


[image: image]





[image: image]





Shadow  Mountain

A Memoir of Wolves,

a Woman, and the Wild

Renée  Askins



DOUBLEDAY

New York  London  Toronto  Sydney  Auckland




Contents


Title Page 


Dedication 


Epigraph 


Prologue 




CHAPTER ONE


CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE


CHAPTER FOUR


CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


EPILOGUE




Notes


Select Bibliography 


Sources, Resources, and Suggested Reading 


Websites 


To Help Support Wolf Recovery 


Acknowledgments 


Copyright Page 




For Siena Aurora Askins Rush

and

For Natasha

In all her mystery and incarnations




 Whatever you do will be insignificant

and it is very important that you do it.

 MOHANDAS GANDHI




Prologue

DURING THE YEARS of writing Shadow Mountain people would ask me, “What is your book about?” I found that each time I would answer differently depending upon what chapter I was working on, or my mood that moment. “This book is about . . . keeping a promise, living a passion, loving an animal, not giving up, hope, living from hope to hope, heartbreak, incandescent joy, wolves, wildness lost, wildness found, wildness within, healing, wounding, restoring, common experience, uncommon experience, a place called Shadow Mountain, a wolf named Natasha.” I now realize that all these were true, each a vital ingredient of the story of Shadow Mountain.

With many undertakings, especially those that are drawn out over years and involve self-examination, one finds that the person who began the journey is someone quite different from the one completing it. When I crested Togwotee Pass in 1981, glimpsing the panorama of Jackson Hole and the Tetons in the swirling mists of an early winter snowstorm, I wondered if the restoration of wolves to Yellowstone would take a full year. Fourteen years later I learned the answer: yes—and thirteen more. It’s rather odd to wake up one morning and realize that nearly a decade and a half has slipped by in the pursuit of a passion, one that you never intended to become your mission, or even your career, certainly not your identity. Likewise, when I began writing this book I thought it would be simple; I would just tell the story of returning wolves to Yellowstone, A to Z, but I soon realized I was uninterested in chronicling the Kafkaesque drama of meetings, memos, political wrangling, and philanthropy that I had lived for so long. I was far more interested in why, than I was in just who, what, and when. How, after all, had I come to this; or had it come to me? Did those years make a difference? Were they worth the cost and compromises?

The thread of a life is not stretched taut between two points. It twists in unexpected and mysterious ways, not so much weaving—as poets would have us believe—as snarling and catching, creating the tangles and knots which hold our stories and the keys to our understanding them. I at first thought this process would lead me to revelations that would be laid out like bright Easter eggs here and there along the path of my history. It turned out that I didn’t discover the answers to my questions by systematically sleuthing through the calendar of my life. Rather, I found the truth buried beneath the surface of the story—not the intellectual, rational, ordered truth, but the deep, resonant, singular truth of my heart.

I had a fantasy that followed me through many of the years I worked on Yellowstone wolf recovery—when it was over, when I was released from this frenetic, consuming mission, I would send a letter home to all the people I loved explaining everything: why I had been so silent, so absent, so out of touch, gone for so long; why calls and letters had gone unanswered, baby presents unsent, weddings unattended, and why there had been times I wasn’t there to listen, to comfort, to congratulate. I would explain that I had been swept away by events that flowed from a promise made to an animal I loved, and it had been a long, long journey back. It wasn’t that I needed to apologize, rather I needed to tell my story: I needed to reconcile who I had been before the journey with who I had become during it. It was a need to express that a life lived devoted to the truth of one’s heart reaches beyond either/or choices, that there are circumstances in which we must sacrifice some of now for later, trusting that everything has a right time, meaning, and place.

So Shadow Mountain is what came of my wonderings and wanderings among wolves and word these last twenty years. This book contains the stories of my travels, written with a compulsion to discover, through a maze of memories, the meaning of these many years. Written from the truth of my heart, it is my letter home.

 Renée Askins

Wilson, Wyoming

February 5, 2002
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 On this cold night

 winter’s last rally

 rakes across the fledgling breast

of spring like claws. The last white bear

 turns, hungering,

 northward.

 We put on layers of sweaters again

 and light a circle of lamps

 deep in the heart of the house. But

 we are restless, keep listening.

 You are the first to get up.

 You pace a few silent steps

 then go. Upstairs I find you

 perched at the window,

 an early stork

 staring from the slender chimney

 of your bones down

 at icy slivers of teeth

 slicing into tender garden growth.



 Without thinking why

 we gather the afghans

 and carefully fold our long limbs

 down into them.

 With a soft ritual clicking of bills,

 necks twining, wings rising,

 we begin

 the ancient migration

 back to the place 

 of our birth.

 MARCIA CASEY, “Storks” 

MY FIRST MEMORIES
are of meadows. Evening meadows, when the sun’s honey-warm rays turned the long grasses and birch borders into an enchanted and radiant secret. It is the light I mostly remember, when the dark was seducing the day and the shadows would flicker and splinter in a spectacle of courtship. It was the hour of whimsy and expectation. Perhaps it was the melon light that beckoned the deer. They emerged like druids from the forests, miragelike in the tall shimmering grass, unable to resist those last lingering moments of summer sunlight to warm their shadow-cooled backs.

My mother would count them. Two, three, four, ten, twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight. My older sister Robin and I would listen and watch, two small daughters perched beside their mother on the liver-colored seat of a plump black Volkswagen Bug. There was no television in our remote cottage in the Thunder Bay State Forest of northern Michigan, and my father had to travel for his work, leaving my mother in the silence of those white pine forests for days at a time.

That’s how the summer evenings of my early childhood passed, our Volkswagen parked alongside some meadow, with its nose edged into the tall summer grass like a huge Lab sniffing the dirt, with my mama counting the deer. It’s also how I learned to count, but for years I would be confused about what numbers really followed others because my mother’s voice would drift off at fourteen or thirty-seven, like the sun slipping behind a darkened cloud into some secret shadowed place that concealed the loneliness of a young mother, and then suddenly her voice would reemerge brilliant and warm on twenty-six or forty-three. I doubt that it mattered to her how many deer there were, the numbers were only a mantra to give order to the loneliness, to arrange an eternal evening according to a knowable rhythm. Occasionally she would remark on how large a fawn had gotten, or on the limp of a doe, but mostly she would just count, thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty . . . and the light would fall and her voice would trail off and the deer would slip back into the shadows.

It was in this way the wild would be made intimate, the outside wariness transformed into some sort of interior attentiveness. In my early childhood I unconsciously absorbed the notion of reciprocity—the idea that as we enter the realm of animals, offer our presence, and bear witness to the lives of creatures, they in turn offer their own gifts, their own example and accompaniment through the loneliness of our human existence. For millions of years animals lived without humans, but we have never lived without animals. Edwin Muir said, “Long before man appeared on earth he existed as a dream of prophecy in the animal soul.”

Even four decades later those early images of long grasses and the arch of evening light, the silhouettes of deer melting into a darkened border of shadowed trees, the comfort and caress of my mother’s voice, and the warmth of my sister’s body pressed against me illuminate my life like moonlight through stained glass. Partly due to the clarity of hindsight and partly because the power of my childhood experiences with the wild still resonates in my life today, I have grown to appreciate how important, how formative, childhood contact with the natural world can be. It is the foundation that is laid by early interactions with the wild that give us an understanding of “otherness,” and a context beyond one’s self. Early contact with animals and wild places can help to develop a matured empathy and capacity for human relationships, for our connection with a sense of place and landscape, all of which are critical to the unfolding of our personalities and our feelings of belonging to a greater planetary community of creatures, places, and people.

As I believe in the power of wildness and wild things to guide us, so have I come to believe in the importance of place and its potency in our lives. I feel with certainty that everything follows from place, that place makes us who we are, that landscape carves out a certain character and community, and that ultimately the places in which we choose to live govern the unfolding of our lives. And so it was, nearly thirty years after leaving Thunder Bay National Forest, I would discover a place that provided a counterpoint, an adult analogue, to the enchantment of those lovely Michigan meadows. For ten years I lived there with my lover, and came to cherish it. It was my shelter, my solace, my home. It was a place called Shadow Mountain.

Our little log house nestled into a stand of aspens at the base of the mountain like a child leaning into the soft folds of a young mother’s skirts. Shadow Mountain was a sensuously curved goddess of a mountain in comparison to the hard-lined granite pinnacles encircling our valley in northwest Wyoming. The forests of pine and aspen that draped down her gentle slopes fell like long unruly tresses, spilling from her shoulders into the sage meadows at her base in a resplendent cascade of arboreal curls and crescents. She stood like a solemn guardian behind the north shoulder of our home, her shadow engulfing us at dawn. As the sun rose behind her it first lit the western horizon of the Tetons, enveloping the peaks in shades of coral and crimson. Cascading down the dim slopes, the sunlight raced toward us across the hazel meadows of Antelope Flats like a wave of radiance. We would often sit drinking our morning tea as the dawn light melted the lingering pool of darkness around us, ushering in the day.

Our little compound at Shadow Mountain, which was comprised of our home, a few tiny cabins, sheds, and an old barn, had become a gathering place for wild animals, from badger to bald eagle, coyote to curlew. Fifty yards from our door the bison had created massive wallows which in time had became watering holes. Except at the height of winter, it was rare for a day to pass without having at least one and often several hundred bison drift through the yard. Sometimes during rut they would gather for days, their rutting growls so deafening it was impossible to sleep, a circumstance only made worse by their habit of rubbing on the log ends of the house, which made it rock like a boat in a storm. A weekly chore, listed between vacuuming and emptying the garbage, was the cleaning of bison snot off the plate-glass windows where the ever-curious bovines stared in and the slightly anxious hominids stared out. Our animal visitors included mule deer, an occasional moose with a gangly legged calf, black bears, a few grizzlies, weasels, once a great gray owl, ravens, coyotes—the list reads like a passenger manifest for the Ark. During the spring and fall migrations there were large gatherings of antelope and herds of elk that numbered in the thousands. The winter before we left the wolves arrived, but therein lies the story to come.

The place was aptly named. There I was forced to confront and accept the dark side of the wild, a concept that seldom clouded my Michigan childhood. The luminosity and grace of Shadow Mountain’s wildness were matched by her ferocious darkness, harshness, and isolation. Glorious nights of falling stars were countered by wildfires that almost swept away our home. The delights of gentle summer evenings, being lulled to sleep by the songs of coyotes and awakened to a dazzling morning by the clatter of sandhill cranes, were often forgotten in the hardship of subzero temperatures and blizzards that shut us off from the world for weeks at a time.

Living at Shadow Mountain taught me about both “the nature of shadow” and “the shadow of nature.” Recognizing and embracing the darkness that accompanies light is at the heart of understanding the wild. During the time I lived at Shadow Mountain I gave my heart to working for wolves and the wild. When I left there I discovered how Shadow Mountain had given me the wild wisdom of its heart.









Two








 The future enters into us,

 in order to transform

itself in us, long before it happens.

 RAINER MARIA RILKE

I WILL START IN
the middle, because often it is in the middle that we see that there is an emerging shape to things, that there was at some point a beginning, that events are unfolding toward a still uncertain end. The thread of life bends back over itself, and connections are made. In the midst of the amorphous flow of daily events we sense patterns beginning to form, we realize there is a resonance to certain things that went before, and try to peer through the murk to discern the shape of what is to come.

Just as the faint dawn rays pierce the lingering dark of an interminable April night, I awaken to the snuffling, searching wet muzzle of a six-day-old wolf puppy burrowing under my chin. Cramped and aching, I lift my head up from the long wooden plank that forms the desk at which I’d been working, and over which I’d slumped into a guilty sleep. With mild dismay I notice I’ve drooled all over the papers strewn across the desk’s well-worn surface, carved and stained over the years to a comforting patina. Natasha, the mouse-size wolf puppy, had been asleep on the frayed remnants of a favorite Egyptian cotton towel wound and plumped into a sumptuous, albeit thread-worn and frayed pastel nest at the corner of the desk.

Sometime in the night the puppy had abandoned the cotton bowl I had painstakingly created, and instinctively scuttled across the plank to nestle into the cranny of my sleeping chin. She had been awakened by the sound of her own pack stirring and stretching outside the little shack we occupied. The sounds of canine reveille were broadcast inside our glass-sided hut by a sophisticated system of microphones mounted throughout the one-and-a-half acre enclosure surrounding us.

Bleary and sleep-clumsied, I reach for my thermos of warmed Esbilac, an infant animal formula, and a tiny nursing bottle. Now fully awake, Natasha’s wee body is squirming and rooting in a frantic nipple-search, and I struggle to hold her and fill the narrow-necked bottle simultaneously. After dipping my little finger in the formula to check its temperature, I offer her the fingertip, which she latches on to, sucking voraciously while I attempt to pour the creamy substance into the bottle with the other hand. Inevitably, it spills and warm milk spreads across the drool-smeared ink on my once neat pages of data. I curse; the art of combining science and suckling surpasses my capacities. I grab the beloved towel to mop up, remembering at that moment to flip the switch which turns on red-tinted lights in the enclosure. The scene outside, bathed in the warm merlot glow of the red bulbs, is dreamlike. I stop to stare. Natasha, still attached to my little finger, doesn’t. Barely discernible long-legged wolf silhouettes unfurl from shallow hollows of cool earth. The alpha male stands and bows, his rump arched high and front legs locked in a long stretch that curves his belly in a furry crescent, echoing the silver moon’s shallow smile in the dawning night sky behind him. Scratching and scuffling noises fill the hut, followed by the canine meow-grumble of an early morning yawn.

As Natasha greedily gulps and suckles at the tiny bottle, I watch her pack moving around us outside the hut. I can make out the great pendulum swings of the yearling wolves’ lowered tails sweeping wide suspended arcs as they crowd the alpha male in their morning greeting rites. The rest of the pack rises stiff-legged and dew-damp to join the yearlings, forming the canine version of a football huddle. I hear the snuffles and high-pitched whines, the hushed swish of hair rubbing hair as the wolves lean into each other and brush past one another like courting cats.

I have come to think of these greeting ceremonies as part of the grace of this wild creature’s habits; called “rallies” by behaviorists, they precede most activities of consequence within a wolf pack: waking, hunting, leaving, returning, reunion of almost any sort. In this ancient and wild canine culture, ritual marks the intricacies of bonding and surviving. We humans are not unlike them—witness our snuggling, squirreling behavior with our lovers in the early dawn. Our kisses, hello and good-bye, our hugs and hovering and hand-holding, our calling out and coming out and letting go and leaving. The ritual of greeting and parting is woven through both canid and human species.

I had been guiltily fighting to stay awake for the last few hours as the wolves slept. Obviously I had failed. I am awed that even at six days old, blind and still deaf, this small creature demonstrated such sensitivity to the stirrings of her own kind and, thankfully, had awakened me. Was it the speaker vibrations? Scent? I don’t know, but I’m relieved that the wolves are up, putting an end to the monotonous waiting. Throughout most of my watch the wolves had been inactive, making the night’s long hours stretch endlessly. As I tumble into the day I can’t help but mimic their languorous stretching and yawning, settling back in at the observation table, Natasha now in a sling hung from my shoulder, to record what I see and wonder at what I don’t.

I am a college student, recently arrived at this wolf research facility to complete my undergraduate thesis. This part of my job is to record the interactions and individual activities of the different pack members on an ethogram, essentially a catalog of behaviors detailed enough to record interesting behavioral anomalies and specific individual interactions between the wolves. My low student standing assures me the graveyard observation shift. Although the hours are exhausting, I love the early morning solitude. Watching the wolves awaken and play in the predawn light, courting and tackling each other, makes this the premier observation period.

All that I had neatly planned for my research thesis had already dissolved in the weeks preceding this dawn vigil. I had arrived from Kalamazoo College less than a month before, twenty-one years old, a crisp-cornered research study in hand and an enchantment with wolves that rivaled that of the most ardent of animal lover. The focus of my research project was supposed to have been the pack’s alpha female, an eight-year-old snowy white wolf named Cassie. My first lesson in sanguinary wolf society had been delivered when the pack had, without warning, fatally attacked Cassie, their uncontested leader of nearly a decade. My doe-eyed idealism about peaceable wolves, along with my meticulously planned research design, was eviscerated that day with Cassie and the six unborn puppies she carried, in the aptly named midwestern village of Battleground, Indiana.

It happened in the early afternoon of April 3, 1980—the wolves were milling about and agitated, about to be fed. On that particular morning Tom Huffman, the groundskeeper and on-site photographer, had dragged the carcass of a road-killed deer into the enclosure holding the pack. The usual snarls and snaps and yelps ensued as the lower-ranking wolves tried to persuade the alpha animals to share the bounty. Tensions were high anyway because Cassie was about to whelp, and the pack sensed the change in her behavior. The birth of pups often creates a void in leadership and a temporary destabilization of the social order within a pack.

In spite of the unpredictable nature of the whelping period, what came next was a shock to everyone, especially to Dr. Erich Klinghammer, the founder and director of Wolf Park, and Pat Goodman, the park’s head research associate, both of whom had been observing the pack for nearly eight years and had not detected any weakening in Cassie’s authority. Cassie approached her daughter, Alexa, a slender fine-boned wolf who was the lowest-ranking female in the pack, while she was tearing at a deer hock. Alexa, who normally would have submitted, was cornered against the back fence and, in a desperate act of self-defense, lunged back at Cassie. An explosion of canine fur and teeth and growls ensued, leaving Alexa with a good hold on her mother, who, uncharacteristically, yelped in response to the bite.

Perhaps it was hearing a yelp from their invincible leader, or perhaps the tension was so great that any event could have triggered the brawl that ensued—no one knows why, but in a split second the pack erupted in a gang attack on their unchallenged leader of eight years. Two minutes later Cassie was left barely breathing and paralyzed from a spinal bite. She was euthanized by the grief-stricken staff later that day.

Cassie’s death was the first of many humbling lessons in the wild’s volatility and unpredictability I was to receive in the years to come, offered both from wild creatures and from my own domestic animal companions. My strutting into the lives of these wolves with a neatly designed study titled “Contribution and Interaction of Individuals from a Captive Wolf Pack with a Single Litter of Pups at Wolf Park, Battleground, Indiana, 1980” was mockable in light of the chaos that occurred at Wolf Park that spring. I learned that our assumptions, expectations, wisdom, and presumed knowledge are only a construct that allows us to believe we can both control and predict the nature of nature, when its essence is as fleeting and mysterious as life itself. That, in the end, was my lesson: honor and allow the mystery, love the questions and the otherness; it is from that wild unknown that any resolution to our environmental crisis must come.

The surprises didn’t stop with Cassie’s death. A few days later first Venus, the new alpha female, and then Alexa gave birth to pups. Oddly, no one had detected their pregnancies. Although it had occasionally happened in the wild when there was an abundant food supply, according to the literature in the early eighties, it was relatively rare for more than one female, even in captive wolf packs, to conceive at the same time.

The prevailing assumption was that, because of a wild pack’s inability to support a large number of pups, a variety of factors operate to limit each pack to a single litter. No one really knew what specific mechanism translated into the de facto birth control, but several theories were put forth. One was that the alpha female’s aggression toward other females throughout breeding season creates tremendous stress in the lower-ranking females and, although those subordinate wolves come into estrus and even might be bred, the significant stress they endure from harassment by the higher-ranking females acts to suppress conception.

Some researchers also speculated that the alpha female may produce pheromones that could prevent other females from coming into full estrus, thus limiting the possibility of pregnancy. None of those mechanisms functioned at Wolf Park in the spring of 1980, because three separate litters were conceived in the main pack that winter at Battleground’s wolf reserve.

Events such as the breakdown of a social structure in captivity provide insight into why it is so difficult to justify keeping wild animals in captivity in order to study their behavior “so we can better protect them in the wild,” which is the rhetoric used by many zoos and wild animal parks. Rarely is it appropriate to extrapolate what we witness in captive situations to the wild because behaviors are radically altered by the adaptations and stresses inherent in captivity. It would be much like putting a human child in solitary confinement, without social contact or nurturing, and assuming that the behavior exhibited under those circumstances represents the full spectrum of what it is to be human.

With two new litters of pups born to the main pack, it was indeed a fascinating time to be at Wolf Park. All the wolves were tremendously curious and interested in the puppies. The younger wolves, especially, found the infant newcomers irresistible. In the wild it is up to the mother to protect the pups until they are old enough to interact with the rest of the pack. Most of the pack members are reluctant to go too near the den site for fear of reprisal from the mother. But if she is a low-ranking female—rarely the case in the wild—she poses little threat to intruders and therefore is less able to defend her young.

Because of her low standing in the pack’s hierarchy, Alexa, the female who had initiated the attack on Cassie, was virtually incapable of protecting her two puppies. When she was at last driven by thirst to leave the shallow burrow where she gave birth, a grizzled black yearling male named Faust immediately darted in and grabbed one of the infant pups. He carried the puppy around for a few minutes, then rolled over, nudging it toward his inguinal area as though some deep impulse to nurse struck him even without mammary or milk. Then Faust’s brother Mephisto, driven by curiosity and playfulness, darted in to grab the new toy. The brothers played a brief game of tug-of-war and the day-old puppy died almost instantly from the trauma. Dr. Klinghammer was forced to go in and remove the other pup lest she meet the same fate as her unfortunate sibling.

When Dr. Klinghammer entered the observation hut I was sitting alone at the desk. Not one to waste words or offer explanation, he handed me the furry little bundle, smaller than my fist, with four words that would change my life: “You will raise her.” He turned and left. After a few stunned, frozen moments my maternal instincts overcame my bewilderment, and I set out in search of Pat Goodman, den mother to us all, wolves and volunteers alike. She helped set me up with bottles and Esbilac, and taught me how to clean and care for the tiny canid.

Anyone who has ever tended orphaned creatures knows that there is a basic bonding that drives you to rise every few hours to bottle-feed and nurture a new being in the world, but right from the beginning my relationship with Natasha was different from those I had had with any of the other creatures I had raised or rescued, from baby birds to orphaned kittens. I had a nose for neediness, and my childhood mothering experiments ranged from taking care of abandoned puppies and bunnies to reptilian rescues of snakes and tadpoles. My experience with Natasha was entirely unlike any which preceded. To say she was special or singular seems pathetically inadequate in describing the acuity and force with which she asserted her own identity right from the beginning.

For years I have tried to capture in words exactly how Natasha was different from my other animal wards. The clearest description I can offer is that she had an essence of “other,” rather than underling. I felt accompanied rather than ascendant. Even as I carried her around in a sling against my belly, bottle-fed her, stimulated her with a damp cloth to urinate and defecate as her mother’s tongue would have done, and slept with her curled against me, even in the face of her utter vulnerability and dependence, I did not feel like her mother, but rather like her companion. It is difficult to articulate how such a tiny being was capable of conveying such an independent presence, but it was distinctive and determinate in the nature of our relationship.

I kept notes on her as she grew; when I sat eyeing her and recording comments in my journal, I felt she was doing the same to me. No paper, no ink, but an observation and record so indelible and accurate that our entire race might be re-created from this creature’s perception. It was the first time I felt the utter limitations of language, and the first time I truly began to face and fathom the capacity of another species.

The emotion associated with this recognition is even more difficult to describe. It is a breathless sensation, as though your brain were gasping, sucking in an “insight” like thirst gulps water. It is as though something is yawning inside you and your entire body needs to expand to accommodate “seeing” in a different dimension. One can feel one’s mind stretching to encompass and absorb the recognition, the idea of such a thing—of such an otherness. This creature is simultaneously different and familiar. She is of her own nature and yet I recognize my own impulses in her actions. I see reflected in her my hungers and fears, my curiosity and contentment—through her I begin to fathom an ancient relationship with the wild. My strength, for this moment, is greater than hers. Nonetheless, her senses surpass mine. Her diminutive presence connects me, includes me, and I recognize that I am, like her, merely a pulse in the rhythm of the world.

Inevitably one’s sense of stature and importance is diminished in such exercises, and yet simultaneously one is engulfed by a sense of belonging, of living a purpose of incalculable possibility. That is how “recognizing” Natasha made me feel, that is what she forced me to fathom—animal as other, not underling. With this recognition came a sense of communion and belonging, an emotion which made me see how exiled I had felt, cornered by an unconscious belief in a typically Western, hierarchical universe. Somehow, guided by fate and serendipity, I had stumbled upon my place in what poets called “the family of things.”

As a part of my thesis at Wolf Park I watched the pack for eight to ten hours a day and helped to socialize several litters of pups. But before any of the other puppies were removed from the pack for socialization, Natasha and I spent long hours in the observation hut, surrounded by the movement and murmurs of the pack filtering in through the microphones. I’d sit with my chin on the table where she was curled, nose to nose, looking into her eyes, and hum to her the first song I ever learned as a child, Dr. Dolittle’s “If we could talk to the animals, learn their languages. . . .”

These are the moments when the nature of childhood seeps into the most profound aspects of our adult lives. My formative years were spent among animals and my development was facilitated, like that of many children, by echoing and mimicking the creatures that roamed the terrain of my youth. Animals profoundly influenced who I would become.

When the other litters of puppies from various pairs and packs at the park reached the age where they required human socialization—so they could be handled as adult wolves by veterinarians and the staff—they joined Natasha and me. I bottle-fed them all and slept on a mattress on the floor with them, sometimes with puppies burrowed everywhere, under my armpits and chin, in the crook of my elbow and behind my knee, in the arch of my foot and the small of my back. For a three-month period I was immersed in wolf society, sleeping, feeding, observing, and nurturing these wolves and their pups.

Paradoxically, it was the privilege and opportunity afforded me by the wolves’ captivity at Wolf Park that led me to realize the degree to which their lives had been compromised by that captivity. As I watched and lived with these wolves hour after hour, day after day, a cognizance of what I was watching (and being watched by) began to slowly infiltrate my consciousness. And as I began to fathom the extraordinary sentient capacity of these animals, their intelligence, imagination, sensitivity, and sophistication, the compromise implicit in their captivity became nearly unbearable for me. This feeling was particularly acute with regard to Natasha, with whom I had deeply bonded.

Natasha’s sacrifice was absolute, as is the sacrifice of all wild things caged for the amusement or education of humans. Although Natasha was captive, her whole being retained the resonance of the wild. In her pacing and her panting, in her own bittersweet way she taught me of another world, another existence, in which the animals spoke through their roaming and their roaring, their howling and their prowling. Through the sheer force of her being, her autonomy and will, through her otherness Natasha began to reveal a story. It was the story of the loss of wildness in our world, and its truth was inescapably affirmed by the circumstances of her life in captivity.

Natasha, like most captive-born wolves, was destined for a life behind chain-link fences, both because she had been habituated to humans and because she had not received the necessary stimulus and training in her formative months for survival in the wild. At the same time, like most wild creatures raised in captivity, she would never be “tame” in the sense that a dog or cat is tame. She was wild by nature (and by genetics) and no veneer of domestication would ever change that—she would never be, nor want to be, a dog. She was a wild thing and from the very beginning she hated confinement.

She was always the first to try to escape. As an infant she gnawed at the cardboard box which held her; as she got older she chewed on the chain-link fencing until her gums were bloodied; she was the first to charge a gate or a door if it was slightly ajar, or to attempt scaling a confinement wall. I suspect she knew right from the beginning that these walls meant death to her. In the end she was right, and because of that I will be forever haunted by wild things held captive.

I had always assumed that Natasha would grow up and grow old among her littermates and the pack, a life that fell unspeakably short of a wild existence, but was superior to most captive circumstances. However, toward the end of my thesis work Erich informed me of the decision to send Natasha, along with several other pups I had socialized, to a research facility in North Dakota. His announcement that Natasha would be taken not only from me but from a life in the relative comfort of Wolf Park was conveyed in the same clipped and emotionless tone he used when she was delivered to me. This was not because he was a cruel or unfeeling man. In fact, I suspect quite the opposite. His brusqueness served to stiffen his resolve in the face of hard decisions, of having to find his way between his deep love for these creatures and the considerable demands of sustaining a captive research facility.

The topic of reproduction presents a conundrum for the majority of captive animal facilities. Most claim that reproduction and the behavior associated with whelping and raising young are important to researching and observing behavior. (Whether the facility is doing valid research, and how valuable that research might be to the general knowledge about the species, is an entirely different question.) Captive facilities relish the presence of baby animals. Although most administrators are reluctant to state it directly, it is nearly universally true that, from a marketing standpoint, the presence of baby animals provides a key attraction for the paying and donating public, which is the primary source of income for most captive animal facilities.

The administrators of many of these facilities view the presence of baby animals as a means of survival. The problem is that the captive facilities can’t support the exponential increase in animal numbers that new litters generate every year. Administrators are forced to “place” some of the young from each litter with other start-up captive facilities, animal parks, or zoos. Each of those facilities, in turn, need baby animals to enable and justify their own existence, and the cycle perpetuates itself. Breeding continues year after year and the number of wild creatures destined to lives in captivity continues to increase. In the case of wolves alone, we have thousands held in captive facilities, a very small number of which are really used for valid research, education, or conservation purposes.

To say I railed against Erich’s decision to send Natasha away would be an understatement, but my pleading and begging fell on deaf ears. I was a mere intern; hundreds had preceded me and as many would follow after I left. Many of them had probably fallen “in love” with pups they had helped raise, and I’m sure many had felt invested in the future of their wards. Erich was resolute. The decision had been made.

I was crazed with pain. I contemplated kidnapping Natasha, or turning all the wolves loose in the hope she might find her way among them. I imagined all kinds of escapes and schemes and possibilities, but in the end I submitted. There are few things I regret in life, but not finding a better future for Natasha is one of them. I wish I had been more radical, more fierce, more insistent. Even though I had no jurisdiction, legal right, or ownership, I wish I had not acquiesced. But I did. In the end Erich’s will prevailed.

The prospect of Natasha’s spirit, her being, her essence behind chained walls or concrete, without even pack mates to soften the monotony, filled me with despair. In the heart of that despair I resolved that I would find a way to make up to her species what I had failed to do for her.

Only in the last dark weeks before Natasha was taken away from Wolf Park would a shimmering possibility arise as to how I might act on that resolve. One afternoon I was sitting in the hut on observation duty, watching the pack, when a young biologist named John Weaver arrived from Wyoming. He had come to consult Dr. Klinghammer about behavioral issues related to an effort, just beginning to gain momentum, to restore wolves to Yellowstone National Park. As chance would have it, Dr. Klinghammer chose to hold his discussion with Weaver in the observation hut during my watch. Weaver had just finished his master’s research on the historical presence of wolves in the Yellowstone area, and felt passionately about the injustice and insanity of their extermination sixty years before. There was a movement afoot to restore the predator to the park, and he was quickly becoming one of its driving forces.

With Natasha, then several months old, curled on my lap, I listened intently to Weaver and Klinghammer’s discussion. The mention of Yellowstone had aroused my interest immediately, so strong had been my response to the place nearly two years earlier when I had first visited it. As I stroked Natasha an idea began to form. As Weaver was leaving I shyly approached him to express interest and enthusiasm for his work, and asked if I might get involved once I graduated. He gave me his address and encouraged me to write him when I finished my degree.

It was a fortuitous meeting because years later Weaver would turn out to be my first mentor on the Yellowstone wolf project. Although rarely credited, he really provided the spark that ultimately got the bureaucratic fires burning on the restoration of wolves to Yellowstone. Not long after Weaver’s departure, another young biologist named Timm Kaminski, an associate of Weaver’s who was in the process of pursuing his master’s research on wolves in the West, came to visit Wolf Park. He, too, urged me to contact them after I had finished college.

Just before I left Wolf Park an envoy, a young woman, arrived and Natasha and several other puppies from that year’s litters were loaded into kennels for the trip to North Dakota. I remember I could hardly speak to her. I felt a vengeful helplessness, a hatred and despondency so dark and overwhelming that I just stood by, paralyzed. I wish desperately I had fought harder, refused to turn her over, done anything but what I did—surrendered. I let Natasha go.

The car pulled out into the dry dirt lane lined with budding poplars and dust-covered shrubs. I should have blocked it, I should have pounded on the car, chained myself to the gate. Instead I ran to a favorite perch on a hill overlooking the enclosure and watched the car disappear into the wavy mirage of the horizon. I turned back to the pack, swallowing my sobs, and howled. Then an uncommon thing happened. Despite the heat of midday, a period when the wolves hardly moved, let alone howled, that day they joined in. Each member of the main pack and many of the separated pairs, one by one, called out in the long, graceful wail that is the code of their species. Their own had been taken. I had no doubt they knew.

The car disappeared in the distance, the searing sun glinting on chrome through a haze of lingering dust. All I had in the echoing emptiness of Natasha’s departure was hope, and from that came a promise—a young girl’s promise, made innocently and idealistically out of a need to make sense of a loved one’s suffering, and, perhaps, to alleviate my own. I promised Natasha that I would do something that would give back in some small way what we had so wantonly taken from her and her wild ancestors, that I would fight for wolves in the wild. Although I didn’t know it at the time, making that promise set the course for the next two decades of my life. From my hillside overlook I vowed to her, “You will not be forgotten, little one, what you have taught me will make a difference. I promise you it will make a difference.”
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To tell the story . . . is to let the place itself speak through the telling.

 DAVID ABRAMS, Places of the Wild

IT WAS THE
spring of 1978, two years before my experience at Wolf Park. I had just finished my first year of college, and I set out to see the West with a backpack, sleeping bag, pair of binoculars, bird book, virtually no money, and a case of wanderlust as ripe and hungry as a fine, dark wine. It was a rather feral phase in my life; all I needed I carried on my back, and I was ready to let the winds of fate unfurl the future. I left Michigan hitchhiking with a friend, Chris Clark, an ardent bird-watcher and fellow student, headed for some unknown destination on the Pacific coast. Our plan, if we had one, was to search for western birds and summer jobs. The trip’s only imperative was that we see Yellowstone National Park on the way.

On a late spring evening on the second or third day of our trip westward, Chris and I were dropped off in the cradle of the Teton Mountain Range. According to our map, the location was in the southern region of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. It was nearing nightfall so we decided to camp. We hiked up off the road through the dusk-blessed winking of aspen stands and lush grasses woven with the magenta pink of blossoming fireweed. The scoured scent of fresh sage and the pressing cool of the impending dark enveloped us as we picked our way up a steep slope overlooking the valley. We fell silent when we turned to find the last sliver of a fiery sun sinking behind the cathedral-lit peaks that spanned the western horizon. That night we set up camp illegally, unbeknownst to us, just within the northern boundary of Grand Teton National Park. I had no way of knowing that a few years hence destiny’s thread would loop around, rooting my life in this landscape. This valley called Jackson Hole, where the mountains leaned against a dusky blue sky, would become my home and the place from which I would work for nearly fourteen years in an effort to fulfill a promise to an animal I loved.

We arose the next morning to the twittering of tanagers and pine siskins. Savannah sparrows hopped about the dew-covered balsam root that had created a saffron blanket upon which our sleeping bags were spread. An opalescent dawn melted over the Gros Ventre mountains to the east of us, bathing the Tetons to the west in a blushing alpenglow, nudging us back down the hillside to the road. Our first ride that morning was a rusted, mustard-colored pickup truck from Arkansas. We clambered into the back, propping our packs as backrests, and headed north for what was to be my first encounter with the most enchanted land on earth—Yellowstone National Park. It was early spring and a delicious, sun-sparkled morning. Thankfully, there were very few cars around to disturb the park’s serenity. It was a marvelous blessing that our driver was as eager and wide-eyed as we were and willing to stop and even explore any vista, falls, riverbank, geyser basin, soaring bird, or wildlife sighting that beckoned us. Never have I been so taken with the sheer power and potency of a place as I was upon first seeing Yellowstone.

From the southern entrance of the park the road wound through dense needle-green tunnels of subalpine fir and lodgepole pines, the trunks as straight and seamless as river reeds. We passed by the Lewis River Canyon, a dramatic gorge through which the Lewis River (named for Meriwether Lewis, cocaptain of the Lewis and Clark expedition) cuts on its way to join the Snake River to the south. The splintered morning light spread to a warm brightness as the road opened up, paralleling the cloudless calm of Lewis Lake’s eastern shore. As we moved into the park’s interior, the shadowed dense forests gave way to vast meadows of golden sedges and willow-bordered marshes harboring a mélange of birds. My notes list seeing, in the span of a few hours, loons, mergansers, sandhill cranes, marsh hawks, bald eagles, pelicans, and swans.

Roaming the mysterious steaming geyser basins was like stepping through a secret passage into some kind of primordial vision. Hot springs bubbled and frothed, a steamy fog caressed our faces and hands, enveloping us in an ethereal wonderland. The mist would one minute obscure everything in an eddy of vapory veils and then suddenly shift to reveal translucent turquoise and emerald green pools that looked like the secret spas of the gods. Tiny ocher, tangerine, copper, and terra-cotta rivulets seeped from the edges of the pools, creating a collage of algae gardens that spread in lovely swirls throughout the basin.

Bear, moose, bison, mule deer, antelope, and coyote appeared along the meadows and hillsides, in willow stands and sage flats, as though they were on a secret march to the Ark. Bighorn sheep emerged like soldiers from the craggy camouflage of their habitat, staring intently at our mustard yellow truck. I’d never before encountered such a diversity and abundance of wildlife. Even the hillsides, charred from flash wildfires, offered a hushed beauty ruffled only by the flashing red of a hairy woodpecker or the sudden orange of a startled flicker, its dipping flight tracing a fineness of line through the stark trunks as beautiful and delicate as Japanese calligraphy.

Discovering my nation’s first national park was an experience both visceral and provocative. Like so many visitors, I was overcome by the scale and yet drawn into the intimate terrain of this legendary land. The names of places in the park rang like word chimes for me: Absaroka, Gibbon, Shoshone, Harlequin, Tanager, Obsidian, Bannock—lovely words that would linger on the tongue just as the grand vistas and piercing clarity of the air would settle in one’s mind.

The driver indulged me in one other way that first day in Yellowstone: he would pull over when we came to the thick broad meadows that defined much of the inner landscape of the park. Huge herds of elk grazed, oblivious to onlookers, their tannin coats shimmering in the spring sun. There, perched on the pickup bed with my binoculars, I would count the elk, evoking memories of childhood meadows. The mantra of numbers was a way of acknowledging each animal, the act of counting giving order and familiarity to this place and its unfathomable abundance of creatures. The counting brought the size of these elk herds into focus—there were literally thousands! Chris and I were amazed by their docility and proximity to the road, given the lack of cover. Indeed, these elk had been habituated to cars and humans for many decades, and those that stayed within the park had never been hunted by man. But what we didn’t know was that for over sixty years these Yellowstone elk had been without their primary predator, the wolf.

It was not until two years later, while doing my senior thesis, that I learned Yellowstone still had every plant and animal species that was present when Europeans hit the shores of North America with the exception of one—the wolf. It is biologically evident that the absence of a keystone species like the wolf could have a significant effect on the intricate interworkings of a pristine ecosystem. How the wolf’s absence affected these elk, or the myriad of other species, would become a question central to my work in the years to come. Right then, no one really knew. Researchers had pondered the question for several decades, and would continue to do so for several more.

The intense pride and protectiveness that I felt in recognizing the foresight of my grandparent’s generation in protecting the Yellowstone area made me realize I was for the first time experiencing a place, a wild place, that my nation held sacred. Bill Moyers describes a sacred place as a landscape where we might feel the presence of all creation, sensing a belonging to something ancient and yet very much alive. Paul Shepard calls the intuition that we experience in a wild place “the deep current of pre-comprehension running silently beneath our spoken thoughts.”

In some ways it is odd that a road trip though Yellowstone provided my first conscious experience of the wild. Most people on their first encounter with Yellowstone today find a paved, crowded, bumper-to-bumper parade of worming recreational vehicles and overweight, camera-loaded tourists. It can be that. But if one steps off the road, even a few hundred feet, and listens, there is a calm to the land, a certain wild rhythm that is closer to the surface than in most places. Geysers froth and spew, mud pots bubble and blink, elk bugle, bison grunt, antelope snort, coyotes howl—the language underneath our language becomes audible
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