


I N RECENT YEARS the pine marten,. a member of the. 
weasel family lo~g prized f~r its soft. dense Jur1 has 
moved from relatt ve obscunty to the forefront of the: 

debate over management of our nation's forests. The marten, 
or American sable, historically has been regarded as a species 
dependent on old~growth coniferous f qrests. Om::e found 
throµghout much of northern New England and the northern 
Lake States, the marten is rarely seen in those areas today. In 
the Pacific Northwest, the Inte:rinountain West, Canada, arid 
Alaska; the marten is still abundant; but logging practices and 
fur harvest levels have raised concerns about its future in 
theseregions as well. •,.,..,_ / ,,. -... 

In Montana, martens are cotnmon occupants of-several 
western mountain ranges and less commonandscattered in 
others; The isolated ranges of southwestern Montana, 
including the Crazy Mountains arid Absaroka~Beartooth• 
ranges, represent the eastern boundary of marten distri bu ti.on 
in the state. The marten has specialized habitat needs, and its 
range limits are a produti of forest habitat availability and 
related prey distribution. 

With its foxlike face, erect ears; and shiny black eyes, the 
marten is a picture of alertness and c:Uriosity. Although coat 
color varies among individuals, most martens have yellowish­
brown fur shading to darkbrowh on the tail and legs. A buff 
or orangish throat patch extends downward to the breast The 
stiff, glossy guard hairs range from one to two inches in 
length and the dense, silky underfur is about an inc_h in depth. 

Martens have five toes on each foot with sharp, 
semii:etractable claws about a half-inch in length. They are 
acrobatic tree climbers, easily jumping from btarich to 
branch, tree to tree, or from tree to ground, Like squirrels, 
martens can rotate their hind. feefand climb down tree trunks 
headfirst.-

At just two toJour pounds in weight and about twp feet ir1 
length (including the long; bushy tail), martens are among the 
smallest predator's in the forest. This dictates that they are 
alternately the huriter arid thehunted;.afad that defines tnariy 
of their behavioral characteristics and needs, Like most 
members of the weas·el family, martens are bold,. voracious 
predators, capable of killing animals twice their s:ize. They 
typically kill smaller prey by biting with sharp canines auhe 
junction of the neck and skull or, with larger prey like 
snowshoe hares, by severing the large artery in the throat. 

Although martens occupy conife:tous forests year-round 
thetr food • a its and abitat use change w1th the seasons: 
During the snow-free months, theforestis awash with food­
small mampiais, birds., insects, berri~s, bird eggs; amphibians, 
and.green veg~tation are ibundant. Th.e winter months, on. the. 
other hand; present a greater chlliien:ge; most songbirds 
migrate south, arid insects, berries, and grasses are no Tori.get 
available; Martens make the transition from summer to Winter 
by becoming imich more specialized, preying primarily on 
voles arid mice. In winter, the numbers and availability of 
these _small mainmals become critical to m~en, survival. 

Mart~ns are well !!,dapred wltvingand h1.:mting where 
snow blankets the ground for over half the year. Their furred 
f~et are slightly ovetsized ancl their weight is. well d,istributed 

so that even. the softest snow poses little obstacle to travel. 
Most of their hunting, however, takes place beneath the snow 
surface. They gairi access through openings in the SJJbw 
asw...ciated with deadfall (fallen trees and branches), logging 
slash;·ortarge boulders. Martens are highly dependent on 
these avenues and the features that create them, including a 
forest canopy that reduces snow accumulation. 

Although martens utilize all the major forest types in 
southwestern Montana (Douglas-fir, sprnce/subalpine fir, 
lodgepole pine, and whitebarkpine); they rely on specific 1 
forest types for much of their hunting. Foraging sites tend to l 
be dominated by spruce and subalpine fir~moistsites 
characterized by large~diameter deadfall and lush ground 
coverJhat supports abundant moose and vole populations. 

Martens breed in July or Augµst, but the fertilized eggs do 
not fasten tb the wall ofthe.utetus until midwinter (a phe­
nomenon known as delayed implantation). They give birth irt 
April to two to five young, each weighing about an ounce. 
The young martens are nearly full-grown at about three 
months. 

THE SouTHWEST MoNTAi'-l"A 
PINE MARTEN PROJECT ', ' 

The U.S. Forest .Service and the Mani.aria Department of 
Fish, Wildlife & Parks {FW &P) are the two principal agen~ 
cies responsible for managing martens in southwestern 
Montana. The Forest Service manages· the vast majority of 
marten habitat and considers the marten an old-growth forest 
"indicator'' Species, or a species whose presen:ce. is indicative 
ofa healthy old-growth environment. F\V&P manages marten. 
populations through regulation of harvest. In 1989 these 
agencies combined forces with Montana State University to 
create the SouthwestMontana Pine Marten Project, a three­
year study designed to assist resource managers in perpetuat~ 
ing marten populations. 

During the study, tesearchets Quentin Kujala, Ken Coffin, 
and ! live-trapped and radio-collated more: than 50 pine 
martens. In tum, each of us spent one year in the field 
following these tagged animals-monitoring theirmovemerits 
and behavior, documenting their food habits, and evaluating 
their habitat use. Over the course of the study we estimated 
the relative density of marten populations through the use of 
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Voracious predators, 
martens are capable 
of killing animafs.,!ike 
snowshoe hares, that 
are twici their size. 
Perhaps because they 
are adept tree 
climbers, martens 
have long been 
thou htto re 

.... ,· ver, 
recent studies siww 
thq.t mtce and vqles 
provide the s.{apie of 
the marten's diet in 
winter, 



;'track" transects. We ran these· transects 6n si1owmobiles. or 
snowshoes one to two days after a fresh snowfall wiped out 
ol~arten tracks. 

V Track surveys are an integral part of forbearer manage­
ment because they provide a i:eliabie means of censusing 
animal abundance and 
distribution. On a 
statewide basis, 
FW&P biologists have 
established transects 
over hundreds of 
miles of forested 
habitats, us.ing them to 
census marten, 
wolverine; fisher; 
lynx; bobcat, and 
mountain lion, and 
prey species like 
snowshoe hare; 
cottontail, and red 
squirrel. 

Perhaps because 
martens are expert tree 
climbers,.it has long 
been believed that 
they prey heavily on 
red squirrels during 
winter. Although we 
found that martens do 
indeed eat red squir­
rels, voles and nuce 
are clearly the winter 
staple ofthe marten's 
dietin southwestern 
Montana. Food habit 
studies conducted 
since 1988 at the 
FW&P research 
facility in Bozeman 
indicate -.;oles and 
mice m:ake up about 
two-thirds .of the 
marten's winter diet. 

they are not easily.observed. Like doinestic house cats, they 
sleep much of the day. Even with the aid of radiote1e111etry we 
saw our study animals only infrequently. Occasionally during 
wann weather we spotted martens sleeping in birds' nests 
high up.in trees. More typically they seek out dens in dead 

snii.gs, hollow logs, or 
under tree. roots that 
protect them from the 
eletnents-and preda~ 
tors like great~homed 
owls, goshawks, 
coyotes, fishers, lynx,. 
and mountain 1ior;is. 
Martens don't 
hib.ernate in the strict 
sense, but during 
extremely cold 
weather they may 
slightly depress their 
m.etabolism and sleep 
forseveral days at a 
time. 

Although the 
martenis generally 
considered a some-
w hatsedentary 
species (many studies 
report a maximum 
.home range of about.• 
one square mile), the 
martens iri our study 
areas proved to be 
surprisingly mobile. A 
male marten we ear­
tagged irt the Big Hole 
drainage in 1989 was 
harvested by it trapper 
three years later over 
25 miles away;. One of 
our radio-collared 
animals cros~ed ice­
covered Hebgen.Lake 
one night and returned 

~tl;rn_next. a round-trip 
marten populations 
fluctuate widely du~ 
to periodic failures in 
prey survival and 
reproduction. Judging 

Martens ate well adapted to a climate where .. sndw blanke.ts the gtound 
much of the year. Their f..i.rred feet are oversized and their weight well 
distributed S(} that even the softest snow poses little obstacle to travel. 

distance of roughly 
nine miles .. M.ove­
nients of up to five. 
miles a day were 
common, and our 

by our poor succes.s in live~trappihg study animals during the 
winter of 1988.-1989 and the low harvest by fµr trappers the 
n.ext fall and winter, such a prey•induced crasp. probably 
occurred acro.s:;, so11(hwest~m Mm:itana. during th\s pe~iod. 
The results from tr<'J:ck surveys in subsequent years, however, 
suggested that marten nurribets cari rebound: quickly when 
prey populations tum upv.•ard. 

Although martens are faidy common forest occupants, 

collared subjecrn ranged over .areas of anywhere from 2 to 10 
square rrules. From a management perspective, this mobility 
is cause (()r optirrusm, as ii assures that martens are c9nti nu­
ally testing and exploring the suitability of different ha.bi~ats .. 

EFFECTS OF CLEARCUT LOGGING 
Part of the rea.soh for the marten's large home range si:titin I 

southwestern Montana may be due to clearcutlogghig • 



Goad marten habitat is a combination of many variables, 
including forest t;ype, prey availability, stand rnaturiry,_ and.space. 

practi~es. During winter, they rarely uti1ize large o enin s l 
:::~:~ :~~;:e:~~ :w;e::.;1:~~~~~!~~~~o:~ t;;t~:~; • 
:access to--.niartens for hunting-, resting, or escape-from 
predators. 

¥/heh they are· too large or dominate the landscape, ( 
cleru:puts.force martens to. concentrate-in remaining·_fore~ted 
areas, towering the overall tarrying capaci!y of the habitat, 
increasing territorial strife, and leaving them more vulnerable 
to tra:ppj.ng. Options being.-used by management agencies to 
reduce. the impacts of dearcuttirig oft martens"" and 6ther 
forest➔dwelling species include: (I ).leaving more slash 
scattered throughout clearcuts, (2) limiting the -size of 
dearcuts:,. (3) dosing roads -after logging, and (4) using 
altemaiive harilest techniques that leave standing live trees. 

Although dearcut logging has undeniable impact$ on 
wiidlife, it is a controllable .al temath'e to larg¢, catastrophit­
wildfires that produce many of the same effects. The inherent 
danger of heavy accllinulations of deadfall was dramatically 
brought h<>mf; in. the: summ_er pf 1988 wh€:!o sever~l minion 
acres offorested land bumeµ "in the.Int~nnountain West. 
These fires hav¢ reduced the tarrying capacity of large 
acreages pf mart~n habitat for many years to Come, Burned➔• 
over areas can support martens. but "generally they ate not 
used for: many of the same reasons th~t clearcuts and mead~ 
.ows. areri't used. 

Whether qr nr;it the primary habita:t_s of pine marte:ns, in 
soµthwe~tem Mont3:11-a are truly "a.Id growth"' is a difficult 
question to answer. Old-growth forests probably .represent 
some of the best m~eri habitat we hav.a. but they by rto 
means represent ili.e rirtly forests that support -mart.ens. 
Martens live, indeed thrive, in many areas ofsout11weste.I11 
Montana that have been roaded, commercially logged, ,ind 
stripped ofde?.dwoQ<i f9r"t1rewood, While tbere is a popular 
P::£:t2Iion th~f-riliiz¥9¥flh..fores:ts.~~i~ 

'~""' '"can be preserve:d.indefinite!y, we .know after the events of •• 
1988 ~hattoday·s old~growth can easily be tomorrow's 
smoking riiiris. Good marten habitat fa a combination of many 
variables, including forest type, prey a vailabi Ii ty, stand 
matµrit)f ,. and space._ Our ?tudy • taught us that. at least in 
southwestern Mont,ma .. martens.posse~s a di;:gree of adapt­
~bi}fry that go~s weii beyond their customary classification as 
.a:n o!d~growth-depeiident species. 

EFFECTS" OF FOR HARVEST 
~arteri trapping, indeed al! filr harvesth:ig, is in the midst 

of change. Such chang~_-isn't ne_w, as 111ariy--_0.fthe sq-m~. pric~ 
woes and fashion chaiJg~s that brought down the beaver trade 

in the mid-l 800s are still at \VOrk today. Despite 1he dedine 
in most major fur markets, trappers are still taking to the field 
every yea:r: Trapping _has a long-~tanding -tradition .in .Mon- • 
tana, afl(;! ma1w trappers continu~ to ply-tl_l.eir trade in the hope 
that stronger market,; will return someday. 
• Marten_s. ar.e currently manag~d th:roµgh .a December­
Ja11uary trapping seas.on. Thei.r Jµstrous . .brown ftir ·1s utilized 
for complete coats; as lining,.and as trim; Hlstorica.Hy, the 
harvest level has varied with market value, marten· popula­
tion leve:fs;·and trappiQg pressure. During the 198..0s-, the 
marten haivesi: jn southwestern Montana·:averaged about 450 
per year. The lowest catch for this period was 220, wllen pelt 
prices were around $_14 each, and the highe~t was 95.0 when 
pric;esjurnpe<{to about $36 each. The l;uma(ound·in _p.elt' 
prices and harvest oc<.farr~d injust two yea:rs--c-between 1982 
and l 984-illustrating_ some of the problems that radical price 
fluctU:atiorts ·c·an create forresource niao~g~,rs. The 'l\4.ontapa 
"fish, WiidHfe & Parlcs Commissio~ responded in 198:7 with a 
two-monthreduction in the trapping se;i.sori, which at thet..i.tne 
ran from-November throu,gll Februruy. High ,pelt prices 
c;ontino:ed throUghtlre 1988 tr~ppiii.g season, but have ·since 
fallen to the.$25 rarige. Predictably, marten harvest levels 
have also ,dropped, and a.re no,v below 200. _ _per y1;~~ 

Because harvest..levelis 13,·c0:ncem with any filrbearer, we· 
studied the effects of trapp\ng on ~arten populations. Where 
,active trap_ li11es existed in our study area, trapping was the 
greate:=,;t source of 111onality. Each year of the sttidy we tried 
lo quantify the effects cif harvest by Uve~trappiilg-after the fur 
season had ended. Post-season efforts yielded results simifar 
tci _pre-season capture rates, -indicatiIIg that ·11ew martens 
moved into- unoi::cupied terri~ori,es almo~t immedia~eiy after 
they were vacated. Ollr results showed that trapping. at current 
level_s by no. means pr9.duces v_o.ids when~.few martl;lnil exist. 

. Because marten popµIations enter winter,. or the time: of least. 
:;-fue~@cifu~§if;;)mJalwel½ifib~c.:ffi;OrtaUt1r.;;_ • === 
is inevitable. Spring marten populations tend to pe in line 
with the lciwer~d carrying ca.,pacity-wb.ether trapping is 

. present or absent 
11\IJONTANANS value martens as fur animals; for 

j • - ~i_ewirig arid .photograph):', and as indicators. of 
forest health. In recent years we have learned a 

great deal about these secretive predators-about their habitat 
requirements and their ability to adapt to changing cond_itions . 
L<>ng.-.held assumptions a~outmart~n-·l;>iology wi_ll need. to·-.be 
evaluated as additionai rt::search result$ come forward. With 
sound.cutting practices and furbearetmanageroent, the 
marten cau c9:oti·1~µe tq prosp<;r hi the.forest$ .of western 
MotJ.ta!la. m 


