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The Wi ld  S ide

ELK RUT

The arrival of autumn is portended in many ways. Days shorten and tem-

peratures drop. The turning of the aspen leaves and the first mountain 

snow along with the mass exodus of our summertime friends the hum-

mingbirds are all good indicators that fall has arrived. With the signs all 

around, the one that says a new season is upon us the most to me is the 

commencement of the elk rut.

     

During September until the end of October Estes Park is your gateway 

into Rocky Mountain National Park where this wondrous spectacle is 

most easily observed. In fact, you are almost as likely to see an elk in Estes 

or on its golf course as you are in the park itself. Prime bulls weighing up 

to 1100 lbs. relentlessly herd their harems of cows and calves sometimes 

numbering sixty members. Other bulls will sometimes challenge for the 

rights to that harem but fights rarely occur unless the combatants are 

evenly matched. The younger males and spike bulls can only patiently 

loiter on the peripheries hoping for any opening. 

     

Like the howl of the wolf or the cry of a loon, the bugling of the bull elk is 

one of nature’s wildest and finest songs. The deeply resonant call begins 

at a low tone and gradually escalates into a high-pitched squeal ending in 

a series of grunts. This plainly announces his presence and claimed breed-

ing rights to any listening in the area. The dueling bugles can go on for 

hours. I hear the call of an approaching contender get ever closer until he 

at once appears in the meadow only to be hastily chased away. I see a ma-

ture male thrashing his antlers through the brush. Cows and stray calves 

exchange squeaky intonations and the night air erupts in a symphony.

     

Moraine Park, Horseshoe Park, and Beaver Meadows offer the best 

viewing of the elk. 3500 elk call the area home representing one tenth 

of Colorado’s population. Aspen trees display 

dark scars caused by the stripping of bark from 

the lower incisors of elk. They are considered 

over-populated here and plans by the National 

Park Service are being considered to lower the 

animals’ numbers to between 1200 and 2100 

individuals. In one example of adverse conse-

quences from the abundant elk, over-grazing 

and the consumption of saplings is negatively 

effecting beavers’ ability to build strong dams 

thus reducing wetlands and impacting song-

birds. Options include culling, fertility control, 

relocation, fencing 545 acres of willows and as-

pens, and wolf re-introduction. 

     

As many as one thousand people experience the rut on any given night. 

Because of this rangers and volunteer rangers ask onlookers to not ven-

ture beyond the roadsides as to not disturb the elk. Tickets or a goring 

may be issued. Despite the warnings, invariably some do. When I am 

close to the elk (like when one is crossing the road), I will use people and 

cars as shields in case a usually inured elk takes a dislike to one of the 

throng.  While bear hunting with his fullback Matt Suey, the late great 

Walter Payton of the Chicago Bears was asked if he could outrun a bear. 

Walter replied, “I don’t have to be faster than the bear, I only have to be 

faster than Matt Suey.” Although I’ve never seen an elk charge a person, 

all respect and right-of-way should be given to them. Using your car as a 

blind may be the best choice as it is not only safe but a comfortable place 

to take in the show.
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