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      Introduction

      
      
      My first encounter with wolves was in Alaska in late summer of 1977. I was working
         on a research project to fulfill the requirements for my degree in Forestry and Wildlife
         from Oregon State University, spending part of my time in the Alaska Range within
         Denali National Park (still called Mount McKinley National Park back then) and the
         rest in the small town of Talkeetna where the Susitna River flows into the Chulitna.
         The gateway for mountaineers on their way to climb Mount McKinley, the highest peak
         in North America at 20,320 feet, Talkeetna was a busy place that summer, where expeditions,
         along with their copious amounts of gear, were being shuttled by local bush pilots
         from the town’s small landing strip to the climbers’ staging area on the Kahiltna
         Glacier, dubbed Kahiltna International because the base camp there was populated by
         climbers from all over the world.
      

      
      There were two National Park Service climbing rangers assigned to Talkeetna that summer
         who checked in arriving climbers and gave them a look-over to make sure they had adequate
         gear and experience to attempt the climb. They were billeted in what was then the
         town’s brand-new fire station and let me pitch my tent in the willows out back, where
         I lived for a good part of that summer, occasionally allowing me inside to take a
         shower.
      

      
      At the end of the season, before I flew home to write my paper, one of the rangers
         and I decided to make a trans-Alaska Range backpacking trip through the park. Arranging
         for friends to drop us off outside Cantwell on the park’s south boundary, we threaded
         our way through mountain valleys and upstream drainages, coming out at the headwaters
         of the Savage River, then hiked down that stream to the park road, where we would
         flag down a shuttle bus to take us out. On our last night, we camped beside the river
         a few miles from the road.
      

      
      The next morning I awoke early, climbed out of the tent, and stood alone along the
         river, watching the water flow by. Suddenly two gray wolves appeared, loping along
         the gravel bar heading downstream. They were big and long-legged, but also a little
         gaunt and scruffy looking. Summers can be hard times for wolves. Prey is harder to
         catch, and although there may be an abundance of fawns and calves around, there is
         not a lot of meat on them; wolves often lose weight during that time of year. Passing
         me no more than twenty-five yards away, they were unalarmed by my presence but wary,
         each one continually looking back over its shoulder as if to say it knew I was a human
         and couldn’t be trusted. I stood watching them, mesmerized, until they moved unhurried
         out of sight.
      

      
      Fifteen years later, I experienced another wolf encounter, but of a different sort,
         while hunting woodland caribou on the Ungava Peninsula in Nouveau Quebec. It was September,
         time of the caribou migration, and the taiga and tundra country was beginning to show
         off its autumn colors.
      

      
      The migrating caribou were a little more spread out that year, making them difficult
         to find, but Barnabe, our Montagnais First Nations guide, had an uncanny ability to
         divine where and when they would appear, allowing my hunting partner and me to kill
         our allowed two animals each. One morning Barnabe let us out of his freight canoe
         along the shore of the Delay River. Throwing my legs over the gunnels and dropping
         onto the sandy beach, there before me was a set of lone wolf tracks following the
         shoreline and looking relatively fresh. At that moment, it occurred to me that I was
         part of a scene that had played out uncountable times across that Ice Age landscape,
         humans hunting caribou alongside wolves hunting caribou. It was, of wolves and all
         other wildlife, as Henry Beston wrote in The Outermost House, that wild animals “are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and
         time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.”
      

      
      I have had other experiences with wolves between and after those encounters, but those
         two particularly stick in my mind—one in awe of the animals themselves, the other
         the realization that I could include them in my world and I in theirs, if I so chose.
      

      
      Over the years, I didn’t give much thought to wolves; the field guides I consulted
         on my various outdoor trips noting that in North America wolves were now relegated
         to Alaska, Canada, and a small area in the Upper Midwest. That changed in the mid-1990s
         when gray wolves were reintroduced into Yellowstone National Park and central Idaho.
         And when in 1999 a wolf from Idaho briefly dispersed into my home state of Oregon,
         I realized the wolves really were on their way back.
      

      
      At that point I began to research the wolves’ return to the West, attending meetings,
         reading scientific papers, and interviewing a variety of people involved with wolves
         and wolf reintroduction, as well as spending time in the field with wolf biologists,
         amazed at the complexity and difficulties involved in bringing this extremely symbolic
         animal back to a landscape it was deliberately extirpated from not all that long ago.
      

      
      Virtually every wildlife biologist involved with wolves I talked to eventually volunteered
         that wolf management has nothing to do with wolf biology—it is all about dealing with
         people’s perceptions of wolves and what wolves mean to them. I was especially taken
         aback by the intensity of those who don’t like wolves, at the vitriol and even hatred
         they sometimes levied against the animals. Delving deeper into why they felt that
         way offered fascinating insights into the differing worldviews people have of nature
         and our place in it and how wolves represent those views. The high level of politicization
         wolf reintroduction triggered was also an eye-opener for me; from beginning to end
         it took several literal acts of Congress to bring them back and declare them recovered.
         As my research into wolf reintroduction deepened, it turned into a book research project
         and, ultimately, this book.
      

      
      During one of my research trips, I traveled to Ketchum, Idaho, to meet with Lynne
         Stone, director of the Boulder-White Clouds Council and an outspoken wolf advocate.
         Over lunch in a small restaurant, Lynne told me about her work advocating for wolves
         in Idaho—how she would go out into the Sawtooth Valley shooting blank shells from
         a shotgun to scare away any wolves she saw, hoping to make them more wary of people
         and so less likely to be killed by hunters. She talked of packs shot up by government
         wildlife agents and of wolves lost that she had come to know as individuals. Before
         we parted company she told me that a serious impediment to wolf recovery was a public
         wolf narrative fixated on how many elk and cattle wolves kill. No one was saying good
         things about wolves, and it was up to the wolf advocacy groups to change that conversation.
      

      
      In writing this book, I wanted to tell the story of the gray wolf’s return to the
         northern Rocky Mountains and what a long, complex, and difficult endeavor it has been—an
         endeavor that is still ongoing as wolves continue to disperse beyond their original
         recovery area—and somewhere within these pages, hopefully, some good things about
         wolves as well.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      B-45

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Wolf B-45-F left the Jureano Mountain pack, into which she had been born eighteen
         months earlier, sometime after November 11, 1998. That was the last time the signal
         from her radio collar, which was being monitored by wildlife biologists from the Nez
         Perce tribe, placed her with the pack. There’s nothing unusual about a wolf that age,
         heading into her second winter, going off on her own. Known as dispersal, it is how
         wolves find mates, start new packs, and colonize, or recolonize, territories. What
         made B-45 a wolf of note was not the fact that she dispersed from her natal pack but
         where she went and the future she foretold when she got there.
      

      
      B-45 was born sometime in mid-April 1997 in the first litter of the Jureano Mountain
         wolf pack, whose territory ranged through the rugged central Idaho mountain country
         between the city of Salmon and the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. Her
         parents, the alpha male B-32 and alpha female B-25, were among the twenty wolves snared
         by trappers in British Columbia near Pink Mountain, just west of the Alaska Highway,
         the year before and released by the US Fish and Wildlife Service near Dagger Creek
         on the edge of the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. Those wolves were the
         second wave of releases by the USFWS as part of a bold and—to put it mildly—controversial
         plan, decades in the making: to restore gray wolf populations to the northern Rocky
         Mountains some sixty years after they had been deliberately extirpated from the West.
         The first gray wolf release was in 1995, with fifteen wolves captured in Alberta,
         Canada, set loose in central Idaho while fourteen were reintroduced into Yellowstone
         National Park. The following year, seventeen more were turned loose in Yellowstone
         and another twenty in central Idaho. The area including northwestern Montana, central
         Idaho, and the greater Yellowstone region was designated the Northern Rocky Mountain
         Recovery Region, and the newly reintroduced wolves were protected as threatened under
         the federal Endangered Species Act. The eventual recovery goal was set for thirty
         breeding pairs of wolves distributed relatively evenly across the three-state recovery
         region for three years in a row.
      

      
      
         Wolf B-45’s arrival in Oregon was a wake-up call that wolves would eventually establish
               packs in the state, like this young member of the Walla Walla pack born in 2011.
            

            Photo by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife

         

      

      The formation of the Jureano Mountain pack and the birth of a litter just a year after
         B-25 and B-32’s release was good news because it showed that, despite considerable
         hostility by many rural residents and the state government, the restoration was “taking”
         in central Idaho. In 1996, when B-25 and B-32 were set loose, there were three known
         wolf packs in central Idaho originating from the 1995 release and an estimated population
         of forty-two gray wolves. By 1997 there were seven wolf packs in the region and a
         population of seventy-one animals. The Jureano Mountain pack was one of six central
         Idaho packs that produced pups in the spring of 1997, and of the twenty-nine pups
         born (two of which died), one was B-45.1

      
      Idaho wolves were being monitored by the USFWS and USDA Wildlife Services, along with
         biologists from the Nez Perce tribe, which had a contract with the federal government
         to help with the wolf reintroduction after the Idaho state legislature, angry over
         the plan to restore wolves to Idaho, forbade the Idaho Department of Fish and Game
         from participating in the recovery program.
      

      
      A critical tool for monitoring wolves are radio collars that emit a very high frequency,
         or VHF, line-of-sight signal that a biologist can pick up on a receiver to determine
         where and estimate how far away a wolf wearing a radio collar is, the direction it
         is moving, and even if it is dead. And because each collar emits a signal on a unique
         frequency, biologists can also identify individual wolves by their signals. Each wolf
         captured, usually by steel trap with offset teeth to prevent permanent damage to the
         foot or leg, and collared is given a letter and number designation. The “B” indicates
         the wolf is part of the central Idaho wolf population; the number identifies the individual
         wolf. An “F” or “M” means female or male, respectively. While un-collared wolves might
         be extremely difficult or impossible to find, a pack with a radio-collared wolf among
         its members betrays its location and allows biologists to find packs and pups, estimate
         how many wolves die each year, and determine the number of packs, how many wolves
         are in each pack, and the overall wolf population—all required information to help
         determine when wolves could be declared biologically recovered in central Idaho and
         removed from the Endangered Species List. For that reason, especially during the early
         days of wolf recovery, biologists tried to capture and collar as many wolves as they
         could.
      

      
      Carter Niemeyer, who eventually became the USFWS’s wolf recovery coordinator in Idaho
         but at the time worked for Wildlife Services, was the trapper who caught and collared
         B-45. Niemeyer was conducting a training session for a half-dozen or so biologists
         and technicians from the Nez Perce Gray Wolf Recovery Project who were in the process
         of taking over the task of wolf monitoring in Idaho, trapping wolves along Pine Creek
         near Shoup, Idaho, in the North Fork Salmon River region. Over the course of four
         days, Niemeyer caught four wolves—B-45 and two of her siblings, which he also collared
         and designated B-44 and B-46, along with their mother, B-25. Niemeyer caught and collared
         B-45 on June 6, 1998, and he remembers her well. The thirteen-month-old subadult wolf
         weighed sixty-five pounds and he thought she was “a scrawny little wolf, the runt
         of the litter.”2

      
      When B-45’s radio signal went missing in mid-November 1998, biologists from the Nez
         Perce Wolf Recovery Program went looking for her, searching for her signal from an
         airplane, which allowed them to cover more ground and pick up her signal from a greater
         distance. On February 3, 1999, they found her just outside Halfway, Oregon, in the
         northeast corner of the state. B-45 had done something that, while not entirely unanticipated,
         happened far sooner than anyone had expected—she had dispersed out of the official
         northern Rockies wolf recovery area, looking to find a mate and start a pack of her
         own in a neighboring state that was completely unprepared to have wolves. And she
         was on the move. Three days later they found her again just east of Interstate 84
         and south of Baker City. On February 12 she was between the towns of Unity and Sumpter,
         about sixty miles from where she was first located and heading relentlessly southwest
         through the Blue Mountains.3 Carter Niemeyer’s “scrawny little wolf” was about to become a very big deal.
      

      
      While it can’t be known for certain, the best guess is that B-45 dispersed from her
         natal pack’s territory by heading up the South Fork Salmon River, a known wolf travel
         corridor, then crossing the Snake River into Oregon, perhaps even traversing unseen
         over Brownlee Dam, which would have put her about a dozen miles from Halfway, where
         she was first located in Oregon by Nez Perce Wolf Recovery Program biologists.
      

      
      B-45 was a typical dispersing wolf, leaving her pack when she was about a year and
         a half old in search of a mate because her reproductive potential wasn’t very promising
         if she stayed put, where breeding is usually confined to a pack’s alpha pair. Wolves
         are long-distance dispersers, and their search for a mate can take them hundreds of
         miles—more than five hundred in some cases—from their point of origin. Although young
         wolves may disperse in pairs or even trios, most, as with B-45, go it alone, moving
         quickly and intently through unfamiliar country, pushing on until they find a place
         they like and, ideally, a mate as well. If you were to follow the tracks of a wolf
         on the move for a couple of miles down a forest road—big dog tracks making a straight
         beeline without any course deviations to mark a bush or sniff about—there is no question
         you are following an animal intent on getting somewhere, and nothing is going to distract
         from its destination.
      

      
       

      * * *

      
       

      Once B-45 left the Idaho wilderness and entered Oregon, she was traveling in more
         dangerous terrain. After leaving the Snake River, which forms Oregon’s eastern border
         with Idaho, she likely moved through a geography that included public and private
         lands, forest and mountains, grasslands, farms, and near cities and towns, as well
         as the hazardous crossing of Interstate 84 and numerous rural highways. Whatever B-45’s
         exact route in Oregon may have been, it was fraught with danger, and she was constantly
         at risk of being mistaken for a coyote and shot or being hit by a motor vehicle. But
         a wolf traveling alone can be like a ghost, moving surprisingly close to human settlements
         and activity while remaining unseen. It wasn’t until late February that someone other
         than one of the biologists tracking B-45 spotted her—an Oregon Department of Transportation
         snowplow driver reported a wolf wearing a radio collar on the Sumpter Highway. But
         at the time B-45’s presence in Oregon wasn’t widely known among the general public,
         and his encounter was met with skepticism.
      

      
      The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife and USFWS officials knew she was there,
         though; something needed to be done about her, but exactly what wasn’t immediately
         clear. Mark Henjum, acting assistant supervisor for ODFW’s Northeast Region in La
         Grande, didn’t think that Oregon was prepared to deal with the eventuality of wolves
         dispersing into and recolonizing former habitat and thought the USFWS hadn’t really
         thought much about how to respond to wolves dispersing out of the original release
         area in Idaho. While the higher-ups decided how to handle the situation, the obvious
         thing to do, since B-45 was wearing a radio collar and could be tracked, was to keep
         an eye on her and see where 
she went.4

      
      

       

      * * *

      
       

      Now the refuge manager for the Merced National Wildlife Refuge in California, in early
         1999 Tara Wertz was an ODFW regional habitat biologist, also working out of the agency’s
         office in La Grande. She, along with Oregon State Police pilot Ken West, had been
         doing a lot of flying—up to thirty hours a week—tracking radio-collared elk for an
         ongoing elk study. Since they were up in the air for a good part of each week, the
         job of finding and tracking B-45 fell to them—an assignment to which Wertz’s response
         was “Cool!”
      

      
      Because ODFW didn’t have radio telemetry equipment that could pick up the frequency
         B-45’s radio collar emitted, Curt Mack, gray wolf recovery project leader for the
         Nez Perce tribe, came over from McCall, Idaho, with the necessary gear. On February
         26, 1999, Wertz, Mack, and West took off from the La Grande airport in West’s Cessna
         180 to try to find B-45.
      

      
      “We did my flight first, found my elk, and then went off to look for the wolf,” Wertz
         told me. “We were flying farther and farther west and were getting discouraged because
         it didn’t look like we were going to find her.”
      

      
      They flew on, over the Malheur National Forest, down Long Creek and into the John
         Day River basin, their radio receiver set to B-45’s frequency, waiting for the telltale
         beeps that would indicate she was nearby.
      

      
      “Suddenly our ears pricked up when he heard her signal, and we all cheered,” recalled
         Wertz. They had found her. She was in the headwaters of Clear and Hog Creeks, tributaries
         of the East Fork Beech Creek, which is a tributary of the North Fork John Day River
         in Grant County. She was hiding in heavy timber, and at first they couldn’t see her.
         West dropped the Cessna in closer, and Wertz dug in her pack for the video camera
         she had decided to take along on the chance she might get some shots. Just as Wertz
         got her video camera out, B-45 strolled into the open and she recorded a short clip
         of the wandering wolf.
      

      
       

      * * *

      
       

      By then the word was out that there was a real live wolf on the loose in Oregon, and
         the ODFW office in La Grande was inundated with calls from Portland television news
         stations pressing for information about B-45 and looking for Wertz’s video clip, which
         she ended up having duplicated into B-roll for the media to use. “All the newspaper
         guys were calling too,” she recalled. “I wasn’t prepared for the onslaught.” 
      

      
      Craig Foster, district wildlife biologist at the ODFW John Day office, wasn’t prepared
         for the onslaught either. B-45 had apparently decided that the upper North Fork John
         Day River country, about three hundred miles from where she began her journey in Idaho,
         was to her liking, and she was now his problem—at least for the foreseeable future.
      

      
      We can’t know exactly why B-45 chose to stop where she did. Dispersing wolves are
         actively looking for a mate, and if they don’t find one after a while, they may decide
         to settle down, establish a territory that might be as large as three or four hundred
         square miles, and wait for a potential partner to come to them. Perhaps that was what
         B-45 had in mind. The place she picked had plenty of prey species, especially elk,
         and a Nez Perce biologist tracking her on the ground one day found an elk she had
         killed. B-45 was being a “good” wolf, doing what wolves do and staying out of trouble
         with humans.
      

      
      It was a little more complicated for Foster. He needed to know where that wolf was
         and what it was doing, so either he, Wertz, or assistant district wildlife biologist
         Ken Rutherford were out tracking her signal at least every other day, preferably every
         day, by air when the weather was good in Ken West’s Cessna 180 and on the ground on
         bad weather days.
      

      
      “She bopped around between Highway 395, Phipps Meadow, and the mainstem John Day,”
         Foster told me. “She also got up to Dixon and up around Camp Creek and Grave Creek.”
         She also ranged along the Middle and South Forks of the John Day River and was regularly
         covering twenty miles each night.
      

      
      Despite staying out of trouble, B-45 covered so much ground while she was in Grant
         County that she couldn’t remain completely invisible to people. One day a man living
         at the top of the grade north of Mount Vernon gave Foster a call to say he had wolf
         tracks in the snow on his driveway. Foster told him to put a coffee can over one of
         the tracks and he’d be out to have a look. Sure enough, B-45 had loped across the
         man’s driveway sometime during the night.
      

      
      One day Foster was flying with West and they got a signal from her collar up the North
         Fork John Day River. As they flew upriver over the Boulder Creek area, they spied
         a small timber operation below them and could see the skidder operator at work. And
         hunkered down in a willow thicket just eighty yards behind him was B-45. Foster knew
         that loggers who saw a coyote while they were on their way to work would stop and
         shoot it for the hide. The last thing he needed was someone mistaking B-45 for a coyote
         and killing her, bringing the Feds in to investigate the illegal shooting of an endangered
         species and a lot of very bad publicity. Hightailing it back to the John Day airport,
         Foster called the logging company owner and asked him to gather his crew at the jobsite
         so he could fill them in on the situation with B-45, and the importance of leaving
         her alone. The loggers listened politely to Foster’s lecture, then told him they had
         been seeing B-45 around the jobsite for days and could easily have shot her if they’d
         wanted to, but no one had. Both Foster and Mark Henjum had a number of people tell
         them they had had B-45 in their rifle sights at one time or another but refrained
         from pulling the trigger. Whether those boasts were true or not, the fact is B-45
         managed not to get herself shot—an all too common fate for dispersing wolves.
      

      
      B-45 was now getting national publicity, and stories about her appeared across the
         country in newspapers and on television. The Hells Canyon Preservation Council and
         Nez Perce were sponsoring a contest to name her (eventually won by Cave Junction middle
         school student Cedar Hursh, whose essay proposed she should be named Freedom).5 Both the La Grande and John Day ODFW offices were overwhelmed with calls about B-45.
         Henjum spent thirty straight days on the phone talking with the media and agency higher-ups,
         trying to figure out what to do with her. It was just as bad for Foster, who would
         start answering or returning calls at 7:30 in the morning when he got into work and
         would still be at it at 6:30 in the evening. A lot of people who called were just
         interested in finding out about B-45, where she was, and what she was up to. But wolves
         are polarizing animals, and B-45 was no different. Callers lobbied him with their
         views and opinions about wolves—some calling her an integral part of the ecosystem
         that should be allowed to stay in Oregon and others fearing she would drag children
         out of school buses and eat them. Foster shook his head over all the commotion. B-45
         was just one wolf, not having much impact on the ecosystem and certainly no threat
         to humans.
      

      
      One call Foster remembers in particular: A woman from nearby Canyon City who could
         “swear like a sailor” and wanted to know if he was going to kill “that wolf.” “No,
         ma’am,” he replied. “We know where she is, but we don’t know what we are going to
         do with her.” The lady told him, in a not very nice way, Foster recalled, that if
         he didn’t kill “that wolf,” the blood of Grant County children would be on his hands.
         “I just broke out laughing,” Foster told me. “I said, ‘Ma’am, I’m willing to take
         that risk.’” And with that, she hung up on him. After that conversation, Foster thought
         to himself, “Little Red Riding Hood” is true. People really believe that the wolf is going to come
            inside and eat Grandma.
      

      
      But the question of what to do with B-45 still needed to be answered. For Oregon environmental
         organizations, the answer was easy. She had dispersed naturally into the state from
         Idaho. Let her stay. On the other hand, ranchers and hunters, both politically influential
         groups, weren’t interested in seeing Oregon develop a wolf population. And the fact
         was that the state had no wolf management plan or even any basic protocols or policies
         for dealing with wolves.
      

      
      Roy Heberger, USFWS Idaho wolf recovery coordinator at the time and based in Boise,
         provided regular briefing statements about wolf recovery activities in the northern
         Rockies to the USFWS Pacific Region office in Portland and during routine conference
         calls, but in his opinion the Oregon agencies viewed wolf recovery as “something going
         on next door.”
      

      
      “When the ODFW director called the USFWS regional director, neither agency was prepared
         to deal with wolves in Oregon,” Heberger explained to me. “What was an everyday thing
         in Idaho and the two other recovery states became an emergency in Oregon. Wolf B-45
         had not done anything in terms of livestock depredations or been hanging around ranches
         and people. She was just in the woods doing stuff—just there.”
      

      
      The consensus that B-45 had to go back to Idaho was beginning to grow, and the Portland Oregonian, Oregon’s paper of record, was editorializing that the she had to go home and the
         state of Oregon needed to draw up its own wolf recovery plan in anticipation of future
         arrivals.6 Finally, after discussions between Heberger, USFWS Pacific Region director Anne Badgley,
         ODFW director Jim Greer, and other agency staff, the USFWS agreed to capture B-45
         and release her back in Idaho. But the agency did not want to become responsible for
         every wolf that dispersed out of the recovery region and made it clear this was a
         one-time deal. Any future wolves that wandered into Oregon, or any other state surrounding
         the northern Rockies recovery area, would not be their problem.
      

      
      In late March 1999 a helicopter and crew from Hawkins and Powers Aviation, a Greybull,
         Wyoming, based company specializing in wildlife research and management support work,
         were on a Columbian whitetail deer project on the lower Columbia River, then on to
         another job in the Southwest. But, yes, they had time to detour to John Day to catch
         a wolf.
      

      
      At that time B-45 was hanging around private lands on the southwest edge of the North
         Fork John Day Wilderness, near Huckleberry Creek. It’s grassy, hilly country; and
         because it is also south facing, the area greens up early and by late March draws
         in thousands of elk, making it a very good place to be for a hungry wolf. Because
         it is open country, it’s also a good place to catch a wolf with a net fired out of
         a helicopter. On March 26 the Hawkins and Powers crew lifted off from Ritter Butte
         Summit, heading east. Foster had asked the landowner on whose property B-45 was for
         permission to enter his land and catch her, asking him to keep the operation to himself,
         which he did, not even telling his wife. (Another ranch owner in the area, sympathetic
         to B-45’s presence, wouldn’t allow ODFW access for a capture operation, but the wolf
         ended up never going onto his land.) Meanwhile, Wertz and West, who were going to
         fly the spotter plane to help find B-45, were at the Baker City airport, where it
         was snowing too hard to fly, and lamenting that after all their efforts monitoring
         the wolf they might miss the grand finale of her capture. But the weather cleared,
         and they were soon winging their way west to meet the helicopter.
      

      
       

      * * *

      
       

      West and Wertz in the Cessna flew high, searching for her signal, while the helicopter
         crew flew low, ready to swoop down and net her using a net gun—a net fired by a nonlethal
         gun propelled by CO2 cartridges and commonly used by biologists to capture elusive or fast-moving wildlife.
      

      
      But B-45 wasn’t going to give in easily, and with aircraft buzzing overhead, she kept
         to the timber where the net gun couldn’t reach her, not venturing out into the open
         until late morning. The helicopter crew’s first netting attempt missed; they took
         off after her again as the wolf ran frantically across the rolling hills and vanished
         for a time. West and Wertz relocated her again off the end of a ridge above Bully
         Creek, a few miles northwest of Putney Mountain.
      

      
      “All of a sudden she came out into the meadow, the helicopter swooped in, and we had
         a wolf on the ground,” Wertz remembered. “Ken and I were waving and howling.” Once
         B-45 was sedated for the trip to John Day, the Hawkins and Powers crew put her in
         the helicopter and took off. The news media hadn’t gotten wind of the capture operation,
         so when the chopper set down at the John Day airport, only wildlife agency people
         were there to meet them, including Foster and Heberger.
      

      
      Her Idaho release location had been decided—on Fish Creek, a tributary of the Lochsa
         River. The plan was for West and Wertz to fly B-45 to the Lewiston, Idaho, airport,
         where Curt Mack would be waiting to take her to the release site. Still a little groggy
         from the sedative she was given after she was netted, B-45 was put into a deer transportation
         crate—a tall, narrow box with a small opening near the top designed to transport animals
         while stressing them as little as possible.
      

      
       

      * * *

      
       

      By the time West and Wertz landed in Lewiston, the press had found out about the capture
         and a crowd of television and newspaper reporters, along with seven or eight bigwigs
         from the USFWS, were waiting. Wertz remembered it as “kind of a zoo” as they loaded
         B-45 onto the pickup truck. Then she, West, Mack, and Marcie Carter, also with the
         Nez Perce, piled in and headed for Fish Creek.
      

      
      When Mack first took a look at B-45, he was worried. “She wasn’t in very good shape
         when they caught her,” he told me. “They chased her too far with the helicopter, and
         I thought to myself, This wolf isn’t going to make it.” Burning daylight, they raced to Fish Creek, arriving in late afternoon as it was
         getting dark. To complicate matters, when they opened the crate to turn her loose,
         she wouldn’t go. It took a catchpole and some crate shaking to finally get her out.
         For a moment she just stood there; then she bolted down the bank and into Fish Creek.
         They heard frantic splashing as the wolf hit the water and started swimming, then
         silence. Mack climbed down to the water’s edge to check on her and, because Fish Creek
         is a rather large stream, expected to find her drowned. But he saw no sign of B-45.
         They drove back in the dark, greatly concerned about her fate, and Mack promised to
         return the next morning and look for her. “It was an awful feeling,” Wertz recalled.
      

      
      Wertz and West flew home to Oregon the next day, March 27. An hour and a half after
         she got home, Mack called. He had gone back out to Fish Creek with radio telemetry
         gear and picked up B-45’s signal. She had survived.
      

      
      Two weeks after B-45 was turned loose at the end of Fish Creek Road, she was located
         about ninety-five miles away, southwest of Fitsum Creek, a tributary of the South
         Fork Salmon River. By the following month, May, she may have mated and had pups. It
         was never confirmed, although she was spotted traveling with another wolf north of
         McCall seven times between late November 1999 and mid-August 2002. The last time her
         radio signal was detected was on August 29, 2002, near Josephine Lake, northeast of
         McCall. Then the signal went dead. Although Wildlife Services agents trapped her two
         years later while after wolves that were killing livestock, they inexplicably released
         her without replacing her collar, and B-45 vanished into the Idaho wilds.7

      
      Despite all the trouble B-45 endured on her jaunt to Oregon, it was probably just
         as well that she left the Jureano Mountain pack, which fell on hard times. Back in
         Idaho, B-45’s mother, B-25, wandered onto private property and was illegally shot
         and killed by the landowner. The pack had also taken to killing livestock, and her
         mate, B-32, was euthanized. That job went to Carter Niemeyer. “He was a beautiful
         blue-gray wolf, and I hated to do it,” Niemeyer related to me. “But he had used up
         all his strikes.” Wildlife Services shot two other pack members, which were implicated
         in a livestock killing, from a helicopter. Niemeyer caught and collared the pack’s
         two pups of the year at the same time, designating them B-80 and B-81. But those remaining
         members of the Jureano Mountain pack took to hanging around a dairy farm, and although
         they never attacked any of the cows, they made everyone nervous enough that Niemeyer
         went in, caught them, and turned the young wolves over to the Nez Perce biologists,
         who relocated the animals to a more remote area where they were less likely to get
         in trouble.
      

      
      On October 18, 2006, a Wildlife Services agent out hunting came upon the carcass of
         a wolf wearing a radio collar in Squaw Meadows in the Payette National Forest northeast
         of McCall, Idaho. Judging by the condition of the carcass and the grass growing through
         the skeleton, the wolf had been dead for about a year. A little more than a week later
         the carcass and collar were retrieved, with the former going to the USFWS Forensics
         Laboratory in Ashland, Oregon, and the collar to the manufacturer to identify the
         serial number and radio frequency.
      

      
       

      * * *

      
       

      The results came back from the radio collar manufacturer. It was B-45’s. The forensics
         laboratory wasn’t able to determine the cause of her death but found “. . . radio
         dense fragments on the right front foot pad and toe nail.” Radio dense materials are
         substances that X-rays cannot penetrate—lead, for example. As for B-45’s old pack,
         her sister, B-46, eventually returned to the area, found a mate, and had pups; the
         Jureano Mountain pack has lived on.
      

      
      By the end of 2006, the year B-45’s remains were discovered, there were about 1,300
         wolves in the Northern Rocky Mountain Recovery Region—673 in Idaho, 311 in Wyoming,
         and 316 in Montana. The great experiment in recovering gray wolves in part of the
         West was working. Once thought to be sensitive animals requiring remote wilderness
         areas to survive, gray wolves were proving to be resilient, adaptable, and resourceful
         animals. To thrive they mainly required protection from the small number of people
         who disliked wolves so much they were willing to kill them merely for being wolves.
      

      
      B-45’s seven-week excursion into Oregon was proof of that success. Wolves could not
         only recover in the northern Rockies, where they had been reintroduced by the government,
         but were also perfectly capable, given the chance, of recolonizing more of their former
         range throughout the West on their own. That was the message B-45 brought, not just
         to Oregon but to all the states surrounding the Northern Rocky Mountain Recovery Region,
         and every government wildlife agency administrator, biologist, wolf hater, and wolf
         lover alike understood it perfectly. Sooner or later the wolves would come. Be ready.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      Return to the Rockies

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Wolves have been around for a very long time and appear to have originally arisen
         in North America. About six million years ago, during the Miocene epoch, small woodland
         foxes in southern North America were evolving into larger, faster, and smarter predators;
         before the close of the Miocene they would become the common ancestor of all future
         wolves, coyotes, and domestic dogs within the genus Canis. While small canids had
         spread to other parts of the earth, the earliest wolflike ancestor is believed to
         be an animal known from the fossil records as Canis lepophagus. The animal identified in North America as the first true wolf species is Canis priscolatrans, also known as Canis edwardii, whose fossils have been found in the Southwest, West Coast, Midwest, Middle Atlantic
         states, and Mexico. By six hundred thousand to seven hundred thousand years ago, the
         modern wolves had risen. It is thought that wolves from North America crossed into
         Eurasia using the Bering Land Bridge, developed into a wolf more like today’s Canis lupus, and then reinvaded North America in three waves. Also beginning several hundred
         thousand years ago was the relatively sudden development of the dire wolf, Canis diris, in North America—a large, robust wolf species that died out around eight thousand
         years ago. The demise of the dire wolf left Canis lupus, the gray wolf, along with the red wolf, Canis rufus—whose evolutionary origins are still being debated—as the remaining North American
         wolf 
species.1

      
      It is difficult to say what the historical wolf population was in the American West,
         but some estimates put it as high as 850,000.2 Bruce Hampton, in his 1997 book The Great American Wolf, guessed there might have been up to two hundred thousand in the Great Plains alone,
         supported by the immense bison herds that possibly numbered as many as sixty million
         (although other estimates put the historical bison population at ten to fifteen million,
         kept below their carrying capacity by Native American hunters, which would also mean
         the wolf population would have been much lower). A recent study by researchers Jennifer
         Leonard, Carles Vila, and Robert Wayne, published in the paper “Legacy lost: genetic
         viability and population size of extirpated US grey wolves (Canis lupus),” examined the genetic diversity of mitochondrial DNA in “pre-extermination” wolves,
         which suggested the historical population in the western United States and Mexico
         may have been about 380,000 animals. The presence of wolves is so prominently mentioned
         in the journals and reports of early travelers and explorers in the West that they
         were certainly common and visible animals. When the first European-Americans arrived
         in the New World, gray wolves ranged throughout the North American continent except
         for the Southeast, which was occupied by the red wolf, and the extreme Southwest in
         what is now Southern California and the Baja Peninsula. But by the middle of the twentieth
         century, North American gray wolf range was mainly limited to Canada and Alaska. In
         the lower forty-eight states, only a small remnant wolf population in the Minnesota
         north woods remained, and the red wolf was nearly extinct.
      

      
      Settlers from Europe began killing wolves as soon as they arrived on the eastern shore
         of North America. The first wolf bounty was established in 1630 in the Massachusetts
         Bay Colony. The Jamestown Colony in Virginia followed suit in 1632, and it wasn’t
         long before other colonies joined in. As European-American settlers moved west across
         the continent, so did the bounty system. By the mid-1880s, bounties were being paid
         for wolves in most states and territories. Between 1850 and the 1880s, “wolfers,”
         professional wolf hunters and trappers, were killing wolves for their pelts and bounties
         throughout the Great Plains region. Their preferred method for catching wolves used
         traps baited with poisoned meat, and they killed large numbers of bison, elk, and
         deer for their bait supply. Some estimates put the annual wolf kill in the Great Plains
         between 1870 and 1877 by wolfers at one hundred thousand animals.3 By 1900 gray wolf range had been pushed back to west of the Mississippi River, along
         with small numbers in the Upper Midwest and a few holding out in the Appalachian Mountains,
         although they were still abundant in Canada and Alaska.4

      
      By the early twentieth century, the federal government became directly involved in
         the wolf killing business, even though the bounty system, along with the commercial
         value of wolf hides, had resulted in the virtual extirpation of wolves in the Great
         Plains, made them rare-to-extirpated in most regions in the East, and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         Before their release into Yellowstone National Park, the wolves were acclimated in
               pens like this wolf in the Rose Creek pen.
            

            
         

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         Cowboys capture a wolf in an 1887 Wyoming wolf roundup.
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