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  Foreword




  Ever since I was a young boy, I’ve enjoyed the outdoors. It’s a fascination I inherited from my father. He enjoyed the North Shore of Lake Superior as a youngster, and his gift to the family, a cabin on the shore of that great lake, was heavenly for me. In my early childhood I had severe bouts of hay fever. My seeming misfortune was however good fortune, as I never went to school until the first frost came to Minnesota. This gave me a chance to spend time in the autumn woods observing deer, partridge, and other critters. And so I’m very grateful for the opportunity my parents gave me to enjoy wild things.




  In my boyhood years, I was also very fortunate to have had a good teacher in our caretaker, Roy Hangartner, who maintained our home “up north.” He instilled in me the urge to learn more about the animals he loved and became a great source of encouragement, cultivating my curiosity about the woodlands and wildlife. He willingly shared his knowledge and experiences with me and my family, and for that, I am very thankful.




  My lifelong fascination with nature is what initially inspired the concept of doing an ongoing feature about wild animals. During my early years at Wildlife Art, a magazine I started in 1982, I wanted to provide nature information to readers both young and old about animals I had experienced under Roy’s tutelage and through my parents’ encouragement. I thought a magazine on wildlife art should also include information about the animals the artists chose to depict, because if we viewed wildlife art without knowing anything about the animals, a disparity between the artist’s rendering and our appreciation would result.




  Initially, I tried to write some of the first columns about animals in 1983, when Wildlife Art was in its infancy. But it wasn’t until 1988, when I met Michael McIntosh, that my dream to include stories on the animals themselves came true. Michael, who was very excited about the project, also was well equipped to write about animals, as he had worked for years as a writer and editor with the Missouri Department of Conservation. Personally, I think it was in his blood to produce these stories. From that initial discussion, “Wild Things” (formerly “Along the Wilderness Trail”) grew into one of our most-read features in Wildlife Art.




  In the years since our first story on bears in March 1989 it has been a wonderful adventure. Every year Michael, editor Rebecca Hakala Rowland, and I pick a new group of subjects to cover in the year ahead. Michael then goes crazy doing the research and writing the fascinating stories, many of which you will be enjoying in this volume. His writing, which is enhanced by a wide breadth of personal experience, conveys the charming and often fascinating qualities of the animals that share this planet with us.




  Seeing how well these features have been received, it was only natural that someone should want to make a book of them. So I was thrilled when Countrysport Press first approached us about pulling together many of Michael’s essays to make Wild Things. For me it is another dream come true. I’m hoping that this book can be readily distributed to schools as well as to those who want to learn more about everything from pine martens and marine mammals to bison and cardinals.




  The artwork accompanying each story in this book has been gleaned from artwork submitted by the many artists who have participated in “remarque contests” sponsored by the magazine. A remarque is an original drawing done on the margin of a limited edition print. Special thanks to the artists who allowed us to use them.




  I hope Wild Things provides hours of reading enjoyment for you. Maybe our friends at Countrysport will publish another edition some day that will include animals of the world.




  Robert J. Koenke




  Publisher/Editor in Chief




  Wildlife Art




  Preface
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  A Life in
 the Woods




  When I was very young I dreamed of someday writing a book.




  Now I’m no longer so young, and I’ve written eight books and edited several more. They’ve all been on subjects dear to my heart—fine guns, hunting, sporting and wildlife art. They’ve made a bit of money and helped establish a reputation and a career in this odd, wonderful profession that chose me long ago.




  This book is different.




  This is the book I dreamed of writing before I was even old enough to read. This book is about the keystone that holds the subjects of all the others together.




  I love guns and hunting and art for their own sake, always have and always will. They aren’t particularly diverse as subjects go, but none of them represents the common thread, the central sinew that makes it all make sense.




  This book does, for that one unifying element is an endless fascination and a deeply felt passion for nature in general and wild animals in particular.




  The feeling has been with me from the beginning, woven inextricably through all my memories. I had the good fortune to spend my childhood in a time and place where the natural world loomed large and close. The woods literally began where the back yard ended, and they were playground and classroom and sanctuary all in one.




  Of the books my parents and grandparents read to me, none was so enchanting as The Little Pond in the Woods. (Browsing in a bookstore not long ago, I was pleasantly surprised to find it still in print after all these years; if you have occasion to buy a gift for a child and are inclined toward books, I recommend it highly.) The great Disney nature films of the 1950s had much the same effect; I sat spellbound through so many Saturday-matinee showings of The Living Desert and The Vanishing Prairie and others that I had them almost memorized.




  Nature simply was an essential presence in my life. I was aware that there was an abstract, academic side to it, but I felt no urgency for doing anything about it—which may be why I didn’t take a single biology or zoology course during high school or college. Instead I chose to slake my endless curiosity by spending as much time as I could in the woods and fields hunting, fishing, prowling around, absorbing by osmosis such natural lore as came my way. The reading I did on my own was entirely unstructured and focused solely on whatever captured my fancy most strongly. Consequently I learned a great deal about birds and mammals and insects, somewhat less about reptiles and fish, almost nothing of botany and dendrology.




  It all began to change in the mid-1970s. As a lark and as a break from the discipline of the scholarly writing I was doing as a professor of literature, I began writing magazine stories about hunting and shotguns—and was astonished to find that I could sell them readily. It was a revelation that changed my life.




  I left teaching not long after and hired on with the Missouri Department of Conservation as a writer and senior editor. That, too, was a revelation. Being immersed in wildlife and nature as the raw material of a full-time job proved more thoroughly satisfying than anything I’d done before. It felt like coming home.




  It was the beginning of an intensive education as well. My job was to translate technical scientific data into layman’s language, to present complex material in forms both clear and entertaining. In working with the professional biologists I learned the lingo and the concepts of their science, learned to understand their literature, and learned how their great body of knowledge is organized. It was an invaluable experience both for the intellectual growth and for the opportunity to experiment with an approach to natural-history writing that is at once factual and anecdotal, realistic and yet laced with the emotion and sense of wonder that wild things have always stirred in me.




  By the late 1980s I was on my own as a full-time freelancer, working almost exclusively with fine guns and bird hunting and feeling some sense of loss at not having the pleasures of wildlife research and writing. And then in the fall of 1988, as I was browsing the current issue of Wildlife Art News, it occurred to me that a magazine devoted to wildlife art might have some interest in stories about animals. I wrote to Bob Koenke, founder and publisher, and suggested an ongoing series of feature articles, each one focused on a specific animal, where it lives, what it eats and what eats it, how it makes its living and reproduces, who its relatives are, how it has affected mankind and how mankind has affected it, all to be illustrated with the editors’ choices among the best animal artists of the past and present.




  As it turned out, Bob was way ahead of me, already mulling exactly the same idea; he wrote back right away to say that the first piece was scheduled two issues hence and that if I cared to come by the editorial offices on the way to or from my annual grouse-hunting excursion to northern Minnesota we could decide on the first year’s subject matter. I did and we did and that’s how these stories came to be. The first one, about bears, appeared in the March/April issue of 1989, and there’s been one in every issue since. For a long time they appeared under the heading of “Along the Wilderness Trail.” When the magazine was redesigned last year and its title shortened to Wildlife Art, my department’s title changed, too; now it’s simply “Wild Things.”




  Fitting editorial material into limited space is a perennial problem for those who publish magazines, especially when their writers are as long-winded as I sometimes am, so a few of these pieces had to be trimmed for Wildlife Art. As books offer more latitude in that regard, what you’ll find here are the original, longer versions. And in all of them I’ve done some minor re-editing, tinkering, and updating.




  In the process of selecting what I consider the best of the series, and for the first time thinking of these stories as pieces of a whole rather than individual projects, I notice some things that seem worthy of comment.




  I am both a hunter and a champion of animals and make no apologies on either account. All the good hunters I know feel the same way. Those who see hunting as merely killing have no idea what hunting really is about; those who would hate any creature that might chance to eat a game animal are equally ignorant. That one faction might call me a murderer and the other a bunny hugger troubles me not in the least. Anyone who really understands how nature works knows that to nature species are more important than individual animals, and knows as well that predators have as much moral right to their place on earth as prey.




  If you wish to define me in a word, call me a conservationist. Conservation means “wise use,” and it sums up my view of how we ought to treat the world we live in and the creatures that share it with us. It means using in reasonable ways those resources that are abundant, and protecting those that are in jeopardy of being used up.




  I notice, too, that I tend to be hard on my own species for the way we’ve treated wild animals. No apologies for that either. If you want to send me into the gloomiest depths of pessimism, just get me started on the notion that we’re likely to be the only species of animal that ever destroyed an entire planet. And if that happens we’ll have more to answer for than the author of Revelation ever dreamed.




  On a happier note I see that I tend to talk about every animal as if it were my particular favorite. A lot of people who love wild things do the same, and it only means that there’s something interesting and admirable about any animal you care to name. Years ago, for instance, I wrote a piece on ticks. I have absolutely no affection for the little bloodsuckers, especially during the time of year when picking them off my dog is a daily chore. On the other hand, their biology and physical adaptations are fascinating; I simply can’t help admiring an animal whose heat sensors are sophisticated enough to recognize me as a warm-blooded animal at twenty feet or better, or that’s able to live two years without eating.




  I see as well that I frequently use Missouri as an example of how man and wildlife have interacted. The reasons are simple. I’ve lived in Missouri for twenty-five years now, and although I spend a lot of time traveling to hunt, fish, and otherwise ramble the wilder parts of the world, home is where my touch with nature is most intimate. Missouri is also about as diverse in both landscape and fauna as any place you’ll find, and for more than fifty years it’s been the undisputed leader in wildlife conservation and management nationwide.




  That I have been able to write these stories at all bespeaks a debt I owe to a certain few people who have influenced me in particular ways. My father went out of his way to see that I was exposed to nature and wild things almost from the time I was an infant, and neither he nor my mother ever stinted in encouraging me to write.




  Charles C. Ayres Jr.—Mr. Ayres, as he appears in these chapters—was the first naturalist I ever knew whose knowledge was highly technical and whose enthusiasm was infectious.




  Charles and Elizabeth Schwartz offered those same qualities in even greater proportion. Artist, biologist, photographer, filmmaker, and perennial teenager, Charlie may have been the most broadly knowledgeable and widely talented naturalist who ever lived. Together, he and Libby—who is a first-rate writer, biologist, editor, and researcher in her own right—knew more, accomplished more in aid of wildlife, and had more fun doing so, than anyone I know. They were there, in the thick of it, when the modern science of natural history and wildlife management was born. Charlie, incidentally, illustrated the original edition of A Sand County Almanac.




  Over the years that we’ve been friends, they taught me more than they ever knew. When Charlie died, four years ago, we lost one of the real ones. I miss him and his boundless enthusiasm.




  Libby once flattered me beyond words by calling me her favorite outdoors writer. She’s not one to bandy such praise lightly, but I’ve always wondered if she hadn’t for a moment forgotten a mutual friend of ours who is my favorite outdoors writer.




  It isn’t often that any realm of science produces a truly fine wordsmith. The customs of scientific language don’t encourage it, and in fact, scientific language is the antithesis of evocative, poetic modes of expression. In the field of natural history, the best work often has come from people who are writers first and scientists second, or not at all. John McPhee, for instance, proves the old dictum that there are no dull subjects, only dull writers, and his occasional forays into natural history are invariably gems. Still, there have been a few trained professional naturalists who possessed the gift. Ernest Thompson Seton was one. Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson had it, too. So did Loren Eiseley.




  But to my mind John Madson is the finest of them all, the John Madson I mention and quote fairly often in these stories. To put it simply, in natural-history writing John was my hero—and still is, even though he, too, is now gone. For even longer than the twenty years we were friends his work has been the example and the ideal I turn to when I need reminding how the job ought to be done, how to combine sound, thorough research with genuine, unsentimental affection, and how to render it all in thoughtful, cleanly crafted prose.




  That these pieces have appeared in print owes thanks to some other colleagues and friends: To Bob Koenke, Rebecca Rowland, Kay Hong, and the rest of the Wildlife Art staff, and to Jim Rutherford, Art DeLaurier Jr., and Shelley Koop, of Countrysport Press—all for believing in me and my work, for providing the opportunity to write about bits and pieces of my life in the woods and the insights and delights I find there.




  Michael Mcintosh




  Copper Creek Farm




  Camdenton, Missouri
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  Some Mildly
 Technical Stuff




  Although this is by no means a scientific book, the study of living things is a science. We call it biology. Biology in turn comprises a number of specialized branches, among them zoology, which is concerned with the nature of animals. Since animals are broadly defined as any living organism that isn’t a plant, fungus, or one of the blue-green algae, zoology itself contains certain subdisciplines—among them entomology, the study of insects; herpetology, reptiles and amphibians; ichthyology, fishes; mammalogy, mammals; and ornithology, birds.




  For the most part, just knowing this much is enough to see you safely through the chapters to come. What few specialized scientific terms I’ve used are defined as they occur. The notable exceptions are some of the language and concepts of taxonomy, and taking a few minutes to talk about them now may spare you some confusion later. It’s interesting stuff, besides.




  Taxonomy is the systematic classification of plants and animals according to their natural relationships and similarities. It is therefore the branch of biology that concerns itself with names.




  Humans are compulsive name-givers. We don’t seem to feel comfortable with anything, from a whale to a virus, unless we can assign it an identity, call it by name. To have a name is to have a place in the order of things—and attempting to perceive order is yet another human need.




  We’re particularly enthusiastic about naming the animals and plants with which we share the earth, and for the most part we’re satisfied with straightforward, everyday words—bluebird and grasshopper, sycamore and catfish, rabbit and violet. Such common names serve perfectly well for most of us, but they won’t do for science. Common names are imprecise. Most plants and animals are known by several, some by a dozen or more. There are at least four different birds called “pheasant” in different parts of the country. When I was a kid, one of my fishing partners was an old man who called almost everything he pulled out of the water a “perch.” Biologists would have a tough time sharing information without some way of making sure they’re all talking about the same thing. Language differences also pose problems.




  The scientific community solves all this by giving each life form a particular, unique name by which it is known worldwide, a name composed from Latin or classical Greek, which are the nearest we have to universal languages.




  Scientific names are often long and full of vowels, bizarre-sounding and arcane. Even the words used to describe them seem esoteric: because the science of classification and naming is called taxonomy, an individual name is a taxon, taxa in the plural.




  But these names serve their purpose well, and besides distinguishing a particular life form from all others they imply the whole system of classification that has evolved as a means of organizing what we know—or think we know—about the nature of nature.




  In order to make sense out of the vast number of life forms on earth, natural scientists realized ages ago that they needed some system for grouping things according to similarities and differences. Aristotle made the first attempts at classifying animals nearly 2,300 years ago—though his perceptions often were influenced more by folklore than by fact. In the seventeenth century, English naturalist John Ray first applied similar principles of classification to both animals and plants, based on physical structure. Ray also offered what apparently is the earliest definition of species—generally the smallest unit into which life forms are grouped. A species, as Ray described it and as the term still is used, is a group whose members interbreed to produce offspring like themselves, and who are more like each other than like any members of other, similar groups.




  A word about the word itself. Species is pronounced SPEE-shees. Species is both singular and plural; one species or many species, it’s all the same. Specie, which you’ll sometimes hear misused as the supposed singular of species, is a noun that means “money in coin” or “a response in kind.”




  Important as John Ray’s contributions were, it was Karl von Linne, an eighteenth-century Swedish naturalist, who in 1753 established the principles of classification that are the foundation of the system used today. Linne’s intention literally was to name every living thing, and he so immersed himself in the task that he Latinized even his own name and was thereafter known to history and science as Carolus Linnaeus.




  In a burst of youthful enthusiasm, Linne and his schoolmate Pehr Artedi divided Creation between them, Linne to name all the plants and Artedi the animals. Artedi’s dedication got short-circuited some time later when, making his way home one night from an Amsterdam tavern, he fell into a canal and drowned. Linne, who was either a teetotaler or more careful, lived to the age of seventy-one, by which time he had devised names for hundreds of plants and animals, a great many of which are accepted still.




  Under the current system, of which Linne is considered the father if not the actual author, life forms are divided into a system of progressively more specific groups. It begins with two: the kingdoms plant and animal. There is considerable sentiment at present to think of the fungi and the blue-green algae as belonging to kingdoms of their own, but this is not yet universally accepted.




  The kingdoms are subdivided into ever smaller, more specific categories wherein the individual members show progressively closer relationships to one another. These make up a multitude of sub-units—subkingdoms, divisions, phyla, subphyla, superclasses, classes, subclasses, infraclasses, orders, suborders, superfamilies, families, subfamilies, genera, and species. Species are sometimes further reduced to subspecies. Each group bears a Latin or Greek name that describes a key characteristic of its members.




  For instance, the coyote belongs to the Animal Kingdom and to the following:




  The subkingdom Metazoa—animals whose bodies comprise many different types of cells that make up organs;




  The division Deuterostomia—animals whose mouths develop in a certain way during the embryonic stage;




  The phylum Chordata—animals with a primitive sort of backbone;




  The subphylum Vertebrata—animals having backbones composed of vertebrae and a braincase, or cranium;




  The superclass Gnathostomata—animals with true jaws;




  The class Mammalia—animals that feed their young on milk;




  The subclass Theria—mammals whose young develop for some time within the female reproductive apparatus;




  The infraclass Eutheria—mammals that are nourished by a placenta before birth;




  The order Carnivora—flesh-eating mammals;




  The suborder Arctoidea—the dog, weasel, bear, and raccoon families;




  The family Canidae—the dogs, wolves, coyotes, foxes, and jackals;




  The genus Canis—the dogs, wolves, and coyotes.




  These various groupings function something like a family tree that shows who the coyote’s relatives are, in descending order from the most distant to the nearest, and like every good family tree, it ultimately arrives at individuals—or in the case of animals, individual species. To a mammalogist, the coyote is Canis latrans.




  Although the species is for practical purposes the smallest taxonomic category, zoologists often further divide species into subspecies. Subspecies classification is used to describe certain populations of a particular species that consistently show some notable difference from other populations. These usually have to do with coloration or marking, and the populations usually are separated geographically. Individual animals of different subspecies will freely interbreed wherever their ranges overlap. Taxonomists who are inclined to recognize a lot of subspecies are colloquially known as splitters; those inclined the opposite way are called lumpers.




  The names of species, both animal and plant, are made up of two words—the generic or genus name and the specific name, or epithet. By custom, the first is capitalized, the second is not, and both are rendered in italics. Also by custom, the generic name may be abbreviated as an initial in subsequent references, as in “Canis latrans is closely related to C. lupus, the wolf.”




  Subspecies names are made up of three words but are otherwise treated the same as species names. The two subspecies of coyotes, then, are Canis latrans thamnos and C. l. frustror.




  For the simplest handle on how all this works, think of scientific names as the equivalent of human names listed last-name first. To identify a coyote as Canis latrans is the same as identifying a person as Smith, John. Subspecies names are like distinguishing one John Smith from another by using middle names: Smith, John David, and Smith, John Thomas.




  Traditionally, the person who first describes a previously unknown animal or plant is entitled to name it, and his own name, either in full or in abbreviated form, then becomes part of the official scientific name. Since Thomas Say, an early-nineteenth-century American naturalist, first described and named the coyote, the animal’s full name technically is Canis latrans Say.




  I don’t get quite that technical in these stories, but if you happen to consult a field guide or other reference that does, the way the full name is listed will tell you something. For a hundred years or more, the science of taxonomy has been as much concerned with reclassification as with classification. During that time, our knowledge and understanding of life forms has expanded prodigiously, and this has led to a considerable amount of shuffling, reclassifying, and renaming. So, if you run across a taxon in which the describer’s name appears in parentheses, this tells you that the animal originally was assigned to a genus different from the one it’s currently placed in. The raccoon, for instance, is Procyon lotor (Linnaeus)—which means that Karl von Linne named it but placed it in some genus other than Procyon. (Actually, he thought it was a species of bear and assigned it to the genus Ursus, but you’ll find all that in the raccoon chapter.)




  The most interesting thing about scientific names is that they mean something. They can be translated, and the result often describes the animal better than its common name. In Latin, canis is “dog,” and latrans is “one that barks.” Combined, they identify a coyote as “barking dog,” which is putting it mildly.




  Names may derive from all kinds of sources. Some are Latinized versions of people’s names, either the describer’s or that of someone he wishes to honor. This is especially common in herpetology and botany. Epithets often are derived from the location where the original, or “type,” specimen was collected. Colinus virginianus, “Virginia quail,” indicates that the particular bobwhite from which the species was defined was taken in Virginia. Odocoilus virginianus means the same is true of white-tailed deer.




  The most interesting names come from some characteristic of the animal itself—its appearance, habitat, behavior, voice, even its preferred foods. Anas acuta means “pointed duck.” We call it pintail. Owing to the eastern chipmunk’s markings and its habit of hoarding food, it’s named Tamias striatus, “striped storer.” The tiny, nocturnal little brown bat is Myotis lucifugus, “the mouse-eared animal that flees from light.”




  Unfortunately, a lot of names are cobbled together from elements of both Latin and Greek, so they’re difficult to translate with standard dictionaries. The best reference for this sort of thing is Jaeger’s Dictionary of Biological Terms. It’s in print but hard to find and expensive, so I’ll translate the more interesting names as we go along.




  The same is true of my occasional references to geologic time frames. Just about every dictionary has a geologic chart, but if you don’t care to look them up or memorize just how long ago the Mesozoic was, don’t fret; I’ll supply the numbers to go with the names.




  And finally, you’ll notice that I frequently talk about range and home range in describing where and how animals live. The two terms mean essentially the same thing, except one applies to species and the other to individual animals. Range is the geographical area where a species can be found; it may take in entire continents. Home range, on the other hand, is the living space that individuals occupy. Depending upon the animal, a home range may be as small as an acre or two or as large as many square miles.




    I
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  Brother
 Bear




  An ancient Cherokee legend has it that bears descended from the people of a Cherokee village who chose to leave the toil and fret of human life and to live instead as foragers of the woods. Long black hair soon grew over their bodies. “Call us when you are hungry,” one of them said to those who remained behind, “and we will come and give you our flesh. Do not be afraid to kill us, for we shall live always.”




  To the Pueblos, bears were particularly favored by the two principal gods—the Mother of Game and the Spirit of the West—and the Pueblo hunter who killed a bear became worthy of the company of warriors.




  Many North American Indians believed that bears possess supernatural powers, especially powers of healing. Indians of most cultures believed, like the Cherokee, in some special kinship between bears and man.




  The animals themselves best demonstrate where such notions came from. The skinned carcass of a bear looks remarkably like the body of a man, and some of a bear’s bones have an eerily human look about them. Bears often stand upright and sometimes shuffle along for short distances on two legs like well-fed burghers in shaggy overcoats, homeward bound from a fine dinner where the wine flowed freely.




  And bears, like man, are omnivorous, finding a comfortable livelihood on virtually anything that walks, crawls, swims, flies, or grows.




  Science validates something of what the Indians recognized as humanlike in a bear’s posture and gait. We’re both plantigrade animals, walking with our five toes and the soles of our feet flat on the ground. Dogs and cats, on the other hand, are digitigrade, which is to say they walk on their toes.




  Even so, bears and dogs and all the other members of the order Carnivora share a common ancestry, one that despite our similarities and the romance of legend, does not include man. The fossil record suggests that all of the carnivores descended from ancestral mammals that lived during the Paleocene, 60 million years ago. As various forms developed and diverged, the group that includes bears, raccoons, dogs, and sea lions branched off from the others. More direct ancestors of the family Ursidae, the bears, branched off again about 30 million years ago, during the Oligocene.




  Bears existed on the European continent at least 15 million years ago. The earliest evidence of their presence in Asia dates back about 4 million years. They appeared in North America about a million years later and in South America about a million years after that. Africa is something of a puzzle. Brown bears have lived in the Atlas Mountains of North Africa since the Pleistocene, about 2 million years ago, but the only other record of bears on the entire continent comes from a 5-million-year-old site in South Africa. How and when the bear Agriotherium got to South Africa and why it failed to survive is anyone’s guess.
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  As the earth has undergone its continual geologic and atmospheric changes, many species of animals have appeared, thrived for a while, and then gone extinct, including some species of bears—like Ursus spelaeus, the huge plant-eating cave bear of the Pleistocene ice ages. Nonetheless, bears still inhabit all of the world’s continents except Antarctica and Australia.




  At present, taxonomists recognize eight main species of the family Ursidae worldwide, organized in three subfamilies.




  The subfamily Ursinae is the largest, comprising six species: the Asiatic black bear, which lives all across southern Asia from the Middle East to Japan and Taiwan; the Malayan sun bear of southeast Asia and the islands of Indonesia; the sloth bear of India, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka; the brown bear of Europe, Asia, North Africa, and North America; the polar bear of the high Arctic; and the American black bear of North America.




  The other subfamilies include one living species apiece—the spectacled bear of South America and the Asian giant panda. There’s some dispute among mammalogists whether the panda is a bear at all or whether it should be classified with its other close relative, the raccoon.




  Bears are adaptable animals, generalists in terms of where they live and what they eat. The three species that occur in North America occupy virtually every sort of habitat the continent has to offer, from southern hardwood forests to boreal conifer woods, from high mountain meadows to bleak tundra to the vast polar icepack. Nevertheless, bearlike nature is largely the same among all species everywhere, marked only by such differences in behavior and physical equipment that particular habitats demand.




  Bears have large heads, massive bodies, short, immensely powerful legs, stubby tails, and small eyes and ears. Their basic tool kits comprise ten thick, recurved claws, a formidable set of forty-two teeth, and keen intelligence. The claws are capable of heavy-duty tearing and digging, and yet bears are dexterous enough to delicately hook a morsel of food from a tiny crevice with a single claw. The teeth serve a similarly wide range of functions: there are incisors and long canines for gripping and tearing, and broad, flat molars for grinding plant material. Owing to its varied diet, a bear has no carnassials, the flesh-shearing cheek teeth that are highly developed in other, more specialized carnivores.




  Lots of animals have sharper vision and better hearing; not many have a more sophisticated sense of smell. It’s said they can smell the contents of an unopened tin can. Certainly, the brown bears I’ve been around in Alaska have had no difficulty catching my scent, even at several hundred yards when the wind was right.




  They lumber along, looking bulky and slow, but bears are remarkably agile when they need to be and can readily outrun a man. A polar bear can run down a caribou in a short sprint.




  The big bears are the largest living carnivores on earth, though their size tends to be exaggerated in the popular view. Adventure-magazine pictures of bears towering fifteen feet over some doughty woodsman are only an illustrator’s fancy, but even if they don’t grow to the size of locomotives, bears are big enough.




  The black bear is the smallest of the North American species, standing perhaps a yard tall at the shoulder and measuring sixty to seventy inches from nose to rump, with another four or five inches of tail. They weigh 200 to 300 pounds on average, though some have been reported at more than 500 pounds.




  Polar bears are considerably larger than blacks, averaging six to eight feet long and five feet at the shoulder. The average male weighs about 1,100 pounds. Males of all species, incidentally, are larger than females.




  Brown bears show the widest variations in size, depending upon where you find them. They can range from five to nine feet nose to rump and from three to five feet at the shoulder. In southern Europe, they average about 160 pounds; 400 to 500 pounds in North America, Siberia, and northern Europe. The real heavyweights, the largest bears on earth, live on Alaska’s Kodiak and Admiralty islands. There they may grow as large as 1,700 pounds and are awesome animals, indeed.




  Black and brown bears show such wide ranges of color and size that taxonomists have fussed for years over how they should be classified, one school of thought arguing that they represent several distinct species, another that the variations are simply different color phases of the same animal, worthy of subspecies status perhaps but still basically the same. Black bears in the East and South generally have glossy black pelts; in the Rockies and other parts of the West, they’re often a reddish cinnamon-brown. In Canada and Alaska, they might be black, chocolate, blue, or even ivory-white.




  Brown bears have been the subject of even more taxonomic wrangling. The dispute generally has centered more on size than color, but color, too, has been the bone for some contention. Brown bears usually are dark brown, but they may also be cream-colored or nearly black. Those in the Rocky Mountains commonly show a good deal of silvery white in the guard hairs of their shoulders and backs, hence the common names grizzly and silvertip. They once were thought to belong to a species separate from the other brown bears, just as the behemoths of Kodiak Island were considered to be substantially different from their cousins of more modest size.




  At present, the lumpers among the scientific community have the upper hand on the splitters, and all brown bears—grizzlies, Kodiaks, and the rest—are classified simply as Ursus arctos. Similarly, black bears are Ursus americanus, regardless of what color they happen to be.




  Unlike the others, specimens of Ursus maritimus, the polar bear, are all about the same size and color, essentially white—bright and pure after the annual molt, more yellowish in summer.




  Except for mating pairs and females with cubs, bears are solitary animals, although they don’t seem to mind running into one another now and then when home ranges overlap. Flying over the mouth of the Battle River in Alaska a couple of years ago, I counted eleven brown bears in what couldn’t have been more than about four square miles.




  Brown and polar bears sometimes gather in large numbers around some particularly good source of food, whether it’s a garbage dump or a riverful of salmon during the spawning run. In the breeding season, though—which comes in late spring and summer—males of all species will fight over females.




  Bears reach sexual maturity at four to six years of age. Brown and polar bear females come into estrus every three years, black bears every other year. The mating period generally lasts about three weeks, and then the erstwhile lovers go their separate ways. Once in the female’s uterus, the embryos develop in a relatively short time, ten or twelve weeks, but she may carry her fertilized eggs in a state of suspended development for six to nine months. The process, which is called delayed implantation and which occurs in a number of mammals, seems designed to promote a high rate of reproductive success by timing births to the optimum moment.




  For most bears, that moment is the depth of winter. They spend the autumn feeding heavily, building up a thick layer of fat. Between eating jags, they find some sheltered spot and prepare a den. Caves, burrows under stones or tree roots, hollow logs, or snowbanks all seem to serve equally well. At the onset of cold weather, each bear takes to its den and sleeps the winter through.




  Mammalogists disagree over whether bears truly hibernate. The sleep is not a deep one by the standards of such world-class hibernators as woodchucks, ground squirrels, and the meadow jumping mouse—that, even in the mild climate where I live, conks out in September, stays out for as long as seven months, and wouldn’t wake up if you played ping-pong with it. Bears sleep more lightly, are easily roused, and sometimes wake up on their own if the weather turns warm. Their bodily functions continue working during the winter, and their temperature doesn’t drop substantially below normal. Those who argue that bears truly do hibernate cite the heart rate, which drops to less than half its normal pace.




  In the warmer latitudes, many brown and black bears don’t go into the winter sleep. Neither do polar bears, as a rule, although pregnant females do, because North American bears give birth in their sleep.




  Depending upon where they live, the birthing will happen sometime from November to February. She may have only one or as many as four cubs, but it’s all the same to a female bear. She is a devoted parent, and the bond between mother and young is the strongest and virtually the only social bond that bears form. Which is well, because newborn cubs need all the care they can get.




  They are born blind and naked, although polar bear cubs come dressed in a bit of fur. All of them are born tiny as well. Black bear cubs are the smallest, averaging about nine ounces at birth. Brown bears, the largest of all as adults, weigh about a pound, and polar bears, born into some of the harshest habitat on earth, check in at about twenty-one ounces.




  How long the family group remains together depends in some measure upon their species. Black bear cubs remain with their mothers through their second winter. Young polar bears generally strike off on their own when they’re about two years old, brown bears when they’re three or four.




  Regardless, females with cubs are fiercely protective and extremely dangerous to anything they might perceive as a threat to their young. I suspect that’s what has motivated the majority of bears that have mauled or killed people.




  Which is not to say that such attacks are either frequent or inevitable. Unless closely confronted, or their cubs molested, sows seem more inclined to avoid people. On the same day I saw so many bears around the Battle River, two friends and I were fishing when a female and three nearly grown cubs showed up, working their way downstream. When she became aware of us, she hustled all three out of the water and led them around us in a wide berth—which was fine with us.




  Among the things that young bears learn during their time with mother is what’s good to eat and where to find it. For black and brown bears, what’s good can be almost anything. At least three-quarters of a black bear’s diet is vegetable—roots, grass, nuts, berries, acorns, fruits, and the inner bark of trees. They also eat a fair share of ants, bees, crickets, grasshoppers, fish, frogs, bird eggs, small rodents, the occasional fawn, and any kind of carrion they happen to find, including other bears.




  Brown bears, too, are mainly vegetarians, fond of grass, sedges, roots, tubers, moss, berries, almost anything that grows. But they’re carnivores as well and will eat any animal from ants, mice, marmots, and fish, to moose, elk, caribou, deer, mountain sheep, goats, and black bears—which is one good reason why there never have been a lot of black bears in places where browns are plentiful.




  Polar bears are more specifically carnivorous. Vegetation is hard to come by on the pack ice where they spend most of their time, so polar bears don’t eat much plant material—although berries are an important food source for those that do wander inland during summer and fall. Though their primary food is the ringed seal, ambushed or stalked on the ice, the bears also eat sea birds, fish, the carcasses of marine mammals stranded on the ice, caribou, and various small land mammals.




  Other than size, physical differences among North American bears are slight and reflect adaptations to their environment. Polar bears are top-notch swimmers; their bodies therefore are more streamlined, their necks longer, heads smaller and more flattened, their forefeet huge and oarlike. The soles of all four feet are thickly furred for traction and insulation.




  Black bears are forest dwellers and expert tree-climbers. They, too, swim well, though their feet are proportionately smaller than the others’.




  Brown bears are not strong swimmers, and their long front claws aren’t well adapted to tree climbing. Neither lack is any disadvantage. They have little reason to swim, and when you’re the size of a brown bear, you don’t worry about climbing trees.




  Unlike the Indians, who never existed in large enough numbers to offer much competition for living space, white men have always had an uneasy time with bears. When the first Europeans arrived, black bears ranged over much of the continent, from the central plateau of Mexico to northern Canada, living wherever there was forest. Brown bears were abundant from the Great Plains westward, from the mountains of Mexico to the subarctic tundra. In the North, their range extended east of Hudson Bay.




  Human presence now has placed stricter limits on the bear’s horizon. Even the polar bear has suffered from the encroachments of man. Brown bears are gone from the great central grasslands and, except for small populations in the West, are nearly gone from the entire lower forty-eight states. Strong populations still survive in Alaska and Canada. Black bears, too, are gone from many of their former homes but have extended their range in some places as brown bears have disappeared. Several states have programs under way to restore black bears in suitable habitat, and some of those programs have been successful enough to achieve not only healthy but also huntable populations.




  Bears are big animals, and they can be dangerous. Every year, some encounter between bear and man comes off badly, for reasons that usually range from ill luck to ignorance to patent stupidity. How well we coexist in the future will largely depend upon how much moral fiber we demonstrate in leaving some room for the bears and giving them enough slack to be bears in it.




  No bears have lived in my small part of the world for a hundred years or more—though I’m told a black bear has been seen in this county, and I’m inclined to think it’s probably true. I sometimes come across them in the forests of southern Missouri, northern Arkansas, or northern Minnesota, when I’m hunting grouse or just poking around the woods. Not the animals themselves, as a rule, because black bears are shy creatures and want nothing to do with me. But I find their tracks and their scat, some old, some fresh, and it always sends a prickly feeling up my back, a little shiver that’s partly atavistic fear and partly a feeling of delight to know that brother bear still shambles through these woods, still with us after all these years.




  2




[image: ]




  Sympathy for
 the Devil




  In November 1573 Gilles Garnier came before the Court of Parliament of Dôle, in the old French province of Franche Compte. A reclusive, gray-bearded man of middle age known locally as the Hermit of St. Bonnot, Garnier stood accused of attacking several children in the countryside around Dôle, of having killed at least three, and of having partially eaten two of them.




  Some peasants from the village of Chastenoy testified that on November 8 they had rescued a little girl from attack by a huge wolf and further swore that the animal’s face had looked remarkably like the face of Gilles Garnier. Others testified to having found Garnier himself in a thicket near the village of Perrouze on the Friday before the feast of St. Bartholomew, crouched over the body of a boy, apparently prepared to begin a feast of his own.




  Garnier confessed to these crimes and others, admitting that at certain times he roamed the country in the form of a wolf.




  The court had on September 13 authorized the peasants of all the villages around Dôle to “assemble with pikes, halberts, arquebuses, and sticks, to chase and to pursue…to tie and to kill, without incurring any pains or penalties” any and all werewolves infesting the area. The justices were particularly irritated with Gilles Garnier for having performed some of his cannibalistic deeds on meatless Fridays and summarily ordered that he be dragged to the place of public execution and there burned at the stake.




  At the time scarcely anyone in Europe would have harbored the slightest doubt that the testimony—including Garnier’s transformation—was anything but literal truth nor that the sentence was anything but just. In fact people all around the Northern Hemisphere, from the Japanese to the Navajo, from the Arabian peninsula to the Canadian Arctic, would have considered the case of Gilles Garnier as unremarkable as grass—if for no other reason than their ancient conviction that any monstrous or bloodthirsty act was well in character for the wolf.




  It’s an old fear indeed. By the time Australopithecus, the earliest certain hominid, appeared some 2 million years ago, the wolf already roamed the northern half of the world, descendant of 120 million years’ evolution from the primitive, flesh-eating creodonts of the Cretaceous. It evolved through the Miacidae, the ancestral family form from which all modern carnivores derive; through such later, more doglike ancestors as Tomarctus, parent of both the wolf and the fox; and finally, 15 million years ago, began developing on its own to become the most widespread land-living mammal, apart from man himself, to ever inhabit the earth.




  According to considerable fossil evidence animals of the dog family originated in North America and from here dispersed around the globe. When Homo erectus, the earliest man of our genus, migrated out of Africa about a half-million years ago he found wolves in abundance throughout Eurasia. How they all got along we’ll never really know. At the least, wolves competed with the new, two-legged predators and possibly even dined on a few. One thing, however, seems certain: Justified or not, early man lived in fear of the wolf, and proof of that lies in the atavistic chill that skitters up the back of even space-age man when the night echoes the distant howl of a wolf.




  Filtered through the gauzy scrim of several hundred thousand years of imagination, that eerie, trenchant sound speaks of danger and dread, of a wildness so incorrigible and absolute as to reach the border of evil itself. As the author of a twelfth-century Latin bestiary puts it, “The devil bears the similitude of a wolf: he who is always looking over the human race with his evil eye, and darkly prowling round the sheepfolds of the faithful so that he may afflict and ruin their souls.”




  Small wonder that few have chosen to look behind the dark curtain of reputation to ask what manner of beast might truly lie beyond. To those who have, the view is at once familiar and surprising.




  Wolves are the largest wild members of the Canidae, the dog family, although actual size varies according to where you find them. The farther south they live the smaller they are. Wolves of the Arabian peninsula measure scarcely a yard from nose to rump, and Mexican wolves are about the same size. The largest of them live in Alaska and western Canada, where males might weigh a hundred pounds or more, stand three feet tall at the shoulder, and measure six feet from nose to tail-tip. Females typically are a bit smaller. The largest wolf on record weighed 175 pounds.




  They come dressed in a double-layered coat, a dense growth of fine underfur beneath a somewhat thinner stand of longer, stiffer guard hairs. The outer coat gives the animal its color, and coloration in the wolf covers a wider range than virtually any other mammal—from almost pure white to solid black and nearly every shade of cream, buff, tawny red, brown, and gray in between. Gray seems to be the most common color, although it’s actually a mixture of black, white, brown, and gray hairs combined with buffy legs, underbelly, muzzle, and ears.




  Such color variation and the fact that wolves originally occupied every sort of habitat in the Northern Hemisphere except desert and tropical forest accounts for their multitude of names—gray wolf, white wolf, timber wolf, prairie wolf, arctic wolf, and others. That coyotes often are called “brush wolves” only thickens the confusion. Current consensus is that a wolf is a wolf, Canis lupus, no matter where it lives or what color it happens to be, and that a coyote, while an extremely close relative, belongs to a fully separate species, Canis latrans.




  Still, lest things get too simple, taxonomists continue to argue over subspecies. The exact number depends upon whose assertions you care to accept, but most agree on two dozen subspecies in North America and eight more in Eurasia. Some of these denote populations now extinct, and virtually all are based on differences in coloration and skeletal size.




  And there’s the matter of Canis rufus, the red wolf, a coyote-sized, reddish-coated animal formerly found all across the southern United States from Florida to the Southwest. Although mammalogists long recognized it as a separate species complete with three subspecies, both its origin and its fate are now unclear. Before about 1970 the majority of scientific attention focused on what appeared to be the animal’s steady disappearance. The consensus was that persecution and ecological disruption by humans had allowed coyotes to invade the red wolf’s range and to genetically swamp the species by interbreeding.




  But even as the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and several state conservation agencies struggled to protect the remaining “pure” red wolf populations, two Harvard researchers applying sophisticated computerized statistical techniques concluded that the red wolf of Florida and the Mississippi valley simply is yet another race of Canis lupus, while the western subspecies is a hybrid of wolf and coyote parentage. Shortly after, another researcher from the Smithsonian Institution insisted that his study of the western subspecies showed the red wolf to be a race of coyote and not a true wolf at all.




  The most persuasive opinion at present is that all red wolves are fertile hybrids originally derived from interbreeding between wolves and coyotes. The question still isn’t settled, and the red wolf, whatever it is, meanwhile continues to fade toward extinction.




  The most striking differences between the wolf and its nearest kin have less to do with physical characteristics than with emotional and behavioral ones. Both coyotes and red wolves are largely solitary creatures for whom the mated pair represents the basic social unit. Not so the wolf. Canis lupus lives in highly organized groups held together by enormously powerful emotional bonds.




  Ever since early man first recognized their existence, the wolf pack has been regarded as the ultimate predatory force in nature, and through the embroidery of fancy, popular lore has invested the pack with preternatural cunning. In that view one wolf is simply a threat, but a pack is virtually a super-organism, diabolically clever and irresistibly capable of anything from mischief to bloody mayhem.




  In more realistic terms, a wolf pack is a group of individual animals who travel, hunt, feed, and rest together, sharing a general lifestyle in which the group exerts a greater influence than any single member. Folktales about packs of fifty or sixty or more are just that; according to Dr. David Mech, who knows more about wolves than virtually anyone alive, the largest reliably recorded pack numbered thirty-six, but even twenty together is an unusually large group.




  No one knows all the factors that regulate the size of packs, but Dr. Mech suggests that the parameters include the minimum number of animals that can efficiently obtain food; the maximum number that can be supported by the amount of food available; a number that does not exceed each individual’s capacity for social bonding; and similarly, a number that does not exceed each individual’s tolerance for social competition. However strongly these and other factors may bear—particularly the survival rate among pups—the typical wolf pack contains from two to eight members.




  If huge packs are the stuff of fairy tales, so also is the notion that they are nature’s equivalent of street gangs. On the contrary, the pack is a family group comprising a mated pair and their one- or two-year-old offspring, and each animal is emotionally bonded to every other member.




  This bonding is the cement that holds a wolf pack together. Ironically, the capacity for emotional attachment is precisely the trait we find so endearing in the dog—and Canis familiaris inherited it from its immediate ancestor, the wolf. The irony is that we persist in misunderstanding the wolf despite daily, intimate contact with an astonishingly wide range of wolflike behavior.




  A dog’s loyalty and devotion to its master is the crux of the man-dog relationship. This also is a key characteristic of the wolf. Packs are organized in a complicated social hierarchy headed by a leader, a “master,” an authoritarian individual to whom all other members defer. The leader, usually a male, guides much of the pack’s activity; he determines routes of travel, initiates hunting, takes charge when the pack is actively pursuing prey or fleeing from danger.




  The leader’s authority derives from his ability to dominate other pack members, so wolves’ social system is based on the classic pecking order in which every individual occupies a certain rank. Among sexually mature wolves, separate social hierarchies exist for males and females. These operate within the overall pack structure, which lends further complexity to the animals’ social relationships. Being a wolf among wolves is no simple matter.




  So complicated a system could hardly function at all without high levels of communication, and wolves, like dogs, are wonderfully articulate. Although they vocalize in a variety of whimpers, growls, squeaks, grunts, moans, barks, and howls, the bulk of communication among canids in general is visual. Body postures and tail positions carry specific, sophisticated messages. Only the primates have more expressive faces, and wolves communicate a remarkable repertoire of attitudes and emotions with their muzzles, lips, foreheads, ears, and eyes. (Which incidentally is why a hard stare is far more effective discipline for a dog than any amount of rump-swatting; all the Dr. Spocks of dogdom notwithstanding, the fabled newspaper method only sends a garbled message to the wrong end of the animal.)




  Canine communication has well-developed tactile and olfactory components, and watching a group of wolves—or dogs, for that matter—perform all their various rituals is a humbling experience. Communication obviously is taking place, but the mechanics are so multifaceted and so subtle that one has to wonder if we humans aren’t a bit too proud of our capacity for language. I make my living using the language and cherish my library full of books, but my dog doesn’t seem the least bit handicapped by being unable to read or write a single word.




  Its elaborate social structure serves to enhance the pack’s survival and well-being and therefore that of each individual member. Wolves are strictly carnivorous and customarily prey upon animals considerably larger than themselves—deer, musk oxen, mountain sheep, caribou, elk, moose, and even bison—which naturally puts a premium on cooperative behavior. A big wolf is capable of single-handedly killing a moose, but even a deer is capable of killing a wolf, so as far as the pack is concerned there is both strength and safety in numbers—at least in numbers that allow the pack to function efficiently as a unit.




  Popular myth supposes wolves to attack anything and everything that moves—to “rage about with tooth and claw,” as the twelfth-century bestiarist I quoted earlier puts it. The truth is somewhat less melodramatic. Through most of the year wolf packs travel almost constantly, moving at a tireless trot of about five miles per hour, making the rounds of a home range that may be as small as seven or eight square miles during the summer or as large as five thousand square miles in winter. Since carnivores cannot simply stroll out to feed any time they feel like it, as plant-eating animals can, wolves are continually on the alert for prey; being opportunists of the first order, a pack is likely to show interest in any suitable prey animal it comes across, whether by chance, by scent, or by tracking.




  If the encounter is close enough, wolves will test potential prey, but “testing” does not imply an attack nor does an attack imply a certain kill. From his observations of a wolf pack on Isle Royale, David Mech documented interaction between the wolves and 131 moose, which is the principal prey species on the island. All but 7 of the 131 escaped direct attack, either by detecting the wolves first, standing their ground, or simply outrunning the pack; of those 7, only 6 actually were killed.




  Dr. Mech describes the wolf’s typical hunting routine as a four-act drama involving a stalk, an encounter, a rush, and a chase. According to his observations, the curtain can come down at any time. Prey animals that get a substantial headstart on a pack or those that simply stand their ground are least likely of all to be attacked. A wolf can run at thirty-five or forty miles per hour in fifteen-foot bounds, but only in short sprints. They apparently are quick to judge when a chase is likely to prove fruitless, for they seldom pursue prey for more than a minute or so. Pitched battles similarly are not much to their liking, which has led to charges of cowardice from some and which seems to me a sign of keen intelligence.




  When they do make a kill, wolves dine with hearty gusto. A wolf can pack away as much as twenty pounds of meat at a feeding, although the average is a far daintier five or six pounds. Nonetheless, they are not the wanton butchers we’ve made them out to be, a mistaken conclusion drawn by people who have found partially eaten wolf-kills without finding the wolves and therefore decided that wolves kill more than they actually eat. In fact they make efficient use of their food. A pack usually remains somewhere near a kill for several days, ultimately consuming everything except the skull, the largest bones, the hooves, and some of the hair.




  It doesn’t fit the pronouncements of Mother Goose, the Brothers Grimm, nor the more macho outdoor magazines, but real wolves prey more upon very young, very old, and infirm animals than upon any others. The wolf’s popular reputation for rapaciousness—a view once given credence even by some naturalists—simply makes no sense. No predator bent on wiping out its own livelihood could survive for long, and no clear-headed study has ever shown that wolf predation represents a significant limiting factor on any prey animal except in situations where man has played a fundamentally disruptive role in the first place.




  Which is not to say the wolf has been without influence. For scores of thousands of years wolves were the most numerous and most widely distributed predators of large animals in the Northern Hemisphere, and their impact has been profound. Ironically though, most of the benefits of that influence have accrued to the prey. As wolves evolved into more capable killers, prey animals evolved better means of avoiding them. Natural selection is a thoroughgoing process, and organisms respond in a multitude of ways. Species of small prey animals—rabbits and mice, for instance—survive by being hyper-reproductive; larger ones become keen of sense and fleet of foot. Some live in herds, finding optimal security in numbers. Other responses are geographic or behavioral. Wild sheep and goats most likely live where they do mainly because their steep, rocky habitat is a good measure of protection against wolves. Defensive behavior among musk oxen, in which adults surround their calves in an outward-facing, rump-to-rump circle, probably evolved because of the wolf.




  The point here is that while wolves are capable predators, they aren’t particularly efficient. They fail at catching and killing prey far more often than they succeed, and if they choose the young or the weak it’s because those are the animals they can kill with the least effort—not because wolves are cowardly or cruel or unsporting.




  They prefer large prey, for obvious reasons, but they’ll settle for less. Beavers, Dr. Mech says, are important prey in some areas, and wolves will hunt Arctic hares and even mice when nothing else is handy. If they must they can go several days without eating at all.




  Another reason why big animals are a wolf’s main target is that the pack sometimes has pups to feed. But like almost everything else in a wolf’s life, even reproduction is fraught with complexities.




  Wolves reach sexual maturity at the age of twenty-two months, but the biological imperative involves far more than just blissful dalliance. Courtship is a complicated affair that may last for days or even months. Their social structure is such that the dominant pair typically are the only ones to breed in any wolf pack, although the alpha male may at times choose not to and still retains his status. Subordinate members, however, are given a rough go of it, as the dominant animals usually disrupt their courtship activity, forcing them either into abstinence or departure—which probably is an important factor in regulating the size of packs and in establishing new ones.




  When it is successfully carried out, mating takes place as early as January or as late as April, depending upon where the animals live, and gestation takes about sixty-three days. A month or so before giving birth, a pregnant female seeks out and begins preparing a den. It might be newly dug, an enlarged foxhole, an old beaver lodge, a hollow tree, a cave, or just a shallow scrape in some protected spot. Her only concern apparently is that it be of a proper size and have good drainage, for she prepares no bedding.




  She takes to the den a day or so before the birthing and as each pup is born breaks the amniotic sac, severs the umbilicus, licks the newborn clean and dry, and nudges it toward the warmth of her belly. Newly whelped wolf pups weigh about a pound each, are covered with dark natal fur, and are deaf and blind. Six is an average litter.




  During the first few days the female stays with her pups almost constantly while her pack mates provide her with food. The pups’ eyes open after about two weeks; their hearing begins to function about the twentieth day. They emerge from the den at three weeks.




  Their most important business at this point is learning to be wolves in the company of wolves, finding their places in the social structure that will govern the remainder of their lives. They establish status among themselves by endless chasing, shoving, wrestling, and biting. Dog pups interact the same way and for the same reason, although less intensely owing to their zillions of generations’ removal from the wild. Wolf pups may actually injure one another, but there is much at stake. Settling the matter of social roles can make the difference between life and death for a wolf, and pups usually have things sorted out by the time they’re a month old.
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