
by Dave Gibson

James Herriot wrote about his

experiences as a Yorkshire,

England veterinarian in his popu-

lar best selling book, All

Creatures Great and Small. In

Colorado, there is no "greater"

animal than the moose.

The largest member of the deer

family, and indeed the biggest

creature in the state, bull moose

can reach nine and a half feet

long and weigh as much as much

as 1,400 lbs. Seven feet tall at the

shoulder and possessing a

"palmate" (shaped like a inside of

a hand) set of antlers that can

exceed fifty pounds of weight

and measure five feet across, they

are the rulers of the Colorado

high country being just too big to

mess with. They prefer spruce

forests, aspen groves, swamps,

and willow thickets. One striking

feature that sets them apart from

the rest of their relatives is their

large dewlap or "bell." A flap of

skin and fatty tissue that hangs

beneath the jaw, the males will

rub it on the females during rut to

transfer their scent. At that time

of year, they can consume 130

lbs. of water lilies, pine needles,

grasses, leaves, algae, and wil-

lows in a single day. 

Historically, moose have been

absent from our state, only occa-

sionally drifting in from

Wyoming or Utah. Introduced

from those two nearby states, in

1978 four bulls and eight cows

had a new home in the Illinois

River Drainage near Walden. In

1979 twelve more were trans-

planted there. Substantial popula-

tions were re-located in the

Laramie River vicinity and north-

west of Creede. Today there are

an estimated 1,000 Moose in

Colorado with their numbers

scattered across the mountainous

areas in varying densities. Moose

reside in Gilpin and Boulder

Counties and when one sauntered

through the streets of town a few

years ago it confirmed for me that

Nederland is in actuality Sicily,

Alaska of "Northern Exposure."

Just as Estes Park on the eastern

side of Rocky Mountain National

Park has become the best place to

go for reliable Elk sightings, the

western side is now a major

attraction in the way of moose

watching. Bound for the park,

this morning I travel U.S. 40 over

Berthoud Pass and drop into

Winter Park. It is at this point that

I am reminded of the small crea-

tures. Mountain Pine Beetle

(MPB) have cut a swath of

destruction from here to

Steamboat Springs, and from

North Park to Silverthorn.

Frasier, Granby, and Grand Lake

have been especially hard hit

with entire hillsides browned.

During an epidemic, as is the

case in Grand County, each suc-

cessive year the beetles from one

tree can kill another 2-3 trees.

Lodgepole Pines are favorite tar-

gets but Ponderosa, Limber,

Pinon, Bristlecone, Sugar, and

White Pines are also susceptible.

Taking flight predominantly in

July, they bore into a new healthy

tree of choosing usually of the

same species and slightly larger.

Within one year it too will die.      

Good news about Mountain

Pine Beetle is hard to come by.

Fires used to clear slopes of aged,

diseased, and over-grown trees

and at places like Lake Granby I

fear another. Pine Beetles are

native and part of the natural

cycle, in the short term they are

problematic. Apart from the fire

danger, infestations change the

entire ecosystem. The lifeless

trees not only diminish the view

but may aversely affect real

estate prices. In places like

Larimar County MPB are consid-

ered endemic, behaving normal-

ly. My concern is that they will

jump the Continental Divide.

Synthetic beetle attractants and

preventative sprays can help con-

trol small outbreaks but will not

entirely stop them. Clearing trees

in National Forests is costly. The

best way of protecting your land

is to remove sick or scraggly can-

didates, allowing smaller trees to

grow in the newly created sun-

light. You can ascertain if one of

your trees has been attacked by

beetles by the telltale popcorn-

shaped "pitch tubes" on the trunk

and a decline in the tree's health.

Cut down the tree before the bee-

tles re-locate and cover the logs

in the sun with clear plastic. This

will heat the bark to above 110

degrees and is the only sure-fire

way of eradicating them. 

Distracted by the devastation,

I've almost forgotten about my

intended quarry of moose. South

of Rocky Mountain Park passing

Shadow Mountain Reservoir, I

see an Osprey fishing for trout

and White Pelicans that some-

times will stand on the mudflats

and partially submerged logs all

day. Inside the park over the span

of two days I would observe nine

different moose many times

along the headwaters of the

Colorado River. Near the Onahu

Trailhead is a marshy area that is

popular with the giant beasts. A

bull, a cow, and a calf are grazing

in a soggy meadow. I walk in a

slow zigzag pattern towards

them, for the most part avoiding

direct eye contact all the while.

Finding a comfortable spot on the

bank, I settle-in for a half hour of

moose watching. Mostly what

they do is eat. They are working

their way towards me and after

awhile the cow lifts her head and

looks me over. With her yearling

calf by her side, she concludes

that I'm okay and goes back to

feeding. I've found that letting the

animals come to you, once you've

found them and determined their

direction of movement, is usually

the best approach for successful

wildlife viewing. Being the stars

of this side of the park, moose are

accustomed to people and act nat-

urally if not pursued. At thirty

feet away and only water separat-

ing us, the bull takes his enor-

mous bulk and decides to cross

the pond. His plate-like hooves

splash loudly as he methodically

makes his way to the other side.

After many minutes of non-

rushed munching, the cow and

calf follow suit. 

As majestic as the moose is and

as powerful as he may be, in

Colorado it is a small creature

that I fear most in the Mountain

Pine Beetle.
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James Herriot wrote about his 

experiences as a Yorkshire, Eng-

land, veterinarian in his popular 

bestselling book, All Creatures 

Great and Small. In Colorado, 

there is no “greater” animal than 

the moose. 

The largest member of the deer 

family, and indeed the biggest 

creature in the state, bull moose 

can reach nine and a half feet 

long and weigh as much as 1,400 

lbs. Seven feet tall at the shoulder 

and possessing a palmate (shaped 

like a inside of a hand) set of ant-

lers that can exceed fifty pounds 

of weight and measure five feet 

across, they are the rulers of the 

Colorado high country being just 

too big to mess with. They pre-

fer spruce forests, aspen groves, 

swamps, and willow thickets. 

One striking feature that sets 

them apart from the rest of their 

relatives is their large dewlap or 

“bell.” A flap of skin and fatty tis-

sue that hangs beneath the jaw, 

the males will rub it on the fe-

males during rut to transfer their 

scent. At that time of year, they 

can consume 130 lbs. of water lil-

ies, pine needles, grasses, leaves, 

algae, and willows in a single day. 

Historically, moose have been 

absent from our state, only oc-

casionally drifting in from Wyo-

ming or Utah. Introduced from 

those two nearby states, in 1978 

four bulls and eight cows had a 

new home in the Illinois River 

drainage near Walden. In 1979 

twelve more were transplanted 

there. Substantial populations 

were relocated in the Laramie 

River vicinity and northwest of 

Creede. Today there are an es-

timated 1,000 moose in Colo-

rado with their numbers scattered 

across the mountainous areas in 

varying densities. Moose reside 

in Gilpin and Boulder Counties 

and when one sauntered through 

the streets of town a few years 

ago it confirmed for me that Ned-

erland is in actuality Cicely, Alas-

ka, of Northern Exposure.

Just as Estes Park on the east-

ern side of Rocky Mountain Na-

tional Park has become the best 

place to go for reliable elk sight-

ings, the western side is now a 

major attraction in the way of 

moose watching. Bound for the 

park, this morning I travel U.S. 

40 over Berthoud Pass and drop 

into Winter Park. It is at this point 

that I am reminded of the small 

creatures. Mountain pine beetle 

(MPB) have cut a swath of de-

struction from here to Steamboat 

Springs, and from North Park to 

Silverthorne. Frasier, Granby, 

and Grand Lake have been espe-

cially hard hit with entire hillsides 

browned. During an epidemic, as 

is the case in Grand County, each 

successive year the beetles from 

one tree can kill another 2-3 trees. 

Lodgepole pines are favorite tar-

gets but ponderosa, limber, pi-

non, bristlecone, sugar, and white 

pines are also susceptible. Tak-

ing flight predominantly in July, 

they bore into a new healthy tree 

of choosing usually of the same 

species and slightly larger. Within 

one year it too will die.

Good news about mountain 

pine beetle is hard to come by. 

Fires used to clear slopes of aged, 

diseased, and overgrown trees 

and at places like Lake Granby - I 

fear another. Pine beetles are na-

tive and part of the natural cycle; 

in the short term they are prob-

lematic. Apart from the fire dan-

ger, infestations change the entire 

ecosystem. The lifeless trees not 

only diminish the view but may 

adversely affect real estate prices. 

In places like Larimar County 

MPB are considered endemic, be-

having normally. My concern is 

that they will jump the Continen-

tal Divide. Synthetic beetle at-

tractants and preventative sprays 

can help control small outbreaks 

but will not entirely stop them. 

Clearing trees in national forests 

is costly. The best way of protect-

ing your land is to remove sick 

or scraggly candidates, allow-

ing smaller trees to grow in the 

newly created sunlight. You can 

ascertain if one of your trees has 

been attacked by beetles by the 

telltale popcorn-shaped “pitch 

tubes” on the trunk and a decline 

in the tree’s health. Cut down the 

tree before the beetles relocate 

and cover the logs in the sun with 

clear plastic. This will heat the 

bark to above 110 degrees and is 

the only sure-fire way of eradicat-

ing them.

Distracted by the devastation, 

I’ve almost forgotten about my 

intended quarry of moose. South 

of Rocky Mountain Park passing 

Shadow Mountain Reservoir, I 

see an osprey fishing for trout and 

white pelicans that sometimes 

will stand on the mudflats and 

partially submerged logs all day. 

Inside the park over the span of 

two days, I would observe nine 

different moose many times along 

the headwaters of the Colorado 

River. Near the Onahu Trailhead 

is a marshy area that is popular 

with the giant beasts. A bull, a 

cow, and a calf are grazing in a 

soggy meadow. I walk in a slow 

zigzag pattern towards them, for 

the most part avoiding direct eye 

contact all the while. Finding a 

comfortable spot on the bank, I 

settle-in for a half hour of moose 

watching. Mostly what they do is 

eat. They are working their way 

towards me and after awhile the 

cow lifts her head and looks me 

over. With her yearling calf by 

her side, she concludes that I’m 

okay and goes back to feeding. 

I’ve found that letting the ani-

mals come to you, once you’ve 

found them and determined their 

direction of movement, is usu-

ally the best approach for suc-

cessful wildlife viewing. Being 

the stars of this side of the park, 

moose are accustomed to people 

and act naturally if not pursued. 

At thirty feet away and only wa-

ter separating us, the bull takes 

his enormous bulk and decides 

to cross the pond. His plate-like 

hooves splash loudly as he me-

thodically makes his way to the 

other side. After many minutes 

of non-rushed munching, the cow 

and calf follow suit.

As majestic as the moose is 

and as powerful as he may be, 

in Colorado it is a small creature 

that I fear most in the mountain 

pine beetle.


