Graceful Prairie Ghosts – Montana Pronghorn

Think habitat, and physiology

It doesn’t take a scientist to know that antelope are swift, or a biologist to recognize that they inhabit 
some of the most beautifully desolate country in Montana. But if you want to hunt them effectively, knowing a bit about how they’re built, and where they live, may make you a better hunter.

  For starters, the American pronghorn antelope is a unique creature. A relic of an age when cheetahs and lions roamed North America and hunted these prairie rockets, pronghorns are the fleetest land mammals in the world, attaining top speeds of 60 miles per hour and able to sustain that pace for distances of several miles.

  No modern predator on the prairie can come close to running down an antelope, but I’ve seen hunters try to shoot a pronghorn running full tilt. It’s an unfortunate practice that nearly always results in an outright miss, a hideous wound or even the inadvertent hit of an antelope two or three back from the intended target.

  Consider that the first commandment of antelope hunting: Strive for stationary shots and refrain from throwing lead at running pronghorns.

  The second commandment is a corollary of the first and defines committed, responsible, and respectful antelope hunters: Strive for close shots.

  Antelope survive in some of the most open terrain on the continent. Equipped with large, almost telescopic eyes, pronghorns evolved to elude danger by seeing it approach from a long distance. Their speed, combined with the enormous openness of their habitat, allows antelope to simply move away from any trouble they can see.

  Modern rifle hunters have the benefit of technology that makes them lethal over long distances, and a hunter who can correctly judge distance and accurately shoot a quarter mile or more can be bad medicine for pronghorns. But many hunters say the challenge of closing the distance and making as short a shot as possible is what they relish about antelope hunting.

  How can you sneak up on open-country pronghorns? By using the terrain to disguise your approach. Antelope range is often mischaracterized as being flat. It may look monotonous from a windshield, but when you hike it you’ll find it has plenty of relief. Use any seam, fold or rise in the prairie to get close. Or sneak down streambeds and cutbanks, using the high banks to hide your profile and noting recognizable landmarks so you know when you’re nearing the herd. In areas with tall sagebrush, use the vegetation to mask your sneak.

  My antelope hunting kit contains thick leather gloves and volleyball kneepads to soften belly crawls across prairie that’s decorated with stiff-needled cactus.

  When it works, you can sneak undetected within 100 yards or less of bedded or feeding antelope. Then it’s an easy task to judge bucks or to pick out an animal and make a sure shot. I nearly always hunt antelope with a retractable bipod attached to my rifle. Because I’m almost always shooting in the prone position, and because open country contains few ready rests, a bipod provides a rock-steady rest to make sure shots even more sure.

  Which brings up the third commandment of antelope hunting. Get to know its habitat and you’ll be a more proficient hunter. In dry years like this, hunt around any water supply, from stock tanks to reservoirs to springs and seeps. Where there’s no obvious water, hunt near green vegetation, whether irrigated crops or the succulent browse in the valleys of dry prairie streams. Antelope have rigidly defined home ranges, and while they will migrate to find water they’re more likely to be concentrated on microhabitats where moisture – in whatever form – can be found.

  If you’re fortunate enough to kill an antelope, savor the remarkable animal and its habitat. When you field dress a pronghorn, look at the size of its heart and trachea. They’re both far larger than you’d expect for an animal that weighs between 110 and 140 pounds. They’re oversized to supply oxygenated blood for those high-speed marathons across the prairie. One evolutionary biologist estimates that pronghorns’ circulatory system would fuel an animal more than twice its size.

  Then enjoy the country where the antelope lived, and died. It takes a hardy animal to scratch out a living from the hardpan flats and sagebrush basins where antelope thrive. And it takes a remarkable hunter to find, stalk and kill one in its native range. The only downside to harvesting an antelope on its terms is the long wait until next year’s season. 

  Andrew McKean is the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, Region 6 Information and Education Program Manager residing in Glasgow, Montana. 
Footnote: Montana’s 2007 general antelope hunting season opens Oct. 7, a week earlier than the date listed in the Montana big game hunting regulations. 
  In Montana, the general antelope season opener is set by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Commission policy for the second Sunday in October.   This hunting-season standard often corresponds with the federal Columbus Day holiday, which annually falls on the second Monday in October. That’s Oct. 8 this year.
  Due to the 2007 calendar progression, however, the second Sunday in October falls on Oct.14, which initially set the general antelope season to open one-week later than last year. This calendar cycle occurs every seven years.
  The commission decided to open the general antelope-hunting season on Oct. 7 in response to requests to maintain the Columbus Day tradition. The general antelope-hunting season will run from Oct. 7 through Nov. 11, which offers hunters an extra week of antelope hunting this year.

  Remember, adhere to the best rules of conduct, know the private-public land boundaries where you plan to hunt and always ask permission first, especially when unsure of the boundaries or if the boundaries are not clearly marked – it is the law. tc "Graceful Prairie Ghosts"
