Musk Ox (Ovibos mochatus)

Family: Bovidae

Order: Artiodactyla
Weight: 160 to 370 kg (350 to 1600 lb)
Important sexual dimorphism

The name comes from the latin ovis (= sheep) and bos (= ox).

It is the cousin of the mountain goat and it is a real relic from the last ice era dating back to 90 000 years.

Two species can be distinguished:
- Ovibos moschattus wardi : it is lighter, it lives in Ellesmere and in Greenland.

- Ovibos moschattus moschattus : it lives elsewhere.

Descriptions

The musk ox looks like a small bison.

The head is heavy and both sexes have a pair of horns. They start growing when they are 4 weeks old and up to the age of 6. 

The horns are very large at their base, they curve and point outwards and can measure up to 80 cm (32 in) in length.

The female’s horns are separated at the forehead while the male’s horns are joined. The body is stocky. The short limbs end up with two wide and round hooves whose edges are sharp.

The sense of hearing, smell and sight are very well developed.

The musk ox has thin and exceptionally warm undercoats, from 5 to 7 cm (2 to 2.8 in) long, and overcoats that can measure up to 60 cm (24 in), which makes its figure so particular.

The moult starts in May and an impressive quantity of soft and thick undercoats appear.

Habitat – behaviour

It lives in the Arctic tundra, on the slopes of hills, in plains, in valleys. It doesn’t migrate.

It is a gregarious animal that moves in herds of approximately 15 individuals, led by a leading female or male.

In winter, they reach the slopes and the plateaux without snow; and they hardly move whereas in summer, they reach the pastures protected by the snow during winter.

The movements never exceed 50 to 80 km (30 to 50 miles). It is very agile on the snow and on the steep slopes, it can run very quickly and it is an excellent swimmer.

Diet
Musk oxen remain in different pastures depending on the seasons. In the summer, they go down to the valleys, they follow the banks of rivers and lakes. They graze on sedges, willows, grasses, birches, rushes, campion, and blueberries.

In the winter, they move to the top of the hills and the plateaux exposed to the Artic winds. The scarce vegetation is cleared or barely covered with snow.

The musk ox gets its food by scratching the ice with its horns or its hooves.

This layer of ice is sometimes impossible to break, which leads the animals to starvation.

Reproduction
The life of the herd becomes animated during the rutting season, in summer. The herd is organized in harem, the females and the young gather around the adult male. 

The leading male defends its rank through fights that can be violent with other males, although females and young remain indifferent.

After 8 or 9 months of gestation, the female gives birth to a calf between April and June when the weather conditions are still difficult. They weigh from 10 to 15 kg (22-33 lb), they are covered with a thick wary and short woolly hair. The calf can stand on its feet a few minutes after its birth.

During the first months, it seeks refuge close to its mother, at the heart of the herd. 

When it is 4 or 5 months old, its horns grow. From September, the young calf's fur grows into a thick under-fur and a long coat of fur. When it is 3 years old, the adult fur is permanent.
When the weather conditions are favourable and the food abundant, the female gives birth to a calf each year and it is weaned after 8-10 months.

However, when the food is scarce and the weather conditions are extreme, the female only carries a calf every second year and nursing stops after 15-18 months.
Sexual maturity: 5 years for the male, 4 for the female.

Reproduction interval: 1-2 years.

Life expectancy: 24 years.

Predators

Mammals (wolves, man)

Appellations
French: Boeuf musqué

German: Moschusochse

Danish: Moskusokse

Swedish: Myskoxe

Finnish: Myyskihärkä

Inuit language: Umingmak

Greenland: Umimmak

Russian: Ovvtsebyk

