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Spring




It’s early spring on the Northern Range of Yellowstone National Park, and a warm blanket of sunlight softens the sage-dotted landscape. Mountains rise in the distance. A winding river snakes through the valley.
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[image: A pack of wolves on the move]








Ground squirrels wake from their winter hibernation looking to fill their hungry bellies . . .
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[image: A badger on the hunt]


. . . while a ravenous badger tries to dig up pocket gophers.
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[image: An osprey carrying a fish]


An osprey soars overhead with a fresh catch.








A herd of female elk graze close together, and a small band of bison welcome the year’s first red calf.
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[image: A pack of wolves near a river]


The resident wolf pack is on the move, scouting their territory.
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These wolves, like all wolves, are social animals. They like to live and travel in groups called packs. This medium-size pack is a family of eight wolves.


[image: A pack of wolves howling together]
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Together they will hunt large prey, defend their territory, and take care of each other if someone gets hurt.


[image: A wolf licking the head of another wolf]










[image: A gray wolf and a black wolf]


Mama and Papa are the leaders of the pack. Mama has a new litter of pups every year. In fact, she is pregnant now!





[image: A gray wolf and a black wolf]





















[image: A black wolf in a field]








These three rambunctious yearling brothers were born last spring, and they are already the size of their parents.


[image: Young wolves playing together]






[image: A black wolf with a white spot on its chest]


One has a star-shaped mark on his chest.








A trio of two-year-old siblings still lives with the pack. Most wolves in Yellowstone have either gray or black fur, but this sister has a very rare white coat.
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It’s an exciting time for the pack. Soon they will welcome their newest family members.













Stats: Gray Wolf (Canis lupus)
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Average Weight: Males 110 pounds (50 kg) Females 90 pounds (40 kg)

	
Average Height: Males 32 inches (81 cm) Females 30 inches (77 cm)

	
Average Length: 71 inches (180 cm)

	
Eyes: Light yellow to brown or gold, excellent night vision

	
Nose: Probably can smell thousands of times better than you can!

	
Pack Size: Ranges from 3 to 35 wolves (the average in Yellowstone is around 11 wolves). The size of a wolf pack can change over the course of the year depending on how many pups are born, and whether animals leave the pack or die.



Fun Fact!

The heaviest male recorded in Yellowstone was nearly 150 pounds (68 kg)!
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A little ways off from the others, Mama paws at the ground. Her belly is bulging. She is pregnant and this is how she prepares her den.


[image: A pregnant wolf]






[image: A pregnant wolf digging a burrow]


As she digs, she flings dirt between her back legs.








Wolves often dig their dens into hillsides, below boulders, or under large tree roots like this one.


[image: A pregnant wolf digging a burrow]






[image: The wolf crawling into her burrow]


She used this den site last year, so it is already in good shape—she’s just freshening it up.
















A good den site is secluded, close to fresh water, and not too close to another wolf pack’s territory.

The narrow opening and entrance tunnel help keep out nosy bears and other possible predators.

This den has a simple design—just one chamber large enough for Mama to be able to lie down and move around a little.

Now that Mama is satisfied with the shape of her shelter, she starts to pull out tufts of fur from her belly. Exposing her skin will make it easier for her pups to nurse when they arrive.








[image: An X-ray view of the wolf burrow]



















[image: Wolves outside the burrow]








One morning in mid-April, a week or so after she first started pawing at her den, Mama gives birth to three tiny pups.


[image: An x-ray view of the wolf in her burrow]






[image: The mother in her burrow licking newborn puppies]


It’s cool and dark inside the den. Thick layers of earth muffle the sounds from the world above as she licks their soft, wet fur clean.








The pups crawl to her belly to nurse.
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