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68 The Range 

How did they know that no animaLs had suffered from competition 
with elk? Their claim puzzled many biologists, yet was hard to 
challenge. It was easy to prove the potential for competition but 
nearly impossible to prove it existed, at least until it was too late. 
Professor Peek told me recently, 

Anywhere you have a lot of elk, you see few other ungulates. This 
is now occurring in northeastern British Columbia, where there has 
been a dramatic increase in elk and a decrease of moose. In the 
Selway [Idaho], which is a major elk range, you do not see deer, 
nor do you see moose. This is not hard to understand. The elk is a 
strong competitor; it is gregarious, its forage habits overlap all the 
other major species. When you have that kind of competition from 
an animal so much more adaptable than any of the others, the 
question of competition does come into it. 73 

But proving that the competition was there was another matter. . 
Without collars or tags the actual number of any species could not 
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be known. Counting thousands of animals, some hidden among 
trees, while flying in a Piper Cub at ninety miles an hour, even in 
perfect weather, involved as much guesswork as calculation. Be­
sides, sometimes competition showed itself indirectly. Often the 
immediate cause of a decline was disease. How could we know 
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when an epidemic was "natural" and when it was caused by poor 
nutrition or stress from competition? 
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How did they know the decline of browse was due entirely to dry 
weather and suppression of fire and nol to grazing? 

No one doubted the importance of weather or the benefits of 
fire to rangeland. Some scientists were surprised by the certainty 
with which park biologists concluded that the decline of browse 
was entirely caused by these factors. 
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Although some years in the late nineteenth century were slightly 
colder and damper than average, long-term studies showed that 
Yellowstone was not drying out. Indeed, according to Richard A. 
Dirks of the Department of Atmospheric Science of the University 
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of Wyoming, "No long-term trends are evident in the data from 
Yellowstone Park. "74 

The record for fire was similar. Forests in the entire West had 
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the same fire history as Yellowstone. Why had aspen and willow 
not disappeared everywhere? Park biologists provided little evi­
dence to support their view. Houston, J. R. Habeck, Professor of 
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~ ]88 Notes and Sources for Chapter 6 

67. Captain F. T. Arnold, Acting Superintendent. Yellowstone National Park. to Sec­
retary of the Interior, April 5. 1916. Yellowstone Archives, hox no. 8l): Report of 
Elk Census by Vernon Bailey, March 2-14. 19Ih, rerorting 1[,564 elk. Yellowstone 
Archives, hox no. 89; letter from Colonel L. R. Brett, Acting Superintendent of 
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Yellowstone, to the Secretary of the Interior. May S' 1916, Yellowstone Archives, 
box no. 89. 

68.� Houston, Northern Yello'wstone Elk, pp. 12-15. In [933 Aldo Leopold cited these 
early counts as examples of "a dependable census" (Aldo Leopold, Came Manage­
ment [New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, [933], p. 144)· 

69.� Interview. 
70.� James M. Peek, "On Counting Elk," Bugle, vol. 2, no. I, 1985. In an interview with 

Yellowstone Park biologists in February 1984, I was told that they could not estimate 
the efficiency of their elk counts. 

71.� Houston, Northern Yellowstone Elk, pp. 12- 15. 
72.� Houston, Northern Yellowstone Elk, p. 14: Superintendent's Monthly Reports, March 

and April, 1920; U.S. Weather Bureau, "Annual Meteorological Summary"; Edgar 
H. Fletcher, "Climatic Features of Yellowstone National Park," Scientific Monthly, 
vol. 25, October 1927, pp. 329-336. 

73.� Interview; Ian McTaggert Cowan, "Range Competition Between Mule Deer, Big­
horn Sheep and Elk in Jasper National Park, Alberta," Twelfth North American 
Wildlife Conference; Edward P. Cliff, "Relationships Between Elk and Mule Deer 
in the Blue Mountains of Oregon," Fourth North American Wildlife Conference. 

74.� Richard A. birks, "Climatological Studies in Yellowstone and Grand Teton National 
Parks," 1974, Department of Atmospheric Science, University of Wyoming; Arthur 
V. Douglas and Charles W. Stockton , "Long-Term Reconstruction of Seasonal Tem­
perature and Precipitation in the Yellowstone National Park Region Using Dendro­
climatic Techniques," prepared for the National Park Service, Yellowstone Library, 
June 1975; Charles W. Stockton, "A Dendroclimatic Analysis of the Yellowstone 
National Park Region, Wyoming-Montana," prepared for the National Park Service, 
Yellowstone Library, 1973. Results of the tree-ring analysis were not consistent with 
the historical record, and showed that summers since 1850 were on the average drier 
throughout the northern Rockies than those earlier. This drying, however, would 
not explain the decline of vegetation that has occurred in Yellowstone since 1930. 

75.� J. R. Habeck, comments on Douglas B. Houston's "Wildfires in Northern Yellow­
stone National Park," reviewed for Ecology, October t3, 197'2. Quoted with per­
mission of the author. 

76.� Houston, "A Comment on the History of the Northern Yellowstone Elk"; Caughley, 
"WhatIs This Thing Called Carrying Capacity?" 

77.� National Park Service, Final Environmental Statement, Yellowstone National Park 
Master Plan (Denver: Midwest Regional Office, 1974), p. 30. 

78.� Federal Trade Commission survey, 1982; Consumer Preference Corporation survey, 
1977; Livingston Enterprise, October '4, 1982. 

79.� National Park Service, "Wilderness Recommendation, Yellowstone National Park," 
August 1972; Bruce M. Kilgore, "Fire Management Programs in National Parks and 
Wilderness," presented at the Symposium on the Field Effects of Fire, October 19­
21, 1982, Jackson, Wyoming; Bruce M. Kilgore, "Restoring Fire to National Park 
Wilderness," American Forests, March 1975; Bruce M. Kilgore, "Fire Management 
in the National Parks: An Overview," Proceedings, Tall Timbers Fire Ecology Con­
ference No. 14, 1976; National Park Service, "The Natural Role of Fire - A Fire 
Management Plan for Yellowstone National Park," 1983, Yellowstone Park files; 
National Park Service, "Final Environmental Assessment, Natural Fire Management 
Plan for Yellowstone National Park," 1981, Yellowstone Park files. 

7. NATURE TAKES ITS COURSE 
1. Interviews wilh Swenson and Nelson.� 
2 Douglas B. Houston, The Northern Yellowstone Elk (New York: Macmillan. 1(82),� 
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