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h, the good old days, when my
food plots were the only show in
town. Deer galloped into them
like heifers let out of a pen for the
first time in weeks, gleeful to get
at the green food I'd planted. And I patted
myself on the back for offering whitetails
a buffet when they had few other choices.
I knew it would change, of course, and
it has. In most of the areas I hunt, other
hunter-managers are now doing the same
thing I've done for years. They’re planting
food and making cover for whitetails, and
I'll admit some of them are pretty darn
good. In short, deer have choices now
they didn’t have only a handful of years
ago. It would be tempting — though un-
productive — to pine for times when deer
were naive and liked me better than any-
one else. Instead, I've just learned to get
better at what I do. Here are a few tips I've
learned to make sure 'm — to borrow an
old Army recruiting phrase — being all
that I can be.

KEEP THE ROTATION

Farmers learn quickly that planting the
same stuff in the same dirt every year is
tempting but usually counterproductive.
Plants have nutritional needs, too, and
they draw nutrients from the soil to sur-
vive. Although some of those nutrients
can be replaced through fertilization,
there are other considerations. For these
and other reasons, it makes sense to ro-
tate your plantings from plot to plot on
a consistent basis. Perennials such as Im-
perial Whitetail Clover, Fusion and Chic
Magnet are obvious exceptions, but in my
experience, about the only ones. For the
annual lineup, plan on switching seed va-
rieties in your plots on an annual basis or
at least every other year for best results.

Let’s assume you have four food plots
on your property. I like to have one es-
tablished in a perennial clover or clover/
chicory blend. Two are devoted to annu-
als; one for post-rut/late season fare, such
as Imperial Winter-Greens or Beets &
Greens, the other to a mix more attractive

to deer earlier in the season (Pure Attrac-
tion is my favorite). The last is one I'm
prepping to convert to a perennial plot.
The possibilities for this plot are pretty
broad. If its a spot notorious for weed
growth, I might hit it hard with Round-
up in spring and then plant it with some-
thing such as Whitetail Oats Plus early,
let deer hit it until the oats head out, and
then plow those under and plant it in a
perennial like Imperial Whitetail Clover
or Fusion that fall.

By using this basic rotation, I keep
offering something new or different to
deer in a variety of plots each year, with
an Imperial Whitetail Clover or Fusion
plot serving as the anchor for the system.
Obviously, I might have properties with
room for more than four plots, but I work
the same basic system and multiply it by
that basic ratio.

KNOW THYSELF

Let’s face it: There’s the food plotter we
want to be, and then there’s reality. We
know we should soil test, fertilize and
keep ahead of weeds with herbicides and
mowing, and when I go into each food
plot season, I have stellar plans and great
intentions. And then life happens. Some
of our busy lifestyle can’t be helped, of
course. If you have one child in soccer,
another in softball and a job that eats up
50 hours a week, food plots might (make
that should) take a back seat to more im-
portant stuff.

Which is why it pays to be honest with
yourself when devising a food plot plan.
If summers are packed with activity and
you don’t have time to tend to the care
and maintenance of a clover plot, for
example, consider planting an annual. I
adore clover plots, which offer essential
nutrition to deer for much of the year,
not to mention an attraction that’s hard
to beat; but they require attention in the
spring and summer.

Similarly, if you don’t have the equip-
ment needed for A-to-Z food plot plant-
ing (tractors or ATVs and the requisite
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implements), dont give up on

food plots. With products such

as Secret Spot, BowStand and
No-Plow, you can construct a kick-

butt food plot with minimal effort

and almost zero specialty gear. I
know this because I've done it sev-

eral times, especially on properties
where it was difficult to haul heavy
equipment. It's easy to convince
yourself that if youre not a farmer

— or at least a scaled-down version of one
— that youre out of the food plot game,
but it’s not true.

PLANT WITH A PURPOSE

One thing many managers forget as
they plant plots is what they plan to offer
deer and when they expect them to eat it.
The no-brainer answer is, of course, food.
But I learned in a hurry you must do bet-
ter than that. The type of food is critical,
as is when you want or expect deer to eat
it. All of which can depend on the time of
the year and other factors, including cov-
er slope and hunting pressure.

For example, I have a farm with a 30-
acre south-facing slope, covered with red
cedar and burr oak. During the warm
months of summer and early fall, that
slope is a deer desert. Because of the warm
temps and lack of browse, whitetails can-
not meet any of their needs in that area,
so a plot designed for those times of year
is almost pointless. Of course, everything
switches when temps take a dive. Sud-
denly, that deer desert turns into a white-
tail oasis, as deer seek out the warmer
ambient temps of the southern slope and
the thermal cover provided by the dense
cedars. So, we plant a winter blend, such
as Winter-Greens or other brassica/tur-
nip blends, and deer destroy the plot in
the appropriate season.

Conversely, I have an abandoned pas-
ture parcel on one farm that is not close
to good cold-weather bedding or security
cover. So, I devote plots in this area to ear-
ly fall offerings, such as clover, Whitetail
Oats Plus and other blends, and have had
terrific success. Those plots have done
more than anything to teach me the im-
portance of studying how deer naturally
use the landscape and planning my food
plots accordingly.
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DON'T FORGET FALL

One of the most common traps food
plotters fall into is the rush to get things
planted in spring and early summer. I
know this because I've made the same
mistake multiple times. In a rush to get
plots in as soon as turkey season was fin-
ished, my initial optimism often gave way
to frustration, as abundant and aggres-
sive weed growth threatened my plot. Of
course, there are some wonderful herbi-
cides (Arrest Max and Slay are two of the
best) designed to combat this situation,
and they work well when applied at the
proper time. But because summer is one
of my busiest work periods, time crunch-
es often prevented me from jumping on
weeds when I should.

Then I discovered the beauty of late
summer/early fall planting. With weed
germination waning, if not done, compe-
tition for space and nutrients let my food
plot seed perform as it should, especially
with a clover planting. In the past, I'd al-
ways wanted to get clover in the ground
as early as possible, envisioning a lush clo-
ver plot that would attract fall whitetails.
What I frequently got instead were clover
seedlings struggling to survive among
weeds that were off to the races almost
as soon as I'd planted. Finally, a farmer/
hunter buddy suggested waiting until Au-
gust or September.

“Plant your clover with a nurse crop
like oats,” he said. “The nurse crop will
jump out of the ground immediately and
suppress whatever weed competition you
might have, and will be attractive to deer,
too. Meanwhile, your clover has a great
start for next spring, when you really want
something green for does ready to drop
fawns and bucks starting to grow antlers”

As is so often true, my farmer friend

was correct. Now I plan all my clover
plots for fall plantings, and my success
in growing killer clover has skyrocket-
ed. I create better clover plots than ever
and do so with less maintenance, lower
input costs (as in almost no herbicide
application) and almost zero frustration.
Of course, the same can be said for an-
nual plantings, and I've had solid success
waiting until late summer to plant offer-
ings such as Beets & Greens, Whitetail
Oats Plus, Winter-Greens and others.
Whitetail Oats Plus is also ideal for a
nurse crop.

CONCLUSION

Successful food plotting depends far
more on common sense than rocket sci-
ence. By paying attention to what works
in your region and how deer behave
on your property, you can get better at
planting the right seeds in the right plac-
es and making your property as attrac-
tive to deer as possible. One thing I wish
I would have learned a lot earlier in my
food plotting experience was a willing-
ness to ask for advice and to get a second
set of eyes on my property. So often, a
fresh perspective can shed light on situ-
ations that trouble us or offer a solution
we hadn’'t pondered before. Getting the
most out of our food plots and how they
fit into our management plans is an ev-
er-evolving process — and one I enjoy
tweaking every year.





