


Bison

(Bos bison)


Bison are one of the great wildlife symbols of Yellowstone National Park, and they are easy to see from the roads. You might see them wandering through human areas, but don’t approach them because they can be dangerous. In fact, more park visitors have been hurt by bison than any other animal, including grizzly bears.

Bison are often called buffalo, although scientifically speaking, true buffalo and bison are not the same. But if you call a bison a buffalo, everyone will know what you mean.

Male bison are called bulls, females are cows, and their young are calves. Both males and females have thick horns, and they have long, dense hair on their heads and shoulders. The reddish brown calves are born in April and May; as they get older they become dark brown like their parents.

Full-grown bison can be 6 feet tall at the top of their shoulders. You might think such a large animal would be slow, but they are quick when they need to be and can run 30 miles per hour, much faster than a person can run.

Bison are grazers and prefer grasses and similar plants. In winter, they swing their shaggy heads back and forth to sweep away snow so they can reach the grass beneath it.
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Bison calf




Where to see them

In summer bison can be seen almost anywhere where there are meadows for grazing: Hayden Valley Lamar Valley, around Old Faithful, and along the Gibbon, Firehole, and Madison rivers. In winter you can find them around Mammoth, Gardiner, and the Lamar Valley.



In any one year, Yellowstone has about 2,000 to 4,000 bison. Their only major predators are wolves and sometimes grizzly bears, and during Yellowstone’s harsh winters some bison may starve to death.
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A bison shedding its thick winter hair



Huge herds of bison used to roam the plains of North America, but they were nearly killed to extinction for their hides. A few remained in Yellowstone, which today is one of the few places where you can see them living wild and free.


Guess What?

The bison is the largest animal in North America. A full-grown male can weigh 2,000 pounds—that’s a ton!
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Elk

(Cervus elaphus)


In the fall you might hear an elk before you see it. The male (bull) elk “bugles”—makes a loud call during the mating season—primarily to challenge other males but also to let females (cows) know he’s available for breeding. The bugle starts low and rises until it ends in a long, high-pitched squeal, often followed by several loud grunts.
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Bull elk bugling



Bull elk grow antlers, which they shed each year. New antlers grow in the spring and summer and are covered with a nourishing membrane called “velvet.” When the antlers finish growing in late summer, the velvet dies and is scraped off, leaving the hard antler.

A large set (pair) of elk antlers can be 5 feet wide by 5 feet long and weigh 30 to 40 pounds. That’s like carrying a heavy backpack on your head, but for a big bull elk standing nearly 5 feet tall and weighing up to 1,000 pounds, it doesn’t seem to be a problem. Yearling bull elk usually just have two straight points for antlers, so these young bulls are commonly called “spikes.” Cow elk don’t have antlers.


Where to see them

In summer, throughout the park, especially in high meadows. Look in the Gibbon River meadows, in Hayden Valley, and along Dunraven Pass. Madison Junction, the Firehole River area, and the Lamar Valley are good too, especially in the fall. The community of Mammoth has elk around most of the year.



Elk live in herds. In the summer the biggest bulls often form small herds of their own, while the larger herds are made up of cows and young elk. In the fall, all the elk are together. They like to feed in meadows, but they will go into forests to rest, hide, or take shelter from bad weather.

In the spring, a cow elk usually gives birth to one calf. Like deer fawns, elk calves have light spots on their brown fur that make them harder to see when they are lying very still. This helps them hide from predators. As they get older, the spots disappear.


Guess What?

Another name for elk is a Native American (Shawnee) word— wapiti, pronounced WOP-uh-tee. It means “white rump,” and when you see elk you’ll know why it’s a good name for them.
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Cow elk crossing Gardner River
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Deer

(Odocoileus virginianus) and (Odocoileus hemionus)


Two species of deer live in Yellowstone National Park: white-tailed deer and mule deer. Mule deer are much more common and can be seen throughout the park. White-tailed deer generally remain in lower elevations.
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Mule deer doe



Mule deer are so named because their large ears resemble the ears of a mule. “Muleys,” as they are sometimes called, are larger than white-tailed deer, and their antlers show one or more distinctive “forks” where two antler points grow apart from each other. A whitetail’s antlers are a series of individual points from a main beam, and they are rarely forked.


Where to see them

Lake, Tower, Mammoth, and the shoreline of Yellowstone Lake are particularly good areas for mule deer, but they could be seen just about anywhere. White-tailed deer may be seen around Gardiner, Tower, and sometimes in the Lamar Valley.




Guess what?

There is a difference between antlers and horns. Antlers are shed each year, but horns stay on and grow throughout an animal’s life. Elk, deer, and moose have antlers; bison and bighorn sheep have horns.



When it runs, a whitetail raises its broad tail high, showing the tail’s all-white underside like a waving white flag. Mule deer have short tails with black tips, and when they run, they tend to jump from place to place with all four legs springing up and down at the same time, like a four-legged pogo stick: boing-boing-boing. This unusual gait is called “stotting” and is used to evade predators. In Yellowstone, deer have to be alert for many predators, especially mountain lions.
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White-tailed deer buck
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Bighorn sheep

(Ovis canadensis)


Where to see them

Lamar Cliffs, Gardner River Canyon, Mount Washburn, Dunraven Pass, Tower Falls, and Mount Everts.



Bighorn sheep are about the size of deer, and the first thing you notice about them is their horns. Both male (rams) and female sheep (ewes) have horns but the rams’ horns are much larger. A 6- or 7-year-old ram has thick, heavy horns that curve around in a circle. Ewes have short, thin horns that only slightly curve. The horns are made of material similar to your fingernails, and they grow larger, year after year.
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young male
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Bighorn sheep don’t have woolly coats like domestic sheep on farms and ranches. Instead, they have thick hair that helps keep them warm in winter and cool in summer. Bighorn sheep are some of the most surefooted animals in Yellowstone National Park, and they always live on and near steep cliffs to avoid predators. They have special hooves that help them keep their grip on narrow ledges and slick rocks, even when they jump from one tiny ledge to another.
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If you’re in Yellowstone in the fall, you may see two rams challenge each other for territory. They charge each other and slam their horns together so hard that the impact makes a loud, sharp “crack” sound that can be heard a mile away. Fortunately, their thick skulls protect their brains.

Young sheep, called lambs, are born in the spring and by fall are prancing all over the hillsides, playing and butting heads as they’ve seen their parents do.


Guess what?

Long ago, a tribe of Native Americans, the Sheepeaters, lived in the Yellowst one area and made their bows from the horns of bighorn sheep.
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Male









Coyote

(Canis latrans)


Where to see them

Throughout the park in open areas and meadows, especially Lamar Valley, the Tower Junction area, Hayden Valley, Norris Geyser Basin, and Upper Geyser Basin (where Old Faithful is).



Coyotes were the “top dogs” in Yellowstone National Park until wolves were reintroduced in 1995. Now wolves are the top dogs, but coyotes are still here and still frequently seen. In fact, this is an example of how adaptable coyotes are. In Yellowstone they have learned—once again— how to share the landscape with wolves.

An adult coyote is about as tall as a medium-sized dog and weighs about 25-35 pounds. Wolves are much taller and weigh more than twice as much. In Yellowstone, coyotes usually have grayish brown coats (without distinct markings) and big bushy tails.

Coyotes usually avoid wolves because wolves may attack and kill them. But coyotes like to eat the same things wolves eat, and coyotes will frequently sneak around carcasses of animals that wolves have killed, hoping to dash in and grab a bite to eat without being caught. Mostly though, coyotes hunt alone for voles, mice, ground squirrels, rabbits, and other small animals.
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Guess what?

You may pronounce this animal’s name as a three-syllable word, kye-O-lee, or two syllables, KYE-ote. Most people in the Yellowst one area say KYE-ote or KYE-yote.




[image: chpt_fig_024.jpg]



Coyotes are very vocal. They bark, yip, yowl, and howl. A rapid series of quickly changing, high-pitched yips is very common, especially around sunrise and sunset. This sound is much different than a wolf’s long, deep, steady howl.

In the spring, coyote mothers give birth to pups in ground dens. A litter is usually four or more pups, and the parents bring food to them until the pups are big enough to travel with the parents.
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