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A deep dive into the rut

The big stag let out a roar,
in the predawn darkness,
deep in the woods of cen-
tral Argentina. Roberto,
my guide, answered the
old bull with a bellow from
his homemade stag call. I
worked my way between the
trees in the velvety darkness;
my pant legs soaked from
the dew on the grass.

With maddening slow-
ness, the gun metal sky be-
gan to blush, oozing out
with bright mango colors
into the clouds. The stag
roared again, this time much
closer. My mouth was dry
and the beats of my heart
pounded in my ears, as the
anticipation grew. “He’s
coming. Be ready;” Roberto
hissed in my ear.

Any hunter in the world
understands the excitement
of hunting big game during
the rut, but few thorough-
ly understand what it is and
what causes it. Generally,
you can set your clock by
the time the rut kicks off,
but I have never seen an elk
with a watch.

The rut is the mating sea-
son of many ruminants, like
deer, elk, moose, red stag,
antelope and pronghorns.
The rut extends, in one way
or another, to just about ev-
ery mammal from skunks to
elephants. Rut comes from
the Latin word rugire, mean-
ing to roar. Elk and deer
hunters simply call it the
“rut” while other parts of the
world refer to it as “the roar”

The rut is characterized in
males of the species by an
increase of testosterone and
exaggerated sexual dimor-
phisms. All of this leads to
an increase in aggression
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and an overwhelming inter-
est in the girls. The boys will
perform displays of fighting,
calling, bellowing, and roll-
ing in mud, all to show off
and entice the girls, much
like boys at the bus stop.

There are a bunch of
myths and old wives tales
used to predict the rut.
Counting 25 weeks from
Easter each spring is one
of them, and it is a total
waste of time. Many believe
weather and precipitation
control the rut. While it may
affect the rut, weather does
not cause or control it.

The easiest way to predict
the elk rut is with a calendar.
The rut will occur at the au-
tumnal equinox, otherwise
known as the first day of fall.
Despite all the conflicting
opinions found on the elk
forums, the science is pretty
well settled.

There is no point in recal-
culating the elk rut peak for
each year. The fall equinox
always occurs on Sept. 22 or
23. There are variables that
will affect what we see and
hear, but the rut will go on
with or without us seeing
and hearing it.

The rut for white-tailed
deer occurs during October
and November in the

northern locations, and as
late as February in the south.
The moon controls much

of the deer rut by its lunar
phases. The rut peaks sev-
en days after the second full
moon during October and
November, known as the
rutting moon.

How do these animals
know when the rutting sea-
son is here? The answer is
photoperiod. Photoperiod
is the interval in a 24-hour
period during which an ani-
mal is exposed to light.

The hormonal production
of deer, elk, and other spe-
cies is regulated by photo-
period, as is antler growth.
A diminishing ratio of day-
light to darkness triggers be-
havioral and physiological
changes that lead to the rut.

Bucks and bulls first shed
their velvet as their antlers
mineralize. Next begins the
sparring, fighting, rubbing
trees and making scrapes.
This transitions to more
fighting and the establish-
ment of dominance and
breeding rights, eventually
leading to breeding.

The most active peak in
the elk rut lasts five to 10
days. The ratio of darkness
to light causes hormones in
cow elk to flow that results
in an estrus cycle. All cow
elk do not go into estrus
during the peak, but most
of them do. Young cows go
into estrus much later. Some
cows do not get bred during
the first estrus cycle and
have a second estrus period
throughout the first three
weeks of October.

Some recent research sug-
gests that a few young cow
elk go into estrus for the first
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No shortage of birds

spotted on several trails

Hiking in the Colorado
high country during the
summer has many re-
wards. The snows and
cold of winter are long
gone, bringing on lush
vegetation and a myri-
ad of wildflowers. Many
bird species have re-
turned to nest in the
forests of the Western
Slope. If you are lucky,
you will get a glimpse of
an elk, bighorn sheep,
bear, deer or coyote.

During regular bird-
ing forays with friends
this summer, we have
spotted some birds
that are hard to find.

A trip up and over the
Grand Mesa produced a
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pair of bobolinks, four
American three-toed
woodpeckers, and sever-
al purple martins.

On an Independence
Day weekend, Kathy and I
hiked the Fall Creek Trail
in the Little Cimarron
country. We spotted some
good birds, including a
Swainson’s thrush. The

highlight of the trip was
seeing a gray fox and a pair
of moose.

Both species are rare-
ly seen, although moose
sightings are becoming
more common, especially
on the Grand Mesa.

A hike up South Baldy
Mountain in the West
Elk Wilderness with
Steve, Jon and Alan
produced an olive-sid-
ed flycatcher, a pair of
golden-crowned king-
lets, Lincoln’s sparrows,
a Wilson’s warbler, and a
pine grosbeak. The wild-
flowers were not too bad
either.

See BIRDS page A13

time, well into November.
This time is called the third
rut cycle, but is very limited
in rut activity.

Estrus causes an odorous
pheromone to be released
into the air that drives the
males crazy for a mate. This
is the time when the boys
throw caution to the wind,
acting foolishly and tak-
ing chances that normal-
ly would not occur. The rut
season is when cars strike
most of these lovesick crit-
ters, so extra attention
should be given when driv-
ing to watch out for them.

Female deer, on the oth-
er hand, may be in estrus
for only 72 hours. If she
does not mate, the doe may
experience up to seven es-
trus cycles. The rut for deer
can start as early as late
September and last through-
out the winter months. The
average peak of the whitetail
rut is Nov. 13. Again, this is
all conditional on what part
of the country you live in.

Moon phase does play a
part in the type of activi-
ty you are likely to witness
during the rut. During a full
moon, most feeding and
rut activity will take place
at night. The animals bed
up and rest more during
the day during full moon
cycles. In contrast, during
dark moon cycles, more ac-
tivity takes place during the
daytime.

So much of the rut cy-
cle is still not completely

Hearing and seeing an elk bugle during the rut can be one
of the most exciting moments you can encounter in the great

outdoors. (Courtesy of Colorado Parks and Wildlife/David

Hannigan)

understood by science, but
the studies continue. Many
old time hunters have opin-
ions about the snow and
moon phase, and how it
plays into the equation.

I have been fortunate to
experience the rut in quite a
number of big game animals
on several continents. I can
assure you, it is my favorite
time to be in the woods.

The big stag eventually
roared once more, this time
from around 40 feet away.
He played hide and seek
around a stand of trees for
what seemed like hours be-
fore coming into view. The
scene played out just as we
planned, and we harvested
the old stag. It was several
hours before my knees quit

bouncing off of each oth-
er. Even Roberto got a little
shook up when that big boy
came into view. Yes, I love
the rut.

Mark Rackay is a colum-
nist for the Montrose Daily
Press and avid hunter who
travels across North and
South America in search of
adventure and serves as a
director for the Montrose
County Sheriff’s Posse. For
information about the posse
call 970-252-4033 (leave a
message) or email info@mc-
spi.org.

For outdoors or survival re-
lated questions or comments,
feel free to contact him direct-
ly at his email elkhunter77@

icloud.com.
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