decreasing food availability.” The white-tailed deer has not yet reached the limit of its northern expansion. It will continue to move northward in response to ever increasing global warming.

The second biological rule, Allen’s rule, after Joel Asaph Allen, states that among warm-blooded creatures the physical extremities—ears, tails, and legs—are shorter in the cooler part of their range than in the warmer part. This rule is exemplified by the Coues whitetail (O. v. couesi) of southern Arizona, which has larger ears and tail, relative to its body size, than northern deer. The larger ears in southern deer help to dissipate body heat, while the shorter ears in the northern deer keep them from freezing.

The third rule, Gloger’s rule, after Constantin Wilhelm Lambert Gloger, states that among warm-blooded animals, a dark pigmented pelage is most prevalent in warm, humid habitats. However, I’d like to add that dark coloration also tends to prevail in forested regions where the animals are not highly exposed to direct sunlight. Warm, dry habitat does not favor darker pigmentation, which would be detrimental because darker colors absorb more heat. The essential point is this: northern deer tend to be darker in general because of the survival advantage afforded by heat absorption of dark hair in the winter.

Official Subspecies

The following are the seventeen subspecies of the Virginia white-tailed deer found north of Mexico:

1.   Virginia Whitetail (Odocoileus virginianus virginianus)

2.   Northern Woodland Whitetail (O. v. borealis)

3.   Dakota Whitetail (O. v. dakotensis)

4.   Northwest Whitetail (O. v. ochrourus)

5.   Columbia Whitetail (O. v. leucurus)

6.   Coues, or Arizona, Whitetail (O. v. couesi)

7.   Texas Whitetail (O. v. texanus)

8.   Carmen Mountain Whitetail (O. v. carminis)

9.   Avery Island Whitetail (O. v. mcilhennyi)

10. Kansas Whitetail (O. v. macrourus)

11. Bull’s Island Whitetail (O. v. taurinsulae)

12. Hunting Island Whitetail (O. v. venatorius)

13. Hilton Head Island Whitetail (O. v. hiltonensis)

14. Blackbeard Island Whitetail (O. v. nigribarbis)

15. Florida Whitetail (O. v. seminolus)

16. Florida Coastal Whitetail (O. v. Osceola)

17. Florida Key Whitetail (O. v. clavium)

Taxonomists and Classification
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This is a very fine specimen of southernmost Florida’s diminutive Key deer.

The scientists who classify living things are called “taxonomists.” Traditionally, the original division of the subspecies of any mammal was based on physical differences in skull characteristics, dentition, body size, and geographical locations. And there was much disagreement among the scientists, who became known either as “splitters” (those who preferred minute distinctions) or “lumpers” (those who preferred to lump closely similar creatures by discounting minor distinctions).

Today, the subspecies classifications of mammals are undergoing close scrutiny and sometimes revision as a result of mitochondrial DNA testing. The sub-specific classification of the deer needs this revision because of interbreeding of the subspecies where their ranges overlap—a natural occurrence. There has also been some interbreeding of the whitetail with both the mule and blacktail deer, where their ranges overlap, but the resulting offspring are usually infertile. The hybrids are further handicapped in that they carry the characteristics of both parents but lack the specialization they need to survive. Whitetails “bound,” while blacktails and mule deer “stot” in order to escape predators. During stotting, all four hooves land and lift off at the same time. Hybrids are not proficient in either gait. In the crossbreeding it is usually the result of the whitetail buck breeding with the female of the other species because the whitetail buck, today, is more aggressive in breeding than the other species’ bucks. According to Dr. Valerius Geist, DNA has proven that the white-tailed deer is the progenitor of both the black-tailed and the mule deer, showing up as fossils of four million years ago in the un-glaciated eastern half of the United States. About a million years later, the whitetail reached the West Coast where it evolved into the black-tailed deer and the two became spatially isolated.
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Whitetails have been known to bound over twenty-eight feet horizontally.
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During its typical stotting gait, the mule deer lands on and takes off from all four hooves at once. This “boing, boing” gate is an evolutionary adaptation that allows rapid escape on steep mountain slopes.

In tracing relationships through DNA, researchers have found that the mitochondria nucleic acid is most important because it is carried only through the female lineage. This is how researchers have been able to trace the evolution of all humans back to the prehominid “Lucy.” Biologists have found that the mitochondria of the mule deer is almost identical to that of the whitetail and have postulated that mule deer are the result of blacktail bucks breeding with whitetail does when their ranges again overlapped. For years it was believed that the blacktail evolved from the mule deer, but science has proved the reverse to be true.
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The large size of this Texas buck confirms that it is a descendant of one of the large northern subspecies imported into the state.

However, the greatest crossing of subspecies was done deliberately, by man. That is, in order to replenish deer populations, almost exterminated by the late 1800s, breeding stock was transferred from one state to another, regardless of the subspecies. Such interstate transfers continued until the recent epidemic of chronic wasting disease (CWD) discouraged the practice.

Naturally, owing to the influence of hunting groups, which wanted the largest deer possible, almost all of the transfers involved northern deer being imported to southern states. However, the importation of larger deer was only successful if there was no remnant native population and if both bucks and does were released.

The release of just a few large bucks did not increase the size of local deer because in just four generations the genes of the big bucks became so diluted with those of resident deer as to be negligible.

As a result of so many transfers, the exact subspecies of deer in a given region becomes a moot question and truly doesn’t matter. The deer you have in your region are the deer you have. What is needed is improved management of deer and their habitat.


Chapter 2

Whitetail Sizes and Weights

___________________

Size

I am always amused when an excited hunter describes the “monster” buck he just saw as “this big,” holding his arm out level with his chest. An antlered animal whose back would be that height would have to be an elk, because the backs of most whitetail bucks—referred to as their shoulder height—would come only to the hunter’s belt, or roughly forty inches from the ground.

The information I am about to give refers to average-size whitetails, found over most of our continent, not to the diminutive Key deer of Florida or the Coues deer of southern Arizona and New Mexico. The average whitetail buck will measure thirty-six to forty inches high at the shoulder, with a huge buck standing as tall as forty-two inches, although I have never seen a buck that big. And from nose tip to tail tip, the average buck will measure sixty-eight inches to seventy-eight inches.

Ernest Thompson Seton (1860–1946), one of the greatest naturalists, was—through his works—as much a mentor as I ever had. Seton documented the longest-bodied buck for which I can find records. He reported that Henry Ordway killed a giant buck near Mud Lake in New York’s Adirondack Mountains in 1890. It was scale weighed before dressing at 388 pounds. The deer had been bled and so had probably lost at least twelve pounds of body weight. Its live weight was thus justifiably estimated to be four hundred pounds. Even more remarkable were that deer’s measurements. Its overall length from nose tip to tail tip was 115 inches, its shoulder height was fifty-one inches, and his neck circumference behind the ears was thirty-seven inches. I have found no measurements anywhere for other whitetail bucks that come close to this record. The buck had nine tines on one antler beam, ten on the other. The longest tine was thirteen inches in length. The Boone and Crockett Club, the official keeper of big-game records, had been formed three years earlier, in 1887. But unfortunately, the antlers were never measured by a club official scorer. More unfortunately, no one knows what happened to the head.
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This large adult whitetail doe, shown with my wife, Uschi, measures just thirty one inches high at what’s known as the shoulder, in other words at spine height.

Body Weights

Okay, now that we have talked about the record for size, here are some records for weight. There are far too many records of whitetail deer weighing in the four hundred pound class to list more than a few here, in ascending order.

1962      Dean Coffman shot a buck near Blencoe, Iowa, with a scale weight of 440 pounds.

1972      Boyd George shot a buck in Worth County, Georgia, with a scale weight of 443 pounds.

1955      Horace Hinkley shot a buck near Bingham, Maine, with a scale weight of 480 pounds.

1941      Arnold Peter shot a buck in Iron County, Wisconsin, with a scale weight of 481 pounds.

1924      Robert Hogue shot a buck in Sawyer County, Wisconsin, with a scale weight of 491 pounds.

The record is still held jointly by the following two bucks, killed in Minnesota:

1926      Carl Lenander Jr., shot a buck near Tofte, with a scale weight of 511 pounds.

1981      George Himango shot a buck on the Fond du Lac Indian Reservation, with a scale weight of 511 pounds.

The heaviest bucks are usually found in the farming areas of the heartland states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Missouri, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, and the provinces of Saskatchewan and Alberta, because of their good soils, moderate climate, and abundant and nutritious farm crops. Mature bucks taken from those farmlands will average two hundred pounds to three hundred pounds. Mature bucks, taken from the forested areas of New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, tend to weigh only one hundred and fifty pounds to two hundred pounds. Maine produces many big bucks, despite the fact that it does not have much good farmland. What it does have is dense forest, which is difficult to hunt and allows the bucks to grow older.

I am stressing the weights of “mature” bucks. A whitetail buck does not become a true adult until he is about four years old, even though he is capable of breeding at one and a half years—just like some immature twelve-year-old boys. During his first four years, the bulk of the ingested nutrition supports the buck’s body growth. After four years, skeletal growth stops, allowing more of the nutrition to be diverted to antler growth and body weight. No matter how well a buck has fared in his second and third year, he will fare better from his fourth year on, provided he has access to nutritious food, until he passes his prime at about age nine. The added weight can easily be seen as the mature buck’s belly hangs lower and the entire deer takes on a more blocky build.
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This mature whitetail buck weighs more than 250 pounds and measures about forty inches high at the shoulder.

For many years, up to 86 percent of the deer shot and tagged in my home state of New Jersey were one and a half years old and averaged 125 pounds to 150 pounds. They just hadn’t had time to achieve either the body weight or antler growth needed to make them trophy deer. Today, bigger-bodied and larger-antlered deer are being recorded from most sections of North America, and this trend is likely to continue because more hunters and states are interested in “trophy deer management,” which requires laws that prohibit the shooting of small bucks and encourages the planting of foods that deer favor.
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Deer skeleton.
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Deer vital organs.
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Deer muscles.

Deer Habitat


Development of the land is usually thought to be the end for most types of wildlife, and in many cases it is. However, the whitetail is one of the most adaptable of all creatures. Not only can it survive in the midst of most development, it can also thrive there.

[image: images]

One of the most adaptive of all creatures, whitetails thrive even in urban and suburban environments.

In my home area, the township has passed an ordinance making building lots ten acres minimum. Prior to that ordinance, a building lot needed to be only three acres. My home region has always been rural, and its fallow fields and woodland won’t likely be built upon. Home to large numbers of deer, New Jersey allows deer to be hunted only with shotgun, muzzle-loading rifle, and bow. The current state law forbids firearm discharge within four hundred feet of a dwelling. Owing to the three-acre minimum ordinance, we have miles of road frontage that cannot be hunted because the houses are less than eight hundred feet apart. Because hunting is forbidden there, for the first time, deer populations are growing to full potential in numbers, and in body and antler size.



Male/Female Size Differences

The term “dimorphism” is used to describe either of two traits within a species: (1) different colors between males and females or (2) considerable difference in body size between the sexes, as in the case of whitetails. There is very little body size difference in monogamous animals, such as the wolf, coyote, and fox. However, for animals that form harems, there is a great difference in size between females and the males, which are competing constantly for the breeding favors of many females. The greatest male/female size disparity I know of is with elephant seals. The males are as much as six times larger. It used to be that, as a general rule of thumb, a whitetail doe was one-third smaller than the bucks. Now, as more bucks are allowed to become older, their weight often doubles that of the does. The greatest weight record for a doe that I know of is 176 pounds. It should be noted that does reach maturity and full skeletal growth when they are two years old, and that also helps explain the difference in body size between does and mature bucks, which need four years to reach full growth.

Deer Weights

Deer should be dressed, eviscerated, and gutted as soon as possible after being shot to prevent the continued growth of the bacteria in the paunch and intestines, which will spoil the meat. This makes the deer lighter to drag out but rules out accurate weight estimation later.

Most estimations of a deer’s weight grow in direct proportion to the time, distance, and difficulty of getting the deer back to the hunter’s car or truck. In addition, accurate “live” body weights of deer are hard to verify because it is often difficult to get the entire deer out of an area to weigh it. With the advent of all-terrain vehicles, the job has become easier for some hunters, but the majority of hunters don’t have access to them or are forbidden by law from using them on the state lands being hunted.

Field Dressing: Two Methods


There are two different methods of dressing out a deer. For either method, I do this first step to eviscerate a deer. With my knife, I cut all around the deer’s anus so it can be pulled through the pelvic arch when I remove the intestines from the inside.

Method 1: Then I roll it onto its back and, with the deer’s head behind me, straddle its rib cage with my legs, to keep it in that position. This will cause the deer’s internal organs to settle against its back and help avoid cutting into any of the organs when opening the skin on the belly. To avoid cutting any organs, I always pull the belly skin up as far as it will go and make a first, small incision at the end of the rib cage where the ribs meet the sternum. I then insert two fingers into that slit and cut the deer’s belly skin between my fingers as I move my blade toward the pelvic arch. When field dressing a deer, remove all internal organs behind the diaphragm.

Method 2: The more common method is to “hog dress” the deer. In this case, the windpipe and esophagus are severed where they enter the rib cage. Then, the heart, lungs, liver, paunch, intestines, kidneys, bladder, and anus are removed. This results in most of the blood being removed, too. If you don’t intend to mount the head, open the rib cage, which makes it much easier to cut the windpipe and esophagus and remove the heart and lungs. If you plan to have your deer shoulder mounted, DO NOT open the rib cage because doing so will spoil the skin of the chest and neck.
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Step 1: To eviscerate a deer, what hunter’s refer to as “gutting,” I first cut the anus loose from the surrounding tissue.

[image: images]

Step 2: I then roll the deer on its back and pull up the belly skin so that my knife does not puncture the innards as I make an incision from the sternum (where the ribs join at top) down to the pelvis.

[image: images]

Step 3: Caution–DO NOT cut up through the rib cage, as I am about to demonstrate, if you plan to have your buck shoulder mounted by a taxidermist.

[image: images]

Step 4: After severing the windpipe and diaphragm, and then loosening the kidneys and pulling the loosened anus in, I roll out all of the innards. This entire job should take no more than about seven minutes. Here, my friend Manny Barone is holding his buck while I eviscerate it.
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