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The North American pronghorn 
(Antilocapra americana) is not a true ante-
lope, which are found in Africa and south-
east Asia. The pronghorn is the surviving 
member of a group of animals that evolved 
in North America during the past 20 million 
years. Use of the term “antelope” seems to 
have originated when the first written 
description of the animal was made during 
the 1804–1806 Lewis and Clark Expedition. 

The pronghorn has true horns, similar to 
bison and bighorn sheep. The horns are 
made of modified, fused hair that grows 
over permanent bony cores, but they differ 
from those of other horned animals in two 
major ways: the sheaths are shed and grown 
every year and they are pronged. (A number 
of other horned mammals occasionally shed 
their horns, but not annually.) Adult males 
(bucks) typically have 10–16 inch horns that 
are curved at the tips. About 70 percent of 
the females (does) also have horns, but they 
average 1–2 inches long and are not 
pronged. The males usually shed the horny 
sheaths in November or December and 
begin growing the next year’s set in 
February or March. The horns reach maxi-
mum development in August or September. 
Females shed and regrow their horns at var-
ious times. 

Pronghorn are easy to distinguish from the 
park’s other ungulates. Their deer-like bod-
ies are reddish-tan on the back and white 
underneath, with a large white rump patch. 
Their eyes are very large, which provides a 
large field of vision. Males also have a black 
cheek patch. 

Females that bred the previous fall com-
monly deliver a set of twins in May or June. 
The newborn fawns are a uniform grayish-
brown and weigh 6–9 pounds. They can 
walk within 30 minutes of birth and are 
capable of outrunning a human in a couple 
of days. The young normally stay hidden in 
the vegetation while the mother grazes close 
by. After the fawns turn three weeks old 

As of January 2011 . . . 
Number in Yellowstone
±300
Where to see
•	 Summer: Lamar Valley; some may 

be near the North Entrance near 
Gardiner, Montana.

•	 Winter: between the North 
Entrance and Reese Creek.

Behavior and Size
•	 Male (buck) weighs 100–125 

pounds; female (doe) weighs 
90–110 pounds; adult length is 
45–55 inches and height is 35–40 
inches at shoulder.

•	 Average life span: 7–10 years.
•	 Young (fawns) born in late May–

June.
•	 Live in grasslands.
•	 Can run for several miles at 45 

mph.
•	 Eat sagebrush and other shrubs, 

forbs, some grasses.
•	 Both sexes have horns; males are 

pronged.

History
•	 Prior to European American set-

tlement of the West, pronghorn 
population estimated to be 35 
million.

•	 Early in the 19th century, prong-
horn abundant in river valleys 
radiating from Yellowstone; 
settlement and hunting reduced 
their range and numbers.

•	 Park management also culled 
pronghorn during the first half 	
of the 20th century due to over-
grazing concerns.

Research Concerns
•	 Pronghorn are designated species 

of special concern in the park.
• 	During 1991–1995, the population 

dropped approximately 50%; 	
possible causes include predation 
and loss of winter range.

• 	This small population could face 
extirpation from random cata-
strophic events such as a severe 
winter or disease outbreak.
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they begin to follow the females as they for-
age. Several females and their youngsters 
join together in nursery herds along with 
yearling females.

Pronghorn form groups most likely for 
increased protection against predators. 
When one individual detects danger, it 
flares its white rump patch, signaling the 
others to flee. The pronghorn is adapted 
well for outrunning its enemies—its over-
sized windpipe and heart allow large 
amounts of oxygen and blood to be carried 
to and from its unusually large lungs. 
Pronghorn can sustain sprints of 45–50 
mph. Such speed, together with keen vision, 
make the adults difficult prey for any natu-
ral predator. Fawns, however, can be caught 
by coyotes, bobcats, wolves, bears, and 
golden eagles.

The pronghorn breeding season begins 
mid-September and extends through early 
October. During the rut the older males 
“defend” groups of females (called a harem). 
They warn any intruding males with loud 
snorts and wheezing coughs. If this behav-
ior does not scare off the opponent, a fight 
may erupt. The contenders slowly approach 
one another until their horns meet, then 
they twist and shove each other. Eventually, 
the weaker individual will retreat. Although 
the fights may be bloody, fatalities are rare. 

The most important winter foods are 
shrubs like sagebrush and rabbitbrush; they 
eat succulent forbs during spring and sum-
mer. They can eat lichens and plants like 
locoweed, lupine, and poisonvetch that are 
toxic to some ungulates. Their large liver 
(proportionately, almost twice the size of a 
domestic sheep’s liver) may be able to 
remove plant toxins from the blood stream. 
Grasses appear to be the least-used food 
item, but may be eaten during early spring 
when the young and tender shoots are espe-
cially nutritious. 

During winter, pronghorn form mixed-sex 
and-age herds. In spring, they split into 

smaller bands of females, bachelor groups 
of males between 1–5 years old, and solitary 
older males. The small nursery and bachelor 
herds may forage within home ranges of 
1,000 to 3,000 acres while solitary males 
roam smaller territories (60 to 1,000 acres  
in size). Pronghorn, including three-fourths 
of the individuals in Yellowstone, migrate 
between different winter and summer  
ranges to more fully utilize forage within 
broad geographic areas.

History
During the early part of the 19th century, 
pronghorns ranked second only to bison in 
numbers, with an estimated 35 million 
throughout the West. The herds were soon 
decimated by conversion of rangeland to 
cropland, professional hunters who sold the 
meat, and ranchers who believed that 
pronghorns were competing with livestock 
for forage. Today, due to transplant pro-
grams and careful management, prong-
horns again roam the sagebrush prairies in 
herds totaling nearly 500 thousand animals.

Pronghorn in Yellowstone have not fared as 
well. The park’s pronghorn population 
declined in the 1960s and again in the 
1990s. Research in 1991 found that the aver-
age fawn life span that year was about 35 
days and nearly all collared pronghorn 
fawns were apparently killed by coyotes. 
This mortality rate closely followed the 
decline in total fawn numbers measured 
during weekly surveys of the entire park. In 
1999 another cooperative study was initiat-
ed to determine fawn productivity and mor-
tality rates. Other factors include declining 
amount and quality of winter range as pri-
vate lands are taken out of agriculture. 

Research continues to search for answers to 
the population decline. This small popula-
tion is susceptible to extirpation from ran-
dom catastrophic events such as a severe 
winter or disease outbreak.


