HIGHWAYS

ELUSIVE
IN NATURE

It’s been more than a dozen years since Mexican gray wolves
were reintroduced to their native habitat in Eastern Arizona.
The captive-breeding program has been half successful at best,
but that doesn’t deter nature lovers and wildlife enthusiasts
from hitting the trail in the hopes of catching aglimpse
of the evasive endangered species.
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car Wallow Wilderness is Rim My hushand, David Muench, and T enrered Bear Wallow
Pack territmry, and the presence of via the Reno Lookour Trail, descending shonr 3 miles toim
thar pack, 3 small pack of Mexican junction with the Cienega Trail. Huge blown- down mees lay
gray wobves, is a kind of miracle armas the reail the result of vinlenr wind i an eadier year
Mative to Arizona and ameng, Some Bllen rrees bridged high enough char we could crawl
the most endangered mammals umder them. For athers, we wereahle w slither onour hellies
in Morth America, the Mexican ar, by removing our packs, wriggle thiough on our hacks.
gray wolf was exrirpared from the Some we dimbed over, jumping down the far side. A grouse
United States by the 1940s. Decades sirting on mine oggs — hernest lodged hetwioen the runkeand
later, between 1977 and 1980, the a limh of the tee we had just climbed over — few up with
species was resurrected our of near sudden pomding wing bears and frighened squawking.
extimcrion when the last Ave wolves anybody could find we e We smpped for lunch en the north fork of Bear Wallow
captured in Mexica The journey of this small gray wolf has Creek. Rumning in licke riffles and B1ls, che creek frmed a
not heen easy. Three of the five survivors were talen tothe perfert small poal jus shove us. Along the anlk s yellow flow-
Endangered Walf Centerin Eurehia Missouri, tobeginacap- crs internupred the farest shade, dhe srillness of the pod, the
tive-bree ding program. The other two died n 1998, thefirst 1l white of dmdng wamwer, the gray of boulders Weate cheese
caprive wiobves were released into the Apache Narional Forest and apples and dames.

Twanted tosee the Rim Pacle — m hearchem, arlesst— o Wanring o phomgraph the gorge, David tock off afrer
find a sign of them. Few thingzare as powerfulin wild coun- lumch while T meved a limle farther downstream: Leaning
try as the presence of wolves. Yellowsmne, where T worked againsra comformhle rodk, I saron soft eamh ina genrle place
aza guide and wheme wolf resmorarion has heen successful, at the crede’s edge. When David was gone awhil Timagined
became more pristine for me, more whade, anee the walves irquier enough forwolves m emege Tomeld wider and averall
were hack. An ecosystem mestored feels different from one thoss treesto benear vou, T rhoughe. New aome to the oreck to drink
with species missing. Pve seen Mexican gray walves in zons. Rear Wallow Wilderness is part of the Blue Range Walf

Twanted m see them in cheir narive habisar Recovery Area, 44 million acres ranging across Arizons's



Apache-Sigreaves Madomal Forears and New Mexdon's Gila
Matonal Forest Ir's rwice the sime of Yellowrstone, and abour
halfrhe avesisrnadlss. I'shome welle, deer, fvelnas prng
heorns, ighorn sheep. Thisisgood coumoy for wolves, and left
0 themselves, they would thrive, casily waching rhe mmbers
projected in B98 of more than 100 by 2006 Insead, there
am 30

They have not heen lefrto themselves. For all the excire-
menr many of us el shour the resmrarion of this long-missing
compoment of the ecosysrem, there are people in the region,
primarily carde ranchers, who aren’t comfortable wich the
idea of walves.

Ridding the coumrry of predamr animals is norhing new
in Americas histary. Fora bong time, we looked aranimals as
“good” or *had * We did noc imdersrand | aswe do today, thar
thie health of the ecosyaem redquires 31l the demenrs — prey
animals and predaroms — with which it evolved. Withour
their predaroms, animals like deer and elk increase so ram-
panrly they eat themselves out of food, nldmately dying of
srarvation. And mring pressure is not enough. Withour
predamrs, prey animals knse their narim] wariness. There is
areasm for everynarive component of a landscape Wherher
we imdersmnd itor not, narre does:

Tromically, for family mnchers souggling m male a living
o carde, there are porenrial economic benefits from having
wnlhves in the area Hosing guestswho are cager msee o hear
woilves has proved 2 boon. One Arizona mncher whodoes this
is Wilma Jenldns ar the Double Civele Ranchin Clifron fen-
ldns believes thar walves belong inthe area as much as well-
manzaged cartle do. Beaver Creek Guesr Ranch, in the heare
afthe recovery amea, does weelly presenrarions on wiohves.

Twas not thinking shot the pd irics of wolves s Tsar
by Bear Wallow Creel T justthought shour their presence,
believing withall my hearr thar if T was alone lang emongh,
quiet bong enough, one would come to the aresm w drinde

I helieve this every tme T hike wirhin the recovery area It
Tz movr yer happened.

Bar ather people have seen them. Wl f advocare Jean
Oesorio frequently camps in the woovery anea Amed with
wieelly telemetry reports from the Avzona Gameand Fish
Department that show where signals have been picked up
fiom mdic-cdlared wolwes, she is oocasionally rewarded by
the sight of wolves ar wolf remcle.

T met jean last December in the Willizms Valley, the day

after a heavy snowfall A

el before Christmas, sh
The healthof the ecosystem 17 = e 2 S ™
requires all the elements —  conservation advocase for the
prey animals and predators ~ Center brBilogical Diversity
— withwhidh it evolved.

in Tucson — and T were the
only people in the valley. On
thar silent, raw-edged morn-
ing, we found fresh mracks of the Hawles Nest Paclk alomg
snow-covered Forest Road 888, Walking downhill mder a
snovw ey, we fallowed multiple sers of macks, several wolves
moving slmgside one snother, oocasiomally siepping in the
zame track, crisscrossing inm the woods to the east, the
meadow m thewest Elktracks came upfrom the meadow,
heading inro the wonds, oddly areesed ar one poine, like slds
ahovea manrel. In the cowmse of the day, we warched ellc arthe
edges of farest, el weaving among the rees.

e set of wolf rracles moved stmighr ahesd ], nesring
a madreflecrar, it veered in mwwand the reflector, whene the
wolfmarked irs rerdmory, then weered hack toits srrighe track.

The Hawles Near Pack, ome of the most successful pacles,
s styed away from livestock bt hes, nonerhele s, metwirh

viaknce Borh rhe alphs male and a second male were foumd
shar in the sum merof B0E0 — 30K was alerhal summer. The
alpha malke of rhe San Mareo Pack was also killed while the
alphs male of the Paradize Paclk disappeared.

Dave Pamsons, a wildlife biologist who managed the US.
Fish and Wildlif Service wdf moovery program from 1980 m
1229, calls the Mexdcan gray walf“the mosr unque subspecies
of wolf * Living farther south than other wolves, isolared by
gldatoms, it has a bng history of adapring ois envinn-
ment. Yer now, wich 2 fase approaching limir to how mamy
generations can he captive-hred before losing the genes for
wildness, is irs bnggenede hizory to be sacrificed?

The moregene1arions producedin capriviry, te mare genes
fior wildness are Jnst. Mot gerring wolves out of capdve Fadli-
tes squanders apparmmites m ger those neanesr their wild
heritage inm wilderness. Currently, 307 wolves live incap-
dve facilides arross the 175 and Mexico, two of them ar the
Arizoms-Somors Desert Museumin Tucson. [ast January, oava
wolves caprured a3 pups in 2007 were releazed into the wild.
Thel1 5 Fish and Wildlife Service plans o relsse a new pack
this summer, although, 2z of this writng more anabysis was
ngcessary o make cerain the relesse area was appropriae.

In December 2010, Michael Robinson and Thileed a lirtke of
the Blue Range Primitive Area, shour 8 miles castof the Blue
R iver, thar could be considered appropriate. Crossing healdny
grass mared down from snow the day before, wie saw ir as
availahle food forelle ameare hopeful landsrape than the over-
grazed rerrain we had walled a day eadier onthe Gila, ool
ing for signs of the Sm Maro Pack Accarding = Michas],
shour 550,000 roadless acres in the Blue Range Primirive Ares
and adjoining madless areas are wirhout resident waolves.

Tn the grayedd of rhe winter afternoon, Jean, Michael and
T'walked m the planm ed Green Fire Owverloal, 3 short distanee
from the junction of fore 2 mad= 26 and 4. There, in Bluestem
Pack werrimry, we stod amoprock diffs, Inokimgnorth m ciffs
on the far side of the Black River. The dark smream wound
i marmow, swift way chrough the campon far helow: A -
dred and e yearsagn, fiom the norch rim, Aldo Teopold, the
farher of comservarioniam, shora walf ar the edge of rhe rver.
Inthe pracess, he changed frever everything shourhow we
loode ar band.

Ir s m thar shot we owe the possihiliny of Mexican gray
walf restorarion. Wahing “a fierce green fire dying™ inthe
wialfs eyes, Leopold winte, heundersmod how all things in
nature are conrected. Withour the walf, the deer's mmbera
increase unril i eats away the mounrain With no wegera:
tion halding the mouncain togerher, smorms cavse mudslides,
sreams hecome silred, deer srarve, 3 wildland isdesmoyed To
loep the mommesin, Teopold said, we need the waf.

David and T kefr Bear Wallew Wilderness via the Cienega
Trail, a wail with 2 mamy Honw-downs as the Reno Tookour
Trail It wazalmaosr dardewhen we reached the tmilhesd Two
bunrers, sopping ar the railhead by chanoe, gave vs 2 ride
hack roour mucle Wie camped nearyy Wee did nor see wves.

Bart T have been i vour country, Rim Pack, T thoughr, and T am

gratgful @
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