
LOCKED ANTLERS OF MULE DEER AND 
WHITE-TAILED DEER 

by Kenneth Scheelhaase and Ross MacLennan, 
Saskatchewan Department of Natural Resources, Saskatoon 

In late January, 1971 while work¬ 
ing in the sandhill area two miles 
south and two and a half miles east 
of Harris, Saskatchewan, the senior 
author* found two buck deer lying 
dead on a knoll in low shrubs. The 
deer had their antlers locked together, 
apparently as a result of a fight dur¬ 
ing the previous mating season. Upon 
closer inspection it was discovered 
that one was a mule deer (Odocoileus 
hemionus) and the other a whitetail 
(O. virginianus). 

The whitetail had four tines on the 
right antler and three on the left 
antler in typical pattern, while the 
mule deer had less regular antlers. 
Both sides of the antlers had two 
irregular points in addition to the 
normal tines. The right antler of the 
whitetail was locked into the left 
antler of the mule deer. Some of the 
♦Before the submission of this article Kenneth 
Scheelhaase was killed in an automobile acci¬ 
dent. 

irregular points on the mule deer 
antler were involved in this locking. 
The left antler tip of the whitetail 
was wedged against the skull of the 
mule deer on the left side of the ridge 
formed by the sagittal suture of the 
frontal bones. This ridge, and the 
springiness of the antlers, held the 
two very firmly together. The white- 
tail tine had penetrated the skin and 
made a small indentation in the mule 
deer skull, but no fracture was 
evident. 

Very little is known about the 
occurrence of fighting between mule 
and white-tailed deer. The authors 
are aware of only one other docu¬ 
mented case of locked mule deer and 
whitetail antlers. This involved ant¬ 
lers found northwest of Fort Walsh, 
Saskatchewan, by Mr. L. Dumont, in 
1955, and reported in the Records of 
North American Big Game (Webb, 
Fitz and Baker, 1958) and in a report 
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Locked antlers of Mule Deer and White-tailed Deer, 
near Harris, May, 1971. 
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on locked antlers by Notz (1965). 
One may only speculate on the 

frequency of occurrence of aggressive 
interactions between the two species. 
While their distribution shows con¬ 
siderable overlap in west-central 
North America (Hall and Kelson, 
1959), habitat variability usually pro¬ 
vides for effective ecological separa¬ 
tion in the overlap zone. Ecological 
separation, however, appears to be 
less developed in the relatively flat 
northern Great Plains and foothills, 
and thus the species may come into 
direct contact frequently in south¬ 
western Saskatchewan and adjacent 
Alberta and Montana. 

Likewise, we can only speculate on 
the behavioural significance of such 
interactions. Even in a species such 
as the whitetail in which many 
thousands of conspecific fights be¬ 
tween males occur every year, locked 
antlers are a fairly rare occurrence. 
But the two instances of interspecific 
locked antlers in Saskatchewan indi¬ 
cate that head-to-head encounters 
between males of the two species may 
occur in areas where both are fairly 
abundant. Such interactions between 
male mule and white-tailed deer could, 
of course, merely represent the release 
of high levels of aggression toward 
the nearest available moving object. 
(For example, various male ungulates 
during the rutting period have been 
known to charge people, automobiles 

or even freight trains.) However, thd 
usual function of ritualized frontal 
encounters in conspecific male ungu¬ 
lates is to establish dominance, which 
results in reproductive advantage. If 
this drive is the explanation for mule 
deer-whitetail combats, then it sug¬ 
gests that Pleistocene differentiation 
of the two species from a common 
stock did not proceed as far as com¬ 
plete behavioural isolation. 

These apparently reproductively re¬ 
lated interactions do not necessarily 
indicate actual mating of the species, 
much less the production of viable 
hybrids in the wild. However, the two 
species are known to interbreed in 
captivity (Taylor, 1956). 
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POPULATION SIZE AND PRODUCTIVITY OF THE 
BLACK-TAILED PRAIRIE DOG IN SASKATCHEWAN 

by Larry Kerwin, 905 McKinnon Drive, Calgary, Alberta 

Despite the concern of conserva¬ 
tionists little is known about the 
status of the black-tailed prairie dog 
(Cynomys ludovicianus ludovicianus) 
in Canada. Paynter (1962) estimated 
that there were 45,000 animals in 
eight colonies inhabiting some 2,400 
acres. An investigation during 1970 
(Kerwin and Scheelhaase, 1971) re¬ 
vealed 16 colonies with an estimated 
10,823 animals occupying about 1,244 
acres. Some additional information is 

now available on the status of this 
species in southwestern Saskatche¬ 
wan. 

METHODS 
Colonies were located during the 

summers of 1970 and 1971 and their 
location plotted on a 1:50,000 topo¬ 
graphical map. The area of each 
colony was determined by planimeter. 
Several representative colonies were 
counted twice a week in both May 
and July to determine the breeding 
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