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Jason Olmstead 
(right) shows the 
results of bitter 
winters in east-
ern Washington 
state. Despite this and other obstacles, the results of Quality Deer 
Management can also be found. The whitetail sheds in the pic-
ture below were all collected on the Olmstead property in 2009. 
Separated from front to back by estimated age class, the back row 
includes some impressive older-age-class bucks (Pictured left to  
right are Jason Olmstead, Jake Hamilton and Zach Olmstead).

No matter where you manage whitetails, you are likely to 
face challenges. In Washington state, brothers Jason and Zach 
Olmstead have taken a 920-acre tract on the side of Mica Peak 
and are transforming it into prime whitetail habitat, creating a 
five-star Buck Hotel in the westernmost arm of the whitetail’s 
range. The issues they deal with are unusual compared to those 
faced by whitetail managers in the Southeast or Midwest, includ-
ing extremely dry weather, harsh winters with heavy snowfall, 
bears, cougars – even wolves – but their efforts at Quality Deer 
Management (QDM) in the high desert of eastern Washington 
are working despite the challenges.

Both Jason and Zach are fanatics about 
habitat management and deer hunting. 
Jason, 38, is vice president of Hearth 
& Home Technologies, a fireplace and 
stove manufacturing company located 
in Colville. Zach, 32, is a railroad engineer 
for Union Pacific Railroad.  

The Olmstead property is located in 
eastern Washington southeast of Spokane 
and only two miles from the Washington/
Idaho state line. The tract climbs from the 
foot of Mica Peak up the western face of 
the mountain, rising from about 2,500 feet 
in elevation to 4,000 feet. Deer, elk, moose, 
turkeys and bears roam the pine-lined draws 
and feed in the plots and fields on the roll-
ing ridges at lower elevations. The deer 

By Brad Bailey



OCTOBER 2009 65

population is 100 percent whitetails, but mule deer 
begin showing up only 20 miles farther south and 
west.

The Olmstead’s land was first purchased by 
their grandfather in the 1950s, and in 1994, Jason 
and Zach inherited 600 acres. In 2001, Jason and 
his wife Michelle purchased an adjacent tract to 
bring the total acreage to 920.

The neighboring 2,200 acres of grassland 
spreading into Mica Valley is leased and managed 
by the Olmstead’s father, Ron, as a commercial 
pheasant- and chukar-hunting preserve. In the 
spring, turkey hunters are booked on guided 
hunts on the Olmstead land and the income 
pays a big portion of the annual cost of habitat 
improvement. Approximately 80 acres is planted 
in food plots – a key in this arid countryside 
to making the Olmstead property attractive to 
whitetails.

The centerpiece of the Olmstead property is 
a 300-acre sanctuary they call “The Buck Hotel.” 
Jason ranks a sanctuary as a top priority for deer managers. A 
sanctuary fundamentally changes your property whether you have 
80 acres or 1,000, he said.

“I have been on clubs where they drive 4-wheelers all over 
the property, and they hunt everywhere. I ask, ‘Where do the deer 
bed? Where do the deer feel safe?’ A lot of people don’t consider 
this in their management plan.”

A successful sanctuary must have terrain the deer want to 
use, and access has to be closed year round, said Jason. The Buck 
Hotel is large: nearly a third of their property at the core of the 
tract. It is full of secret pine-filled pockets and brush-choked 
ravines where a deer can hide, secure and undisturbed.

“There is a lot of good thermal cover in that particular drain-
age,” said Jason. “It’s a natural area the deer like to use, not one we 
forced on them.”

The outside edges of the Buck Hotel are bounded by a patch-
work of food plots and water holes.

“Deer love to be in there,” said Zach. “We stay out year round 
– they never know it’s hunting season. We hunt them going to 
and from the sanctuary without running them off the property.”

Water, taken for granted elsewhere, is a critical issue here.
“It gets pretty dry here in the late summer,” said Jason. “You 

have to have a year-round water source.”
Four springs on the property have been widened and deep-

ened into clean water holes for deer and other wildlife. All the 
wildlife, from coyotes to turkeys, depends on the improved water 
sources, and elk, moose and bear especially like to wallow in the 
water.

Western Challenges: Brutal Weather
“This is essentially high-plains desert,” said Jason. “We get 

about 18 inches of precipitation per year. If you have a drought 
summer followed by a hard winter, we have a die-off. If you don’t 
have a balanced herd, Mother Nature will take care of it.”

During the past two or three years, dry summers followed by 
severe winters have taken a toll on the deer.

“The summer of 2007 was brutal,” said Zach. “We had 
drought conditions and not much forage. There were too many 

deer on the ranch, and the plots were picked over. The deer were 
skinny going into the winter.”

The winter proved severe, with record snowfall.
“We figure we lost between 40 and 50 percent of the deer 

herd,” said Zach.
 Conditions didn’t improve last year. After another drought 

summer, new records were set for snowfall with total accumula-
tion of 97 inches. Five feet of snow fell during one January week. 

“We were driving the bulldozer around so the deer would 
have a place to walk,” said Zach.

Wintertime refuges are essential to counter rough weather. 
Timber cutting encourages new browse but also serves to create 
thermal cover where deer and elk can ride out bitter cold. An area 
cut several years ago is now head-high with brush that knocks 
down the icy wind and helps break up the snowfall.

QDMA’s Western Outpost
“We are so far out west that when I inquired about forming a Branch 
they weren’t sure I was serious,” said Josh Potter, president of 
QDMA’s westernmost Branch: The Inland Northwest Branch, based 
out of Spokane, Washington. To prove he was serious about begin-
ning a Branch, Josh offered to split the cost of regional director Chris 
Blackledge’s travel to help set up the Branch. The only QDMA Branch 
west of the Rockies was officially started in April 2007.

“It has been tough,” said Josh. “Out here about 80 percent of the 
hunting takes place on public land, and it’s harder to get people 
excited about management. There are not a lot of people like the 
Olmsteads. But if more people could see what the Olmsteads have 
accomplished on their property we would win over more hunters.”

The Inland Northwest Branch currently has about 100 members 
scattered across Washington and northern Idaho. The Branch held 
its first banquet in October 2007, its second in October 2008. “I have 
met some outstanding folks and it’s been great from an awareness 
perspective to educate people. People are starting to talk about 
QDM principles,” said Josh.

You can contact Josh and the Inland Northwest Branch by email at 
crabtree30@yahoo.com.

Jason Olmstead and Jake Hamilton look down into 
the Buck Hotel, a 300-acre sanctuary which Jason 
says is critical to holding deer – like this buck pho-
tographed in June. Hunters focus on travel routes 
between the Buck Hotel and food/water sources.

Continued.
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Regulations Help and Hinder
The deer hunting regulations in Washington have helped 

– and hurt – the Olmstead’s QDM effort. On the one hand, a 
3-points-on-a-side antler restriction begun in the 1990s from 
Spokane southward has helped to move a higher percentage of 
1½-year-old bucks into older age classes. On the other hand, 
restrictions on antlerless harvest make it difficult to shoot enough 
does to meet management goals.

Deer hunters in the management zone that includes Mica 
Peak can purchase one season tag, and it’s buck-only (with the 
exception of archery hunting, which is either-sex). Doe tags are 
issued by deer management zone, and hunters must apply for the 
special tags which are issued by draw. In the Mica Peak zone, only 
50 doe tags will be available for each of the next three hunting 
seasons compared to 250 that were available during each of the 
previous three-year hunting regulations periods, said Jason.

According to Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
biologist Michael Atamian, the doe permit numbers dropped 
in the Mica Peak area in response to both recent winter die-offs 

and a redirection of doe permits to more heavily developed areas 
closer to Spokane.

“When you buy a general season buck tag in the state of 
Washington you have to choose your weapon,” said Jason. “You 
either buy an archery tag, modern firearms or muzzleloader and 
that’s the only season you can hunt with that tag, and you can 
take one buck.”

“We don’t have the opportunity to take the number of does 
we would like to,” he said. “We would like to take 15 to 20 does. 
Last year we took five; the year before 12. Everyone applies for the 
additional doe tag which allows you to shoot one doe. If we aren’t 
successful drawing doe permits, we bring in friend’s kids or any 
other kids we can find to shoot does.”

In the management unit where Mica Peak is located, youth 
hunters, disabled hunters and hunters 65 and older may take a 
doe with their general season buck tag.

Food Plots: Dry-Climate Choices
In arid eastern Washington, food plots play a key role in the 

management plan, making the land stand out in a deer’s eye from 
surrounding properties. There is no irrigation, and the dry-land 
plots are at the mercy of summer thundershowers. Timing of 
planting is critical, says Jason, and it’s always a roll of the dice.

“We can get a late frost in May, so you have to wait later to 
plant, then depend on June rain – and hope the summer heat 
doesn’t bake the plots. When we plant clover or alfalfa, our plant-
ing weekend is around Memorial Day. Then if you don’t get rain, 
that seed just sits there and you lose that crop.”

Summer temperatures on Mica Peak often climb into the 90s 
with blazing sunshine and low humidity.

“Since we deal with very dry summers, we don’t work the 
soil very hard,” said Jason. “We only plow every third year. It is 
important not to overwork the soil because you can disk out the 
moisture in the ground. We use herbicide then light field cultiva-
tion – just enough to get the seed in the ground.”

 Planting choices revolve around drought-tolerant species, 
and mixtures provide 
insurance that some-
thing in the plot will 
tolerate and survive 
each year’s conditions. 
Garbanzo beans, lentils, 
chicory and sunflowers 
have all been planted 
successfully, and cereal 
grains are a staple.

“Good ol’ trusty 
oats and wheat are hard 
to beat,” said Jason. 
“Nine times out of 10 
you can get a good 
stand.”

There is a catch, 
however, to producing 
a lush, green stand of 
oats. “Every elk in the 
area will be standing in 
it,” said Jason. “Oats are 
a very strong attractant for elk.”

Beardless barley is another favorite because it requires less 
moisture and will keep into the fall.

In the spring of 2008, the Olmsteads planted a 12-acre plot 
with a mix of turnips, rape and sugar beets.

“We were pleased with how hardy the plants were,” said 
Jason. “In the spring, the deer and elk ate the tops; in the fall they 
ate the turnips and sugar beets until the ground looked like it had 
been roto-tilled, and this year, in the second spring, that plot was 
the first to green up and the deer were back in it eating the tops. 
That plot was productive for a long time, and we will continue to 
plant that combination.”

In one low spot where winter moisture is more likely to per-
sist, they have also been pleased with results from chicory.

“Chicory makes a great plot,” said Jason. “By July, our alfalfa 
is done, but the chicory stays green all summer and into the fall.”

By the time the snow hits, the food plots are pretty well 
picked over, and then they get buried under drifts of snow. Continued.

Water holes (above) become magnets for all wild-
life in the high plains of eastern Washington. Soil 
moisture must also be conserved by minimizing 
tillage in food plots (the Olmsteads’ bulldozer 
comes in handy for food plot work as well as clear-
ing paths through deep snow in winter). 
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gram for deer. Last winter, three feeding stations on the perimeter 
of the Buck Hotel were supplied with 20 tons of hay at a cost of 
about $200 per ton and about 44,000 pounds of a pea/lentil mix, 
at a cost of approximately $4,000. At least half the feed ended up 
inside an elk, said Zach.

Make no mistake – the Olmsteads also see the upside to hav-
ing elk on Mica Peak.

“They are majestic animals,” said Jason. “And they are deli-
cious.”

Ten to 15 elk are killed by hunters each year.
The Olmstead’s supplemental feeding program has helped 

pull the deer herd through back-to-back severe winters, but the 
feeding program may be cut back.

“A supplemental feeding program will burn a hole in your 
wallet,” said Jason. “No doubt it helps, and 
we have carried a lot of animals through 
the winter, but it is expensive and I am 
not sure about the long-term benefit.”

There is a Catch-22 to the supple-
mental feeding in eastern Washington, 
says Jason.

 “With our lack of ability to harvest 
enough does, I truly believe that we carry 
more and more deer through the winter 
each year than we have the ability to har-
vest to keep the herd in balance. Then in 
those years where we have a tough winter, 
Mother Nature steps in and takes care of 
the surplus. I figure if we have a well-bal-
anced herd, supplemental feeding will be 
less necessary, and we intend to do less.”

Deer Predation
With a host of toothy predators on 

the property, predation of deer and deer 
fawns is a significant problem in eastern 
Washington, says Jason. Predators include 
coyotes, bobcats, bears, and cougars. Last 
winter for the first time, wolves were seen 
on Mica Peak – likely outriders from 
the U.S. Fish & Wildlife wolf releases in 
northern Idaho. 

The name of a sizeable part of the 
Olmstead’s solution to the coyote popu-
lation is Jake Hamilton. Jake, 19, is one 
of the core group of hunters and habitat 
managers on the property, and he works 
on the local coyotes with a predator call 
and his rifle. Over the past two years he 
has killed 45 coyotes on Mica Peak.

Bears are efficient predators during 
fawning season, said Jason. Hunters on 
the Olmstead property are encouraged to 
purchase a bear tag, and a bear is bagged 
every two or three years.

Creating high-quality fawning cover 
is one step the Olmsteads have taken 
toward curbing the impact of fawn preda-

Elk Is A Four-Letter Word
For a western deer manager, an elk is often a 400-lb. 

migraine, multiplied by 30 or 40 when a herd shows up.
“They are big-sized competition for food,” said Jason. “If you 

have a 15-acre field of lentils and a herd of 30 elk find it, in two to 
three weeks it will be eaten to the ground.”

Plots are large, up to 20 acres, to help them withstand elk 
grazing pressure.

Planting fruit trees is another uphill battle with elk roaming 
the property. A half-dozen apple trees planted around one of the 
Olmstead’s watering holes are battered and broken from foraging 
elk. The wire fencing that keeps whitetails from browsing the trees 
is but a minor irritation for most elk.

Hungry elk also impact the supplemental winter feeding pro-

Continued.



70   QUALITY WHITETAILS

About the Author: Brad Bailey is a freelance outdoor writer from 
Madison, Georgia. He enjoys tinkering with food plots, wildlife 
trees and habitat improvement projects on his own 51-acre tract of 
land. To write this article, he stopped by the Buck Hotel while on a 
trip to visit family in his native Idaho. 

tion. “I am one of the few people crazy enough to fertilize CRP 
land,” said Jason. “The grass grows waist deep, and that’s what we 
want: good, thick fawning areas to help hide fawns and improve 
survival. We have a lot of fawning activity in our CRP land.”

  
Booner On Mica Peak?

Despite the challenges of the region, the Olmstead’s 
Buck Hotel has potential for producing high-end bucks. The 
Washington state record typical whitetail was killed in 1985 one 
county south and roughly 25 miles from the Olmstead’s property. 
The buck scored 181 7/8 net Boone & Crockett. 

Last year only one buck was taken on the Olmstead ranch. 
During a snowy late season bowhunt, Jason shot a 150-class 10-
pointer. The highest-scoring buck killed to date on the Olmstead 
property grossed in the low 160s. Better bucks have been seen.

“We’ve seen a 170-class every year,” said Jason. “We have 
some nice 3½-year old deer, but we are trying to judge deer by 
age and let 3½-year-old bucks walk and look for 4½-year-olds. To 
do that, you have to have everyone paying attention.”

The QDM Message Spreads
The QDM message is beginning to spread from the Olmstead 

land into the surrounding countryside in eastern Washington.
“Neighbors used to shoot everything they saw until they saw 

what we are doing,” said Jason. “Now some of the neighbors are 
planting plots, shooting does and passing small bucks. We are 
showing them what we do, and that gets the interest up. We are 
getting there, one neighbor at a time.”

The initial event of the Inland Northwest QDMA Branch, 

based in Spokane, was a food plot seminar held on the side of 
Mica Peak.

“Eventually, we would like to put together a QDM 
Cooperative,” said Zach. “We could probably put together 4,000 
acres. The neighbors are starting to see results, too, and that helps 
generate interest.”

From 1994 until 1999, Jason lived in Wisconsin while his 
wife went to dental school. During that time he became part of a 
QDM club in Jefferson County operated by hard-core deer man-
ager Steve Hookstead. That club was where Jason was introduced 
to QDM, and Steve became his mentor for implementing QDM 
principles in eastern Washington.

“I would say more folks in Wisconsin understand the basics 
of QDM versus out West,” said Jason. “Western hunters are about 
10 years behind, but I know QDM works in Washington. We have 
great deer, it’s just going to take more people becoming stewards 
of the land and of the wildlife.”

Jason and Zach are already excited about the prospects 
for the 2009 hunting season. An early June trail-camera photo 
showed a buck with massive bases and a spread already beyond its 
ears. Booner potential? On this intensively managed property on 
side of Mica Peak, the Olmsteads figure it’s only a matter 
of time.
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