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INTRODUCTION



Elk have long captured the imagination and spirit of adventurers like Lewis and Clark and sport hunters as far back as Teddy Roosevelt. They have remained in the mind’s eye of most big game hunters for decades since. And why not? Elk are big and powerful animals that present sportsmen with the ultimate hunting challenge and experience. Often inhabiting some of the most scenic territory, elk are synonymous with wilderness. Any hunter who has ever heard the eerie beckoning of a mature, lovesick bull bugling for a cow’s attention will readily attest to that. A mature bull elk’s bugle is absolute testament to its wildness.


No matter where one stalks elk, the first lesson learned is that they are not easy animals to hunt. Despite its huge body and antler size, a big bull—looking to shake off a hunter on his back trail—can disappear faster than Houdini.


In the 30 years I have hunted elk, I have witnessed firsthand mature 6 × 6 bulls enter black timber and, within seconds, never be seen or heard from again. I have seen bulls stand at the edge of cover totally motionless for what seemed like hours before feeling safe enough to leave cover and enter an open park. I have jumped elk and seen them burst from the most unlikely cover—a single patch of scrub oak which didn’t seem large enough to hide a deer, never mind an elk. From the wild, pristine country they inhabit to their cunning ability to elude danger, elk continually prove to be superior game animals.


Hunters who challenge elk soon understand they have to learn all they can to be consistently successful at taking big bulls. No matter which of the huntable North American subspecies you’ll pursue, whether it’s the Rocky Mountain elk, Roosevelt elk, or Manitoba elk, you’ll need honed skills and knowledge to take the challenge on equal ground. Over the years, I have read every book available by all the pros who stalk elk. I can tell you this with confidence, Bob Robb’s knowledge and experience of hunting elk is second to none!


Robb is an avid outdoorsman. His hunting articles have appeared in all of the major outdoor publications for nearly thirty years. An accomplished hunter with gun or bow, his big game adventures have lured him to places across the globe. Robb has hunted elk in every state, Canadian province, and even in his own backyard—the wilds of Alaska.


Gerry Bethge has been my friend for twenty years. He is a dedicated and versatile big-game hunter. Bethge has been an editor of several major outdoor publications, including Outdoor Life. He has published stories written by elk hunting authorities for more than twenty-five years. In fact, he has probably read and absorbed more about elk and elk hunting than anyone I know. Like Bob Robb, he has also hunted elk extensively, across North America. Put Bethge together with Robb, and you’ve got an unbeatable elk hunting team—who enthusiastically share all their combined elk hunting information unselfishly, as well as tactics from many other elk hunting experts, within the pages of this book.


If I had to share a camp with just one seasoned elk-hunting companion, it would be Bob Robb. He is by far one of the most respected and accomplished hunters today. Along with Bethge, he shares his elk hunting wisdom, experience, and tactics within the pages of this book. The information will become your bible to successful elk hunting. It’s mine.


—Peter Fiduccia


Editor-in-Chief


Outdoorsman’s Edge Book Club












1 NORTH AMERICAN ELK: WHAT ARE THEY?






When I think of the Rocky Mountain West, I envision many things. Tall mountain peaks, awesome in their size and beauty, define the portrait. Large stands of uncut timber, lush meadows of tall grass, crystal-clear streams and rivers, and emeraldlike lakes dot the landscape. Breathtaking sunrises and sunsets color a cobalt-blue sky at dawn and dusk with variations of reds, oranges, and purples that no mortal artist could ever create.


Wildlife is a large part of my picture. When I dream back to all the days I’ve spent climbing the mountains of the West, the days spent without viewing wildlife are those most empty. Big game like deer and bears and mountain lions define the region for me. Small game and a variety of birds are prominent in the picture, too, providing amusement whenever they appear.


But no creature defines the West like a big bull elk.


What sportsman in North America has not dreamed of following in the footsteps of Lewis and Clark, going West and hunting elk? For the big-game hunter of today, no animal creates excitement and stimulates dreams like the magnificent mature bull elk.


Elk have so many things going for them. The country in which they live is beyond compare, not only in North America but the world. They are big, powerful animals, with large bodies and large antlers. Their meat is some of the most delicious and nutritious in all of nature. Despite their gregarious, family-oriented disposition, elk are secretive, especially when pressured by people. Filling an elk tag is no easy task. They are the ultimate challenge for those who hunt members of the North American deer family.
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No big game animal symbolizes the West, and what it stands for, like a bull elk. They are the stuff that sportsmen’s dreams are made of





There are lots of elk in North America today—more than a million, at last count, more so than at any time since the turn of the century. The future of elk, and elk hunting, is bright. As we step into the 21st century, it can be rightfully said that the good old days of elk hunting are right now.


The history of elk, like that of all animal species prior to the advent of modern census methods, is somewhat cloudy. It is believed that North America was home to some 10 million elk prior to the arrival of the first European explorers. Sir Francis Drake and his crew are thought to have been the first Europeans to actually see elk on the continent, glimpsing what they called “a very large and fat Deere” in the inland regions of California in the summer of 1579. These “Deere” are believed to have been Tule elk, which Drake and his men saw “by the thousands.”


The first settlers along the East Coast of North America also saw elk, which at that time could be found in good numbers across the continent. For example, in 1670 one John Lederer described seeing “Red Deer” (elk) along the Chesapeake Bay. Other accounts by early white settlers have elk living from New England as far south as the settlements went.


In fact, during the Pleistocene Epoch there were 10 subspecies of Cervus in North America. Of these, six are extinct today. They are the Eastern elk (C. canadensis canadensis); Merriam elk (C. canadensis merriami); a fossil elk found in Wisconsin (C. whitneyi Allen); a fossil elk from New Mexico (C. lascrucensis Frick); a southern California fossil elk (C. aguangae Frick); and an unknown fossil subspecies from Alaska (Murie, 1951). A reclassification of Cervus in 1973 changed the familiar species name of elk from canadensis to the European form, elaphus; this is how elk subspecies are referred to by modern scientists.


Tales from pioneer times are filled with accounts of the abundant wildlife living across the vast expanses of the continent. Reports of elk are prominent in many of these stories. The journals of Lewis and Clark document the pair’s legendary expedition across North America from 1804 to 1806 and are the first extensive documentation of the animals of the West. In those journals are more than 600 references to elk, which were abundant and used by natives for food, leather, and assorted bone products.


From those estimated 10 million North American elk prior to the white man’s arrival, elk numbers had dwindled to fewer than 100,000 by 1907, with populations continuing to decline. The advance of modern man and civilization drove the elk and other wildlife off their traditional habitat, while commercial hunting for both meat and hides decimated game numbers across the country. In 1922, it is believed that only 92,000 elk remained, of which a little over 37,000 lived in Yellowstone National Park, the Teton National Forest, and parts of Canada. Many people believe that without the creation of Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming; Olympic National Park, Washington; and a private California reserve specifically set aside for Tule elk, the possibility of any elk remaining alive in the wild today would be remote.
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An estimated 10,000,000 elk lived in North America prior to the white man’s am· val. After a plunge to only 92,000 animals in 1922, populations have rebounded and are now estimated to be near 1 million today.





The picture today is so different from the one painted in the early 1900s it is astounding, like comparing a color television with a black and white set. By the late 1970s more than 500,000 elk populated North America. Today, that number stands at an estimated 1 million, a population boom that boggles the mind. The increase is due in no small measure to the efforts of dedicated sports hunters and hunting-related conservation organizations such as the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, both of which have raised astonishing sums of money and donated countless hours of time working in conjunction with state wildlife managers. With a few exceptions, biologists are predicting that there will be even more elk across the continent as time goes by.


The story of elk in Colorado, which has the highest elk population of any state or Canadian province, is illustrative of what has occurred throughout the West. At the beginning of the 20th century, the Colorado Division of Wildlife estimates there were fewer than 2000 elk remaining statewide. Intensive management, transplants from other states, and the closing of the hunting season for 26 years in the early part of the century all led to a steady, rapid rise in elk numbers. By the spring of 2000, Colorado reported that its elk herd had expanded to some 265,000 animals. It had grown so large so fast that it had exceeded population objectives in most areas of the state; a record-number 106,000 antlerless and either-sex hunting licenses were issued for the fall 2000 season in an attempt to get the burgeoning elk herd back under control.



SUBSPECIES


Today there are four subspecies of North American elk roaming the continent. They are:




Rocky Mountain Elk (Cervus elaphus nelsoni): The most numerous subspecies, they can be found in the central to northern Rocky Mountains, including eastern British Columbia, most of Alberta, and northern Saskatchewan. They may also be found in eastern Oregon and eastern Washington, Idaho, Montana, Colorado, Utah, Nevada, New Mexico, Arizona, and parts of California. Transplants have seen nelsoni introduced into states as diverse as Pennsylvania, Virginia, Michigan, Oklahoma, Texas, Kansas, and the Dakotas, as well as parts of eastern Canada.


Roosevelt Elk (Cervus elaphus roosevelti): The largest-bodied elk can be found in the dense rain forests of the Pacific Northwest, from northern California up through Oregon, Washington, the British Columbia mainland and Vancouver Island, Afognak and Raspberry Islands, Alaska, as well as near Ketchikan, Alaska.


Manitoba Elk (Cervus elaphus manitobensis): The second-larg-est-bodied of all our elk, they are located in pockets of southwestern Manitoba, southern Saskatchewan, and southeastern Alberta.


Tule Elk (Cervus elaphus nannodes): Our smallest elk, they live only in various locations throughout California. These splay-hoofed marsh dwellers numbered an estimated 500,000 animals before the mid-l 800s. By the middle of the 19th century, their numbers had dropped to exactly eight animals. Today they number nearly 2500.
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Tule elk, our smallest subspecies, live only in parts of California. After the population dropped to only eight elk in the mid-19th century, there are nearly 2500 animals today.





Elk are the second largest member of the North American deer family, surpassed in both body size and antler mass only by the moose (Alees alees). The largest of the four subspecies is the Roosevelt elk. Mature Roosevelt bulls weigh between 700 and 1100 pounds, though some Roosevelts living on Alaska’s Afognak and Raspberry islands can weigh nearly 1300 pounds. Records show some Afognak Island elk at having field dressed at nearly 1000 pounds. Cows are smaller, weighing between 575 and 625 pounds.


The Manitoba elk is the next largest subspecies, with mature bulls weighing an average of nearly 800 pounds, and cows 600 pounds. A mature Rocky Mountain elk bull averages 700 pounds on the hoof, with cows weighing an average of 525 pounds. Tule elk are the smallest subspecies, with bulls weighing an average of 400 pounds, cows an average of325 pounds.


Take a close look, and you’ll notice that elk have no useful teeth in the front portion of their upper jaw, wearing instead a dental pad over their lower front teeth. Elk have a total of 32 teeth, including the “ivories” so prized by hunters. These are not real ivory, but incisiform canine teeth. Also known as “whistlers,” “buglers,” and “elk teeth,” these two teeth are located in the forward part of the upper Jaw.


Distinctive antlers are the most intriguing attribute of the bull elk. Large sets of trophy-class antlers are what all elk hunters dream about, and are hard-earned prizes to be proud of.
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The main beams of a mature Rocky Mountain bull elk’s antler average between 40 and 60 inches in length, with six distinct tines, or points. They can weigh up to 30 pounds per set.





A mature Rocky Mountain bull elk antler usually consists of a single long main beam between 40 and 60 inches in length that sweeps up and back and has six distinct tines, or points (nontypical points are possible as well). The first two tines are called the brow and bez tines, and grow close together at the base of the skull, sweeping outward over the elk’s face. The third, or trez, tine begins farther up the beam, and usually angles forward. The “royal” point, as the fourth point is called, is generally the longest point of all, usually the dominant tine of the rack. The remaining points are formed by a fork at the rear of the main beam. This conformation is typical of the Manitoba subspecies as well.


The only difference between the antlers of the above two subspecies and those of the Roosevelt and Tule elk subspecies is the “crowning” at the end of the main beam on many of these latter bulls. Here, instead of a simple fork as in the case of Rocky Mountain and Manitoba elk, the antlers sometimes, but not always, form a cluster of points, much like that which the red stag of Europe and New Zealand wears. These crown points can give these bulls a total of seven to nine points per side. A pair of elk antlers from a mature bull of all species of elk save the diminutive Tule elk generally weighs between 20 and 30 pounds.


Historically, elk played a large part in the development of North America. Native Americans utilized them widely, eating their lean, nutritious meat, tanning their hides and using them for robes, moccasins, and shelter, and making after-products from bones, fat, hooves, teeth, and internal organs. In the modern West, elk continue to play a large role in shaping the future. Contemporary land management planning often revolves around its effects on wildlife, and with elk numbers expanding throughout the region, these regal animals are always in the minds of present-day planners.


Just knowing there are elk out there with me as I hike through the West makes me feel content. They are noble, fascinating animals, worthy of our respect, admiration, and protection. Having the privilege to hunt them each fall is one of my most treasured adventures. Once you hunt them, it will be very difficult for you to escape the magic of “elk fever.” I know. I haven’t missed an elk season since 1977.












2 BASIC ELK BEHAVIOR






To successfully hunt any species of big game, it is imperative to understand the animal’s habits and haunts, its likes and dislikes, and how it will react to hunting pressure. After all, you can’t shoot an elk if you can’t find one. With little or no knowledge of the animal itself, you may as well be buying a lottery ticket as an elk tag; the chances of locating a bull will be that low. However, the more you learn about elk, where they live during the various seasons, what their wants and needs are, and how they will act during “odd” periods—a hot spell during late fall, for example—the better your chances of finding them.


As you learn more about elk, you’ll find that new questions keep popping up. Your curiosity will be tickled; you’ll want to learn even more. The more time you spend in elk country, the more fascinating it becomes. It’s a magical world, and you’ll soon come to realize that there really are no set, definitive answers to any of the questions you’ve been asking all these years. Just when you think you have the game all figured out, the elk will throw you a curve, and you’ll strike out once again.


That’s the wonder of elk, and of elk hunting.


To give you some idea of how elk spend their days, here’s a brief rundown of a year in the life of an elk.


A YEAR IN THE LIFE


Summer is a magical time in the mountains of the West. Spring flowers brighten the landscape, temperatures are mild, and the grass is lush and full of high-quality nutrients.


Elk calves are born in summer, usually early June, after being carried by the cow for 8 to 8Yz months. Most elk have only one calf per year, with twins a rarity. Calf elk weigh around 25 to 30 pounds at birth. Calving grounds are located in the upper reaches of the elk’s winter range, where there is plenty of water and lots of grassy meadows bordered by dark escape-cover timber. The tannish calves blend in well with the surrounding countryside when they lie immobile, flattened against the ground. They instinctively hide in this manner when they perceive danger, more like forest-dwelling animals than the open-country ruminants that modern elk have evolved into.
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Cow elk drop their calves in June after a gestation period of 8 to B’lz months. Calving grounds are in areas where there’s lots of feed, plus all-important escape cover.





For the first two to four weeks after birth, cows and their newborns stay away from the herd while each mother tends to her calf as it gets its walking legs. After that the cows, calves, and very young bulls herd up, with numbers often reaching into the hundreds. Herd members look out for each other, with some cows actually acting as baby-sitters when other cows with calves go off to feed.


During this time, bull elk are a lot like stereotypical men who would rather be playing poker with the boys than sitting around the house listening to a women’s tea party. The mature bulls are off by themselves now. They congregate in small bachelor herds numbering between two and eight animals. They like to move to high elevations, where they can rest and put on weight, with cooling afternoon breezes warding off flies, mosquitoes, and other insects.


The bulls begin antler growth anytime between January and June, depending upon their age, testosterone level, and the photoperiod (the amount of daylight on a given day of the year). The youngest bulls start antler growth last because their antlers are the smallest. Bulls expend as much energy growing new antlers as pregnant cows do growing new calves.


The pedicles, or antler bases, start growing faster in May and June, thanks to a boost in testosterone levels. In yearling bulls, antler growth does not begin until June or July and ends in August or September, when the velvet is finally shed. In two-year-olds, the antlers begin growing in late April or early May, with velvet shed roughly in mid- to late August, a period of approximately 115 days. In three-and four-year-old bulls, antler growth begins sometime between mid-February and mid-March, with velvet being shed in early August. The growth of their antlers takes approximately 140 days. Mature bulls in the prime of life begin their antler growth earlier, between mid-January and late February. They shed their velvet in late July or early August, after a growth period of approximately 150 days.
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Bulls begin antler growth sometime between January and June. Antlers grow on pedicles, which accelerate their growth in May and June with a boost in testosterone levels.





As summer continues, elk put on lots of weight and live the good life. Cows and calves feed heavily and redefine the herd’s pecking order and social structure. The bulls also feed heavily on lush grasses, their energy going not toward the raising of the young but to antler growth. Elk spend about 90 percent of their day feeding and resting, the other 10 percent in idle movement. They are very much like cattle in that about three-fourths of their resting time is used in bedding, while three-fourths of bedding time is used in ruminating.


As the days of August pass, most mature bulls have completed their antler growth. Testosterone levels are rising, and the breeding urge is getting stronger. The bulls now begin “raking” small trees, brush, and shrubs, both to strip their newly grown antlers of velvet and as a form of mock battle. They also begin sparring with each other, testing their strength as they prepare for the rut.
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During the rut, elk stage mock battles with small trees and brush, often leaving vertical scars in the trunks of small trees with their sharp antler tines.
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The rut begins in August, and is characterized by sparring between bulls of similar size and age. Latitude, local climatic conditions, and photoperiod control the actual rut timing.





The timing of the breeding period varies, and depends upon several factors. These include local climactic conditions and the condition of the animals. Generally speaking, elk rut earlier in the southern latitudes and later in the northern latitudes. Scientists believe this is due to the importance of elk calves being dropped in the spring when the weather is mild and the dangerous winter cold and snows are gone and no longer a threat to calf survival. For example, you’ll normally find elk rutting heavily in Arizona and New Mexico in August, when the bulls in more northern climes like Montana are just getting under way. Tule elk in California’s hot Owens Valley have been known to begin rutting in late July and early August, even before their velvet has been totally shed.


As the bulls become ready for the rut, the bugling and forming of the harems begin. Cows are beginning to come into heat, and the bulls begin competing for the right to breed them. Young bulls are driven from the cow-calf groups as the older, more mature bulls move in to try to dominate the breeding cycle.


The younger, “yearling” spike bulls don’t vanish completely. At 15 months of age, they are sexually mature and could breed a cow. They rarely do, however. More often than not they can be found in small bachelor groups of up to 15 animals, acting as if they’re not quite sure what to do. But the smaller, two- and three-year-old bulls have strong breeding urges, and though they cannot compete with the larger herd bulls in a face-to-face fight, they often hang around the fringes of the herd, hoping to breed a cow when the opportunity presents itself. Often called “satellite” bulls because they spend so much time orbiting the herd, these younger bulls are often the animals that hunters call into range.


It should be remembered that while the bulls are strutting around acting like kings during the rutting cycle, it is really the older cows that are the true leaders of the herd. The lead, or herd, cow is the animal that takes responsibility for the day-to-day life of the group, leading it to food, water, and bedding sites, giving off the alarm bark when danger approaches, and leading the herd off when danger is perceived. As an elk hunter, no matter the season, you must be constantly on the lookout for these herd cows. Nine times out of 10, they’re the ones that will ruin a stalk for you.


Generally speaking, the rutting cycle lasts through mid-October, though it peaks in early to mid-September, and some breeding may actually occur into November. The rut is hard on bulls. They may lose as much as 40 percent of their total body weight and leave the rut very much weakened. Now the bigger bulls just seem to vanish from the face of the earth.


Where do they go? The bigger bulls that have completed their part of the rut will head for areas where they will not be disturbed by man or beast. They need peace and quiet so they can rest and regain their strength to combat the rigors of the coming winter. Many of these big bulls go off by themselves, though sometimes they’ll go off in pairs or threes, and sometimes they’ll have a younger satellite-type bull or two with them. These bulls often dive off into the dark timber, rugged areas that are difficult for people to access, the ground covered with thick brush, blowdowns, and steep cuts, and highlighted by thick stands of mature softwoods. Here they can rest and regain some strength before they go on feeding binges as they try to put on enough weight in the form of body fat to help them through the coming winter.


As the calendar moves forward, elk continue to feed heavily in preparation for winter. When the snows and cold weather come, the animals start thinking about migrating down from their alpine summer and fall homes onto their winter range. This can begin anytime between late November and the end of December. Elk usually follow traditional migration routes from summer to winter range. However, most will not migrate down until the snows force them to. In years of light snowfall, the migration may be delayed by a few days, or even a few weeks. In years of heavy snows, the migration may begin a bit earlier than normal. Predicting the actual migration before winter weather sets in is akin to reading tarot cards and tea leaves.


A few of the older, stronger, prime bull elk may remain high in the mountains for an extended period of time. These old bachelors don’t relish the thought of spending any more time with the women and children than they absolutely have to. Since they are not concerned with the raising of the young, they worry only about themselves. Their thick coats and layers of fat are tremendous insulators, keeping them warm well below 0°F. These bulls are able to find forage even in deep snow, and have been known to winter in areas where the snows are 4 feet deep or more. But, by and large, when winter comes elk head for the easier life of the winter range.


The elk are in a survival mode during winter months. They move little, trying to conserve their energy as best they can, traveling only to find new feed or to get out of strong winds and chill.
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An elk’s coat is a tremendous insulator, offering protection from all but the most bitter cold. Elk often bed right in the snow to stay warm.





When winter finally begins to break along about March, elk are restless. They know that as the high meadows are exposed from beneath the winter snows, lush, high-quality grasses and other forage will be available to them. By late March, the cows, calves, and younger bulls have usually begun their trek back along the traditional migration corridors to their summer range. The older, more mature bulls usually precede the other elk, their trek inhibited only by the snowline itself. Once on the summer range, the cows feed heavily in anticipation of the new calf crop, while the bulls feed and rest as their new antlers begin to grow.


DAILY MOVEMENT PATTERNS


Elk are restless animals, in no small part because of the large amount of food they must eat each day to survive. Their largest movements are, of course, the seasonal migrations between summer and winter range. However, once they have settled into a particular range, their daily movement patterns are dictated solely by the availability and quality of food, water, and protective cover. These movements are also affected by outside pressures, of which hunting is certainly no small factor.


Roosevelt elk movements tend to differ from those of their mountain cousins in that they travel shorter distances to have their needs met. These movements are often only related to altitude. For example, rather than head south for the winter, most Roosevelt elk must move only a relatively short distance to lower elevations to find the kind of food and cover they need in winter.


Generally speaking, elk begin their daily movements in late afternoon. From bedding areas in thick brush or timber, they begin feeding downhill toward meadows that contain lots of lush grasses on which they can feed. These meadows may be large, open parks, or they may be smaller meadows situated in little open pockets within the timber itself. Elk often reach these meadows just before dark.


The elk feed all night, alternating between resting and eating. Then, just before daylight, they herd up and begin their movement to their bedding areas up the slope. They reach these bedding areas by midmorning, where they once again spend the day resting and ruminating.


PREFERRED FOODS


Elk are herbivores, and concentrate on three mam plant groups: browse, grasses, and forbs. And while little is known about elk and their preferences for certain foods at different times of the year, make no mistake about it: Elk prefer to eat fresh grasses whenever and wherever they can get them.


The amount of grass in an elk’s diet depends upon where elk live and the availability of grass to eat. A 1973 study by R. C. Kufeld, titled Foods Eaten by Rocky Mountain Elk, states that Montana has a tremendous number of grassy meadows, and up to 84 percent of an elk’s winter diet there is grass. In Idaho, that total drops to 65 percent. In areas where grass is less abundant, like Manitoba, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado, grass may make up as little as 22 percent of the total winter diet.
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Elk crave the Lush grasses found in open meadows and parks, but rarely can be found feeding there in daylight. This big old bull was an exception to the rule.





In summer, woody browse is prevalent, and thus becomes a more important part of the elk’s diet. Aspen, currant, snowberry, serviceberry, huckleberry, bitterbrush, mountain mahogany, western juniper, peavine, sagebrush, vetch, penstemon, and similar plants are all part of the elk’s diet from time to time, depending on each plant’s availability on a particular range. In New Mexico, the acorn nuts from scrub oak are eaten like candy when the elk can find them.


When studying an area you intend to hunt, try to learn what the preferred food sources are. Find out where they’re located, and you’re well on your way to finding the elk.


THE IMPORTANCE OF WATER


Elk need lots of water to drink, especially in the heat of summer and early fall. However, in most areas in which elk live, available water is not a problem. They will drink from anything and everything, including rivers, streams, ponds, lakes, seeps, and springs. Elk do prefer clean water to drink, though they will wallow in muddy water in summer and during the rut. The exception to the available-water theory is in the arid Southwest. Elk in Arizona have been known to travel miles each day to drink from the limited water sources there, which are often man-made stock tanks.




[image: chpt2_fig_007]

Elk need lots of water to drink, especially in hot weather. They’ll also wallow in muddy pools and ponds to cool themselves off and to get rid of biting insects.





PROTECTIVE COVER


Undisturbed elk are not shy. They do not mind being out in the open, except in hot weather. Heat has a powerful effect on elk. Their thick, long-haired hides are tremendous insulators, which is a big reason why elk prefer cool, shady cover, even in winter. In extremely cold conditions, when the temperature drops to − 30°F or more, elk often bed on open, sunny hillsides, trying to catch the warming rays of the sun. When it’s hot, they often bed in or near snowbanks in spring and on into early summer. When there’s no snow, they often bed in the dark timber, where the temperatures on the mountain are coolest. They also seek the shelter of the dark timber when winds are extremely strong and gusty.
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