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Big OI' bucks are not always Ol'.This good 9-pointer from Webb County was thought to be

By Jim Heffelfinger

mesquite campfire in the South Texas

brush country seems to radiate not only

warmth but also a mystical power which
induces those nearby to talk at length about
antlered creatures of unnatural proportions. Big
bucks with individual characteristics acquire
names: Ol' Droptine, Ol Blue, OI' Moss Back, OI
Double Dog-catchers. We so often hear talk about
“Big OI' Bucks,” but are they really “OI¥”
Regardless of our personal preferences and field
judging skills, most of us know a big buck when
we see it, but can we really tell an old one?

There is no doubt that antler size is related to
the age of the buck, but other factors also play an
important role. Consistent readers of this maga-
zine are, by now, familiar with the 3 main factors
which contribute to antler development: Age.
Genetics, and Nutrition.

Age is perhaps the easiest factor to control
because it requires that you do nothing - literally.
Not shooting bucks on a large enough block of
land will allow some of those bucks to survive to
the older age classes, thereby increasing the aver-
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older, but was only 3 1/2 years old.

age age of bucks in your population.

Genetics is the hardest factor to account for
in a deer management plan. It is a complicated
topic that we are just beginning to learn more
about.
improving the genetics of a deer herd, only sever-
al ideas which sound logical based on what we
know. Supplementing the gene pool and culling
‘inferior’ bucks fall into this category; they might
work, but are impossible to measure as to their
success or failure. As a result, most deer biologists
consider the genetics portion of the equation as
something you shouldn't even start to think about
until you have the other 2 accounted for to the
best of your ability.

Nutrition is the factor that takes the most
work to improve. Food plots, discing, brush
clearing, population reduction, supplemental
feed, and mineral supplementation are all options
for improving the nutritional plane. This factor
accounts for most of the active management in a
deer program and rightly so, for it is crucial to the

development of quality deer. The high-fence

The Journal of the Texas Trophy Hunters

We have no time-proven methods of

would fall more accurately in this nutritional cate-
gory because its primary purpose is not to keep
“good genes” in but rather allow a reduction in
deer density to improve nutrition. Many deer
hunters from other parts of the country sneer
because South Texas ranches “fence deer in.” We
should educate them that its a process of fencing
deer out to allow proper management within the
boundaries. The secondary benefit of keeping rut-
ting, roaming bucks on the property increases in
importance on smaller properties.

It is hard to say whether age or good nutrition
is more important because you won't have a quali-
ty program without both. Some individuals seem
to put on an incredible set of antlers during horri-
bly dry years, and yet, some red deer stags in
Scotland do not grow antlers at all because of the
low poor nutritional base they are subsisting on.
In fact, some European literature suggests that the
3-fold size difference in red deer subspecies over
there may be due entirely to nutritional differences.

[continued on page 78)
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Big Ol’ Bucks

Reladve age Antler Characteristics Body Characteristics
category
Thin neck
Thin bases and beams Body configuration like a doe
Young Bases smooth with less Skin on neck taught
burrs Smooth, sleek coat
Nontypical points No sagging belly
uncommon
Good mass in bases and Thick neck which blends into
Prime beams brisket
Heavy burring on bases and Muscular shoulders
above “Blocky” head
Nontypical points on some
Very heavy bases and Thick neck
beams Heavy, muscular body
Old Heavy burring on bases Coat frequently rough in places
Shortened and thick tines Movements sluggish and suilf
Fewer tines in basic antler Obvious pot-belly
form Sagging skin under chin
Nontypical points common

Table 1. General characteristics which can aid in determining the approximate age ol bucks.

[ South Texas Ranch |
Real Estate Locators

Let me represent you, | have over 25 years
of experience and knowledge of the South Texas area.
Let me do the work and find you, the buyer,
the South Texas ranch of your dreams.
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heart of South Texas big buck counties including:
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(continved from page 76)

Is the age factor really as easy as “doing noth-
ing?" Not quite. All long-term management plans
allow some buck harvest and so you need to
establish rules about which bucks will be
removed. Depending on your management goals,
allowing bucks to age may mean letting each indi-
vidual buck reach his full genetic potential, or
maybe just letting more bucks reach their 3rd
birthday. On either case, decisions must be made.
The huge bucks cause no hesitations; nor do the
small bucks when viewed through the scope of a
son or daughter. 1t is all others that require some
conscious thought about the future composition
ol the deer herd and your management goals.

How to tell a good “up-and-comer’ from an
‘over-the-hiller’ is the crux of the matter. ldeally,
il you are managing intensively, you would like to
let bucks walk if they will be bigger next year and
remove any bucks that are not going to be any
bigger and are just hanging around consuming
resources. This obviously requires a little {ortune-
telling, but we have clues to help us guess if a
buck will be better or worse the following year.

Antler development peaks in whiterails at
roughly 5-7 years old. T've seen 3 1/2 year old
Boone & Crocketts and captive deer that peak at
10 172 years old, but on the average most bucks
are going downhill by 8 years. The key then is
recognizing (and leaving) the young bucks that
look shootable already [rom the mature bucks that
may be at their peak of antler development.

There are antler and body characteristics
which provide clues to a buck’s age besides his
teeth (Table 1). Young bucks simply Jook young,
they have sieek smooth coats, thin/doe-like body
musculature, tight skin under their chin, no pot-
belly, and generally thin spindly antlers with little
burring at bases. Old bucks look just like we do
when we age: sagging skin under the chin, pot-
belly, rough around the edges, even the facial fea-
tures change — just plain ugly. Mature, prime-
aged bucks look the part: smooth coats, heavy
shoulder musculature, good and heavy antler
development, and are generally “athletic™ and
blocky in appearance. Each time a deer appears
in a scope a hunter has to make the decision of
whether to remove that buck.

Many people use these characters, whether
consciously or unconsciously, to select which
bucks to let walk each season. These characteris-
tics do illustrate general age trends, but how accu-
rate are they in reality? We [requently hear of
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huge bucks which are relatively young deer.
When [ was the Manager of Wildlife Operations
on the Rio Paisano Ranch in Kleberg County, co- Year
owner Mary Grace Horlock shot a 178-2/8 point 10,000 acre ranch
Boone & Crockett buck which possessed the den-
tition of 2 3 1/2 to 4 1/2 year old (see Jan/Feb

1990 issue). One can only guess what a buck like 1997

this would have looked like at 6 1/2 years. 1start- 1,000 deer (10 acres/deer)

ed seeing enough situations like this and began to 667 does (1:2 buck:doe ratio)

wonder how accurate we really were at determin- 200 fawns born (30% fawn recruitment)

ing the age of live deer on the hool. 100 buck fawns (only half of fawns are male)
When | was a graduate student at Texas 25 buck fawns die (100 x 25%)

A&M-Kingsville working with Sam Beasom and 75 bucks make it to be yearlings

Charlie Dngung, part of our research invo?ved 1998 10 yearling bucks die (75 % 35%)
repeated helicopter surveys of deer populations 56 bucks make it o 2.5 years
which contained up to 60 individually identifiable 1999
deer (marked with ear tags and collars). As we 14 die (56 x 25%)
observed a buck from the helicopter, we recorded 42 bucks make it to 3.5 years.
whether we thought he was young (3 1/2 years or 2000
less) or mature (older than 3 1/2). After 3 years of 11 die (42 x 25%)
these surveys we compared the age category 31 bucks make it to 4.5 years
(young or mature) we placed the marked bucks in 2001 - -
with their ages estimated by tooth wear when we . §3dl§u<(:l?:i :(niiebi)t 5.5 years
captured them (plus any time elapsed since their 2002
capture). 6 die (23 x 25%)

The percentage of bucks placed in the cor- 2003 17 bucks make it to 6.5 years

[continved on page 82/ Table 2. Example of the non-hunting loss of a buck cohort from birth to 6.5 years in South Texas.
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Medlock Land & Cattle Company
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Raton, New Mexico
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-“Bed Down” at
Laredo’s Best Hotel

outh Texas offers some of the best Whitetail hunting any-
where, and La Posada Hotel in Laredo is where you’ll feel
right at home...right on the Border.

Located between the International Bridges to
Nuevo Laredo, Mexico

Three great restaurants, including the famous
Tack Room Bar and Grill

208 deluxe guest rooms and suites overlook either the Rio
Grande or our tropical courtyards, pools and patios

Weekday Rate Weekend Rate

%day#hursday %ay & Saturday la posada
Single or double/Subject to availability " HOTEL/SUITES

1000 Zaragoza * (210) 722-1701 » 1-800-444-2099

Misty Oaks Ranch

"15 Years of Game Management Experience"

100 % Success Rate for Each of the Last 5 Years
Trophy Whitetail Beginning at $2,000

Year Round Protein Enhanced Diet

References Available

Now Booking Spring Turkey Hunts

Just Minutes Away from San Antonio

Now bookmg Trophy Hunts for 1997!
For Details Call Misty Oaks Ranch, 210-648-0353 or 210-372- 1040

Misty Oaks Ranch, 2607 Kaiser Dr., San Antonio, Texas 78222.

lof the Texas Trophy Hunters

Big Ol' Bucks
[continued from page 79)

rect age category on any individual flight ranged
[rom 63-100%. This may not seem too bhad, but
with only 2 age categories, flipping a coin would
put you at 50%. With a few obvious yearlings and
a [ew obviously old bucks you quickly [ind your-
sell within this range of accuracy. Most {lights had
accuracy levels better than 90%, but this type of
information is best suited as trend data to be
looked at over a seties of years rather than as an
absolute assessment of the age structure based on
single helicopter {light.

Shortly alter thar work, Dr. DeYoung pub-
lished a scientific paper titled “The inefficiency of
trophy white-tailed deer harvest.” This paper
used antler measurement and age data [rom two
ranches in South Texas to determine il deer could
be accurately placed in age categories based on
antler dimensions alone. The data showed very
clearly that bucks 3 1/2 years old could not be dis-
tinguished consistently from 4 172 or 5 1/2 year
olds based on antler size.

As already mentioned, there are additional
body characteristics which improve the accuracy of
aging deer “on the hool”, but these relative clues are
very subjective and take years afield to master. The
ability to discern older bucks from their younger
cohorts also seems to deteriorate at the end of the
deer season. This is not to say it is not important to
use age criteria when deciding whether or not to
take a buck. On the contrary, it is crucial to a suc-
cessful plan to manage for trophy deer, but we
must be aware of the inaccuracies of our age clues
and the role genetics and nutrition play.

My growing concern about the accuracy of
aging deer on the hoof was punciuated by a buck
that was taken on the Rio Paisano by Jeryl
Williams during the fall of 1989. 1 had seen this
buck {requently near the center of the ranch and
considered him an over-the-hiller. He had heavy
bases, heavy beams, and 9 (at points - none over 7
inches. With his blocky head and body, | had him
pegged for an over-aged buck that may or may not
have ever been a good one. He did have one
redeeming value and that was his 21 plus inch
inside spread. [ neglected to tell any of the hunters
about him because | thought his days as a $3,500
buck were over. linstructed Jeryls guide, Houston
taxidermist Dale Bigger, to take him to a blind in
the extreme southwestern corner of the ranch.
Later that morning they pulled up with that wide,
short-tined old timer in the truck (and looked sur-
prised when [ asked why they were hunting the
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center of the ranch). 1t seems that Jeryl had his
heart set on a wide South Texas rack and this one
fit the bill. 1 was glad to see that old codger
removed from the ranch untl I looked in his
mouth and saw he was 3 1/2 years old!

The primary reason for leaving a young buck
with a lot of potential in the population is not nec-
essarily to let him contribute his genes but simply
because he will be bigger next year. Regardless of
whether we can tell general ages well enough to
make informed harvest decisions, there is another
important factor at play besides whether that ani-
mal will be bigger next year — that is whether that
animal will be around next year.

Research by Steve Demarias, DeYoung,
Beasom, and mysell have shown bucks have a
nigh (20-29%) annual natural mortality rate in
south Texas. This annual loss to non-hunting fac-
wors was pretty consistent across all age classes.
This means that out of every 100 buck fawns
born, only about 17 will make it to the peak antler
growth age of 6 1/2, even with no hunting (Table
2). Managers and lease holders must decide at
what level ol intensity they want to manage their
deer herd. Because of the extensive overlap in
antler characteristics between 3 1/2, 4 1/2, and 5
1/2 year old bucks, it may make more sense in
some cases 1o shoot decent bucks at 3 1/2 years
old before they die naturally. If hunters are happy
with 3 1/2 year old bucks, in makes little sense to
let them walk and hunt for 25% less of them the
next year.

However, if you decide to manage your lease
for the maximum antler size possible, it will be
important to let young bucks with good potential
go unharvested so that they have a chance to real-
ize their {ull genetic potential. That may make for
tough decisions at times because in the real world
you have very little time to assess a buck’s potential
for future greatness, sometimes only a few seconds
that it takes a buck to walk across the sendero. You
may (ind yoursel( faced with a decision in the fad-
ing light of dusk — looking through a scope at a
tall-tined deer that has beams out past his ears and
at least one drop tine. Quick, how old is he?

As old as he’ gonna get!

Editors note: Jim Heffelfinger completed a Masters
Degrec working under Drs. Sam Beasom and Charles
DeYoung at Texas A&M-Kingsville. His research involved
coyote predation on trophy bucks in South Texas. He then
worked on the Rio Paisano Ranch as Manager of Wildlife
Operations. He now works for the Arizona Game & Fish
Department as the Tucson Regional Game Specialisi. E-
mail: Cervidnut@aol.com.  {)
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