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A black wolf trots through fresh snow and sagebrush in Yellowstone National Park. About 46 percent of Yellowstone's wolves are black, an unusually high percentage. Most wolves in North America are gray. Of the 31 Canadian wolves released into Yellowstone in 1995 and 1996, 12 were black or dark furred. MICHAEL H. FRANCIS.
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The alpha female of the Druid Peak pack, 42F, howls for the rest of her pack. Yellowstone visitors see wolves more often than they actually hear wolves. Hearing a wolf howl requires patience and quiet watching. MARK MILLER


FOREWORD


A longstanding goal and ideal for park management is to return our protected areas to their most primeval, natural state. There has been considerable debate (often times unproductive) over what constitutes natural, but wolves are not part of this debate. Without question wolves are the essence of wild nature or, if you choose other words, the fundamental aspect to what is natural. It is well known what our landscapes are like without the wolf, so well known it turned some of our greatest biological minds—Aldo Leopold, Adolph Murie, Sigurd Olson—toward wolves as a subject of study and as a defining feature to what was wild nature. So Yellowstone, the mother park, wolf-less since 1926, and despite its other world-renowned accolades, was without the beating heart of wildness. But through nothing short of near miraculous, tireless efforts, wolves were reintroduced to Yellowstone in 1995 and 1996.

Now, eight years later, wildness is restored. Although this may seem like the end to a battle lasting more than 20 years, it is not the end. What eliminated the wolf seven decades ago—fear, misunderstanding, hatred— still persist. Propaganda and misinformation still plague wolf management and make wolves among the most controversial of all wildlife species. Their notoriety makes them prominent in people’s minds, but many people do not know the real wolf. Wolf opponents, because their message is simple and allied with folklore, reach great numbers of people who hear nothing else. Accurate information about wolves may be the most pressing issue for wolf managers.

Yellowstone Wolves in the Wild by Jim Halfpenny makes significant progress toward advancing a true representation of what wolves are really like. Jim tells the true tales, chronicling how this top carnivore became established in the world's first national park after a decades-long absence. Many of the stories are related through the words of the people doing the research, others through the people who watch wolves throughout the year or for weeks at a time. This tremendous dedication has revealed wolves in ways never before documented. The book pays homage to these people, affectionately called “wolf watchers,” rightfully giving them credit for information they contribute to our understanding of wolves in the wild.

This watching underscores the amazing and unpredicted visibility of wolves in Yellowstone. Wolves are visible somewhere in the park virtually every day. In June 2002, the 100,000 visitor laid her eyes on a wolf—a phenomenal statistic. I worked on wolves for 13 years in Isle Royale National Park, hiking 500 miles each summer, and if I saw one wolf it was an accomplishment. Typically my Isle Royale sighting was under one minute, and now in Yellowstone “wolf watchers” observe wolves in all kinds of behavior no one ever thought was possible. We were unprepared for this kind of experience and had to revise our research plans to capture this unusual aspect of Yellowstone wolves. It is here that “wolf watchers” have really paid off, for every day that wolves are visible, there is somebody waiting to watch them. Almost always they faithfully report their observations, helping us advance our understanding of this much maligned carnivore who still—unbelievably and despite being one of the most well studied mammals—has a public relations problem.

This book is therefore as much a tribute to all these people who have contributed to our understanding of wolves as it is a tribute to the wolves themselves. This book will be most valuable to the people on the roads in Yellowstone watching wolves. But do not let the value of the book end there. Know there are people listening to your stories, people like Jim Halfpenny, who are taking the time to compile these stories, write them down, and tell the real tales. These are not fairy tales based on myths from the turn of the century but the factual stories behind Yellowstone’s new wolves. In the end, of course, none of these stories about wolves are “new” Wolves were here and should never have been exterminated. Yellowstone as the first national park came too early for many to know the value of a wolf, the value wolves confer on an ecosystem and on the idea of wildness— something more often lost than gained in our modem world. Park policy calls it natural. I call it about time that the top carnivore is back in one of the last great wildlands in the continental United States.

Douglas W Smith, Yellowstone Wolf Project Leader

Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming
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At dawn along Soda Butte Creek, a wolf, possibly 254M, gives an icy stare after howling at other wolves. Evidently not liking the message it received, the wolf trotted off in the opposite direction. Wolves are more easily seen in Yellowstone National Park than anywhere in the world. CINDY HARTMAN


PREFACE


TO SEE A WOLF

Students from my wolf class and I watched spellbound as a pack of wolves flowed across the snow and up the Lamar Valley The alpha male broke trail through 20-inch-deep snow and the other wolves followed in single file. Usually the followers stepped in his tracks, saving energy, but young wolves sometimes deviated from the trail to pounce and roll in the snow Perhaps the snow helped cleanse their fur, perhaps snow cooled them off, or perhaps they were just playing.

Before us unfolded a magnificent wildlife story: the successful restoration of wolves to Yellowstone National Park and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Arguably the greatest wildlife experiment of the 20th century, restoration is a story of great achievement, a story of dedicated people, and a story of biological success. In this book, I will tell some stories of the wolves of Yellowstone, including some stories of the folks who look for wolves. (For books that detail the history of the restoration effort, please see “Recommended Reading” on page 97.)

Restoration of the wolf population has been successful beyond the greatest dreams of biologists, conservationists, and wolf enthusiasts. Little did we realize that Lamar Valley and the rest of Yellowstone National Park would become the showplace of wolf education and research. Nowhere else in the world (an impressive claim) have wolves been so visible, so studied, and so loved.

Yellowstone’s Lamar Valley has been home to several wolf packs since the first wolves arrived in 1995. The open valley gives watchers an unprecedented view of a multitude of behavior interactions and carnivore ecology. During the eight years since restoration started, perhaps more wolves have been observed and more data collected here than in all past ecological research efforts. Now is the time to look back and ask, “What have we learned so far?”

In this book I have collected much of this new knowledge so that all may share in the excitement and success of this great wildlife experiment. Gathered here are answers to questions that I receive from students in my classes and from the public visiting Yellowstone. Gathered here are extraordinary photographs so that all may share in the beauty and awe of these wolves. All photos in this book are of wild, free Yellowstone wolves. Unlike so many wolf books, there are no pictures of captive wolves.






INTRODUCTION


THE MAGIC OF YELLOWSTONE'S WOLVES

Large carnivores possess a “great magic” that captures and holds the minds of all who think about wilderness. We acknowledge the “magic” when we call the bears, cougars, and wolves, “charismatic megafauna.”

I’m repeatedly amazed that in the cold hours before sunrise, I meet parents with little children along the road through Lamar Valley. They hope that come daylight, they may show their children a wolf. They come without binoculars, without spotting scopes, only with the hope that they may glimpse a wild, free-roaming wolf and pass that legacy to their children. How many of us remember that obligatory childhood visit to Yellowstone National Park? How many wish we could tell a story of seeing a wolf on that visit? That wish is now coming true for today’s young wolf watchers.

Long ago I became hooked on charismatic megafauna and have made a life of seeking them in the far corners of the world. In 1990 I began to share the dream of observing wolves in the wild with others. Through my company, A Naturalist’s World, we began teaching on-site, field classes about wolves. The classes were designed for anyone with interest—amateur naturalist, scientist, or wolf lover.

In those early years, our programs visited five locations for weeklong classes: Namadji National Forest, Ely, and Lutsen in Minnesota, and Banff and Jasper national parks in Canada. We tracked wolves, we studied them, and we looked. We worked hard, and the excitement, the “magic,” was there to keep us going. I personally taught eight five-day classes, 11 two-day seminars, and conducted research on 26 trips to different sites including Qinghai, China, while working with 26 biologists actively engaged in wolf research.
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Wolf watchers in Yellowstone have opportunities to recognize and learn about individual wolves. During the 2002 breeding season, this wolf, 113M from the Chief Joseph pack, entered Druid Peak pack territory, apparently trying to lure away a Druid female. One day he stood near the Yellowstone Association Institute and howled for more than an hour until 21M, the Druid alpha male, chased him away. BOB WESELMANN

Even with the use of spotter planes and radio-collared wolves, only about twenty percent of my students ever saw even a fleeting glimpse of a wild wolf. Meanwhile in my front yard of Yellowstone National Park (I live in Gardiner, Montana), many dedicated people had succeeded in returning wolves to Yellowstone.

The first wolves were brought to Yellowstone in January 1995.1 taught my first wolf class in Yellowstone the following March. Beginning with that class, every one of my Yellowstone classes through all the subsequent years has seen wild wolves.

In the early days, unaided by radios that have become commonplace for inter-car communications, we simply drove the park roads, looking carefully. Visitors learned to follow our vans because they knew we would locate wolves. Excitement and the “magic” compelled long hours. We looked from before daylight to after daylight. During the middle part of the day when the wolves slept, I taught wolf ecology. The first two winters that wolves were in Yellowstone, we saw wolves 85 percent of the mornings and 40 percent of the evenings that we looked for them. It was—and is—incredible.

Dedication is a word not lost on wolf watchers. One January morning it was 54 degrees below zero when Diann Thompson (my alpha female and co-owner of A Naturalist’s World) and I led our class cross-country skiing across Lamar Valley. Out of the ice fog came the legendary figure of Jim Garry with his students. Jim is chief liar (I smile when I use the term) of Lamar and curator of all things mythological and worthy of a good story From Jim, we learn how native peoples around the world have viewed wolves and bears. Everyone should take a class with Jim.

As we visited, Jim told us that his class had spent the night huddled in sleeping bags in the main classroom of the Yellowstone Institute because the small propane heaters in the sleeping cabins could not keep them warm. Then, from deep in the ice fog, came a wolf howl. We never saw the wolf, only heard a lone howl. Hair stood on end. Smiles widened. Thumbs went up in a universal sign of success. That was the only wolf adventure that day, but we all retired elated.

The excitement of seeing wolves remains today. Not only do I still thrill at each glimpse I get, I revel in the excitement as people tell me the stories of their first sighting or even their latest sighting. Today I can get my “wolf fix” just by hearing the excitement of others.

Since that first class in March 1995, the number of wolf watchers has grown. In 2000, 57 classes in Lamar Valley had the word “wolf’ in their titles. Wolf watchers are present from before dawn to after sunset, sleeping in the middle of the day. They come and stay for a month, two months, even three months at a time. Young students volunteer for the wolf study project and may stay more than a year. Many scientific studies by these volunteers have led to advanced academic degrees.

This book is an overview of the knowledge garnered by Yellowstone wolf watchers and, of course, some of their personal stories. Incidentally, I use the term “wolf watchers” in the broadest sense to include the person-on-the-road, the photographer, the videographer, the amateur naturalist, the manager, and the scientist. We are all watchers. This book is a “thank you” to all who have shared in the saga.

It was the public that made wolf restoration happen. It is my goal to share the people’s success, the ongoing drama of wolves in Yellowstone.





[image: chpt_fig_000]

Using the Lamar Valley as its territory has made the Druid Peak pack the most visible and most recognized wolf pack in the world. Much of what has been learned about Yellowstone's wolves derives from observations of this pack. Shown here are the five pack members that originally claimed control of the Lamar Valley From left to right, they are 41F, 31M, alpha 38M, alpha 40F, and 42F. DAN HARTMAN


KNOWING THE YELLOWSTONE WOLVES


The story of Yellowstone’s wolves is a story of individual wolves and their families. To follow the story, we need to start with the first wolves to come to Yellowstone. In 1995 Diann and I realized the future complexity of monitoring and tracking individual wolves and packs, so we developed annual, color-coded charts to visually show genealogical relationships. Shown in this book are the charts for 1995, 1996, and 2002 (Appendices 1, 2 and 3). The 1995 and 1996 charts show the beginning of the project; the 2002 chart shows how far we have come.

Introductions began in 1995 with the importation of 14 wolves that were captured near Hinton, Alberta, Canada (see 1995 chart). Wolves arrived in two shipments on January 12 and 19. In 1996, 17 more wolves were brought to Yellowstone, this time from near Fort St.John, British Columbia, Canada (see 1996 chart). These wolves arrived on January 23 and 27.

THE FIRST WOLVES

It was recognized that the “unit” of wolf restoration was the pack, not individual wolves. After all, wolf recovery was predicated on establishing breeding packs in the ecosystem. Wolf packs are usually named after a prominent geographic feature within their territory.

For Yellowstone, geographic and Native American names were used. Wolves that were reintroduced in 1995 comprised three packs: Crystal Creek, Rose Creek, and Soda Butte. Wolves that were reintroduced in 1996 comprised four packs upon release: Chief Joseph, Druid Peak, Lone Star, and Nez Perce. Pack names were derived from the location of the acclimation pens where wolves were kept for about 70 days before being released into the wild. The exception was the Chief Joseph pack named to honor the famous Nez Perce chief who led his people through Yellowstone in 1877.

Two other exceptions have been made. The first pack to form in the Yellowstone ecosystem is called the Leopold pack to honor the great conservationist, Aldo Leopold. In 1944 Leopold championed returning wolves to Yellowstone, even while they were being destroyed elsewhere.

Yellowstone wolf restoration would never have happened without the dedication and conviction of many people. One of the staunch supporters who even helped carry in the first wolves was Mollie Beattie, Director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Without Mollie’s work, there might not be wolves in Yellowstone. Fittingly, now that all the original wolves are gone from Crystal Creek pack, it has been renamed Mollie’s pack.

During the summer of 1996, the founding Canadian wolves were supplemented with 10 wolf pups from a naturally recolonizing population near Augusta, Montana. The pups were born into the Sawtooth pack, and the pack subsequently killed some cattle. Several adult wolves were shot by Animal Damage Control agents. Ten of about 14 pups were captured and brought to Yellowstone where they were placed in the Nez Perce pen. (The Sawtooth wolves should not be confused with a captive pack by the same name that was owned by and featured in Jim and Jamie Dutcher’s documentary, “Wolves at our Door.”)
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During the 2002 breeding season, 106F traveled as a lone wolf. Near Elk Creek, she howled to attract a mate. Not far away at Tower Junction, 113M howled an answer but the wolves did not get together. BOB WESELMANN

A total of 41 wolves constituting seven packs had been introduced into the Yellowstone ecosystem. Wolf recovery was predicated on establishing breeding packs with adequate genetic diversity to avoid problems from inbreeding, so the critical question became, “How many genetic stocks were brought to Yellowstone?”

Reintroductions came from three widely separated geographic areas. Wolves introduced in 1995 were known to have come from at least four packs, and wolves introduced in 1996 were known to have come from at least five packs. The Sawtooth wolves provided yet another genetic stock. Biologists believe that these diverse gene pools will provide an adequate genetic basis for future breeding.

As critical as genetic heritage is to the restoration process, so is behavior heritage. Considerable thought went into selecting areas from which wolves could be translocated to Yellowstone. One possible source was the wolf population in Minnesota. Bringing wolves from Minnesota would have been relatively easy because no international border would have to be crossed. But behavioral heritage was the deciding factor.
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