It’s a Deer’s Life
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White-tailed deer, those mammals we have a love-hate relationship with, are our cohabitants here in Wolf Laurel. We see them as beautiful, silent creatures but also as devourers of all things green in our yards. They are a common sight here on the mountain and an animal with a very interesting life cycle.

Wooded areas are home to the white-tailed deer. Overpopulation can be a problem in some areas due to the elimination of historically natural predators such as wolves and mountain lions and to artificial feeding. Occasionally, a bobcat or coyote will kill a young deer, but people and dogs are now their main predators. In rural areas, hunting tends to control the deer population.

Deer have a highly developed sense of sight, smell and hearing. Their coat changes with the seasons; tan or reddish brown in summer and dark grayish brown in winter. Males can reach 150 to 300 lbs. with females weighing in at 90 to 200 lbs. For several months, males have antlers for fighting other males during mating season and for marking their territories on trees. Deer can live for nine to twelve years under optimal conditions. 

White-tailed deer are found from southern Canada and most of the U.S. except in the Southwest and Alaska. Their individual range is usually less than a square mile.  Deer collect in family groups of does and their fawns during the late fall and winter. Males may live in groups of 3 to 4 except during mating season, called rut, when they are solitary but actively seeking out does for breeding. Mating occurs in late November to early December here in the mountains with females having one to three fawns about six months after, in late May to early June. 
Fawns are a reddish brown color with white spots for camouflage at birth. They are almost scentless for the first few days, can walk at birth and outrun a human at 5 days old. The mother leaves her fawns alone and well-hidden for hours at a time, hiding each baby in separate spots while she goes off to feed. The fawns will lay on the ground with heads down, making it harder for predators to find them. The mother will return to the fawns several times a day to nurse and clean them, staying only a few minutes each time. She will consume the fawn’s excrement to eliminate any odor that might attract a predator. Fawns are generally weaned by 6 to 10 weeks and will eat vegetation while still nursing. Nursing may possibly continue for another 4 to 6 months.   
Deer are herbivores with their diet changing depending on the season. During spring and summer they consume many green plants, mushrooms and wild fruits and during fall and winter their diet includes buds, twigs and bark of woody plants, mosses, acorns and other nuts and field grains. Following well-used trails to their feeding areas they feed during early morning and late afternoon. Deer are ruminants, having a 4 chamber stomach. You will often notice a deer chewing his cud which is food regurgitated after being mixed with bile in the first 2 chambers of his stomach.
White-tailed deer are very cautious and wary animals. When a white-tailed deer is alarmed, it may stomp its hooves and snort loudly to warn other deer. It also “flags” its tail to show the white underside which gives a visual alarm cue to its family members. A doe will tail flash when running to help her fawns follow her. These deer are excellent runners, attaining speeds of up to 30 mph as well as good leapers and swimmers. 
Enjoy the Wolf Laurel deer this year with a new understanding of the ways in which they are so special.
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