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This book is dedicated to:


The staff and volunteers at the UK Wolf Trust for looking after the wolves and enabling many happy visits to walk with the lupines over the years;


My ancient Jack Russell, Cafall, who died during the writing of this book – run wild;


Bronntanas, an abandoned Malamute who arrived in my life (thanks to an intervention by a student) at a time when we both needed rescuing.









Introduction


For many years I went on an annual pilgrimage to the Wolf Sanctuary in Reading to see their resident wolves and, under the supervision of their experienced volunteers, walk through the local woods in the wake of the wolf pack. Whilst they no longer do open visits, the memories will remain with me for life of feeling a wolf’s pelt beneath my fingers, being held captive by a pair of yellow eyes just inches from me, or being recognised by a wolf even after twelve months, of having a wet nose snuffling in my ear. There is something primal about sitting with a creature powerful enough to kill me with one snap of its jaws which nonetheless chooses to show affection and curiosity instead.


The sound of a chorus ululating a few feet away raises hairs on the back of the neck and doubtless sends shivers all the way down the ancestral line to some distant forebear walking home through the woods at dusk after a day of toil and hearing that exact same song. Some of my ancestors may well have been utterly terrified by it, but others were hopefully as mesmerised as I was.


The aim of this book, which forms part of a wider series by assorted authors each looking at the magical lore connected to a different species, is to give the reader an overarching grasp of global mythology and folklore, connecting it to a bedrock of zoology, history, culture, and spirituality. Practically all societies at some point in history have sought mystical interaction with the animals on which they depended or which they greatly admired. This book will offer some guidance to the reader on potential ways to communicate with wolves as part of ritual practice.


Wolves the world over are a marginalised species, hunted and hated with impunity. If the reader of this book has any sympathy whatsoever for our lupine kin, then I can but encourage them (if they do not do so already) to support wolf conservation efforts. There are varied ways in which this can be done – donations to relevant causes, pressuring politicians to change laws, gently educating the wider public who may fear wolves (though avoid hectoring people, few things alienate from a cause more quickly), presenting positive images of wolves through the arts etc. When it comes to the latter, this book is one of my contributions in this direction, though I suspect it may be mostly preaching to the choir.


The chapters of this book guide the reader across various European cultures and makes forays into Egypt, India, China and Japan. The book makes no claim to be an exhaustive account of wolf mythology and folklore, so there may well be occasions where some readers find themselves wondering why some story or concept they are familiar with has not appeared. In order to cover even half the stories out there, it would need to be three times longer than it is!


During the planning stage for this book, I thought about the many stories found both amongst the native peoples of the Americas and also the more recent folktales of modern Americans, but the limitations of word count when faced with such an extensive body of lore made this impossible to do any justice to. It is, I think, ultimately worthy of an entire book just on that landmass alone. Whilst, thanks to advances in DNA research, zoologists have only recently come to the conclusion that wolves are more widespread in Africa than they previously realised, there is a large body of folklore – again, too much to cover in this slim volume.


As well as listing lore, some interpretations of what they mean and how they can inform modern audiences are offered, drawing on a variety of perspectives. It is hoped that these will stimulate reflection and discussion.


A mountain with a wolf on it stands a little higher.


Russian proverb









Chapter 1


Sons of the Countryside


One of the old Scots Gaelic names for a wolf is mactire, which translates as ‘son of the countryside’. During the later decades of the 20th century wolves became romantic emblems of the wilderness in popular western thought. This was powerfully captured in the cinematography of the 1990 film Dances with Wolves in which Kevin Costner plays the troubled army lieutenant John Dunbar. Posted to a lonely fort, if such it can be called, on the vast plains of Tennessee he comes to befriend both the local Lakota community and a wolf, with whom the Native Americans see him playing. Based on a book from 1988, the film captures the seeming death of a culture that is presented as at-one with the natural world. The encroaching army and the government they serve despise the natives as much as they hate the wolves, and regard nature as simply a resource to exploit and eventually build over. Book and film alike were a paean to the beauties of the vast open spaces and the humans and other creatures that embraced them.


Whilst the film has a decided rosy tint to it, earlier generations – including the actual colonisers of the 1860s – also saw wolves and nature as synonymous, albeit in a negative way. Wolves are red in tooth and claw and so is Mother Nature. It tends to be mostly comfortable townies that imagine that a life without running water, central heating, penicillin, or a regular food supply was somehow akin to a jolly weekend glamping. The vast majority of people living in rural environments two centuries or more ago (and for a great many people still today) were fully aware that the wilderness was a dangerous place full of threats to life and limb. Whilst recorded wolf attacks on humans are exceedingly rare, threats to livestock (and therefore vital food supplies) did happen and so the hunger of the lupine predators must have been genuinely frightening. To those for whom the wilderness beyond the bounds of village or town were, or still are, disturbing and dangerous places the wolf has so often served as both visual and auditory reminder of those risks.


Before we immerse ourselves in the narrative realms of mythology and legend, it seems suitable to lay some zoological groundwork with a few facts and figures about the animals under focus. The focus of this chapter will be to address these issues. The global wolf population has declined over the centuries due to excessive hunting, environmental degradation, and deliberate attempts at genocide. In some areas the numbers are gradually improving, mainly as a result of increased legal protections and concerted conservation work. In the final chapter the issue of conservation and what can be done to aid wolf survival will be considered.


Modern wolves are descendants of the dire wolf (Aenocyon dirus), which lived during the Late Pleistocene and early Holocene. The dire was similar in appearance to the modern species, though bigger and heavier set at around 150 pounds (68 kilogrammes) for the larger males. They died out around 9,500 years ago, prowling what would eventually become North America though they could be found all the way across to north-eastern China. Their presence in other regions cannot be refuted, but is yet to be supported by the fossil record. Human culture was developing during the last few centuries of the dire wolves’ existence, with farming and smelting in their formative stages. It does not require a belief in race memory to accept that storytellers would spin accounts about massive wolves spotted in the shadows around the camp, tales which became ever more gruesome with each telling. Ancient accounts of dire wolves may well form the basis for some of the darker myths and legends of monstrous lupines that will be explored in later chapters. The domestication process for the smaller types of wolves (dire wolves do not appear to have been tamed) began any time between 14,000 and 29,000 years ago, eventually resulting in the dogs that are now to be found on every continent on the planet. Household dogs can be thought of rather as distant cousins of their wild kin. The tension between wild and tame is something that has been explored in many myths and legends.


Wolves were once widespread from Europe and across to North America. The native species on these continents is the grey or timber wolf (Canis lupus). Whilst the name timber conjures up images of forests, this species of wolf adapts itself to many different environments. In the wild they average a lifespan of around 8 years, but some individuals have been noted to last as long as 13 years. This lifespan is comparable to that of many breeds of domestic dog. Male timber wolves are just over 6.5 feet from nose to tail (2 metres). An adult male weighs around 100 pounds (45 kilogrammes) though that obviously depends on available diet. Female wolves are around four-fifths the size of the males (about 80 pounds or 36 kilogrammes). The size of both sexes varies, with the larger breeds in the northern regions of their spread and the smaller ones at the southern zones. The colour of pelts varies from black through assorted shades of grey to silvery white. A reddish-tan colour can also be found in some regions. Whilst not exactly camouflaged, their pelts do blend into the environment which improves the capacity to sneak up on prey as well as avoid hostile forces. The timber wolf has a number of subspecies that have adapted to certain locations. Zoological classification is not a wholly straightforward matter and there is some dispute as to the number of subspecies. This chapter will focus on some of the more commonly agreed upon subspecies. Tragically, many subspecies have already gone extinct.


Wolves are renowned hunters; greys are able to run at 37 miles (60 km) per hour and traverse vast distances in a day. A hunting territory can be anything up to 1,200 square miles (3,000 square kilometres), though usually decidedly smaller. Within this terrain wolves will eat nigh on any herbivorous mammal or, in some regions, fresh water fish that does not getaway fast enough. Zoologists note that wolves mainly predate on prey animals that are elderly, unwell or injured in some way, or too young to attain the full mobility of healthy adulthood. Evolutionary theory might regard this as thinning the herd of its weaker members, ultimately strengthening the surviving herd. As well as hunting, wolves will also consume carrion and, in areas close to human occupancy, have been seen rummaging through dustbins. The colloquialism of wolfing down food comes from the lupine capacity to consume large quantities of meat in one sitting. Wolves have been witnessed devouring up to 20 pounds (9 kilogrammes) in a single meal. Whether they get indigestion afterwards is another question entirely.


A pack can be anything from a half a dozen all the way up to two dozen if food supplies are sufficient. Smaller packs are more common. Each group is based around a breeding pair (commonly referred to as the alpha male and alpha female, though many zoologists no longer use such terms) and the generations of their children. Wolves are intensely social animals. Alphas are the prime breeding pair and appear to coordinate activities like hunting. Though not members of the pack, it is worth noting that wolves maintain social relations with ravens. Zoologists have observed large gatherings of ravens (the collective noun is an unkindness) making an awful lot of noise when they find the carcass of a deer or some other unfortunate herbivore. The cawing attracts wolves (and sometimes other predators) who rip the dead body apart. The wolves gain a free meal and the ravens are better able to consume the smaller scraps of shredded flesh than they are the original intact body. More than simply sharing food resources, naturalists have frequently noticed ravens and young wolves playing games with each other – teasing and chasing each other. Derek Ratcliffe (1997) and other conservationists have noted that various types of covids come to recognise individual human faces and can identify both friends and enemies. If they can pick out particular people there is no reason why they may not be able to do the same with wolves. The Irish goddess Morrigan takes the form of both a carrion crow and a wolf, perhaps reflective of observations made by storytellers or the goddess manifesting through species that have a natural sympathy for each other.


She-wolves gestate for two months, mating season commonly occurring around December and January for timber wolves. Birth occurs between February and April, normally with five or six cubs to a litter. The breeding pair typically hunt out a den, making best use of whatever the environment offers them. The most famous wolf den is the cave in which the outcast Roman twins Romulus and Remus were reared by Lupa. The exact location of the Lupercal, as the cave was called in Latin, was lost for many centuries. Each generation of cubs is looked after by the whole pack, not just the immediate parents – doubtless part of the reason for their success. Practically all wolf species mate for life, though it is normally only the dominant pair in any pack that form a union. Some zoologists have noted partnered wolves appearing to occasionally put it around with other wolves but this seems to be a rarity. Weaning occurs around nine weeks, though sometimes earlier. During the first few months of life the cubs gradually become more independent and migrate from being suckled in the den to becoming more adventurous in the outside world. By autumn the young are normally strong enough to travel across their territories along with the adults. Depending on the availability of food, full size is normally attained within nine months of birth. Sexual maturity pushes the young to seek out mates of their own at around the age of two, sometimes traveling vast distances to find a partner.


Subspecies include the red wolf (Canis lupus rufus), so-called because of their colour though some can have black pelts. Nose to tail they range from 54 to 66 inches (138 to 168cm) long, and weighs about 44–82 pounds (20–37 kilograms). Red wolves are actually hybrids of greys and coyotes. On the endangered list, captive-reared red wolves were reintroduced to the Albemarle Peninsula on the coast of North Carolina. They used to range over a wider area before depredations greatly reduced their numbers. Increasing numbers of conservationists are taking the view that the red wolf is not so much a subspecies of the grey as a distinct species in itself. The mating and birthing seasons for red wolves are much the same as for the greys. The eastern states of North America are home to the eastern wolf (Canis lupus lycaeon) subspecies. Similar in appearance and size to the grey wolf they also the result of hybridisation with coyotes.


Moving away from the northern continents, the Ethiopian wolf (Canis simensis) used to be considered a jackal rather than a wolf. It is found mostly in the higher altitudes of Ethiopia and is also on the endangered list. The taxonomical disputation over whether a particular creature is a wolf or jackal also occurs with the Egyptian jackal (Canis aureus lupaster). This creature, closely allied to the Egyptian deity Wepwawet, is listed as a subspecies of the golden jackal. However, molecular evidence suggests it is actually a wolf. As well as Egypt these animals can also be found in Libya, and Ethiopia.


The Arabian wolf (Canis lupus arabs) is the smallest and probably leanest of the subspecies weighing in at 40–45 pounds (18–20 kilogrammes). This may be due to the paucity of food in the desert. Its territory has decreased over the years and it is now seldom seen outside of the southern areas of Israel, Oman, Yemen, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The numbers in these regions are minimal, largely as a result of concerted poisoning, shooting and other forms of extermination. They have unusual paws with two fused toes, adapted to traveling the blistering sands and leaving very distinctive prints in the sand. In contrast to timber wolves, the Arabian has a breeding season which stretches from October to November. The females gestate for just over two months, birthing around December and January.


A distinct species of wolf, rather than a subspecies of the timber, is the delightfully peculiar maned wolf (Chrysocyon brachyurus). It is a native inhabitant of South America, chiefly found in Paraguay, Bolivia, Brazil, Peru, Uruguay, and Argentina. Maned wolves, having been genetically isolated for quite some time, have the surreal look of foxes on stilts and bear little visual resemblance to the wolves of Europe or North America. Very tall creatures, they stand over 3 feet (just under 1 metre) tall at the shoulder and stretch 4 feet (1.2 metres) from nose to tail. The long legs may give them an evolutionary advantage in peering over the long grasses on the plains. They weigh in at 44-55 pounds (20-25 kilogrammes). There are only a few thousand left in the wild, due to environmental devastation and exposure to canine diseases. Unlike other wolves, they do not live in packs but form life-long monogamous couples that share a 10-mile square territory but only interact during the breeding season between April and June. The window in which breeding can take place is actually very brief, lasting less than a week for both sexes. Outside of that they go their own ways, a relationship which some humans might envy. That said, there is some evidence from zoo studies that the males participate in providing cubs with food so there is some additional contact. Alongside meat their diet includes sugarcane, tubers and fruits, most especially a small red berry called lobeira (“fruit of the wolf”). Those interested in a ritualistic communication with the spirits of the maned wolf might consider these berries as suitable offerings, if they are lucky enough to lay hands to any. Their food sources may partially contribute to the very pungent urine with which they mark territory. Whereas most other wolves famously howl, the maned cousin does not but instead barks and makes raucous roaring sounds. The interested reader who does not live in one of the countries where they are to be found could track down a nature documentary or YouTube (or similar) clip of them communicating. Lifespans in captivity have on rare occasions reached as high as 15 years, though on average are less than half that. How long they last in the wild remains unknown, due to their elusive nature.
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