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    SİBLİNGS


    { MATURE ALASKAN TUNDRA WOLVES }


    ON A VISIT TO A private wolf preserve in central Vermont, I spotted this stunning white brother and sister. The contrast between them displays a classic case of “sexual dimorphism,” or the apparent physical differences between the makeup of the sexes.


    Here, the female (left) appears almost doe-like in the gentle sculpting of her muzzle and skull. The notch in her right ear was the result of ever-aggressive blackflies, which literally chewed through her fur and flesh.


    The peaceful, attentive male (right) shows a broader, more masculine head with a deeper muzzle at the width of its base.


    At one time, it would have been considered “unscientific” or “anthropomorphic” to say that individual wolves looked “masculine” or “feminine.” But at least our species has come far enough in its development to finally realize that, yes, wolves are as unique and as different from one another as we are from other humans, and that there are indeed distinct variations in physical appearances of males and females.
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    THE CLASSİC WOLF


    { MATURE CANADİAN TİMBER WOLF }


    ASIDE FROM BEING ONE OF my personal favorites for its air of gentle simplicity, this image holds great sentimental value: It is one of the first photographs I ever took of a wolf.


    I had just rounded the bend of a cluster of red pines, when to my amazement I saw this regal male, standing by himself, like a monument carved of fur and bone. His tall legs and long back line, triangular head, and plump paws are all elements that make up the classic wolf.


    A good way to think of the species is that to us they look something like dogs; they behave more like cats; and they are built like racehorses.


    This adult male displays neither a summer nor a winter coat, but the ever-thickening, even fur of a wolf in early autumn—the crossover period between seasons.
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    THE RİVALS


    { MATURE CANADİAN TİMBER WOLVES }


    WITH NO LOVE LOST BETWEEN them, these two packmates have reached the point of confrontation.


    Although it might appear that the wolf on the left with his bared teeth is the aggressor, he is not. Instead, he is adopting a “submissive-defensive” grin.


    If you look closely, you’ll notice that he has averted the gaze of his pupils from the wolf on the right, who is actually challenging him with his own “direct stare” and puckered corners of his mouth, as he growls.


    While observing the pack, I saw these two wolves constantly challenge and threaten each other. They are also the subjects of the following frame.


    The very same behavioral patterns and facial gestures seen here are duplicated in countless situations with our most beloved pet, the domestic dog. In fact, one of the key reasons why children are often bitten in the face by strange dogs is because we, as human beings, naturally encourage eye-to-eye social contact. When applying this behavioral dynamic to interactions between the species—especially children and dogs—the results can be violent and tragic. A dog that receives a prolonged direct stare from a child, at close distance, feels that it has been given nowhere to go, nowhere to find an “escape route” for itself. Its only course of action is to protect itself, and to alleviate the intense stresses thrust upon it; to charge forward and stop the source of the threat.


    The pet dog is simply obeying its primal instinct for self-preservation. Unfortunately for the human child, we, as adults, have set him or her up to be the unwitting victim of our own culturally programmed ignorance. When it comes to the great majority of social interactions, both wolves and humans employ visual cues and “trigger mechanisms.” Wolves recognize and understand these dynamics, then employ them to create smoother, more functional interactions among the pack. Humans understand these cues in an ultimately less functional way, and because of a lack of knowledge of their immediate purpose and usage, fail to pass them along to their offspring.
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    RAGE


    { MATURE CANADİAN TİMBER WOLVES }


    HAVING REACHED THEIR BOILING POINT, the pack members from The Rivals have “boiled over.”


    Even though the visual display here appears quite savage, the entire incident lasted just over a minute. And despite his cruel, pointed teeth, wrinkled muzzle, and fierce eyes, the wolf in the foreground did not further pursue the disagreement; nor was he injured in any way, other than a couple of minor scars.


    If you look closely, you will see that the aggressor wolf (left) has a hold of the other wolf by the section of thick fur behind his head, called the “ruff.” This, and all parts of the wolf’s ruff, not only serve as a windbreak to protect the face, but as protection for the neck, head, and throat against damage caused by predators such as bears or cougars, or by the wolf’s far larger, heavier, and more powerful prey such as elk and moose.


    The goal of the dominant wolf here is to psychologically intimidate his opponent by physically intimidating him—to “cast him down.” For if he actually did serious damage to his rival, there would be one less member of his social-hunting unit—the pack—to help take down prey in order to live another day.


    In other words, the wolf pack is only equal to the sum of its parts—to the valuable contributions of each member.
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    STAR POWER


    { ADULT CANADİAN TİMBER WOLF }


    FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION: the blonde-coated female that I call “Kim Basinger,” ready for her close-up.


    She was the only wolf in the pack without facial markings and with less black mantling in her fur. And she seemed very sweet, the way I picture the famous actress to be.
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    SYMMETRY


    { ADULT ALASKAN TİMBER WOLF }


    THIS DRAMATIC-LOOKING FEMALE DISPLAYS an even symmetry in the graying pattern of her black coat. But this is not why I titled this photo Symmetry.


    After taking the shot, it dawned on me that she had positioned herself at a nearly identical angle to the layers of the cliff she had climbed upon in order to howl. Such remarkable symmetry is not uncommon in nature (some might say it’s just coincidence). Yet it never fails to amaze me when I see it put to such practical use. In this photograph, you can take a ruler, place it roughly at a forty-five-degree angle against the image, and draw accurate parallel lines down the wolf’s back, shoulder, neck, and muzzle, then draw more parallel lines at the same angle, across the numerous jagged striations of the cliff.


    Perhaps one reason that wolves have managed to survive over the millennia is that they don’t pass through nature, they become part of it.
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    ARİA


    { MATURE ALASKAN TİMBER WOLF }


    THINK WOLVES ONLY HOWL WITH their lips classically puckered together? Here’s proof that they do not.


    This intense, black-phase female (approximately 45 percent of wolves in Alaska are “black-phase”) is letting fly a potent response to a lone pack member far off in the distance.


    It has been my observation that quite often wolves seem to howl along the lines of sexual diversity: that is, females may have what we would think of as “feminine” voices—high, soft, and melodious—while males display deeper, rich, robust tones.
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    SOMETHİNG PUNGENT THİS WAY COMES


    { ADULT CANADİAN TIMBER WOLF }


    WITH THE NEXT SIX FRAMES, I like to think I’ve created a “wolf mini-movie” of sorts. A lone male picks up the aroma of the Chanel No. 5 perfume that I had laid out early that morning. My choice of perfume was based on random logic. I simply knew that it smelled good to me and was pungent, and that the wolf would definitely go for it. True to all my scent experiments, this male did not become aware of it (even though he was standing directly over the marked area) until a breeze from the west literally carried it to his nose, which then triggered the rolling sequence that follows.


    Scientists believe that when a member of the pack comes across the scent of prey, he will rub his body in it, to physically bring back a message to the pack (specifically, the pack leaders) that there is food nearby, and that it is time to go hunting.


    Rolling in the scent of prey, or other strong odors, may also disguise wolves’ body scents—for they also ambush their prey by using boulders, thickets of weeds, or trees as camouflage. Other times, they can be observed walking—almost strolling—among deer, caribou, elk, or buffalo herds, testing for weaknesses in the elderly or very young. Then, when they deem the time is right, they will charge at a thirty-five- to forty-mile-per-hour burst of speed, driving their intended target toward the rest of the pack, who are waiting for the attack.


    But the best reason why wolves roll in odors? They love to!
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    Afterword


    I HAVE BEEN FORTUNATE ENOUGH to walk among wolves in the Canadian forests; to enter a world that remains unchanged for millennia—an ancient, timeless, and primitive realm where one slip from a small rock ledge can end in your death. This is wilderness, and this is the measure of wolves as a species: to be born, struggle to survive, feel pain, express joy, and eventually die.


    There are important lessons to be learned from wolves; lessons that I strive to incorporate into my daily life; lessons that only a creature who thrives on instinct and energy could teach us.


    First, feel no guilt. This does not mean forget about the wrongs you commit. It means, do not dwell on that which you cannot control, or that which you must do to survive. The wolf does not feel guilty for taking down the baby moose or elderly doe. It simply hunts, kills, and feeds, to carry on. There is no guilt; there is no remorse. There is no disdain.


    Second, have fun. Do not be afraid to make a fool of yourself. Do not be afraid to be silly. Do not think that you are so important that you cannot allow yourself the right to be a child again. The wolf I photographed in Ecstasy taught me this.


    Third, to gain some degree of control over your life, you must give up control, as I learned from the former alpha in The Greeting. When the time is right, the possession of that control will come back to you. It will be yours again.


    Fourth, when you love, love to the utmost of your ability. Love unselfishly. Love with respect. Love with devotion. For that which we call love can be snatched away from us in the blink of an eye.


    Finally, there is no equalizer greater than death. Share the best of yourself with your friends, with your family, with strangers. And know that you belong to something larger than yourself—the “global pack,” the human family. For when you fail—and you will fail—there will be others around to help pick you up. There will be others to say, “Yes, I have been there too.”


    All these things I have seen in wolves.


    Now, as we end our journey through these pages together, I leave you with a wish, with a hope: that this book has given you new knowledge and a new appreciation for the one creature that is, in many ways, “more human than humans”—at least by the highest standards we set for ourselves.


    And as for me, I await the day, the hour, the very moment that I may take my first footsteps back . . . back into the wolf empire.
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