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  Hooved Animals
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  Family Cervidae

  
    The cervids, members of the deer family, are ungulates (hooved animals) of the order Artiodactyla (hooved animals with an even number of toes). All cervids have a split hoof, which is actually a pair of modified, heavily nailed toes in front and a pair of smaller toes, called dewclaws, located slightly above them at the rear of the foot. All species leave a split, heart-shaped track, and dewclaws may print behind the hooves in softer terrain. All species are herbivores, and none have upper incisors, only a hard upper palate that enables them to tear away food plants by pinning them between incisors and the palate.

  

  NEW WORLD MOOSE

  (Alces alces)

  The largest member of the deer family, the moose, is also native to northern Europe and Russia, where it was once known as elk. It was misnamed after explorers to the New World applied that name to the first giant deer they encountered, the wapiti. The wapiti was thereafter known as the American elk, while the true American elk became moose.

  Geographic Range

  Moose are found throughout the northern United States, in states bordering Canada, throughout southern Canada and into Alaska, and downward along the Rocky Mountains into Colorado.

  Habitat

  Moose prefer forests with plenty of water. Pines offer protection from driving winds and snow, while willows, elkslip, and aquatic browse along shorelines provide summer browse. Biting fly and mosquito hatches of spring and early summer cause moose to migrate to higher elevations where rivers and ponds are swollen with melting snow, and strong breezes keep biting insects from landing on them.

  Winter browsing includes poplar, aspen, and cottonwood bark, which scars trees with identifiable sign. Moose domains typically encompass just a few square miles, and the animals move only as needed to find a location that offers protection from weather, ample food until spring, and water. Mountain moose move to protected valleys, and forest moose go to secluded beaver ponds and floodings where spring-fed inlets never freeze entirely.

  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Bulls are 1,400 pounds or more at maturity; cows are roughly 10 percent smaller than bulls.

  Body: Shoulder height is 5 to 6 feet; body length is 8 to 10 feet from tip of nose to tail. Moose have long legs, a thick rump, and a broad back. Bulls carry palmated antlers from spring to early winter, when old antlers that can span 4 feet across are shed and new ones begin to grow.

  The moose’s face is distinctive, with a long, thick muzzle, a big nose, and a large, drooping lower lip. A fold of loose skin, or dewlap, hangs beneath the jaws of mature males, growing longer as its owner ages. Large, erect ears are prominent and pointed. Moose have excellent senses of smell and hearing but nearsighted vision.

  Tail: It is similar to the domestic cow, but shorter, about 8 inches long.

  Tracks: Being heavy, moose leave clear tracks in all but the hardest soil. Split-heart hoof prints are similar to the whitetail’s but more than twice the size, measuring 4 to 7 inches long, 7 to 9 inches with dewclaws, and they are unlike the more circular and concave wapiti track. On hardpacked trails only the foremost portions of hooves leave an impression, resulting in shorter tracks that can be mistaken for those of a whitetail.
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  This 3-year-old bull moose, with budding antlers still “in velvet,” is feeding on grasses, horsetails, and asters in a damp ditch.
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  This healthy young bull carries several harmless cysts, like human warts, that are likely to freeze and fall off in the coming winter.

  Scat: Normal moose scat is typical of deer, consisting of packed brown pellets that are egg or acorn shaped, 1 to almost 2 inches long, about twice the size of whitetail or mule deer scats. Variations in shape occur with changes in diet, with soft masses that resemble cow pies occurring when an animal is making the transition between bark and woody shrubs to succulents and fruits. A scat unique to moose is the mushroom-shaped dropping that appears most commonly in moose that have fed on long, green grasses.

  Coloration: The fur is short and dark brown, becoming interspersed with gray (grizzled) as the animal ages.

  Sign: Moose leave identifiable marks. The paths they plow through browsing thickets are obvious. Shrubs at the side of the trail are broken and uprooted when bulls practice with their antlers in late summer and autumn, and there may be scraps of discarded antler velvet at these places. Moose beds and wallows are identifiable as horse-size impressions of plants and soil that have been compressed under massive weight. Moose entry and exit points into mucky bogs are marked by wide troughs.

  Winter signs of moose (and elk) include gnawings in the smooth bark of poplar and other softwood trees that serve as winter foods. These trees are scabbed over with rough, black bark as the wound heals.

  Vocalizations: Moose are generally silent. A cow calling for a calf emits a soft lowing, like the mooing of a domestic cow. A mother may also issue a huffing grunt to warn off intruders. During the autumn mating season, moose become more vocal, especially amorous bulls. Rutting males are boisterous and fearless and have been known to charge people, livestock, and even automobiles. Bull moose in heat may grunt like hogs and bellow like domestic bulls. The more vulnerable cows and calves communicate more quietly.
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  This bull moose in full autumn antlers is preparing to take one or more mates. (Photo courtesy USFWS.)
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  A very protective moose mother in spring with two week-old nursing calves. (Photo courtesy of USFWS.)

  Life span: Moose live to 10 years in the wild, up to 27 years in captivity.

  Diet

  An adult moose requires 10 pounds of vegetation per day. Like all ruminants, moose have an efficient digestive system for processing rough vegetable fiber. Foods browsed from shorelines include pond lily, water lily, marsh marigold, horsetail, and rough grasses. Moose in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula have been observed eating quantities of jewelweed (in the Impatiens genus). a plant known best as a remedy for poison ivy. Moose swim well, and their long legs permit them to wade through deep muck, where water plants grow thickest. Wintering moose eat a rougher diet of mostly willow twigs and bark, wading through snows too deep to be negotiated by shorter deer.
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  The left front hoofprint of a large bull moose in a muddy grass marsh. Note how grass stems have been cut cleanly by the hoof edge under massive weight.
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  The right front track of a moose with the left rear track on top of it; quadrupeds learn to place the hind foot, which they cannot see, onto the same spot the forefoot had been, thus avoiding tripping hazards.

  Mating Habits

  Moose are sexually mature at 2 years. Mating occurs from September through October, with cows remaining in heat for thirty days. Cows initiate rutting with sexual pheromones in their urine and from tarsal glands inside the knees of the hind legs. Male moose become territorial during the rut, and their behavior toward intruders can be hostile.

  Cow moose undergo an eight-month gestation period before giving birth to one or two unspotted calves in April or May. Newborn calves can outrun a human at two days old and can keep up with their mother by three weeks. Weaning occurs at five months, in September or October. Moose calves stay with their mother for at least a year after birth, until the next calves are born.
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  These formless masses, large in comparison to the darker whitetail scat pellets around them, are the aging scats of a large bull moose whose diet has consisted of succulent aquatic plants, and a little mud.
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  Various forms of moose scats.
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  As a moose’s gait changes, so does its track pattern.
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  Moose tracks.

  Behavior

  Moose are primarily nocturnal and most active at dawn and dusk. Preferred bedding areas are places that have concealing vegetation and a plethora of scents to confuse predator noses. Adult moose are solitary, but two or more may feed in a particularly lush spot.
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  This moose stopped, looked about, and took a short, tentative step in riverbank sand that that been rained on, dried, and crusted over, with finer loose sand below.

  Moose are generally not migratory, but in Russia, moose are known to journey 200 miles between summer and winter habitats. Strong swimmers, they can cross swollen rivers and traverse deep snow.

  Moose mothers are protective of calves, and, with a running speed of 35 miles per hour, they are dangerous to all predators. Sharp front hooves are the primary weapons of either sex, although antlered bulls may also use their heads.

  WAPITI, OR AMERICAN ELK

  (Cervus canadensis)

  Cousin of the European red deer, the wapiti is second in size only to the moose. This large ungulate once roamed across what is now the United States, but, with little fear of predators, human or otherwise, elk made easy targets, and native populations were hunted to extinction in Indiana (1830), Ohio (1838), New York (1847), and Pennsylvania (1867). Protection came too late to save the eastern subspecies of forest-dwelling elk, Cervus elaphus canadensis, which is now extinct. Efforts to transplant elk to the eastern United States from the West have been attempted on three occasions, with limited success.
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  A bull elk with half-grown, velvet-covered antlers cools itself in a river on a hot July day.

  Geographic Range

  Wapiti were once common throughout the Northern Hemisphere, but today large populations are found only in western North America, from Canada down through the Rocky Mountains to New Mexico. Small populations are also found in Kentucky, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Asia and Europe are home to a subspecies of elk known as red deer, or roebuck.
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  Essentially a mass of soft pellets, this elk scat denotes a succulent diet of fresh green plants.

  Habitat

  Elk prefer open prairies where their good vision and sense of smell enables them to detect threats by sight and scent, but the species has learned to become comfortable in forests. Elk have a greater tendency to migrate than white-tailed or mule deer.

  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Elk are 900 to 1,100 pounds. Males are generally 20 percent larger than females.

  Body: Shoulder height is 4.5 to 5 feet; length is 6 to 9 feet. Elk are stocky and barrel shaped, with muscular humps at the shoulders and flank. Hindquarters are higher than the shoulders, creating a jacked-up silhouette.

  Tail: The tail is short and surrounded by a dark-bordered blond patch that covers most of the rump in an inverted teardrop shape.

  Tracks: Tracks are 4 to 4.5 inches long (discounting dewclaws), cloven, and much rounder than those of moose or deer. Hooves are concave, resulting in track impressions that are deepest around their outer perimeters.

  Scat: Scat is dark brown pellets, egg or acorn shaped, 0.75 to 1 inch long.

  Coloration: Known as the “ghost of the forest,” the wapiti has a dark-brown head, neck, and legs, with a blond body that lends a ghostly appearance in twilight. A blond rump patch provides a visual beacon for herd members to follow.

  Sign: Sign includes mud wallows, which are bathtub-size depressions created by rolling in wet earth to dislodge fur and parasites or to scent bulls with their own urine in rutting season. Wapiti feed on the smooth bark of poplar, aspen, and cottonwood trees in winter, leaving trunks scarred with bottom-teeth-only scrapes that heal as rough, black bark scabs.
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  A track pattern of an elk walking on a damp sandy road.
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  Note how these elk tracks (front left at top, hind left at bottom) are impressed most heavily around the outer edges, denoting the wapiti’s concave cloven hooves, which make tracks similar to those of the caribou.

  Vocalizations: Best known is the bugle call of a mature rutting bull. This loud, high-pitched call, intended to be heard by receptive cows over long distances, begins as a low grunt, then abruptly becomes a hollow squeal that spans several seconds and repeats two or three times. Breeding males make coarse grunting and growling sounds, reminiscent of domestic cattle. The alarm call used by either sex is a piercing squeal. Cowlike mooing between mothers and calves keeps them close to one another.

  [image: image]

  Outside of the October–November mating season (rut), bull and cow elk live separately in same-sex herds, but in any herd a dominant cow is the alpha leader.

  Life span: Elk live 10 years in the wild, longer in captivity.

  Diet

  The elk’s diet is herbivorous but varied. They eat many types of grasses and forbs, marshland plants (such as marsh marigold), and their namesake elkslip. In winter the diet includes bark, twigs, and buds of aspen, poplar, beech, basswood, and evergreens. Elk are ruminants, feeding and then retiring to a resting place, where the partially digested cud in their primary stomach is regurgitated to be rechewed and broken down further into usable nutrients.
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  This handsome bull in December will be shedding its polished antlers in a few days, and another set will begin growing almost immediately.
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  Elk track patterns.
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  Note that the wapiti, like all deer, lacks upper incisors, and must tear food plants free, rather than biting them off cleanly—trackers should be alert for raggedly torn grasses and plant stems.

  Mating Habits

  Both genders reach sexual maturity at 16 months, but bulls under 2 years will probably not mate because of competition from stronger males. Mating season begins in late August and goes through September, with a gathering of mature bulls and cows, peaking in October and November, when actual mating occurs. Cows initiate the mating period by emitting pheromonal scents. Bull elk are known for the harems they gather, but harems are usually maternal families consisting of a dominant female and her offspring. A typical harem consists of one bull, six adult cows, and four calves.

  Courtship battles between rutting bulls are shoving matches in which competitors lock antlers and attempt to shove one another’s head to the ground, whereupon the weaker animal withdraws. The objective isn’t to harm an opponent, although injuries sometimes result.

  Bull elk mate as many cows as possible before the rut ends. Gestation is eight to nine months, with a single, 35-pound spotted calf being born in April or May. If food is abundant, cows might have twins, but this is abnormal. Newborn calves and mothers live separately from the herd for about two weeks, and calves are weaned at about sixty days. Male calves leave their mothers at 2 years, often by banishment. Females may stay with the family herd for their entire lives.

  Behavior

  The most social of deer, wapiti spend their lives in herds. Except for mating season, adults run in same-sex herds of males and females that may number several dozen. The dominant animal in every mixed-sex herd is always a cow. Within bachelor herds, males get along well with each other and commonly accept strangers into their company. Cows are less accepting of strangers. Cow and bachelor herds may share the same feeding areas, but the sexes do not socialize outside of the rut. If alarmed, a mixed gathering of elk will flee in two same-sex herds.

  Dominant cows are more territorial than bulls at all times of year. Territorial battles aren’t common, but matriarchs protect territories against usurpers, and fights between cows are more violent than mating contests among bulls.

  WHITE-TAILED DEER

  (Odocoileus virginianus)

  Known alternately as the Virginia or flagtail deer, the whitetail is a popular game animal whose financial value has spawned an entire hunting industry. No animal has been more researched, because no other game is so commercially valuable. Threatened by unrestricted hunting until the 1940s, whitetails have made a strong comeback, with some estimates ranging as high as 26 million animals in the United States alone.
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  The tracks of a doe and her fawn going to a river to drink, then returning to the forest.

  Geographic Range

  Common throughout the United States, whitetails inhabit all but the most arid regions, extending northward to southern Canada and southward to Mexico, Central America, and northern South America.
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  This newborn fawn’s mother was killed by a car just a few yards away; unable to survive on its own, the fawn was spared a lingering death by hungry coyotes with their own young to feed.

  Habitat

  Whitetails can live in any habitat with sufficient browse, water, and concealment. They often graze in groups in open places. The species’ efficient digestive system can metabolize rough vegetable fibers, even bark and twigs. The least migratory deer, a typical whitetail spends its entire life in an area of about one square mile, moving only between open feeding and concealed bedding places. The animals are intimately familiar with every facet of their habitat.
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  These small, rounded hoofprints are typical of newborn whitetail fawns.

  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Whiteails are generally 150 to 200 pounds, with some exceeding 300 pounds in the far north. Subspecies, such as the Key deer of Florida and the Coues deer of Arizona, average 50 pounds and 75 pounds, respectively.

  Body: These deer are muscular and less barrel shaped than other deer species, measuring 4 to 7 feet from chest to rump. Shoulder height is 3 to 4 feet. Their powerful hindquarters and strong, slender legs propel them at speeds in excess of 30 miles per hour. Whitetail antlers have a single main tine, or beam, from which single-point tines extend. Antlers are usually shed in January and begin to grow again in April. Interdigital scent glands between hoof halves carry signature and alarm scents. At 2 years, bucks grow mature, tined antlers. Metatarsal glands on the outside of each hind leg and a larger tarsal gland on the inside of each hind knee are used for olfactory communication, with musk from them becoming especially pungent during mating season.

  Tail: The tail is 4 to 5 inches long and brown on top with white underneath. The tail is held erect when the deer is fleeing, exposing its white underside and giving rise to the common name, flagtail.

  Tracks: Cloven hooves leave a split-heart impression when the toes are together, with two dewclaws behind and slightly above. Length is 3 to 3.5 inches without dewclaws.

  Scat: Scat is typically oval-shaped pellets, sometimes acorn shaped, 0.5 to 0.75 inches long, dark-brown color, lightening with age.

  Coloration: The coat is reddish in summer, gray in winter. The chest and belly are white. The nose is black with a white band running around the muzzle, the chin is white, and white circles are around the eyes.
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  This fresh whitetail scat deposit shows the variety of shapes the normal pellet form can have.
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  Whitetail track in soft mud showing dewclaw imprints as round holes to the rear.

  Sign: Sign includes raggedly torn grasses. Saplings with bark scraped from them by a buck’s antlers (rubs) are seen, especially in early autumn. Patches of urine-scented, pawed-up earth, called scrapes, are seen during the mating season. Lower branches of cedars and pines are stripped of foliage.
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  This left front whitetail track was made in wet sand during a rainstorm.

  Vocalizations: Whitetails are normally silent. The alarm call is a forceful exhalation, like a sudden release of pressurized air. Does bleat softly to fawns, but the sound carries only a few yards. Mortally wounded deer bleat with goatlike sounds.
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  An adult whitetail buck with mature antlers in November. (Photo courtesy USFWS.)

  Life span: Whitetails live 8 years in the wild, up to 20 years in captivity.

  Diet

  Whitetails are generally nocturnal, with crepuscular (dusk and dawn) feeding patterns. They tend to visit water sources in early morning, after feeding. Summer foods include grasses, alfalfa, clover, elkslip, and aquatic plants. Winter browse consists of buds and tender twigs of evergreen trees, especially cedars, as well as the bark and buds of staghorn sumac, river willow, beech, and dead grasses found in hummocks along the banks of streams and rivers. In more arid country they can subsist on prickly pear, yucca, and tough, fibrous shrubs.

  Mating Habits

  Mating season begins in September and October with a proestrus rutting, during which bucks polish their antlers against trees and advertise sexual availability with urine-scented scrapes of pawed-up earth. During this period bucks spar with one another, usually far back in the woods, in elimination rounds that determine which is strongest. Battles are shoving matches in which contenders lock antlers and push until one withdraws. Occasional injuries result, and, in rare instances, both bucks have died because their antlers became inextricably locked, but the intent is never to injure an opponent, just to drive it away.

  When mating begins in mid-October, bucks will have established their territories. Until the rut ends in late November (December in warmer southern regions), breeding males are fixated on mating and may be active anytime. Does, which may mate in their first year, play a passive role, depositing pheromone-laden urine onto a buck’s scrape as they travel between feeding and bedding areas. Pregnant does need to gain body fat to survive a winter of pregnancy, so bucks check their scrapes frequently, pursuing does that leave messages.
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  Whitetails are the most widespread and adaptable American deer.

  Whitetail bucks are polygamous, mating as many does as possible during the 30- to 45-day rut. Bucks may remain with one female for several days, until she comes into estrus, but after mating, the male moves on. Does are in heat for a single day; if a doe goes unmated during her day of fertility, she comes into heat again approximately twenty-eight days later. Should this second heat pass with a doe still not becoming pregnant, she will not come into heat again until the following October.
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  Newborn whitetail fawns are surprisingly well camouflaged in their spotted coats.

  Gestation lasts through winter, with a duration of six to seven months. Does bred for the first time normally give birth to a single spotted fawn in April or May, with twins being the norm thereafter, sometimes triplets if food is abundant. Fawns walk within hours of being born and within a week begin nibbling on vegetation. Mothers leave fawns hidden in grasses or underbrush while they graze nearby, checking on them frequently, and eating their feces to prevent predators from scenting them.
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  Track pattern of leaping whitetail deer.
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  Whitetail tracks.
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  Whitetail walking track pattern showing that the hind hoof (right) sometimes registers ahead of the front foot.

  If a carnivore approaches a hidden fawn, the mother tries to distract it and lead it away, even feigning injury to keep the predator’s interest. Weaning occurs at six weeks, but fawns remain with their mothers for the rest of the summer and sometimes through the winter, even though mothers are likely to become pregnant again.

  Behavior

  Whitetails are nocturnal, traveling from secluded bedding areas to feeding places at dusk, then returning to the safety of dense forest at dawn. They may move about within the seclusion of bedding areas during the day, and especially in spring, groups might graze in the open during daylight hours.

  When winter snows cover ground plants, whitetails move into protected yards where pines and especially cedars provide windbreak and browse. In most places, winter yards are also summer bedding areas, enabling deer to use established trails year-round.

  Whitetail does are the most dominant deer, and they are more territorial than bucks because survival demands securing a domain with food, water, and shelter. Territorial disputes between does are settled with flailing hooves and are often violent.

  Whitetail deer are mostly solitary, but an abundance of food, especially crops, can cause them to herd in large numbers. Agriculture causes whitetail populations to explode in farming regions where predatory species are unwelcome, sometimes resulting in overpopulation, disease, and an increase in car–deer accidents.
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  This form of whitetail scat is actually a mass of soft pellets, caused by eating rich succulents.

  MULE DEER

  (Odocoileus hemionus)
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  Mule deer are close cousins of the whitetail but inhabit only the western part of the United States, where migrating whitetails have begun to overlap their territories in recent years. Subspecies include the black-tailed deer of America’s northwest coast.

  Geographic Range

  Mule deer are found from southwestern Saskatchewan through central North and South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, and western Texas, with sightings in Minnesota, Iowa, and Missouri. Gaps in population occur in arid regions of Nevada, California, Arizona, and the Great Salt Lake Desert.

  Habitat

  O. hemionus occupies a range of habitats, including the California chaparral, the Mojave Desert, semidesert shrub regions, the Great Plains, the Colorado Plateau shrubland and forest, the Great Basin, and the Canadian boreal forest. Mulies prefer open grassland for grazing and are seldom found in deep woods.

  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Mulies range from 110 to more than 400 pounds. Males are 25 percent larger than females.

  Body: Mule deer are stocky, barrel shaped, and 4 to 6 feet long; shoulder height is 3 feet; ears are large and mulelike, 4 to 6 inches long. Antler spread is up to 4 feet, with the main beam forking into points, rather than individual tines growing from the main beam. Adapted to open country, O. hemionus has good distance vision.
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  This all-doe herd of mule deer, composed mostly of related offspring and siblings, is an example of how males and females in the deer family tend to remain segregated except during the autumn mating season.

  Tail: The tail is 5 to 9 inches long, dark brown or black above, white below, tipped with a black or sometimes white tuft (depending on subspecies).

  Tracks: Tracks are nearly identical to the split-heart print of the whitetail but usually larger in adults, measuring about 3.5 inches long, discounting dewclaws.

  Scat: Scat is typically deerlike, pellet or acorn shaped, with individual pellets averaging about 0.5 to 0.75 inches long. Sometimes pellets will be massed together when browse has been succulent.

  Coloration: Fur is dark brown to red during summer, becoming more gray in winter. The rump patch is white in younger individuals and yellows as the animal ages. The throat patch is white. A dark, V-shaped mark that is more conspicuous in males than females extends from between the eyes upward to the top of the head.

  Sign: Sign includes saplings with bark scraped by bucks rubbing their antlers. Bucks make urine-scented scrapes during the rut. Both sexes wallow in mud like elk, but depressions are smaller.

  Vocalizations: The alarm is similar to the blowing of a whitetail but more prolonged, ending with a high-pitched whistle. Mule deer are vocal when grazing together, communicating softly with grunts, snorts, mooing sounds, and low squeals.
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  Mule deer track patterns. Note this species’ feet-together “rubberball” bounding run, which is unique among North American deer.

  Life span: Mule deer live about 10 years in the wild.
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  Mule deer tracks showing the split-heart clove n hoof common to all deer species, and the placing of hind feet into front tracks during a normal casual walk.

  Diet

  Cud-chewing ruminants, like other deer, mule deer have a slightly less efficient digestive system than their cousins, requiring more easily digestible green plants in their diet. To counter a lack of green browse in winter, mule deer feed with more urgency than other deer throughout summer to put on enough fat to sustain them through winter. Green grasses, acorns, legume seeds, berries, and fleshy fruits are among the preferred foods.

  Mating Habits

  Mule deer breed slightly later than whitetails, beginning in October and peaking from November through December. Like whitetails, bucks create urine-scented scrapes of pawed-up earth that receptive does urinate onto as they pass between feeding and bedding areas. Males are polygamous, having more than one mate per breeding season, and there is no bond between mates.

  [image: image]

  Fresh mule deer scat shows the same pellet form exhibited by all deer species, from moose to whitetails. The ball of compressed pellets on the right indicates a rich diet of succulent greens.

  Bucks competing for mates lock antlers and shove hard against one another until the weaker opponent withdraws. Injuries sometimes occur, but the objective is to establish which is the stronger, not to harm one another.

  Mule deer does are less likely to mate in their first year than whitetail does. First and second births usually produce a single fawn, with twins being the norm thereafter. Gestation lasts 29 weeks, with most fawns born mid-June to early July. Fawns weigh 6 to 10 pounds at birth, with twins typically weighing less than singles and males being slightly heavier than females. Fawns can walk within a few hours of birth and begin nibbling vegetation within weeks. Fawns are weaned by 16 weeks and attain full skeletal development at 3 years for females, 4 years for males; both continue to grow until the ages of 8 and 10 years, respectively.
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  Mule deer are the whitetail’s western cousin, identifiable from a distance by their large, mule-like ears.

  Behavior

  Mule deer prefer a small home range but migrate when conditions demand. Two-year-old bucks are driven off by mothers to prevent inbreeding. Seasonal travel may be prompted by biting flies, deep snow, and drought.

  Mule deer bed down during daylight in concealing thickets but are less shy about napping in the open than whitetails. Predators include cougars and wolves, with bears and coyotes preying on fawns. Mulies can see predators from as far away as 400 yards, and their bounding, feet-together, “rubber-ball” run of more than 30 miles per hour makes them hard to get hold of.

  In winter, mule deer browse on commercially important trees, such as the Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine. This has prompted state governments to buy tracts of land that provide suitable winter habitat.

  O. hemionus is susceptible to numerous viral, bacterial, and parasitic diseases. Gastrointestinal worms are common, and infection by parasitic meningeal worms causes permanent neurological harm. Free-range livestock may infect mule deer that graze the same pastures with hoof-and-mouth disease or bovine tuberculosis.

  CARIBOU

  (Rangifer tarandus)

  Best known as reindeer, caribou have been domesticated to pull sleighs and wagons, as well as for their milk, and are still an important source of food in arctic cultures.

  Geographic Range

  Caribou were once native to all northern latitudes, but extensive hunting drove this most northern deer from much of its original range. Large herds are still found in Alaska, Canada, Scandinavia, and Russia; unrestricted hunting of them is no longer allowed anywhere.

  Habitat

  Caribou are most at home in arctic tundra, where they migrate long distances as seasons and availability of food change. They can adapt to temperate forest but require cold winters.

  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Bulls weigh from 275 to 600 pounds; females weigh from 150 to 300 pounds.

  Body: Shoulder height is 3 to 3.5 feet; length is 4.5 to 7 feet. Caribou are stocky, with thick legs and abnormally large knee joints, and have a large snout and nose pad. Both sexes are antlered, but males carry identifiably larger antlers.

  Tail: The tail is 4 to 6 inches long, dark on top, white below.
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  Adult bull caribou in early autumn; bloody tissue at end of brow tine is a remnant of the “velvet” that nourishes antlers during growth.

  Tracks: Large cloven hooves leave round impressions, 4 to 5 inches long; males make larger tracks than females. The feet are slightly broader than they are long and flat with deeply cleft hooves. The pad between hoof halves expands in summer to provide better traction against soft terrain but shrinks in winter to conserve heat.

  Scat: Scat is acorn-shaped pellets, about 0.5 inch long, sometimes clumped together in a mass when the animal has fed on succulent browse.
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  Like all cervids, caribou shed their antlers in early winter, after the rut; unlike other deer, both males and females grow antlers.

  Coloration: The coat is heavy, with dense, woolly underfur. Coat color is brown to olive, with whitish chest, buttocks, and legs. Coloration varies with geography; animals in Greenland and northeastern Canada are nearly white.

  Sign: Browsed reindeer moss (Cladina rangiferina) lichens are a staple in the caribou diet. Shed antlers are found on open tundra.

  Vocalizations: Caribou make grunts, squeals, and whistles, especially during migrations. Cows moo softly to young calves. Caribou have thick tendons that snap across a bone in the foot when they walk, producing a clicking sound (alluded to in the Christmas carol lyrics, “Up on the housetop, click, click, click”).

  Life span: Caribou live 5 years in the wild, up to 13 years in captivity.
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  Caribou hoofprints as they might appear on firm ground. (Dewclaws do not register.) Note rounded form.

  Diet

  Caribou are herbivores and ruminants that can digest most types of vegetation, including green leaves, evergreen buds and foliage, and small twigs. When other browse is unavailable, caribou may feed predominantly on their namesake reindeer moss, a hardy lichen that grows in carpet-like masses and is common to open, barren places around the globe.

  Mating Habits

  Mating season occurs throughout October, with northernmost herds rutting earliest. Both sexes can breed at 2 years, but competition normally prevents males from mating until age 3.

  Cows are seasonally polyestrous; those not impregnated during the first 10-day period of estrus will come into heat again 10 to 15 days later. Caribou bulls gather harems whose size may exceed twelve cows.

  In May or June, after a gestation of 8 months, a single calf is born. Twins may occur if food is abundant, but they are not common. Calves weigh 12 to 19 pounds at birth; they can follow the herd within an hour and can outrun a human within a day.

  Behavior

  Caribou are diurnal (active during daylight) and gregarious, forming herds that can number from 10 to more than 1,000 individuals—as many as 200,000 animals during seasonal migrations. Caribou are the most migratory deer, traveling up to 1,000 miles between northern summer habitats to southern winter pastures. Migrations happen abruptly, with smaller groups coalescing into vast herds that can number 20,000 animals per square mile and travel 30 miles per day.
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  Caribou migrate in sometimes vast herds in spring and in autumn.
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  Unique among deer, caribou hooves are extra large and rounded to maximize weight displacement (like snowshoes) and traction on snow.

  Caribou are the fastest-running deer, able to sprint at 50 miles per hour for short distances, and healthy adults can quickly outdistance their greatest predator, the arctic wolf. They cannot so easily escape rifles, and by the 1600s, they had been hunted to extinction over most of their European range; by the 20th century, they had become scarce over much of their Canadian range. Presently there are thirty wild herds in North America, the smallest in Idaho and Washington, numbering about thirty animals each. The largest herds, in Canada and Alaska, number more than 50,000. Hunting laws have been enacted to protect existing populations.
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  Caribou bull in late summer, with grown antlers still covered by velvet.

  [image: image]

  Caribou scat resembles that of other deer, being pellet shaped with a normal diet, sometimes massed or soft when the diet has been rich in succulents.
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  Caribou track pattern, trotting.

  Family Suidae

  
    Family Suidae is composed of sixteen species of hogs in eight genera. Suids originated in southern Eurasia, on large, remote islands, such as those in the Philippines, and throughout Africa. Humans introduced Sus scrofa, the wild boar from which domesticated pigs were bred, into nonnative habitats around the globe, including North America, New Zealand, Australia, and New Guinea. Fossilized evidence of suids has been discovered from the Oligocene period (30 million years BC) in Europe and Asia and from the Miocene period (15 million years BC) in Africa.

  

  WILD PIG

  (Sus scrofa)

  The true wild boar of Eurasia is the ancestor of all domestic swine. They share most behavioral and physical characteristics and have been transplanted as game and farm animals around the world since before the Middle Ages. Wild boars and domestic pigs interbreed freely, and where both exist, they have hybridized into a third type of swine that shares the traits of both.

  Geographic Range

  Wild pigs are very adaptable, and in many regions domestic hogs have escaped captivity to become part of local ecosystems, often with severe negative impact on native species. Sus scrofa, the wild boar from which all domestic pigs were spawned in approximately 3000 BC, occupies the largest range.

  Originally there were no pigs in the Americas. Peccaries were found in South America, Mexico, and the southwestern United States but are not considered true swine. The first domestic pigs arrived with European immigrants but were unable to survive in the vast wilderness of the New World. In 1893, fifty wild boars were transplanted from Germany’s Black Forest to a hunting preserve in New Hampshire’s Blue Mountains. These were followed in 1910 by a release of Russian wild boars in North Carolina, another in 1925 near Monterey, California, with a few released on California’s Santa Cruz Island.

  Habitat

  Sus scrofa is found in a variety of habitats, most typically where acorns, grasses, and roots are abundant. Short legs make swine poorly suited to deep snow, and none are sufficiently furred to endure prolonged subfreezing temperatures. Temperatures below 50 degrees Fahrenheit are uncomfortably cold to wild pigs, although many survive in places where there is mild snowfall. Conversely, swine cannot tolerate hot climates, where lack of a protective coat makes them prone to sunburn and heatstroke. During hot weather, pigs seek shade during the day and wallow in mud to cool themselves.
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  Physical Characteristics

  Mass: Wild pigs weigh from 160 to 450 pounds, occasionally weighing more than 1,000 pounds. Females are about 20 percent smaller.

  Body: The body is barrel shaped and very stout, with short, thick legs. Body length is 4.5 to 6 feet; shoulder height is up to 3 feet. The head is large, with a short, massive neck and long muzzle ending in a flat, disk-shaped snout with large nostrils. Eyes are small and close set, relative to head size.

  Sus scrofa has an advanced sense of taste and a very good sense of smell. Long-range eyesight is poor. Interbreeding between feral and true wild pigs has led to a variety of ear shapes, ranging from small and erect to large and folded over at their fronts. Most prominent is the flat, disk-shaped snout of tough cartilage, used for rooting in soil.

  Although considered an omnivore, pigs have canines similar to carnivores. The upper canines grow out to curve backward into large, arced tusks that function as tools for digging and as weapons. Tusk lengths range from 3 to 9 inches, with longer tusks indicating older animals. Upper and lower canines grow throughout the animal’s life but are so closely set that jaw movements keep them honed to sharp points. (Canines are sometimes removed from farm piglets, but second-generation feral hogs have all of their natural teeth and tusks.)
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