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Deer are prolific1 

When conditions are JUSt right. they increase at an ustonishtng 

rate. It tts becoming harder year by yec r to astonish people i th exaoplea 

of fecund tty and some of om· more public apiri ted scient.istn deallng in 

such matters bE.ve been forced to extrcoe lirni ts to obtain at. notice at 

all. Leaving out of mind for the moment tae Dionne &ffair, ju t recent~ 

a little insect no bigger than the uead of a pin w.as accused of beillG a ble 

to start a su~csssion that if unchecked during a single summ~r auld bulk 

up to ei&h~ nundred million tons or bett er. Periodically , ~~omouers of 

get- rich-quick schemes point out the r emarkable fecundity- of t ne muskrat. Take 

a pair, t .. 1ey say , tllA t produce four litte~·s averagint, six: eacn t.1e firat yeur , 

that makes twenty-six, t nirt een fe.d.al es pro1uctng four l i tter s of six each 

makes three hundred twenty- five the second year, thirty- ei.e,ht rundrcd orty 

tne thtrd ; ear, forty- six thousand the fourth (Editors note: we won't be 

respons1. ..,lc ror tue aut !lor's ari thmetie beyond this point) . 'l'nis phenomenon 

has seldom been more pointedly set f orth tnan in Ellis P·1rker Butle ' s "Pius 

is Pig!;" whi.c ll recounts t he trou bl es of an express agent t rying to colloct a 

few e:at r a. cents due from tne consignee on a pair of guinea pit· s whtc.h in the 

delay produced enough progeny to practically overflow toe station 1ou~e . 

rtowever, we have diverged long enougn from our subject as stated , so let us 

now add to the list our story of t~e prolific wnite-tailed deer (Odocoileu~ 

virginianu~ borealis (Miller) ). 

~irst, e ' rt willing t o wager that four adul t feillale de~r and two 

mature bucks can produce a herd of one hundred s ixt y deer in six fnwntng 

seasons. The r eason Wf' 're wil linb to make sucn an apparentJ..,· untJ-uurdod 

statoment is that this actually uappened. Let us recount t he s ... ory. 

Once upon a time (1926 ) t wo !;actions of l and, m.i.xed oak forests 

and abando.1ed fo.rm la"' 1 , leatherle'lf bog and tamnrack sw8Jnp, \ore surrounded 

by a h1.bh woven wire fence t opl"IOcl orf "it 1 severe 1 s tran of barbed wtre 
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unfriendly to trespassers . In this enclosur e were placed four does and 

two bucks. Concornine them t he owner atnted : "For your 1nforma.tion you 

are advised t nat tt1e s i x deer wer e r ece l.ved 1.n M tr ch, 1923 , rour nrd vtng 

March t;t [t ., nd t'YO ME..rch 13th. They compr i.::>ed t wo bucl:s ur'd rou1· does , and 

as they wore a l l a ged deer l'i€: na4 'trally pres ut:'\Cd t...at t lw f o 1r "oca were bred 

and p:-oba~J.y dro p:-:>cd f a••ns t.~e f ollo'lfi ne, lfn~- or J une . " 'l'ne~e defr wore 

obtaiHed fron t nc Cl evela.nd Cliffs Cocpa.ey on ur and Island , fJ.i.cui gan. 

Deer d id not a ppear es pecially common (i}n t t1e arer .. durint; t ne surru .. er 

of 1931. On t o occasi~ns groups of boys t o0k lo~ nikes about tue tract, 

l arge\)' in t hfJ aope of sec tl'l{; deer, but fa U ed ~oth ttt..~es . tlo ever , dur iug 

t he f all of 19.31 , de*"r t r ails to t 'le old apple o::-cuards -rer o * 11 r-ark E->d , 

and frequent )J as mav as a dozen could be seen t rlere nt dul:lk . After tae le ves 

had f alle n, some browsing on r ed osier dot;wood wns no t icea ble near t:1e t r&.i.ls 

border ing l:' 'll"Bnes and swamps. 

D~:~cr browsing becnFJe more a ..,parent in the wint.<>r o <' 1932-JJ on red 

osi er dor;r')od, on s umac (R.'lus gl abra and Rhus t y paiua), ar d on t ne juniper~ 

and red cedars . Otner evidences of a mul tiplyi nb deer pap'll ati..on wer·e t ne 

number of pawed place s f ound during t ne rut, and the incrce ~ed nlli~ber of trbeS 

that s hovred r ubbing of antlers .,. These t r ees were usual ly r ed cedar , but 

s ometit;.cs ot.ler trees such as a s n, c herr ··· , and hi cko·ry or e r ubbed. 

I t became a pparent t .uat befo1·e lonb some r eliable count of t ne num ter 

of deer prr.sent would be hi &hl.Y desira ble. 'l'ract counts '"'ore usel esa since 

t .1e deer wera coufinod . Count s by a sir-t l e pe.i .. Gon were proved to be of 

litt le val ue , since t ile deer counted on a s t ngle rte ld t rip seldom e.p all ed 

the number t hat had b~Pn seen nt one time on previ us occa.s t ons . It was 

decided tnn~ a drive n i t h anumh r of pPrsons parti ctpati.nfj ould give t ue 

best r es'.ll t .s . No opportunity of ef f ectiae; t a : s occurred dur..i.r~ t~1e wi rrter 

of 1932-33, but on December 9, 1933, · a n111ber of people c~~e to take part 

i n such a drive. 
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About t1irty people participated. The plan used is beat illustrated 

by the hands of a clock. The hour hand would rept•esent a line of stationary 

counters ar" t.1e rrinute .l' r-l tne dri.Vinf, line. By ttle tiae t 1e "minute Ua.nd­

drtving li e " m.cl mai.e a (!o;nplete revolution around tue art>a &11 t 1e deer would 

have been d .. l.v· n by tae stationar r 11 hour 1Y\nd-COUnting line" or "'OUld lAVe 

das.1ed bac th:·oul$h the drivine:; line and heen counted t.:.erc. So it wo rked. 

Six men of sour experience ·"i. th deer were placed i n t.ne count Lg line wL t il 

instructions to distin.€;,uis!l i f posslble bucks, does, and f dwns. 'I'ne rest 

of the group with tne _,ore a g ile members on the fa!:Jter moving outer end of 

the line composed tne drivinb line . Seventy- five to a hurrlred fee:t was t ..1e 

normal dtstan.::e bet·vr·en persons , but eac~ ~as instructed to kee p in sit,nt 

of .ais com)llnton t,o tb.e r igl1t and count all deer t!lat cac:~n t 1r,:mgu the line 

on that sice . 

Hhcn tre d~i ve got under~ar t ·ere ~as no l ack of excitement . At 

timf"S deer a 11penrcd to bound from ever-· c lwnp or tre'"'d or bushy tnicket, 

while somot im•··a 1-hoy aeewed t o s;>rinv magi cally f .,..om no·thert:. Somo of tne7!1 

r an ahead of t.le 1 tne -ovh.·Ue ma.J:V were entirely confused and dasaed back througn 

t t1e noisy drivinR lina. Tile most spectecul a1· part of t.tle drive, however, 

occurred at tile finish when all t ile det.'r t110.t tmd buen movint, a nead of t lle 

driving l ine broke cover by t he dozens and streaked betweert t~ne counters 

t hrouc:h the open stretci1 wnere tne stationar.t line, was l ocated . 

The drive completed , the counte of each purttcipant Vlere collected 

and totaled. . "he figure wa::1 oue nundred sixty . One Hundred si ·-t_,- in six 

yea.ra from an investcent of six deert We wno were furuiliar "'fi.t.n tne a:"La 

were aatonished. (Edi tor's not G: ThG author uayG you s ~uld b ast.oniaaed, 

too) . 

T'le probabi.li t,;-- tnet this count wa.s em t ··ely acc:uratt ts roaote . 

Sever~l Hourcc~ of error existed, but from w tat we could tell tno tendency 

was f or onP to offset t he other. For instance, in certa-tn pluces a few 

deer may nrve sl tpped back throut:;h t1le dr~ vtn· line unnot t ce9, while i n 
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other places a few may have boen counted twice w.1en t .e line was tempornr tl.y 

dtaarrangt!d . It ts certain toot t.ue stationary ocunt~ra to t al of ninety-six 

is an absolute mtnimWll. ( It l::; i nter :St i n& to nct e t llr:.:t l'i.xty perco::nt were driven 

past t!le count-er s , wh.i l e fort:;~ perc6nt. ·.lfent bt!ck tll:cout;rl t .ae d · viug line) • 

'lfe fei.t, i:lon>vor , t oot t.i.•e count of one hu::.ldred. s ixty ~·~s fairl., close and 

accurat e enout:.h f or all practical purposes. 

After we had reflected on t.uo 1.--c. tter for a w.u.il e and recovc~ed from 

our surprise, we got out pencil a nd paper t o do some figurinb . ·:~e ore curlons 

to k..r1ow how closely our r esul t s tallied wi t n t~1ose obtai.ued from. * Breeding 

Potential 'l'ables . ile wi s hed especlally t o make compartsons of tetals and sex 

and ae;e rat ios. Vle fe1 t also that i f t lle:r-e wf:ls fai1'ly close 8.f:)r eoment 

between our resul ts and t110se obtr,.t ned f rom comp·.1taticri.S w~ 'vould hav~ enough 

confidence t o r ougbl.y predict the f uture t rend of the nerd and det~rmine wrw.t 

s peps m ould be taken to man ge i t. We used Brf-'edi ng Potentia l 'lables found 

in Aldo Leopold 's "Game ~~iarugementn (1933 , table p. 455) . ·-re C-lone tne group 

wnich ba<J.r t lAir first y ount;; at two yeru~s of ag~ ··nd hav e t"Vo y oung at a t ime 

as bei.ng lllost representative of deer . ~!e t nou£)lt t illl.t .:>u~Jsb.ould "':le ln 

having the computed tot als too high r a t i.1er than too 1owQ ust t o be on the safe 

~e_j The table us ed i s as follows: 

Year (Jan. 1st) Total 

1 2 
2 4 
3 6 
4 10 
5 16 
6 26 
7 !t_2 
g 68 
9 110 

10 17~ 
11 288 

SPECIF.S BEARING FIRST YOUNG AT T"IO YEABS 
NUM9ER OF YOUNG PEH YEAR 2.0 

Young Year1in~,s Adult s 

0 0 2 
2 0 2 
2 2 2 
4 2 4 
6 4 6 

10 6 10 
16 10 16 
26 i6 2h 
42 26 42 
6 8 42 6S 

llO 6S llO 

*( A f ormal, statistica l metnod of countinc chi ckens befor e t hoy ar€ natcaed). 
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The reader if he is good at figures will realize tnat tne seventn lin<> ls the 

one that applies to tats case because the does were adult and presumabl.f carrying 

young wnen they were released. (We have underlined the correct line oor ourselves 

and otners equally poor at fignres) . Since we s tarted with four Joes it is 

necessary to multiply each of tne figures i n line seven by four in order to 

compare t hem with t he tallies o.f our drive . 
\ 

The metllod of arriving at the computed totals f or each ttge on:1 

sex is as follows: 

AGE COW'OSITIOl~ OF THE HERD 

Total Youru< Yer.rlin~s Adults 

Breeding Potential Table 7th yr. 42 16 10 16 

Breeding (4 doe~ at start) 16S 64 40 64 

Herd composition of 160 mnstead of 168 deer 160 62 3B 60 

SEX COMPOSI'I'ION OF THE HERD 

------------------------------------------------------------------·---------
Fawns (all deer under 1~ years) 62 
Bucks (hal~ or 40 y M.rlings and 64 adults) 49 
Does (tw.lf of 40 yea.rlints and 64 adults) 49 

Total 160 

'fhe results of the drive compared with computed t otals are as f ollows : 

Bucks Does Fawns Total 

COUNTERS TALLY 26 49 21 % 
CO~UTED 30 30 36 96 

DRIVE ~ TALLY lg 33 13 64 
CO~UTED 20 20 24 64 

TOTAL TALLY 44 >32 34 160 
CO~PUTED 49 49 62 160 

In botn cases i t lVi..ll be noted t hat the counted number cf bucka and 

the computed number is close . The fact t hat f ewer buc 1-::s v1ere counted than 

were estimated may be accounted for in t hree ways: Eithel' a f ew spike bucks 

were counted as does or fawns; or the sex ratio. inclines to;·ards t he females ; 

or a combinat i on of both. 
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The reaul ts obtuiney ne drive may be ~uromarized as followst 

1. A rood estimate of th~ nUtlbf'~ of deer on t :1e u·a.ct: ~0 to 

t.ne squa: e mil e;. 

2. ~ figure of 96 t hat is an ab::Jolute minimum. 

J. A good indication tnat does and fa"'fll.:> are nvt ea.s•lj· 

distinguisned at t !.tis time of year (December). 

4· Experience in conductinL a deer drive. 

1). C .,cr ete evidence thA-t -:r.:m·.r;e•"lAflt practiceo o·.1ld have 

4,o be put into effect immPdia.tel:t"t d")A ,f.~;$ froaf! 

It is doubtful if any gam~ man~ger wo1ld ve been ~~ave en~utn 

to set up rntlna{;ement procedures for the aerd wit hout evidf•nce nehcly a. a 

reliable as thP drive taat has just been r ecounted to bo.cY: nia judgment. 

This furniahed eood evtdo<>~ce t hat if t11e llerd cor_. inued to i ncrt>1ue as it 

nad in the past tne yearly totals 'i!Ould LlWe been sor:1ew11£1.t as follows : 

1934 •••• 272 deer 

1935 . • . • . . . • . 440 ft 

1936 • . 712 " 

1937 • 1152 " 
Tbis would result i.n almost one deer per --ere i n 1937. trame o':('pertJ have 

been hard pressed to find one unit of £u:lC per acre fo:- S.l'y kind or ga.me to 

say noth l.ng of a bi g game animal like a deer existing in such concentrations. / 
~')1 ~~r,..~-~1:; A~avt;. /~.,k/t'q~ 

Deer exper•s would r egard one t1undred deer t o t.ne squar e mile as JiiV r.'i~a 

in wild land ares-; , w 1er£•e.s on t 11is tra.c t t . 1ere W"'Uld be s i.x tin~->s V1.:1..t.. I!ID.ny . 
/ - - ""a'-~ rft!D a/; "A;. f ~It ~ )1/ V¢ 

-fhe sttua.tL.n on this tract was handled by shooting off tne excess ctfc~ 

CliCh year . 7 .::le hr~rd bas pro ~b~· not been kept AS low as 1 t snould '"""' to 

prevent all inroa~s on vegetntion, }mt for the most part the f oragf:. r 1!:'11..1.ins in 

good condi. tion and tne esthetic :features of the tract n:"~ve not bf'en d Pst royed 

by overbro~sing. 
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No compa.ri.son of tho co.rrytqJ capaci tj thh aou,..hern r-.ctchtcan 

fenced tract with equal area~ of nor tnern .Michi.t ~n wtld l a. d hao hoen 

ma le or i 5 int et;deo . The differ Pnce in snow depth bet t.>EJ northern Wicn tgan 

wi th one to nree feet or more compared witn souta,_.,..n ~uc.liL<~n ,. ic usually 

has a t most u f e'l· inchPS thet r emains but a s hort time, ma1rcs tl te f eeding 

habits of tho deer in ea cn place much differen~ . Likewise, t ne ve~et~tion 

in northern ar1.0 soutnorn 14icnt e,an differs conside:ablf in t ne variety of 

plart3 pr Jent. Ho~ever, tue experience witn deer inc:~a: on t nis 

controlled t·a~t t;ives a good indication of why irruptions cf' deer have 

occurr ed in dozens of localities all over t1e Unlted States in wild lands 

tnat are especially favorable for them. 
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The Ytds•e:ra:i::i&o: t.tuse1un" .na.s kindly granted per-,isaion for 

the use of tne data upon w~icn this article is b~tsed . I t was obtai 11ed 

on tue Edwin S. Geor t,e Rese rve , a wildlife rest>arc11 area owned by t he 

Unive•·si ty of lllichigan and managed by t nt Museum of Zoology, while t ne 

autnor was servit~ as curator of t ne tract. 


