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Have you ever heard of western state
fish and game agencies doing the same
for mule deer? If you have, it would be
a first! Ever wonder why the north
Kaibab is famous for producing heavy-
antlered, record-book mule deer?
Kaibab limestone, which covers the
plateau, is high in phosphorus needed
to fuel antler development.

Most mule deer hunters, and even some
whitetail managers, think genetics is the
key to large antler growth. In that, they
are sadly mistaken. Take coastal black-
tail deer. Did you ever wonder why
they are smaller than mule deer or why
blacktail antlers are so diminutive even
on mature bucks? Genetics right? Wrong,
Wrong, WRONG! During the 195(0%s and
1960’s, researchers at the University of

British Columbia conducted feeding tri-
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als with penned coastal deer. Blacktails
that were fed high-quality rations all
their lives grew as large bodied and as
large antlered as mule deer.

Blacktails live in areas with high rainfall,
which over the years has leached most
soil nutrients out of the plants’ root

zones. Without nutrients in the soil, plants
produce low-quality forage, thus forcing
blacktails to subsist on very poor diets,
The famous 1933 Tillamook burn in west-
em Oregon incinerated over 300,000
acres of coniferous forest, creating a
plethora of high-quality forage. In the
absence of predation and competition, no
mountain lions, wolves, bears, or elk
back then, the resident population of
Columbian blacktails increased six-fold.
Moreover, the average weight of the deer
nearly doubled. Thus, it pays to hunt

Photo ~ Sam Carpenter

important ingredient to growing trophy mule deer bucks. Newly-generated habital suc
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Most western states have exceeded 100,000 on their el bopulations. Since an elk will eat

eir populations are at risk of being slowly phased out. The only answer... harvest more elk throughout the West.

three times more than a deer, both mule

burns if you covet a wophy blacktail or
mule deer, if there are not too many elk.

European red deer, called stags, are
similar to our elk. In fact, as mentioned
earlier, most taxonomists now consider
them to be the same species. At the
turn of the last century all the largest
red deer antlers were from stags killed
hundreds of vears earlier in medieval
times. During the early part of the
twentieth century, German industrialist
Franz Vogt began long-term growth
experiments with penned animals to
determine whether this was due to
genetic differences or nutrition. Vogt
maintained his red deer on a
high-quality diet, but did not select for
the largest animals. Vogt found that

bady size increased progressively for at

least four generations. That is to say,

el

as burnt or seeded areas offer a better qualily of feed than that of old growth forests.
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before the genetic potential for antler
and body size is revealed, one has to
remove what is called the maternal lag
effect. To grow heavy-antlered males,
you first need to produce large-bodied,
healthy females. A fact too often over-

looked by sportsmen.

When Vogt's research was terminated
prematurely by World War II, his animals
fell just short of reaching the antler mass
of the largest medieval stags. Still, Vogt’s
deer equaled or surpassed almost every
red deer that had been
taken in Europe for cen-
turies. Europeans use the
Nalder system to score their
stags. In 1956, the European
record was 229 Nalder
points and the hundredth
best stag achieved 200
points. Of the 36 third gen-
eration stags raised by Vogt,
only one failed to reach 200
points and six exceeded the
world record. Vogt's largest
stags reached 242 and 247
points. Moreover, Vogt's red
deer had doubled in body
size. If Vogt had been able
to continue his experiments,
he surely would have pro-
duced the largest antlered

" that have ever been

red dee
recorded; all without

purposeful genetic selection. ‘

bodies, and then produce large antlers
later in life. In Europe, when the male
to female ratio was shifted to 110 males
per 100 females, red deer stags up to
five years of age did not participate in
the rut. This maintained the young stags
in a high nutritional state, permitted the
deer to channel energy into body
growth, and allowed the animals to pro

duce huge antlers as they aged.

According to noted mule deer expert Dr.

Valerius Geist, “The question of how to

ages and sexes of deer, except fawns,
This is due to the habitar that mature
males select, and because the bucks
enter winter in poor physical condition
following the rut, predators select for
older-age males. This is also true with
whitetails. On one large Texas ranch
under quality management, all the high-
est scoring whitetail bucks were being
killed by a male mountain lion. Cougars
are classified as predators in Texas,
unlike other westerns states where lions
have been deemed a game animal since
the late 1960's, so Texas
landowners are free to kill as
many cats as they can. Still,
that old tom could not be
killed, even using dogs, jeop-
ardizing the ranch’s wophy

management program.

There is a reason the Boone
and Crockett Club lowered
the minimum score neces-
sary for mule deer to qualify
for the record book. Large-
antlered bucks are hard to
grow under the conditions

found on western ranges

other big game species.

During the

g

last few years, my
home state of Utah has
broduced more record book

elk than any other state or
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While antler mass is a function of both
age and nutrition, antler size is also
related to buck-to-doe ratios. Low buck
to doe ratios lead to smaller-antlered
deer, while high buck to doe ratios
produce larger-antlered deer. With the
low male to female ratios found on
most western ranges, all the mule deer
bucks participate in the rut, which
severely stresses those deer. That stress
leads to a lower nutritional plane, which
in turn, causes the deer to grow smaller
antlers. With high buck to doe ratios,
though, most of the younger males
experience psychological castration and
abstain from the rut. Bucks that do not
rut for the first 3 to 4 vears of their lives

conserve their fat reserves, grow huge

create antler sizes equaling top, world-
record dimensions has been a problem
of management, not science, since Vogt's
exacting work Imore than] a half a cen-
tury ago.” If both male and female mule
deer could be raised on high quality
diets for three or four generations, there
is little doubt you could produce antler-
growth that would surpass the current
world record, Age first. then nutrition,

with genetics a distant third.

In the West, though, there is one more
problem that needs to be addressed -
predation. The old-age, large-antlered
mule deer coveted by sportsmen are
more susceptible to being killed by

mountain lions or wolves than other

Canadian province. Boone
and Crockett mule deer, on
the other hand, are rare, even in limit-
ed-entry areas. This is because the high-
quality forbs and shrubs that mule deer
must have for antler growth have been,
and are being, eliminated from western
rangelands. Elk can survive on grass,
mule deer can not. So although range
conditions across the West have
improved for grazing animals like cattle
and elk, plant species composition has

nol, in general, improved for mule deer.

Editor’s note: i forthcoming articles Dy Kay
will discuss, “Where have all the Fl
Gone?” and whether or not st
wiile deer have declined due to climate

noers
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change, insects, disease, too many deer, tao
many elk, or improper livestock grazing.
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today. More difficult than any
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