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The mule deer in Colorado

I was born
to a fami-
ly that did
not hunt.
My father
was a fish-
erman. He
did not have

anything
against
hunting; he
just did not
have any in-
terest in do-
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ing it. Dad
took me to many places, from Canada,
Costa Rica, all over the States and the
Caribbean in pursuit of fish, but nev-

er hunting.

As early in life as I can remember,

I always wanted to go hunting. I slob-
bered over every issue of any hunting
magazine I could find. The one spe-
cie I dreamed most of was the mule
deer. Since I did not have a father who
would take me, he enlisted an old man
who was a hunter to let me go along.

I spent a season of my 12th year of
life heading up to the mountains in
a jeep with this old man. Drinking
coffee from a thermos and watching
the sun break over the snow covered
mountains; I decided that this was
what I wanted to do forever. Those of
you, who know me personally, know
that I have pretty much done just that.

The mule deer of Colorado is pret-
ty common throughout the state.
Muleys, as they are sometimes called,
live on the eastern plains, throughout
the canyons, the wooded areas of our
National Forests, and even cohabitate
our suburban areas with us.

An adult male will stand 42 inches
tall and weigh upwards of 200 pounds.
The bucks shed their antlers annu-
ally and grow a new set in the spring
and summer. The antlers can grow as
much as a quarter an inch a day.

Mule deer adapt very well to our
arid and dry climate, as they use their
hooves to dig in the ground in search
of seep water. They bed up during the
heat of the day, only moving in morn-
ings, evenings and night, in order to
conserve water.

Another interesting fact about mule
deer is their vision has a 310-degree

view around them because of the posi-

tion of their eyes on the sides of their
head. They are also extraordinarily
sensitive to movement around them.
While they seem to be everywhere,
populations have been actually go-
ing down. In 2012, Colorado Parks
and Wildlife, CPW, estimated the state

A group of mule deer does feed near a corn field behind the authors house. (Submitted photo/Mark Rackay)

population of mule deer was around
408,000, which is well below the goal
of 525,000 to 575,000 animals.

In the mid 1800s, when gold pros-
pectors were pouring into Colorado,

commercial hunters killed large num-

bers of big game for meat. By the be-
ginning of the 20th century, the large
herds of deer and elk were gone. The
population boom of the 20th century

continued to hurt the troubled popula-

tion of game.

The first hunting license for deer
was issued in 1903, as management
of the near extinct deer herd began.
Thanks to hunter’s dollars, and care-
ful management by CPW, the popula-
tion of muleys peaked in 1989 with an
estimated population of 600,000 ani-
mals. That is a far cry from the 6,000
that remained in 1900.

Development is no friend to mule
deer. Thousands and thousands of
acres of habitat are lost to the de-
velopment of ski areas, residential
developments and oil and gas devel-
opment. We see the results of the de-
velopment around town as just about

every subdivision has a few deer liv-
ing within.

Nature also plays havoc on the herd.
Severe winters can be catastrophic
on the populations. During the bad
winter of 1983-84, CPW launched a $4
million feeding program to help the
starving deer. In spite of the noble ef-
fort, fawn mortality that winter was
as much as 95 percent.

Droughts and wildfires also harm
the populations of deer. The wildfires,
which come more in drought years,
burn off much of the woody shrubs
that mule deer need to eat. This allows
cheat grass and other noxious weeds
to establish on rangelands, and pre-
venting the sagebrush and mountain
shrubs a chance to grow.

Disease, such as hemorrhagic dis-
ease, can drastically affect deer pop-
ulations. Chronic wasting disease is

also a concern. The herd has seen loss-

es of up to 50 percent of the popula-
tion in areas affected by disease.

In many areas of the state, preda-
tors are to blame for problems with
the deer populations. Mountain lions,

Humanity on the Rim

coyotes and bears can all play havoc
on deer, especially young fawns.

CPW is working hard to control the
population of our mule deer. By work-
ing with farmers, ranchers, landown-
ers and sportsman organizations,
many acres of habitat are being re-
stored. The Colorado Wildlife Habitat
Protection Program (CWHPP) is fund-
ed through the sale of the Colorado
Wildlife Habitat Stamp. Since 2006,
this program has protected 174,000
acres of wildlife habitat in Colorado.

We love our floppy eared deer here
in Colorado. Hopefully we can have
fewer droughts and less severe win-
ters to help bolster the populations
closer to the goal levels. I know I sure
enjoy having them around and I think
you do too.

Mark Rackay is a columnist for the
Montrose Daily Press and serves as
a Director and Public Information
Officer for the Montrose County
Sheriff’s Posse. For information about
the Posse call 970-252-4033 (leave a mes-
sage) or email info@mecspi.org

We all sense it.

Day after day, there seems
to be a growing disconnect
between people. You walk
down the sidewalk and the
person coming toward you
quickly averts their eyes to
avoid eye contact. You sit
down on a plane and the per-
son next to you pops in ear-
buds to stave off any efforts
at small talk. You're hik-
ing up a trail in the wilder-
ness and the person coming
down the trail passes right
by without even a nod of
the head to acknowledge the
shared passion for the dirt
beneath your boots. This
same disconnect is apparent
in much more serious issues,
such as bystanders witness-
ing bullying, sexual assault,
discrimination and many
other injustices from human
to human. I get it, too. Well,
I sort of get it. Life is busy
and life is hard. We all have
demands on our time and
energy and a limited supply
of both to get us through,
but, at some point, we have
to take off those blinders
and be open and mindful to
what’s happening around
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us and to the needs of those
sharing our world.

This is something that I try
to actively focus on improv-
ing in myself, and a recent
experience on the rugged
White Rim of Utah really
brought it home and provid-
ed a guiding example of who
I want to be and how I want
to live. A group of us were
headed to Utah to start a
four day, 100 mile mountain
bike ride through the wil-
derness that surrounds the
White Rim route through the
backcountry of Canyonlands
National Park. Shortly be-
fore starting I realized I had
forgotten something quite
important, my sleeping bag.
With no options around for a
replacement, I did what any
dirtbag adventurer would
do and decided to push for-
ward with the trip and wing
it, knowing that there would
likely be extra jackets and
other items to use to stay
semi-warm during the chilly

to catch up with other runners/walkers and those

neighbors you haven’t seen all year! Strollers and
well-behaved dogs on leash are welcome.

Bring Aunt Tillie and Uncle George too!

Nov. 23, 2017
Registration 8:00, start 9:00 AM

$5/person or $15/household
2 mile or 4.2 mile fun walk/run for the whole family

nights on the Rim. Now don’t
get me wrong, while I was
determined to make light
of it and just move forward,
on the inside I was freak-
ing out a bit. How can I sleep
if T can’t stay warm? How
can I ride 100 miles if I can’t
sleep? And mostly, how can I
keep from being the grump-
iest person on the trip if
I'm tired and cold and full
of frustration at myself for
making such a silly mistake?
Fifteen miles into the ride
later that day we’re taking
a snack break and our sup-
port driver pulls up wear-
ing a smile and holding a
sleeping bag out the window.
It turns out that a hiker we
had chatted with earlier that
morning had gotten a mes-
sage out to his wife in Moab
about my mishap, had her
drive 50 miles to bring him
a sleeping bag, stopped each
vehicle passing him on the
route to find out if it was
our support vehicle, and fi-
nally found our driver and
passed off the sleeping bag
for me along with a note that
simply had an address and
the name of their business
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in Durango. I don’t need to
waste words describing how
shocked, amazed, and happy
I was. First, I knew I'd sleep
nice and warm that night.
But mostly, to see so clear-
ly the lengths that complete
strangers went to in order to
help someone on a trail, and
to trust them with a very ex-
pensive piece of gear, made
quite the impression on our
entire group over the whole
trip.

Once I returned home I
made a point to look up their
business website which in-
cludes a mission statement. I
invite you to adopt this por-

tion of that mission for your-

self and to open yourself up

to being aware of the lives
around you and extending a
little bit of humanity, wheth-
er on the trail, walking down
the sidewalk, or wherever
else you see a need: Be nice
to fellow man, be thankful,
be generous, and trust the
Universe. I've now boxed up
the sleeping bag to return to
them along with my favorite
bottle of Colorado whiskey
and a request that they share
a toast to kindness and ad-
venture for all of us.

Tisha McCombs is an avid
adventurer and a business
and life coach. She can be
reached at tishamccombs@,
yahoo.com or www.elevate
withtisha.com.
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