
Feedtng behavior

he cloe stancls at the
edge ofthe alder swamp in the midcla,v sun
and sLrn eys the ridge above. After remaining
motionless lor almost ten minutes. sirc
moves npidly up the ridge. Tr-o faurrs sud-
den\, gm..*. liom the srvamp behind her
and follo* their mother to thc trase ofa large

white oak. They go directll., almost as if
drawn b,v a magnet. After again surveying
her sur:roundings, the doe begins a nethodi-
cal search. With her heacl near the ground,
she walks around the base ofthc trcc. mov-
ing her head ftom side to sidc in a srvceping
motion. Every minutc or so she stops xnd
looks up while she chcws ot the acorns she

has found. Her hwns folLow her exxmple.
Times are good ancl thc mast crop is abun-

dant. In less than fifteen minutes thc dccr
have eaten their fill and rnovcd finher ciown
the ridge, *,here they becl in the security of a

thicket ofaspens. For the next three hours,
tne Jeer r"n:irl i rlrcir bcJ'. cheurng thcir
cud.

fhi. npic;J shircr.ul lccJing L'eh.rtio-
locatirrg prcfcncd lbods quicl.Jy. consuming
rlr<rn rap.dly. and procc-rrrg rh< lood larer
contributcs to the s[ccess of the species.
Unquestionably, the deer's senscs of smeli
and taste aid in finding food, bnt those
scnscs are likelv to operate dillcrcntlv 1i:om

rho.e or l ,rrn;r' bnr)g.. A Jee- n,tug'ng li'r
acorns, grapes, or persimmons in thc fbrest
depencls on its kecn sense of smcll to distin-
guish good litits fiom bad-and to arrrid
poisonous plants. Our tongues arc scnsitive

to sweet and sour tastes; cleer are thought
to be able to detect certdn oils, sugars, and
amino acicls. Moreover, thc deels tongue
and lips have great dcxterity and can pick up
items as small as a kernel of con. Since deer
have no upper incisors, they do not clip
their food items, but instead tear or pull her-
baceous material ftom the stems ofthe plant
they are feeding oD. When fteding on lary;er
stems and woody vegetation, deer chew the
stems with their molars.

As run nants, deer can ingest their feed
uithour haring ro rhoroughh .hes rr.
ther€bl' limitiDg thc timc thcy spend fccding
ancl being cxposcd to predators. Only uhen
bedried in a saf! place do they regurgitate the
cucl and chcw it into small particles.

Dccr arc opponuristic in their fleding
lr:hrr.. \lrlr,,,rgl- thq h.lc Jetinrr< oreftr-
ences, the choice of plants they feed on de
pend. large\ on uhar r' arail:hlc. Tlrc drcr
thus changes greatly through the year ard
arorurd thc countrv. lYhile deer are feeding

Mrc\;grr. Jrrr tinher,oLrrh Ln

,{labama and Mississippi are switching lrom
surnmer forbs, muscaclinc ggapcs, ancl lcg-
umes to lea$ vincs, grccnbrier. and persirn-
r rr,r rnrir Ar r\c rorrlrr crrrcrr<,''rh.rr
nnge ir southern Texas and Mexico, ['hite-
tails h:rve srbsisted on prickly pear cactus
through thc sun]n]er months ancl no$' add
*inter fbrbs. mesquite seeds, ancl browse
species. In Montana, rleer reson to wood!
browse species, such as snorvbcnl and cor-
tonwood, *ith allalfa ficlds providing high-
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qualiq'lorage to bolster fit stores t'br the lhc appcal ofagricultunl crops like alf:lh.
coming winter peas, sr1'beans, sugar beets, sleet potatocs,

To describe the diet of the *,hite-t:dlcd corn, rl'heat, rye, and oats often leads pcople
deer, it is almost easier to sry what the nhitc- to consjdcr dccr a major econonrr! pesr
tall warft eat. The wide range ancl adaptabil- species. Somc crops, such as the wilter sma11

iqv ofthe species invite all kinds ofqualilica- grains, soybcans, and beans, are eaten both
tions, but a 1t\l generalities are possible. as seed and ir the render gro\ring stages.
Throrghout their range, deer prefer fleshy Wxter, like protein, carbohydrates, fats.
firits, such as blueberries ancl huckleberries, and minelals, is an important nurrienr.
pcrsinrmons, apples, blackberries, and wild Watering gcnerally dcpends on the moisturc
graPes.

Whitetails also relish the leaves and nerl spring, fbr exarnplc, deer rarelv if ever need
gro*'th on a varieq'ofwoody fincs, shrubs, ftee water bccaus€ their djct consists ofsuc-
and trccs, such as poison iqi honcysuckle, culent plants of high moisture content. In
grcenbricr, dc*'berry., cinqucftril, trumpet thc late summer alrd earlv lall, \l,her plans
creeper, rose, red-osier dog$ood, aspen, and become hrghly librous ald less succulcnt.
oak. Clover, l-etch, tick trefoil. and other the whitetail is likely to drink \\'ater occa-
Iegumes are importarrt sourccs of high- sionall,v to several tines a day. In the descn.
qualiry protein, as ar-e man,v small lcaft an- drc need lbr water is so lreat that deer ma\
nual ald perennial plantsr such as astcr and o'cn metabolize bod,v lats to meet the;
golJerrro.l. Thc lcgurr.'"l- ,r'c orn''rrl,t l) \\Jrcr rcq.r:rolr"r..
rich in calcium- Nontoxic ftrngi and lichens , Thr \\ hiretril is i (onlcrtrrt< i!c.Ler. Un-
make up a substantial part ofthe diet and are like cxttle and sheep, it has a sirall stomach

content of the ficd deer eat. During the

rich sourccs ofcncrg,v and phosphorus. relati\'e to boq sizc and rcquircs. as a result.

On( d&r lkr tu6un.d rro.
d8r rr{Drrn lryd, ihry n6r
slta1h to t dth at tlrnang

!.rrs lin. or sr liihdft
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e \er\ hish .luaiitr clicr. Dccr prclir hieh-
protcin,rnd cncrg*rich planrs rhrr :rrc
highlv diecsrible. likc brolsc. lcah phlrs,
;nd rcorrls. o|cr-rnorr fibrrr s grasses

'I hc rtitctril changes irs dicr sers()nrlly to
mcct lhe phlsiologic lequircments ol the
mt. irltlrr srolr th. prcgn.rnq. trLrrsing, arld
climatit srrcss in dil]ircnr lcriods ofrhc lrar.
Buclis have clillerclt nutntional nccLls lt
cliliircrt timcs c-'f rhc lcar iioDr Llors. irnd
fawns halc Jiliirerrt nutririold rcquire
''r( \. r.ln -,lr lr. I ; ..rr.....rr..i
ence thcir grcrresr nLrtritiorul denmcl lrLst
beti,re ueaning their fitns in the f.rll Bucks
. r I rh. ^ ,, r lr,,r. ,,t rl-rr
Ixre and hrgrn rolLrntr1n fbod rcstncdon
unril aiier thc rur is rluoLrgh. lt is rempt|,g

t.llri l tklr i,i;nr !r ,rJr.
j,nll,r r',o li,ll x,i nrlr
rrrnr r.r rrl(l rhrrlil J,I
rr! , \r nn., i r.r,,r II
ar;,,1, i{r,tr(,r,r trirr
rl,r,,!t rl,r f,!1r. rrr,lrrl
rdr k,.' dhr d trr lii)

n.r,n 1tr Jrs I ff,,,lrt
rdnrii,r,r . r,I,r1
(r'h$.\rl ,,r 4,rtr r, trrr
n,rri,rir tdIj I I!hr.@l
,f!! i,,rtri,,,i 1, |r rr"
t,)n ',!11 

r1,,, rih ir oi,i
atir' rrr tr rr "n1n,dhri
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to think that this is ar adaptive mechanism
to tnsurc that docs rccovcrirg liom the
stnirr of mnnrg *'ill havc cnorgh food to
rcplenish their bodv stores bcirrc r,r'intcr ar-
rives. Adult bucks and firvns are usually
rndcr their highest nutritioral stress in latc
winter ancl eady spring.

Irr the North, deer spend much of the
early ftlI takiog advantxele of the acorn crop
along with beech nrrts and other high-
energy ftll fbods. C)btaining a hear.y storc of
tiprJr and l;r re\enc\ \vill b( L.li.rl ro rhor
sun'ival in the lean winter months ahead.
Does, li*'ns, and bucks eat heav\ during
late September and early October. The
bucks reach their peak condition in October
and earLy November, just prior to the start of
the rut. Once the rut starts, fccding actj\ity
takes second place to the urgc to rcproduce:
body conditiol dcclincs npidly.

C)ther lactors that affect what the \,hitetlil
eats arc geographic location, soil wpes, and
possibl,v cvcn genetics. Geography deter-
mi cs what climatic stress a deer ['ill have to
erdrrrc: sroclpr ingcrcrgr irr th< lorm o ht
is critical fbr decr at thc no[thern extremcs of
rhc whitetail's range but not so impoftart
Itrr southern deer. Co 'ersell', the droultlt
ancl oppressive heat of a southcrn summer
mean that whitetails in the South must be
Drtritionelly prepared irr heet dissipation
and rater consenation; northcrn h€rds hai'e

'I'here are other pgographic diffcrcnccs as

$cll Phnn rh,rt -rc fr\,,riL< Li,..l. ,,t .Lccr irr

one lrration may be lo*'choice or even star-
\,ru,,n li''C. 'nrnep.lcq ql,q. R<.1 ,cdr. i'
one srch plutt. Jtnipenu irginia.tn is a pre-
Frrc,l ti''rl in rlre \4i""ouri Ozarls .rn.l irr
lower Michigan, but in most of dre South-
east, it would be considcred " 1or1-qua1i$
starvatiol food. Sunac and rcd maple are
lwo other browse species that arc Iisted as

highl,v prefened by deer ir, much ol the
Nothem and Western ranges ofwhitc-tailed
deer but are consumed ir only lol to mod
ente qualtities in the Southeast.

fllc rea.on lbr \uch drfirenie' rn:1 hc in
the ground: soil q?es are known to aflecc
the palatabfity of some irnge specics. But
perhaps genetics oflers another explenation-
It is reasonable that evolutionary pressures
on cleer in diflerent areas would lostcr
diffcrent enzyme systems, allo\rilg a race of
decr in onc location to cligcst foods rvith
tannins or toxins that deer of another ra(c
would be unxble to process. Indeed, deer
have evolved dillerent enzymes than dones-
tic livestock: they readily conslllne srch
"to;ric" plants as poisol ir1, inediblc rnush-
roolrs, ltro{'ecd, bracken firn, elks clover.
rhot{odendron, mountain laurel, and tansr
1119\vort.

The microorganisms prcsent in the stom-
ach also affect what deer can ard cannot ear-

Deer have been known to stan'e to death
with their stomachs full of what norrnallr
uould be higlrh rrurririoLr. I^?gc he,ru5e-
through disusc ancl subsistence on starvation
fbods, thet havc l()st the normil rum€n
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organisms necessaq, to digest that kiDd of
good fomge.

In ggneral, the whitetail is said to bc a

crepuscular animal, actively feedilg at daw[
ald dusk. A mdio telemetry study con-
ducled oJ Kammerme)errrd M:rchint,r' i|
Georgia documented crepuscular activiq of
movements by deer, but recent studies by

Jacobson and Danow using reinotc sensilg
devices at i:cding stations have lalled to
confirm thar deer arc crcpu.iuh in rh<ir
feeding activiry Wild dccr providetl shelled
corn at f-eeding stations during the hunting
\e!\oll on r $ildlilc m,rr.lgemenr arer rn

Vi+i-rppi ue'c prrnrnly nocturnal irr rheir
€eding. Thcy fed frorn one-halfhour before
dusk until about 4 in thc morning.

lersonal obsen'ation over a fiReen-veal
period of many deer in captivity has led lnc
to conclude that even in xl-I undisturbed sit-
urtion, cleer arc not particularly clepuscular
in thcir flcding habits. I har,'c rarcly obserled
cafti\,'c dccr ficdurg prior to midmorning,
and most dayrimc fccdiflg activity c]ocs not
bcgin until midday or latcr. Captir''c dccr
definitely dcmonstrate a lccdnrg peak in thc
late afternoon xnd carly evening hoLrrs, but
also feecl throrrpy'rout the niglrt.

My current study of wild dco suggcsts
that feeding ma,v begin in late aftcrnoon and
last throLrghout the night. I have conducted
obsen'xtions with a remote cameil ind tim-
ing device at fteciing stations for deer accus-
tomed to usilrg a supplemental ration. That
nocturnal tleding is an adaptation to human
disturbances seems unJikely; the deer mair,
tained this liedingschedule both during ard
outside of huntilu season. Such leeding ac-
ti\.ity may explain the spccics' crepusucular
'norcmcnr\: .lr':nal. olsc'rcd nrr,ri g il
late afternoon are going to lteding arcrs and
those seen mo\.ing during carly morning are

returning lrom those areas.

Ultimatcly, perhaps, all the dillcrclt re-
search rcsults come down to agreemcnti that
rhr uhrtcrrl is r gcncrJsr lceJcr. rhar rr

is anything but predictable, and above all,
that it is x sulvivor. Even in the complex
man-dominated world of todal the white-
tail has mana;gd not only to cxist brt even
to floudsh.

-Hatry A. Jatobson

F.Jhr,lrilr vppl.ridl rh.

rhi! adl,rnbia 'ht ia,l1,.

pl.nritui.lltiwr.d appl..r,rs
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