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THE HARVEST

The name “pika” appears derivative of the Siberian Tungus “piika” 

or perhaps the Russian “pikat” meaning to squeak. Of the Ochoton-

idae family and diurnal (active during the day), at six and three 

eighths to eight and a half inches long, they are the smallest member 

of the order lagomorph which includes rabbits and hares. At home 

in the cold climates of Asia, North America, and Eastern Europe, 

they are sometimes called “coneys”, “rock rabbits”, or “whistling 

hares.” They are of brownish color with small rounded ears, short 

legs, and no visible tail. Prefer-

ring habitat comprised of rocky 

talus slopes above timberline at 

13,500 ft. down to sub-alpine for-

ests at 8,000 ft., American pikas 

can be found in California, Ne-

vada, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, 

Wyoming, Montana, New Mexico, 

Colorado, British Columbia, and 

the Yukon.

Most of the hiking trails in Indian 

Peaks Wilderness Area and Rocky 

Mountain National Park (if you 

take them high enough) will lead 

to the “whistling hares.” Another 

easier place to find them is along-

side the Mount Evans road. This-

tles are among their favorite foods there and I’ve observed them 

making “haystacks” with the thistles and other gatherings to dry in 

the sun. If it starts to rain, they often move them to a drier place. 

Each pile can contain up to a bushel of food and bedding which 

sustains and warms the non-hibernating pika through the harshest 

months. The furry soles of their feet are a plus during this time of 

year. If supplies run low, they will forage on lichen or cushion plants 

until conditions improve. American pikas are asocial and have been 

known to raid surrounding pikas’ cache of sedges, grasses, fireweed, 

stonecrop, and other succulents. It is a survival tactic not without 

risks as they are more vulnerable to predators when away from their 

den. Golden eagles, bobcats, great horned owls, coyotes, and long-

tailed weasels all have the pika listed on their menus.

The piercing alarm call that they sound before they dive into their 

burrows will indicate their presence. Perhaps not easily spotted at 

first, their jerking upward and outward movements during the call 

makes them somewhat ventriloquial. Pikas also emit song vocaliza-

tions most frequently performed in the spring by the male and fall 

by the female. Between two and six young are born in the spring 

and sometimes a second litter is produced in late summer. After 

fifty days of life they are fully grown and on their own with only a 

few short months to establish a home and reap as many plants as 

possible. A seven month winter will begin soon and only the most 

diligent will survive to see another harvest on the boulder-strewn 

hillside.
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