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Abstract:
A study was conducted in the First and Second Yellow Mule drainages of southcentral Montana during
the summer and early fall of 1973 and 1974 to investigate ecological aspects of elk (Cervus canadensis
nelsoni). The study area was divided into park, broken park, and timber cover types covering 31, 13,
and 56 percent of the area, respectively. Six habitat types were delineated on the timbered regions.
Large mixed sex bull-cow groups observed in late July dispersed to form small single sex bull groups
and cow groups which increased in size to late August. Environmental features recorded to compare
areas selected by each elk group type were cover type, habitat type, timber type, distance to water,
distance to the next closest cover type, downfall, sight distance, location, topography, elevation, aspect,
and slope. Significant differences existed between preferences of group types for topography and
aspect (P<.05) and location.(P<.01). Selection of other environmental features were not statistically
different. Bulls abandoned their environmental preferences in late summer to join cow groups in their
preferred habitat.

Canopy cover of tree and shrub species, general ground cover, and the three dominant species in each
of nine 2X5 decimeter frames were recorded at 21 feeding and 28 bedding sites. Ground cover at both
types of sites was similar. Each group was observed in one of five basic activity patterns and in one of
three response states. Elk in the restless response state were significantly more common during weather
phase one (Landsberg, 1969). The "head jerk" and "humped back" postures and other dominant and
subordinate gestures were observed. Rut-related activities began with velvet shedding, followed by
herding, wallowing, bugling, and sparring.

Dry weight standing crops and percentage moisture contents were determined for forbs and grasses
which were clipped every two weeks from elk feeding sites and from established timber and meadow
plots at three elevations. Forbs at elk feeding sites had significantly greater moisture contents than
forbs in all meadow and most timber sites; standing crops of forbs at feeding sites were also
significantly greater than forbs at all timber and most meadow sites. Percentage moisture content of
forbs fell below that of grasses during October, which was also the only time that moisture content of
grasses at established plots exceeded that of grasses at feeding sites. However, elk moved into the
timber in September, coincident with the rut, and reappeared in high open parks in October. Based on
relative percentage moisture content, movement into the timber solely for succulent vegetation would
not be founded; therefore, during this study it appeared that security requirements of elk were involved
in this fall movement into the timber. 
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