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Wolves enliven the northern mountains, forests, and tundra like no other creature, helping to enrich our stay on the planet simply by their presence as other highly advanced societies in our midst.


—Gordon Haber, “Wolf Family Values”















PROLOGUE: THE BIG, GOOD WOLF



When I was growing up in the Sierra Nevada in a small US Forest Service cabin, wild animals lived alongside us. Even though there hadn’t been wild wolves hunting in our California forest for almost a hundred years, their spirits still haunted their native woods. I listened to every yip-yip of a coyote to see if that sharp, staccato song would be answered by the soaring, plaintive howl of a returning wolf.


In the vast Plumas National Forest, I grew up on the sweet, lean meat of the game my father often brought home to feed his family. Predator-prey relationships shaped our wildlife management and hunting culture. I learned to love what was wild and would never belong to me, what was not a pet or daily companion but wary, hidden away, untouchable. I loved most what was not tamed or domesticated. I learned about the wolves’ power, their generosity, their fiercely tender protection of those in their care. I wanted to grow up to be a wild wolf.


I hoped that one day a wolf might return to my birth forest, perhaps even in my lifetime. That hope was finally fulfilled in 2012 when a lone wolf, OR7—called Journey—returned to the Plumas Forest to become the first wolf in California since 1924. Journey reclaimed his rightful habitat after leaving his original family and traveling over twelve hundred miles alone. His story has helped to grow public acceptance and even celebration of the wild wolf in America. Such stories need to be told to balance our unnatural history of prejudice against wolves, for our American character is reflected in the history of how we treat wolves.


Wolves are both the most misunderstood and maligned of animals and at the same time among the most majestic and mysterious of all our fellow creatures. We still hunt them, and they hunt us by haunting our imaginations. Science alone will not restore them to their rightful habitat. We need new stories of the wolf-human bond, a new history that embraces wolves not as enemies but as mirrors, allies, and good neighbors.


Wolf Nation is a narrative of restoration science often trumped by political shenanigans, of generational prejudice yielding to new ways of living with wild wolves. Here are stories of wolves followed as passionately as rock stars, wolves as tragic heroes and picaresque, even playful characters, trying to endure against great odds. Although they are fascinating research subjects, they are also individuals with names, histories, family trees, and emerging generations. Wolf Nation is their story, as well as my own, and that of the people who devote their lives to wolf recovery.


The story of wild wolves in America is a chronicle of war and love, a history of hatred and redemption. Why do we need wild wolves? Because they help us heal our natural world, because humans and wolves have always belonged together. We are top predators, partners, fellow survivors.


Brenda Peterson


Seattle, Washington


2017













part one



WHAT WE ALMOST LOST
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1. AN HISTORIC RAGE
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A bumper sticker on a battered Montana pick-up shows a sketch of a wolf and exhorts, “Smoke a Pack a Day.” A mustached man with a wide-brimmed cowboy hat holds up a protest sign: “Wolves are Illegal Immigrants.” A huge brightly colored billboard in Eastern Washington with paintings of elk, deer, cattle, dogs, and a smiling little girl on a swing asks, “The Wolf—Who’s Next on the Menu?” An Idaho Anti-Wolf Coalition leader clad in camouflage gear warns that “wolves are terrorists on the order of Osama bin Laden.”


Search the Internet for “war against the wolf,” and there are photo galleries of grinning bounty hunters, “wolfers,” proudly posing on a porch in front of a rack of twenty wolf skins hanging down from metal hooks. Surrounding one live wolf roped around the neck, there are five men on horseback, ready to ride off in all directions—and tear the wolf to pieces. In another photo an entire family of black wolves lie in a snowy meadow, a bloody circle. Most revealing of all is an image of a gang of hunters with rifles and white KKK-style masks over their faces as they triumphantly drape a dead wolf in a huge American flag.


Why is there still such fury against an animal that has been hunted almost to extinction in this country? The historic rage against sharing control of prey and territory has its roots in both European and American history—and in the hunting culture that still dominates every wildlife policy.


To the early European settlers the wild wolf—like the mysterious and vast wilderness itself—was not a precious partner of the New World to be preserved. Along with native peoples, wolves were another impediment to western expansion—enemies to be subdued and excluded. Chickasaw author Linda Hogan writes eloquently about her people’s traditionally balanced relationship with predators: “From the men’s cave comes the howling of wolves. I think that these are the songs of lives struggling against extinction, even translated through human voices, they are here inside the earth, inside the human body, the captive, contained animals.”


Early American colonies continued the Old World persecution of wolves. To Europeans the wolf was the enemy, like the Big Bad Wolf tales told in the seventeenth-century French court, a metaphor for predatory men who might prey upon aristocratic daughters. Wolves are the villains in “The Three Little Pigs,” Russia’s “Peter and the Wolf,” and in many Grimm and Aesop’s fairy tales. Sadly these associations and myths were not left behind in Old Europe.


European settlers rarely fenced in their sheep or cows; livestock wandered about, easy prey for wolves and other predators. In the 1630s Massachusetts Bay and Virginia instituted wolf bounties, and many other colonies followed suit. In a gesture of dominion over both nature and Native Americans, Virginia demanded that local tribes kill a yearly wolf quota and turn in the hides as tribute.


In his groundbreaking anthology War Against the Wolf: America’s Campaign to Exterminate the Wolf, Yellowstone wolf researcher Rick McIntyre chronicles this history of hatred and decimation. “What the colonists tried to do in their local area—the extermination of all wolves—became the policy of our emerging nation. Destruction of predators became a heritage passed on for generation after generation.”


McIntyre points out that humans haven’t always felt so threatened and hostile to wolves. Early hunter-gatherer cultures coexisted with wolves in what one wolf biologist, Ed Bangs, now calls “brothers in the hunt.” An NPR story, “Who Let the Dogs In? We Did, About 30,000 Years Ago,” notes that “there may have been a faithful Fido walking with a human before the end of the last Ice Age (and before agriculture).”


Researchers have for centuries assumed that today’s gray wolf was the genetic ancestor of the modern dog. But genetic studies reported in the 2015 Scientific American article “From Wolf to Dog” reveal the surprising news that “an extinct type of wolf gave rise to the dog before the agricultural revolution began around 12,000 years ago.” That means the current-day gray wolf is a “sister taxa, descended from an unknown ancestor that has since gone extinct.” The article documents studies of dogs and wolves, where both species are bottle fed, hand raised, and trained to obey simple commands. The conclusion: “Despite having lived and worked with the scientists for seven years, the wolves retained an independence of mind and behavior that is most un-doglike.” Even raised by people, wolves “lack such respect for human authority.”


So Canis lupus, the wild wolf, evolved independently from our domesticated dogs, and this independence is perhaps what triggers our intolerance, even outrage. One definition of the word “wild” is “self-willed.” Wolves are certainly self-willed and do not obey our commands, even if we raise them by hand. A dog respects our authority, our “No!,” and, even on the hunt, must stop short of a canine instinct to kill: a well-trained hunting dog will wait for the hunter to retrieve a fox or pheasant for himself. Canis lupus’ willfulness has worked against their survival.


As our nomadic ancestors settled into agriculture, hunter-gatherers no longer had to wander in far-ranging packs to feed their families. We could, as the Bible seemed to ordain, “be fruitful and multiply” into growing and settled populations. After depleting the Old World of wild animals like wolves and destroying old-growth forests, the European settlers migrated to a New World and simply repeated their profligate and unsustainable use of the natural world. Bountiful game, like the vast Great Plains bison, was hunted almost to extinction as settlers expanded their range. When the bison disappeared, the wolf “brothers in the hunt” had much less prey. They were forced out of the wilderness and closer to our farms and ranches. Wolves had little regard for our fences. They were out of our control and therefore rivals to be destroyed, just like any animal or peoples who got in the way of Manifest Destiny.


McIntyre tells the story of visiting an Alaskan Inupiat village called Shaktoolik along the Bering Strait in 1993 to talk about predators with tribal high school students. When he showed them historic slides of thousands of wolves killed by strychnine poisoning, the Native students were shocked and troubled. This was a tribe in which hunting was a way of life. But Inupiat hunters were accustomed to killing wolves only if they attacked local reindeer herds.


One of the teenage boys asked McIntyre, “Why did they want to kill off all the wolves?”


McIntyre realized that the Native boy was unaware of the massive government wolf extermination programs in the lower forty-eight states. “The concept of attempting to destroy all the members of a wildlife species was completely alien to them,” he writes. The boy walked away shaking his head in dissatisfaction. “None of it related to the reality of his world, a Native American world of traditions, ethics, and morals that set limits on what humanity can do to fellow forms of life.”


In the nineteenth century European settlers claimed huge swaths of government-given free land—if they agreed to farm it. Farmers and wealthy ranchers, “stockmen,” were given priority in government policies on private and public lands. In The Great American Wolf Bruce Hampton writes that in 1906, “the U.S. Forest Service acquiesced to the stockowners and enlisted the help of the Bureau of Biological Survey to clear cattle ranges of gray wolves. In other words, the Bureau became a wolf-extermination unit.”


A 1907 Department of Agriculture bulletin echoes this wolf-control zeal as it addresses “the best methods for destroying these pests,” citing wolf predation on cattle ranges and loss of game on forest lands. The goal of the bulletin was “to put in the hands of every hunter, trapper, forest ranger, and ranchman directions for trapping, poisoning, and hunting wolves and finding the dens of the young.… Prime wolf skins are worth from $4 to $6 each, enough to induce trappers and enterprising ranch boys to make an effort to secure them.”


One of the most efficient ways to destroy wolves was “denning,” or killing the pups while still in the den. One pup would be saved and chained to a tree to call the parents and wolf pack for help. Then the government trappers would gun down the entire family. When the trappers used poisoned carcasses to bait wolves, the collateral damage included bears, ravens, foxes, and eagles who fed on what the wolves left behind. The bounty hunts and government wolf-eradication programs that began in the nineteenth century continued until as late as 1965, offering $20 to $50 per wolf. Today the historic reluctance to share our habitat with other top predators is still very much alive.


Even in a twenty-first century of enlightened science, with recognition of the balancing roles that predators play in our ecosystems, this prejudice thrives. When I grew up in a national forest there was no concept of the forest as wild and complex, an interconnected biosphere, complete in itself, without serving our human needs. The mandate for forest and wildlife managers was “multiple use,” with an emphasis on human utility. And many in the hunting culture I was raised in viewed wolves as “pests” or competition or sometimes just trophies.


[image: image] I GREW UP WITH HUNTERS. They fed me. Like wolves, they also kept the deer and elk populations from overgrazing the high meadows so the forests and streams were healthier. And hunters told hilarious stories around the campfire while we devoured their barbequed bounty. I still have deep respect for skilled hunters who have a keen knowledge of nature, who can track, patiently wait, and sustainably hunt for their family, like my father. He taught us that wild animals like deer and elk died so that we might live. And of this sacrifice we must be mindful.


“Think about how hard it was to hunt this supper and who you’re eating,” my father would say. Or, as we munched on sausage cookies made from moose meat or venison, “Nothing wasted.”


We used all parts of the animal, so that a big elk might also be ground into stew meat or sliced into thin salami. The elk head and horns went on the wall to watch us more earnestly than any babysitter. Every Christmas Eve we made our own moccasins for the New Year out of whatever Father had tanned. In my childhood forest we recognized ourselves as intricately linked to the food chain and the fate of the forest. We knew, for example, that a forest fire meant that at the end of the line we’d suffer too. We’d have buck stew instead of venison steak, and the meat would be stringy, withered tasting. Because in the animal kingdom, as it seemed with humans, only the lean and shrewd survived losing their forests.


Unlike my family, wolf packs have not survived losing their forests. When I was born, wild wolves were nearly all eradicated in America’s lower forty-eight states. After the relentless, systematic, and successful official extermination of wolves in the United States, only a few hundred of the original 2 million wolves still survived, mostly in the upper Midwest and Alaska.


The hunter bias is still reflected in today’s many states’ agencies outdated names—Fish and Game Boards instead of Fish and Wildlife Service. The US Forest Service falls under the authority of the Department of Agriculture—as if our public lands and wilderness areas are only for livestock, and wildlife exists as our private game preserve. Or as if our forests are simply tree farms for timber.


In America’s wildlife agencies predator control often falls within the same governmental department as wildlife protection, creating a clear conflict of interest. For example, Wildlife Services, an often under-the-radar agency, still kills millions of wild animals every year, though it was once part of the Fish and Wildlife Service charged with the exact opposite mandate: enforcing the Endangered Species Act. On its website Wildlife Services’ official mission is “to resolve wildlife conflicts to allow people and wildlife to coexist.” But the reality is devastating: a 2013 New York Times editorial called for a congressional investigation of Wildlife Services, pointing out, “since 2000, some two million dead animals. Coyotes, beavers, mountain lions, black bears and innumerable birds.” The article concludes, “The agency’s real mission? To make life safer for livestock and game species.… Wildlife Services’ lethal damage is broad and secretive.”


More recently the USDA reported that Wildlife Services had “killed at least 3.2 million wild animals in 2015 alone—many of which were large predators. 1,681,283 of that total were animals native to the United States.” Coyotes (69,905) were widely targeted, but also 384 gray wolves, 284 cougars, 480 black bears, 731 bobcats, 3,045 foxes, 20,334 prairie dogs, 21,557 beavers, and even 17 domestic dogs. Birds took the greatest hit, with hundreds of thousands of starlings, red-winged blackbirds, and cowbirds—species that travel with livestock—all killed in this one year by Wildlife Services. This is especially bad news for the 47 million bird watchers in the United States, about 20 percent of the population. Contrast this agency’s “take” with the fact that Americans who view and value wildlife is increasing: Fish and Wildlife Services in 2011 reported 71.9 million wildlife watchers, including 13.7 million hunters (4.3 percent of the 318.9 million Americans) and 33.1 million anglers. In the United States hunters are mostly male and 94 percent are white, 3 percent African American, and 0.5 percent Asian.


“Wildlife Services is one of the most opaque and least accountable agencies,” protested Oregon congressman Peter DeFazio. “They are a world unto themselves. And that’s a world we are not allowed to see into.”


The tab that taxpayers paid for in 2014 for Wildlife Services to destroy all those wild animals was $1 billion. An award-winning investigative documentary, Exposed, by Brooks Fahy of predatordefense.org blows the whistle on this “barbaric, wasteful, and misnamed agency within the USDA and exposes the government’s secret war on wildlife on the taxpayer’s dime.” The film interviews former Wildlife Services trappers who have the courage to protest the carnage they were being asked to commit and keep secret.


One former Wildlife Services trapper explained that the Wyoming Department of Agriculture was using poisons that had been banned since the 1970s to sell to predator control boards and ranchers. In a troubling echo of this revelation, a former special agent for US Fish and Wildlife Law Enforcement, Doug McKenna, said of his investigations, “It always seemed the words ‘eagles, coyotes, and wolves’ led us to poisons, and led us to Wildlife Services.”


In a particularly harrowing story from the film, Rex Shaddox, a former Wildlife Services trapper who participated in the Wyoming sting operation that helped expose some of his agency’s animal abuse, narrates the turning point that led him to blow the whistle on Wildlife Services. He talks about the agency’s disregard for posting any poison notices, even along trails, leaving poisons exposed for “tree huggers and environmentalists to come in, take pictures, and mess with our units.” This is not only dangerous for animals but also for people, who might stumble on the M44 cyanide poison ejectors. If triggered, the poison can lead to permanent brain damage and paralysis in all species.


These often-hidden toxins also poisoned, maimed, and killed people’s pets. When domestic dogs were found dead, Shaddox says, the Wildlife Services officials were ordered to “get rid of the dog’s collars, bury the dogs, and never report their deaths—that was standard practice. So that’s what we did.”


Everything changed for Shaddox one morning when he was ordered to report to the city dump in Uvalde, Texas City. There he found other Wildlife Services trappers, his district supervisor, and the Animal Control officer from Uvalde. There was also a truckload of domestic dogs who were to be used to test the sodium cyanide pills often used to eradicate wolves. The pills were expired and supposed to be buried as toxic waste. Though it is illegal for the Wildlife Services to use sodium cyanide on domestic dogs, the Wildlife Services supervisor held down the dogs, and one at a time, force-fed them sodium cyanide pills.


“Within seconds,” Shaddox recalls, “the dogs would start whining, dropping down in their hind quarters, hemorrhaging from their nose and mouth, eyes rolling back… in a lot of pain.” Then the Wildlife Services supervisor would pop open the nitrate antidote under the dog’s nose to revive the dogs and bring them back to life. That same dog would again be forcibly dosed with the sodium cyanide capsule, go through the same horrible pain, and finally be kicked in the side and rolled off into the garbage of the city dump. “And the dogs just lay down there,” Shaddox finished with a shake of his head, “hollering and whining until they died.”


Shaddox got into a heated argument with his supervisor over the treatment of those dogs at the city dump. Shortly after his protests Shaddox quit Wildlife Services.


“Predator management in the U.S. primarily means flying helicopters, setting cyanide ejectors, hiding traps, and using ambush and sniper tactics to slay animals,” writes federal and university researcher John A. Shivik in his book, Predator Paradox: Ending the War with Wolves, Bears, Cougars, and Coyotes. “Modern predator management looks like a war not only with predators, but one with nature itself.” Since the 1914 federal appropriation, the war against wildlife, says Shivik, is “the longest war carried out by the U.S. government.… The death toll is tremendous: 84,584 wolves, coyotes, bears, and lions were terminated by the Department of Agriculture and Wildlife Services, in 2011 alone. At 365, wolf deaths amounted to exactly one wolf a day for the year.”


One wolf killed every day for a year. And in that same year the federal government delisted wolves, declaring them fully recovered and sustainable populations. This 2011 federal delisting was not based on sound science. In fact, many of the government’s own scientists in a peer-reviewed 2014 panel protested this political decision; in an independent and unanimous decision the panel determined that the delisting proposal was premature and not based on “the best available science.”


Since federal delisting and the return of wolf management to the states, over four thousand wolves have been legally killed in five states. In Idaho, which is America’s ground zero for state-sanctioned wolf hunting, the battle has been particularly bloody. And yet even among government-hired wolf trappers there are those who, like the Wildlife Services whistle-blowers, promote a more ecological and humane approach to wolf management.


Wolf trapper turned wolf advocate Carter Niemeyer, author of the lively memoir Wolfer, tells the story of leaving Wildlife Services after twenty-six years in 1999 to move to Idaho and work on wolf recovery issues for the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Instead of killing wolves, Niemeyer began teaching biologists how to shoot running wolves with tranquilizer darts from helicopters for relocation. Often caught in the crossfire between antiwolf ranchers and prowolf advocates, Niemeyer’s decades of trapping and studying wolves lent him more informed knowledge of wild wolves than most in this polarized debate.


“From the moment I arrived in Idaho,” writes Niemeyer, “I felt like I was in a war zone.” Wolf advocates were suspicious and insistent that he, a former trapper, wouldn’t be fair minded when it came to wolf recovery. On the other side, Niemeyer documents how the antiwolfers, with their “Idaho wolf hysteria” and “tedious, fire-and-brimstone style” scare tactics, triggered a statewide Anti-Wolf Coalition that had great influence on local politicians. Its founder, Ron Gillet, and his antiwolf “brand of evangelism” tried and failed to gather enough signatures for a ballot initiative to “get rid of wolves once and for all.”


After trying to talk with such furious ranchers, Niemeyer concluded, “It wasn’t the wolves that made me more inclined to be on the wolf’s side, it was the macho swagger of people like this.” It reminded Niemeyer of the wildlife official, Ed Bangs, who commented about our wolf battles: “Wolves have nothing to do with reality.” Meaning that our human passion plays around wolf politics are not grounded in the reality of wolves in the wild. Hate them as terrorists or love them as noble remnants of the wild, the real lives of wolves are often overlooked in our own struggles for dominion and management. “My principal goal in Idaho was wolf recovery,” Neimeyer says, “but I was having the most trouble with people.”


In Idaho, as in many states, the antiwolf voices were a minority, but they received a disproportionately high degree of media, political, and governmental attention. Niemeyer could “count on one hand the number of folks with real wolf trouble.” Because “most wolf issues happened on public land,” Niemeyer argues, for ranchers “losing livestock to predators should be an accepted cost of doing business.” But Niemeyer concludes, “Maybe livestock interests are too powerful. Or maybe most people are just unaware that the system still operates as though the West is still being settled.”


A 2011 report from the Department of Agriculture documented that only 0.2 percent of all livestock losses that year were due to wolf predation. Compare this with over 50 percent of livestock deaths due to calving/birthing complications, respiratory issues, and bad weather. Yet the livestock industry still demands the US government manage wildlife to benefit humans over any ecological needs. Contrary to statements by the hunting lobby, new research shows that wolves are not really fierce competition for game animals. In the Bitterroot Valley researchers discovered that wolves are responsible for only 5 percent of elk predation.


Other ranchers and hunters are taking a different tack when it comes to wolves. Their voices are often unheard, but they are powerful. In a special 2014 “Hunter’s Edition,” the National Wolf Watcher Coalition published many letters advocating for wolf recovery. Hunters across the country explained why they oppose wolf hunting. A hunting family from Pennsylvania submitted a photo of their sign, “REAL HUNTERS DON’T KILL WOLVES.” They write, “Hunting wolves is wrong and immoral… my family was brought up to respect life.” In New York a hunter believes, “the wolf encounter provides a connection. Such reverence both ways is impossible to experience in a predatory relationship.”


Slowly the earlier centuries’ prejudices, regressive fears, and single-minded priorities are evolving as new generations consider the whole ecosystem. This means awareness not just of what humans need but also what the forest, the streams, and the wildlife need to thrive. Those who most successfully balance the ecosystem are not human hunters; they are the self-regulating predators, like wolves. With a single breeding pair in each family, wolves self-limit their offspring according to available food prey and climate conditions. Humans might consider modeling their appetites on that of the wild wolf. Wolves do not destroy an entire species or habitat as a way to defend their territory—there are limits to their hunting. Wolf parents pass down hunting skills to their young, comparable to what the Boone and Crockett Club, one of America’s oldest conservation organizations, calls “Fair Chase Ethics.” These guidelines advise their hunter members to “Behave in a way that will bring no dishonor to either the hunter, the hunted, or the environment.” Instead of more generations of wolf control, we need more self-control.


As my hunter friends often remind me, “The wolf is a good hunter.”















2. “WHO SPEAKS FOR WOLF?”
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There have always been voices raised in defense of wolves. In their creation stories Native Americans included the wolf and regarded them as First People. Clans named themselves after wolves and modeled this great hunter’s skills. They were Wolf People. The Lakota tribe recognized the Buffalo Wolf, Sung’manitu-tanka Oyate, or “Wolf Nation,” as another sovereign tribe that also claimed the Great Plains as its territory. That wolf bond was strong in the famous Lakota Sioux warrior, Crazy Horse.


Many indigenous peoples—from the Hopi and Navajos of the Southwest to the southern Cherokee and Seminole, the northeast Penobscot and Algonquian to the midwestern Chippewa tribes—believed the wolf was a spiritual guide and ally. Here in the Far Northwest both the Makah and Quileute tribes with whom I’ve worked regard wolves as their own ancestors. The late Quileute elder Fred Woodruff explained his tribe’s creation story: “Our tribe originally descended from wolves. We believe they are our relatives and are always welcome in our land.”


On one of my visits to the Quileute reservation in LaPush, Washington, Woodruff’s daughter, a talented Native artist, presented me with a wolf carving painted with the stylized red and black totemic design. Her father said thoughtfully, “We learned from the wolf how to survive and how to be more human. How to honor our elders, to protect and provide for our families—and we learned from wolves the loyalty you need to really belong to a tribe.”


Native peoples talk much about “soul loss,” and shamans often don wolf skins to do their spiritual work from within the animal as they cross over into other worlds. There they call upon the wolf’s power to summon back lost or sick souls. The Shoshone tribe believes that the wolf can heal a person who is suffering soul loss. Wolf medicine confers the power to call our wandering spirits back. We risk soul and habitat loss when we destroy the wild wolf, who helps us bring our shared lands back to life.


One of the most far-sighted and still ecologically true tales of the wild wolf is a traditional Oneida story passed down for thousands of years to the late Paula Underwood (Turtle Woman Singing). She translated the original oral history into English as “Who Speaks for Wolf?” This story is an example of the growing body of ancient and modern Native Science being reclaimed by researchers. The Oneida tribe, part of the Iroquois Confederacy, live in New York and Pennsylvania. The story begins with a familiar dilemma: “LONG AGO / Our people grew in number so that where we were / was no longer enough.”


The tribe considered moving to a new territory. As in any council decision there was always someone “to whom Wolf was brother.” This tribal member “was so much Wolf’s brother / that he would sing their song to them / and they would answer him.” Taking the point of view of the animals who shared their homes, the tribe could then always heed the Iroquois admonition that we must make all our decisions with the next seven generations in mind. Those future generations include wolves.


But in this choice about where to move their tribe, they did not consider the Wolf Brother’s counsel; instead, the tribe decided to resettle their tribe deep into wolf territory. The council said, “Surely the Wolf could make way for us / as we sometimes make way for Wolf.” The tribe’s new home was generous, with thriving forests, abundant game, and clear, cool streams. But as they settled, the hunters noticed that the squirrels and deer they’d hunted and slung up into trees for safekeeping would soon disappear. At first the hunters figured that sharing some of their hunt with wolves was “an appropriate exchange.” But this feeding of the wild wolves was not a good idea because “WE HAD NO WISH TO TAME WOLF.” To live in this land some of the hunters had to be always on alert to drive away the wolves, “AND WOLF WAS SOON HIS OLD UNTAMED SELF.”


But this combative way of living with wolves did not please the people. The tribe now considered a task that would require much energy over many years: “to hunt down this Wolf People / until they were no more.”




THEY SAW, TOO


That such a task would change the People:


they would become Wolf Killers


A People who took life only to sustain their own


Would become a People who took life


rather than move a little


IT DID NOT SEEM TO THEM


THAT THEY WANTED TO BECOME SUCH A PEOPLE





The Oneida tribe concluded that they had learned an unforgettable lesson: “Wolf Brother’s vision / was sharper than our own.” Never again would the tribe’s elders make a decision based on only their human needs. “LET US NOW LEARN TO CONSIDER WOLF!” So for thousands of years this wisdom was passed down:




TELL ME NOW MY BROTHERS


tell me now my sisters


WHO SPEAKS FOR WOLF?





[image: image] BY 1856 most wolves had been hunted into extinction in the eastern states. Henry David Thoreau, author of On Walden Pond, was one of the very first writers to speak on behalf of the vanquished wolves, “the nobler animals.” Writing in his journal, Thoreau mourned living in a natural world stripped of top predators that was “tamed, and, as it were emasculated,” so now “lamentably incomplete.” He asked, “Is it not a maimed and imperfect nature that I am conversant with? As if I were to study a tribe of Indians that had lost all its warriors. I listen to a concert in which so many parts are wanting.”


Ironically, some of the most poignant stories of wolves in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when wolves were being so relentlessly killed, are told by wolf hunters. British-born Ernest Thompson Seton, who later founded the Boy Scouts of America, worked as a young man trapping wolves. His best-selling animal stories were often devoted to wolves, especially the true story of “Lobo: The King of Currumpaw,” published in 1898 in Wild Animals I Have Known. The love story of the magnificent “King” Lobo and his delicate mate, Blanca, has all the catharsis—the pity and fear—of Aristotle’s Poetics. And for Seton, Lobo and Blanca’s tale would change his life’s course.


In the vast, sometimes hallucinatory New Mexican mesas, Lobo, Blanca, and their small family pack reigned—and were recognized—as fierce wolf royalty. Powerful, cunning, passionately loyal, Lobo led his family on a five-year triumph over cattlemen, sometimes killing a cow a day. Such were Lobo’s sensory skills at scenting metal hidden along well-traveled trails or strychnine-laced bait—even when soaked in cow’s blood—that no one could trap him. With each inventive trap set for him, Lobo learned how to deny the trap its lethal due. Lobo shrugged off the thousand-dollar wolf bounty on his head the way a wolf’s dense wolf fur easily sheds falling snow.


This majestic wolf scorned all his hunters. When Seton took his turn at trapping Lobo, all his inventions—scentless poisons, metal-fanged traps buried deep in the heads of dead cows—again failed. For months Seton hunted. But then Seton had an insight into Lobo’s true character, not just his habits or wily behaviors. Intuiting Lobo’s fatal flaw, Seton finally asked: What did Lobo care most about in this world? His family and, most of all, his mate, Blanca. How to manipulate that devotion into self-destruction?


Seton noted that King Lobo allowed his mate to run in front of him, taking the lead. If any of the other formidable wolves in his family dared try this insurrection, Lobo would have disciplined them with a bared fang, one terrifyingly guttural growl, or even a blood fight. But Blanca often trotted ahead of her mate, taking the forward position that is always the riskiest in any pack. Like a soldier walking ahead of his patrol scouting for danger, Blanca’s authority was no challenge to Lobo. (It would be another century before wolf researchers recognized that a female could also be the leader of a family or share alpha status alongside her mate.) Seton figured that Blanca or one of the smaller wolves might be tricked by a trap buried inside a cow’s head. So he placed this type of beef-head trap away from the poisoned bait that Lobo immediately focused on as fatal. As always, Lobo led his family away from the danger. But Blanca, a smaller wolf, strayed to investigate the cow’s head, as most wolves do any dead animal. Slam! The trap snapped shut on her delicate legs.


Seton found Blanca galloping in terror, the fifty-pound trap dragging her down, the horns of the beef head snagging on branches and brambles as she ran. Finally she fell, exhausted and vulnerable. “She was the handsomest wolf I had ever seen,” Seton wrote. Her blazing white fur, eyes wide, teeth gnashing, now useless. Blanca let out a desperate howl. Lobo answered. Then Blanca turned to face her destroyers. Old-West style, Seton and several cowboys on horseback circled the beautiful white wolf. Each tossed a lasso over her neck. Seton writes, “Then followed the inevitable tragedy, the idea of which I shrank from afterward more than at the time.”


Straining their horses, the men rode off fast in different directions, their ropes strangling Blanca “until blood burst from her mouth, her eyes glazed, her limbs stiffened and then fell limp.” A brutal, torturous way to die—for any animal or human. Why not a simple gunshot to the heart? As the wolf hunters rode home, they were followed by the haunting howls of Lobo for his lost mate. Lobo’s cries were “sadder than I could possibly have believed,” Seton writes. “Even the stolid cowboys noticed it, and they said they had ‘never heard a wolf carry on like that before.’”


Lobo’s end after losing Blanca was inevitable. His grief, Seton notes, made him “reckless.” Love was Lobo’s tragic flaw. Did the mighty wolf simply allow himself to get trapped in 4 of the 150 steel traps that Seton set out for him? As Seton dragged Blanca’s body along the trail, the intimate scent of his beloved mate drew and doomed Lobo. The loyal wolf followed the scent of his lost mate, just as he’d followed Blanca when she ran strong and confident far ahead of him. Soon the several traps sprung and seized Lobo. For two days and nights he struggled against those piercing metal teeth, just as deadly as any other challenger he’d ever faced.


By the time Seton found him Lobo had lost his struggle with the wolf traps. Exhausted and blood-soaked, Lobo summoned up enough energy and pride to lunge at his hunter. “Each trap was a dead drag of over three hundred pounds,” Seton wrote, “and in their relentless fourfold grasp, with great steel jaws on every foot, and the heavy logs and chains all entangled together, he was absolutely powerless.” Lobo let out one plaintive howl for his family. No answer.


Instead of strangling Lobo with his lasso as he had Blanca or shooting him, Seton lashed the wolf’s jaws shut and removed the traps. Then he heaved him onto his horse and slowly brought his massive trophy into town. There he tried to feed Lobo and observe him more closely. The wild wolf refused to meet Seton’s eyes or acknowledge his existence—or power. Lobo gazed past anything human to the “great rolling mesas… his passing kingdom, where his famous band was now scattered.” Lobo also refused food. Seton believed the wolf was dying of “a broken-heart.” The next morning he discovered Lobo dead, “in his position of calm repose.” Seton and a cowboy unchained Lobo and laid him beside Blanca. “There, you would come to her,” the cowboy spoke to Lobo respectfully. “Now, you are together again.”


Lobo’s death profoundly changed Seton. Seton evolved from wolf killer to wolf champion. His books were read by millions and gave him a voice to protect wild animals. Seton helped create the first national parks in North America; as founder of Boy Scouts of America, he inspired generations to learn wilderness skills and respect nature and other animals. “Ever since Lobo,” Seton writes, “my sincerest wish has been to impress upon people that each of our native wild creatures is in itself a precious heritage that we have no right to destroy or put beyond the reach of our children.” Lobo’s pelt is still on display in the Earnest Thompson Seton Memorial Library and Museum near Cimarron, New Mexico.


In his “Note to the Reader” in Wild Animals I Have Known, Seton sounds his lifelong note of remorse over Lobo’s death: “The life of a wild animal always has a tragic end.” He hopes that readers still find “a moral as old as Scripture—we and the beast are kin.” Certainly Lobo and Blanca’s tragedy reminds us what researchers have finally documented in best-selling books such as bio-ethicist Marc Bekoff’s The Emotional Life of Animals: animals have deeply emotional lives, complex family dramas, and stories that mirror our own. Those who observe wolves closely often comment on the drama both within wolf families and around their existence. Power struggles, devotion, fear, gratitude, self-sacrifice, generosity, betrayal—watch wolves in the wild and recognize how familiar their family dramas are to ours.


[image: image] IMAGINE LOBO AND BLANCA’S tragic death repeated 2 million times, just in North America between colonization and now. Yet throughout this animal genocide there were still others who planted seeds of acceptance for the wild wolf. Aldo Leopold, the visionary father of wildlife conservation in America, began his US Forest Service career in the Southwest in government “wolf control”—a euphemism for wolf killing. As a boy Leopold felt “an intense sympathy” when he read Seton’s story of Lobo. Nevertheless, Leopold wrote in an unpublished foreword to his posthumously published masterwork, A Sand County Almanac, “I was able to rationalize the extermination of the wolf by calling it deer management.”


In 1909 young Leopold graduated from the Yale School of Forestry and landed a job with the US Forest Service in Arizona on the Apache National Forest. In those days the US Forest Service would kill any wolves within rifle range, and forest service employees managed national forests and public lands with “game production” most in mind.


In a 1915 editorial, “The Varmint Question,” Leopold urged a “more satisfactory bounty law” against wolves and other top predators. He helped forge a powerful antiwolf alliance between the government’s Biological Survey agency, cattlemen, hunters, and sportsmen that still exists today. So intense was the young Leopold’s zeal to wipe out wolves that by 1920 he could proudly report in “The Game Situation in the Southwest” that in New Mexico they had officially reduced wolves from three hundred to just thirty. This extermination took only three years. Leopold concluded that the Biological Survey “is making splendid progress in eradication work.… It is going to take patience and money to catch the last wolf or lion in New Mexico. But the last one must be caught before the job can be fully successful.”


Leopold’s evolution from zealous wolf killer to astute wolf advocate is a great conversion story. An avid student of history as well as nature, Leopold well understood their intimate connection. An essay, “The Historical Sense of Being in the Writings of Aldo Leopold,” notes “Leopold often touched on topics like history and wilderness that he felt had the potential to affect human character.” Certainly Leopold’s character was shaped both by his early years on the Mississippi River in what was then a fairly wild Burlington, Iowa, and by his early work as a predator-control agent with the US Forest Service.


Over the decades Leopold worked in and out of the US Forest Service. In 1922 he had the foresight to propose that New Mexico’s Gila National Forest be designated a wilderness area. In 1935 Leopold left government service to become a professor of game management at University of Wisconsin. Leaving the US Forest Service for an academic career made it possible for Leopold to see beyond the government’s antiwolf agenda of wildlife management. He would soon found the Wilderness Society.


It was a matriarchal wolf who startled Leopold into a new relationship with wildlife. In the unpublished foreword to Sand County Almanac Leopold reflected upon his younger self: “I was young then, and full of trigger-itch.” Remorsefully he wrote, “my sin against the wolves caught up with me.… I had… played the role of accessory in an ecological murder.”


Leopold’s epiphany was vivid, heartbreaking. He poignantly recounts the moment in his signature essay, “Thinking Like a Mountain.” Leopold imagines the wild wolf from the point of view of the mountain. Instead of asking what the cowman or the hunter believes about the wolf, Leopold wonders: What does the deer, the coyote, and the mountain perceive when the wolf howls her haunting song? Then he tells this story: One day Leopold and some friends are lunching on a high rim-rock, the jagged pastel perch that defines the Southwest. Below them they believe they see a deer paddling across the river. The animal emerges from the fast water, shakes herself dry on shore. Surprisingly she’s a mother wolf, happily greeting her six grown pups.


Anyone who has ever witnessed a wolf parent play with their pups knows the fond abandon, the affectionate nuzzles, the faux fights and feints that one day will determine family structure, loyalty, and responsibility. Today video and visits to national parks or sanctuaries have given us the privilege of witnessing a wolf family romping together as if we—or the mountain—had never lost them.


But Leopold and his fellow hunters have “never heard of passing up a chance to kill a wolf.” They take aim. The mountain echoes with the ricochet of their rifles. The family scatters, one pup dragging his leg and disappearing. The mother wolf, wounded, lays on the ground. Does she look up at the rim rock in shock at so many snipers? Or does she, like King Lobo and so many wolves before her, simply stare flatly in full knowledge of her fate? As the men scramble down to the riverbank perhaps she focuses on the solace of rushing water, the rustle nearby of any pups who might have survived her. What is left of her family may have howled out for each other. Or perhaps they hushed and kept a wary silence, as wolves always do when humans come near.


The wounded wolf looks up at Leopold as he leans over her to catch the “fierce green fire dying in her eyes.” In that eye-to-eye with the wolf the man is changed forever. He recognizes “something new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the mountain.” What does the mother wolf see in this young man’s eyes at the moment of her death? The man will never again kill another of her kind. Her death will become legend—a rallying cry for those who work to save wolves for new generations.


Anyone who has sat vigil with the dying knows that in an instant—when the eyes fiercely focus, then fix, then extinguish their light—that last sight can last a lifetime. The old mother wolf’s green eyes may have haunted Leopold for as long as he lived. She transmitted to him another way of seeing his and her world. After her death, when Leopold considered “the newly wolfless mountain” as “state after state extirpate its wolves,” he realized the wild without wolves meant defoliation by “deer herd, dead of its own too-much.” Leopold at last fathomed that “just as a deer herd lives in mortal fear of its wolves, so does a mountain live in mortal fear of its deer.” When humans destroy wild wolves, it is because we “have not learned to think like a mountain. Hence we have dustbowls, and rivers, washing the future into the sea.” Like the deer, humans have not yet learned the lessons of our own “over-much.” Left unchecked without predators like the wolf, the deer overgraze and basically eat themselves out of their habitat. The wild wolf is their balance—and ours.


Leopold’s story of this dying wolf was later published only in 1949—the same year Leopold died. She lives on, just as does Leopold’s “Thinking Like a Mountain.” The “green fire” in the old wolf’s eyes had transformed and tempered Leopold from antagonist to hero of what would come to be called “ecology.” Or of what Leopold himself termed as “the land ethic.” This new and more communal way of seeing the land and other animals possessed Leopold; his philosophy was “the end result of a life journey.”


One of the most important lines Leopold ever wrote is this: “For one species to mourn the death of another is a new thing under the sun.” We mourn those we know and love. As we tell and listen to more stories of wolves we have known—like Seton’s King Lobo or Leopold’s mother wolf—we recognize wolves as kin to us. Finally, we might even ponder the world from the wolf’s perspective—to “see the world truly,” as the Hopi Indians, First People’s of the Southwest, have always taught.


[image: image] GROWING UP in the Forest Service, I had witnessed firsthand the tensions between Aldo Leopold’s legacy of ecology and the more utilitarian, pragmatic conservation of Gifford Pinchot. Leopold, Pinchot, and Sierra Club founder and author John Muir—these were the icons of nineteenth- and twentieth-century conservation. Leopold was Pinchot’s pupil at his mentor’s family-founded Yale Forest School. After Pinchot became the first chief of the US Forest Service, he hired his former pupil, and Leopold began his Forest Service tenure. Pinchot was passionate about conserving forests and natural resources for the future. Under his guidance and with help from his friend, President Theodore Roosevelt, millions of acres of wilderness were set aside for wilderness.


Controversy about how to best manage those national forests led to a split between mentor Pinchot and his protégé, Leopold. Pinchot was the progressive but “ever practical idealist” whose forest ethics focused on “Wise Use,” or the “efficient, utilitarian-based management and development of the nation’s public and private forestlands.” In the 1930s Leopold began to reject Pinchot’s environmental pragmatism in favor of his own belief that the land was alive and animals were part of a community that included but did not just exist for human use. These tensions were not only played out between Pinchot and Leopold but also between conservationists across the nation.


An article Pinchot published in 1908 compared North America to a family farm: “On the way in which we decide to handle this great possession hangs the welfare of those who come after us.” I often heard forest service employees talking about managing the forests for “multiple use” or with “the twin virtues of beauty and utility” in mind. Think of Pinchot as utility and Leopold as beauty—there you have the tense balancing act between what are now called conservationists and environmentalists.


The environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s marked a time of upheaval and change in our national forests. In 1978 my father was appointed chief of the US Forest Service and I had recently left my editorial job at the New Yorker magazine to live and work a ramshackle farm my mother had inherited near Boulder, Colorado. While working as fiction editor at Rocky Mountain Magazine, I also commuted to the Southwest, where I worked as a writer-in-residence at Arizona State University. It was in these vast deserts—where Seton and Leopold had their own Canis lupus encounters and epiphanies—that I often traveled deep into Native lands of the Hopi and Navajo.


One day I got lost on the Navajo reservation and wandered into a dilapidated trading post. I stumbled from the relentless sun into the trading post, looking for more water. Perhaps it was dehydration or sun stroke, but once inside the shack my head was throbbing painfully. The closer I came to one glass counter, the more intense the headache. I thought I might faint, and the world seemed to tilt. For balance I leaned against the glass case of inexpensive trinkets—earrings, bracelets with cheap turquoise chips, bead strands frayed and broken.


When I placed my hands on the cool glass I felt an almost gravitational pull. “Something’s… here…” I stammered.


A Navajo woman in a purple velvet blouse and strands of silver wound around her neck and wrists walked over to the case. With some surprise, she studied me closely.


“Yes,” she said after some time in her rich, low voice. “Something is here.”


She reached under the shabby trinket tray and lifted up an astonishing necklace of spider-web turquoise, a huge 1921 silver dollar, delicate coral fish, dimes pounded into rounded beads, teeth carved of antler bones. It was a museum-quality medicine necklace. What was it doing buried under faded velvet and cheap trinkets in a trading post that seemed lost in time?


Holding the extraordinary necklace, the Navajo woman said simply, “It is awake.”


I had a dim memory of someone once showing me animal teeth he’d found in the forest. “Are those…?”


“Wolf teeth,” the Navajo woman finished firmly. “Wolves used to live here with us.” Sighing and with obvious regret, she held the necklace out to me. “It is wide awake again… you must take it.”


I dared not touch the necklace she offered. I felt too young to be even in the presence of such sacred medicine. I didn’t recognize it as a traditional Skin-walker necklace that Navajos used to ward off evil spirits, but I did sense its power. If I had known its frightening shape-shifter traditions and darkly authoritative magic, I might have turned and quickly fled that trading post.


“My father made this many years ago, ” the woman explained. “To protect someone… but he never came back from the war. So my father told me, ‘Hide this medicine, until someone recognizes it is here.’”


She reached out and laid the necklace in my hand. I fingered the impressive and still-sharp wolf fangs, darkened by age and decay, the roots deep.


“Lobo,” the woman breathed.


I recognized the word: Mexican gray wolf, long hunted into extinction in the Southwest. Holding the necklace, I felt no sense of ownership or possession or that it belonged with me. I did not possess this Skin-walker wolf necklace. It possessed itself—and now me. At last my headache vanished. I felt clear-eyed and somehow steady, though still afraid of this beautiful and useful medicine necklace. What did it want with me?


“It has its own work to do,” the woman stepped away, refusing to take the necklace from my outstretched hands. She added with a meaningful look. “Maybe you will need the protection.”















part two



WOLF WARS
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3. WOLF TEETH ON AN AIRPLANE WING
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Arriving at the Anchorage airport for a 1993 Wolf Summit, I was startled by a towering stuffed polar bear, fangs forever frozen in greeting. The Alaska Board of Game had passed a plan that winter to return to aerial shooting of wolves—a practice that had been banned for years. This would reverse the Airborne Hunting Act of 1971 that prohibited any shooting or harassing an animal from aircraft. Alaska’s Governor Walter Hickel proposed to exploit a loophole in the act to allow airborne hunting to “protect wildlife.” His Board of Game had just voted to return to lethal wolf control that winter when the snow was deep so the wolves would easily be sighted and shot. However, the international outcry against this aerial wolf hunt prompted Governor Hickel to call media, wildlife managers, hunters, and wolf advocates to a February Wolf Summit in the hope of forestalling a threatened tourism boycott that would cost the state $85 million.


Hundreds of men in camouflage arrived at the airport as if dressed for hunting and winter kill, not a Wolf Summit. These men in bright orange-clad vests also donned wolf-skin hats, gloves, and pelts—trophies of their wolf hunts. In this snow-draped land of the midnight sunshine, the sun did not rise and set in any semblance of what I recognized as daytime and night. On the shuttle to Fairbanks I noticed that bullet holes riddled every road sign. We passed a bull moose roadkill being efficiently flensed by a passerby. The sight wasn’t troubling, as I’d watched my father and his hunting buddies efficiently strip the skin off a deer. Yet as the days passed I noticed that everyone in Alaska seemed so well prepared to kill—expectant, even anticipatory. This culture of killing would overshadow the Wolf Summit.


After retiring from eight years as chief of the US Forest Service, my father would also be attending the summit in his new job as executive vice president of the International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies. In this position he often advocated before Congress for stronger wildlife preservation and habitat, stressing that “more than 90% of the funds that states have for wildlife comes directly from anglers and hunters, which means that less than 10% of state fish and wildlife agency funding is for the conservation of 86% of our nation’s non-game wildlife species.”


It is still a mystery to me why my father had invited me to accompany him at this raucous official showdown between hunters and environmentalists arguing over aerial wolf control. No doubt he invited me because of my article “Primal Howls—Wolves, Wild Women, and Wild Men—If That Wild Animal Dies Out, So Will the Wild in Humans,” written as a commentary on Governor Hickel’s proposed aerial wolf control and published in the Seattle Times that fall of 1992.


I was attending the Wolf Summit as a journalist, deeply troubled by the fact that Hickel had recently declared, “You can’t just let nature run wild!” Alaska and Minnesota were the only states in America where wolves were not endangered, with the Alaska wolf population estimated at seven thousand. But Alaska’s Board of Game was determined to resume aerial wolf hunting to increase caribou populations for hunters, both subsistence and sportsmen. Several of my friends, who were also hunters, fervently believed that wildlife managers should never again take up the practice of shooting radio-collared wolves from airplanes, nor should recreational hunters be licensed to hunt from helicopters, chasing wolves down until they were utterly exhausted, then land and shoot them—they did not see this as an ethical hunt.


At about that time Women Who Run with the Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estes was urging women not to be tame but to claim the wild in their inner lives. “The word wild here is not used in its modern pejorative sense,” Pinkola Estes notes, “meaning out of control, but in its original sense, which means to live a natural life, one in which the criatura, creature, has innate integrity and healthy boundaries.”


In my article I had pointed out that her book didn’t go far enough to help the wolves as much as it did women. At a publishing convention I’d seen women proudly don the book’s swag—baseball caps that proclaimed, “Not Tame!”—and was troubled that we were claiming the wolf only as an archetype, a story to tell ourselves, while taking no real action to help the real animal survive. This disconnect between our worship of the wild wolf and our lack of protection for them in our shared habitat has always disturbed me. If we reclaim the wild wolf in our collective psyche without taking action to preserve the actual wolf in our wilderness areas, we will miss an opportunity to mend the broken treaties between our species. It’s another example of how we often use animals only for our own psychological needs.


[image: image] THE INTENSE COLD was not as deep as the frosty stares following us as we traipsed through the snow banks to the ice rink where the Wolf Summit was held. Picketers with red-splashed signs proclaimed, “Eco-Nazis Go Home!” and “Iraq—Want Some Wolves?” A man with an entire wolf pelt draped around his shoulders held a homemade poster: “Environmentalists Kiss My Alaskan Ass!” Boos and hisses were the soundtrack for those of us summit attendees plodding through the snow. There were a few cheers and opposing signs: “Wolf Hunt Is Bad Science” and “Dead Wolves Kill Tourism.” But the majority of the protesters outside—and inside on the bleachers encircling the rink—were packed with antiwolf voices. Thundering boots on the bleachers completely drowned out anyone who spoke for the wolf.


“It’s a circus, not a summit!” one of the Game Board members commented as we all took our assigned seats. The board member was a veterinarian, fervently in favor of wolf hunts.


There were 120 participating biologists, wildlife managers, and journalists attending this Summit—and 1,000 observers. Often I had to stomp my own hiking boots because the press tables were pitched directly on the ice rink, which was covered by a thin tarp. We joked that they’d put the press “on ice” in the hope we might leave off covering the summit to seek warmth for frozen feet.


The mood at the Wolf Summit was surly, the deck already stacked. A burly fellow dressed in a wolf-skin parka and buckskin pants told me that the state had already bought many more wolf traps. “This summit is just the governor’s shill game… a publicity stunt for media folks like you who believe you have any say in what Alaskans want for Alaskans.”


Every year Alaska’s Department of Fish and Game oversaw the killing of one thousand wolves, most of it by legal trapping, hunting, and snares. Although more than 80 percent of Alaskans weren’t licensed hunters and although wildlife viewers contributed one and a half times more to the state’s economy than hunters and trappers, their voices are most often drowned out by antiwolf advocates. In 1993 66 percent of Alaskans were actually opposed to aerial shooting of wolves.


At the Wolf Summit catcalls and baritone boos from encircling bleachers of the ice rink rang louder than voices from Defenders of Wildlife, Greenpeace, the National Audubon Society, or Alaska Wildlife Alliance—those who spoke up for the value of the wolf in wilderness. Standing ovations and cheers rose up whenever anyone vilified the wolf as no more than “vermin” or “nuisance animals” or “rats in a dump.” Hunters’ groups had already applauded the Board of Game’s controversial decision to return to aerial wolf hunts. The director of the Alaska Outdoor Council, Randy Smith, said that it would take too long to build up moose and caribou game populations if wolves weren’t killed. “These animals are being managed for the benefit of man,” he declared. “And that’s the way it should be.”


Enthusiastically echoing this hunter agenda, the director of the Alaska Division of Wildlife Conservation, David Kelleyhouse, told the New York Times that the state had already outfitted 25 wolves with radio collars, so aerial hunters could easily track and shoot as many as 475 other wolves from helicopters. Kellyhouse promised that this would be a significant boon for game hunters in reducing the wolf population by 80 percent. He predicted that aerial shooting would kill 300 to 400 wolves each year for the next five years. This wolf hunt would “create a wildlife spectacle on a par with the major migrations in East Africa.” The spectacle he predicted was massive herds of caribou and moose, Dall sheep and grizzlies, all stampeding across or grazing along the Alaskan tundra—a hunter’s paradise.


Every time a speaker, whether scientist or wolf advocate, presented any case against aerial wolf hunting, the bleachers erupted with boos and hisses. I glanced around the ice rink, feeling as skittish as a deer. These hunters were not what I was used to—those whose wry jokes, acceptance, and sharing their wild game nourished me. At the Wolf Summit it was a hunter’s eye that considered the wolf—and that eye was trained on wolves as if through a rifle’s scope.


There were a few hunters at the summit who actually spoke out against aerial wolf hunting. Local Fairbanks trapper Sean McGuire said he’d lived in the bush and witnessed the land-and-shoot hunters firsthand. “I’ve voted to stop them,” he said. “They’d come in the spring, when the days were sixteen to eighteen hours long. I’d be working trap lines, and hunters in planes would be chasing the wolves until the pack dropped in exhaustion. Then the planes would land, and the guys would get out and blow the wolves away. I’m not opposed to hunting,” he concluded. “But I am opposed to that.”


On the Wolf Summit program there were only four women out of the thirty invited speakers. I counted that men outnumbered women by nine to one. Even at sporting events like football games the gender ratio would have been more balanced. There were a few more women at the press table but almost no female wildlife managers. A woman who worked for the state handed me a packet of clippings on recent studies on wolf predation in Alaska.


“Wolves are not the determining factor in stabilizing ungulate populations here,” she said sotto voce. “Humans are. We have overfished, overhunted, and overkilled. The scary thing is that we really don’t know what we’re doing. Now we’re trying to fix our dwindling game populations by killing other top predators like wolves.”


This courageous woman would continue to send me clippings as I wrote my articles about the Wolf Summit. She raised important issues: the only reason wolves still existed in Alaska, she said, was their “inaccessibility.” Once officials trapped and placed radio collars on wolves, that inaccessibility was removed. Collared and tracked, wolves were already being controlled and managed, even in the most remote wild areas.


Another speaker at the Wolf Summit who was troubled by radio collars already on wolves in many wilderness areas was wildlife biologist Renee Askins of the Wolf Fund. Often called the “Jane Goodall of wolves,” Askins had been working for over a decade to reintroduce wild wolves to Yellowstone National Park.


Askins had the courage to call out Alaska on its “holocaust” against the wild wolf. “Here in Alaska,” Askins declared, raising her voice above the considerable din, “the wolves are making their last stand.” The bleachers exploded in furious protests as Askins added, “The wolf is a signal that, although embattled, wilderness still exists… it is vital to us all.”


In a later interview for her book, Shadow Mountain: A Memoir of Wolves, Wilderness, and a Woman, Askins would question the continued use of telemetry collars on wolves in terms of our “addiction to controlling our environment. Once you start controlling something,” she said, “you lose the gift of reciprocity.”


Askins would show the same bravery while giving testimony before Congress three years later as she worked tirelessly to help return wild wolves to Yellowstone. She told the House Committee on Resources that emotions, not facts, had controlled the wolf debate. Wolf recovery was “fundamentally an expression of a culture in transition,” she said. “The story of this conflict is the story of how we view ourselves in relation to animals, whether we can replace the assumption of ‘dominion’ that has been so destructive to us and the natural world with a worldview that recognizes that we live in a state of reciprocity with the birds and the beasts—that we are not only the product of nature but also part of it.”


After her speech at the Wolf Summit I interviewed Askins out of sight, under the bleachers. Not quite hidden, we were still surrounded by the milling and outraged orange antiwolf crowd. I took notes as we talked but did not dare hold a tape recorder up to Askins.


In the chaos of the Wolf Summit I was fighting off real fear. I recalled the Defenders of Wildlife speaker telling a riotous crowd: “What makes the deer so fast? The wolf’s tooth.” I remembered that the deer’s spine has evolved its delicate notches to exactly fit the wolf’s fangs. Deer don’t survive being knocked unconscious. As prey animals, they’ve learned how to die quickly.


“Ever feel like a prey animal?” I joked with Askins.


Askins glanced around and said softly, “Remember, these hunters are terrified of us—that’s why they’re so angry. We wolf advocates are a real threat to their way of life, their dominion.”


Looking around the ice rink at the multitude of fur-clad men, I knew Askins was right. This was just one state, albeit a vast territory. But below us there was a lower-forty-eight intent on wolf recovery and on having their say on public lands.


“Maybe this summit is a last stand for hunters,” I said.


This Alaskan Wolf Summit was a collision—a violent clash of cultures. Each side was in each other’s crosshairs. I actually expected a gunshot to ring out when controversial Denali Park wolf researcher Dr. Gordon Haber took the podium. Haber’s field work with wolves was extensive; he’d been studying wolves in Alaska since 1966. No one in Alaska had more field experience with wolves than Haber. He was an old-fashioned, live-in-the-field scientist who preferred direct experience with his study animal. A believer in hard data, he never anthropomorphized wolves; he simply knew them from decades of close observation. He followed the wolves by snowshoe, sometimes sitting in a blind, watching their complex social dynamics for days at a time. In his book, Among Wolves, one of the most riveting images is a black-and-white photo: the shadow of Haber’s small bush plane hovers over the Toklat wolf family as they travel single-file through the snow. Over his forty-three-year career Haber studied generations of wolf families; his long-term research was vital for wolf recovery.


Haber’s research would reveal that wolves play on the average of every thirty minutes. Their communication skills, like howling, are profound and practical. Haber documented that “wolf family social ties are unsurpassed, even among humans” and that “wolves have traveled hundreds of miles to return to their families… that each individual has its own personality, and their ability to express emotions becomes obvious after one watches the same individuals for even a short time.” Monogamous, loyal to their families, wolves have many adaptive behaviors and traditions passed on through generations. Haber concluded that wolves “can be considered a culture.”


The year before the Wolf Summit Haber had told Alaska magazine that a wolf was never just one animal but always an extended family “all acting as one to survive.” He pointed out that most wolf biologists used a “superficial, numbers-based” view when figuring out a healthy wolf population. That was how they could justify killing 30 to 40 percent of the wolf population every year and expecting the wolves to thrive. Haber vehemently disagreed. “The problem is,” he explained, “wolves have complex societies. It takes a long time, at least several generations, for a family group to reach its societal cruising speed.”


What Haber understood in 1992 about the complexities of wolf families has since been repeatedly proven by other wolf biologists. But at the 1993 Wolf Summit Haber’s data was dismissed. Haber often compared wolf groups to human families. He did not like the term “pack” because it was pejorative and a false caricature of the wolf as a vicious killing machine. The close parallels Haber drew between human and wolf families did not make him friends with state or federal wildlife officials. At the summit Haber met Friends of the Animals director Priscilla Feral, who funded some of his later wolf research. This association with an international animal rights group made Alaska wildlife managers suspicious that outsiders were controlling Haber. Haber was described as “brash, unconventional, and extremely confrontational.” It’s ironic that Haber was also called a “lone wolf” himself, as his long career was devoted to the close social family bonds in wolves.


Alaskan filmmaker Joel Bennet, who served over a decade on the Board of Game, was one of Gordon Haber’s friends. He portrayed Haber as “dedicated. He doesn’t let up.” Bennet noted that Haber was tireless in his campaigns to protect the Denali wolves from trapping and hunting. The Game Board “knew he was a credible scientist who could show up at these conferences around the world and cause trouble for them.”


Soon after the Wolf Summit Haber would cause huge international trouble for Alaska’s Board of Game when he went into the field with an Anchorage newspaper photographer and reporter. They discovered several wolves trapped in snares the Department of Fish and Game had set out. One of the wolves had chewed off his own leg. State officials rarely showed graphic photographs of all the wolves killed or skinned. This video of the Department of Fish and Game employee’s botched trapping of the wolf aired on national television and sparked such furor that Alaska quickly—and temporarily—suspended its wolf-control programs. A new democratic governor, Tony Knowles, would advocate for only nonlethal management of wolves.


When I met Gordon Haber at the Wolf Summit I was impressed with his no-nonsense approach to the wolf debate. What others perceived as a brusque manner I felt was due to his sense of urgency and frustration. He made several quips about the summit as the governor’s publicity stunt before Alaska would probably revert to its wolf-hunting ways. Haber seemed both bemused and disgusted with the event. His weathered face showed his decades of living outdoors. His deep-set eyes, encircled by dark rings, grooves of concentration in his forehead, and his perpetual frown revealed the toll the endless wolf politics took on him. In typical impatient style, Haber told the New York Times that Alaska’s decision to return to aerial wolf hunting was “bad biology all around, almost insulting from a scientific standpoint. They are making a very dumb mistake.”


When he spoke at the Wolf Summit few of the state and even federal wildlife officials even considered Haber’s research. Fewer still seemed to grasp their own bias toward protecting hunters at the cost of the rest of the public, let alone of a balanced ecology. Among wolf biologists Gordon Haber was definitely in the minority at the Wolf Summit and throughout his four decades of research. His fearless and single-minded persistence made him often seem as much a pest to Alaska wildlife officials as the wolves themselves. Not only did Haber show up at every Board of Game meeting; he also appeared at cocktail parties thrown by Alaska’s most successful wolf hunter, a surgeon appropriately named Jack Frost. Calling himself a “mechanical hawk,” Frost tracked wolves in his plane, relentlessly chasing them down until the wolves could barely walk. Then he would land and shoot them. It must have been chilling for Haber at Frost’s parties to observe wolf pelts “hanging every three feet on bannisters” and wolf trophies “everywhere in Frost’s house.” But, ever the researcher, Haber’s inside information about Jack Frost’s aerial wolf hunts would help prove a case against the surgeon. In 1991 Frost finally pled guilty to illegal wolf hunting. Some of the most incriminating evidence were transcripts of Frost’s radio transmissions from his plane.


“The damn thing jumped up and bit my wing,” one of the transcripts recorded. A wolf that Frost had gunned down left his teeth marks on his airplane wing. “He wasn’t completely dead,” the transcript said. “We’ll go back later.”
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