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To the Wolf Spirit that guides humanity, and to all those who, knowingly or unknowingly, carry the wolf message in their hearts and in their blood.
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Neo approaching visitors during a program at Wolf Heart Ranch. Photo by Chris Perry's Wildside Galleries.





INTRODUCTION

The approach of a wolf—subtle, almost in slow motion, confident, and decisive, seeking connection on her or his own terms—can stretch time, open the heart, and awaken the soul. Her deep, unwavering amber eyes locked on you, seeing through you, have a disarming effect. In striking shades of white, brown, gray, and black, this perfectly engineered predator moves gracefully, effortlessly, each bone and muscle connected, alert, and in balance. Her massive paws spread over the ground with each step she takes toward you, projecting a wave of power that hits you long before she is near. Her almost imperceptible breath, noticeable only by the slight movement of her nostrils, somehow seems to merge with your own.

She initiates touch—her cold nose on your hand, arm, and face; the rough texture of her tongue invigorating, unnerving. The subtle vocalizations made in the back of her throat with her mouth closed—whines and grunting expressions of pleasure. You hear and feel her heart beating, or maybe it’s your own. She emanates a wild, earthy smell, an ungroomed, fresh scent, nature’s original design. As you run your fingers through the cold, coarse fur, the sunlight reveals intricate patterns of coloration and reflects silver, blue, and gold.

Wolves have a heart-centered, awe-inspiring presence that is unforgettable and impactful beyond language. An encounter like this can awaken a dormant, primal memory within us, an echo from a distant time when we were more alert, connected to nature, awake, and alive.

Like wolves, humans are social beings. But unlike wolves, we often don’t treat each other with the respect we all deserve. Rather, we create, intentionally or unintentionally, negative experiences for ourselves or for others, some of which can lead to temporary or lasting trauma. For that reason, dealing with other humans can be challenging.

Many people feel much safer with animals. That is why at Wolf Connection, the California sanctuary for captive, rescued wolves and wolfdogs that I founded in 2009, we create opportunities for people to find hope, healing, and personal growth in the company of wolves. There, men, women, and children of all ages, backgrounds, and walks of life have transformational experiences from their meetings with the thirty-two wolves of the Wolf Connection pack.

Early cultures around the world were aware of the power that emerges from our kinship with animals. Throughout time, we have encountered animals in dreams and in our waking life, known them as collaborative hunting partners, allies, guides, wise messengers, and even healers. Their importance is expressed in ancient ceremonies, attire, art, symbols, and legends. What we now refer to as animal-assisted therapy may trace its origins from the practice in ancient Greece (600 BC) of having incurably ill people interact with horses to lift their spirits. There are historical references to equine-assisted treatment modalities in Belgium in the Middle Ages. Animal interactions and activities to improve a patient’s social, emotional, or cognitive function are described in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European medical texts. Florence Nightingale believed that the presence of small pets improved mental health for patients, and Sigmund Freud noticed that when his dog was lying down in his office during therapy sessions, his patients were calmer and more receptive.

A direct, friendly interaction with almost any kind of animal releases serotonin, prolactin, and oxytocin, the feel-good hormones. Over the past few decades, numerous studies have examined the bonding processes and relationships between humans and animals. Extensive research has been conducted on the emotional, psychological, and even physical benefits of animal-assisted therapy (AAT), animal-assisted intervention (AAI), and animal-assisted education (AAE) with terminally ill individuals, and from children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) to people with neurophysical limitations.

Dogs, cats, horses, and farm animals are documented to have helped people in hospitals, prisons, youth camps, and schools to alleviate emotional and psychological afflictions. Spending time with animals, and caring for them, have helped people suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), from war veterans and concentration camp survivors to former gang members and abuse victims. The human-animal bond can offer a bridge to a higher level of functioning for people who do not respond positively to more traditional human-centered treatments.

Simply put, interacting, relating, and bonding with animals make us better, more compassionate, more loving and balanced humans. Animals can foster emotional security; they open our hearts and reconnect us with our ancestral, primal roots. They promote humane values and a sense of belonging to the natural world. They reduce our sense of loneliness and provide comfort. They help prevent cruelty, abuse, and neglect, not only toward animals, but also toward ourselves and other humans, and they create opportunities for motivational, educational, and recreational benefits that enhance our quality of life.

At Wolf Connection, we take this a step further by reclaiming the oldest human-animal relationship: the one we have with wolves.


FROM WOLF CONNECTION TO WOLF THERAPY


I never thought that exploring and cultivating the relationships between humans and wolves would become my life’s work. But in the summer of 2009, I accepted the honor and responsibility of caring for a pack of sixteen rescued wolves and wolfdogs and witnessed the benefits of interacting with them firsthand. Not long after meeting these wolves, I myself felt more grounded, clear-minded, and confident. When the first volunteers came to help me, I could see that working with the wolves was helping them, too, in unexpected ways. They became better able to discern their moral and personal values, improve their communication skills, and enhance their overall ability to relate to others.

Soon I arrived at a compelling question: could we pair humans in need of emotional, psychological, and relational healing with captive, rescued wolves and wolfdogs to help each other heal? I founded a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, called it Wolf Connection, and began to develop the premise and foundation of the wolf-centered teachings and curriculum that ultimately evolved into the work described in this book. Drawing from biology, ecology, mythology, anthropology, coevolutionary history, behavioral sciences, and spirituality, we have created instructional techniques based on wolf behavior that can lead humans to greater self-understanding. This puts us in courtside seats to witness the miracle of the human-wolf connection every day.

There is no other organization like Wolf Connection. We rescue captive, often mistreated and abandoned wolves and wolfdogs and rehabilitate them to become ambassadors of hope among society’s most vulnerable groups. The young men and women we serve are also often mislabeled and misunderstood, and may have experienced abuse, abandonment, or court-ordered separation from their homes and families. Many of the individuals who come to the Wolf Connection program have been unable to work through their problems with traditional interventions.

The most challenging and intensive part of working with people who have experienced trauma is to get them to open up and trust. At Wolf Connection we recognize that the process of receiving what can be gained from the wolves is individually paced and must be sensitively encouraged. When groups of troubled individuals first set foot at our Wolf Heart Ranch, they present a “wall.” They are hurt, angry, resentful of society, and hostile toward life. Often they feel defeated. They are apprehensive about being in nature, and for some of them, this visit is the first time they’ve been outside of an urban environment. Yet even though they are shut off from other people and from the world around them, deep down they are eager to find a way forward.

Like many of our human program participants, wolves, too, have often been isolated and subjected to negative attitudes and adverse treatment because they were misjudged as “bad,” “unwanted,” “disruptive,” or “a problem.” Once our program participants interact with the wolves, a profound connection is established that can help them overcome obstacles. Their shared backstory establishes an almost instant alliance between the two species, a foundational trust that sets wolf and human on a mutual path of healing like the one that our ancient ancestors experienced with wolves.

Embedded in the Wolf Connection program are the lessons of the wolf’s ways that I call Wolf Principles. They are a set of simple statements of character traits and intentions based on the behavior observed in the Wolf Connection pack as well as among wolves living in the wild. First Nations people in Canada and Native Americans in the United States have attributed many key features of their way of life to the adoption of behaviors they admired in wolf packs, such as hunting collaboratively for greater efficiency and organizing socially to improve survival and to support community members. The Wolf Principles are a practical application of what observing wolf behavior can teach us and, along with the Nine Realms of the Wolf, which are the areas of life, art, and science in which we encounter the wolf, they form a comprehensive modality I call Wolf Therapy.
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Deep healing and bonding help us reclaim the joy and strength that are our birthright. Photo by Chris Perry’s Wildside Galleries.



As the visitors get off the vans on the first day of the program, my team and I join them and circle up just outside the wolf compound. We ask everyone to remove their headphones, put away their phones, close their eyes, and remain silent to show respect for the wolves. They are then invited to silently ask permission to be in the wolves’ home. At first, they fidget and joke nervously, but eventually they settle down, and as soon as they get grounded is when it comes: the deep, powerful HOWWWLLL of a pack of thirty wolves. And just like that, we have their attention.

What started with simple school assemblies and brief group visits to the sanctuary in 2009 have expanded into immersive field trips, multinight initiation camps, and a multidisciplinary Experiential Education and Life Redirection program. Initially, Wolf Connection was a program exclusively for youths in foster care. Over time, we have expanded our reach to serve youth from low-income neighborhoods and schools, and in probation with the juvenile system. We also serve military veterans, young adults in substance abuse recovery, ex-gang members, and individuals newly released from prison. In addition, we run cutting-edge leadership retreats for what is perhaps the most “at risk” population: corporate America. Prominent companies recognize the value in our method and come to Wolf Connection to recenter their teams and refocus their purpose.

While measuring effectiveness relies heavily on anecdotal records, an important benchmark of program success came out of a multiyear study by Claremont University graduate psychology students that evaluated self-reflection and insights, prosocial behavior, connectedness to nature, and personal growth in our prison diversion program. In every metric, participants demonstrated high emotional and behavioral engagement with and assimilation of our Wolf Principles, showing steady and significant improvement. Reinforcement of the measurable benefits of the program is critical as we expand the application of our work.
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The Wolf Connection Program Model as described by Claremont Graduate University. Courtesy of Claremont Graduate University Psychology Program.



Wolf Connection programs are practical expressions of the ancient wolf-human bond that can transform the lives of people along socioeconomic, intellectual, and emotional continuums. With the help of these deeply intuitive animals, struggling youth and honor students alike, as well as affluent donors and community visitors experience traditional rites of initiation, life coaching and counseling, nature-based teachings, and self-mastery practices modeled by the wolves. The pack roles of alpha, beta, nanny, hunter, tracker, and omega are discussed in depth, as well as how wolf social dynamics can inform human interactions.


WHY WOLVES AND WOLFDOGS?


The lupine residents at Wolf Heart Ranch, home of Wolf Connection, are all rescued wolves and wolfdogs. They were bred in captivity and most of them were sold as pets and later mistreated, abandoned, confiscated by authorities in places where ownership is illegal, or relinquished to us by owners. Others come from even more dire situations, such as roadside attractions or fur farms. Wolves and wolfdogs are so beautiful, intelligent, intriguing, and captivating that some people mistakenly buy them as pets at breeding facilities across the country. But they do not make good pets because they are typically very challenging to handle. These animals and their immediate ancestors have been cut off from the wild for generations, so unfortunately, they are too accustomed to humans to be released into their natural environment. If we at Wolf Connection find them in time, we can help heal their physical, psychological, and emotional wounds so they can have a full and happy life under our care.

But why wolves for an intervention and therapeutic program?

Since the beginning, humans have turned to animals for medicine and guidance, and to this day we could certainly speak about the value of a close encounter with any large or small mammal—and with many other animals, for that matter. However, the wolf is the first animal that humans ever associated with. We have lived alongside them for perhaps hundreds of thousands of years, so we share a unique connection that makes them especially suited to help us humans understand our past. Wolfdogs are a man-made creation—a mix of wolves and domestic dogs hopelessly caught between their wild, natural origin and an artificially created human world. This makes them a perfect mirror for a programmatic setting that can reflect the reality of most of us humans, who are often caught between our heart’s desires and the frantic modern pace of our lives.

Wolves can help us recognize who we are, now, at our core, and, more important, where we are going and the future that is possible for us.


ONE STEP BEYOND FEAR: MIKO AND NINA


Nina, a mixed-race, gentle, and likable young woman, could not have anticipated the transformational experience that awaited her the day our Wolf Connection team visited the residential treatment home where she was staying. We were there to share the Wolf Principles. I was the program lead, joined by five handlers and five wolf ambassadors: Ayasha, our little “coy-wolf” with a huge personality; Beau, a large male who has taught resilience and redemption to many; Willow, a gentle, female gray wolf pup; loving and assertive Miko, our biggest and wildest female; and Maya, the alpha female who led Wolf Connection’s pack until she passed away in 2017.

When we arrived, we unloaded the wolves from Wolfmobile One, a large four-by-four truck fitted with transport cages. The treatment staff who greeted us told us that they had six residents but that only five would likely participate with us. “Nina has rarely left her room since she arrived two weeks ago,” a staffer said. “And she probably won’t come out today.”
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Ayasha warming the hearts of program students. Photo by the author.



“Would it be okay if I bring one of the wolves into the house to meet Nina?” I asked. “I think it would make a difference. These animals can change people’s lives in an instant.”

“Sure,” the director responded.

I chose Ayasha to be our ambassador, as she was the smallest wolf with us that day. I reasoned that little Ayasha would be the most inviting and the least intimidating at first sight in an indoor space. Ayasha and her handler followed me into the house, where I found Nina sitting at the bottom of the staircase that led to the second floor. At least she had left her room. In her midtwenties, Nina had a subtle beauty that was hidden by the timid way she met the world. She avoided eye contact, shy in the way that people are when they have been told over and over that they are a nuisance.

“Hi, I’m Teo,” I said.

“I’m Nina,” she responded meekly, looking at the wolf.

“This is Ayasha. Her name means ‘little girl’ in Cheyenne,” I said.

Ayasha took a few steps forward and put her nose out to nuzzle Nina’s face. Nina lit up right away, and she petted Ayasha on the neck.

“We have four more wolves outside. Do you want to come meet them?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’ll come out,” she said, as if it were no big deal. But it was.

Nina had been abused and abandoned as a child, and she felt overwhelming anger, resentment, and mistrust now as an adult. She had a phobia of open spaces and was uncomfortable in nature. Nina moved fearfully through the world, literally tiptoeing around the house, hopping from tile to tile, unable to step on the cracks in the floor for fear that doing so would cause some unknown harm. In an effort to numb her pain, she had turned to alcohol and drugs, until she decided to drop out of college and go to rehab. But her heart was closed, and she wasn’t responding to any treatment. Both she and her therapist were losing hope.

Yet Nina voluntarily followed Ayasha out of the house. This coy-wolf had accomplished more in three minutes than professionals had been able to in weeks. Nina walked to the edge of the concrete patio and stopped just before the grass leading to where the other wolves and handlers were waiting and sipping water before the program started. There, suddenly, at that unfamiliar threshold, Nina’s face tensed up. The impulse that had motivated her to come out of the house was subsiding and she was growing uncomfortable.

I moved closer to Nina and started our presentation, hoping to redirect her attention to the wolves. Looking straight at her, I addressed the whole group and gestured to Miko. “This is Miko, who weighs almost a hundred pounds. Despite being larger than many males, she is a female gray Arctic wolf mix.”

Nina’s brown eyes met Miko’s amber ones, and Nina relaxed visibly as she listened to the wolf’s story.

“Miko and her partner, Cloud, were surrendered to us by a couple who loved them,” I continued, “but were unable to keep them. The couple had three small children whose running and playing triggered the wolves’ prey drive, so they felt it was time to find the wolves a new home.”

I invited the residents to introduce themselves to the wolves.

“Please approach calmly, kneel to their level, and offer the palm of your hand in a friendly manner,” I said, demonstrating the position I was describing.

As the other clients stepped forward, Nina hesitated for a few seconds and took what was probably the first step she had taken onto dirt, grass, and dry, crunchy oak leaves in a very long time. She walked straight to Miko.

Nina’s fear was palpable. Her heart had a burning desire to be with Miko, so much so that, almost involuntarily, she was stepping over the boundaries of her phobias. At the same time, she was witnessing herself walking on dirt and crunchy leaves and getting more anxious. Her eyes widened and her breathing quickened.

Still, stepping across the lawn like this would have been impossible for Nina just minutes earlier. The house director could not believe his eyes. Meanwhile, Miko’s gaze was fixed on Nina. The wolf was aware of her distress and yet remained calm, present, and open.

“Wolves are always okay with who they are,” I said to Nina. “This is the first of our Wolf Principles.” Nina took a deep breath and her body relaxed as surges of trust and strength rose within her. As Nina became more comfortable with Miko, she also became more comfortable with herself.

“We are going to go on a hike now, following the trail just behind the house,” I said, strapping on my backpack. I started walking, signaling everyone to follow. When the group began hiking up the mountain trail, Nina, to everyone’s surprise, came too, quietly walking next to Miko at the back of the group.

“Wolves give one hundred and fifty percent to everything they do,” I said as the group trudged ahead. “This is the second Wolf Principle.”
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Miko and Renee Alfero hiking at Wolf Heart Ranch. Photo by Christopher Xavier Lozano.



Confidence swelled in Nina as she walked naturally with her wolf companion.

“Wolves let go of the past and make room for new things in their lives,” I said. “This is the third Wolf Principle.”

When we stopped for water, Nina slowly knelt and offered her hand to Miko. Miko began to lick her face, leaning on Nina until she was sitting in her lap, causing Nina to tumble backward onto the ground. Nina shrieked and laughed. For several minutes, Nina and Miko rolled in the dirt and played in complete freedom and joy—human and wolf as one.

I heard the word miracle whispered by the staff who stood nearby, their mouths open. Miracle is a beautiful word and it is not used often enough in my opinion. It comes from the Latin word for “wonder,” and it is a reminder of the higher intelligence and energies that are part of the multidimensional world we live in. However, “miracle” can also be used to gloss over experiences without looking deeper into them, avoiding opportunities to discover and learn. Clearly, Nina’s encounter with Miko was miraculous indeed. It connected her to a time before she’d been hurt, before she developed her protective phobic habits. Miko reopened Nina’s heart and cracked a door to new possibilities, making room for her to connect to the wolf’s ways and to herself. Her bond with Miko awakened the memory of an ancestral wolf-human bond, which allowed Nina to return to her essential self.

Learning the first three Wolf Principles that day helped Nina begin to heal her past and present and to look forward to her future. Within a month after her first and only interaction with Ayasha and Miko, she was discharged from the rehab center, far earlier than expected. She applied for and was matched up with a therapy dog, and with the dog’s help, she got a part-time job and went back to school.


THE NINE REALMS OF THE WOLF


Most people only see the wolf as an animal, as I once did. But the wolf has played a key role in human evolution, and we have lived in association with wolves for so long that if we look carefully there are many more ways to consider the being we call “wolf.” Our observations and interactions at Wolf Heart Ranch allow us to grok wolves as multifaceted beings and also as interrelated ideas and archetypes in the human psyche. These experiences are validated by research in biology, genetics, ecology, behavioral sciences, anthropology, and mythology that demonstrates that wolves exist on numerous, subtle levels. The animals we see in the wild, hunting bison and deer, and those we care for at the ranch, who act as ambassadors in the human world, represent just two aspects, or realms of influence, of wolves. I see nine realms that can help us gain greater self-understanding and remind us of the primal, wild freedom we still carry, dormant, deep within ourselves.


Realm One: The Wolf Heart Awakens


Many people talk about the wild heart, or “rewilding” the heart. I prefer to talk aout rewolfing the heart. When was your wolf heart awake and alive?

We all have personal histories and experiences that influence the choices we have made and will make. But we humans often distort or repress our past experiences, which renders the truth of who we are and where we are in our lives elusive. This comes at great cost, because it keeps us from living a full, passionate life. Realm One is about clearing the lenses and uncovering the lessons contained in our life experiences, particularly those that have made a significant, lasting impact. In this chapter I offer mine. Experiencing a living wolf may not be possible for most people, but I believe that connecting with the real-life stories of wolves and humans can help us reawaken our wolf heart and reconnect with our life purpose.

Realm Two: The Ambassador Wolf

Many uninformed wolf detractors try to dismiss the importance of wolves by hiding behind this question: What do wolves do for humanity? The Ambassador Wolf embodies what can be learned from wolves in captivity and from the primal human-wolf connection in action, which you will see in the guiding principles behind the Wolf Therapy program. In this chapter I’ll also share stories that will give you a glimpse of the power wolves carry as ambassadors for the natural world and as guides for humans.

Realm Three: The Ancestral Wolf

The First Nations in North America have a saying: “Wolves taught us how to be people.” Referencing discoveries in anthropology and biology, we explore this question: How did wolves make us human? And we present the latest scientific evidence, including the theory of coevolution of humans and wolves.


Realm Four: The Wild Wolf


Validated by the findings of today’s foremost wolf behaviorists and biologists, I offer observations that answer this question: What can humans learn from wolves in the wild?

Realm Five: The Human Wolf

There are many behavioral similarities between wolves and humans, both positive and negative. In this chapter I respond to How is the wolf a mirror for humans? and what happens when we ignore our wolf connection.

Realm Six: The Cosmic Wolf

In the summer of 2016, I had a dream vision that changed the course of my life. During that experience I received a wealth of detailed information from a higher, collective consciousness that presented itself to me as Wolf. In this chapter I present Wolf’s message for humanity the way I received and understood it.

Realm Seven: The Mythological Wolf

I am not the only one, or the first, to have received a Wolf message. Cultures around the world have been telling ancestral creation stories, inspired by Wolf guidance, for millennia. But modern humans have fallen into a state of isolation, forgetfulness, and disconnection. We believe ourselves separate from each other and the natural world around us; our more recent mythology, fairy tales, and folk stories—including Little Red Riding Hood, the Three Little Pigs, and others—reflect that. But the Mythological Wolf reclaims stories that reveal the nature of humanity’s original relationship with wolves and the natural world, stories from a time when our wolf connection was intact.

Realm Eight: The Ritualistic Wolf

What did traditional wolf societies do with the Wolf message they received? They created practical applications and embodiments of myth in rituals, ceremonies, and rites of initiation, which I explore in this chapter.

Realm Nine: Your Own Wolf Practices

How can you integrate these nine realms into your everyday experience? Wolf’s message of sustainability, evolution, and altruism is urgent—and carries significance for every human being walking this planet. We’ll explore what you can do to maintain a connection with this vibration called Wolf and how to integrate the nine realms into everyday life.

According to the messages I received in my twilight encounters with Wolf consciousness, humans and wolves share a unique, ancestral bond that predates myth and legend, history and evolution. That bond has influenced all we’ve done and all that we are since the beginning of time. The way I understood it, the wolf is the only animal who truly cares what happens to humans, and its message reached out to all of us, from the most vulnerable people, those in need of healing and inclusion, to the privileged. We are united in the reality that we have all been prey to the darker sides of human nature.

True to Wolf’s instructions, I have put forth my best effort to let this book be written not by me but through me. This is a book about wolves and humans conceived as a spiritual initiation not from a humancentric perspective, but from a wolfcentric one, both intellectually provocative and experientially enriching. The stories and findings are meant to be felt first and “linearly understood” second. One of the fundamental concepts I teach my advanced private students is that the intellect has a higher function as the conveyor and translator of energetic perception. Wolf showed me that the mind evolved as a very efficient tool for survival, but it was never meant to lead the way. It is meant to subordinate itself to our experience of life, nature, and consciousness as a whole.

If I have done my job, even partially, sections of the book will challenge some readers, while others will energize and inspire them, illuminating the path ahead. I hope that you will pay attention to the spirit of the message, and, more important, that you will drop in, and be present in your body. If you are able to direct your attention inward while exploring the content of these pages, you might experience a new perspective and expansion of consciousness.
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The Nine Realms of the Wolf. Courtesy of Wolf Connection.



This is a powerful pathway to claim your ancestral origins, your wild life force, and bring forth the totality of who you are. I encourage you to put the principles presented here to a practical test in your own life.

As a species, we have been on a journey through times of expansion, connection, and joy, as well as suffering, pain, and struggle. Wolf showed me that the cycles of the human journey are reaching their climax and about to get a lot more interesting. The message I was entrusted with is as vital to you, and to all of us, as anything can be. My wish is that by reading this book you will receive the Wolf message in the same way I did, as a direct transfer of consciousness.

Wolf Blessings,

Teo Alfero and the Wolf Connection Pack

Acton, California
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REALM ONE


The Wolf Heart Awakens



It is popular today to speak about the wild heart, and other authors reference the rewilding of our hearts—but my preference is to discuss the rewolfing of our hearts. When was your wolf heart awake and alive in your life?

Most of us experience life as an uninterrupted succession of circumstances and actions. We go from experience to experience with such momentum that we rarely slow down to pay real attention to what’s in front of us. And we tend to tell ourselves the most convenient version of a story, one that makes excuses or justifies our behavior. It is not me who showed up late, over and over—other people are rigid and don’t understand how busy I am. It wasn’t me who overspent and lived beyond my means—other people have no vision or creativity. It wasn’t me who didn’t pay attention to my romantic partner—he or she was not supportive of me and my career.

You can’t determine where you are going without first knowing where you come from. So at some point in our lives, it is wise to stop running away from ourselves and turn around to face reality. The good news is that once we do, we might be able to recognize that only a handful of experiences have actually made a real difference in our lives. By identifying those experiences and uncovering the lessons hidden within them, we can begin to ignite the radiance of the wolf heart. I don’t know any better practice to accomplish that than Recapitulation.

I first encountered Recapitulation in the writings of Carlos Castaneda, and later had the great fortune of studying with his colleague Carol Tiggs, who trained me in the practice of Tensegrity, the modern version of the Warrior’s Way, which they both learned from Don Juan Matus, a Yaqui seer and shaman. Tensegrity describes a combination of practices, including movements for the redeployment of energy and well-being, conscious dreaming, inner silence, and other self-awareness techniques. One of those techniques, Recapitulation, is a detailed energetic maneuver during which the practitioner relives her or his life experiences. It is a meticulous recollection that can reveal not only our personality and inclinations but also our deep energetic imprints. This kind of recollection has the power to transcend the personal level and tap into the essence of the human condition.

I’d like to share a few pivotal episodes I gathered during many years of recapitulating my own life in the hope that they will inspire you to discover the memorable events, as Dr. Castaneda called them, in your own life, and reclaim, in that fashion, the power hidden within them.


TALA, THE MESSENGER WOLF


One of the most powerful concepts of the Toltec tradition that Dr. Castaneda writes about is the path with heart. Castaneda’s teacher Don Juan Matus said:

Anything is one of a million paths. . . . Therefore, you must always keep in mind that a path is only a path. . . . Look at every path closely and deliberately. Then ask yourself, and yourself alone, one question. . . . Does this path have a heart? If it does, the path is good; if it doesn’t, it is of no use. Both paths lead nowhere; but one has a heart, the other doesn’t. One makes for a joyful journey; as long as you follow it, you are one with it. The other will make you curse your life. One makes you strong; the other weakens you.1

I feel that Dr. Castaneda was referring to various layers of experience when he wrote about the path with heart, speaking more of a mood, a certain aliveness within that comes from loving what one does and loving being alive, acknowledging the privilege of being able to walk this marvelous Earth.

The renowned scholar of comparative mythology Joseph Campbell wrote that we can embark on our initiatory path with heart, which he called the hero’s journey, in two ways. One is by means of a conscious decision and deliberate action. The soon-to-be hero grows up in a culture that contemplates rites of initiation, so the hero is aware of the path ahead, is prepared, and makes a conscious decision to step into his or her destiny willingly. Examples include the vision quest of First Nations people or military boot camp. The other way to embark on the hero’s journey is by surprise, when events “ambush” the hero and he or she becomes immersed deep in the journey without apparent choice.

I embarked onto my journey with the wolves through a combination of both types of initiations—I was both prepared and ambushed. On the one hand, I had made a deliberate choice to commit my life to the expansion of consciousness, and to be of service to future generations, many years earlier. But I had no clue as to what lay in store for me. One of the most unexpected and most beautiful events, which changed the course of my life, came in the form of a wolfdog pup named Tala.

Tala, which is Sioux for “wolf,” was the four-legged love of my life. She and I met in December 2007 when she was six weeks old. I was a busy man, coaching and doing interventions for teens and their families in Los Angeles and also helping to lead Tensegrity workshops around the world. I was traveling and teaching in the Safe School Ambassadors program, a violence-prevention and antibullying curriculum for students at schools across the United States. I didn’t have the time or desire to have a pet. Tala, on the other hand, had a different idea.
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Tala, when I first met her. Photo by David Kwak.



Greg, a close friend who has been present at some of the most pivotal decisions in my life over the past fifteen years, called one evening. “I have three wolf puppies in my car,” he said. “Would you like to see them?”

“Of course!” I replied.

Greg’s girlfriend was breeding wolfdogs in her LA backyard, and he was trying to help her sell eleven puppies. Within twenty minutes I was playing with a lively female pup who wore a little pink collar. Even though I loved her instantly, I said, “Look, I have no time, room in my house, or intention of getting a pet right now. I’m super busy, but if I were to pick any of these pups, it would be this one for sure.”

Tala, completely unaffected by my rejection, just continued to play with me and run around. She even jumped into a small pond I had in my front yard and then ran straight for me, soaking my slacks and shoes. Little did I know that she had picked me right then and there.

Over the next couple of weeks, all the other puppies were sold except for Tala. Greg asked again if I would take her. “Thank you, but no thank you,” I said, so he decided to keep Tala himself. But Greg had two other dogs, one of which, for whatever reason, didn’t like Tala and was aggressive toward her. The aggression kept escalating until one day Tala got hurt and Greg called me for help.

“I can keep her at my place for a couple of days if you want, until things calm down,” I said.

At about midnight on the first night, Tala began howling outside my closed bedroom door, a sweet, high-pitched, endearing sound that pierced right through my heart. I didn’t move to bring her in my bedroom, but something happened to me while I listened to her howl. The following day, pee, poop, and dog hair became acceptable in my home, even cute. I told Greg that I would consider keeping her, but he had also come to love Tala by then and, once his other dog seemed to calm down, he returned to pick her up and take her home. With great effort, I gave Tala back.

Two days later, Greg called to let me know another fight had taken place. “Come get her before I change my mind,” he said.

And that was it. Tala and I became inseparable.

I’d grown up with a pack of German shepherds I loved, but up to that point in my life, I’d never felt for an animal—or another being, for that matter—what I felt for Tala.

Suddenly I was a single dad to a destructive chewing and peeing machine. She was eight weeks when I got her for good and, for many months, she would pee herself out of excitement every time I greeted her. She slept on a blanket on the floor right next to my bed, and as soon as she realized I was waking up, she would stand up on her back legs with her front paws against the side of the bed, her nose and ears appearing just above the edge of the mattress, and make puppy sounds while she waited for me to greet her. But if I did greet her, she would pee all over the carpet and the side of the bed. I had to ignore her, jump out of bed, and rush out of the bedroom and quickly walk through the house and out the front door into the yard. She would trot behind me, whining and excited to greet me while holding her pee. Only when we both reached the front yard would I turn around to acknowledge her, and she would lick my hand and my face while squatting. Once fully potty-trained, she graduated to sleeping on the bed with me every night.

Tala loved to chew—at wolf intensity. Within days, my entire inventory of furniture was riddled with teeth marks. Tala went through two couches before she was three months old. The second couch was demolished in about seven minutes while I was out of the house returning a video only two blocks away. By the time I came back, stuffing was everywhere except inside the couch.
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Tala, pictured with the author at a few months old, was alive and awake. The embodiment of the wolf heart. Photo by Yamin Chehin.



Beautiful white-and-gray Tala rode in the passenger seat of the car and went with me everywhere. Everyone from the teller at the bank to the cashier at the grocery store knew her. She became a central part of my youth coaching work, and all my clients wanted to spend time with her.


WOLF CONNECTION: BEGINNINGS


In 2009, two years after Tala came into my life, I was looking for a new edge and direction to my youth coaching and empowerment program. I had been mentoring young men through outdoor activities such as camping, hiking, and rock climbing for years and now wanted a more powerful way to engage young people from all backgrounds, to get them to open up, find their own voice, and to trust and reconnect with who they truly are.

I was also looking for a playmate for Tala. I wanted to adopt a young male who would keep her company while I was traveling. Being a pack animal, I knew she would enjoy that. As a result of my search, not only did I find a partner for Tala, a handsome, one-year-old gray-and-brown wolfdog named Wyoh, but I also met fifteen other wolves and wolfdogs. The pack had been rescued by Tia Torres, star of the TV show Pit Bulls and Parolees, and she was caring for them at Villalobos Rescue Center, a pit bull refuge and adoption operation, which she had founded.

My heart opened fully when I met this pack. I immediately knew I could not leave them. I began visiting them twice a week to brush them, leash train them, walk them, and run with them. It was exhausting, but I was in complete heaven.

After about three months of volunteering at Villalobos, I was chatting with Tia when the words “You know, all my life I’ve wanted to start a wolf sanctuary” suddenly came out of my mouth.

No, I didn’t!

To this day, I don’t know where that came from . . . perhaps my inner seer, or perhaps the wolves or Tala were speaking through me. The truth is, starting a wolf sanctuary was never remotely in my mind, but my heart was sincere, and those words felt absolutely true when I spoke them. I just realized that I would take care of these sixteen wolves for the rest of their lives. Tia heard my heart speak and she said, “Okay, I’ll help you.”

And she did. I was clueless, and Tia helped me understand dogs and wolves and taught me the ropes of the animal rescue business. She offered fund-raising ideas and, at her suggestion, I launched the first “Full Moon Hike with Wolves.” The plan was that people would come to the rescue center during the evening, bringing food to enjoy and share potluck style. We would give a presentation followed by a hike with the animals under the moonlight.

The Reverend Michael Beckwith, founder and spiritual leader of Agape International Spiritual Center in Culver City, California, had unexpectedly signed up for the event on our Facebook listing. Although he didn’t attend, his community became engaged, and seventy people showed up for that full-moon hike. We were able to raise our first few dollars and also to attract the original volunteers, who stepped up to help me take care of the pack. At the time, I didn’t have a website, a team, a plan, or even a name for the group, but I was never alone walking and caring for the animals again. On Tala’s terms, Wolf Connection was born.


A WOLF’S GIFT: RENEE, MAYA, AND ME


I had been working with the pack at Villalobos Rescue for about four or five months and it had become my routine to stop, at the end of long volunteer days, at the local café for a meal and a pitcher of lemonade, accompanied by Tala and Wyoh. As I arrived one evening, every table in the patio area was empty except for one occupied by a family of four. I sat down a couple of tables away from them with Tala and Wyoh at my feet, waiting expectantly for their customary bowl of delicious, fresh well water, which the servers always brought them. They had become local celebrities by then.

As I ate, Tala and Wyoh watched my every move, eyes fixed on my hands, salivating, hoping to get a piece of the action (which they did . . . “Okay, here!”). I was almost finished with my meal when I heard a voice ask, “Are those wolfdogs?”

“Yes, they are,” I responded, looking over at the other table, where a young woman had addressed me.

“Can I say hi?” she asked.

“Sure. This is Tala, and this is Wyoh.”

Confidently, she walked over and knelt down next to the table. Tala and Wyoh immediately stood and greeted her, licking her face.

“I’m Renee,” she said, offering me her hand. Her demeanor and energy were bright, a blend of vigor and gentleness, and her interest in the wolves had a purity about it that touched my heart.

“I’m Teo. Nice to meet you.”

Her parents and brother were watching the interaction attentively, asking an occasional question. Renee commented on how balanced and well behaved Tala and Wyoh were, mentioning that she was a student at a local college in its Exotic Animal Training and Management program. I told them about Wolf Connection, the other members of the pack I was working with, and that we made school visits. Renee asked if I accepted volunteers.

“I sure do,” I said. “In fact, we are having a Halloween hike with the pack this coming week. Why don’t you all come and check it out?” Her face lit up and she said that she and her family would be there.

Renee quickly became an integral part of the young Wolf Connection organization. She was energetic, driven, and eager to learn and assist with animal care and school presentations. I soon noticed that the wolves treated her differently than they did most of my volunteers. She had a natural confidence and nurturance when working with them, as if she were made to work with these specific animals, and spoke “animal-to-animal” language, not human-to-animal. They respected her, and perhaps cut her some slack due to her fresh, innocent energy.

Renee developed a beautiful, loving relationship with all of our wolves, but she particularly connected with Maya, a majestic high-content, cream-colored Arctic wolfdog who was part of the original pack of sixteen. Maya had been rescued when she was three years old, when Tia Torres brought her from a hoarding facility after the owner had died. Maya’s father had been shot and her mother poisoned when Maya was young; she was skittish about and fearful of people when she first came to Wolf Connection.

But when Renee showed up at our small compound, Maya energetically picked her and never let her go. About a month after Renee joined us, the handlers and I were preparing to go on a hike. No one else present that day was experienced enough to walk Maya, so, rather than leave Maya behind, Renee grabbed a leash and took her along. They were instantly like two old friends. Renee said that magic was born that day and kept their hearts connected. They developed an unbreakable bond that only got stronger over the years. Their relationship comforted Maya and allowed her to learn to be more confident around people—for the rest of her life.

Renee believes that destiny drew Maya’s and her souls to one another. They gave education presentations together, traveled together, and shared hotel rooms. One Thanksgiving, they gave a presentation for a group of twenty terminally ill children between the ages of three and nine who were stable enough to walk out to the hospital lawn. The parents and hospital staff had specifically requested Renee and Maya for the visit.

As Renee tells the story, “The children’s eyes lit up the moment they saw Maya. After I gave a short talk, we had all the kids line up so they could meet her. Maya was an amazing ambassador for her kind. She licked faces, and the kids absolutely loved her.
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Renee and her wolf counterpart, Maya. Photo by Miranda Culme-Seymour.



“One girl in particular stood out—Lia, a sweet three-year-old girl battling leukemia. When it was her turn to meet Maya, she was so excited that she started to run toward Maya, but she was a bit wobbly from being so ill. I was shocked to see Maya moving forward to the little girl, to meet her halfway. Lia caught herself on Maya’s thick-furred neck as she stumbled, then stood herself back up to look this powerful animal in the eyes. Maya licked her face gently. Lia giggled and hugged Maya, and I watched in amazement as Maya put her head down softly around Lia and closed her bright yellow eyes, as if to squeeze her and return the hug. They stayed like that for a few seconds and then, once they released, Lia gave Maya a kiss on her nose and went back to her parents.

“This is what Wolf Connection is all about: rekindling the ancient bond between wolf and human. This connection is not confined to age, gender, health, creed, faith, skin color, language, or social status. It is our birthright, for each and every one of us.”
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