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INTRODUCTION 

Elk management in the western states has often been subject to heated 
and emotional controversies, both among different public agencies responsible 
for elk management and between these agencies and the public at large. The 
National Park Service (NPS) is extremely susceptible to adverse criticism 
and negative public opinion resulting from elk management decisions, because 
they do not have at their disposal the accepted managerial tool of sport 
hunting to control and regulate problem populations. The NPS's direct 
reduction-by-shooting program in Yellowstone Park has become a classic 
example of a managerial solution resulting in inflammatory inter-agency 
conflict and public relations problems. (See Pengelly 1963 and Woolf 1971 
for excellent discussions of the Yellowstone situation.) 

The intent of this paper is to summarize the elk management problems 
at Mount Rainier National Park in the State of Washington and the actions 
taken to mitigate them. The seat of this controversy revolves around a 
large summering elk population's impact on the sub-alpine meadow system con
tained within the park. This pristine meadow complex, renowned for its 
outstanding floral displays, is second only to the mountain itself as a 
major park attraction. Mount Rainier National Park, located in the south-
central Cascades (Figure 1), has within a 100-mile radius of its boundaries 
such large metropolitan centers as Portland, Tacoma and Seattle. The close 
proximity of the park to this large urban-oriented user group ensures careful 
scrutiny by the general public of all NPS management policies pertinent to 
Mount Rainier National Park. 

While the NPS is tolerant to natural impacts on vegetation sustained 
by native herbivores, the present Mount Rainier elk herd stems from an 
introduced population which utilizes park habitats only on a seasonal basis. 
This fact necessitated the NPS to approach the management of the Mount Rainier 
elk herd from a cooperative inter-agency point of view. This paper provides 
a factual review of the Mount Rainier elk situation and an interesting 
perspective on the involved agencies' response to this management problem. 



FIGURE 1. Location of Mount Rainier National Park in State of Washington. 
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WERE ELK NATIVE TO THE PARK? 

The native elk of the western slopes of the Cascades and Western 
Washington was the Roosevelt elk (Cervus canadensis roosevelti). There 
is little evidence to demonstrate that this native elk ever existed within 
park boundaries in large numbers. Furthermore, we believe that the native 
Roosevelt elk never utilized the high sub-alpine zones of the Cascades as 
summer range and probably were not found in the upper headwaters of the 
White and Cowlitz River systems. The historical presence of Roosevelt elk 
has been firmly established along the western boundary of the park in the 
Puyallup, Mashel1, and Nisqually River drainages; but even here it is very 
doubtful that they utilized habitats within the park above 3,000 feet in 
elevation. To examine this hypothesis, we offer the following lines of 
thought. 

Archeological Evidence 

If elk populations had existed within the boundaries of Mount Rainier 
National Park or the near vicinity, their remains would have been uncovered 
in archeological excavations of Indian encampments. Unfortunately, there 
is a paucity of information regarding ecological interrelationships of early 
inhabitants of the area with their environment (Smith 1964; Jermann and 
Mason 1976). Cascade Mountain and inland Washington environments have been 
neglected by archeologists in favor of the plethora of rich sites in the 
plateau and coastal regions of the state. The only archeological dig within 
the boundaries of the park was a high sub-alpine site at Frying Pan Rock-
shelter in the northeast quadrant of the park (Rice 1965). This excavation 
indicated a temporary summer hunting camp that had been in occupation almost 
continuously for between 300 to 1,000 years. All bones identified were those 
of deer (Odoaoileus hemionus) and no elk remains were found. 

Ethnographic Record 

Smith (1964) and Jermann and Mason (1976) provide excellent reviews of 
the native Indian utilization of environments in and around Mount Rainier 
National Park. All of these tribes utilized elk as a food source. However, 
references to elk and elk hunting are limited to the foothill areas of the 
Cascades. Indian expeditions into the Mount Rainier area were largely for 
the purpose of berry picking or the hunting of mountain goats and deer. The 
feeling that elk were hunted by early Indian tribes in Mount Rainier National 
Park seems to emanate from the unsubstantiated writings of Schmoe (1924, 
1925, 1926) and Winthrop (1913). Schmoe recorded his statements in the 
Mt. Rainier Nature News, a non-technical public information document produced 
by the park staff. Winthrop's writings concerned the ancient Indian legend 
of Hamitchou, which he first heard from an elderly Indian in 1852. This 
legend concerns the mystical experiences of an Indian elk hunter on the flanks 
of the mountain then referred to as Tahoma. We feel that none of these 
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