
[image: Cover: The Hunt: A True Story of Resurrection and Retribution in the West, by Ryan Devereaux.]



[image: The Hunt: A True Story of Resurrection and Retribution in the West, by Ryan Devereaux. Avid Reader Press. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For Andrea





To keep every cog and wheel is the first precaution of intelligent tinkering.

—ALDO LEOPOLD







INTRODUCTION

Gardiner, Montana, the northern gateway to Yellowstone National Park, is quieter in the winter months, but not entirely still. When the summer crowds leave, a new group moves in. Stop at the gas station at dawn and you’ll see their trucks at the pumps, suspension weighted down by carcasses, furred legs matted with blood protruding left and right. Some are out-of-towners chasing adventure, some are Montanans hoping to fill their fridge, and some are members of sovereign nations driven off their traditional hunting grounds at gunpoint more than 150 years ago. Most come for the deer, the elk, or the bison. Others come for the wolves.

In the 1920s and 1930s, the US government largely completed what westward settlers began nearly a century before: total eradication of wolves from the Lower 48. Seventy years later, Washington reversed course, undertaking a highly controversial wolf reintroduction initiative in Yellowstone and surrounding areas in January 1995. Widely considered one of the greatest conservation comeback stories of all time, the reintroduction also became the West’s fiercest wildlife battle. Popularly portrayed as a struggle between ranchers and environmentalists, it was about much more than that.

Yellowstone became the United States’ first national park in 1872. With the return of the wolf, the land it encompassed regained the final missing piece of its original bestiary. For some, it was an act of atonement for a great environmental sin—deliberate government extermination of a native species. For others, it was a political attack—an assault on American heritage that would not soon be forgotten. Wolves returned to the West at a time of boiling anger. Centers of power were shifting. Understandings of history were widening. A violent anti-government movement was flowering. All of this was happening as the nation itself was dividing, increasingly, into bitterly opposed camps. Lawmakers tapped into a white-hot fury. The wolf became a cipher for it all.

In 2021, two and a half decades after the animals’ return, the balance of regional power shifted hard right. The Republican Party, having fought the reintroduction from the very beginning, secured full control of the apparatus of wildlife governance across Idaho, Wyoming, and, most critically, Montana, home to Yellowstone’s northern gates. That winter, roughly a fifth of Yellowstone’s wolves were killed in the hills and gullies around Gardiner—a 342 percent increase over past years that marked the deadliest winter in post-reintroduction history. It was a hunt that haunted the tiny park-side community, pitting neighbor against neighbor and Yellowstone’s leadership against a governor and his party. It also spawned a secretive internal investigation, ordered at the highest levels in Washington, into the role park personnel played in adding to the death count.

This is the story of those killings—of their political roots and their social significance. Wolves are a part of this story, but the main characters are human beings and human institutions. It is a story of how the systems that govern our relationships to wild nature are subject to the same pressures and polarization currently pervading all aspects of American political life. Provided by the people and communities most touched by the West’s wolf wars, it is an account of their sharp divisions and their competing realities. It is a story of the United States in microcosm, told through its most political animal.
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CHAPTER 1

Dawn broke as it always did on the morning everything changed. Golden light spilling down from the mountains, then continuing west in a silent wave. It had been a dry winter in Gardiner. The basin where the tiny town sat was mostly free of snow. The longest undammed river in the Lower 48—once known as the Elk, now known as the Yellowstone—glimmered as it always had. But there was an absence on the land. Had been for nearly one hundred years. As the sun rose and the town awoke on January 12, 1995, those days were coming to an end.

From the north, a pair of horse trailers and a column of law enforcement vehicles were fast approaching, tires humming over US Route 89. The lights of the squad cars flashed red and blue in the cold Montana air. Inside the trailer, watching silently through the oxygen holes of their aluminum containers, were eight wolves, freshly plucked from the wilds of the Canadian Rockies. Their coats were shades of auburn, gray, and black, their ears pierced with red tags. They were bound for Yellowstone National Park.

Marked by the iconic Roosevelt Arch, a fifty-foot monument to America’s national park ideals, Gardiner was—and still is—Yellowstone’s primary northern entrance. Wolf reintroduction was the biggest story to hit the unincorporated Montana community since the arrival of the railroad nearly a century before. The moment was at least two decades in the making, more if you counted the generations of scientific revelations and turns in American thinking that inspired it all. The top wildlife officials in the country had flown in, trailed by news crews from around the world. The two-lane road into the park was closed to the public. The feds weren’t taking any chances, not on overzealous wolf lovers, or on anti-wolfers eager to take a shot at the animals.

Hundreds of locals lined the streets as the vehicles rolled into town. Schoolchildren snug in their winter coats waved miniature American flags. The caravan and the wolves it bore passed under the Roosevelt Arch at 8:35 a.m. The crowd cheered. People wept.

Whether the wolves could sense it or not, they were ascending a plateau of some eight thousand feet, cut through with a vast system of valleys, rivers, and a massive lake. Wonderland, Yellowstone’s oldest nickname, was a nod to the geothermal marvels that led the 2.2-million-acre reserve—which sits almost entirely in northwest Wyoming, with slivers peeking into southwest Montana and eastern Idaho—to become the country’s first national park. The wolves’ destination, the Lamar Valley, could have just as easily inspired the title. A grassland ecosystem par excellence, the Lamar was likened to the Serengeti of East Africa—a grand savanna that could sustain charismatic megafauna in huge numbers. For thousands of years, it was prime hunting ground for humans and wolves alike. That ended within a few decades of the park’s creation in 1872; when the government decided the best way to preserve Wonderland’s “natural” splendor was to boot out the people and kill off the wolves. Yellowstone’s wolf-eradication program was part of a sweeping federal campaign of mass poisoning and slaughter that saw wolves outside of Alaska and Canada all but erased by the 1930s.

In the seven decades after the park’s last wolves were exterminated—along with most of the plateau’s grizzlies and mountain lions—Yellowstone’s elk population exploded to historic proportions, with most of the animals congregating in the Lamar. By January 1995, their numbers were pushing nineteen thousand. For a handful of local families who specialized in guided hunting, these were the golden years. For the elk, it was a different story. Unchecked by predators, they ate themselves out of house and home. Unable to cope with competition from their own species, thousands starved each winter. Thousands more were shot by park rangers in government culling operations. Those that survived put enormous strain on the wider web of plants and animals to which they belonged. The grim scene came just as the nation was entering a new era in environmental thinking. Pioneering ecologists and scientists were challenging America’s war on predators, often at great professional risk. Backed by hard data and groundbreaking fieldwork, their critiques were part of a larger social, political, and cultural shift that in the 1970s culminated in a historic wave of new federal environmental laws—the most famous and sweeping of which, the Endangered Species Act, paved the way for the wolves’ return.

As head biologist for the government’s new experiment in environmental reparations, Doug Smith saw none of the hoopla in Gardiner that morning. Instead, the thirty-four-year-old was at park headquarters, bundled for a long day in the field and waiting for the procession to arrive.

At six foot two, Smith was tall and lean, with the attenuated build of an endurance athlete and the bearing of an alpine explorer. His handlebar mustache was somewhere between frontier cattleman and outlaw motorcycle rogue. His eyes were cold blue, and his thick brown hair came in graceful waves. At first glance, he appeared like some Hollywood ideal of what a rugged backcountry wildlife biologist should look like—but he was the real deal.

Smith was raised in rural Ohio, where his parents owned a children’s horseback-riding camp. He started riding alone when he was two. His happy place was in the saddle, way off the grid. Failing that, he’d like to be strapped into a pair of cross-country skis gliding over a winter landscape; seated in a canoe, winding a bend on some forgotten river; or pressing his face to the window of a single-engine plane, skimming the treetops and scanning for signs of life. He was a wilderness guy. Whatever shape it took, he wanted to be out there. He wanted to be in it.

By the mid-1990s, Smith was fast becoming one of the leading wolf experts in the country, a rising star as skilled in the backcountry as he was in the academic literature. He knew as well as anyone that a reintroduction like what Yellowstone was attempting had never been done before. Not in the US. Not anywhere. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, but success was far from guaranteed. The government’s reintroduction proposal had garnered more written public comments than any other environmental policy decision in history. Of the more than 160,000 received, 100,000 were for the plan. Though there was majority support in all three of the states impacted, the opposition in Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho was coordinated and ferocious. The region’s most powerful industries, the lawmakers they put into office, and many a pissed-off local insisted wolf reintroduction was a thinly veiled attempt by a powerful bloc of environmental nonprofits and wealthy liberals to erase traditional Western lifeways.

In the run-up to the historic moment, the feds held hundreds of meetings in small towns and cities across the West. The largest environmental groups in the country chartered private buses to bring in wolf advocates en masse. Local protesters said that an unwanted federal experiment had been shoved down their throats at the behest of ignorant outsiders. Law enforcement ringed the perimeter of the heated gatherings. “The Wolf Is the Saddam Hussein of the Animal World,” read a demonstrator’s sign in Helena. “This is a battlefield in a new civil war, the bicoastal areas against the West,” shouted a former Republican congressional staffer at a hearing in Cody, Wyoming. “This is a war on our culture, our way of life. And in this war the wolf is the nuclear weapon!”

By January 1995, the reintroduction was a month behind schedule and a critical window had closed. A new Congress was in session. For the first time in nearly half a century, Republicans controlled the House of Representatives. Culture war politics were at a fever pitch. In the West, where battle lines were drawn around federal power and the natural world, the new class of GOP representatives featured hard-right ideologues who cast the return of the wolf in grand, conspiratorial terms, accusing federal officials of doing the bidding of radical environmental extremists and subjecting the nation to a bizarre strain of un-American Earth worship. The legislators were on the warpath. If they could stop the unholy experiment in its tracks, they would.



Smith joined the caravan of vehicles not long after they passed through Gardiner. While his higher-ups attended to the media circus, his responsibility lay with the animals themselves. The first of the wolves’ pens was located in the lower Lamar, near the drainage of Crystal Creek, not far from the final den destroyed by Smith’s Park Service predecessors some seventy years before. The wind was whipping when they finally arrived. Up on the plateau, the snow was a foot deep. Smith opened his door and stepped out into the cold. The photographers raised their cameras.

The plan was to unload three wolves, all still in their containers, place them atop mule-drawn sleighs, and haul them to the first acclimation pen. The mules were driven by a trio of local cowboys, hired from nearby Paradise Valley, a stunning fifty-mile passage running from the tiny town of Livingston south to the park’s gates, where resentment to the reintroduction ran high. Two more enclosures stood ready at a site known as Rose Creek, and another called Soda Butte. Armed law enforcement rangers would stand guard over the sites twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, hidden in nearby hunting blinds so as not to disturb the animals. The wolves would spend up to two months inside the enclosures, absorbing the sights and smells of their new home—and, Smith hoped, losing their desire to bolt north.

Shutters whirred as the containers were carefully pulled from the horse trailer and placed on the awaiting sleigh. Each weighed more than one hundred pounds. The wolves added another hundred. It was as Smith was heaving the heavy boxes that he caught his first glimpse of one of the animals inside. Their sedatives long since worn off, the wolves were awake but still. Smith had seen plenty of wolves before, but this moment, he recognized, would be different.

The sleigh pulled forward, slow and steady in the deep snow. Smith followed on foot, ascending a steep bench, then moving up the drainage. The slow-moving train of people and animals reached a clearing a half mile from the road. At its center stood a chain-link pen, roughly an acre in diameter, surrounded by lodgepole pine. With help, Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt and US Fish and Wildlife Service director Mollie Beattie, whose agency was responsible for wolf recovery in the West, hand-carried the first of the containers the final stretch. It was a dramatic moment designed for maximum media impact. The Washington brass placed the containers inside the pen, and then—nothing happened. Nobody made a move to release the wolves. Nobody could.

While the wolves were en route, opponents of the reintroduction had filed a late-stage motion in federal court seeking an emergency halt to the project. Represented by a powerful, politically connected law firm, the plaintiffs were making a last-ditch effort to quash the reintroduction before it began. A panel of judges determined they would need forty-eight hours to consider the motion. Under no circumstances, they said, could the wolves’ cages be opened while they made up their minds. The kennels were dropped in the snow with the wolves still locked inside. The government officials retired to Yellowstone headquarters to field questions from the press. The reintroduction was “an extraordinary achievement,” Babbitt told the assembled reporters, and “an important statement about who we are as Americans.” But if the court did not act fast and order the wolves’ release, he warned, “Those cages will be coffins.”



Smith heard none of the dark prognostications coming out of headquarters. He’d stayed in the field to unload the remaining wolves. It was only later that he read Babbitt’s comments and the dire coverage they inspired. He understood why the secretary said it, and he didn’t exactly disagree with his rationale. Everybody wanted to see the wolves’ containers opened as quickly as possible, himself included. It was the part about the “coffins” that made him shake his head. If he had learned one thing over the years, it was that wolves don’t die that easy.

The remaining container deliveries were more challenging than the first, but Smith got them done. He then returned to the pullout at Crystal Creek with strict orders not to leave. Washington wanted paws in the snow as soon as possible if the wolves’ legal status suddenly changed. Darkness came early. Smith sat in a Park Service Suburban with the heater blasting. The hours wore on. Finally, his radio crackled. Word from Denver: the stay was lifted.

The moon was high and bright and nearly full when Smith set off on the hike back to Crystal Creek. He was joined by two colleagues, who’d hustled from headquarters as quickly as Yellowstone’s icy roads would allow. Working into the wee hours at each of the three enclosures, they lifted the sliding doors of the containers one by one. The wolves had been chased and captured by the species they feared most, taken from the only world they knew, thrown into loud, terrifying machines, and confined with nowhere to hide for more than a day. They were scared and exhausted. Several didn’t move, even when freedom presented itself. But one, at Rose Creek, didn’t hesitate. Smith never knew for certain which of the animals it was, but the memory of the wolf exploding from her kennel, sailing over the moonlit snow, never left him.



The wolves released that cold January night, as well as others reintroduced in 1995 and 1996—a total of 31 animals in Yellowstone and 35 in the Idaho wilderness—quickly exceeded federal recovery goals and seeded a wider wolf dispersal across the Northern Rockies and beyond. Reintroduction of a smaller subspecies of Mexican wolves in the American Southwest followed. Today, there are approximately 6,000 gray wolves in the Lower 48, on top of another 60,000 to 70,000 in Alaska and Canada. The total is both a tiny fraction of what once existed, and a vast improvement from the days when there were nearly none.

Two years after the reintroduction, Smith was promoted to head the Yellowstone Wolf Project. He served as the face of the program for the next quarter century. To some, he was a hero. To others, a villain. Across that twenty-five-year period, Yellowstone’s wolves were the subject of hundreds of scientific articles and books, an ocean of dissertations, and an incalculable body of school reports authored by students of all ages, but it wasn’t just the researchers who benefited from their return. With the right optical equipment and some advice on where to look, families visiting the national park in the late 1990s and early 2000s began witnessing behavior that biologists of past generations spent their entire careers striving to see.

The line from the Park Service was that reintroduction was something Americans could feel good about. Certainly, millions did, but there was always a darker side to the story. On the ground, Smith and his colleagues saw things they never talked about publicly. Unsolved poaching cases. Gunmen opening up on packs with volleys of semiautomatic rifle fire. Wounded wolves with mangled limbs stumbling back into the park to die. These weren’t hunting mishaps or cases of ranchers defending livestock. There were people on the park’s border who never stopped loathing what the government had done. They made their feelings known.

Smith believed that if the Yellowstone project was a success, if his team could provide the public with real data and information, the hate would cool, and wolves could simply be seen as wolves. Studying an ecosystem that had once had wolves, then didn’t, then did again, was for him akin to being an astronaut landing on an untouched planet. The avenues for inquiry were boundless, and he explored them all. Along the way, Smith hoped to close an ugly chapter in America’s fraught relationship to wild places once and for all. The angry minority was just that, he told himself—a minority. Most people were happy to see wolves in Yellowstone. Even if their return created challenges, the arc was bending toward reasonability and compromise.

To celebrate the reintroduction’s twenty-fifth anniversary, Smith organized more than two dozen colleagues in a collaboratively authored book, charting the lessons of wolf reintroduction in the park. Together, the authors wove scientific discovery with a deeper human story of how the United States went from wolf extirpation to wolf reintroduction. “This book is a story about a change of heart,” the authors wrote. From ignorance and fear to education and understanding—this turn in collective thought was perhaps the most important fact of wolf recovery, they argued. The tone of the book was one of accomplishment, celebration, and joy. Published in the autumn of 2020, at a moment of intense political divide, it instantly became a time capsule, capturing a moment that would soon disappear, washed away in the bloodiest winter Smith would ever see.





CHAPTER 2

The story of the gray wolf, Canis lupus, begins in North America. The ancient ancestors of the modern wolf first emerged in the southwest around 5.3 million years ago, setting in motion the evolutionary gears that gave us the animal we know today. During the Pleistocene period, this highly intelligent, adaptable species set off on a great globe-spanning journey, loping across the Bering Land Bridge and sniffing its way into Europe and Africa. After a few million years, wolves were the most widely distributed quadrupedal land mammal on Earth, found anywhere north of twenty degrees of latitude, from Mexico City to Japan. In North America, there were smaller canids that never left the continent, such as coyotes, red wolves, and eastern wolves. They all shared space with the dire wolf, a burly predator Pleistocene original that went extinct around ten thousand years ago. From then on, the gray wolf was top dog.

The largest gray wolves have tipped the scales at around 175 pounds, though most are much smaller, between 80 and 130 pounds, depending on the gender. The jaws of the wolf are not exceedingly powerful, a function of their long snouts, which accommodate teeth designed to tear and process meat, but result in decreased crushing leverage. They have nowhere near the strength of a grizzly bear and lack the claws and range of shoulder motion that allow a mountain lion to wrestle prey to the ground. A strong sense of smell and a capacity to run offset some of these limitations. With long, slender legs, muscles tucked close to the body, and a four-toed foot posture that lifts the heel from the ground, wolves are built for long, gliding strides with minimal energy expended. In short bursts, they can hit speeds of nearly forty miles per hour, but sprinting is not their game. Wolves are distance runners. They wear down prey through extended chases, the longest unfolding intermittently over days, that isolate and exhaust their targets.

The wolf’s greatest advantage, however, is not physical. It is its commitment to other wolves. Wolves, famously, live in packs; extended families built around a breeding pair. Generally monogamous and inclined to stay together for life, the pair mates in the winter and gives birth to a litter of pups in the spring. Pack sizes can range from a mother and father and their offspring to cohorts numbering in the dozens. Larger packs have better luck defending territory, but are also more difficult to hold together. All members—aunts, uncles, cousins, even grandparents and unrelated recruits—share in pup-raising duty. Such solidarity is rare in the animal kingdom, observed in just 2 percent of all mammal species, among them Homo sapiens. Anyone who has known a good dog can appreciate a canine’s capacity for learning, for remembering, and for loyalty. These are not only wolf traits; they are the most important wolf traits. Packs live or die by their ability to download and share information and by the bonds that exist between members. As parents, wolves are gentle and patient. As a pack, they feed their elderly and those who cannot hunt. Wolves play, give gifts, and experience distress at the loss of companions. Their communications systems are complex, employing sight, sound, and smell. According to recent brain studies, wolves possess both a sense of self and a sense of duty to one another.

Despite connotations around the term “alpha male,” wolf packs are often led by a matriarch who guides day-to-day activities—such structures are common among advanced social mammals. Similarly, the way “lone wolf” is often used to describe a dangerous individual has little relationship to the way wolves actually operate. A lone wolf poses no danger to a half-ton bison. A pack of wolves does. Their preferred form of protein is the ungulate—hooved animals that range from elk and deer to mountain goats and musk oxen. Though they will not shy away from killing healthy members of any of these species if the conditions are right, decades of research shows wolves generally zero in on the small, the weak, the elderly, and the sick. Such selection increases their chances of success and decreases the odds of injury or death. Wounds sustained through hunting are ubiquitous for wolves—punctured lungs, broken ribs, gouged eyes, snapped limbs. Averaging three to four years in the wild, their lives are hard and short for a reason.

In the case of big game, the modus operandi of the wolf is bad news for its victim, but good news for the herd. By pruning the edges, wolf predation may ease inter-herd competition for resources, provide a check on disease, and prevent overpopulation, which can lead to starvation and wider ecological harms. Even with disadvantaged targets in their sights, wolf hunts fail far more often than they succeed, with success rates hovering between 10 and 20 percent. Still, wolves do kill for a living, and when they do, it is brutal business. Unlike a big cat, a pack of wolves may begin tearing larger prey apart while it is still alive, ripping away meat with the only tools they have—their teeth. Soft, fleshy areas are a favored target. Death is often delivered through disembowelment. In other instances, wolves will wait out wounded prey, allowing blood loss or the elements to finish what they started in a deathwatch that may last hours or days. As boom-or-bust hunters, wolves will go long stretches without eating, then consume twenty pounds of flesh in a sitting. If left uninterrupted by hungry bears, a pack of wolves can make even the most massive of North American land mammals all but disappear.

While researchers have documented wolves attacking and killing people, most incidents involved a rabid wolf—a rare occurrence in the Lower 48—or a wolf crossbred with a domestic dog. Predatory attacks are highly unusual, with most occurring in pre-twentieth-century Europe and present-day India, in social settings where wolves’ prey base is limited, where they live in close contact with low-income human populations that lack adequate protection, and where small children serve as livestock shepherds. With just two fatal cases in all of North America in the past two decades—compared to nearly 470 lethal domestic dog attacks in the US alone between 2011 and 2021—John D. C. Linnell, the world’s leading expert on the subject, has described “the risks associated with a wolf attack” as “above zero, but far too low to calculate.”

Across hundreds of millennia, wolves were one of the most resilient land mammals on Earth. In North America, that resilience fueled a multi-century war that called down the full force of the US government. In the end, the very thing that allowed wolves to thrive, their commitment to one another, became the tool of their undoing.



As many as 3 million wolves roamed what would become the Lower 48 of the United States in the 1600s, when Europeans began pushing into North America in earnest. English adventurers crossing the Atlantic recalled smelling the New World before they saw it. Stepping off their ships they found thick forests stretching to the horizon, echoing with birdsong and an abundance of life unfathomable to Christian eyes. Dark, fertile soil. Cold, clear rivers running with fish. And that was just in the East. As the Anglos moved west, they pushed into a grand savanna, blanketed with mile-wide herds of shaggy, boulder-sized beasts that soared into the millions. Farther still, they stood in the shadows of spectacular mountains. Beyond those, dense rainforests ran to the sea and giant trees reached into the heavens. There were days when flocks of carrier pigeons, advancing like thunderheads, blotted out the sun. Jaguars prowled as far north as modern-day Colorado. Grizzly bears roamed the saguaro-studded hills of southern Arizona.

The New World was, of course, not new at all. By the time Europeans arrived, humanity’s imprint on the Americas was already tens of thousands of years old. Its diversity of expression was as varied as the land itself. From agriculture, to irrigation, to the application of fire, Native people did what all humans do, using their large brains to manipulate their environment and ensure a better future for themselves and their children. As one predator among many, they did not “manage” their four-legged counterparts the way the continent’s later inhabitants would. With perhaps 4 to 8 million souls stretched across the entire landmass, prey was abundant and there was virtually no livestock to protect. In these times of plenty, predators were not demons to destroy, but relatives with lessons to share and a society all their own.

On the East Coast, the average ten-square-mile patch of land was likely patrolled by at least one to three wolves. Such concentrations were utterly terrifying to European arrivals. In England, where it was once legal to pay taxes and fines with wolf heads and tongues, wolves had been largely eradicated by 1400. Much of the rest of Western Europe followed suit soon after.

Wolf bounties were among the first laws passed in the New World. Most of the killing happened in the spring, when denning wolves were more vulnerable and more likely to fetch a higher reward, as parents and offspring could be killed together. Tactics for elimination included digging holes that wolves would fall into, known as “wolf pits,” where they could then be dispatched; “set guns,” essentially shotguns rigged to a trip wire; and mass hunts, occasions where a town’s worth of men headed into the woods to kill every wolf they found. Such raids commonly led to many other species being killed, hundreds of animals in some cases, and usually involved heavy drinking.

The morality of killing wolves wasn’t up for debate. European thinkers since Aristotle had understood man’s place in the “Great Chain of Being,” an existential blueprint that placed a great creator on top, angel-like beings on the next rung, humans below them, and animals below humans. The Middle Ages added the idea that there were useful animals, those that made life easier, such as livestock, wild game, and domestic dogs; and destructive animals, such as wolves, which should be killed whenever possible. It was nothing to feel guilty about. Animals were soulless machines, argued philosopher René Descartes—incapable of intelligence or reason and unfeeling of pain or fear, they were no more worthy of moral concern than a stone or chair.

To be sure, the colonists were in a difficult situation, raising livestock in a place they didn’t know, among plants, predators, and people they had never seen. Conflict with wolves was heightened by their practice of allowing livestock to range widely, supervised by children if supervised at all. But the war on wolves wasn’t a material response to livestock threats alone. The Europeans who landed on New England’s shores came from a world absent of real wolves, but overflowing with wolf mythology, folklore, and religious symbolism. In the Bibles they carried across the Atlantic, the word “wilderness” appeared approximately three hundred times, depending on the translation, mostly as a symbol of immorality and a site of cursed punishment. “Wolf,” or “wolves,” appeared a dozen more times, often as the “ravenous” or “savage” embodiment of treacherous evil that stalked that space. In Genesis, the Lord commanded that man “have dominion over… all the wild animals of the Earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the Earth”; that he “fill the Earth and subdue it.” The son of God was the “good shepherd.” The wolf was a cunning predator wrapped in sheep’s clothing. For Puritan firebrand Cotton Mather, the New World was a “howling wilderness” where “rabid and howling Wolves… would make… Havock among you, and not leave the Bones till the morning.” It was a land, he argued, that would be better off once it was transformed into a “fruitful field.” Wilderness was a place devoid of God. It was where Satan dwelled, and wolves were the devil’s dog.

The plunder that followed from this logic was staggering. It began with the fur trade.

The firms behind the North American market in animal skins were geopolitical power players on par with the oil giants of today, raising proxy armies of Indigenous fighters at the behest of competing nation-states, ransacking natural resources on vast scales, and contributing directly to the French and Indian War of 1754—the first “world war” in history. Fueled by the fashion tastes of the wealthy elite, their principal target was the beaver. When Europeans arrived, naturalists of the time estimated there were anywhere from 60 to 400 million beavers across North America. By the turn of the twentieth century, there were 100,000. By constructing dams on running rivers, beavers spread water across their habitat, creating wetlands that foster plant growth, provide homes and food to other species, and act as a built-in fire suppressant. Like the wolf, beavers are what’s known today as a keystone species—their presence is integral to the success of the wider biotic community. With these “ecosystem engineers” out of the picture, much of North America dried up, altering life for countless other species, humans included. At the same time, the pelt industry made men like John Jacob Astor, founder of the American Fur Company and the nation’s first millionaire, filthy rich. The trappers themselves became the archetypes of the first truly original American hero: the trailblazing mountain man, celebrated in the stories of daring wilderness conquerors like Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and Jim Bridger.

As America’s original extractive industry, the fur trade was more than an economy of flesh and blood; it offered a glimpse into the environmental philosophy of an emerging nation. On its heels came the game markets, unregulated engines of wildlife destruction that fueled American expansion, and the greatest ecological disruption of all: mass agriculture and livestock production. The speed and scale at which vast North American ecosystems were transformed and, in some cases, annihilated can be as difficult to comprehend as the fact that they existed in the first place. Few researchers have documented this dark, often-overlooked chapter as faithfully as Dan Flores, author and environmental historian of the American West. North America post-1500, Flores argues, was the site of the “largest single destruction of wild animals discoverable in modern history.” While the spasm of bloodletting left nearly no species untouched, Flores has shown how wild canids—specifically wolves and coyotes—inspired a viciousness surpassing all others, and how the battle over whether to destroy or protect them reshaped American environmental thought.



Wolf extirpation began ad hoc. East Coast colonists had their bounties, but the system was prone to fraud—officials who distributed the payouts were ill-equipped to assess whether a dead puppy was a wolf or a dog; the latter was much easier to procure. Eradication was gradual, beginning in the cities and slowly radiating outward. Boston’s last wolf was killed in 1657, but nearly two centuries would pass before the rest of Massachusetts was wolf-free. In the West, wolves continued to thrive. They were not a top target of trappers during the fur trade, but rather one animal among many that the mountain men killed when the opportunity presented itself. Their status began to change, however, as the US market in hide and flesh evolved and settlers pushed into the region.

The collapse of the beaver trade in the early 1800s was followed by a sharp rise in the commodification of the buffalo, leading to the species’ near-extinction and its replacement across huge swaths of the continent with cattle and sheep. The expansion of the railroad in the 1860s and the invention of the refrigerated railcar supercharged the killing, creating a pipeline connecting flesh from the West to markets in the East. By the 1870s, the 25 to 30 million bison that once ruled the plains were all but gone. The rest of the West’s ungulates appeared poised to follow. One can only imagine how all of this appeared through the eyes of a wolf. Suddenly, the carcasses of the continent’s most formidable and protein-rich species were conveniently strewn across the plains. Amid the feasting that followed, wolf populations grew, with some researchers speculating that those on the Great Plains and foothills of the Rocky Mountains reached “unprecedented highs.”

It wouldn’t last. In the mid-nineteenth century, wolf pelts became popular in European markets, with the Russian military being a significant buyer. Wolfers, as the men who supplied the pelts were known, were often Civil War veterans who joined the waves of Americans hoping to strike it rich in the West. Rather than shooting or trapping, they relied on strychnine, an unregulated, mass-produced poison, to do their work. Effortless to carry in a saddlebag and available at most trading posts, poison offered an easy way to bring in cash at a time when the continuing repercussions of the fur trade made once-plentiful creatures increasingly hard to come by. A wolfer would simply follow a bison herd, shoot a few, open the corpses, and lace the exposed insides. He would then retire to camp, returning the next morning to see what gifts the night had bestowed. Once swallowed, strychnine induced retching convulsions that produced death by asphyxiation. Frozen in panicked, choking pain, wolves killed with the poison were identified by their unnaturally arched spines and rigidly straight tails. It was not uncommon to find whole packs splayed out around a tainted corpse. A pair of brothers on the Santa Fe Trail in the 1850s collected sixty-four dead wolves in a single morning, all within a short walk from their camp. By winter’s end, their tally was some six thousand animals, for which they collected $4,000 in bounty payouts.

Flores argues the body count resulting from wolf poisoning is likely to have rivaled that of the bison trade. Given its indiscriminate nature—dropping lethal chemicals into carcasses that would attract an array of scavengers—huge numbers of non-targeted wildlife died in these attempts to turn a profit. Poison vomited onto the grass further extended the circle of death to grazing animals. Native American tribes, who saw their own ponies and game fall victim, nurtured a deep hatred for wolfers. Their acts of retribution against the white killers prompted the wolfers to confine their work to the winter, when the locals were less mobile.

As rail-riding hunters shot their way through the last of the bison and wolfers laced their carcasses, the 1862 Homestead Act drew more and more people West. Supported by the new Department of Agriculture, a notion took hold in the latter half of the nineteenth century that with a little luck an enterprising family could raise vast herds for sale in Eastern markets. Most would fail, but those who did not would amass great fortunes. The gamble drew waves of new hopefuls each year—among them, an unspoken rule developed that no self-respecting American would pass a carcass on the range without dropping a healthy dose of strychnine. As the settlers marched west, a trail of death marked their path. To sustain their burgeoning communities, they tore into local game populations, creating unregulated markets where elk, deer, and other species were sold by the ton. With an incalculable death toll running well into the tens of millions, historians have dubbed the era an “ecological holocaust.”

This did not, however, mean the West was without meat. In those early years, it was not uncommon for cattlemen to leave their herds alone on the range for months at a time. The cattle would find their way to water and settle in to give birth in the spring. Wolves did the same. What happened next was as predictable as it was ugly.

Denning wolves are under pressure to make frequent kills and bring meat back to the pack’s pups. A premium is placed on entrails and hindquarters. The rest of the carcass may be left at the kill site, only to be returned to if food becomes scarce. Thus cattlemen returning to the range to check their herds often found grisly death scenes, with the youngest and most vulnerable of their stock eviscerated and seemingly left to waste. European perceptions had long painted the wolf as a cowardly criminal who preyed on “defenseless” and “innocent” animals. Killing them was not only exempt from moral condemnation; it was essential for the preservation of justice. These views hardened with westward expansion, as the region’s fervent belief in the sacredness of private property collided with the ecological realities that property was creating. The conditions for war were set. Stockmen associations clamored for bounties. One by one the territories and states of the West ceded to the demands. By 1914, they were paying $1 million a year to eradicate predators, with wolves at the top of the most-wanted list.

Wolfers went to work for ranchers, and while most were in it for the money, the historical record suggests that at times there were darker motives at play. Some wolfers, for instance, would saw off a wolf’s lower jaw, then release it into the wild to die of starvation. Others would tie two ropes around a wolf’s neck, mount their horses, and ride in opposite directions until blood spewed from the animal’s head. Some simply lit wolves on fire and watched them burn.

In 1900, a North Dakota wolfer named Benjamin Corbin published an insider’s account of how the work was done—and why. Unlike his peers, Corbin opposed the use of strychnine, advocating instead the exploitation of the wolf’s greatest weakness: its pups. In a pocketbook titled Corbin’s Advice; or The Wolf Hunter’s Guide, the Civil War infantryman turned professional wolf killer described how he would get to work in early spring, when the young wolves were still roly-poly and defenseless. While their parents were away, Corbin would drive a stake into the ground outside their den. Attached to the stake ran several strong steel wires capped with spring-loaded fishhooks hidden in chunks of meat. When the curious pups swallowed the booby-trapped meat, the hooks would lodge in their stomachs or throats. The harder they tried to escape, the worse their pain became. Often, the pups would go docile, but if they returned to their den, Corbin could simply reel them back out, at which point he would club them over the head, cut off their scalps, and “leave the bodies for the buzzards.”

Corbin claimed to have killed 1,500 wolves in North Dakota over nine years. “Not more than sixty-one were grown up,” he wrote. In fact, Corbin avoided killing adult wolves, as they were necessary to populate his “wolf farm,” the plot of land where he cultivated his seasonal puppy harvest. Likening his work to that of a biblical shepherd, Corbin anointed himself an unsung hero in a grand American narrative. That society’s elite enjoyed fine beef and warm wool was because of men like him. “The wolf is the enemy of civilization, and I want to exterminate him,” Corbin wrote. Despite its promotion as a guide, Corbin’s Advice was mostly a political document, aimed at increasing wolf bounties and encouraging a far more aggressive state effort to eliminate a devious enemy. Asserting that wolf populations increased by up to 800 percent annually—they did not—Corbin argued their extermination was among the most profound of government obligations. He railed against Democrats and the “two-legged wolves” in the state legislature. Wolfers like him were engaged in a project of national economic security, he argued; they should be paid accordingly. The book was well received. Corbin was viewed as a genuine expert. Americans agreed: wolves were a destructive pest. The nation would never realize its full potential until they were gone.



The decisive final chapter in American wolf extirpation began with a little-known federal office fighting for survival in the jungle of Washington bureaucracies. In 1905, the Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of Biological Survey was at an impasse. For two decades, the office had mapped wildlife data around the country. By the turn of the century, congressional interest in the mission and the funding that came with it were drying up. If the bureau was going to survive it needed a constituency that would demand its services. It found its calling in a quest to solve the “predator problem” once and for all.

At the center of the pivot was a middle school–educated Puritan named Vernon Bailey—known to then-president Theodore Roosevelt as “Wolf Bailey.” In a series of bureau reports from 1907 to 1909, Bailey sided with a growing chorus of livestock interests, who argued that national forests in the West were safe havens for wolves, coyotes, bears, and mountain lions—this was a problem, they contended, because their cattle and sheep grazed on those lands. Like Ben Corbin before him, Bailey believed the government was obliged to protect vital industries. Unlike Corbin, he did not believe paying bounties to random wolfers was the way to provide it. What the nation needed, Bailey argued, was a federal cadre of “trained hunters and trappers” to destroy the predatory menace. He began traveling the country, giving seminars to national forest rangers and providing that training. While he shared Corbin’s enthusiasm for targeting wolf pups, Bailey harbored none of his reservations regarding the use of poison. Within a year, federal officials following his lead killed 1,800 wolves and 23,000 coyotes.

The Biological Survey’s shift paid off in 1914, with Congress approving a first-ever “eradication appropriation” that provided $125,000 for the destruction of “wolves, coyotes, and other animals injurious to agriculture and animal husbandry” on federal lands. As Dan Flores documents, the bureau opened an “Eradication Methods Laboratory” to produce poison at scale. Its public relations arm launched a campaign painting predators as existential threats to big-game hunting. Sportsmen groups rallied behind the bureau’s mission. Hundreds of newly hired federal hunters and trappers fanned out across the West, setting up “bait stations”—sites where a horse would be shot, cut open, and laced with lethal chemicals to be consumed by scavenging wolves and other enemies of industry. Within two years, Flores writes, more than 30,000 predators were killed. Within a decade, there were more than 3.5 million poison-bait stations in the West. It was a publicly funded chemical warfare campaign, undertaken to rescue a threatened bureaucracy, justified in the name of private interests. Among the federal sites eager for bureau instruction was Yellowstone.



At the turn of the century, Yellowstone’s relationship to its wildlife was still a work in progress. In its earliest years, hunting on park grounds was legal. In theory, the secretary of the interior was supposed to provide against “wanton destruction” and against “capture or destruction for the purposes of merchandise or profit,” but the park had neither the staff, the resources, nor the criminal statutes to enforce its rules. The notion of a “national park” was still in its infancy, and it emerged at a moment in which Americans’ certainty of their divine dominion over nature had never been greater.

In 1872, the same year Yellowstone was opened, Brooklyn painter John Gast finished American Progress. Commissioned to promote western travel, the painting depicted an angelic woman with soft pinkish skin and long golden hair floating over the American landscape wrapped in a flowing white gown, headed west. Indians, bison, wolves, and bears fled at her advance. In their wake came settlers and prairie schooners. Behind them cattle and plows. Behind them the railroad. American Progress is today remembered as the definitive artistic expression of manifest destiny—the belief that it was God’s will to see American wilderness transformed into an engine of human profit—but there was another image, a photograph, taken around the same time, that offered an equally visceral, true-to-life expression of what “progress” looked like on the ground.

Famed Western photographer William Henry Jackson snapped the photo in July 1871. His portrait showed five men, dressed in cotton shirts and brimmed hats, gathered near a barn. The roof was constructed of unevenly sawed boards. The structure appeared to have no walls, but it was impossible to say for certain—for where the walls should have stood hung an impenetrable curtain of carcasses and skins, composed of scores if not hundreds of wild animals of all shapes and sizes. The photo was taken on a Paradise Valley ranch belonging to three German-immigrant brothers—Fred, Phil, and Henry Bottler. As the first white settlers to put down roots in the area, the Bottlers in 1868 claimed 320 acres on the western bank of the Yellowstone River, near what is today the unincorporated community of Emigrant, some thirty miles north of the park’s Gardiner entrance. Their ranch was the final point of departure and first point of return for the expeditions that led to Yellowstone’s creation. As a Bozeman Avant Courier correspondent who stayed there in 1878 put it, the Bottlers and other “hardy” Paradise Valley settlers were “the van guard of advancing civilization.” The brothers also exemplified one of the greatest challenges the US government would face in managing its new national park—they were market hunters, specializing in elk and wolves. They killed wildlife at grand scales, slaughtering elk by the thousands and selling some 555 wolf pelts in a single season. The creation of a so-called “national park” did nothing to slow them down.


[image: John Gast’s American Progress (1872), showing a floating female figure moving westward over settlers, wagons, trains, Native Americans, and wildlife.]
John Gast, American Progress, 1872. Chromolithograph published by George A. Crofutt. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress.

Both Jackson’s portrait of the Bottlers and Gast’s ode to manifest destiny reflected the world in which Yellowstone was born. The park was created not to protect and preserve wildlife. Backed by the railroad industry and wealthy East Coast investors, its purpose was to draw paying tourists west through the promotion of geysers, hot springs, and other geothermal oddities. The mass slaughter of wildlife unfolding within its borders only became an issue when it was nearly too late. Elk alone were massacred in droves every winter in Yellowstone’s early years, with only their hides taken. The dwindling buffalo population, among the last in the West, was even more imperiled. Newspapers nationwide voiced concern that within just a few years of opening


[image: Bottler Brothers Ranch in Paradise Valley, 1871, showing several men outside rustic log buildings, with wooden fences and a wooded landscape.]
Bottler Brothers Ranch, Paradise Valley; William H. Jackson, 1871. Yellowstone National Park, National Park Service.
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