There’s a Deer in the Garden


Picture this: the avid Gardener one morning opens his living room blinds to find two bucks and a dainty young doe staring in the window at him.  One of the bucks has a juicy, at least it must have thought so, bright red geranium blossom poking out the side of his mouth.  The Gardener immediately throws up a hand, intending to scare them off as he’s done so many times before. This time, however, they just continued to browse through his flowers, ignoring him, and the doe actually has the audacity to reach down and nibble off yet another vivid red blossom.


Standing there contemplating whether he really wants to put down his coffee cup and run out the front door into the freezing early morning cold in a somewhat fruitless attempt to scare the darn deer off again for the umpteenth time, his mind begins to wander, contriving up instead wonderful images of reindeer and Christmas trees covered with bright lights glowing out from under a beautiful covering of glistening snow.  A car slows down and he sees a small child’s face pressed against the window staring in awe at the deer in his yard.  The deer immediately aware of the car, turn to observe it and in doing so are distracted from his flowers. And like the child, the gardener watches the deer begin to move slowly out of his yard in all of their majesty and beauty.  And as they disappear into his neighbor’s yard and begin to browse there, reality again comes to his mind--a determination to foil those antlered pests.  For he knows that in the spring these same deer will be back, the bucks most likely by themselves and the doe probably followed by a cute little spotted fawn or two.


Deer are browsers. Full-grown adults need to eat five to ten pounds of food per day.  They will nibble or sample any vegetation in the wild or in your yard, especially any new growth on a shrub or tree and leaves at most any time.  They seemingly are enraptured whenever they come across tender young plants.  Often known to be finicky eaters, they will eat most anything when their preferred food sources become scarce and their tastes are known to change depending on the season and nutritional needs.


So what can a gardener do to prevent their expensive plantings and flowers from being eaten by these ferocious consumers?  Plan out your landscaping and gardens with them in mind.  They are not going to change their eating habits so it becomes your responsibility to outwit them.


There are a number of books, such as Gardening in Deer Country, Sunset’s Western Garden Book, Wildlife Pest Control Around Gardens and Homes, and others in your local libraries that have lists of trees, shrubs, and plants that deer most often ignore.  Use the lists to plan out your landscaping for the unfenced areas of your yard, but always remember that deer tastes also differ from season to season and even from region to region.


“But what if I want to plant a particular tree or shrub not on one of the recommended lists in your yard,” you might ask?  Then fence it individually until it is big enough to withstand browsing or buy it big enough to start with.  You can also attempt to discourage the deer’s delightful sampling of its new shoots the first couple of years by spraying it with a purchased chemical repellant, which you may have to re-spray on it occasionally after a hard or prolonged rain spell.  Some people attempt to do the same thing by hanging small bags of deodorant soap on their trees (not all deodorant soaps are effective, so experiment) or by spraying coyote urine around them.


If you purchase a plant you think you just can’t live without, plant it inside a six foot fence. Deer may be capable of jumping it, but they are opportunists and will eat what is easily reached, and they do not like to be inside a confined space.  

