
Range use and relationships of mule deer on the west slope of the Bridger Mountains, Montana
by William Frederick Schwarzkoph

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Faculty in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
MASTER OF SCIENCE in Fish and Wildlife Management
Montana State University
© Copyright by William Frederick Schwarzkoph (1973)

Abstract:
A study was conducted on the west slope of the Bridget mountains in southwestern Montana from
January 1972 through April 1973. Objectives were to provide current information on range use, food
habits, population characteristics and whether changes in ecological relationships have occurred since
the study of Wilkins in 1956 on the same area. The vegetation of the area was classified into four major
zones: Bunchgrass Prairie, Douglas Fir, Spruce-Fir and Alpine. Canopy coverages and frequencies of
occurrence of the low-growing taxa were determined for most of the types within the Spruce-Fir and
Alpine Zones. Distribution of mule deer was determined from 5,687 observations of individual deer.
The Spruce-Fir Zone accounted for 63 percent of the summer observations. Eighty-four and 79 percent
of all observations were recorded in the Douglas Fir Zone in fall and winter respectively. The
Bunchgrass Prairie Zone was most important in the spring accounting for 78 percent of the
observations. Mule deer food habits were determined from the examination of 76 feeding sites and the
contents of 26 rumens. Forbs constituted 83 percent of the summer diet. Nuttall violet, yellow
columbine and false dandelion were important forbs. Forbs remained the most important forage class in
the fall constituting 49 percent of the diet as browse increased to 40 percent. During winter, grass and
browse were equally important constituting 43 and 44 percent respectively. Green grass was utilized
extensively on open, south-facing slopes as early as January. Douglas Fir, Rocky Mountain juniper and
big sagebrush increased in usage as winter progressed and usage of bitterbrush decreased. Browse,
forbs and grass constituted 44, 28, and 28 percent of the spring diet respectively. These food habits
generally paralleled those reported for this area in the early 1950’s. An average kidney fat index for 14
hunter-killed deer in the fall was .84 compared to .08 for four winter-killed deer. A fawn/doe ratio of
57/100 was calculated for the period August 15 to September 15 on the summer range. The fawn/doe
ratio on the winter range in December was 68/100. A loss of 8-9 fawns/100 does was discovered during
the months January through April, 1972 and 1973. A population estimate of 173 based on observations
of marked deer came very close to estimates of 175 and 171 from air and ground counts respectively.
An average activity radius and winter home range for mule deer was calculated to be 418 yards and 226
acres respectively. Mule deer appeared to extend their range in early spring. 
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