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  EDITOR’S NOTE

  Moose Hunting was originally published by Woods N’ Water Press, Inc., in 2006. For this 2014 edition, most of the original material written by Dave Kelso has been retained, while new information has been provided and other content has been updated and rewritten by Peter Fiduccia. Peter’s added and updated material can be found on pages 1–2, 7–10, 113–142, 161–164, and 183–194. Everything has been done to ensure that the updated information is correct to the best of the author’s ability.


  INTRODUCTION

  I still remember seeing my first moose as a child. I was probably eight or nine years old and riding along in my great-grandfather’s car on our camp road in T4 R3, Maine, bird hunting. It was not the big bull that we all dream about, but a cow moose, and possibly a yearling cow at that. Gramp stopped the car and I looked at this animal in awe as it stood in the road looking back at us.

  “Someday you are going to be able to hunt those animals again,” he stated. I remember the rest of the day Gramp telling me stories of his moose hunts, both here in Maine and on his trips to Canada. Being the typical kid, I idolized my great-grandfather and his woodsman abilities. I listened intently as he told me tales about moose from his market-hunting days as well as his leisure-time hunts. Even back then, I could clearly see that the mystique of hunting moose held a very special place in his heart. His eyes turned youthful and his stories turned more animated, than when he regaled us with his deer-hunting stories.

  Fast-forward about ten years. It is 1980. The State of Maine is holding its first moose hunt in forty-five years. I am along on a hunt with a friend of mine just as an observer, and to help get the animal out of the woods.

  I have to admit it was not the experience that I thought it would be after listening to Gramp’s stories. We rounded a bend in the road in our 4x4 pickup truck, and there stood a very respectable bull. A hunter scurried from the stopped truck and proceeded to shoot the moose while it stood in the logging road. Hardly the test of woodsmanship and hunting skill Gramp had led me to believe it took to harvest a trophy bull.

  In 1982, Maine held its second moose hunt, and what would turn out to be an annual event in the years to come. I drew a permit myself for the hunt, with my Dad as the sub-permittee.

  At the time, the state was divided into moose zones, and my permit was for the area just north of Moosehead Lake in the Lobster Lake region. We stayed at a friend’s camp located at Northeast Carry, on the banks of the west branch of the Penobscot River.

  Although day one of the hunt was uneventful, day two proved to be much different. Driving in by a logging road at first light, we noticed many fresh moose tracks in the soft gravel. Our friend, Dr. Carl Mayhew of Pittston, Maine, suggested we stop, get out and call.

  I was using a tin-can moose call, and after just a few tugs on the string, my adrenaline was running. We actually had three bulls coming from different directions. I can still remember the grunts and the hollow sound of their antlers as they came through the woods, shaking small trees in their frustration and anger. The same sounds today still make the adrenaline shoot through my system, even though I am not the one pulling the trigger or releasing an arrow onto these huge beasts.
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  My first moose I ever guided a client to in 1980. The first kill and the stories told by my grandfather made a huge impact on my guiding and how I looked at hunting moose in Maine.

  In the years since my first moose hunt, I have been able to guide or accompany friends on each moose hunt in Maine, and witnessed fifty-four of these animals fall to the hunters I was with. Some years, I have had the good fortune, or some might call it luck, to see as many as four moose being harvested during the course of our limited season here in Maine. Some of those moose were the trophy-size bulls that Gramp spoke of with such great passion. Some were smaller bulls that, in the eyes of the permit holder at the time, were just as grand as any fifty-inch animal. To me, each and every time I have been on a moose hunt, it has been an adventure, and I relive all those hunts with a smile on my face.

  In 1998, I had the opportunity to watch a video seminar given by Maryo Pepin of Buck Expert Game Calls and Corey Kinney of Straight Arrow Outfitters. These two gentlemen spoke of moose hunting with the passion I had seen in my great-grandfather. I knew that, after watching their presentation, I had to meet these hunters.

  Since that fateful day, I am proud to say that I have not only met Maryo and Corey, but have hunted and guided with those exceptional woodsmen and others like them, who share my passion for hunting moose. In the few years that I have known them, I have learned more about moose hunting and moose behavior than I ever thought possible. To them I owe a great debt of gratitude.

  I also owe a great debt to my great-grandfather for leaving me the stories of his past hunts and instilling in me the passion of hunting such a great creature.

  Moose hunting in Maine has changed since it first started. I feel that now the annual moose hunt is just that, a true hunt. Each year we have seen moose that are harder to hunt. It is much more challenging to get them to come to the calls and decoys. They are truly the animals that Gramp told me about so many years ago.

  I hope that in this book you will see that moose hunting is not only a sport, but as Maryo Pepin puts it, “a religion.” It’s my hope that you may learn something in these pages that will help you, a friend, or a family member to have not only the hunt of a lifetime, but also a story that can be shared with a wide-eyed child who looks up to you and admires your woodsmanship skills.

  I have been working on this book for two years. Every time I think it is done, I come up with a trick we have learned and added a new chapter. I finally had to draw a line in the sand and just get it done.

  Every good woodsman I have ever known will tell you that there is not a day or hunting trip that goes by that he did not learn something. That is the case with moose hunting as well. I am sure that in the years to come, I will have gained enough knowledge through experience to be able to write another book. Such is hunting.

  The information contained in these pages is the comprehensive work of what I have learned, whether on my own or through others. I hope that readers will be able to use the information contained within, and go out and learn something that I may not know. Just remember to pass it along to someone younger, who will carry on the tradition of moose hunting. [image: image]
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  My Dad and me with two moose taken in two days of hunting at our family camp. My great-grandfather Lester built the camp in the Skiticook area in Aroostook County, Maine.
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  1

  THE ANIMAL

  The moose is the largest member of the deer family. Over the last several decades moose have expanded their geographic range significantly throughout the world. Moose are found throughout most of northern North America, Northern Europe, the Baltic region, Siberia, and even the colder regions of Asia. They have also been transplanted into areas not common to their range including Colorado, Utah, and areas of eastern Canada.

  The biggest moose (body weight and antlers) are found in Alaska and the northwestern portions of the Yukon Territory. Mature bulls can weigh in at 1,100 to 1,500 pounds or more. In their southern range (from the 65th to the 40th parallel) moose are smaller than their northern cousins in body and antler size and can weigh 500 to 900 pounds accordingly. However, when it comes to the largest deer, nothing is written in stone. If southern moose inhabit areas with extremely nutritious food sources, it is possible for them to equal the weights and antler sizes of their northernmost brethren.
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  Alicia Spillane, fourteen, and her moose and me. Alicia dropped the moose with two shots from her 7mm-08 rifle. The bull sported a forty-nine-inch spread. Notice the short points on the palms. This bull was thirteen and one-half years old.

  Moose are most often found to inhabit a wide variety of terrains including forests, bogs, cut-overs, and other lands. They instinctively seek out lands that include thick conifers for protection from foul weather and predators. They also inhabit mixed forests that offer good mast and other food sources. Moose are particularly attracted to places dotted with water (lakes ponds, bogs, streams, and swamps). Water provides them with an additional food source from spring to early fall including a variety of water plants. It also provides protection from predators and blood-sucking insects, and during the heat of the summer it is a place to cool off.

  NORTH AMERICA MOOSE SUB-SPECIES

  All moose belong to one species (Alces alces linneaus). Biologists, however, classify moose living in different areas with distinctive taxonomic names. Throughout North America these subspecies include the Alaska-Yukon moose (Alces alces gigas, Miller, 1899), the Northwestern moose (Alces alces andersoni, Peterson, 1950), the Eastern moose (Alces alces americanus, Clinton, 1822), and the Shiras moose (Alces alces shirasi, Nelson, 1914).

  Although the different subspecies names are used to identify moose living in different regions, not all biologists agree they are necessary. In fact, long-ranging studies have proven that there is little genetic variation between moose living in different regions. Therefore more and more biologists feel there are only two viable subspecies of moose throughout the entire world: the European/West Siberian moose (Alces alces, Linnaeus, 1758) and the East Siberian/North American moose (alces alces americanus, Clintion, 1822).

  THE ALASKA, WESTERN-YUKON, AND NORTHWESTERN BRITISH COLUMBIA MOOSE

  Moose living within the areas often referred to as Alaska-Yukon and Northwestern British Columbia are the biggest subspecies of moose in North America. Mature bulls can reach heights of more than eight feet at the shoulders and weights up to 1,500 or more pounds. A fully mature bull can have antlers that are over 70 inches wide and weigh more than fifty pounds. They are the largest wild animal in North America due to the perfuse amount of nutritious and highly digestible plants found within this latitude.

  All of my experience has been with the eastern Canadian subspecies. Corey Kinney, of Straight Arrow Outfitters, has hunted moose in Alberta and found that they respond just as well to calls and the methods we employ here in Maine. I have spoken with guides and outfitters from Alaska and they have told me that they use the same hunting methods we use. Maryo has hunted moose in all the Canadian provinces except Saskatchewan, as well as Maine, and finds that all respond to calls and the hunting methods I have outlined in this book. As with other animals, a moose is a moose no matter where you find him.
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  This bull taken by Laura Atkins measured fifty-six inches wide. It was aged at three and one-half years old. Genetics and feed played a major role in its antler development.

  Moose live on average seven to eight years. They can live well into the teens, but rarely make it past the age of twenty. Here in the northeastern United States, southern Quebec and Ontario, there are very few predators that can kill an adult moose. Calves are susceptible to predation from black bears and coyotes.

  In Karen Morris’s Bangor office, she has a European mount of a bull moose. Looking at the rack of the bull, you can tell he was on the downward side of his antler development. Karen is quick to point out that he was one of her radio-collared moose from a past research project. The bull met his demise when he walked off a cliff at eighteen years of age. I jokingly said something about Alzheimer’s and she laughed, saying it could be possible.

  Parasites can inflict major harm upon these huge animals. Brain worm is almost always fatal; lungworm can kill moose, but most often does not unless an individual is severely infected. Karen has found that most moose have lungworm anyway.

  Winter tick is the predominate parasite that takes its toll on the New England moose herd. Although it rarely occurs, ticks have been known to kill calves during years of heavy infestation, and there is no explanation as to why it is worse some years than others. Both Maine and New Hampshire have had epidemic outbreaks of winter tick among their moose herds.

  The male moose is capable of breeding at the age of one-and-a-half years, but due to the hierarchy of the species, rarely does a bull breed before he’s two and a half. Often, bulls have to be three-and-a-half years old before they’re capable of fending off rivals for breeding rights.

  The male will develop his first set of antlers when he’s one and a half. This is usually just a set of spikes or forks. Palms do not develop until the animal reaches three-and-a-half years, although exceptionally well-fed moose, with the help of genetics, may sport a small set of palmed antlers at the age of two and a half. One year, Corey and I had a hunter that killed a moose with a fifty-inch rack. When the moose was aged, it was found to be only three-and-a-half years old. No doubt genetics played a part in his superior rack.

  A moose’s antler growth will reach its maximum potential when the animal is five or six years old. When a bull reaches the age of ten to thirteen, his rack size and quality will start to regress. I had a client kill a bull one season that had a forty-eight-inch spread, but very narrow palms. The moose was also very gray in color—not just around the muzzle, but also throughout the entire body. My client received a card from the state that said they had estimated his age through an extracted tooth and found that the bull was fourteen years old. This may have explained his poor-quality rack.

  The Maine breeding season starts in late September and continues into mid-October. Maryo, through his captive moose herd, has pinpointed almost to the day on the calendar when breeding activity will occur. His vast hunting experience has proved that moose in the wild are at the same stages as his captive moose. He has also been able to disprove a lot of what old-time moose hunters had been led to believe. I found my interview with him for this book to be highly educational, and it answered many questions for me.

  On or around September 10, Maryo expects to hear the first cries of cows going into heat. They will call about ten times in a twenty-four-hour period. While not really in heat, the cows are telling the bulls where they are, and that it will soon be time to breed. In the wild, a bull may go to a cow but keep a distance until she signals that she is ready. As an individual cow’s breeding time draws nearer, she will call more often to find her bull.

  As estrus draws near, a cow will become intolerant of other cows around her, and if she is with a bull she will chase her rivals off. When Maryo puts two cows to one bull in his breeding pens, the cows will not interact with each other.

  Breeding peaks out September 25. Three days prior to this, the cows are constantly agitated with each other. The bull goes to the one he likes best first. If another cow makes a move toward him, the first will try to keep the bull from the rival cow by beating up on him. If that fails to keep him in line, she will chase the other cow away.
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  A cow moose and calf during the summer in a large beaver flow.

  In a pen situation, the rival cow will just stay on the opposite end of the enclosure from the pair. If she starts giving her cow-in-heat call, the cow with the bull will match those calls in duration, adding more agitation. Her determination to keep the bull away from the competition will increase as well.

  The day the first cow is ready to breed, she does not make a sound; she stands waiting for the bull to make his move, but she will keep her rival at bay, away from her man of choice. The other cow, calling in jealousy, will become very loud and extremely agitated.

  Maryo has video footage of cows and bulls going through the mating ritual—a penned pair and a wild pair—and there is another rival cow present in both situations. If not for the fact that the wild pair was filmed at night, and the bull is larger, you would swear that you were watching the same ritual. The procedure is almost identical.

  When the moose finally mate, it happens very fast. He is on her, then off, and it is done. The cow may let the bull mount her more than once, but when she has had enough, she makes it perfectly clear that she no longer wants his company and will do whatever it takes to drive him off.

  It is at this point that the bull becomes very aggressive. This is the stage a bull reaches what we refer to as being “Drooling Stupid.” He wants to fight. He has no tolerance for another bull or the sight of another bull. Maryo has to put up screens between the pens to keep the peace or the bulls will try to fight even with the chain link fence between them.

  The bull will breed with the other cow in the pen as soon as she is ready. If her time has gone past, she will come back into heat in twenty days and the ritual will start between those two. Should the first cow not be pregnant, she will come back into heat as well. Each cow will come into heat three times, and occasionally more, until she is impregnated.

  Cows continue to breed all their lives as long as they are well fed and in good physical shape. Karen and her research team examined a cow taken during a Maine hunting season that was still lactating at eighteen years of age.

  Cow moose still show up as barren or without calves, and cows that are not lactating are taken each hunting season. Many cows are seen with no calves present. Maryo, who has done research on this, has had a startling revelation: Once a cow chooses to accept a bull for breeding, she only wants to breed with that bull in the future years!

  He has placed a cow in a pen with a bull that she never mated with, although she mated with another bull in years past, and found that the cow refused to accept the stranger. If she can see the bull that she has bred with before, she will stare at him through the fence. Maryo has seen cases where a cow separated from her bull of choice did not even come into heat. When he moved that cow into the pen with her chosen, she immediately came into heat, mated, and became pregnant. Maryo feels that this is why we see cows that appear to be healthy, and yet have no offspring. Eventually, once the cow realizes that she will not be able to find her past lover, she will choose another bull, but it may take her an entire year to realize this.

  Over all my fifty years of hunting ruminant mammals throughout North America, I have never seen any other estrus females that compromise the family of Cervidae (deer) act as audacious, or what could also be accurately described as somewhat bawdy, as a cow moose. They are without a doubt the Jane Mansfield sex symbols of the deer world. A mature cow moose is not shy about coming on strong to a bull. Unlike other female deer of different species, when a cow moose is ready to mate, she isn’t about to wait for the bull to initiate romance. Without much regard for being “ladylike,” a cow moose will make long moaning grunts and groans announcing to all bull moose within hearing distance that she is ready to meet all suitors. When a bull does arrive, grunting, swaying his rack from side to side, and drooling from the mouth, the cow is not introverted about repeatedly rubbing her body against his while she utters her most seductive lamenting vocalizations. She desires male attention, and to make her intentions perfectly clear, she vocalizes and makes body contact with a bull, assuring him of her cravings.

  It is exactly this behavior that warrants one of the most productive and consistently successful moose-hunting strategies when moose hunting—calling. Because most moose habitat is vast and thickly wooded terrain, finding a mate takes some doing. So during the rut, both cows and bulls are on the constant move over bogs and through impenetrable Tuckamore, thick timberlands, swamps, mountainous terrain, and vast open bogs, mewing, grunting, bellowing, and gutturalizing to each other. During the rut, the woods and waters that moose inhabit become alive with vocalizations.

  No matter what part of North America a hunter stalks moose, during the rut, knowing how to use a moose call correctly will get results. During the breeding season bull moose are much more cantankerous than whitetail deer, mule deer, caribou, and even the belligerent bull elk. During the rut, a mature bull is not to be trifled with. He is often in a murderous mood and will stomp, gore, and otherwise put out of commission anything he interprets as a threat, or worse, what he thinks is a competitor for his estrus cow.

  Bulls spend their rutting days scent urinating—the perfume of the rut. A week or two before cows come into estrus and are ready to breed, bulls begin to paw shallow depressions in the ground with the front hooves. The hole may be only a few inches deep, but on some occasions it can be over a foot deep. It can also vary in its size as well, from just a few feet long to more than a half dozen feet in length. Bulls also use the massive antlers to dispatch and fling any unwanted vegetation from the area as well. Once the depression suits the bull fancy, and a few mock urinating sessions, he will squat over the hollow he has made and begin to actually deposit what seems to be an unending amount of urine into the hole.
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  Corey Kinney and I interact with a cow at the research center. The cow has one eye trained on me and the other on Corey. Notice the ears as well–one is pointed toward me and the other is focused in on Corey.

  Once he deposits an ample amount of urine into the depression it will muddy up the soil. At this point, they bull will lie down in the shallow pit and begin to roll his entire body back and forth until he is satisfied he has covered most of it in his stinking pee, which is cologne to cow moose. Bulls, like elk, will make several of these “wallows” to bathe in during the rut.

  Amazingly, and again unlike the more reserved females within the family of Cervidae (deer), the cow moose is not only drawn to the stench of the bull’s urine, but she will often use it to roll around in as well, whether the bull is lying in it or not! Interestingly, the bull will run the cow out of the wallow. Not so much to chase her away, but rather to give him more time to stink himself up with his “Urine de Pee.” By deeply soaking themselves with their urine, bulls instinctively know the pungent odor will naturally draw cows from near and far to them. The odor invites females to rub and snuggle close to them in order to get the bull’s “stank” on themselves, which stimulates them into estrus more quickly. Ah, the ritual of the moose rut runs deep and smelly.

  In a research study that took place in Denali National Park in Alaska in the mid-eighties, researcher Dale Miquelle and his team from the University of Idaho made interesting behavioral observations of bulls making wallows over a three-year period. What they discovered was that only mature bulls took part in this type of “scent urine” behavior. The research team believed that the urine odor of immature bulls simply wasn’t as powerful as was the urine of mature bull moose.

  The team also documented that immature bulls would often bathe in the urine left in the wallows made by mature bulls, but only when the older bulls weren’t around, in hopes the odor of the older bulls would attract cows. When a mature bull saw this behavior he immediately and aggressively chased the immature bull from his wallow. Females were also noticed to compete with each other to roll in the wallow as well and often rubbed their bodies against the bodies of the mature males. This urine scent behavior generally took place about two weeks prior to when cows would actually accept bulls to breed them. Miquelle and his research team’s conclusion of scent urination behavior was that it was most likely used to stimulate ovulation in cow moose.

  As I have often mentioned in my deer-hunting seminars, male deer all measure up their opponents carefully before they get into an all-out brawl. It is Mother Nature’s way of protecting them from opening themselves up to an abundance of serious or fatal injuries. This is particularly the case for the larger-bodied moose, caribou, and elk. Before engaging their antlers, moose and other male deer often use boxing tactics similar to human fighters who are about to get into a fistfight. The scuffle usually begins with trash talking. In the world of the moose, that means the bull will grunt, croak, and groan to try and “talk” his opponent out of actual antler and body contact.

  If that fails, a bull will quickly throw in some aggressive body language. He begins by lifting his head high to show off the size of his antlers. Then he pins both ears back, raises the hair on his mane, and begins to stiff leg around his opponent. Anyone who has hunted moose knows this ritual also includes the bull slowly swaying his antlers from side to side menacingly in order to let his opponent get a good look as his impressive head gear. The body language ritual also includes staring, ripping up vegetation, thrashing brush, and knocking the snot out of nearby sapling trees. This is all done to warn to the opposing bull that he should back down post-haste. Sometimes the rituals last for short periods of time, but other times they last for hours and, in rare cases, even days depending on the two bulls engaging in this type of rutting behavior.

  While a majority of moose breeding activity takes place from late September to early October in most regions, breeding can occur well into November when late-cycling cows come into estrus. I have seen bulls called in by outfitters (particularly in Newfoundland) using seductive cow calls as late as December! Once a bull’s testosterone levels begin to wane, they usually deplete quickly. Once that occurs a bull moose will generally drop his antlers soon thereafter; most bulls shed their antlers around January. By late March mature bulls are already beginning to grow their velvet. Within a few short months the velvet reaches the massive proportions common to male moose, and by late August or early September it is shed and polished and ready to do battle during the moose rut once again.

  
    MOOSE ANTLERS

    Hunters are mesmerized by antlers, and when it comes to a bull moose’s antlers, they are particularly spellbound by the huge mass of bone atop a bull’s head! It is a little known fact, however, that a bull’s antlers are not any larger than other male deer’s antlers like elk, caribou, and mule and white-tailed deer. Relative to body size, moose antler mass is about equal to other male deer species. With that said, today’s moose still grow the largest antlers in the world. As mentioned earlier, the Alaskan-Yukon moose grow the most antlers in the least amount of time. The can grow about ninety to a hundred pounds of antlers in approximately three months!

  

  Dominant bulls killed during the hunting season, or meeting their demise from other circumstances, may leave a cow wandering the entire breeding season looking for her mate. She might go through all three heats, and occasionally a fourth, and still not be bred. The next breeding season, she will normally take another male as her partner.

  This may explain why we often see areas that, year after year, produce good moose hunting; they are breeding areas. Cows know that the dominant bulls they have chosen in the past are going to be in a particular area, and they flock to it. Young bulls or even bulls that are not dominant also show up there because of the cows.

  Once the dominant bull is missing from the area, the younger competing bulls will eventually be able to breed with the available cows. This sets up a scenario where you may have several cows that are all breeding with different bulls, not necessarily the dominant bull. Now you have a situation where bulls and cows return to a particular place for breeding because they know it is where they found their past lovers hanging out—and that makes for a great hunting ground.

  The gestation period for moose is approximately seven months. Calves are born from May on into June, and cows that don’t find their mates until they’re into the third heat may not calf until July. A cow will have one to two calves, depending on her age and nutritional condition, and a calf will stay with its mom until shortly before the next calving season, at which time the cow will chase her young away.

  The cow moose is highly aggressive when it comes to protecting her offspring. I have learned through experience to give cows with calves a wide berth. Do not get between a cow and her calf and then surprise her, because you will not like the outcome, as I learned the hard way. Maryo has observed this trait at the research center as well.

  Because the moose has a very sensitive nose, I take greater care to keep my moose-hunting clothes scent free than I do with my deer-hunting attire. I have had moose scent me and spook when I thought everything was perfect. Yet while deer hunting, I have actually touched a deer that walked by me without smelling me. I am still waiting to be able to get that close to moose.

  The moose also has those two big radar dishes located on top of its head, the ears. I refer to their ears as radar because of the animal’s ability to move each ear independently, which allows them to better pinpoint the exact direction and location of sounds. I am always amazed at the distances over which I have been able to get a moose to respond to my calls. Just to level up the playing field, I have gone to using hearing enhancement equipment. Even on windy days, when I haven’t been able to hear anything but the trees swaying, I have had moose show up when I call.

  Maryo is right in his observation that you cannot sneak up on a moose. A hunter’s best chance at stalking a moose is to walk through a hunting area sounding like another moose. Moose are used to hearing others of their kind, but they will flee if they detect something coming in on them quietly.

  The moose’s eyesight is its one weakness. They can only see in focus for a distance of ten to fifteen feet—the average would be closer to twelve feet—relying on shape, movement and color, to a degree, to make identification.

  Maryo, through his research, has found that on windless days, the right movements from a hunter will pique the curiosity of a moose and make him come closer. On the other hand, moving through an area like a man will cause moose to beat feet. The moose utilizes his hearing much more on windy days; when everything around him is swaying from side to side, he has a hard time detecting individual objects moving about.

  The moose sees in black and white, as other large mammals do. However, after observing these animals over the years, I think that their color perception is a little more defined than that of whitetail deer. I have had numerous deer not spot me if I am standing perfectly still, although I’m wearing a full blaze-orange jacket and hat. I had one buck that walked within twelve feet of me while I stood on a hardwood ridge, with nothing around me whatsoever to conceal or break my outline.

  I once had a doe deer walk all around me, as close as fifteen feet, while I was dressed in fluorescent orange and calling to her. I only used the call when her head was behind a tree, and she would look in my direction, but not right at me. Her eyes appeared to be looking to the right and to the left of my location. She was continuously stomping her feet and snorting, but I remained perfectly still and she could not see me. I am sure she smelled me as she walked around, yet she would not run off, as she could not actually detect any movement. This game went on for over thirty minutes. She finally saw me when I raised my gun to shoot a buck that had come into see what all the commotion was about.

  Moose always seem to stare right at any small blotch of orange that does not look right in its world. Even if the hunter does not move, they zero in on the alien color; even if I am using the call and standing some distance away from the hunter, a moose will always focus on the orange hat first as it comes into view, as I have found through my own field testing. My clients and I might wear masks to obscure our faces, but if we’re wearing orange hats, a moose will instantly zero in on the hats.

  I recommend that, when possible, hunters wear the minimum amount of orange required by law. If you have to wear blaze orange, then do what you can through the use of existing vegetation and trees to keep out of the moose’s direct sight. Knowing that orange is a beacon to these animals, I have gone so far as to strategically place fir boughs around my hunters to cover their colored gear as much as possible.

  Maryo and I had a lengthy discussion on this issue, and he has found the same to be true, having tested the eyesight of moose, deer, and caribou. He told me that deer are the worst at distinguishing color. Moose are not far behind, but they do see orange and some other non-natural colors much better. Caribou have possibly the best eyesight when it comes to distinguishing color.

  The moose is also able to move each eye independently of the other, and if you ever see this up close, you’ll have all you can do not to laugh. It will appear as if he is cockeyed, watching you and trying to see something else off to the side.

  I have had a moose look at me with a decoy using one eye while his other eye was looking to the left at a cameraman. The cameraman was at a ninety-degree angle to the moose, I was a distance of fifteen feet from away, and I could see the bull’s eyes perfectly. I had all I could do to keep from busting out laughing.

  [image: image]

  I am feeding a cow moose at the Buck Expert Research center.

  Moose use a variety of habitats, depending on the time of year. Early spring finds them wandering all about, and they will often be seen in the hardwoods feeding after a hard winter on the first new tips of growth. They are also very prone to frequent roadsides—again getting the first new-generation tips, and attracted to salt that is left on the roads during the winter.

  As the summer progresses, moose will use waterways more. They are especially fond of water-lily bulbs and roots, and will also utilize cattails for food, eating the stalk and root. The water keeps them cool on hot days, and they will actually lay down in it to escape the flies and other biting insects.

  When breeding season rolls around, moose shift into the breeding areas I spoke of, which often have a waterway of one type or another and are usually not too far from a stand of hardwoods. Most often during the rut, the moose are still prone to be near the water, since the weather is still warm and many aquatic plants are still available to them.

  Once the post-rut season rolls around, the moose will be putting on the feed bags for the coming winter. Maryo has found that bulls lose as much as two hundred pounds during the rutting period in a pen environment, and bulls in the wild may lose even more weight. The bulls want to gain back all the bulk they lost chasing cows during the rut, while the cows, now pregnant, want to put on all the fat they can, knowing they are eating for two or three now. Often at this time of year, you will find the moose have moved to hardwood ridges and river bottoms made up of popular and other hardwood species. Regenerating cuts with lots of red maples will draw them in as well.

  Winter finds the moose moving through the hardwoods. Being long legged, they do not have the difficulty that whitetail deer face coping with snow, but if the snow does become a burden—building to more than three feet high—moose will yard up as deer do. Crusty snow will also have an effect on them, and under such conditions, moose will seek out the overhead canopy of spruce or other softwood growth, the same as whitetails.

  Zoos and other research facilities have come to Maryo, who has had a captive herd of moose since 1995, for his expertise on keeping the animals alive and healthy in captivity. He has done considerable research on a moose’s diet, and learned that they not only switch over to various foods because of availability, but also because they need the nutrients provided by particular plants.

  During the winter months, an adult moose may consume forty-four pounds of fir tips, twenty pounds of hardwood tips and bark, and Maryo feeds them an additional fifteen pounds of a pellet of his own making to provide some vitamins. The fir tips, while not high in nutrition, contain an oil that Maryo feels is essential in the metabolism of the moose to produce body heat. Zookeepers who have consulted him always seem to have a problem keeping the moose healthy during the winter. After putting them on a high fir-tip diet, their health turned right around.

  During the summer months, the amount of food the moose are fed is cut in half and the fir tips are excluded from the diet. Nursing cows will eat a little more to support their milk-production requirements.

  Due to Maryo’s urine-collection operation and his goals to provide one hundred percent natural urine, he does not feed his animals anything but natural foods during the collection periods, striving to produce urine that matches what would be found in the wild.

  Karen Morris, whose research has also shown that moose eat many different foods throughout year, discovered that there is one item they absolutely devour. She said that during her radio-collared moose study, she came upon a feeding area where the vegetation had been eaten so far down to the ground, it took her a while to determine what the plant was. After an afternoon of searching, she learned the moose’s favorite food was mountain ash. I always knew that black bear would eat this shrub, but finding out that it’s a moose favorite was a surprise to me.

  Moose all vary when it comes to a defined home range. The radio-collar research done in Maine and New Hampshire shows that they have no set limits, unlike whitetail deer. Karen told me her studies have shown that moose will utilize an area of eight to twelve square miles, varying with the time of year and food availability. She had one cow moose that lived in a substantially smaller area than that, but she has also seen a bull travel even farther during the rut.

  Every fall, New England newspapers have reports of moose that show up in the oddest places, such as downtown Bangor and Portland, Maine. The outskirts of Boston and Manchester, New Hampshire, are not without their odd moose stories as well. Most of these news accounts are of young bulls that have most likely been pushed from an area by a more dominant bull. Following their powerful urge to breed, they will wander aimlessly looking for an area that contains females and no competition, skewing the defined home-range average.

  Karen Morris has done a commendable job in managing the Maine moose herd, and Maine often participates in the informal but extremely useful Northeast Moose Study Group, sharing information gleaned through Karen’s research among the various states and provinces, since funding shortages often make information sharing just about the only way many fish and wildlife agencies can stay abreast of current trends in managing moose.

  Karen hopes that in the future more money can be set aside for certain studies. In particular, she would like to see more research done on young-of-the-year survival rates, so important to the continuation of the sport of moose hunting. She also hopes that in the future, Maine and other states will stay with consistent hunting-season dates. This not only helps hunters pattern moose from year to year, but also gives researchers a better baseline for information gathered by hunters.
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