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Foreword



There are thousands of communications professionals within the outdoor industry, many of whom specialize in writing about white-tailed deer. Only a handful, however, have been able to achieve the level of respect and esteem from both their readers and peers as John Weiss has garnered. This is a testament to his skills and knowledge on all aspects of hunting whitetails.

Long before I became involved in an outdoor career, I regularly read magazine articles and books about deer-hunting strategies in publications such as Field & Stream, Outdoor Life, and Sports Afield. Interestingly, the deer-hunting articles in these publications that I consistently deemed as noteworthy and filled with concise information almost all seemed to be penned by John Weiss.

Weiss was among the few “chosen” whitetail pros that highly recognized top outdoor magazine editors, including Vince Sparano, Lamar Underwood, Jay Cassell, and Sid Evans, entrusted to supplement the pages of their magazines. It is no surprise that these editors favored him, as his highly informative data and expertise have the ability to take a reader’s deer-hunting tactic skills to the next level.

Weiss’s writing style has always been straightforward. He gets his points across to his readers without an excess of propaganda or elaboration. More importantly, his skills and understanding of the white-tailed deer’s biology, behavior, and anatomy is impressive and second-to-none. In fact, of the countless whitetail authorities in the outdoor industry, Weiss’s stock is like fine heavy cream—it naturally rises to the top.

Weiss’s writings make it crystal clear that he has gained his deer-hunting skills the hard way—through trial and error and inevitable total success. As a highly competent deer hunter he evolved into a superb deer-hunting authority. For decades, Weiss’s position as one of the nation’s most prolific deer-hunting communicators has been unchallenged, and he continues to be a standout in the deer-hunting community.

No matter how many articles or books I have read by John Weiss there is always one constant. I enjoy reading and gain knowledge from his writings each and every time. That statement continues to hold true in a re-reading of Weiss’s classic Sure-Fire Whitetail Tactics.

In this book, you will find countless tidbits of solid advice written in an easy-to-read and comprehensible manner. Weiss addresses many topics that hunters want to know more about including: whitetail staging areas, the effects of moon phase, how to locate and hunt funnels, the different stages of the rut, and how to use aerial photos. Here he shares his most guarded whitetail strategies in order to help readers put their tags on a mature white-tailed buck. Other chapters include cultivating food plots to attract deer, GPS secrets, and one of my favorite chapters—how to learn to stop a buck dead in his tracks from more than 100 yards away!

I can assure anyone reading this book that whether you are a seasoned veteran deer hunter or a novice, you will gain valuable deer-hunting skills and benefit from the know-how from the pages within this volume.

After you have finished reading this book, I’m certain you, too, will be impressed with Weiss’s deer-hunting expertise and that he will become one of your favorite deer-hunting authorities.

—Peter Fiduccia, Award-winning journalist,
TV host, and author
Summer 2016


Chapter 1

Terrain Aerial Photos Tell All



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

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

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

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

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

TAKING A CLOSER LOOK

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

“I can remember sitting in my office studying aerial photos to compile a new forest management plan for a given region,” he recently recalled, “and it was often difficult to pay attention to my work. I began spotting generation-worn deer trails leading to and from food plots such as mast-bearing oak trees, and this tempted me to begin evaluating how animals were living and moving in that specific area. After that, I’d sometimes even begin daydreaming where I’d place a stand to have the best chance at bushwhacking a nice buck.”

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

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

HOW TO OBTAIN AERIAL PHOTOS

USDA offices generally maintain photo files only for their specific county-by-county regions. In most instances, these photos are in 10x10-inch black and white format and in scales ranging from one inch = 4,833 feet to one inch = 200 feet. Digital film scans from any film available can be made up to 12.5 microns or 2136 dpi. Original film is used whenever possible providing a standard TIFF image from 0.25m to 1m resolution depending on original film scale.
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Aerial photos are designed to be viewed with a stereoscope.

If the particular photos you’re interested in are not on file in the county seat where you plan to hunt, agency officials will help you fill out the necessary order form, which is then emailed to apfo.sales@slc.usda.gov. Your photos will arrive, rolled up and in a tube, in approximately three weeks.

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

A stereoscope gives you a three-dimensional look at the landscape, which is critical if you want to really learn about the terrain structure. In so doing, it’s like watching a 3-D movie in which you can see deep into valleys and river bottoms while the higher elevations literally jump out into the forefield of view. There is simply no comparison between looking at an ordinary topo map comprised of an artist’s contour lines and having an intimate, first-hand look at the environment as it really is through a stereoscopic examination of an aerial photo. Another advantage to using a stereoscope is that the device magnifies what you’re looking at by 2.5 to five times what the naked eye would see in studying the same photo. This provides a wealth of insight because, just like fish, deer use terrain contours in their travels, and even ten-foot changes in elevation may have a pronounced influence upon their directional movements.

SCOUTING FROM YOUR LIVING ROOM

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

When I first start studying unfamiliar terrain, I look at photos in stereo pairs with a stereoscope (photo on page 5). This tells me more about the area in less than one hour than I could learn in several days of hiking around on foot. Scouting, then, need only be undertaken in a minimum amount of time, at a later date—and this only to confirm what I already basically know, plus to look for smaller, recent signs that obviously would not be present on the photos, such as rubbed saplings and scrapes.

Next, I bring into play a much larger aerial photo of the same tract of land. Mine is 24x24 inches and I have mounted it in a sturdy picture frame. The frame protects the photo from wear and tear but, more important, the glass front allows me to write on the photo with a grease pencil (see photo on page 6). This lets me mark the exact locations of physical sign that I discovered while scouting, property-line boundaries, where stands have been placed, or even logistics for staging drives. This is invaluable, especially when I’m hunting with friends who are unfamiliar with the region and need a visual reference as to where stands are located, what routes they should take as drivers, or even how to negotiate the terrain when participating in cooperative still-hunts.
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Small-format photos are supposed to be studied in pairs. This yields an in-depth stereo effect that’s similar to the view one would have in flying over the landscape.

CONDUCTING THE SEARCH

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

To provide an example of the wealth of insight that can be gleaned from an aerial photo, consider the trees and how the following quick-identification procedure can tell you what hunting tactics might be in order even months before you actually set foot in the woods (photo on page 6).

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

[image: image]

Obtain a large-format aerial photo and put it in a picture frame. This allows you to write on the glass with a grease pencil to indicate recent scouting finds.

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

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

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

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

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

IN THE GAME

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2

Scouting and Track Analysis



For generations, books, magazine articles, and seminars by hunting experts have addressed various methods for patterning trophy bucks. Unfortunately, most have involved generalities instead of practical methods or specific details that an average hunter can put to use in the field.
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Always consider the effect other hunters will have upon deer behavior. Roadside pull-offs where day hunters park and others camp will become hubs of activity that deer will retreat from.

One thing we’re recognizing more each year is that big-buck success hinges not only upon outsmarting the animals themselves, but also on dealing with hunting pressure in a specific area. This greatly complicates the scouting process. Aerial photos used in conjunction with topo maps can be especially valuable for this. Here is the game-plan most experts adopt.

SCOUT THE DE-MILITARIZED ZONES

On a table, lay out the topo map of the area under consideration for this year’s hunting. Next, use a highlighter (such as yellow or light blue) to color in all the terrain within 1,500 feet of either side of every road or trail a vehicle or four-wheeler can be driven upon; this is easily done by keeping in mind that on standard 7.5-minute series topo maps, three quarters of an inch equals 1,500 feet. You can eliminate this ground from any consideration because the chances of taking a nice buck there are between slim and none.
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Since most hunters don’t hike far from roads, use a topo map and a pen with see-through ink to indicate these areas of hunter influence. Scout beyond those zones of hunter activity and you’ll find twice as many deer.

Studies of hunter pressure on deer have shown that most hunters do not venture farther than a quarter of a mile from some type of road or trail, and a quarter of a mile just happens to equal 1,500 feet on a topo map. Some of these hunters are simply lazy, but most of the others don’t make use of maps because they probably fear becoming lost. As a result, these zones of hunter influence constitute hubs of human activity the deer won’t tolerate for more than a day or so, especially during the firearms season.

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

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

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

NEW INSIGHTS ON TRACKS

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

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

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

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

By artificially making tracks using hooves removed from deer carcasses, Laroche found that the natural shape of whitetail hooves causes the length of tracks from each hoof to vary considerably depending upon the hardness of the ground. Understandably, as ground hardness increases, less and less of the raised pad at the rear of the hoof is imprinted in the tracks. As a result, tracks on hard ground provide clear impressions of only the front part of the hoof.
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Hunters once believed the length of a deer track indicated the animal’s sex and age. Biologists now tell us it’s the hoof width, which slowly increases with age and body growth, that distinguish bucks and does.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BODY WEIGHTS ARE THE KEY

In going back to the subject of body weights being the most likely indicators of mature animals, it has long been documented that big-bodied does are extremely rare.

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

Moreover, according to the Vermont data, only one doe in 1,000 exceeds 160 pounds in weight. As a result, a measured deer track that indicates an animal exceeding 160 pounds means there is a 99.9 percent degree of certainty the animal is a buck!

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

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

The reason this is so crucial to a hunter’s scouting is because the magic figure of four and one-half years of age is the turning point in which a buck has grown from a teenager into a mature adult that is beginning to achieve the largest antlers he will grow in his lifetime. And, likely as not, he’s the dominant buck inhabiting your hunting grounds.

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

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

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

Although it is probably impossible to tell the difference between tracks of mature does and small, immature bucks, most hunters who have spent any amount of time tracking whitetails will agree that the tracks of mature bucks reveal certain definable characteristics. Careful observation reveals daily activities that provide direct evidence of the many behavioral differences between the sexes.
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The Trackometer tool can tell a hunter to within 98 percent accuracy if a track was made by a mature buck.

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

“As with the presence of dewclaw imprints lying to you, the presence of drag marks in snow supposedly indicating the track of a buck is yet another wives’ tale,” Rue continued. “Drag marks are made by bucks and does alike by the tips of the toes as they begin to straighten up so that their bearing surface is brought horizontal to the ground just before the next step is made. As the deer continues to walk, the front of the toes leave just a slight forward ‘slice’ in the snow as they leave the track to take the next step.”

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

Laroche also notes that should the deer you are tracking urinate, more clues to sex will be visible. A doe’s tracks will show that she has hunched back on her hind legs and urinated in her tracks, leaving a wide spray pattern. Bucks don’t hunch back. They urinate straight down, leaving a narrow slot-like pattern that sometimes continues to drip as the buck moves on.
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Studying deer sign is important to understanding their whereabouts and activities. Hunters with advanced knowledge can examine such sign and accurately predict the age and sex of the animal that left it.


Chapter 3

Deer Pellets and Beds



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

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

“By the late 1930s, deer researchers began to use droppings as an index to deer populations, thus going well beyond Seton’s descriptions and illustrations. By the 1960s, scientists refined their survey method to the point where they could determine the species (plant composition) of the droppings by pH analysis. By the mid-1970s, they were baking the droppings at 60 degrees C in forced-air ovens and measuring their weights to determine the eating habits of their makers via microscopic identification. Today’s statistical and computerized analysis of deer droppings, with their complex mathematical equations, simply overwhelm the mind of the deer hunter, if not the mind of the deer biologist as well. In central Utah, researchers now statistically analyze deer droppings with range-area data extracted from Landsat satellite imagery.”

HOW MANY DEER?

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

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