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Located in the quaint mountain town of Paint 
Bank, Virginia, on the West Virginia state line, 
Potts Creek Outfitters took its name from the 
crystal clear Potts Creek mountain stream that 
teems with rainbow and brown trout, and flows 
through its 800 mountainous acres.  Hidden 
between the Potts Mountain and Peters Mountain 
ranges, the views at the Potts Creek property are 
breathtaking and picturesque – especially during 
the fall when leaves are changing colors.  

Established in 2005 with a mission to open 
a commercial hunting and fishing operation,   
Josh Duncan, wildlife manager of Potts Creek 
Outfitters, hired Westervelt in 2004 to develop 
a strategy and deer management plan to achieve 
their goals of offering trophy quality bucks and 
top-end gobblers through bow-only deer hunts 
and spring turkey hunting.  

After a detailed discussion regarding their 
goals and existing habitat, I flew up to meet 
Josh at the property to assess the deer herd, 
habitat, and overall management of the property.  

Surrounded almost entirely by National Forest 
the raw, rugged property had no improvements 
other than a couple of dead end roads.  The 
steep and rocky topography consisted mostly 
of mature hardwoods, with the exception of a 
relatively small grassy valley. 

We spent the day hiking the mountain 
and assessing the deer habitat.  When I could 
catch my breath long enough to look around, 
the woods were gorgeous and resembled old 
growth hardwoods you often see in National 
Parks driving through the mountains along the 
Blueridge Parkway.  The mature hardwood forest 
was wide-open, almost like a park, and provided 
little cover, other than a few fallen tree tops. 
While its acorn crop was abundant, it was the 
primary food source for the deer herd. It didn’t 
take long to determine the property’s limiting 
factors were quality food sources and adequate 
cover.

 I made numerous recommendations, as well 
as these significant prescriptions: 

1. Strategically install 10-15 acre wildlife 
clearcuts to open the canopy up to produce 
natural food and thick cover throughout the 
property as well as create “structure” for bow 
hunting opportunities.

2. Build roads to enable access to be able to 
manage the property.

3. Install food plots to provide high quality 
food sources.

4. Assess the deer herd via trail cameras and 
manage the deer herd accordingly.  

Josh and the Potts Creek Outfitters crew 
wasted no time and aggressively went to work 
implementing the plan, though I still don’t know 
how they accomplished this in one year.  They 
even used chainsaws to cut each tree to create the 
10+ acre wildlife clearcuts and cables to pull the 
timber off the mountain.  Despite the constraints 
the mountains provided, they strategically built 
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In just four short years the Potts Creek 
Outfitter team has created a white-tailed 
deer and turkey paradise in what once was 
800 acres of undeveloped, mature moun-
tain habitat with little value to wildlife.

1. Initially assessed the habitat and deer 
herd to gain a better understanding of 
where they stood.  You have to know 
where you are in order to get to where you 
want to be.
2. Developed a sound habitat and deer 
management plan that addressed the 
property’s weaknesses or limiting factors.
3. Prioritized and implemented the 
major activities.
4. Stayed focused despite constraints or 
set-backs.
5.	Had	confidence	and	faith	their 
approach would work.
6. Stuck with the plan and had patience. 

roads throughout the property to allow access for management activities, installed 
wildlife clearcuts, created food plots, and initiated an intensive supplemental 
feeding program.   

Creating food plots sounds easy enough, right?  Try pushing off food plots 
with a dozer in an area filled with rocks the size of a Volkswagen … then try 
planting them!  Unlike many of us, Potts Creek Outfitters cannot just drop a disk 
in and start plowing.  If they did they would break off every disc in one pass.  
Their planting strategy is mostly no-till methods.  Herbicides are used to clean 
the planting surface and seed is either broadcast or drilled where possible.  These 
quality food plots, including perennial clovers, are maintained year-round.  No 
longer solely dependent upon good acorn crops, deer now have access to year-
round high quality food sources.

In year 1 (2005), trails cameras were used to assess the deer herd.  The results 
were not surprising, and suggested the deer herd was in relatively bad condition.  
The population was very high, reproduction less than desirable, sex ratio was 
out of balance, and very few mature bucks existed.  In fact, the oldest buck 
photographed was a single 2 ½ year old buck (see bottom of opposite page, first 
photo on left).  Josh and his crew initiated a quality deer management program 
which included harvesting does and protecting young bucks.

With a foundation in place, fine-tuning management strategies began.  An 
old apple orchard on the property was revitalized through pruning, other fruit 
trees were installed in and around food plots, mineral licks were established, 
honeysuckle management units were planted, timber stand improvements were 
undertaken (removing undesirable trees around quality oaks to reduce competition 
for sunlight, nutrients, and water which help them grow), and hunting stands were 
strategically placed throughout the property.          

Because of the aggressive approach taken, success came quickly.  The habitat 
and deer herd’s response to completed management activities was incredible.  By 
year 2, Josh and his team began seeing more and better quality deer.  The wildlife 
clearcuts provided high quality natural food sources, fawning and nesting cover, 
and much needed escape cover for deer and wild turkey.  

Despite the improved status of the deer herd, the bucks were still relatively 
young.  The only thing that would help this would be time.  By 2006, many bucks 
had made it to the 3 year-old age class.  With this, Potts Creek Outfitters held 
their first bow-only hunts for guests.  Hunters had great experiences: mission 
accomplished!  Mature buck harvest has increased each year as the deer herd 
has improved and more bucks have reached mature age classes.  Potts Creek 
Outfitters’ original buck management goal was to produce bucks in the 120 inch 
range.  Given the characteristics and location of the property, this seemed to be a 
very logical and realistic goal.  Through an aggressive approach to meet the needs 
of the deer herd the land now supports bucks that exceed the 140 inch mark, and 
the hunting is outstanding!         

Josh and I constantly communicated about what was happening on the 
property.  I have made annual visits to check on the progress, and make additional 
recommendations to help them achieve their goals.  Now that the foundation has 
been laid for success, the Potts Creek Crew is spending their time maintaining 
existing habitats and fine-tuning strategies. 

All too often we see clients get off to a great start but, without immediate 
results, they lose faith and abandon ship.  Turning a deer herd around and 
improving the habitat takes time.  It didn’t get in bad shape overnight, and it will 
not turn around overnight.  

Congratulations to the Potts Creek team, particularly Josh Duncan, for their 
well deserved success.  If you’d like to experience bow hunting trophy 
class whitetails in the mountains, you can find more information at 
www.pottscreekoutfitters.com.
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