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Preface

I have lived with a large herd of mule deer in the mountains of the Wind River Range in Wyoming every day for the past seven years. How, you may ask, can a person do such a thing, and why would he choose to do it? My response would be, how could you not? Given the opportunity, how could a person resist such a life? You can call it biology or, better yet, ethology, or, perhaps more generally, natural science. But a more accurate description of this particular study would be the expression of some irresistible necessity to find sanctuary in the proximity of wild things. Necessity would be the key word in this case. I am compelled to seek out and explore the lives of other creatures—not to know simply what these animals are biologically but, more interestingly, to know who they are and how their biological affiliation, as a member of a species, instructs them as individuals. Ironically, it is through understanding individuals that knowledge of a species can truly be revealed. Although there can be strictly quantitative approaches, ethology—the study of animal behavior in a natural setting—is by definition a rather subjective undertaking. But divining the “who” of an animal can be an unapologetic departure from hard science and an adventure into a qualitative behavioral realm. One of my hopes is to maintain that balance along a challenging narrow divide between science and sentiment. My other objective is to be the voice for this extraordinary animal, which at this time is in need of a powerful and persuasive ally—an advocate—and that advocacy will come only from the various people that by way of different but convergent paths come to know and love the mule deer. Ultimately, the North American mule deer is in trouble on a bewildering array of fronts. And if we do not take any action, we may watch this species fade into oblivion.

We need not fear the emotional ties that will inevitably develop as we draw near to some thoughtful creature that is, without question, returning our gaze—an undeniable participant in an inquiry that clearly has become mutual. Sentiment born of the simple and logical empathic recognition that as living things we all share certain distinct similarities can be a lucid window into the life of an animal, providing the means to keenly observe some subtle elegance and beauty that may otherwise be overlooked. Empathy provides us with the vision to gain understanding, not through some superior anthropomorphism, but through our objective biological membership as analogous living things.

The practice of ethology may be better suited for the obsessive personality. Studying animals in their natural environments can involve slogging through aquatic habitat, trudging up mountains, scaling tall trees, suffering in steaming heat with ravaging insects, or enduring bitter cold. You are hungry, you are cold, you have not slept, and you don’t care. Not because your obsession is pathological or you have an inherent fondness for suffering, but because the level of entertainment is so high—the intensity of discovery so rewarding and undeniably fun—that your discomfort becomes irrelevant. You wouldn’t trade the privilege of your exploration for anything on Earth. And then, perhaps—just perhaps, at last—you may become aware that your subject matter and the flood of knowledge being revealed could actually be important.

Since I was a child, I’ve been drawn to studying animals. When I was ten, I captured and raised every newborn creature I could get my hands on, from crows to coyotes. Eventually, in college, I had the opportunity to work with bears, big cats, and even baboons and mandrels. It was also during these years that I worked with many species of cervids—deer and elk—and immediately became intrigued with the many interesting aspects of their social behavior. The more complex animal societies such as those of crows, baboons, and various herd animals including bison and deer captured my imagination and seemed to offer the greatest challenges—and opportunities. Even though I had been involved in land and wildlife management for decades with an emphasis on game animals, I later became drawn to many of these same popular species, not because they were important game animals, and certainly not because I was being handsomely paid, but because these animals were in fact prey species that are characterized by larger, more dynamic populations, and thus often display elaborate social organization. Growing up in a waterfowl hunting culture in the rich and diverse wetlands of northern Florida, I had always had a bit of an obsession with ducks and geese.

One of my first attempts to finally conduct a fully rigorous ethology using the phenomenon of imprinting involved a newly hatched nest of orphaned wood ducks. Imprinting is simply the means by which a newborn animal comes to identify its parent and, perhaps, to some extent, its affiliation as a member of a species. I lived with these birds in the water of a bay swamp as their parent every day from the moment they hatched until the survivors were adults at about six months of age. The experience was a life-altering revelation, as I gained entry into the life of the wood duck, revealing a world with nuances and complexities that were previously beyond my comprehension. These creatures proved to be infinitely—outrageously—more intelligent and interesting than I could have imagined. I was not only struck by the complete and fully articulated instruction inherent in their genome, but also amazed to understand the depth of their ability to reason through the labyrinth of their universe with true problem-solving intelligence. That was the intimate experience that made me realize the untapped potential for discovery among many wild species, and that this was a largely unexplored realm—wide open with possibilities that seemed to shake up my world. The wood duck project demonstrated that there was abundant and fertile new ground to be broken, and that this not only was serious business, but could even be considered important work.

Years later, after in-depth involvements with gray foxes, crows, and several birds of prey, I repeated a similar but even more intense imprinting study involving wild turkeys: I incubated, hatched, and lived with a large family of twenty-four individuals for more than two years in a remote “wilderness” setting, largely isolated from human contact. The project resulted in the book Illumination in the Flatwoods, which, to my great surprise, was well received, by many casual students of natural history and scientists alike. Astonishingly, an Emmy award–winning documentary film, My Life as a Turkey, based on the book followed and proved beyond a doubt that not only are people interested in the seemingly obscure lives of wild creatures—they are hungry to know how other creatures envision the world. And it has become clear that some people find emotional or possibly even spiritual consolation in the notion that humans are fully capable of establishing complex and meaningful relationships with other independent living things in ways that do not involve dominion or control.
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Author with young wood duck, 1978.
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The author with Stretch, one of the turkeys from his 1995 experiment involving imprinting wild turkeys.

Then, a few years later, I found myself living under rather strange circumstances, among another society of obscure animals, as a field biologist on the Wyoming Whiskey Mountain bighorn sheep study, beginning in 2001. This time I found myself living on a remote mountain in the Wind River Range, at twelve thousand feet, far above timberline, embedded with a summering herd of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep. I lived alone in the company of these rare animals for months at a time without seeing another human in an effort to uncover what mysterious circumstances were limiting lamb survival. As in previous studies, a society of wild creatures seemed to become my own social environment—and, to some extent, my own family. My involvement with some of these individuals lasted for years, and included successive generations of young with individual faces and personalities that also came to identify me as a safe and persistent feature in their unique landscape. My affection for all bighorn sheep—and of course for certain individuals—became a powerful and very personal force in my life.

Almost immediately following my involvement with the bighorn sheep study, I found myself once again living among another society of creatures that has captivated my time, attention, admiration, and affection, to the exclusion of most everything else. And so, after spending another seven years of my life within the society and ecology of another animal, it could be said that my human perspective has been altered in some way, and that my identification with my own species has been clouded.

My goal with the mule deer study was to observe behavior in a light that is brighter than that offered by our own narrow human experience, using a little common sense, and perhaps even some informed intuition, with the intention of obtaining insight by the most honest means in my possession. Each day I am reminded of Friedrich Nietzsche’s words, which should precede every scientific inquiry and should be included in the intellectual gospel of every honest human: “Convictions are more dangerous enemies of truth than lies.” When observing the natural world, our mission should be to approach any ecology or any organism without preconceptions and, more important, abandon that imperial sense of human superiority, which always suggests that we know something even when we clearly do not. A position of superiority always provides the worst possible perspective and is anathema to any clean and honest observation—whether scientific or not. The objective should be to metaphorically approach any phenomenon of the natural world with your hat in your hand. I find humility to be increasingly easy to come by after so many years immersed in the lives of other creatures. Like a great enigmatic onion, complexity increases as we peel away successive layers of the underlying mysteries that always characterize the natural world. Get down, get your nose on the ground merely following your common senses, get out of your own way, and simply pay attention.
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Author in summer on 12,200-foot Middle Mountain. Photo by Dawson Dunning.

With this approach, it is possible to ask the fundamental questions—who are the personalities and what are those extraordinary characteristics and capabilities that define the species? I have always not merely observed but developed relationships with other creatures, and, occasionally, through our common bonds of trust, tolerance, perhaps mutual interest, or—even on occasion—shared affection, we have come to know one another. I am convinced that only through the possibilities provided by this level of interaction may an animal gradually begin to fully reveal itself.
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Big Horn Sheep on Middle Mountain. Photo by Dawson Dunning.

Ethology is simply an effort to observe any wild creature under the most natural circumstances possible—preferably with no captivity, no cages, no restraints, and, presumably, little interference or disruption created by the observer. One option may involve observing at a distance with a good pair of binoculars, a camera, and a notebook, as some extraordinary organism goes about its life in its otherwise ordinary way. Or, as I prefer, the observer may choose to gain a more personal and rigorous perspective of the individual or group of individuals being studied. Obviously this approach dictates a necessity of encountering more logistic difficulties and investing more time on a more persistent basis to create a level of comfort in a creature ordinarily unaccustomed to the company of a nosy human. This is often referred to as the process of habituation—you become such a common feature within another animal’s landscape that you are eventually proven to be at least reasonably safe. Then, when the subjects of your relentless investigation become so bored with your presence, you may be ignored entirely.

In time you may find yourself immersed in the fascinating life of another animal, and, perhaps more remarkable, you find that another animal has permeated your life with the richness of its own. The animal has generously contributed to your life in ways you could never have foreseen. And do not fear or flatter yourself with the suggestion that your presence is likely to alter a wild creature’s fundamental nature, for most animals in their natural setting are far more willful and headstrong in the way they express their innate behavior than you or I tend to be. If you find yourself embedded in the society of another creature, in all probability, the only behavioral changes that are going to occur will be your own. Predictably, you will be the one whose fundamental nature has been altered in surprising ways.

Eventually, however, you may discover that you have in some way been acculturated into the society of another species, and you are then afforded a most privileged access to the animals’ vision of the world. You begin to see the ecology from their perspective—from their point of view. Your human presumption of imperial authority over the landscape may be lost—you become just another rightful constituent, and, by example, you begin to tread lightly. This is an account of such a relationship.


PART I

Some Interesting Mule Deer I Have Known
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CHAPTER ONE

In the Beginning
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Slingshot Ranch, early spring.

Leslye and I live on an old Wyoming homestead ranch that lies on the eastern foothills of the southern Wind River Mountains, several miles south of Lander. The ranch was first established in the 1880s and is often referred to as the old Corbett place, and in more recent years it has been known as the Slingshot Ranch. Ellamae Corbett, the first schoolteacher in the pioneer community of Lander, is known to have lived here, and her old ramshackle log house remains in disrepair, partially dug into the hillside above the cliff face.

Homesteads were established during this period in 120-acre increments and expanded by the gradual acquisition of surrounding lands, as people chose to sell or abandon their places. Located on the lower slopes of a rather prominent feature known as Table Mountain lying southwest of Lander, the ranch house, corrals, and buildings rest just above a cliff face that overlooks a small canyon and the creek that flows through the drainage known as Deadman Gulch.

Deadman Gulch inherited its name from an unfortunate incident that occurred just down the draw, in which three white men on a freight wagon traveling from South Pass to Lander in 1870 were apparently attacked by a war party of Sioux. The three mutilated bodies were discovered by later travelers, along with a broken wagon and a team of missing horses. According to the report issued from Fort Brown, which lay within the boundaries of present-day downtown Lander, the three men climbed into a wolf den on the edge of the draw at the approximate confluence of Deadman Gulch and Anesi Draw, engaging the Indians in a vicious battle. Judging by the hundreds of expended rifle cartridges, the men must have put up a good fight until they eventually ran out of ammunition. The three mangled bodies were retrieved and, with little ceremony, immediately interred close to the fort. While workers were making improvements on Lander’s Main Street in the early 1900s, they stumbled on the grave containing the remains of the three men. One of the skeletons had a steel wagon hammer driven handle-first all the way through the head. The skull was retrieved with hammer still embedded and now rests permanently in the Lander Pioneer Museum.

We moved onto the Slingshot Ranch about seven years ago in the spring of 2006. The Slingshot was so named by Nan Slingerland, who bought the place as a “satellite ranch” to provide supplemental autumn grazing for her herd of cattle. Nan and her late husband Henry owned the famous historic Red Canyon Ranch, which was eventually sold to the Nature Conservancy in the late 1990s. The conservancy now operates the ranch as an ideal, environmentally sustainable cattle operation. Nan retains enough land from the original fifty-thousand-acre ranch to continue running a viable herd of red Angus cattle. Her operation lies at the mouth of a spectacular glacial canyon where the Little Popo Agie River spills out of the southern Wind River Mountains. From our place we can see the high northern rim of the canyon, and Nan considered that our place was about a “rifle shot” away—hence the name “Slingshot.” I met Nan and Henry many years ago, and I was employed as a working cowboy and managed their Red Canyon Ranch during the early 1980s; after I moved on, we maintained a friendship for many years.

After my years of involvement with the Wyoming bighorn sheep study in the northern Wind River Mountains from 2000 to 2007, I decided to again make Wyoming my permanent home. I immediately called Nan from northern Florida, where I have lived for most of my life. I inquired whether one of her old bunkhouses might be available until I could find more permanent accommodations—there was a dead silence on the phone. Then she cautiously asked, “Who have you been talking to?” I innocently said, “No one,” but, as it turned out, the old homestead and house on the Slingshot Ranch had been vacated just the day before! After discussions about some form of eerie fate being at work, she said it was not only available but, apparently, “meant to be.” Leslye and I moved in immediately, and the ranch became home to us and Leslye’s two horses, Lilly and Gum Drop. Eventually realizing that we “belonged” to the Slingshot, Nan graciously agreed to sell us the operation a couple of years later.

The Slingshot is located a mile and a half from the highway at the dead end of a county road, and we are the last place up on the lower slopes of the mountain. Here the “Gulch” is contained by sandstone canyon walls, and our old house is perched a couple hundred feet back from the rim of a roughly vertical cliff face that rises sixty feet above the creek below.

When choosing a place to live, I find that it is always best to base my decision on the quality of my most immediate neighbors—not necessarily the folks living more than a half-mile away on nearby ranches (all great people, by the way)—but the neighbors who will be living outside my door. We immediately recognized that the Slingshot was richly endowed with fine neighbors of all varieties. True, we had good irrigation rights, a deep well with potable water, and great hay meadows with gentle inclines that will roll a tractor over only once in a while. But it could be said that we fell in love with this old ramshackle ranch because of its rare ecology and teeming wildlife—definitely not because of the economic prospects of the ranching industry, God knows. The diverse ecology of the draw, the creek below, the surrounding sandstone cliffs, and the sage brush slopes that rise into the timbered mountains above all provide a rich diversity of habitat types, with a huge variety of vegetation for browsing and cover and, predictably, a corresponding abundance of animal life. Furthermore, old ranches and the irrigation they provide often create an island effect, as they establish a relatively lush refuge. After more than one hundred years, the house and compound are now surrounded by a small but well-established stand of ancient cottonwood, box elder, elm, and willow trees. Much of the space in and around the yard, as well as the understory between the larger trees, is filled with tangled thickets of fruiting trees and shrubs. Wyoming’s first commercial apple operation was introduced on the present-day Slingerland Ranch, and I would suspect that some of the old trees on the Slingshot may have originated from original varieties planted in the 1870s. The rows of large willows and cottonwoods that encircle the yard are surrounded by dense shrubs and volunteer fruit trees that produce crabapples and several varieties of plums, while two species of wild currant and gooseberry grow by the thousands. Dozens of hundred-year-old lilac trees and shrubs provide dense green cover in warmer months, and for weeks in spring their lavender and pink blooms fill the air with their intoxicating fragrance. This old place has, in fact, become a sanctuary for a diverse variety of plants and creatures large and small, four-footed and two.
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Leslye at the corrals with Gum Drop.

Having always maintained feeding stations for birds and animals, I immediately installed bird feeders in the yard and was soon dumbfounded by the variety of species that lived in the immediate area or were seasonal migrants. Wyoming experiences a real winter, with temperatures falling to far below zero for several months of the year, so most summer bird residents are migrants. The fabulous orange, black, and white Bullock’s orioles tend their hanging basket nests in summer, until the young are well fledged, and then begin their long migration to South America a full month before cold weather begins to grip the Wyoming countryside.

Three hundred cliff swallows arrive at the Slingshot, like clockwork, toward the end of June, immediately driving the freeloading English sparrows from the cliff-hanging, mud-pot swallow nests, and then begin repairs by collecting new mud from the creek. Egg laying begins within days. As soon as the members of the new generation are fledged and become strong flyers, they fill the air in a great swarm every afternoon, receiving a crash course on collecting insects in flight. After a few brief weeks in late summer, and by some mysterious means, the signal is given, and all head south in one large migratory event—a full month before even a suggestion of cold weather arrives. Their departure is abrupt, leaving the late afternoon sky lonely and power lines barren, with only the company of nighthawks and winnowing snipe for consolation. We have nesting mallards on the creek and sandhill cranes on the wet meadow below the house, and, in early spring, Canada geese stand on the rim of the cliff in mated pairs and make a phenomenal racket every morning for an hour in some strange annual ritual that I have never fully understood, for their actual nesting sites are miles away. Pheasants, chukar quail, Hungarian partridge, and the threatened sage grouse all nest nearby and bring their broods to browse around the yard with regularity. Tree sparrows and white crowned sparrows pass through spring and fall, but blue grosbeaks and black-headed grosbeaks all nest nearby with two species of towhees. Cassin’s finches and their beautiful songs are common throughout summer, but the similar red house finches are year-round residents, as are the pine siskins. Dozens of red-winged blackbirds congregate in the yard throughout the day and tend their nests in the cattails down by the creek. Both ravens and magpies are year-round residents, with magpies nesting in the apple trees and in the scrubby willows along the creek. When an animal has been killed in the area, the ravens and magpies, along with one or two scavenging eagles, will always alert me. Few creatures die within a two-mile radius that I don’t know about within hours. There are multiple species of warblers that wander along the creek and venture into the yard with the golden-crowned kinglets. The area is graced with a relative abundance of lazuli buntings, with ten resident pairs of successful nesters last summer. Buntings and gold finches are with us throughout spring into early winter. Western and mountain bluebirds as well as barn swallows return each spring, and many are enticed to select our nesting boxes that dot the fences along the hay meadows.
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Cliff swallow nests on cliffs just below the house.

Upon the arrival of the first heavy blanketing snowstorm of winter, when most other birds have moved far to the south, we fill our feeders and stand back, prepared for the onslaught. Black rosy finches, one of the rarest birds in North America, with one of the smallest home ranges, literally descend on the Slingshot by the hundreds. Fearless rosy finches are peculiar to the northern Rocky Mountains and are further distinguished by a year-round occupation of the remote timberline and alpine areas above ten thousand feet, preferring to nest on the alpine tundra with the pipets. Rosy finches are a blackish (or sooty), medium-sized, stocky bird with a contrasting pinkish, wine-colored iridescence that is unlike any color I have observed on any other species.
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Rosy finch visiting with the author. Photo by Dawson Dunning.

After hundreds of attempts to photograph these brilliant birds that will eat seeds out of your hand, I have yet to get that definitive shot that captures the outrageous color on their wings and flanks. A blanketing winter storm will send them down from the high country in tight flying flocks of one hundred or more. Along with a few chickadees and redpolls, they feed ravenously for two or three days, until high winds liberate the snow that has enshrouded subalpine trees, and then, instantly, everyone is gone—back to the high country until the next big snow.

Great horned owls are year-round residents that, along with the red-tailed hawks, successfully nest in the cliffs each summer just below the house. Sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks streak though the yard with predictability, often leaving only a telltale puff of feathers floating slowly to the ground. Northern shrikes are always nearby in cooler times, and appear to be more aggressive, persistent, and successful predators than the sharpies are. Harriers may be seen floating over the hay meadows, occasionally dropping into the grass to collect voles and deer mice, but suddenly disappear in the dead of winter. When many sensible raptors have migrated south during the coldest months, the Arctic tundra-nesting rough-legged hawks begin occupying the area—as these beautiful and exotic birds must find the balmy winter climate of Wyoming a haven from the true rigors of the far north. Although relatively large buteo hawks, they are considered to be inflexible “mouse obligates” and mysteriously manage to hover, dive, and then pull voles from the deep snow all winter. I also observe rough-legged hawks scavenging carrion throughout winter when opportunities arise. We also have golden and bald eagles nesting in the area, both year-round residents.

Unlike other people who encourage and have a strong affection for these eagles, Leslye occasionally goes shrieking out into the yard during the day to scare them from the trees, crying, “Leave my bunnies alone!”—thereby proclaiming to all that we do not operate an eagle-feeding station on the Slingshot. On one occasion, we counted forty cottontail rabbits in the yard silhouetted on the moonlit snow, and we do what little we can to encourage their well-being. However, cottontails are the ultimate prey species, and the pendulum of their population swings widely. Like chipmunks, many of the bunnies have names and readily take horse cookies from Leslye’s hand down around the barn. Leslye has also cultivated a relationship with the remarkable rodent known as the pack rat, which often lives in accommodating rock shelters, but also loves old barns or derelict buildings. Large and beautiful rats with un-rat-like bushy tails, they are extremely intelligent and display a complex social life. Leslye can call a name, and a pack rat will emerge from a hole in a log wall of the barn, walk out onto Leslye’s lap, and casually take a horse cookie.

Finally, in the dead of winter, the mighty goshawks descend from the high country to feed on quail, pheasants, and the Eurasian collared doves that frequent the ranch by the hundreds. Kestrels build their nest in a cavity within in a dead snag of a cottonwood outside the back door every year. However, until we began relocating the resident bull snakes, the little hawks never managed to fledge even one young bird.
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Leslye with Apple, the pack rat in the barn.

Bull snakes are important predators but are voracious feeders on nesting birds as well as their eggs and hatchlings. They are bold and aggressive, attacking large prey such as young magpies and kestrels with impunity. I once watched a large bull snake consume an entire nest of mallard eggs in a single meal. I relocated that snake over a half-mile away, and he was back cleaning up the remaining duck eggs in less than an hour! On another occasion, Leslye caught by hand a marauding bull snake with a distinctive tail scar at the entrance of a cotton-tailed bunny burrow by the barn. She then deposited the five-foot snake a half-mile away by our cattle guard out near the county road. Again, in one hour, the snake was back and trying to dine on the same nest of baby bunnies. We have found that these snakes must be taken miles away to confound their remarkable homing skills. Bull snakes are strikingly beautiful and even-tempered, occasionally approaching a shocking length of seven feet in this area.

The cliff face below the house and barn runs for half a mile up the draw and provides an almost infinite variety of cracks, fissures, and overhangs, as well as multiple small crevasses and caves. The higher overhangs provide protected vertical walls for hundreds of mud-pot cliff swallow nests. The many cracks, fissures, and small caves often provide a little moisture, shade, and anchorage for vegetation, making all manner of homes and nesting sites for a wide assortment of other animals. We have an abundance of “least” chipmunks that truly appear too small to exist, let alone propagate in such great numbers. They are industrious and fearless little creatures that spend much time around the house, where we provide a ready source of sunflower seeds on the porch. We commonly sit on the front porch in the evening watching all the activity in the area, with chipmunks scampering across our laps as they fill their cheek pouches and then diligently head to some secure location to deposit their stash—then back they come for another load. Naturally, many of our chipmunks have names, and some will let me scratch them on their tiny heads while they shell sunflower seeds on the coffee table. Large, lumbering yellow-bellied marmots—“rock chucks”—live in and around the draw, and once a delightful and friendly female that we named Molly lived with us for a summer, making her home in the foundation of an old log shed outside our back door.

We have identified at least three hibernacula (snake dens) along the cliff wall. As spring begins warming the south-facing cliffs, various reptiles begin to emerge, sunning themselves by day and returning to their dens at night. The smaller-bodied snakes appear first, with the emergence of garter snakes, along with the gray-green racers and the scaly swift lizards that belong to a rather large genus of Iguanids. We have horned “toads”—lizards—living a half-mile up the mountain in the sage brush and rock outcrops, but, curiously, none live in or around the cliffs. A week after the small snakes surface, on the warmest mornings, the heavier-bodied snakes begin to appear, as the bull snakes may be seen moving about but not yet wandering far from their sanctuaries. At last, the prairie rattlesnakes emerge, and for a week or two they may be seen coiled in lazy individual heaps, often by the dozen. They are sluggish as they try to restart a torpid metabolism that has been resting for several frigid months. It was not long after moving onto the Slingshot that we discovered that the prairie rattler was perhaps the single most abundant living thing in an ecology that was teeming with life.
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Leslye catching a bull snake.

[image: image]

Least chipmunk.

At one time in my life I collected venomous reptiles to sell to universities, zoos, and research facilities, and, while earning my way through college, I also worked with dangerous snakes as a professional reptile handler, giving twice-daily demonstrations at a zoo. All snake handlers get bitten—all of them—and I almost got what was coming to me on several occasions. After somehow surviving the immortal years of my late teens and early twenties, I realized that another line of work would be advisable and timely, so upon graduation I started working with somewhat less deadly species of animals. But I retain a deep affection for all reptiles and still have a high regard for rattlesnakes in particular. The prairie rattler is one of the more disagreeable rattlesnakes—an ill-tempered creature that is mercifully inclined to rattle at any small provocation, making them easier to avoid. It was our intention to attempt to live in harmony with all the rattlesnakes on the Slingshot, observing that they were here before us, and of course it was our consideration that they had every reason and right to be here. However, the prairie rattler has some of the most potent venom of any North American rattlesnake, and after three years of close encounters—every day—which included a miraculous “dry bite” to my hand while I was attempting to repair an irrigation head gate, at last, our favorable view of rattlesnakes dimmed. And in those three years, Leslye and I both experienced several other close calls. Then, one of Leslye’s mares, Gum Drop, was bitten, not once but twice on the nose. I happened to see the bites occur in the meadow in front of the house as the horse squealed and took off at a run two hundred yards to the top of the hill. There she immediately collapsed in a heap like she had been shot with a high-powered rifle. Clearly in agony, she then pulled herself up and again ran straight to me as I stood by the fence another one hundred yards away. Sliding to a halt, she whinnied as if pleading for help and then ran down the hill and stormed into the open corral. Again her legs buckled under, and she collapsed like the life had suddenly been sucked out of her. I reminded myself that this was a one-thousand-pound animal and wondered what that same amount of venom would have done to me. Horses often recover from snake bites, but it was a horrendous ordeal that left Gum Drop standing with her head down, swollen like a basketball, unable to eat, struggling for every breath, with bloody serum draining from her nostrils for days. All we could do was administer an antibiotic to prevent secondary infection and have plastic tubes ready to insert in the nostrils should they swell shut. Leslye spent two long nights in the barn with the pack rats as the mare slowly recovered, and it was a full year before Gum Drop’s head looked completely normal again. It became clear that our relationship with these snakes was not going to end well. The population had to be reduced. In the first year of our reduction program, we relocated or dispatched twenty-four individuals and optimistically hoped that we might see a reduced population the following summer. Beginning the following spring into summer, we were disappointed to remove another twenty-two snakes. Last summer our efforts began to pay off, and we removed merely five, but only after I had been bitten one more time on my irrigation boot by a hefty three-and-a-half-foot female with a bad attitude. Now we do not disturb the newborn rattlesnakes we occasionally encounter, but we continue to remove the larger adults that manage to come near the corrals or house. While out irrigating the hay meadows, visiting our prairie dog colony, or just roaming around, I still enjoy my occasional run-ins with the rattlesnakes, and I never disturb one that is not an immediate threat around the house or barn. Leslye, however, entertains a strong disapproval of rattlesnakes, and during warmer months, she packs “heat”—a “hog-leg”—on her belt in the form of an old Colt 38 Special loaded with “snake shot.” When the UPS man drives up, Leslye always greets him in the driveway with a friendly smile, but he always raises his arms and says, “Yes ma’am!”
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Prairie rattler near the house.

We also live in an area where many species of large mammals are seen in abundance. Antelope or “pronghorn” inhabit the sage brush slope of the mountain in large numbers. While bucks remain in sociable fraternal herds, the solitary does begin fawning in the hay meadows in late spring and may be seen throughout the summer. The does and fawns gradually reunite in herds that continue to swell into fall. The bucks join the does as the rut begins throughout late summer and fall, eventually becoming polite members of the greater herd by December. Great congregations of up to two hundred may be seen around the ranch in winter as they alternately browse the sage brush and occasionally spill out onto the snow-covered hay meadows.
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Leslye holding a prairie rattler by the tail.

When winter snows arrive, bears slip into their dens, while mule deer, elk, and moose must all migrate down out of high mountain basins and the timbered slopes that may be seen several miles up the mountain. We have observed only one bear on the Slingshot as he apparently fed on a dead fawn. Elk may be observed from our kitchen window on any winter day, often by the hundreds, as they pepper the steep open mountainside below the timber.
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Pronghorn moving past mule deer in the gulch.
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Higher on the mountain, the elk gather below the tree line.

They rarely visit the Slingshot, but I see the occasional track of a cow elk that has passed through in the night. Neighboring rancher Ed King mentioned counting 175 elk in a meadow that borders us one half-mile to the north. For years I have combed the slopes above the Slingerland Ranch in spring looking for shed elk antlers near a dramatic feature of the Little Popo Agie Canyon named Wolf Point. Wanting to see some beautiful country, Leslye and I recently backpacked up from Nan’s house, spending three nights above Wolf Point, and we eventually hauled down six pairs of fresh-shed antlers tied to our packs. From a ridge just above our camp in the timber, we could look down on the Slingshot—more than five miles and four thousand feet in elevation below.

The Shiras moose has been in a steady decline in Wyoming for many years, but the magnificent animals may still be seen here and there, although not in the great numbers of twenty or thirty years ago. Because wintering moose prefer riparian habitat, Red Canyon and the three Popo Agie River drainages have always been a destination for these creatures.
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Our Wolf Point antler camp.

Of course, with this many large animals surrounding us, their predators, too, are abundant. We live in the midst of mountain lions that in winter and spring are around the house day and night and leave their blood-stained scats below the cliff face for us to examine each morning. Unlike domestic cats, cougars prefer to leave their impressive scats uncovered, as if they should be admired by one and all. Coyotes are everywhere and band together in efficient killing packs in winter, effectively attacking mule deer and antelope.

Wolves have populated the Wind River Mountains in recent years, and we see at least a few every winter in this area. Now the mountain basins above the Slingerland Ranch have a predictable summer wolf population, and both the Slingerland and the Nature Conservancy cattle suffer increased, but not yet unacceptable, losses as wolf numbers rise. As expected, elk numbers are beginning to decline in response to the wolf presence, but it is said that mule deer may be essentially defenseless when confronted by packs of this aggressive predator. Where wolves have dispersed or been introduced to islands off the northwest coast, black-tailed deer, close relatives to mule deer, were quickly reduced to extinction. It will be interesting to see how the Wyoming wolf reintroduction plays out, and only time will tell, as both wolf advocates and detractors have no real research data on which to base their opinions. For now the outcome is a crapshoot, but one thing is certain: the many species that were already in a state of decline now have to deal with the added stress of this powerful force on the landscape.
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Wolf track above the ranch.

Other common predators that frequent the Slingshot Ranch include a healthy population of red foxes and bobcats, badgers, skunks, raccoons, and weasels.
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Bobcat in the yard, striking at a passing bird.
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I arrived at the Slingshot in May 2006, two weeks before Leslye, and began placing furniture and making some minor repairs and adjustments to the house. The first evening I looked outside the kitchen window, and standing by my pickup was a handsome young four-point buck, casually passing by. I thought to myself, “Great! We have a few mule deer around the place.” I had no idea that we had just occupied a house that was located directly in the center of a home winter range of deer that had probably been enjoying the rich diversity of this little canyon for at least hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Judging by the sparse scatters of flint chips up and down the rims of the draw, humans have been at least marginally aware of these deer for millennia.

In spite of the diversity of our local ecology that supports an extraordinary abundance of species, it could be declared that this is, first and foremost, mule deer country. There are certain ecologies and particular habitats that seem to be characterized by a particular emblematic creature—the gilded thread that brings definition and clearly embodies the most essential spirit of the landscape. And the mule deer is that iconic creature. When walking across a plunging sage brush mountainside with small, steep-sided rocky canyons, awash in the color of spring flowers and lined with quaking aspens that enshroud sparkling, clear, rushing streams, it is the ever-present mule deer, quietly watching from some high promontory, that reminds us that we are walking on rare earth and that our presence is being noted.
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Bohemian waxwing.
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Leslye wearing a bohemian waxwing.
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Quail on a cold day.


CHAPTER TWO

And Along Came Rayme

Throughout our first summer on the Slingshot Ranch, we were peripherally aware of our resident mule deer, which we would see occasionally in the draw or browsing the sage brush, but as with wild deer everywhere, they maintained a distance appropriate for any creature considered a big game animal. The summer resident population appeared evenly distributed throughout the area, and by midsummer we began to see the occasional doe with fawns grazing the meadows in late afternoon. However, by October, all things begin to change in the Wyoming high country. Nights become cool, blanketing the highest peaks in snow, while aspen and wild currents begin to wash the landscape in blazing reds, oranges, and luminescent yellows.

One cool afternoon in September, Leslye looked out the kitchen window, and standing in the front yard was a fine-looking mule deer doe. Leslye called me to join her at the window, and we stood enjoying the opportunity to admire this handsome animal, all the while assuming that she would soon become aware of our interest and move away. This deer seemed healthy and robust, with a new installment of winter hair well established. As we gazed from the darker interior of the house, the deer finally made eye contact. With ears canted forward and with large wet, black eyes, she stared back with great intensity and concern. We stood silent and motionless, certain that she would soon become fearful and the moment would be lost. However, to our amazement, she continued her obvious inquiry, which even included a quick halting step in our direction. But, then, she looked away, and without apparent fear or a backward glance, she slowly walked toward the back of the house and out of sight. Leslye and I finally made eye contact, and one of us quietly said, “Wow.”

This doe became an immediate celebrity around the Slingshot, as she began to arrive each afternoon expressing some fascination with us that we, of course, always returned in kind. Soon we realized that she was a member of a family group, and when this particular deer entered the area around the house, we would also see her companions standing or browsing in the vicinity. One afternoon Leslye said, “The doe is in the yard,” and I replied, “Which doe?” Leslye said casually, “What about Doe-Ray-Me?—Rayme!” So, without realizing it, we had assigned not just a name to a wild deer but rather an identity, and we began a tradition that would eventually involve more than seven years and well over two hundred individuals with names, faces, and distinct personalities. In a matter of days we could walk out of the house, and Rayme would remain nearby—perhaps moving a few yards away, but showing little of the fear one would expect from a wild deer. I began to suspect that this particular deer must have had some unusual experience with humans that would account for her peculiar behavior. I even called the previous occupants of the Slingshot to ask if they had known or developed some sort of friendly relationship with a deer. The answer was no—they had seen many deer over the years, but there was no deer that seemed particularly tame or especially familiar with people. After a few months, I also had opportunities to check with all the adjoining ranchers and landowners, and none seemed to be aware of such a deer. Having horses, we customarily kept a fifty-pound bag of horse cookies, sold as “outfitter’s wafers,” that we used for treats or inducements while training or riding. We would toss one to Rayme on occasion as we left the house, and in a short time she became quite fond of the treat.
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Rayme, the deer who started it all.

Soon, Rayme became a familiar resident around the house, and we discovered that all we needed to do was walk outside and say, “Rayme!” and she would mysteriously appear within seconds. And Rayme had this peculiar habit of staring at us through the window at night. We have thermal blankets that roll down over the cabin windows for really cold nights, but with the nearest neighbor half a mile away, in one hundred years, there had never been a curtain hanging on a window at the Slingshot. As a result, we live in something that must resemble a fishbowl as we walk around the well-lit house at night. Although a little disconcerting, we eventually realized that Rayme
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