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  Chapter—1


  
    HOME
  


  
    Home is the place where, when you have to go there,


    They have to take you in.


    Robert Frost, “The Death of the Hired Hand”

  


  The wolves run on through the evergreen forests in their eternal pursuit of the deer. For their part, the deer lead the wolves on a deadly chase. Each hones the other to perfection by natural selection. It is not only the weak and the old who falter and fall, but the inefficient—the ones who stray too far from the edge. To those who do the dance, whether deer or wolf, belongs the day and the future. It is not a good day to die. It never is. So, the wolves run on through the evergreen forests.


  Unannounced and unheralded, a dark form steps out of the endless green forest onto the snowy surface of a frozen lake. It is late afternoon, and the shadows are long, causing the moving form to appear larger than it is. Determined but unhurried in its pace as it progresses down the lake, the figure slowly morphs into a recognizable animal. Gusts of wind swirl the snow around him, haphazardly ruffling his fur. This happens with frustrating frequency. Emerging from an unusually large whirlwind of white, the shape materializes as a rare Algonquin wolf in his prime, master of his environment: long legs, large head, broad nose, and a shorter tail than most canids (the dog family). Up from millennia of evolution, he is the ultimate deer-hunting machine. But there are no deer here, and this wolf has a different mission. The sun is setting as he reaches the far end of the lake and pushes aside the lowest boughs of a white pine tree and stretches out on a thick bed of fallen needles. He slowly wriggles his bulky frame to shape a comfortable bed. The rustic color of the needles blends with the red on his legs, thighs, and ears to render him almost invisible. This wolf—we will call him Big Red—lacks perfect symmetry. One of the toenails on his right front foot is missing, the result of a leg trap he stepped on while outside the Algonquin Park’s eastern boundary. His reaction to the released trap was so instant and so violent that he yanked one of his toenails from his foot.
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        Big Red—an Algonquin Wolf

      
    

  


  Although it was not enough to fill his belly, he had somehow captured a snowshoe hare during the day. As he drifts off to sleep, his body starts to twitch convulsively, and the dreaming begins of his early life in his distant Natal Pack on the other side of Algonquin Park. While sleep comes easily to him, its progress is punctuated by more twitches and spasms.
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  It is dark—pitch black dark—like the interior of a deep cave. The ground beneath his belly is cold and damp, and this alien world is deathly quiet. With immense effort, he moves his small round body, and a growing sense of panic and hunger causes him to move ever more quickly as he meets only emptiness and silence. What is this place? Out of nowhere a warm soft object licks his head gently, picks him up, and moves him to one of her many feeding stations. He nurses and intuitively knows this is a loving place. Therefore, he lives.


  As his belly fills with his mother’s milk, his anxiety melts away replaced with the comforting scent of her body. Eventually, he feels other round objects near him who are nursing as well, three sisters and two brothers. It is the end of April, and outside the den, the temperatures can plummet to well below zero. Worse yet, each helpless pup weighs less than a pound and lives in a hole in the ground with a wolf. Death seems imminent! Still, such is evolution that wolves are rarely given a situation they cannot survive. “Whatever does not kill me makes me stronger,” wrote Nietzsche. Yet how do they survive? The den is small so that the mother’s body can warm it and the cubs snuggle for life itself. She licks her cubs to stimulate urination and defecation and then eats their feces to keep the den clean—surely this is premium daycare.


  
    
      	
        [image: Image]

        Mum at the Entrance of her Den

      
    

  


  Earlier that same day, he and his littermates were in a long, wet membrane like sausages in a skin casing. After the moment of birth, his mother severed this casing (umbilical cord), and with an instinctive urgency, she hurried to release each sausage from its casing so that it might breathe then ate this skin (fetal sac). She was all things: nurse, mother, and protector. Gently, she licked these wet pups to stimulate breathing, and they did breathe—all of them. This moment of creation was the apex of her life, and after these six births, she rested.


  Inside the den, there is no perception of time, no diurnal rhythm, just eternal night. Nevertheless, Little Red grows quickly and so do his fellow pups on their mother’s milk and that of a lactating aunt who occasionally babysits. A runt sausage, however, does not thrive like his siblings and, on the eighth day, it dies. He disappears from the den, gently taken by his mother and placed, perhaps buried, somewhere in the immense green forest. The entire pack—mother, father, aunt, and two younger males— are in attendance for this pavane for a dead prince.
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        Red-tailed Hawk

      
    

  


  High above in the blue dome of air, a large hawk makes easy circles in the sky. The sun shines blood red through his tail feathers as he watches the procession move through the speckled sunlight on the forest floor. The hawk pays attention to this queue in the hope of a meal, for he also has young to feed. It is doubtful the alpha female saw the hawk, but she hid her dead prince so well the bird never found it.


  The hawk surrenders its search to scan the open valley for easier prey. The den is on the side of the valley close to an old wolf run and near a wintering deer yard sheltered by hemlock and cedar. A small brook bubbles up through cracks in the vast Precambrian Shield and trickles down the valley wall, forming a small ever-flowing stream. All the forest creatures great and small drink from it. The hawk makes a final circuit of this ancient valley and sees the funeral procession return to the den site. The wolves are still silent, each lost in their own sadness at the death of a prince. They mourned, and then they moved on.


  If you wander the forests and fields of any land, you will soon find death. It comes in the form of the rigid bodies of those who have left us. Dylan Thomas says it touchingly when he describes, in A Child’s Christmas in Wales, his search “for news of the little world”: he would “find always a dead bird . . . perhaps a robin, all but one of his fires out.” Closer inspection will reveal other fatalities: mice, partridge, turtles, snakes, frogs, and small birds that scavengers will carry away and recycle into new life.


  Farther afield are the carcasses of moose and deer, wings of hawks, headless snakes, dead kangaroo mice, voles, weasels, raccoons, porcupines and, on rare occasions, a decaying bear. The dead litter this land. You cannot fall anywhere in the forest or the field without resting on the graves of the fallen.
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  Big Red grew restless in his dreaming and awakened cold and hungry. He got up, stretched, took a few steps to pee before returning to his bed. To conserve heat, he curled up in a ball with his tail over his nose and quickly returned to his dream.
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  Eventually, Little Red began to explore the den. His paws reached into nothingness, but occasionally struck the den’s hard wall or the soft head of a wandering littermate. Although his eyes were open, there was nothing to see. His legs were growing now, so he no longer resembled a sausage but a regular wolf pup. One fine day, his mother led her surviving babies up a long dark tunnel toward a circle of light. Little Red sensed this was a rite of passage for him and his littermates, from darkness into light. When he reached the light and stepped forth from the den entrance, the color, sound, and the fresh fragrance of the forest overwhelmed his senses. He and his brothers and sisters bounced about with the joy of life and youth. Their mother lay satisfied on an entangled bank, admiring the life around her, thinking, “I, Canis lupus lycaon, made these things.”
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        Little Red and Little Red Ears

      
    

  


  The hidden eyes on the hillside were quiet and attentive to the theater below. The pups, however, were anything but; they jumped, tumbled, and ran continuously. This field was their schoolyard where they played and prepared, on the edge of adulthood, practicing those behaviors needed to become grownups. To paraphrase Descartes, “they played, therefore they were!” On the hillside, the author could just hear their playful yelps and squeals. Otherwise, everything was quiet; time seemed to pass imperceptibly as the sunny field jumped with life, and these bouncy furry balls ran their heedless ways. The alpha male and female wolf had fulfilled their genetic obligations, and their genes are still running through these same forests and fields although the watcher no longer watches.


  
    
      	
        [image: Image]

        Wolf Pups Playing

      
    

  


  
    In the sun that is young once only,


    Time let me play and be


    Golden in the mercy of his means,


    Dylan Thomas, “Fern Hill”

  


  No living thing was safe from these playful pups. They jumped at bumblebees, chased chipmunks and frogs, tormented mice, voles, and shrews—even wildflowers were targets of their endless energy. But, of course, their main goal was each other in an instinctive struggle for litter dominance. Big Red and his brother (we will call him Paws) were evenly matched, but their three sisters were easy targets. As with humans, there is a size difference in the gender of wolves, giving males a physical advantage.


  There were other creatures here—much larger and stronger than either their mother or their father: black bears. Wolves and bears have been ancient enemies for millennia, but they avoid each other. On the other hand, given the opportunity, they will kill and eat each other’s young and fight over the rights of a deer, moose, or caribou carcass. Each predator has unique attributes: bears are massive and robust, wolves are many and swift, so they are evenly matched, and the winner is seldom guaranteed.
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        Black Bear

      
    

  


  On occasion, bears will devour squirrels and smash birdhouses to eat the baby birds inside, and for their part, wolves will claim windfall apples and plums from the author’s orchard. But these are unusual behaviors. Black bears are herbivores; wolves, carnivores—mostly. Each stand on the pinnacle of its own evolutionary mountain.


  In the den, the puppies are safe with their mother or aunt. Outside the den, the alpha male’s presence deters all threats; in his absence, a proud pack member does the same. To successfully raise a litter of wolf pups requires the entire family. While their sisters were still nursing in the den, Big Red and his only surviving brother Paws were about to meet a large foraging black bear.


  Their father was napping on a massive Rock lookout in the dappled sunlight when he caught the first distinct odor of the approaching bruin. He bolted in the direction of the predator and found him rooting around a decaying tree stump in search of grubs and easily decoyed him away from the den site. Immediately their father returned to his patch of sunlight on the Rock all the while his sons continued playing, oblivious to the danger that had just passed. For the alpha male, it was a win or lose with the bear— wolves do not negotiate. Such is the banality of bravery!


  The pups grew rapidly and gained so much in strength and size that they began to explore farther and farther from the den site and go to nearby rendezvous sites. This was distressful for the alpha male, for the pups it was exhilarating and part of growing up. Inevitably something happened. A rare golden eagle (see photograph) abruptly plunged out of the sky and within seconds sank its massive talons into the spine of one of Little Red Ears’ sisters and flew off to devour her. Its great wings quickly carried it up the valley wall to land in the territory of the Hill Pack wolves. This higher ground was mostly hardwood trees while the valley with the Natal Pack was entirely evergreens. The great bird with its bright golden head feathers and powerful beak ripped the soft flesh from the still warm body consuming everything except the skull. In a few days, maggots devoured the remaining scraps of flesh. After that, mice gnawed at the skull and slugs glided over the pure white dome to absorb minerals. By the next fall, she was all gone, even her parents and littermates had forgotten her in their struggle for survival. She no longer existed—or seemingly ever existed. Truly, death has littered this land with the fallen. You cannot place the palm of your hand flat on the ground anywhere without covering the grave of some fallen creature. And then there were four.


  
    The golden sun,


    The planets, all the infinite host of heaven,


    Are shining on the sad abodes of death,


    Through the still lapse of ages. All that tread


    The globe are but a handful to the tribes


    That slumber in its bosom.


    William Cullen Bryant, “Thanatopsis”
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        Golden Eagle

      
    

  


  With each death, the likelihood of the continuity of Little Red’s genetic river diminished. Now this litter of wolf pups was reduced to four, but this would not be the end of the dying. Two weeks later, Little Red Ears’ other sister mysteriously disappeared. It could have been the golden eagle back for a second helping, a bear, or even a fisher—or something unimagined. All the ancestors of this small family had successfully passed on their inheritance for millennia—a mighty river of genes. Now this river depended solely on Little Red Ears, Paws, and Little Red. And then there were three.
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        Fisher

      
    

  


  There are many who would say wolves have no morality, but this is false, foolishly false. In Western society, if you wish to conjure up a nightmare of drooling immorality, of heartless cruelty and mindless killing, the image is always that of the wolf. From nursery rhymes to adult fiction, the beast from the primeval forest is Canis lupus. Never was a creature more maligned than this great grandparent of Canis familiaris, the family pet. Yet there are only two authenticated cases of wild wolves killing humans in all North American recorded history.


  Besides the devoted family structure, we have seen, there are many more prosocial behaviors. For example, all the surviving pups will leave the natal territory to make a life and a family for themselves. This prevents incest, something humans also avoid. At 18 months of age, Big Red left his family, traveling all through Algonquin Park without achieving an alpha male position (the only breeding male in the pack). Paws and Little Red Ears also left for parts unknown, and Big Red felt he would never see them again. Family bonds are powerful among all canids. No matter what your rank—from the alpha to the omega—all family members stand and deliver in times of danger.


  To survive, wolves are only as vicious as they need to be. Life selects those too meek out of the breeding population and, in an analogous manner, those too vicious as well. If you fight every few days, then in a few more days you are either injured or dead. Neither wimps nor warriors leave progeny. The survivors have the required degree of aggressiveness—they are the right stuff!


  The first gray of morning filled the east when Big Red awakened on his bed of pine needles alerted by some signal. He looked between the large branches of his white pine tree to see two strange wolves coming down the lake directly toward him. He knew he could hold his own against this pair of hunters, but then he saw three more appear from the swirling snow of the lake’s open surface. Fanned out in a shallow V formation, they were running straight at him. This was an unsuccessful night-hunting party that accidentally picked up his trespassing scent. If he wished to survive, Big Red had no choice. While still beneath the tree’s lowest boughs, he went to the trunk’s far side and left between its branches into the deep forest. He headed west—he was going home.
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        Big Red

      
    

  


  
    If I ever go looking for my heart’s desire again,


    I won’t look any further than my own backyard.


    L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

  


  


  Chapter—2


  
    SURVIVAL OF THE CUTEST
  


  
    The lion and the tiger may be more powerful,


    But the wolf does not perform in the circus.


    Anonymous

  


  This gang of five wolves pursued Big Red for hours until he entered the territory of an adjoining pack. Once these wolves caught the spoor of their neighbors, they slowed their pace and shortly returned to their own domain. The chase was never about killing and eating the trespasser, although on occasion, wolves are cannibalistic as are humans. Instead, they ran him off their territory. Land is life!


  To find enough food to survive, each wolf requires a vast range. Since there are about five wolves per pack, this implies they hunt over an enormous expanse, running a marathon every day (see map on the next page). Wolves are tough, extremely tough! Pack size in Algonquin Park is relatively small, reflecting prey size. Five wolves will consume the average white-tailed deer together with most of the bones and the hide.


  
    
      	
        [image: Image]

        White-Tailed Deer

      
    

  


  From Big Red’s present position to his Natal Pack (see map), he had about 100 mi. (161 km) as the raven flies or 1000 mi. (1609 km) as the wolf runs. Our wolf knew that undisturbed, he could cover that distance in a week. From past experience, however, he also knew he would not be welcomed in any other pack’s territory. The danger from other wolves and the need for food would slow his journey considerably. And since wolves hunt at night, Big Red wisely decided to travel during the day.
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  Now, he was ravenous. Fortunately, his acute sense of smell caught a faint whiff of a wolf kill as well as the cacophony from a jostle of ravens. Changing his direction toward this enticing odor, he soon saw the rib cage of a moose rising like a bombed-out building from the surface of a frozen lake. Since moose are the largest animal in the Park and immensely strong, the actual kill must have been an incredible struggle. Scanning the lake’s shoreline with his keen eyesight, Big Red was aware that the pack that killed the moose would return for all the scraps, but at this moment, they were absent.


  There is nothing ignoble in a predator scavenging—be it wolf, eagle, fox, fisher, or bear. Indeed, early man did the same. Life dances precariously on the edge between maximizing resources and starvation, and early humans heard that drumbeat and knew that hunger. Since the agricultural revolution brought humans a great abundance of food, many have forgotten our hunter-gatherer-scavenger roots. Nonetheless, it would appear Big Red arrived too late at this site, for even the scraps are gone and the ravens were squabbling over nothing. Undeterred, he reached the remaining bones and with his immense jaws, crushed a femur of the unfortunate moose and devoured its life-giving marrow. This was an empowering meal and strength coursed through his body. Only wolverines, hyenas, and wolves have the jaw-crushing power to break bones and retrieve this valuable food source. Humans extracted the marrow with rocks and stone hammers.


  After his meal of marrow, Big Red returned to the forest and his journey. Trotting was more comfortable now as this big wolf scouted for a place to spend his second night and avoid another pack of wolves in the morning. He passed many bedding areas, but he wanted a room with a view, a long view. A small island on a large lake would be perfect. Algonquin Park is a land of lakes, and his search was soon over. The crest of a small island crowned with a tormented jack pine afforded a panoramic lookout.


  The lower part of Algonquin Park lies in an area called The Land Between—between the boreal forest to the north and the St. Lawrence Lowlands to the south. It has a biodiversity enriched from two vast regions. This is not Darwin’s famous “entangled bank” from the last paragraph of On the Origin of Species; instead, this is an entangled forest of incredible life forms in countless varieties. Any list must include thousands of plants and trees, pages of different birds, abundant varieties of mammals, myriads of insects, several types of turtles and snakes, but only a single lizard (see photograph).
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        Five-lined Skink

      
    

  


  At the pinnacle of this panoply of life stands the wolf, lupus. Big Red had met some of the residents of this entangled forest; little did he know how many more he would encounter during his homeward trek.


  While moving in small circles, Big Red crushed the noisy snow beneath the jack pine into a bed. Even though he would lie on the snow tonight, his thick coat would prevent any melting under his weight and bodily heat.


  Just as he was about to lie down, a lone raven croaked his hello. It circled low, tilting its head to get a better look at this wolf; surprisingly, it circled even closer a second time. When Big Red looked into its black eye, another consciousness stared back. This was not the blank, mechanical gaze of a robin but a knowing glance. And the sound of the air rushing through its wings evoked the wild freedom of the vast northern forests. Quickly, the moment passed, and the raven croaked goodbye and flew away to his night roost.


  The silence deepened with the noisy raven’s departure now only the occasional boom of a cracking tree due to the cold disturbed an otherwise soundless world. It was nighttime, and the ever-rising gibbous moon shone high in the winter sky, and its silver light covered the land. The austere beauty of this wilderness lake in the winter moonlight did not escape Big Red’s awareness. This big wolf on a small island in a vast lake thought that this had been a good day. Curling in a ball, he sought sleep which, on this night, did not come quickly. Just as he was about to fall asleep, a booming call from the deep woods echoed across the unobstructed lake: “Who cooks for you? Who cooks for you all?” This was a barred owl (see photograph) declaring Barred Owl its territory or love— a night voice common to these forests. Almost immediately, this lone owl was joined by a chorus of others all around the lake. Big Red knew this bird because a family of them had a nest in a hollow tree near his natal den site. He and his siblings heard this talkative creature call on many nights. Finally, dreamless sleep overcame him.
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        Barred Owl

      
    

  


  It was well past midnight when he first heard them: the mesmerizing howls of a distant pack of wolves—undoubtedly the ones whose territory he was trespassing on. They howled for several minutes perhaps to celebrate a kill or to express joy at meeting each other again after a fruitless night hunt. At least he knew where they were, and it was not even close, so he drifted off to sleep until morning. For a soundless world, this was a noisy place.
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  Not known as one of the great masters of English, nonetheless, Charles Darwin in the last paragraph of On the Origin of Species—referring to evolution—wrote one of the most exceptional sentences in that language:


  
    There is grandeur in this view of life, with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the Creator* into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful [emphasis added] have been, and are being, evolved.[1]

  


  Why do humans judge some things beautiful and other things ugly? Why does the reader? Humans assess other humans as beautiful or ugly—seemingly without criteria. Are there any rules to guide our judgments, or do we know instinctively? Perhaps it is both. Although he had more to say elsewhere on this topic, Darwin, in the famous paragraph above, just assumed we knew which birds, fish, insects, and mammals were “most beautiful.”


  
    
      	
        [image: Image]

        One-antlered Buck

      
    

  


  An old cliché states that beauty is all in the eye of the beholder. That is partly true but not the whole truth. Beauty is something more, something objective we can measure. A one-antlered buck (see photograph) is not as attractive as his former self. His lack of symmetry hints at a certain diminished virility, as does the cane of an old man. In some societies, youth and manhood are synonymous with beauty. When your left side is identical to your right side (bilateral symmetry), people judge you to be beautiful and healthy. Many mothers realize their infants prefer looking at symmetric rather than asymmetric patterns. Or perhaps it is a form of imprinting; after all, the loving face that babies first focus on has bilateral symmetry, providing a reference for security and survival. In a broad sense, physical symmetry is related to health and beauty—at least as applied to the bodies of mammals. It is not much, just a toenail, but Big Red has begun his long passage from perfection to putrefaction, from a pup to a puddle of maggots. Show me an animal with significant asymmetry, and I will show you a sick animal.


  Admittedly, there is much more to what we find beautiful than just bilateral symmetry. Most cultures break this symmetry because they find it mundane, too common to be of any real interest. Children, however, are delighted with bilateral symmetry. Put a dab of paint in the crease of a sheet of paper, fold, press, and open it. They will squeal in pleasure at the design; adults soon tire of this too-obvious, too-simple pattern. Bilateral symmetry is everywhere in our society from teacups to toasters, and bicycles to birdbaths. It is part of the background; we hardly notice it. Historically, Japanese art and culture have tried to avoid the banality of this too-noticeable symmetry. In their ritualistic tea service, the cups and urn are placed to prohibit such an effect. Former supermodel Cindy Crawford kept a small mole on her upper lip just to avoid this symmetry. Even the one-antlered buck (see photograph) is a splendid creature, but within a few days, he will lose his remaining antler but regain his full symmetry.
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        Bilateral Symmetry

      
    

  


  
    Tyger Tyger burning bright,


    In the forests of the night:


    What immortal hand or eye,


    Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?


    William Blake, “The Tyger”

  


  The deep origins of what humans—and non-human animals— find beautiful is mysterious and goes well beyond simple bilateral symmetry. Some time ago, I read a review of a brilliant symphonic performance. The reviewer noted that after the concert had finished, the conductor did not turn around and bow to receive the expected applause. Exhausted, he slumped with his arms at his sides, and the baton dropped from his fingers—the concert hall fell silent. Everyone, the conductor, the orchestra, and the audience were transfixed by the incredible beauty and power of the music. It was some time before the spell was broken by the first person to stand up, clap, and shout “bravo.” At that signal, all the revelers awoke and joined in the frenzy of applause. As I recall from the review, there were 12 curtain calls. Since musical tastes are acquired and individual to each culture and person, I decline to name this piece of music.


  On a more mundane level, men find women’s breasts attractive; women admire men’s bums, or so I am told. Why? A specious argument suggests, bigger breasts imply more milk for the baby, but this is false. Breast size and milk production are unrelated. I can assure the reader that no man is thinking about milk production or babies while he is admiring a woman’s breasts. I have no idea what women are thinking when gazing at a man’s backside. As I said, all this is mysterious.


  So much of life is explained by evolution that this is an excellent place to look for answers. In his book Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, Daniel Dennett calls evolution by natural selection, “the best idea anyone has ever had.” So consider this simple thought: Anything you find beautiful, you will take care of. And by caring for something, necessarily something alive, it is more likely to prosper and multiply. That is, it has an evolutionary advantage.


  Consider the following unlikely animal (see photograph). When younger, I viewed this creature as the essence of ugliness— my attitude was like Darwin’s toward the marine iguanas of the Galapagos, whom he called the “imps of darkness.” The mole’s nose has 22 protuberances like freshly extruded hamburger out of a meat grinder and claws so long and so sharp they are suited to tear apart the furrows of the fields of hell. Wolves find them delicious. You might guess I killed something that ugly, but I did not.
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        The Star-nosed Mole

      
    

  


  Beauty truly is in the eye of the beholder: we see the star-nosed mole as butt ugly. But why? Some readers may think my question is frivolous because the mole with its digging claws seems a creature from the TV series The Walking Dead. Star-nosed moles, however, must see (yes, they have beady little eyes) each other as the heart of hotness or the entire species would disappear in a single generation. I repeat, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. The question stays, “Why do we see one as ugly and the other as attractive?” The whole cosmetic industry rests on the answer.
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  It was deep into the night when Big Red got up to pee. The moon was higher in the sky, covering the whole land in silent silver. The barred owls had completed their chorus and were either hunting or sleeping; even the trees had ceased booming. Our wolf returned to his bed and slept until, as Dylan Thomas wrote, “the sun grew round that very day.”
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        Young Raccoon: Essence of Cuteness

      
    

  


  To us, the cutest infant in all creation is the human infant. In its presence, we get all mushy and gooey inventing a vocabulary of oohs and aahs. We adore the baby’s large head and eyes, high cranium, short legs and arms, button nose, and, of course, its perfect unblemished symmetry. This baby is our gold standard for cuteness. So naturally, animals having the characteristics of human infants attract us most strongly—like this adorable raccoon (see photograph).


  Consider the star-nosed mole and the young raccoon pictured above. You cannot even see the mole’s eyes or its face because of the ornate branching nose. On the other hand, the baby raccoon has a large head, prominent eyes overarched with fur suggestive of eyebrows, short front legs reminiscent of arms, a button nose, and perfect symmetry. And the black mask—like women’s eyeliner—is universally attractive to humans. All this regularity of features is set in a field of soft-looking fur.


  This cuteness has high survival value. Our ancestors who initially found these characteristics appealing would clearly care for and so leave more offspring than those who did not. If natural selection favors a physical attribute, you will soon see more of it. For example, in the artificial selection of dogs (aka selective breeding), we select for cute, fluffy, adorable. For vegetables, we choose for sweetness, size, and texture. In both cases, we end up with what we want. Maltese terriers and diminutive Chihuahuas would not last overnight in the forest, but they thrive on your bed. And those large, sweet strawberries you buy in the supermarket never grew in nature’s wild fields. Chipmunks pick the native varieties fitting several into their small mouths and cheeks at one time to carry back to their larders.


  The late evolutionary biologist Steven Jay Gould[2] in one of his famous essays “A Biological Homage to Mickey Mouse” (free online) points out that even cartoon characters can evolve. Consider the images of Mickey taken from Gould’s essay. The one on the left is from the first movie Steamboat Willie (1928) revealing a somewhat obnoxious rodent. This figure evolved to the juvenile Mickey on the right: bigger eyes, bigger head, large cranial vault, shorter arms, and incidentally much better behaved. Here we have the Mickey of today’s Disney world enterprises— a cute, well-behaved, childlike creation. This evolution was viewer driven Gould speculates, and perhaps even the artists were unaware of this progression.
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        Evolution of Mickey Mouse © Disney Productions
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  The sun was already up when Big Red awoke. As he stretched, he felt something light come in contact with his fur, and high-pitched chirping touched his ears. Small bits of pine scales were lightly showering the ground the result of a flock of industrious birds in the few pine trees this small island supported. These were red crossbills (see photograph)—the seed warriors of the immense northern forests—harvesting a bumper seed crop.
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        Red Crossbill

      
    

  


  Red crossbills adapt not by beak size but by beak shape. Their strangely crossed bills appear to be a deformity. At first, critics of Darwinism—and they are everywhere—were delighted with this evolutionary blunder. But the essence of descent with modification, Darwin’s preferred phrase, is that poor designs are selected out, and quickly. Extracting seeds from tight pinecones is no easy task, and the crossed bill is uniquely suited for this job. The bird inserts its sharply pointed beak under a pinecone’s scale then moves the bill’s top and bottom sections farther apart to extract the seed with its long tongue, thousands per day—a spectacular adaption.


  Big Red was slightly annoyed as he shook himself to rid his fur of these unwanted pine scales. Scanning the lake for any wolves or deer, he saw neither. Unlike the crossbills, that he was now watching, he would have no breakfast this morning. For our wolf, the bright red colors of these birds appeared darker than for humans. Nonetheless, he thought these wandering warriors were beautiful. They soon stripped all the tiny black seeds from the cones and flew off into the dark green forest never to return.
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        Bird Watching

      
    

  


  Crossbills come in two varieties, red and white-winged, and both have another incredible adaptation beyond their surprising bills that would have delighted Darwin. This second adaptation is so remarkable that no other small bird has copied it. If the seed crop is abundant, crossbills will nest even in January and February when the temperature might well fall to a life-destroying 40 degrees below zero. Their babies are born naked, blind, and helpless, yet such is the will to survive that they somehow do with the warmth of their mother’s body and regurgitated seeds. Surely, just a few seconds of winter’s steely blast should kill them. “Life finds a way” is a memorable quote uttered by the character Ian Malcolm in the 1993 film Jurassic Park and in the case of these Firebirds, it undoubtedly has.


  
    Years and years ago, when I was a boy,


    when there were wolves in Wales,


    and birds the color of red-flannel petticoats


    whisked past the harp-shaped hills . . .


    Dylan Thomas, A Child’s Christmas in Wales

  


  No one would say Big Red was cute, but most would declare him to be handsome. His mother loved him even before she could see him in the blackness of their den. All the wolf puppies were cute, even the runt sausage. Wolf mothers, like human mothers, never forget their children. Big Red understood that if she were still alive, he would be honored at home as a prince returning from a heroic quest.
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        Big Red at Sundown

      
    

  


  The snowshoe hare and the bone marrow of the last two days no longer sustained his great strength. He was ravenous. In the wilderness, it is all about food, always has been, always will be. He needed to take down a deer, a nearly impossible task for a lone wolf. He left his island lookout and trotted westward into the silent green forest in a desperate search of food.


  Footnote


  * Interestingly, this phrase “by the Creator” was not in the first edition of November 1859. Due to popular pressure for the mention of god, it was inserted into the second edition of January 1860 and subsequently retained.


  


  Chapter—3


  
    WOLF BIRDS
  


  
    It is not the strongest of the species that survives,


    nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one


    that is the most adaptable to change.


    Attributed to Charles Darwin

  


  The green dark forest was too silent to be real* as it swallowed up Big Red with its countless trees, hills, valleys, ponds, and lakes. He was a puny creature, yet rolled out of stardust, baked in the furnace of creation just as you and I were—stars died that he might live. And his only antagonist is man, and before man ruled the earth, there were wolves. And just like you and me, he is a carnivore.


  The snow was deep, but due to an earlier thaw followed by a hard frost, our wolf could safely run on its surface. He thought that the white-tailed deer, who walk on two toenails, might not be so fortunate. Big Red was searching for a deer yard, a relatively small area, about one-tenth of their summer range where they overwinter. Often a deer yard is in a valley sheltered from winter’s cold blasts and surrounded by cedar and hemlock trees for forage. These ungulates (animals with hooves) trample down hard trails to avoid breaking through the snow crust. Once you discover a deer yard, you will soon find deer.


  Big Red had been traveling for over an hour when he sensed something following him. Twice he heard them and realized they were close, awfully close. Since every creature in this vast land was after food, he wondered if these creatures were after him. When he heard them for the third time, and he knew precisely who they were. What should have been a chilling situation for our wolf turned into a friendly encounter. From experience, he knew these birds and their trickster ways.
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        The Northern Raven

      
    

  


  Two ravens, aka wolf birds, were shadowing Big Red hoping for a free lunch. These large birds mysteriously show up at every kill site looking for leftovers. Perhaps, one of them was the bird that had inspected him on the lake with the island lookout. Our wolf could not tell them apart. Every raven looked the same to him—just big black birds with enormous bills and a raucous voice. Fortunately, these two were quiet, virtually mute, and our wolf wondered why. He thought they must be mates. They flew silently from tree to tree, always keeping him within sight. They seemed aware that any noise from them would attract other ravens, many others. More mouths mean less food for each bird and food is the stuff of life.


  Clearly, these intelligent birds must be able to distinguish each other, else half the population would be mated to the same sex. Possibly, they see further into the electromagnetic spectrum than we humans do. Nonetheless, now there were three on the hunt.


  Our wolf may not have been able to tell ravens apart, but he could well distinguish one deer from another—the old from the young, the weak from the strong, the injured from the healthy. He did this as if his life depended on it. Humans, with a little attention to detail, can also do this. Consider the following two deer:
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        Old and Weary
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        Young and Alert

      
    

  


  Descending into an unnamed valley, he at once saw signs of deer: cedar trees with the bark stripped away and many piles of their pellet scat. He had found a deer yard and he tried to hide where possible. His raven companions were forever mute, for they were part of the hunt. An unrestrained excitement surged through his body; he felt joyous with life and ready for anything. Just as he ascended a hillock and reached its summit, he surprised two deer, a doe and her yearling (see photograph). Without hesitation, he chose the doe. Although she was experienced, she was also old and lacked the great vigor of the yearling. Sensing his choice, the doe bolted away. And the race was on!


  Just as he suspected, she was breaking through the snow crust, except where deer had beaten down the trail. Our wolf realized that if he could keep her within sight, victory would surely be his. He no longer felt tired or hungry; over millennia the Blind Watchmaker (see Chapter-9) had crafted his body with long legs for this chase. This is what he lived for; his was the greatest adventure of all time and he knew it. One of these two, pursuer or pursued, would die today so that others might live. Big Red knew it was not a good day to die. It never is.


  In Algonquin Park, the authorities allow some limited logging during the winter and to access the felled logs, workers constructed temporary roads. The seasoned doe headed directly for one of these roads which, if reached, would allow her to quickly outrun Big Red. Our wolf was aware of this and realized he must reach her first. Tens of thousands of years of evolution had prepared each of them for this day. Both had seen other such days. With an extraordinary effort, he caught her while descending a steep hill and quickly made the kill. She was just half a body length from the road—a single step to life. But the death of the doe saved the yearling, and their genes are still running through this great land.
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        Yearling and Doe

      
    

  


  Wolves will eat 20 lbs. (9 kg) or more at a kill. In frustration and hunger, the ravens were beginning to break dead branches from an evergreen and rain them onto the snow below. When do we get a meal? thought his avian companions. To hurry the process, one of the ravens flew to the ground and pulled Big Red’s tail. Just at that moment, however, three noisy ravens glided out of the wilderness and saw the whole scene. The two formerly mute birds erupted in a series of cronk, cronk, cronk calls (see photograph) and
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