In this era of “bigger is better,” many hunters have become consumed
with taking high-scoring bucks. But in the process, are they failing to
appreciate the unique qualities of other deer?

I was sitting at my booth at an
Eastern outdoors show when I
spotted a young fellow coming into
the hall with his trophy deer mount.
He had two friends with him, and
they obviously were quite proud of
their buddy's accomplishment. But
the young trophy owner scarcely had
entered the building when he was
confronted by a truly awesome
display of whitetail antlers. Before
him were some of the finest heads
ever seen by anyone in the world —
each head positioned carefully in
front of a dark-green curtain and
highlighted by its own spotlight.

Instantly, the hunter's spirits
dropped. Instead of continuing to
carry his mount high, for all to see,
he lowered it to "half mast" as he
passed the monster heads. His two
buddies looked slack-jawed at the
heads, glanced quickly at his deer
head and then dropped back away
from him. Pride suddenly had turned
to dissatisfaction.

This wasn't the first time I'd
witnessed such a sad event at a show.
The young hunter and his buddies
were comparing a local trophy buck
to those from a hand-picked
collection of giants from regions
with inherently larger deer, and it
simply wasn't fair. It not only
reduced the guy's pride in his
achievement but also caused him to
believe that the only "big" bucks are
those large enough to make the cover
of North American WHITETAIL!

Even biologists can fall prey to
putting down some geographic areas.
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by Dr. James C. Kroll

Which deer is “better” — the
slender Texas buck above or Charles
Hemphill’s Illinois buck at right?
Actually, each animal is well-suited
to its habitat, so the answer isn't
easy. Photo above by Mark J.
Walter; photo at right by Tom
Evans.

"Well, our hunters just have to live
with the fact that they never will
harvest a trophy buck here!" chided
one well-known biologist, whose
area doesn't produce world-class
racks. With the growing interest in
trophy whitetails, are we not also
seeing some unhealthy attitudes
permeating the dogma of the hunter?
In this two-part series, I hope to
make you better acquainted with the

marvelous traits of whitetails across
their range and perhaps interest you
in starting a quest that makes much
more sense than simply seeking the
"world record."

THE WHITETAIL’S RANGE

When Columbus arrived in this
hemisphere, there were many races
of whitetails, extending from the
taiga (boreal forests) of Canada to
the steamy tropics of Central and
South America. The American
Indian had thrived largely due to the
presence of these animals, depending
on them for food, clothing, shelter
and religious purposes. Estimates are
that when Columbus arrived, the
human population density of North
America was equal to or greater than
that of Europe at the same time.
These peoples had completely
altered the landscape of North
America over their 15,000 to 20,000
years on the continent, primarily
using fire to produce good deer
habitat.

Western man set about making his
own distinctive changes to the land,
plying his trade with rifle and axe.
By the turn of this past century,
estimates of whitetail populations
ranged somewhere between 300,000
and 500,000 animals. What the rifle
and market-hunting could not do,
land clearing easily accomplished. It
was a sad tale for whitetails by the
1930s, as populations had dropped
even further.

Then came the sportsman. Several
wildlife programs, including the
United States' Pittman-Robertson
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Act, quickly were enacted to protect
and restore game species such as
whitetails, elk, pronghorn antelope
and many other species of mammals
and birds. The P-R Fund, as it came
to be called, was used to support
restocking efforts. In about 50 years,
state game agencies stocked
whitetails in at least 25 states.
Stockings by private landowners also
occurred, but no one knows the
extent of these releases.

So, by the '60s whitetails had been
restocked over most of their original
range, as well as in some areas where
they were not native. But where did
these animals originate? It is now
believed there were some 30 original
races (subspecies) of whitetails in
1492. We feel that many of these had
been extirpated by the time of the
early stockings in this century,
leaving remnant populations in the
Great Lakes states, Texas, Mexico
and some remote islands and swamps
in the United States, Caribbean and
southern Canada.

Animals for stockings were scarce,
so game agencies had to make do
with whatever deer were available.
The South received the greatest
"hodgepodge" of animals. Some
Southern states received whitetails
from Wisconsin, South Texas,
Mexico and certain islands along the
eastern coast of the United States.

Hence, by 1970 the whitetails
living in many Southern states
carried a unique mixture of traits
from several genetic sources. There
is research evidence totlay that most
Southern herds today are the result of
one of two scenarios.

First, the deer can be a genetic
mixture of individuals that "won the
race" to repopulate an area where
native animals had been completely
eliminated. For example, there are
counties in Georgia that were
stocked with Texas deer, Wisconsin
deer and island deer. Evidence now
suggests the Texas deer did not do
well, leaving a mixture of island and
Wisconsin traits.

Second, animals stocked could
have served only as "place holders"
for the small remnant population of
animals that somehow had escaped
market-hunting and other problems.
With protection, these native
animals, which obviously were better
adapted to local conditions,
outcompeted their immigrant cousins
and re-established the local

population.

Scientists disagree on which of
these two scenarios actually
happened. My personal opinion is
that both occurred, depending on the
geographic region considered. For
example, I firmly believe the
Northern deer stocked in South
Florida did not survive. The rut
there, believe it or not, is in mid-July
to late August! A Wisconsin
whitetail, with a breeding date in
mid-November, would produce
offspring too late in the spring for
good fawn survival in this region,
due to poor forage conditions and
thus low milk production. So, the
animals living there today probably
are descended from the original
stock.

The Coues whitetail of the Southwest
is the only subspecies with its own
category in the B&C and P&Y
record books. Photo by Richard P.
Smith.

We now feel there's a good chance
that some of the original 30 races no
longer exist. However, there are
distinct whitetail niches even today,
with several of the original 30 races
remaining "pure." What does all this
mean when considering the idea of a
grand slam for whitetails? Plenty —
especially when we consider the next
important point.

GEOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES

Not only are the deer living in
many areas of their original range
unique, but so are the habitats and
conditions in which they live. Who

Continued on page 72
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GRAND SLAM ... Continued

can argue against the idea that what
a whitetail faces annually in northern
Alberta is quite different from the
conditions endured by one in
Mexico? Each race is uniquely
adapted to both climatic and site
conditions.

You probably have heard of
Bergmann's Rule, which states: The
farther from the equator you go, the
larger the individuals within a
species. Presumably, this allows
animals to conserve heat in
extremely cold conditions. In
general, Bergmann's Rule prevails,
but there are some notable
exceptions. For example, there are
areas in northern Mexico (hot
climate) in which it is not unusual to
find 270-pound bucks!

Body size also is determined by
the amount of available nutrients.
The high-quality forage growing in
South Texas and Mexico allows for
much heavier body weights than one
would expect in these climates. So,
as with everything else in biology,
Bergmann's Rule remains a "rule"
and not a "law."

Actually, soils probably have more
to do with the size of deer than any
other factor. Dr. Harry Jacobson of
Mississippi  State University has
determined that soil phosphorus
levels have a great deal to do with
the size of deer in any geographic
area. My research has supported his
claim. The abundant rainfall of the
South, coupled with higher
temperatures, tends to reduce the
availability of phosphorus in many
places. Nitrogen, so important to
protein synthesis, also is lacking in
such areas.

So, in many situations the climate
and soils combine to limit the size of
deer, and along with this reduction in
body size come smaller antlers. But
does this mean these animals are
inferior to their bulkier cousins?
Hardly! They are every bit as well-
adapted to the world in which they
live.

What this all boils down to is that
a South Florida buck scoring 90
points on the B&C system is every
bit as much a "trophy" as a 150-point
buck in Saskatchewan. It was no less
difficult for the Florida buck to grow
his rack than for the Canadian buck
to grow his. Now that we have
established that point, let's take a
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look at ways in which we can
appreciate these differences.

I have had the privilege of working
with whitetails for most of my adult
life, covering most of the species'
range in the process. I also have
enjoyed the recent whitetail hunting
boom. WHITETAIL magazine was
a significant motivation in all of this.
Only a short 20 years ago, most
hunters were unaware of the Jordan
buck or any of the other legendary
bucks from yesteryear. In fact, many
hunters didn't even know there was a
record book for whitetails. The
average guy was just happy to put
some venison into the freezer! After
all, whitetails had only been
available to most hunters for about
20 years at that point. Deer hunting
was still very regionalized. Bucks
taken within a small geographic
region, whether large or small, were
considered "normal" for that area.
Hunters were happy enough.

Some Southern states
received whitetails from
Wisconsin, South Texas,

Mexico and certain islands
along the eastern coast of
the United States.

The first issues of WHITETAIL
and such regional magazines as the
Journal Of The Texas Trophy
Hunters brought huge bucks to the
public's attention for the first time
ever. There was a whole new world
out there, and many hunters with the
time and/or means to do so began
searching for bigger and bigger
bucks. Texas, Alberta,
Saskatchewan, Manitoba and
Montana became the trophy
hotspots.

As deer herds recovered in various
regions, new hotspots were added to
the list. The discovery of a new
world-record non-typical in Missouri
focused attention on the Midwest.
Illinois, Iowa, Ohio and several
similar states achieved prominence.
As bigger and bigger bucks came to
light, we began to wonder how far
the envelope could be pushed. Could
the Jordan buck from 1914 be bested
as the world's top typical? The
answer came with a shot from Milo
Hanson's .308 near Biggar,
Saskatchewan. The world record,
standing for almost 90 years, had
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been broken.

Remember, all of this has
happened in only 20 years! We have
gone from a hunter just wanting to
kill a buck to a quest for larger and
larger trophies. It has been a rapid
evolution, to say the least. But now,
it's time to take a critical look at
where we are going.

I'm seeing a new type of person
coming to my seminars across the
United States. He is between 25 and
35 years of age and has only recently
become seriously interested in deer
hunting. Dad hunted, but the son did
not have the same opportunity to
grow up in the outdoors. Besides,
there was a career to develop. Now,
he is seeking a return to what Dad
enjoyed, and hunting ranks high on
the list.

But this fellow is a bit different
from his dad. He is environmentally
astute; he wants to hunt, but he also
wants to be sure he's doing what's
right for the environment. He wants
to give something back, not just
"mine" the resource. That's where
management comes into the picture.

Management came onto the scene
in the '70s. As interest in trophy
bucks grew, some folks began
questioning why such monsters could
not be produced in their areas.
Through proper management, many
hunters quickly saw that impressive
bucks could be produced. Trophies
no longer had to be sought out in
faraway places; they could be
attained in your own back yard! And
management allowed folks to do
something for the deer.

The rapid evolution of deer
hunting and management has us
heading toward appreciating the
whitetail as a unique species, one
keenly adapted to a variety of
conditions and geographic areas.
Additionally, hunting techniques and
traditions change from one area to
the next, making whitetail hunting
one of the most varied of outdoor
activities.

By placing emphasis on
geographically unique races of deer,
their habitat and hunting techniques
and traditions, hunters can greatly
enhance the enjoyment of the sport.
A personal quest for a whitetail
grand slam can fill the bill. But the
idea of such a slam can carry with it
images of the abuses we have seen
with other species, such as the
various sheep. The price of hunting
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bighorns has escalated beyond the
hopes of most hunters. Why, then,
develop such a concept for
whitetails? Won't this create the
same problems?

I don't think so. First of all, the
sheep grand slam, although fraught
with abuses, has done a great deal to
help sheep management. It has
focused attention on geographic
races and their problems. The Desert
bighorn, for example, was on the
way to extinction before interest in
hunting for a grand slam came along.

Secondly, the whitetail is very
different from the bighorn sheep.
There now are an estimated 26
million whitetails, probably more
than when Columbus arrived. The
high prices paid for hunting bighorns
result primarily from their rareness,
not the grand-slam concept itself.

Actually, soils probably have
more to do with the size of
deer than any other factor.

A whitetail grand slam would
focus attention on geographic races,
which today either are ignored or
maligned by serious hunters.
Unfortunately, success too often is
measured in B&C score, not the
difficulty of the chase, the maturity
of the buck or the quality of the
hunting experience. In our book, The
Art and Science of Patterning
Whitetails, Gordon Whittington and
I defined "big" as a mature buck.
Using this definition, a "big" buck
can be attained almost anywhere. Is
a 5 1/2-year-old buck in the
Appalachians easier to kill than one
of the same age in Montana? No. So,
even if his score is lower, he's still
every bit a "trophy."

If we are to develop a whitetail
grand slam, it will have to be
geographically based — focusing on
races that still are pretty much intact
in spite of years of stocking deer, and
offering a variety of experiences in a
variety of habitats. Every race in the
slam would carry the same weight,
whether it be the diminutive South
Florida whitetail or an Alberta
monster.

Next month, in the finale of this
series, I will discuss each of the races
we feel should be included in a
grand-slam quest, and why. gﬂ
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