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Introduction



It rains early, the drumming on my tent drowning out the noise of the nearby creek. We’ve made our camp in the middle of what used to be Diamond City. The central remnant of the town is a massive fifteen-foot fireplace, lush with vegetation and moss. Concrete blocks and deep, stagnant wells now full of trash are scattered through the woods. In the 1920s, Diamond City popped up around the logging interests of the Diamond Match Company, at the time one of the largest match manufacturers in the United States. Based in Ohio, they had a plant here in Washington where they harvested white pines. The plant is long gone, but the pines remain.


Daniel Curry, my lanky guide, eats one meal a day. After he eats, he falls asleep no matter what. He breaks his daily fast late at night, which means a quick breakfast for me, and then we’re saddling two of Curry’s seven horses. Today’s mission will primarily be a crash course in equestrian skills, although there is also a trail we need to clear. The trail follows an abandoned roadbed, heading north into thicker and steeper country where cattle graze. And where cattle graze—at least in much of the western United States—wolves roam.


I’m riding Raven, a jet-black Arabian quarter horse. Raven is a beautiful and powerful animal, and the only horse Curry owns that is purebred. Raven, for his part, knows he’s a handsome lad and doesn’t take kindly to fools. Unfortunately, when it comes to horses (if not other things), I am a fool.


Like most born to this age, nature is a distant amenity for me. I spend more time than many outside. I like to go hiking, skiing, climbing, hunting, and even occasionally bird watching. But there is no urgency in my relationship with the natural world. No necessity. No deep communion. My times outside are sojourns between the next warm meal and engaging Netflix series. I soon discover that working with a horse requires a different level of commitment.


We ride up the narrow road, sawing through downed trees and hacking at encroaching vegetation. We stop often, and I practice mounting and dismounting Raven. It’s hard work, made harder by a sun that’s burned through the morning’s clouds and left the air heavy with moisture.


Curry describes horses as “one-thousand-pound third graders” and treats them as such, employing a brand of progressive discipline that would make even the most conscientious parents look like capricious fools. He also doesn’t use bits. “Do this,” he says about his generally kind-hearted approach, “and the horse will learn to trust and respect you.”


I try, but I keep getting stuck on the first half of his description, the “one-thousand-pound” detail. This is a big animal, I’m beginning to understand. An animal that could toss me from its back and be gone faster than I could holler out in surprise. Thus, I’m a little lax with the discipline. And it turns out that Raven, like many handsome creatures used to skating by on good looks, doesn’t like to work all that hard. So, when he is compelled to carry foolish reporters, he likes to eat.


We take a few steps and then he stops, bends his graceful neck, and nibbles. I try making the little kissing sound that, whenever performed by Curry, snags Raven’s attention as if a gun has gone off. “Smooch, smooch,” I go.


Raven just keeps on chowing down.


And so it goes for several hours: Raven trundling along slowly, eating often, and occasionally heeding my requests. By my standards, this is a victory. The one-thousand-pound third grader has allowed me to live another day. When we turn around, I breathe easier.


Raven too, is excited to go home and suddenly the lethargic pace he’s maintained turns into an excited trot. Curry is leading the way on his horse Griph, and this keeps Raven from bolting altogether. But it’s quickly evident that I have lost what little control I had. Heading down one particularly steep hill, Raven guns it, dragging me through low-lying tree branches. I squeeze my eyes shut, the branches whipping my face, and remind myself that I have medical insurance.


“Smooch, smooch,” goes Curry, and Raven screeches to a stop, ears attentive, eyes on Curry, the perfect picture of obedience. Curry is not happy. Face scratched, I’m just pleased not to have been thrown to the ground. “Raven needs to listen to you,” Curry says. “But he will only listen if he respects you. To respect you, he needs to trust you.”


I pull some woody debris from my hair.


For the next hour, we work on discipline. We walk the same section of trail over and over. I ask Raven to stop. If he doesn’t listen to me, which mostly he doesn’t, I ask him to back up. Slowly, Raven gets the picture. “This is important,” Curry says. “When we’re out in the real mountains, on treacherous terrain, Raven must obey. Otherwise, Raven might get hurt.”


To our left, the hill drops steeply fifty feet to a raging creek jammed with logs, which makes me wonder what truly treacherous terrain looks like.


“Or you might get hurt,” Curry adds.


It’s slow, frustrating work, for both Raven and me. Curry, for his part, teaches with an extraordinary amount of patience. When we finally return to camp, Raven can’t wait to get the saddle off, get under his tarp, and eat some hay.


Unfortunately for him, that’s not the plan. Instead, we will rest for about an hour and then head out again. Curry is giving me a crash course in horsemanship, after all.


Toward the end of our break, during which I eat and Curry paces around the camp, the rain returns. Raven is tethered to the horse trailer with a thick line of rope. I approach him to put his reins on, a job I’ve by now learned to do somewhat efficiently. First I untie the thicker line and retie it around the back of his neck. Then I start to place the reins on Raven, a thick loop of stout rope that sits on his sensitive snout. He snorts, shakes his pretty head, and backs up.


The thick line tightens on the back of his neck, and he panics, rising up on his hind legs and kicking his feet forward. Curry senses the disturbance from the other side of the trailer and yells, “Get away from him.”


No need to say it twice. Raven bucks again and slips his neck from the thick lead line. Free, he starts to run. It would be a beautiful sight if I weren’t so worried about those hooves.


Curry wastes no time. He follows Raven, not running but not exactly walking, either. “Come on,” he says. “Calm down.” Raven roars through camp, briefly becoming tangled in the lines holding up our rain tarp and then ripping himself free again. Curry follows. In the woods there is a large hole, one of those old wells now full of trash. Curry gets in between Raven and this death trap and, using a combination of stomps and smooches, he pushes the fed-up animal away from camp and uphill into thicker brush and out of my sight.


I’m left alone, worrying my mistake will hurt Curry, or Raven, or both of them. I’m soaking wet. My pants are torn, boots soggy. This is not the kind of drama I expected to find when I came looking for wolves.


Amidst the dirge of ecological decline, the return of wolves to the lower forty-eight has been a major chord in a chorus of minors. Their return from near-extinction after decades of focused assault is a remarkable conservation and cultural success story. In 1995 and 1996, biologists released thirty-one wolves into Yellowstone National Park. The canids, which had been relocated from Canada, multiplied and spread. Bolstered by similar releases in Idaho and Wyoming, the population grew. Over the following decades, wolves made their way throughout the West, inhabiting territory and habitat that hadn’t seen the apex predator since their local eradication one hundred years earlier.


News of their resurgence provoked a whole spectrum of reactions. For scientists, wolves represented a singular opportunity to observe, in real time, the consequences when a long-absent predator returns to an ecosystem. For activists, the return of wolves was a clarion call for conservation. For some ranchers, hunters, and farmers, wolves became a prime example of government overreach and an attack on their values and way of life. For journalists and artists, here was simply a good story that tapped into primal fears and ancient iconography.


Most of the attention was focused on the wolves living in one of the largest remaining tracts of undeveloped land in the contiguous United States: the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Anchored by the eponymous national park, it encompasses parts of Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming. By landmass—between 20,000 and 35,000 square miles depending on where you draw the lines—the ecosystem is larger than eighty-six countries. What’s more, the states bordering this wilderness are lightly populated and politically homogenous, with a combined population of approximately 3.5 million people.


In 2008, when the long-legged lopers reached Washington State, they encountered a landscape sundered largely along geographic lines. West of the Cascade Mountains, the Evergreen State is humid, urban, liberal, and increasingly wealthy. East of the divide, it’s dry, rural, and increasingly poor. The political beliefs of nearly eight million Washingtonians can roughly be predicted by where in the state they happen to call home.


The wolves arrived from the east and the north—migrating from Idaho and Canada—and their population remains concentrated in the eastern half of the state. And so, every summer for the past decade and a half, when cattle head out to graze the public lands located primarily in Washington’s rural, politically conservative, and poorer counties, wolves will kill some of them. Ranchers cry out, saying their livelihood and culture are under attack. In response, state wildlife managers will take to the air in helicopters and kill wolves.


Environmentalists and wolf advocates protest and file lawsuits, arguing that cows are a nonnative species and ranchers are grazing their cattle on public land for a nominal fee. The threats fly in both directions. Wolf meetings are canceled due to threats of violence. The FBI gets called. Wolves poached. Pelts smuggled to Canada, a bloody FedEx package the fateful clue. A state lawmaker suggests sending an environmental activist a severed wolf tail and testicles.


Wolves incite the kind of passions usually reserved for war and infidelity—passions that highlight deep political and social divides. And the cycle continues.


That passion for wolves—both negative and positive—means that wolves get all sorts of media attention and money. Environmental groups milk outrage over the killings of wolves to assist their fundraising efforts. Cattle producers’ associations do the same, buying up billboards in eastern Washington featuring the image of a snarling wolf and a tagline urging folks to call the sheriff. State agencies employ multiple biologists focused on Canis lupus, even while more endangered species—sage grouse, for instance—are lucky to have a single fulltime employee studying them. Some of that focus comes from ignorance. And some of it comes from misplaced passion, or pure and simple greed.


But I believe that the primary tension underlying the Wolf Wars is one that’s common to all human-nonhuman relationships: the problem of coexistence. Do we have the will and wisdom to coexist with nonhuman animals? That question is particularly pressing in a state like Washington, one that jams humans and animals together. And while Washington may be unique in the United States now—with its dense human population surrounded by wild animals—it likely won’t stay that way.


Consider other less populous Western states like Montana and Idaho. Their populations are booming, with people moving into lands once roamed by bears, grizzlies, bobcats, coyotes, wolverines, fishers, and, yes, wolves.


At the same time, larger, more populous (read: more liberal) states that long ago killed their native predators have been clamoring for a touch of wilderness. Colorado has drawn up plans to reintroduce wolves. Meanwhile, California’s ongoing rewilding efforts have led to a healthy and surprisingly urban cougar population, and a pack of gray wolves recently arrived in Plumas County along the Nevada border.


The story is similar abroad. In 2015, wolves returned to the Netherlands for the first time in more than a century. Rewilding efforts across Europe are bringing long-absent species back onto a continent that has been manhandled by humans for thousands of years.


In all of these cases, wild animals are coming into contact with highly altered landscapes that demand adaptation and resilience on their part. And yet, the true burden of coexistence will fall upon humanity’s collective shoulders. One hundred, two hundred, or four hundred years ago, the answer would have been simpler: move or kill the wild animals. That is no longer a viable approach, as there is no longer an “elsewhere” to which to move these animals. Ironically, and perhaps tragically, as humans move farther from the world of rain, snow, and wind, our desire for a return to the wild—powered I believe by a deep genetic nostalgia—is renewed. And yet, most of us don’t have the faintest idea what that kind of life requires.


In September 2019, nine months before I would send him chasing a horse through the woods, I met Curry on a hot and dusty day high in Washington’s Kettle Range, hemmed in by thick walls of young pines and wandering cattle. I was touring wolf country with a rancher, a politician, and a biologist all stuffed into a beat-up truck.


At the time, I’d been covering wolf news for two years for the regional paper. It was one of the many issues I was expected to keep tabs on, but unlike other beats, I never felt I had a handle on the topic. Instead, I felt I was mindlessly repeating talking points from both sides of the debate. When caught in the middle of two opposing viewpoints, the normal recourse for a reporter is to find the perspective that most closely represents the middle ground. For issues of wildlife and ecology, this often means speaking with professional biologists and wildlife managers. The prevailing wisdom is that this kind of reporting helps balance out the extreme views.


So I’d attempted to do just that. And yet, I still felt like I had an inadequate understanding of the debate. My reporting had been charged with being anti-wolf. It had also been maligned as being pro-wolf. “Why don’t you do your research?” angry readers screamed at me, saying that I was misrepresenting the current science of wolf ecology. The politician I was now riding with had called me late one Friday, spitting mad, alleging that a recent story I’d published had been utterly divorced from the reality on the ground.


All of this disturbed me. Not the anger or criticism, because for a reporter those are as natural and expected as layoffs and pay cuts, but rather the sneaking suspicion that I was missing some bigger, more interesting and important story. While I dutifully recounted the facts, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a more nuanced, compelling, and challenging tale lurking beneath the surface.


I was experiencing the natural limits of rational and reductive thinking. Facts and the scientific process are invaluable tools, but when it comes to looking at the issues where people, animals, and culture intersect, they often fall short.


This is not unique to the Wolf Wars of northeastern Washington. It is present in any discussion that, intentionally or otherwise, pits questions of science against questions of belief. We see it in the politicization of the coronavirus. Likewise with climate change. Both are issues of fact that have become terribly divisive, largely along lines of belief. And it seemed to me that there was perhaps no better metaphor for this fundamental tension in contemporary American behavior than the story of wolves returning to Washington.


So I decided to line up a tour of wolf country with three folks I hoped could help me shake off some of my confusion about this particular story. A rancher who had lost cattle to wolves. A politician who represented ranchers but also played in the halls of power. And a biologist who worked on the ground and seemed to know wolves and people well.


After three hours with them, it felt like little had changed. Over coffee, each of my companions had reiterated points and perspectives I’d heard before. They all came across as sincere and honest people who were staying true to their beliefs, but each of them was also clearly entrenched in their way of thinking. Then we set off in the truck, taking a series of Forest Service roads winding up into the hills. The rancher recounted times he’d stared down wolves, hand on gun. The biologist talked about the biological complexity of the canids. The politician decried the decisions that urban liberals make, how little they understand rural reality. We stopped occasionally to take photos, or to look at some cows standing by the road, their tails languidly whipping back and forth.


And then, at the tail end of the day, eyes heavy from the heat and the early start, we passed a horse trailer parked in a dusty turnout. Two tents were pitched in the dirt under the blazing sun. Behind them, a banked hill led up to thick trees. A large tarp had been stretched between the thickest pines, and two horses occupied the only shade it provided. We stopped and jumped out of the truck. A lanky man with shortly cropped hair, faded cowboy boots, filthy pants, and one gleaming pistol on each hip approached us. He wanted to know what we were doing. Who we were. Why we were there. This is how I met Daniel Curry.


Later I would learn that Curry is a range rider, a job that requires him to spend most of the year in the woods trying to keep wolves from killing cattle and cattle from wandering into the mouths of wolves. He works for the biologist with whom I was traveling. His days roll with the seasons.


This is rugged country, country choked with pines after decades of fire suppression and clear-cutting. Here, he patrols sections of the 1.1 million-acre Colville National Forest on behalf of ranchers who release their cattle onto the land every spring and demand their safe return in the fall.


He spends weeks at a time in isolation, his only company a menagerie of animals (three dogs and three to four horses), working odd hours, heading into the hills at 9:00 p.m. on some days and 3:00 a.m. on others. Typically on horseback (but sometimes on an ATV), he searches for cows and looks for wolves and tries to disrupt the natural outcome of such meetings. He talks about wolves with evident affection, even wearing a ring embossed with the silhouette of a wolf.


Despite that, his most consistent point of human contact is with the ranchers whose cattle he guards. These are men and women who don’t wax poetic about the howls of wolves. Politically and socially conservative for the most part, ranchers generally see the natural world as a God-given resource to be used for the betterment of humans. A worldview anathema to Curry, who speaks fondly of individual animals as “beings” worthy of respect and care, regardless of their utility to Homo sapiens. His best friend, I would find out, is his horse Griph.


I didn’t know any of this that dusty afternoon, but I sensed in Curry a good story—the coveted fuel of any journalism—and a level of honesty and an air of open-mindedness that I found refreshing after spending the day listening to the usual talking points. He was guarded, but friendly. “I’m busy now,” he said, “but why don’t you come back tonight? We can chat more.” And so that evening I drove back into the woods.


From Republic, a charming albeit decidedly weathered former gold rush town, Curry’s camp was an hour drive away. Belying stereotypes about rural life, Republic collects an astonishing array of people: old hippies clinging to the ghost; young back-to-nature types driving banged-up Subarus through washed-out roads; conservative-minded ranchers, loggers, and miners who have seen their ways of life dry up as natural resource extraction has ended in much of the United States; at least one family of immigrants from India. This family owns one of the town’s three motels, as well as one of its three gas stations. While getting gas that evening, I asked the attendant how he felt about wolves. He told me that he liked them because they were good for the environment. Still, he’d never seen one, and admitted that he feared them.


After fueling up I drove back into the hills to meet up with Curry. We talked late into the evening, drinking by the fire. The rancher with whom I’d been riding earlier joined us. Whiskey loosened his tongue and I learned that he’d shot and killed a wolf days before in self-defense. Curry flinched at this revelation but said nothing. This rancher, after all, had agreed to try and live with wolves, a minor miracle in eastern Washington. After several somewhat outrageous hours of drinking and arguing with us, he went on to confess that he kind of liked hearing wolves in the hills. Beneath the nearly full moon, someone pulled out a steel drum, and we howled into the night, hoping for a response.


In the morning I returned to Spokane, the second largest city in Washington, where I live and write for the newspaper. I published a story about Daniel Curry and range riding. Life rolled on, but something stuck with me about Curry’s quixotic mission. Perhaps it was the doomed romanticism of all those years spent alone in the woods, away from people, defending an animal that most will never see. I was struck by the immediacy of that work. Of the challenge of trying to balance human interests and need with nonhuman interests. On a more fundamental level, I couldn’t stop thinking about how little I knew about living in the natural world, unmediated by iPhones, homes, running water, or any of the myriad conveniences that I use each day.


Which is why, this rainy day in June, I’m watching him chase a spooked horse up a hill. He must be wondering why he’d thought it was a good idea to allow a reporter into his life. I can’t help but worry that Raven will be injured or lost. I cycle through the different bad outcomes. Broken legs. Gouged-out eye. Wolf attack. Shot by a confused hunter?


Five minutes later, deep into a spiral of absurdity, Daniel Curry returns, with Raven in tow. My ride is canceled. Curry and Raven are going to spend some time together, he informs me. They need to have a talk. Raven knows he’s messed up. As the rain comes down, he stands tethered to the trailer, head hanging. Still waiting on the hay.


They ride off and I’m left at camp. As night settles, I build a fire and start drying my boots. The sky is a roiling mass, rain clouds dominating one half, the pastel colors of a setting sun the other.


Several hours later, Curry returns. As he ties Raven up for the night, he’s beaming. A wide-open smile, the kind you don’t often see on adult men. He nuzzles Raven and comes to the fire. “What a ride,” he says. “I needed that.” They rode far and fast. Raven responded to his voice alone, the reins barely needed. “We had a talk,” he says, “he’ll be better with you tomorrow.”


The fire is sputtering. A combination of wet wood and rain. “Do you mind?” Curry asks, gesturing toward the smoky mess.


“Go for it, please,” I say.


I don’t know what he does, a simple readjustment undoubtedly thermodynamically explainable, but in that moment it’s magic. The fire roars to life and Curry leans back in his chair. He takes off his boots and beams into the dusk.










Chapter 1



The Wolf


LeClerc Creek is clogged with fallen trees, giant root balls exposed to the world. At first, it looks to be the act of an epic (and oddly linear) storm. Or perhaps a crew of renegade beavers who’ve thrown the conventions of their species to the wind and logged simply for the pure joy of the cut. But eventually it becomes apparent that there are no stumps—nor giant holes excavated by toppling trees—along the banks. These pines appear to have fallen from the sky. Which, in a sense, is precisely what happened. A year prior, helicopters flew in more than six hundred trees (dirt encrusted root balls attached), dangling them from cables and laying them across the creek in hopes of providing cover for fish, in particular bull trout.


Curry points out to me that this is a decidedly human innovation: using machines and gasoline to mimic the behavior of beavers. But in an area that has been used so hard, perhaps this kind of intensive intervention is the only way to restore the habitat.


After being dammed in the early 1900s, LeClerc Creek powered a mill for decades. Over time sediment accumulated, narrowing the stream channel, pushing the water’s frothing power down into the dirt. As the creek bed deepened, the banks grew higher and more unstable and the water moved faster. Meanwhile, the bull trout, a handsome freshwater member of the Salmonidae family native to the Pacific Northwest, lost a safe place to spawn.


The idea behind these six hundred uprooted trees is to cool the temperature of the creek and slow it down, offering the trout a place to lay their eggs and hide from predators. Not everyone is happy with this plan.


Curry’s horse trailer is parked at the end of a road along the creek. He’s strung several large raggedy tarps between the trees and the trailer that chatter in the wind and rain. But the weather has taken a turn for the better up here in northeastern Washington. It’s going to be a warm June day—a welcome turn of events. As a range rider, Curry spends long days in the saddle searching for wolf sign. Looking for cattle. Learning the lay of the land and trying to interrupt the most natural kind of violence: predator versus prey.


As much as his job involves tracking wolves, herding cattle, and surveying the land, it’s also about placating people. We’ve been here for four days. Earlier in the week the roads and woods were quiet, but with the weekend now in full swing, folks have flooded nearby campgrounds, accompanied by a crescendoing cacophony of braat braats warning of approaching all-terrain vehicles.


The noise starts early at LeClerc Creek. By eight o’clock in the morning, several off-road vehicles have already ripped down the road, their noisy approach sending the Lads, Curry’s three lean Dobermans, into a frenzy of protective barking. Fed up with these constant interruptions, Curry constructs a makeshift gate between two trees out of a string with red flagging, which is not exactly legal as we’re camped on public land.


It turns most adventurers away, but this flimsy excuse of a gate is no match for Lance. He’s the leader of a pack of motorheads—the obvious silvery-haired alpha with a goatee to match—and when he notices the gate, he dismounts and stomps his way down the road wanting to know what in tarnation is going on.


Curry leaps up, intercepting him about one hundred yards from the horse trailer. Like his dogs, Curry is protective of his space, and explains as much to Lance. Lance points out that it’s not legal to close Forest Service roads.


“Yeah, but who’s going to stop me,” Curry says, patting the two guns holstered at his hip.


This aggressive gesture unexpectedly placates Lance. Taking a swig from one of his two beers, he begins to complain about how the Forest Service totally messed up the stream. “It used to be so nice, it ran fast and clear,” he says. “Now it’s full of logs.”


Curry nods, noncommittedly.


“We live up the road,” Lance says, “and we’re seeing more and more people squatting on the land. Fleeing the cities like rats from a ship, fleeing COVID-19.”


“Squatting, really?” I ask.


“Yeah, with their tents. We have to keep an eye on our land. How long are y’all here again?” he says, gesturing at the remains of Diamond City.


So much has changed around here over the past century. Matchmaking used to be big business. Americans used them every day to light wood stoves, cigarettes, gas lights. Now, there is little left of Diamond City, or the US match industry for that matter. Instead, a log-choked stream, spindly and thick new growth forest, old masonry, hundreds of vicious-looking nails strewn everywhere, and a region with more than 15 percent of the population living in poverty.


One week earlier, I picked up a copy of the regional weekly paper, Selkirk Sun, from a dimly lit gas station on the edge of the impossibly wide and blue Pend Oreille River. The Sun is a small publication that’s full of useful reminders about upcoming roadwork in Pend Oreille County along with admonishments from city officials to stop flushing baby wipes. “For sanitary reasons,” one article suggested, “a special container next to your toilet can be used for the gloves and wipes—a coffee can with its lid works well.”


Two other articles caught my eye. The first was a profile of John Gentle, a man running for county commissioner. Gentle had grown up in the area but left after high school and moved to the coast. When he returned to his hometown, he described the experience as feeling “like a slap in the face.” He pointed specifically to the loss of jobs. “The culture had changed,” Gentle explained, “the dependency and the brokenness were obvious.”


Although the Diamond City Match Company left the area long ago, it was succeeded by many other natural resource-based industries: lumber, mining, manufacturing. “We are very good at processing natural resources,” Gentle went on. “We have so much to offer: the rock-bottom living costs, outstanding outdoor recreation, a capable and trainable workforce stuck without much opportunity and optionality for them.” Later that year, he would win the election.


The other piece that caught my eye was a letter to the editor defending the Liberty State Movement, a long-simmering desire by some to split Washington State into two states. Leave the liberals on the coast, the argument goes, and let us govern ourselves.


This particular editorial suggested that the United States was in a “similar stupor as Théoden, King of Rohan, in the Lord of the Rings Trilogy,” reminding the powers that be that there are “millions of combat experienced experts in insurgency” living within our nation’s borders. “So before we get pushed too far and things get ugly,” the author concluded, “Liberty State is a bloodless act of rebellion, not against the rule of law or the US Constitution, but against those who wish to rule over us. It is a warning and a statement. You’ve gone too far and we’re taking back control.”


When Lance speaks about protecting “our land” from the urban rats fleeing disease-choked cities, he is channeling this energy of separation. The same kind of angst underpins much of the controversy around wolves in the United States and elsewhere. The state and federal governments determine how the animals are managed, and governmental employees are, by and large, well-educated and well-paid, at least in comparison to rural counties where median incomes are lucky to break $50,000 a year. The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, or WDFW, is based in Olympia, which happens to be on the liberal, populous side of the mountains. Decisions made there, no matter how fair-minded the process may actually be, reek of elitism to those living in the eastern half of the state.


This tension is palpable when talking about wolves, and only exacerbated by the backdrop of a global pandemic and the ongoing racial justice protests in major American cities. Every spring, Daniel Curry is convinced that this is the year a range war will break out in Washington, and every year he’s wrong, although the regular gunfire from our camp neighbors does not inspire confidence.


This cultural divide is where he hopes to make a difference. When Lance keeps complaining about the tree-clogged stream, Curry gently pushes back, agreeing here and questioning there. “What about the bull trout?” he asks.


For much of modern Western so-called “civilized” history, the natural world has been approached as a thing of utility. Something to serve the needs of Homo sapiens. “The fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth and upon every bird of the heavens, upon everything that creeps on the ground and all the fish of the sea,” says the Bible, and the roots of this belief snake all the way back to the invention of what some believe has been the most revolutionary technology: writing.


The development of written language, specifically the Greek alphabet, started our long divorce from the natural world, argues David Abram in his book The Spell of the Sensuous. Suddenly we humans were able to preserve meaning in written characters unrelated to any natural object.


Abram argues that the Greek alphabet took the crucial step of disconnecting meaning from objects. Prior to that, his theory goes, meaning and experience constantly unfolded, like unrolling a never-ending rug. Written language, then, allowed you to slice a square out of this great endless unfolding roll, pack it up and examine it at your leisure.


The slow reduction of the natural world continued, century by century. In 1623 Galileo wrote, “The Universe is a grand book which cannot be read until one first learns to comprehend the language in which it was composed, the language of mathematics.” Along with Galileo’s many other contributions to science, this insight has found its way onto countless classroom walls.


But the reductivism baton wasn’t truly picked up by Western culture at large until René Descartes arrived on the scene. A French philosopher, mathematician, and natural scientist, he argued that material reality—animals, plants, trees, rocks, and flesh—were mechanical, reducible, and mathematically describable.


“By apparently purging material reality of subjective experience,” writes David Abram, “Galileo cleared the ground and Descartes laid the foundation for the construction of the objective or ‘disinterested’ sciences, which by their feverish and forceful investigations have yielded so much of the knowledge and so many of the technologies that have today become commonplace in the West.”


That disconnect is particularly vivid in Descartes’s dim estimation of animals. Although he was willing to acknowledge that they were indeed living—he would give them that much credit—he didn’t believe that they could feel pain. Instead, their actions were purely instinctual, and at the end of the day, Descartes believed that they were nothing but fleshy little robots.


This view of the world greatly benefited humans. Lifesaving drugs would be difficult to produce without animal testing, and animal testing would be much harder to defend ethically if we did not still carry some vestiges of Descartes’s views. Similarly, the material wonders and luxuries we’ve grown accustomed to could not exist if it were not for the reductive process that allows us to play God with rivers, electrons, and food coloring.


The average human in North America currently lives in a state of luxury that was unimaginable five hundred years ago. A firmament of wonder-technologies reduces our material suffering. But the natural world—the world of wolves, storms, bears, falling rocks, and swift rivers—remains an unforgiving place, one in which it’s hard to make a living.


Currently, more than 50 percent of humans live in urban areas. That number is expected to grow to 70 percent by 2050. That’s more than 3.5 billion people living in cities or suburbs, far from forests, mountains or, in the most extreme cases, any kind of green space at all. Never have so many people lived so removed from nature. What will this unprecedented shift in living situation mean for human brains? One early indication: increased mental illness and depression, both of which are found at higher rates in urban populations. There are many other factors at play here, but research has demonstrated, over and over, the importance of connecting with nature for our own well-being, so there is presumably some connection.


On the other hand, the resurgence of wild animals in recently abandoned farm and forestland in the United States and Europe has offered a seemingly counterintuitive narrative. America’s century-long retreat from rural life has left formerly developed lands vacant, giving animals like wolves a new place to call home. At this moment you are probably living geographically closer to certain species of wild animals than your grandparents did at the same age, and yet your daily interaction with the natural world is almost certainly more abstracted than theirs ever was.


These two factors—increased urbanization leading to a disconnect from nature; growing numbers of certain highly adaptive species in some landscapes—are fundamentally changing how humans understand and interact with wildlife. This is perhaps best exemplified by a 2019 Colorado State University study documenting an ongoing shift from a “traditionalist” view of wildlife to a “mutualist” view. Traditionalists think of wildlife as a resource to be used by humans, while mutualists believe that animals have their own intrinsic value, separate from serving human needs.


“It’s a changing world,” says the study’s lead investigator, Michael Manfredo. “We’ve gone from a world where we perceived wildlife as something we had control over and should use the way we wish, to a world where we regard animals as human-like, with a certain amount of rights like humans have.”


According to the study, “higher income, urbanization, and education at the state level were associated with a higher prevalence of mutualism orientations among state residents.” In Washington, 38 percent of respondents were mutualists and 28 percent were traditionalists. These differences roughly aligned with whether the respondents were living in urban or rural areas.


In general, people that embrace mutualism live far from the wild. They tend to be liberal and urban. They live on the coasts. They go to university and design studies and make policy and head to the mountains on the weekends for adventure and play. They worry about the big picture. About a warming climate. About ongoing and cataclysmic human-caused extinctions. Their mission is noble, but their day-to-day reality is often disconnected from the fact that their way of life is made possible by the subjugation of nature.


On the other side—and these are broad generalizations—are the people who live closer to the natural world. They may work with animals, or perhaps their parents did, and they cling to that culture and history. Usually politically conservative, they view the outdoors as a workplace. Fields to be fenced and grazed. Forests to be logged. Deer and elk to be hunted. They do not hate animals or the environment. They are more connected to the everyday goings-on of the birds and trees than the self-described environmentalists. But they often look at these issues through a narrower lens.


Lance swaggers off and Curry and I return to camp. When we arrived several days ago, we were caught in an early June downpour, the roads muddy and sucking at the tires of Curry’s truck. The spot is worth the tricky access, though, because there’s enough room to park a horse trailer here and it’s located near an abandoned road that leads to wilder, steeper country.


Lance’s alleged concern for the land doesn’t ring true when I begin to consider the state of the campsite when we arrived. Whoever was here before us used foaming insulation as target practice. The bullet-riddled cans had hemorrhaged thick khaki foam, discoloring the shrubs and grass. Nearby trees were so bullet-torn that they sagged, nearly chopped in two by gunfire.


The previous visitors had also left plenty of non-projectile trash. Boxes of soggy fireworks, paper plates, candy wrappers, eggshells, empty bottles of Sunny D, and a disturbing number of Fruity King Mini Sodas—evidence that brings to mind a small child being raised by ecologically debauched parents with an alarming propensity for sugar.


Cleaning this up took about half an hour. Meanwhile, Curry navigated the horse trailer down the bumpy, rock-strewn road. While it rained, we strung a line between two cottonwoods and hung a tarp over the top, creating a shelter for Curry’s horses, Griph and Raven.


Then, once housed, we turned our attention to setting up our own camp spots, dragging downed trees to collect firewood and eventually cooking dinner (for me) and breakfast (for Curry). Chores ate up most of that first day.


Some of Curry’s work is funded by the Northeast Washington Wolf-Cattle Collaborative (also known as NEWWCC, unfortunately pronounced “nuke”). Founded in 2018, the nonprofit’s goal is to help ranchers and others who depend on the wellbeing of their livestock learn to coexist with wolves.


One of the primary tools in that effort is range riding. The theory behind range riding is simple, even if the practice is not. Wolves by and large will flee from humans. So, sending humans into the hills along with the cattle will disrupt the inevitable interaction between predator and prey. This may sound romantic, tapping into cowboy imagery and the freedom of a distant horizon, but in reality, it’s tedious, often boring work.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Introduction



		Chapter 1 The Wolf



		Chapter 2 Crying Wolf



		Chapter 3 Looking for Support



		Chapter 4 Into the Woods, Into the Weeds



		Chapter 5 The Cattle



		Chapter 6 Predators and Prey



		Chapter 7 Predators and Humans



		Chapter 8 What of the Wolf?



		Chapter 9 Wolf Politics



		Chapter 10 Another Way



		Acknowledgments



		Notes and Further Reading



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		The Return of Wolves: An Iconic Predator’s Struggle to Survive in the American West



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Chapter 1 The Wolf



		Acknowledgments



		Notes and Further Reading



		Index



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240











OEBPS/images/9781643260150.jpg
THE RETURN
OF WOLVES

An Iconic Predaror’s Struggle

to Survive in the American West

ELI FRANCOVICH





