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Those of us who chase the magnificent, illusive whitetail care about the age of our trophy or potential trophy because 
we know that in order to harvest a beautiful, heavy-horned monarch, we must let him get old enough to reach his full 
ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻƳŀǘƻŜǎ ƻǊ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǎǿŜŜǘ ŎƻǊƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇƛŎƪ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊƛǇŜΦ  ²Ƙȅ 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ Řƻ ŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΣ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜǘŀƛƭ ōǳŎƪΚ 
 
¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ά!ƭƭ L ǿŀƴǘ ƛǎ ǾŜƴƛǎƻƴΦέ  CƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ŀ ŘƻŜΦ  ¢ƘŀƴƪŦǳƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀπ
bly the biggest problem we have as wildlife stewards in most places today, harvesting an adequate number of does, 
sometimes because of the carrying capacity constraints for the local habitat, but here in the Heartland, most likely be-
cause of the need to improve the ratio of bucks to does. 
 
I like to look at whitetail deer management and stewardship as a three-legged stool, each leg important in supporting 
the stool. The three legs are nutrition, genetics and age.  In terms of these, we can most easily influence or control the 
ŀƎŜΦ  Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŏƻǎǘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴȅ ƳƻƴŜȅΤ ƛǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ 
 
LΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƭƛƳō ƘŜǊŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ ффΦр percent of us who chase the magnificent, illusive whitetail 
ōǳŎƪΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ōǳŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ ǘƻ ǎƛȄ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŜŜǘ ƻǳǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ 
is considered to be a trophy. 
 
LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƻǿΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀǎ ŀ tƻǇŜ ϧ ¸ƻǳƴƎ ǘǊƻǇƘȅΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
ŦƛǊŜŀǊƳΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōƻƻƪ ŀǎ ŀ .ƻƻƴŜ ϧ /ǊƻŎƪŜǘǘ ōǳŎƪΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƛǘΩǎ a 
trophy to you and me is how we feel when we look at it hanging on the wall in our home or office. 
 
When we look at the antlers on a mature, five-and-a-half to six-and-a-half-year-old whitetail buck deer, the character 
ŀƴŘ Ƴŀǎǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōǊŜŀǘƘǘŀƪƛƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŀǘǳǊŜ όƻǊ ǊƛǇŜύ 
bucks, you must pass on them when they are younger. 
 
ά.ǳǘΣέ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅΣ άƻƪŀȅΦ  L ƘŜŀǊ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ L ǘŜƭƭ Ƙƻǿ ƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳŎƪ ƛǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L Ǉǳƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ƻǊ ƭƻǎŜ 
ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƻǿΚέ  DǊŜŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻǿ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜΣ Ŝŀǎȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ŀƎƛƴƎ 
live deer ςespecially if you accurately determine the age of every buck you or your friends harvest and compare that 
data to what you estimated before squeezing the trigger or letting the arrow fly. 
 
The first thing to do is look at the body of the deer, not the antlers.  When you see a buck that has a body that looks 
ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŘƻŜ Σ ōǳǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴǘƭŜǊǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ƻƴŜ-and-a-half to two-and-a-half-year-old buck deer.  There 
ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ŀƎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ ǿŀƭƪ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΣ ǎƻ 
LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΦ 
 
¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ōǳŎƪ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛǾŜ ŘŜŜǊ ŀƎƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŜ-and-a-half to four-and-
a-half-year-old.  A three-and-a-half-year-old buck has a large chest and shoulder area, but his rump, waist, and hips are 
smaller than the front.  A four-and-a-half-year-old is getting heavier in both his front and hindquarters, but his neck still 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŧƭƻǿ ƛƴ ǎƳƻƻǘƘƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƛǎƪŜǘΣ ƻǊ ŎƘŜǎǘΦ  CƻǳǊ-and-a-half-year-olds are starting to behave and 
look like a bull of the woods, but the neck not intersecting smoothly into the bottom of the brisket and lack of sway or 
droop in the back and belly give them away as not quite yet ripe. 
 
Now, for the animal that we spend all that time in the woods in order to see and hopefully we have the skills to suc-
ŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘΦ  LΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŀ ƳŀǘǳǊŜ ōǳŎƪΣ ŦƛǾŜ-and-a-half to six-and-a-half-



year-old whitetail monarch.  He looks a lot like a mature bull ς heavy front and hindquarters, usually has an attitude, 
his neck seems to be attached to the bottom of his brisket, he has a sway in his back and belly, and he is a very effec-
tive predator avoiding machine. The evidence that he is an effective predator avoidance machine is that he got this old.  
Most of his siblings did not! 
 
[ŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ƴƻǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇ- Once you have harvested your buck how do you accurately determine his age so you can 
do a better job next time in live estimating of age? There are currently four ways to estimate the age of a harvested 
whitetail deer and in the order of most accurate to least accurate here they are: 
 
 
Tag the deer Attach an ear tag or some other object to the deer in the first few months after it is born. Accuracy level 

near 100%, only depends on reliability of process implemented and record keeping. 
 
Tooth eruption ! ǿƘƛǘŜǘŀƛƭΩǎ ǘŜŜǘƘ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƳƻǳǘƘ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

most accurate way to estimate age on whitetail deer up until they reach 2.5 years old is by eruption. What this 
means is that we can tell by the number of teeth in the side of the jaw, for sure, whether the deer is about six 
months old, eighteen months old, or 2 ½ years old or older. I do not recommend you use cementum annuli for deer 
less than 2 ½ because eruption is almost as accurate as if we watched them be born. The way to do this is: 

 
If the jaw has 4 or 5 teeth the deer is 6 months of age (It was born the previous spring). 

 
If the jaw has 6 teeth we know for sure it is at least 18 months old. If the third tooth from the front has 

three cusps it is for sure an 18 month old deer. You can remove the flesh and see the permanent teeth 
underneath the milk or baby teeth (though this is not necessary to be certain, you just need to see the 
three cusps and six total teeth).  This age class is most often misjudged as being a very old deer. The 
reason is that the third tooth from the front almost always is heavily worn (though it is a baby or milk 


