
he stocking of Eurasian fallow
deer in the Beaver Creek Valley
in 1939 and 1940 was the 

beginning of a now seemingly aberrant
episode in Nebraska’s big game history.
It set in motion the only time hunting a
free-ranging, exotic, big game species
was legal in the state.

“Fallow deer were released in
Nebraska in 1939 (20 head) and 1940
(53 head) on the Hall Ranch, 10 mi.
NW Petersburg, the animals being 
supplied by the Lincoln City Park
Department,” J. Knox Jones, Jr. wrote
in Distribution and Taxonomy of
Mammals of Nebraska, published in
1964. “The species thrived, reproduced,
and extended its distribution from the
point of original release; now fallow
deer occur throughout the Beaver
Creek Valley and in adjacent parts of
the Cedar Creek Valley and the lower
Loup Valley.”

“Because of the fine sporting 
qualities of the fallow deer, Dama
dama Linneus, it has been introduced
in many parts of the world,” Robert L.
Packard, State Biological Survey,
University of Kansas, wrote in the

August 1955 quarterly of the
Journal of Mammalogy. Packard
noted the release point in

Nebraska was “…in
the middle of the

Beaver River [Creek] Valley, which is
on the southeastern edge of the
Nebraska sandhills in Boone County. In
this valley there are extensive hay
fields, good willow growths, and some
corn fields.”

“Ray Hall, a rancher from the Beaver
Valley west of Petersburg, knew of the
large numbers [of fallow deer in the
Lincoln park] and was instrumental in
obtaining 20 head to release on the
open range,” Mary Alice Dwyer, who
lives on a ranch in the Beaver Creek
Valley about 15 miles west of
Petersburg, wrote in an October 23,
1985 The Elgin Review article. “The
following year, Mr. Hall and some of
the other ranchers went to Lincoln in
their pickups or trucks and brought an
additional 53 head back to the valley.
Some of these were freed at the same
Hall Ranch, while others were let loose
about six miles further west along the
creek bed in Wheeler County. It
appeared that the deer did spread 
rapidly during the first years after
release.” Although none of the animals
were released on the nearby Mignery

Ranch, Dwyer wrote, “…the fallow
deer seemed to prefer the habitat

there to the original release sites and
it was soon where most were to
concentrate.”

To put the stocking of fallow deer in
perspective, one needs to know 
something of the status of native deer
species in the state at the time the
releases were made, and how that 
contributed to the introduction of an
exotic big game species.

In 1901, when Nebraska’s first 
comprehensive game laws were 
established by the legislature, Chief
Deputy Simpkins of the newly created
Game and Fish Commission estimated

there were “about 50” deer remaining
in the state, their location as follows:
eight in Cherry County, a “few” in
Deuel County, about six in Lincoln
County, and 12 to 15 in Thomas
County. That same legislative session,
ostensibly in an effort to provide the
remaining deer with some measure of
protection, established the following
regulations: “The open season for deer
having horns and antelopes having
horns shall begin August 15th and end
November 15th next ensuing....and no
person shall take, kill or have in 
possession in any one season more than
one deer and one antelope; or instead
of one deer and one antelope, he may
either have two deer or two antelope.”
The 1899 statutes had allowed deer
hunting during November and
December with no limit on the number
taken.

Not until 1907 did the Nebraska
Legislature provide complete 
protection for deer. By the end of 1908,
Game and Fish Commission Chief
Warden George L. Carter reported:
“The Dismal river herd of deer has
increased until there is now about 100
animals in Thomas and adjoining 
counties,” and “they were also found as
far south as Lincoln county....” During
the 1920s and 1930s, deer slowly
began to increase in abundance and
range. 

That deer were so slow to repopulate
Nebraska on their own spawned
attempts to speed the process along.
“The Nebraska Bureau of Game and
Fish has placed an order for ten deer
for fall delivery,” the July 1927 issue of
Outdoor Nebraska reported. “These are
secured from the Federal Government
and are trapped from a forest reserve in
Utah. The cost to the State of Nebraska
will be around $40 per animals. It is
expected to put the deer on the two 
forest reserves in Nebraska where there
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already is a small herd.” Whether that
stocking ever occurred is unknown. 

The January 1933 issue of Outdoor
Nebraska reported mule deer were
beginning to return to the Pine Ridge in
northwestern Nebraska, and the
January 1934 issue reported occasional
sightings of deer (whether white-tailed
or mule was not mentioned) in several
northeastern counties. A survey of deer
and pronghorns in Nebraska reported in
the Autumn 1938 issue estimated there
were 1,675 deer in the state, mostly in
the Pine Ridge and Wildcat Hills
escarpments in the Panhandle, and
along the Niobrara River in the tier of
northern counties. By the autumn of
1940, deer were plentiful enough in
northwestern Nebraska that signs were
being posted along highways to warn
motorists of deer crossings, and there
was talk of a deer hunting season in
that region “in the not too distant
future.” But no one, not even the
Commission’s game biologists,
expected deer to one day populate the

entire state. 
Combine the failure of native deer to

quickly recolonize the state on their
own, even with more than 30 years of
protection from the gun, with the
Commission’s history of introducing
exotic game birds to replace native
species seemingly incapable of 
coexisting with agriculture, and add
that to James Agar, Lincoln Park
Department superintendent, who had
European fallow deer breeding 
themselves out of house and home at
Pioneer Park, and the stage was set for
the establishment of a wild herd of 
fallow deer in the Beaver Creek Valley.
Oddly enough, the Nebraska Game,
Forestation and Parks Commission
does not appear to have played an
active role in transplanting the fallow
deer, as there is no mention of it in
Commission records, and this in a time
when annual reports gave exact counts
of the number of pheasants raised on
game farms and stocked, or bullheads
seined from Sandhill lakes and stocked

in eastern waters. It would seem that
permission would have been required
for the stocking of exotic game animals
in the state.

Nebraska’s first archery deer hunting
season was held in 1955 and only open
during the month of October in Burt,
Douglas, Thurston and Washington
counties where cropping back the 
population was deemed necessary. One
hundred and seventy-three permits
were issued and seven deer reported
killed. The following year, more of the
state was open to archery deer hunters,
and fallow deer became legal game for
archers. That year, the statewide kill of
deer by archers was 28, of which eight
were fallow deer taken in Wheeler
County. The implication of those 
numbers is that either archer hunters
concentrated on hunting fallow deer
because they were an exotic species, or
fallow deer were easier to approach

within bow-and-arrow range. Fallow
deer remained legal game only for
archers until 1963, when they also
could be shot during the firearm deer
season.

From the time of their release until
Commission biologist J. Henry Sather
did a cursory survey of fallow deer in
1946 that included landowner 
interviews, there are no records of how
the fallow deer in the Beaver Valley
fared. F.A. Matson in Boone County,
however, reported to Sather that fallow
deer: “Had ruined his orchard and that
a herd of thirty stayed on the ranch the
year round.” Clearly the fallow deer
were reproducing and spreading.
Fallow deer are gregarious – typically
gathering into herds – so damage to
cropland, haystacks and orchards 
tended to be more severe than with
native deer species. 

Commission biologist Raymond
Linder conducted a more thorough 
survey in the summer and autumn of
1955, and also talked with ranchers and
farmers in an attempt to determine the
fallow deer’s range in the state and 
estimate the population size. Linder
described the central Beaver Creek
Valley, where the animals were
released and where most remained, in
his 1956 report, “Distribution of Fallow
Deer in Central Nebraska.” Linder
wrote:

“The Beaver Valley in which the
main herd concentrated is in most
places not more than 2 miles wide and
is bordered by sandhills on both sides.
The creek bank has a heavy growth of
shrubs and the remainder of the area is
meadow that is used for hay. There are
numerous groves of cottonwood trees
scattered through the length of the
Valley. At the eastern edge of the major
range near Petersburg, land use
changes quite abruptly from grazing
and hay to crop cultivation. Their major
range extends westward to the 
headwaters of Beaver Creek in the
vicinity of Cummingsville.”
Cummingsville was the name of a post
office and store once located near the
junction of U.S. Highway 281 and
Nebraska Highway 70, seven miles
north of Bartlett and near the 
headwaters of Beaver Creek. In recent
times, the intersection has been better
known as Miller’s Corner by locals.

Linder reported more than half of the

ranchers who lived in the Beaver Valley
between Petersburg and Cummingsville
reported “white deer” on their land
before 1945. All of the fallow deer
released were of the white color phase
and once in the wild they continued to
breed true to that color. Linder wrote
there were reports of fallow deer near
Norfolk, Chambers, Loup City, Ord,
Clearwater and in the Platte River
Valley in Hall County but “the validity
of these sight records is questionable,
as in each case the report is hearsay.”
Linder concluded his report by 
recommending there be no further
study of fallow deer.

Sometime during the 1950s there was

a second “stocking” of fallow deer in
Nebraska when 17 to 20 fallow deer
escaped or were released from a 
confined herd at the Fairbury city park.
Those deer were occasionally sighted
for a number of years, usually along
the Blue River, and then vanished.

While the Commission seemed to
have scant interest in the fallow deer,
archery hunters had a disproportionate
interest in them judging from the 
percentage of fallow deer killed relative
to the significantly greater abundance
of white-tailed and mule deer. It was
apparent they were viewed as trophy
animals. Archery fallow deer kills were
almost entirely bucks. During the 1957
archery deer season, the first year the

entire state was open to archers, of the
80 deer killed, five were fallow deer
and all were bucks. The following year,
six of the 221 deer killed by archers
were fallow deer, of which five were
bucks. Fallow deer remained legal
game only for Nebraska archers, the
object seeming to be to reduce the
number of fallow deer to a point they
were not a problem for several ranchers
where they concentrated, but not 
significantly reduce their numbers.
Fallow deer were taken by archers only
in Wheeler, Antelope and Boone 
counties. There was talk fallow deer
were “semi-tame” and so easier for
hunters to approach, but hunter surveys

from that time showed the average 
distances at which hunters estimated
they made kills were comparable to
those reported for mule deer and 
white-tailed deer. 

Little changed from the late-1950s
into the mid-1960s, although the 
percentage of fallow deer taken by
archery hunters continued to shrink as
white-tailed and mule deer became
more plentiful and widespread. During
the 1959 season only two fallow deer
were among the total of 223 killed by
archers, one in Wheeler County and
one in Boone County. In 1960 there
were seven fallow deer in the total of
221 killed by archers; five of 331 in
1961; one of 316 in 1962; and three of

Jim Miller shows a fallow deer mount that came with the business he bought 39 years ago near the headwaters of Beaver Creek. Food,
drink and tire repairs are available at Miller’s Corner, formerly called Four Corners, about seven miles north of Bartlett.

Fallow deer antlers are distinctive. On mature bucks there are two slender brow tines,
two trez tines farther up the beam, and each side terminates in broad, palmated shovels. 
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always been poor and the population
continues to decline. The remaining
fallow deer provide practically no
hunter interest and area residents have
not expressed any concern over the
continuing decline.”

In 1971, three fallow deer were
reported killed by hunters in Boone
County. After that, fallow deer ceased
to exist in Commission deer harvest
records. Kelly said that by the 1980s
only a handful of barren old does
remained. Dwyer wrote that in 1985
there were probably less than 20 left.
Likely the last fallow deer in the
Beaver River Valley died in the mid-
1990s according to Kelly. There have
been reports of white fallow deer west
of Petersburg in recent years, but locals
say they are animals released from 
captivity by a ranch hand before he
moved to another state.

But the fallow deer saga was not 

finished in Nebraska. The species was
introduced to the United States for 
display in deer parks and zoos, and
released on sites where they were 
contained for paid hunts. In recent
years, several “domestic cervine animal 
facilities” in Nebraska offered fallow
deer hunts. The concerns biologists had
years ago about fallow deer introducing
disease to native deer proved to be 
justified. Fallow deer were found to be
carriers of bovine tuberculosis at one of
these facilities. All of the animals were
killed and destroyed, in addition to 42
wild white-tailed deer near that site but
found not to carry the disease. In 2008,
an exotic species of deer lice, presumed
originating with captive fallow deer
herds, was found on Panhandle mule
deer, and the same north-central county
where tuberculosis was found in 
captive fallow deer. These chewing lice
trigger an allergic reaction. Infected

animals scratch and rub to relieve the
itching, rubbing off hair. Eventually,
without winter coats for protection, the
deer may become sick and die from
hypothermia.

Once, exotic species were seen as the
salvation to replace vanishing native
species. Inevitably, nearly all such
introductions failed, and in some cases
were detrimental as they introduced 
disease or out-competed and replaced
native species. European starlings 
compete with native woodpeckers for
nesting cavities, and biting Japanese 
ladybugs seem intent on conquering
North America. If there is a lesson to
be learned from decades of man’s 
tinkering with natural environments,
and the fauna and flora that evolved to
prosper in them, including Nebraska’s
experiment with fallow deer, it is that
true salvation comes with preserving
what was here in the beginning.   ■

413 in 1963. Firearm hunting of fallow
deer was allowed for the first time in
1963 and nine animals were shot.
Fallow deer were legal game only for
archers again during the 1964 season,
when nine does and four bucks were
taken. 

A 1966 aerial winter survey in the
Beaver Creek Valley by a Commission
biologist found 124 fallow deer
– seven bucks, 106 does and 11
fawns. Of those counted, 46
were near the Hall ranch in
Boone County and 78 on or
near the Mignery ranch in
Wheeler County. Of the seven
adult males observed, only two
had large palmate antlers 
typical of mature bucks. Winter
aerial counts of fallow deer had
been conducted since 1958. In
that first year, 105 fallow deer
were counted. In 1959, 157
were counted, the highest ever
reported by a game commission
survey.

Fallow deer were again legal
game during the firearm season
in 1966. Landowners where 
fallow deer concentrated, and
the Commission, wanted the
number of fallow deer reduced,
if not entirely eliminated. The
“Surveys and Management of
Deer” work plan report for
March 1966 through February
1967 stated: “Fallow deer have
decreased in numbers for the
past several years. Annual 
production has always been
limited and even with complete 
protection [prior to the first
archery season in 1956] the fallow deer
have not responded to management.
They are not a particularly desirable
deer and the many problems associated
with them have justified herd 
reduction.”

During the 1966 firearm season, 34
fallow deer were taken by hunters, 23
from Wheeler County and 11 from
Boone County. Nine of the fallow deer
were adult bucks. A March 1967 aerial
survey of the Beaver Creek Valley by a
game commission biologist reported 64
fallow deer and stated: “It is the 
opinion of the observer that a total
count of fallow deer occupying the
Beaver Valley was obtained.” Annual
winter aerial surveys by Commission 

biologists from 1959 through 1969
showed a plummeting decline.

Most landowners in the Beaver
Creek Valley wanted the fallow deer
gone because they were a nuisance,
competing with livestock for forage.

Unlike other species of deer that are
browsers, fallow deer are principally
grazers, feeding on grasses, sedges and
forbs. The fallow deer’s feeding habits
put them in direct competition with 
cattle, and they were fond of haystacks
during the winter months. Fallow deer
are herd animals by nature, which no
doubt concentrated them on preferred
grounds along Beaver Creek. For much
of the year, adult bucks formed 
bachelor groups and lived apart from
the doe herds comprised of adult
females, yearlings and fawns. The
bucks joined the doe herds during the
rutting season.

“The ranchers and the Game and
Parks Commission now agree that had

a hunting season been initiated sooner,
the deer would have been made wild,
thus spreading them throughout a 
larger area,” Dwyer wrote in her 1985
newspaper article. “As it was, no 
season was placed on them until 1956
for archery only. So for about 16 years,
they were in a sense domesticated; and
after they increased in numbers, they

became a nuisance for the
ranchers, ruining hay stacks,
orchards and other trees. They
also became a traffic hazard, as
Jim Miller recalls. When he
drove the milk truck in the area,
he would have to stop, get out
and practically kick them out of
the way before he could proceed
down the road or into a 
driveway.”

Fallow deer remained legal
game until 1971 when the
Nebraska Game and Parks
Board of Commissioners again
provided them protection from
hunting in response to Beaver
Valley rancher’s requests. By
then, the continued existence of
fallow deer in the state had
become a moot point. Even
though again protected from
hunting, the Beaver Creek
Valley fallow deer herds steadily
dwindled. Some said it was
because there were not enough
bucks to breed all the does,
others that fallow deer had
never been that prolific in the
wild and were inbred, some that
the animals were diseased. 

The game commission feared
the fallow deer might introduce

disease into the whitetails and mule
deer that were just beginning to make a
strong comeback. Blood testing by
Commission biologists in the early-
1960s revealed the fallow deer carried
several diseases, one of which causes
abortions in deer and cattle.

Now retired conservation officer
Robert Kelly, who was stationed at
Albion in 1969, estimated there might
have been as many as 100 fallow deer
left at that time. A September survey
that year could find only 24 – 14 in
Boone County and 10 in Wheeler
County. The Commission’s “Survey
and Management of Deer” report for
the period March 1969 through
February 1970 stated: “Production has

Fallow deer are native to Eurasia but were
introduced throughout much of Europe during
the time of the Roman Empire. They have long
been popular game animals and deer park 
residents in England. Fallow deer were 
probably first brought to the United States in
Kentucky in about 1900, according to Donald
and Norma Chapman in their 1975 book, Fallow
Deer – Their history, distribution and biology. At
the time their book was published, the
Chapmans speculated fallow deer were one of
the most widely distributed species of deer in
the world, being found in 35 countries.

Buck fallow deer stand about 37 inches at the
shoulder and weigh from 110 to 170 pounds.
Does are slightly smaller. Fallow deer show
more variation in coat color than any other
species of deer, certainly in part because of the
many generations raised in captivity. The
Chapmans, and most other authorities,
recognize four standard colors. The “common
colour,” and perhaps the original color of 
animals in the wild, is a rich brown over the
head, upper side of the neck, back, flanks and
the upper, outer sides of the legs. The brown is 
“liberally splattered with white spots on the
back and upper flanks, with fewer on the neck
and none on the head or legs.” What they call
the “menil color” is a pale version of the above.

Nearly pure black fallow deer are fairly 
common. The fourth fallow deer color is white.
All of the deer from Pioneer Park released in
the Beaver Creek Valley in 1939 and 1940 were
white. “The white variety is not uncommon
although one would expect such a conspicuous
animal to be at a disadvantage in the wild,” the
Chapmans wrote. “Probably it first arose in
park-bred herds. This variety must not be 
confused with total albinism, which is rare in
fallow, for these white deer, unlike albinos, have
normal pigmentation of the eyes, although the
hooves have less pigments and are more 
yellow-orange than the usual black or tawny
colour and the nose is pale.”

The most common color phase of fallow deer is a chestnut
brown with white spots. Those released in Nebraska were white.

Charles Carhart of Wayne with a fallow deer he killed with
a bow and arrow in 1962 in the Beaver Creek Valley.
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