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ABSTRACT

The decision in the 1930s by the National Park Service to quit eliminating
predatory animals in parks arose from evolving attitudes among scientists
toward predation, but had little public support. Of the various parks, only Mount
McKinley National Park still held wolves, and the National Park Service received
considerable opposition to wolf protection from the eastern Camp Fire Club of
America and from Alaskans. The former desired permanent protection from
wolves for the park’s Dall sheep, while the latter could not understand protecting
wolves when, throughout Alaska, efforts were made to minimize wolves. Using
material from the National Archives and Alaskan sources, this historical study
examines the role of public opinion as the Park Service attempted to respond to
its critics and still adhere to its protective faunal management philosophy, in
what was the nation’s first argument over offering sanctuary to our most

charismatic predator.
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INTRODUCTION

Cloudy skies dominated the northern slopes of the Alaska Range during
August 1948. Gray stratus clouds grudgingly cleared during only three days to
reveal the soaring white peaks punctuating the southern skyline. By month’s end
the tundra plants turned their autumnal shades of red and yellow, providing
visual relief to the monotony of drizzling skies. Winter made an early visit, with
six inches of snow falling on the twenty-second only to melt away, allowing the
tundra colors to again brighten the hills. Four men gathered together in Mount
McKinley National Park that August, drawn together not out of friendship but
from their experience with the large wild animals of the world. These men had
skill and savvy in the mountains; they could exchange the fountain pens and
reading glasses of town life for rifles and skinning knives with an ease befitting
their years in pursuit of game. Invited by the Park Service because of their
divergent opinions, they came on an easily-stated yet eventful mission: to assess
the condition of the Dall sheep, caribou, and wolf populations of the park and
recommend a management plan. The Park Service had endured attacks on its
wildlife philosophies and policies in McKinley Park for twenty years, because
national parks had evolved—ahead of society—into places where both predators
and prey received sanctuary and protection. Wolves, however, ate the wild sheep
of McKinley’s foothills, arousing the deep enmity of sportsmen. These four men
came together for ten days in an attempt to define a strategy to resolve the

longstanding conflict, to solve a problem of attitude and opinion toward wolves.
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From New York came Ralph Friedman, a businessman representing no
organization but present as a lay naturalist and longtime collector of specimens
for the American Museum of Natural History. Directly from the museum came
its curator of mammals, Harold Anthony, a member of New York’s influential
Boone and Crockett Club and the National Park Service Advisory Board.
Returning to the scene of near-triumph high on McKinley’s slopes in 1912,
Belmore Browne traveled to Alaska from his home in Banff, Alberta, where his
painting career had flourished. His youthful experience as a big-game hunter and
pioneer climber in Alaska gave him the credibility he felt needed to be an expert
on wolves. As a member of the Camp Fire Club of America, another New York
sportsmen’s group, Browne had led a campaign two years earlier to place the
management of McKinley Park’s game in the hands of Congress rather than
trusting the Park Service and its scientists to preserve the herds of wild sheep.
Browne’s primary verbal target during testimony at Congressional hearings
ended up sleeping next to him in a tent as the August rains drummed on taut
canvas. Biologist Adolph Murie had spent two years watching McKinley’s
wolves and sheep and produced the first monograph of large predator/large
prey ecology, a milestone in wildlife science. His conclusions, namely that animal
populations regulated themselves over time despite temporary fluctuations,
coincided with a Park Service philosophy that regarded parks as places where a
balance of nature could be sustained with a minimum of human intervention.

That such a balance included protection of wolves in park lands ran
counter to engrained cultural attitudes toward predators, making the Park
Service a little-understood and easily-attacked agency. Policies based on science

had proven vulnerable to public opinion, and for two decades the Park Service
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had been on the defensive over their management of McKinley’s animals. Weary
of the conflict, Park Service officials hoped that bringing together a bipartisan
group for an onsite investigation would result in recommendations that would

appease their critics.

This study examines the role of public opinion in the management of
wildlife, specifically wolves, in Mount McKinley National Park.! Policy decisions
by public agencies are subject to the judgment of interested citizens and groups
who may not share the agency’s objectives, and policies supposedly based on
science have often been overwhelmed by public opinion. Wolves have always
inspired strong feelings in people, and only since the 1950s has widespread
public opinion changed toward the wolf, from millennia of antipathy to slow
acceptance and recently, in many people, to virtual consecration as a living
symbol of wilderness. Mount McKinley National Park provided the backdrop for
the nation’s first encounter with an attitude of protection rather than persecution
of wolves. The Park Service took this stance from scientists, not public support,
and thus found itself isolated from other federal agencies, the people of Alaska,
and the majority of Americans. The controversy in the 1930s and 1940s emerged
from the clash between attitudes toward wolves rooted in cultural tradition and

ideas emerging from scientific models of nature. National parks became places to

1 A note on nomenclature: Mount McKinley received this name in 1897 from a prospector
who favored William McKinley in the upcoming presidential election, and the park’s name
followed with little consideration to the irrelevance of an Ohio politician to Alaska’s tallest peak.
The Athapaskans of Alaska’s interior called the mountain Denali, usually translated as the High
One, and in the 1960-70s this Native name gained increasing popularity. In 1980 the park was
enlarged and renamed Denali National Park and Preserve, but the mountain itself officially
retains its Anglo name, due to the stubborn intransigence of Ohio’s congressional delegation. To
avoid confusion with period sources, I have consistently used McKinley rather than Denali in this
paper, except in footnoting park files.
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experiment with the ‘balance of nature,” and the Park Service became the agency
to experiment with making predators palatable to a skeptical public.

The McKinley wolf-sheep conflict has been outlined by others, though in
scant depth. William Brown, in his recent history of the park, provided several
pages based on archival records but supplies little detail of the reasons the
conflict lasted so long and of the Park Service’s many vacillations between wolf
protection and wolf killing. Durward L. Allen, Morgan Sherwood, John Ise,
Gerald Wright, James Trefethen, and Rick McIntyre have briefly addressed the
controversy and the significance of Adolph’s Murie’s studies.2 Donald Worster
and Thomas Dunlap have provided useful analyses addressing the larger view of
changing attitudes toward predators and nature and the concurrent development
of ecology, yet their writings focused on the role played by the coyote in the
contiguous states with but brief mention of the events in Alaska.3

This study does not change what is known of the outcome of the wolf-
sheep controversy: in the 1950s, Park Service officials finally were able to resist
public pressures that had caused them to kill wolves, and could offer McKinley’s

wolves the “preservation of all native fauna” that had been articulated as

2 William E. Brown, A History of the Denali-Mt. McKinley Region, Alaska (Washington,
D.C.: GPO, National Park Service, 1991); Durward L. Allen, Our Wildlife Legacy (New York: Funk
& Wagnalls, 1962); Morgan Sherwood, Big Game in Alaska: A History of Wildlife and People (New
Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1981); John Ise, Our National Park Policy: A Critical History (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Press, 1961); Gerald R. Wright, Wildlife Research and Management in the National
Parks (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1992); James B. Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife: Highlights in
Conservation Progress (Harrisburg, Pa.: Stackpole Co., 1961); Rick McIntyre, A Society of Wolves:
National Parks and the Battle Over the Wolf (Stillwater, Minn.: Voyageur Press, 1993).

3 Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas (Cambridge: Cambridge
Univ. Press, 1977); Thomas R. Dunlap, Saving America’s Wildlije (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press,
1988); Thomas R. Dunlap, “Values for Varmints: Predator Control and Environmental Ideas,
1920-1939,” Puicific Historical Review 53:2 (May 1984): 141-61; Thomas R. Dunlap, “Wildlife,
Science, and the National Parks, 1920-1940,” Pacific Historical Review 59:2 (May 1990): 187-202.
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national park policy decades earlier. I have attempted to explicate this story
using previously-uncombined archival materials and provide an Alaskan context
to demonstrate the extent to which protection of wolves by the Park Service was
a radical and unacceptable notion to a wide variety of people, from wealthy
eastern sportsman to the Alaska’s sourdoughs. The backlash against this notion
proved powerful enough to cause the Park Service to modify its wildlife
management ideals and actively seek to quiet its critics.

The wolf-sheep controversy is not a simple story. It involves animal
populations, economic and ecological forces, cultural attitudes, government
agencies, and an abundance of human emotion. The initial chapters of this thesis
provide background on the issues, agencies, people, and animals leading up to
the controversy. The first chapter addresses the history of the national parks and
park wildlife management in general, and specifically the creation of Mount
McKinley National Park. Chapter two introduces the wolf: its natural history,
role in human culture, and demise over the United States. The third chapter
examines how changes in some of Alaska’s large animal populations affected
Alaskan attitudes toward the wolf. The genesis of the wolf-sheep controversy
appears in the fourth chapter, as efforts by Alaskans to minimize wolves
encountered increasingly-favorable attitudes toward predators by the National
Park Service. With the wolves in McKinley Park thus receiving the benefits of a
protective philosophy, the fifth chapter details the pressures placed upon the
Park Service by opponents of wolf protection. Chapter six outlines the Park
Service response to pressures, culminating in their assignment of Adolph Murie
to study the ecology of predator and prey in McKinley Park and provide a

scientific rationale for game management. World War II interrupted the wolf-
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sheep controversy, but not the ongoing dynamics that led to its renewal after the
war when the issue moved to the halls of Congress; chapters seven and eight
cover these years. The ninth chapter brings the narrative to a close following
further attempts to reduce the park’s wolf population, and subsequent easing of
the pressure against the wolf. A final chapter presents analysis and conclusions

on the role of public opinion in shaping this history of policies and predators.

The four men assembled in the rain of August 1948, walking together in
the tundra hills of the park, spanned the range of twentieth-century attitudes
toward the wolf. One day they spotted a large grey male on the Teklanika River.
“‘For god'’s sake, kill it,” shouted Browne. ‘Wait a minute, let me see it,” exclaimed
Friedman. The wolf disappeared in the brush but he was briefly the object of
opposing philosophies.”#4 Differences of opinion and conflicts over wolf
management are still very much alive in Alaska, though the conflicts now center
on wolves outside Alaska’s national parks. Debate has increased in volume over
the introduction of wolves in other national parks where they once live, such as
Yellowstone. Again, the ecological issues hold far less importance than the
perception of the public. Reams of scientific research and expanded knowledge
of predator/prey interactions have not altered the fundamental questions: how
do we value animals, and how shall we coexist? The wolf-sheep controversy in
McKinley Park was the first national argument over wolves and marks a

significant turning point in our culture’s attitude toward them.

4 “Monthly Report of the Superintendent of Mount McKinley National Park to the
Director of the National Park Service,” August 1948 (hereafter Superintendent’s “Monthly
Report”). These are bound and available to the public at the Denali National Park and Preserve
library and files, hereafter designated DENA.
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CHAPTER 1

MT. McKINLEY, NATIONAL PARKS, AND PARK WILDLIFE

The Alaska Range stretches six hundred miles across the midsection of
south-central Alaska, a formidable barrier of glaciated mountains separating the
great valley of the Yukon River from tidewater at Cook Inlet and Prince William
Sound. Most of the mountain summits rise two miles above sea level, with a
central massif culminating in the 20,320 foot height of Mount McKinley and
17,400 foot Mount Foraker. The mountains bear the brunt of weather systems
sweeping northward unimpeded from the North Pacific, forcing the moist air
masses upward, cooling them and causing the release of tremendous amounts of
precipitation. The vegetation below three thousand feet is lush: poplar and birch
and spruce forests interrupted by bottomless bogs of muskeg in the summer
months and covered with a deep snowpack during the winter. The snowfall in
the high mountains feeds the huge south-flowing glaciers, remnants of the
kilometer-thick Pleistocene ice masses that once covered the area far beyond
today’s coastline.

The climatic influence of the mountains kept south-central Alaska
inhospitable for animal life during the Pleistocene, while at the same time
creating favorable conditions to the north. With the ocean’s moisture blocked,
interior Alaska remained free of extensive glaciation, with semiarid summers and
modest snows in winter. Twenty thousand years ago wind-swept grasslands
formed what we now call the Beringian steppe, an ecosystem that extended

contiguously to the Old World. Across the land connection to Asia came various
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types of herbivores now extinct: mammoth, steppe bison, ground sloths, camels
and horses. Accompanying the grazing animals came their predators, including
saber-toothed cats, short-faced bears, and humans. The warming of global
climate at the end of the Pleistocene caused the south-side glaciers to recede back
to the mountains, brought trees to interior Alaska, and an extinction of many of
the large mammal species, leaving the fauna we know today: the solitary moose
of the forests, the restless herds of caribou, the sheep of the crags, and the packs
of wolves roaming after their prey. While the broad valleys filled with trees, the
foothills on the north side of the mountains changed from grasslands to their
current tundra vegetation and continued to offer treeless expanses for abundant
grazing animals.1

The discovery of gold in the Yukon River drainage during the 1890s
brought an influx of Europeans and Americans to interior Alaska. Their travel
routes avoided confrontation with the Alaska Range, seeking ingress from the
Bering Sea up the Yukon River or from the fjords and passes that led into the
headwaters of the Yukon in Canadian territory. The town of Fairbanks sprang up
near the Tanana River in 1903, providing a base for nearby gold exploitation.
Lone prospectors and military surveyors seeking transportation routes and more
gold explored the rivers flowing down the north slopes of the mountains. While

they found few mineral resources, they did find the game animals.2

1 An introduction to Alaska’s geology and ice age life is found in the first two chapters of
Interior Alaska: A Journey Through Time (Anchorage: Alaska Geographic Society, 1986): Robert M.
Thorson, “The Ceaseless Contest,” and R. Dale Guthrie and Mary Lee Guthrie, “Pleistocene
Rhymes and Seasonal Reasons.” The moose colonized Alaska from the south, following the
spread of herbaceous browse.

2 A good starting point on late 19th century Alaska is Morgan Sherwood, Exploration of
Alaska, 1865-1900 (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1965). On Fairbanks, see the interesting but brief
book by Terrence Cole, Crooked Past: The History of a Frontier Mining Camp: Fairbanks, Alaska
(Fairbanks: Univ. of Alaska Press, 1991).
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Early white explorers consistently commented on the game to be found on
the north slope of the Alaska Range. The first group to traverse these slopes was
a U.S. Geological Survey party led by Alfred Hulse Brooks. In 1902 this group
started with pack horses from Cook Inlet, ascended the Susitna and Skwentna
Rivers, crossed the Alaska Range, and traveled northeast through the broad
tundra meadows to the Nenana River, which they took north to the Yukon River.
The arduous travel through the swamps and forests south of the Alaska Range
was in contrast to the ease of travel on the drier northern slopes, and they
commented that game animals there “were unusually plentiful. . . . The party
was never without fresh meat.”3 The following year federal judge James
Wickersham and four others attempted the first ascent of Mount McKinley,
approaching from Fairbanks after the ice left the rivers. Although the formidable
defenses of McKinley’s north wall—later named after the judge—prevented any
significant altitude gain, Wickersham wrote that the “beautiful, rolling grass-
lands and moss covered hills” made the area a “hunter’s paradise.”4 The year
1903 saw another attempt on Mount McKinley, the first by Frederick Cook, who
repeated the southern approach of the Brooks expedition, and Cook’s group
became the first to circumnavigate the McKinley massif. As they trekiked

northeast along the easy hills after failing to climb the mountain, Cook wrote,

3 Alfred H. Brooks, An Exploration to Mount McKinley, America’s Highest Mountain
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1904), 460.

4 James Wickersham, Old Yukon: Tales, Trails, Trials (Washington, D.C.: Washington Law
Book Co., 1938), 275. The broad Wickersham Wall, dominating the view of McKinley from
Wonder Lake, rises 14,000 feet in an unbroken forty degree slope, one of the largest mountain
walls in the world. It is infrequently ascended.
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“Here along the northern slope of the McKinley ground, we crossed the best
game country in America.”>

Reports of the white mountain sheep of the McKinley area drew to the
north a man who would play a central role in the establishment of Alaska’s first
national park, Charles Sheldon. A vigorous amateur naturalist and experienced
hunter, he was able to retire at a young age and pursue his hunting interests
undistracted by family or finances. His forays led him into the Sierra Madre
mountains of Mexico between 1898 and 1902, where he became fascinated by the
desert bighorns and sought specimens from different mountain ranges in the
Sonoran and Chihuahuan deserts. The wild Ovis became his passion, and he set
out to collect further species of sheep and other game along the western ranges.
Numerous trips were taken between 1904 and 1906 to the Canadian Rockies, the
Coast Ranges, Vancouver Island, and the distant ranges of Yukon Territory.6 He
had little in common with the typical guided hunter and earned commendation
the hard way, with a combination of physical prowess, enthusiasm, skills,

observational powers, and writing abilities. None other than George Bird

5 Frederick Cook, “Round Mount McKinley,” Bulletin of the American Geographical Society
36:6 (1904), 326. Further reading on the 1903 trip is found in Robert Dunn, The Shameless Diary of
an Explorer (New York: Outing Publishing, 1907), and To the Top of the Continent (New York:
Doubleday, 1908), Cook’s account of his successful summit attempt in 1906 from the southern
side of the range. Cook would go on to fleeting fame as the first ascender of Mount McKinley and
the first to the North Pole before being discredited as a fraud. A plethora of writings exist on
Cook; arguably the best analysis of his McKinley hoax is by Bradford Washburn, Adams Carter,
and Ann Carter, “Dr. Cook and Mount McKinley,” American Alpine Club Journal (1958): 1-30. An
updated bibliography by Washburn for the mountain is expected to be available in late 1994:
Mount McKinley and the McKinley Massif in the Literature, 1741-1989 (Fairbanks: University of
Alaska Press).

6 Accounts of the northern trips are in Charles Sheldon, The Wilderness of the North Pacific
Coast Islands (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1912), and The Wilderness of the Upper Yukon
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1911).
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Grinnell called him “our most famous big-game hunter,” significant praise
coming from hunting and conservation’s most respected authority.”

Sheldon hunted in the tradition of nineteenth century, when to study an
animal necessitated shooting it. Zoological societies sponsored many of his trips,
particularly the American Museum of Natural History, whose scientists needed
hides and bones to study and specimens to display. Vertebrate biology in the
early 1900s was not behaviorally oriented, as it would evolve, but largely
taxonomic, the classification of animals by morphological comparisons. Valuable
as Sheldon'’s field notes were, the scientists wanted tangible pieces of animals to
examine. The national pride of the Gilded Age affected naturalists as well as
politicians, and museum directors sought to build their collections of animals
from the globe’s most distant locales. Although Sheldon loved the thrill of the
stalk and the kill, he was far more than a hunter of trophies, and combined his
hunting skills with the aims of science. A gifted writer, Sheldon faithfully
recorded his observations by candlelight each evening, demonstrating an eye for
the variety and minutiae of the natural world as well as the game animals he so
patiently stalked.

Sheldon first visited the McKinley area in the summer of 1906. In
Fairbanks he engaged the services of two packers, including the well-regarded

Harry Karstens, who had come north with the gold rush and would gain later

7 From the “Introduction” of Charles Sheldon, The Wilderness of Denali (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1930), which was posthumously edited from his field journals by the
prominent biologists C. Hart Merriam and E.W. Nelson. Grinnell had ridden with Custer, spoke
several Plains Indian tongues, witnessed the bison’s demise, and returned to New York to edit
the influential magazine Forest and Stream; see John F. Reiger, American Sportsman and the Origin of
Conservation , 2nd ed. (Norman, Oklahoma: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 1986).
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renown as a member of McKinley’s first ascent party in 1913.8 The men traveled
by boats to the gold mining area of Kantishna, and pushed on with their pack
horses to the base of Mount McKinley. Alone, Sheldon climbed slopes near the
Peters Glacier to 8,900 feet, discovering remnants of both Wickersham’s and
Cook’s expeditions, and sat spellbound as avalanches roared down the
mountain’s flanks. In search of sheep, the party moved northeast along the
natural fault line that separates the high glaciated mountains from what became
known as the Outer Ranges, a lower belt of treeless hills that gave way to the
lowland forests to the north. Along their way they shot caribou for camp meat
and bgars for specimens, and eventually found the sheep that would make the
area world famous. As winter set in they left the area and Sheldon returned
south, yet his interest had been piqued; recognizing how little was really known
of the sheep, he vcwed to “return and devote a year to their study.”?

Harry Karstens again accompanied Sheldon on his return to the sheep
ranges. In August 1907 they built a small cabin on the Toklat River, caching
provisions and firewood for the winter. While still collecting museum specimens,
Sheldon attempted to learn the habits of the sheep and caribou and wrote
detailed field notes on all the mammals and birds of the area. His writings reveal
a man in the tradition of Thoreau and Muir, as he described the “wild sublimity
of the mountains . . . the haunting mystery and isolation of the deep recesses of
the unknown wilderness and . . . happiness so intense that not even the
imagination of a poetic genius could adequately express it.” Thoughts of making

this area a national park and game preserve were put into his journal on January

8 A brief and entertaining biography of Karstens by his protégé and later superintendent
of McKinley Park is Grant H. Pearson, The Seventy Mile Kid (Los Altos, Calif.: By the author, 1957).

9 Sheldon, Wilderness of Denali, 13-16, 103.
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12, 1908, when he anticipated the “enjoyment and inspiration visitors will
receive.”10 This consideration was preceded by discussions of the idea with
Karstens, beginning on the previous trip, about the “beauties of the country and
of the variety of the game and wouldn't it make an ideal park and game
preserve. . .. We would talk over the possible boundaries of a park and preserve
which we laid out practically the same as the present park boundaries.”11 After a
winter and summer of adventure and hunting, Sheldon was “leaving forever this
region . . . leaving the joys I have tried to describe,” but his sorrow was
mitigated by his commitment to seeing this area turned into a game preserve.12
Charles Sheldon returned from Alaska to New York City in August 1908
and proposed his idea for a national park in Alaska to his fellow members of the
Boone and Crockett Club, where he was the chair of the Game Committee.13 The
Boone and Crockett Club originated with 29-year old Theodore Roosevelt, fresh
back from his adventures in the west, during a dinner he hosted in December of

1887.14 Sport hunting, with its emphasis on codes of conduct and supposed

10 sheldon, Wilderness of Denali, 261, 272. The National Park Service would later name a
peak near the cabin Mount Sheldon.

11 Quoted in William Brown, A History of the Denali-Mt. McKinley Region, Alaska
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, National Park Service, 1991), 85.

12 gheldon, Wilderness of Denali, 385; Madison Grant, “The Establishment of Mt. McKinley
National Park,” in Hunting and Conservation: The Book of the Boone and Crockett Club, George Bird
Grinnell, ed. (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1925), 438.

13 Grant, Establishment of Mt. McKinley, 439.

14 The history, motives, members, and actions of the club are well described in James B.
Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife: Highlights in Conservation Progress (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania:
Stackpole Co., and the Boone and Crockett Club, 1961). This was revised as An American Crusade
for Wildlife (New York: Winchester Press, and the Boone and Crockett Club, 1975). The former
contains more material on Alaska, especially the role of the club in the early Alaska game laws of
1902, 1908, and 1925, and in its involvement with McKinley Park.
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character-building qualities of the pursuit, had a small following in America.
Disdained by the Puritans and fanciful to those seeking wild game as food, its
European roots were sustained in the fox hunting tradition of the social
aristocracy of the southern states.15 Ideas of gentlemanly behavior and hunting
for sport rather than food coincided with the depletion of game by market
hunters and the increasing distance from the cities one needed to go in order to
find any game. Roosevelt’s burgeoning interest in the new ideas of conservation
found an early outlet in the organization of like-minded men who could work
politically to promulgate ideas of fair play and legislative protection of animal
numbers. Membership in the Boone and Crockett Club was limited to one
hundred regular members, and one of the criteria was that a member had killed
at least one species of big game in “fair chase” (later increased to three species).
The club’s goals were to “promote manly sport with the rifle,” to promote
exploration, game preservation, and natural history knowledge, and to exchange
information among members.1é They were a homogenous group, being
gentlemen of the monied class, educated, traveled, and dominated by New
Yorkers; its membership was a who’s who of political and economic influence,
and the club has been considered the first group to effectively address national

conservation issues.l7 Alaskan issues had previously been addressed by the club,

15 Hans Huth, Nature and the Americans: Three Centuries of Changing Attitudes , 2nd ed.
(Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1990), 54-6.

16 Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 358, from the 1888 club constitution. See also Madison
Grant, “Brief History of the Boone and Crockett Club,” in Hunting at High Altitudes, George Bird
Grinnell, ed. (New York: Harper & Bros., 1913): 435-91.

17 Reiger, American Sportsmen, 120. East Coast hunting clubs formed as early as the 1850s,
but the Boone and Crockett led the way in taking their agenda to Congress; see Peter J. Schmitt,
Back to Nature: The Arcadian Myth in Urban America (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1969), 11-12.
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with its active involvement in the passage in Congress of protective game bills in
1902 and 1908. The memories of the depletion of western game herds was fresh
among sportsmen, and the Alaska Territory held the promise of acting with
foresight to prevent a recurrence. Much to the dismay of Alaskans, the club was
successful in establishing the precedent of federal control of Alaska’s game.18
Sheldon’s proposal for a McKirﬂey game reserve was enthusiastically endorsed
by the club after his address to the annual dinner on January 26, 1909, yet with an
upcoming presidential election the members decided to wait before bringing a
proposal to Congress.!?

In the interim, the Camp Fire Club of America, another New York
conservation group, included the creation of a national park in the McKinley area
on its agenda. Founded in 1897, this group was less concerned with hunting than
with camping skills, although its bylaws included working for the preservation
of forests and wildlife for future generations. As a way for men to escape on
weekends to its camp in Westchester County, the club maintained a local profile
until the formation of its conservation committee in 1909, when it began to
address national issues.20 The group had already worked with the Boone and
Crockett Club on related matters, such as the 1912 migratory bird legislation,21

but had developed its mission to save the game of Mount McKinley

18 Morgan Sherwood, Big Game in Alaska: A History of Wildlife and People (New Haven:
Yale Univ. Press, 1981), 32; Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 128-144.

19 Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 186.

20 George Reiger, “Golden Oldies,” Field & Stream 98:6 (October 1993): 18-20; Trefethen,
Crusade for Wildlife, 122.

21 Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 169. The 1912 Weeks-MacLean Law eliminated spring

hunting seasons and allowed the Secretary of Agriculture to impose closed seasons on particular
bird species.
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independently and in parallel fashion, due to the experience and insistence of
one of its members, Belmore Browne.

Browne's experiences in Alaska spanned his lifetime, from a boyhood
family steamer cruise in 1889 in the Panhandle, to climbing expeditions on
Mount McKinley, to advising the National Park Service on its wolf problems
after World War II. Browne established a national reputation as a painter and
Alaska provided many subjects, right up to his death in 1954 as he was painting
the background for a museum arrangement of Alaskan bears at Yale. Like
Sheldon, he first trekked through Alaska’s mountains as a specimen hunter for
the American Museum of Natural History in 1902 and 1903, gaining wilderness
skills and an interest in Mount McKinley.22

Browne’s first two expeditions to the mountain involved controversy. He
accompanied Frederick Cook on the 1906 trip for all but the most important part
of that expedition, when Cook made an unexpected final assault and claimed
victory. Another member of that expedition left behind while Cook dashed back
was Dr. Herschel Parker, a physics professor at Columbia University, with broad
experience in the Canadian Rockies. Both men were skeptical of the claimed
ascent, and in 1910 Parker and Browne retraced Cook'’s alleged route and
brought back tantalizing evidence that cast Cook’s claim into disrepute. When
the 1910 Sourdough Expedition’s failure to reach McKinley’s highest point
became known, Browne in 1912 again teamed up with Parker and Merl LaVoy

and mounted a strong attack on the peak, ascending from the north via the

22 Biographic information is from Michael S. Kennedy, “Belmore Browne and Alaska,”
Alaska Journal 3:2 (Spring 1973): 96-104, and Robert H. Bates, Mountain Man: The Story of Belniore
Browne (Clinton, N.J.: Amwell Press, 1988). The latter focuses mostly on Browne’s earlier years in
Alaska and on his subsequent painting career.

7 Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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Sourdough'’s route up the Muldrow Glacier. In one of the great disappointments
in mountaineering history, they were beaten back twice from within several
hundred yards of the summit by abrupt, vicious storms.23 The mountain was
finally climbed the following year by a party of four led by Episcopalian
Archdeacon Hudson Stuck, with much of the team’s strength and savvy resulting
from the inclusion of Harry Karstens on the team.24 Browne’s involvement with
McKinley was by no means over, yet following the 1912 expedition he returned
to the states, married, and pursued his writing and painting careers.25 At some
point upon his return from Alaska in 1912 he met with Secretary of the Interior
Fra 1klin K. Lane to discuss making McKinley a park, but the political situation
was not yet conducive to such an idea. Browne and the Camp Fire Club waited

for an appropriate opening.26

23 Details of Browne’s three McKinley expeditions are most easily found in his The
Congquest of Mount McKinley (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1913). The complete story of the
unique Sourdough Expedition, when four gold miners audaciously climbed the lower north
peak, can be found in Terrence Cole, ed., The Sourdough Expedition (Anchorage: Alaska Northwest
Publishing, 1985). A comprehensive work on all the early McKinley climbs is Terris Moore,
Mount McKinley: The Pioneer Climbs (Fairbanks: Univ. of Alaska Press, 1967). All the early
expeditions depended on the area’s abundant game for provisioning before tackling the actual
climbing.

24 The complete account of this trip is Hudson Stuck, The Ascent of Denali (Mount
McKinley), A Narrative of the First Complete Ascent of the Highest Peak in North America (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1914; reprinted The Ascent of Denali (Seattle: The Mountaineers, 1977).
The key ridge leading from the Muldrow Glacier to the upper reaches of the peak was later
named Karsten's Ridge, with the granite prominence at its head named Browne’s Tower.

25 Bates’ biography handsomely reproduces a collection of Browne’s paintings and
reprints of popular magazine articles. Browne wrote three adventure books directed at boys,
based on his experiences and stories collected in Alaska, all published by G.P. Putnam’s Sons :
The Quest of the Golden Valley: A Story of Adventure on the Yukon (1916), The White Blanket: The Story
of an Alaskan Winter (1917), and The Frozen Barrier: A Story of Adventure on the Coast of the Behring
Sea [sic] (1921).

26 Bates, Mountain Man, 179.
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Railroads had played an important role in helping establish and make
accessible previous national parks in the American West.?’ A railroad provided
the impetus for the creation of Mount McKinley National Park, though less for
reasons of tourist accessibility than fears of the railroad’s impact on the area’s
game populations. Alaska had gained territorial status through passage of an
organic act in 1912, which included the creation of a territorial legislature, as well
as the directive to build a railroad to Alaska’s interior to spur development of the
area’s coal and gold resources. Among several alternatives, the route from
Seward to Fairbanks was chosen, leading past the McKinley area via the Nenana
River canyon, one of the few breaks in the rampart of the Alaska Range. In 1914
President Wilson signed the Alaska Railroad Act, putting the federal government
in the place of private companies in the building and financing of the line.
Construction crews began laying track, and contractors were faced with the
problem of feeding workers in a region that lacked agriculture. Crews of hunters
supplied the railroad camps with meat, thereby threatening the game resources
that had already absorbed the demands of thousands of gold-seekers and the
growing populace of Fairbanks.

Market hunters in the United States were the “reapers of the primeval
crop,” playing a role parallel with prospectors or sodbusters.28 Occupational
hunting was made possible by the combination of urban populations, rail

shipping, and an initially-abundant resource availability. Commercial meat

27 See Alfred Runte, Trains of Discovery: Western Railroads and the National Parks (Flagstaff,
Ariz.: Northland Press, 1984).

28 Curt Meine, Aldo Leopold: His Life and Work (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1988),
18. A brief work containing interesting anecdotes is David and Jim Kimball, The Market Hunter
(Minneapolis: Dillon Press, 1969), with reminisces from Chesapeake Bay and Minnesota.
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hunting in the north started with the Klondike gold rush in 1898, as 30,000
stampeders intent on the diggings flooded into the Yukon valley and hunting as
an ancillary service industry became an economic necessity. The gold rush to
Fairbanks began in 1903, and by 1905 the town had eight thousand people at the
tenuous end of a supply line from Seattle. Miners testified to a federal
subcommittee about the absence of fresh meat except for wild game in the
interior, and freight rates by steamers brought the price of a fifty pound sack of
flour to $10.2° Caribou, the most widely distributed game animal, were the
“staples of the interior,” selling for as little as $.15/1b. in Fairbanks. Moose were a
similar price, while sheep meat was considered the premium fare, fetching
$.40/1b.30 Entrepreneurs tried to supply domestic meat: Jack Dalton drove
several herds of stock from tidewater on Lynn Canal over the mountains to Fort
Selkirk, where they were loaded onto scows and floated down the Yukon River
to Circle City and on to Fairbanks via the Tanana River. Two such herds arrived
in Fairbanks in 1906, comprising four hundred sheep, eighty cattle, and ten hogs.
While consumers were willing to pay higher prices for this meat, it failed to
curtail the sale of wild game. The local Tanana Valley Railroad, constructed in

1905 to supply the gold camps near Fairbanks, provided a precursor of what was

29 Congress, Senate, Subcommittee of Committee on Territories, Hearings on Conditions in
Alaska , 58th Cong., 2nd sess., 22 July 1903.

30 From Adolph Murie’s diary, 17 December 1940, from a conversation with a former
market hunter; A. Murie Collection, Box, “Field Notes on Wolves,” Rasmuson Library, University
of Alaska Fairbanks (hereafter RL).
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feared on a larger scale with the Alaska Railroad: in November 1907 alone, one
hunter shipped almost six thousand pounds of caribou.3!

Memories of the passenger pigeon and the “holocaust of the Great Plains”
involving the bison were still vivid in the minds of conservationists.32 A new
code of outdoor conduct called “sportsmanship” sought to offset the destruction
of game populations by substituting the virtues of hunting for pleasure by strict
rules.33 From the sportsman’s viewpoint, the market hunter was “disgusting . . .
selfish . .. unmanly . . . heartless,” a “disagreeable character that a well-bred
sportsman is likely to be thrown into contact with,” while the rural market
hunter perceived the imposition of class discrimination on the historically
egalitarian access to game.3 The sportsmen of the Boone and Crockett Club and
the Camp Fire Club decried market hunting and sought restrictive legislation
wherever it threatened game or bird populations. Few could fail to be moved by
descriptions of Alaska’s white sheep, where “a young ram, shot through the
neck, turns end for end and falls, and an old ewe, paunched by the same soft-

nosed messenger, staggers slowly downhill. The slaughter is on. . . . but a few

31 Audrey Loftus, “Tom Gibson—Meat Hunter,” The Alaska Sportsman 33:8 (August
1967): 20-21. This is a three part article on this trade, with the first installment in the June 1967
issue.

32 Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 134.

33 Sherwood, Big Game in Alaska, 20-2; Reiger, American Sportsnien, 28-9, 68-72. That
Alaska’s development and ability to feed itself imported foodstuffs lagged decades behind the
rest of the country was rarely appreciated by the eastern sportsmen.

34 James Tober, Who Owns the Wildlife? The Political Economy of Conservation in Nineteenth-
Century America (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1981), 46, 53. The first quote is from an 1851
publication. Tober frames his discussion using three groups: sportsmen, market hunters, and
landowners.
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frantic forms survive . ..”3% The threat to McKinley’s game herds caused by the
proximity of the Alaska Railroad’s tracks spurred the park proponents into
action.

Following a formal endorsement by the Boone and Crockett Club in
September 1915, Charles Sheldon wrote to Alaska’s Congressional delegate,
James Wickersham, inquiring about the latter’s views on the creation of a park.
Wickersham was not keen on inhibiting mineral exploration and development in
the Alaska Range, but Sheldon convinced him that the two were compatible and
that the game resource deserved protection. Shortly afterwards, Belmore Browne,
on behalf of the Camp Fire Club, traveled to Washington to propose park
legislation and was surprised to find that others had preceded him. The groups
quickly joined forces, and on April 16, 1916, Delegate Wickersham and Senator
Pittman of Nevada introduced identical bills to create a park.36

At a Senate hearing on May 5, 1916, were William Greeley and Belmore
Browne representing the Camp Fire Club, Charles Sheldon speaking for the
Boone and Crockett Club, and James Wickersham present on behalf of Alaska.3”
As with previous attempts to convince senators to create national parks,
proponents carefully noted that the area had few usable resources: it was
unsuitable for agriculture, would not attract homesteaders, had few mineral

resources, and no timber. Economic arguments highlighted the potential

35 From an article by Belmore Browne, “Where the White Sheep Roam,” Outing (May
1912); reprinted and quoted from Bates, Mountain Man, 243-257.

36 Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 187-90.

37 The following quotes are from the twenty-two pages of testimony of Congress, Senate,
Committee on Territories, Hearing on the Establishment of Mount McKinley National Park, 64th
Cong., 2nd sess., 5 May 1916.
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attraction to tourists: Greeley noted that with completion of the railroad the area
would be accessible in three weeks from New York, and Sheldon followed by
arguing that since the government was spending thirty million dollars to build
the railroad it should seek to “exploit everything that will be of value near that
railroad.” They also considered a park vital to preserve the game herds, to create
a sanctuary for breeding so there would be game to replenish adjacent
unprotected areas, a sanctuary Browne said was “beaten flat by the herds of big
game.” Numerous times in the questioning the scenic value of the glacier-clad
mountains was mentioned, but the overarching theme to the arguments
concerned the game animals, with the proposed park boundaries barely
including Mount McKinley itself, but reaching to the north to protect the Outer
Range where the caribou “gave one the impression of being on a cattle range in
the West.” Wickersham stated that Alaskans were in favor of the park as long the
prospectors could still hunt for their needs, and he was successful in obtaining
language in the bill that protected that right. Included in the testimony was a

written plea by Browne, who put the matter in unmistakable terms:

Slowly but surely the white man’s civilization is closing in, and already
sled loads of dead animals from the McKinley region have reached the
Fairbanks market. Unless a refuge is set aside in which the animals that
remain can breed and rear their young unmolested, they will soon
‘follow the buffalo.’

The park bill failed to pass in that Congress, due to a procedural delay in
the House. Further efforts on the bill’s behalf were evident as the Congressmen
returned to session in 1917, as they were presented with a copy of a National
Geographic article by Stephen R. Capps of the U.S. Geological Survey, in which he

outlined the “last chance for the people of the United States to preserve,
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untouched by civilization, a great primeval park in its natural beauty.”38 Capps
again raised the fear of commercial hunting, citing several hunters as saying that
1,500 to 2,000 sheep were taken from the area for the Fairbanks market each
winter. A National Parks Conference held for the benefit of legislators helped
sway votes, and with virtually no opposition the legislation passed on February
24. President Wilson signed it into law, reserving 2,200 square miles as Mount
McKinley National Park.

Little changed in the McKinley area, though, since Congress had not
appropriated any funds for personnel to protect the park. The territorial game
wardens ostensibly in charge of enforcement of game laws were notoriously lax
in their duties. The warden in Fairbanks was reportedly “perfectly helpless . . .
Everyone knows that he never made an arrest and never will. . .. Whenever I
went away on a trip he promptly went on a drunk.”3 A visiting easterner
described hunter’s cabins surrounded by heaps of “old antlers of sheep and
caribou, while the ground for several hundred yards around was well carpeted
with discarded skins of the same animals.”40 The Boone and Crockett Club and
the Camp Fire Club both submitted resolutions in 1919 urging an appropriation

for the park, but war debts were cited as the delay in funding.4! The actions of

38 Stephen Capps,“A Game Country Without Rival in America,” National Geographic 31
(1917): 69-84. Given the longevity of the phrase “last chance” in arguments for the preservation of
land areas in Alaska, it is amusing to speculate that this may have been its public origin.

39 O.]. Murie, Assistant Biologist and Fur Warden, to E.W. Nelson, Chief of the U.S.
Biological Survey, 26 October 1921; MS 51, Box 4, Folder 1, Alaska State Historical Library
(hereafter ASHL).

40 william N. Beach, In the Shadow of Mt. McKinley (New York: Derrydale Press, 1931),
211.

41 Brown, History of Denali, 94.
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the sportsmen’s groups finally came to fruition in 1921, with an eight thousand
dollar appropriation. At the urging of Charles Sheldon, repaying debts to his
faithful packer, Harry Karstens was appointed the first superintendent of the

park.42

The national park system has been called one of the few ideas originating
in the United States of “world-wide significance,” and many countries have
adopted similar types of park areas.43 The park system has roots in European
tradition, where the aristocracy reserved areas of undisturbed nature for the
hunting pleasure of nobility.#¢ By the early 1800s European countries had
established urban park areas for public use, an idea adopted in the planning and
creation of numerous city parks in America by the late nineteenth century as part
of an increasing appreciation for nature by urban planners.4> The New World
had the opportunity to create what Europe could not, however, as vast tracts of
public lands undisturbed by agriculture, resource extraction, or white settlement
became available for dispensation by the federal government. Preserving natural
areas for public use, far from urban centers, became the distinctly American

contribution to park variety.

42 Sheldon to George B. Grinnell, 5 March 1917; Stephen Mather to Sheldon, 27 January
1921, Sheldon Collection, Box 2, RL. See also Brown, History of Denali, 135-7.

43 John Ise, Our National Park Policy: A Critical History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press,
1961), 1; William Everhart, The National Park Service (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1983),
Chapter 11, “Parks Around the World.”

44Michael J. Bean, The Evolution of National Wildlife Law (New York: Praeger, 1983), 10-11.

45 Huth, Nature and the Americans, 65-9; Schmitt, Back to Nature, 70.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



27

The underlying ideals for a national park system took several decades to
evolve, although several patterns can be discerned in the post-Civil War era.
While Yellowstone is celebrated as our first national park, having been withheld
from private development in 1872, the precedent had been set eight years earlier
in a Congressional act placing the Yosemite Valley under the management of the
California governor for “public use, resort and recreation.”46 Yellowstone began
and remained under federal control, however, and became the paradigm of an
American national park: of large size, located in the West, seemingly unsuited for
agriculture or industry, and containing curiosities of geology and topography
that conformed to a scenic ideal of monumentalism.4” Lacking a clear mandate or
an administrative structure in Washington, D.C. to coordinate these new land
areas, the early parks were primarily the creations of activist individuals with
particularly local interests rather than “agencies, groups or prescient plans.”48
While in later years the national parks would be viewed as a democratic
American reaction to the closed and guarded European hunting preserves—
author Wallace Stegner called the nation’s parks “absolutely American,

absolutely democratic”4—there were few people other than the wealthy who

46 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale Univ.
Press, 1973), 148.

47 This principle, along with that of park withdrawals being approved by Congress only
if the lands were considered to be essentially worthless, forms the backbone of Alfred Runte’s
National Parks: The American Experience, 2nd ed. (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1987).
Additional views are available in “The National Parks: A Forum on the ‘Worthless Lands’
Thesis,” Journal of Forest History 27:3 (July 1983): 130-145.

48 Jenks Cameron, The National Park Service: Its History, Activities, and Organization (New
York: AMS Press, 1974), 8; originally No. 11 of Service Monographs of the United States
Government, 1922; Everhart, The National Park Service, 9.
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were involved in the creation of the parks or in their use, since parks were far
away and accessible only by train travel. Ultimately, the creation of a federal
administrative unit for national parks came from a need to define their role in the
spectrum of public lands.

Proposals to create a park management bureau began in 1900, but little
effective action ensued for a number of years.>0 Chief opponent to the creation of
a park service had been Gifford Pinchot, Theodore Roosevelt’s Chief Forester and
ideologue for the ideal of utilitarian conservation. Pinchot opposed mere
preservation of lands, especially for recreational purposes, believing that
scientific development for commercial purposes was the best use of lands and
resources, and he sought to place the national parks within the jurisdiction of the
Forest Service and Department of Agriculture.’1 However, the utilitarian
conservationists lacked support from the burgeoning ranks of aesthetes who

increasingly sought to preserve lands from the economic activities of timber

49 Quoted in John C. Freemuth, Islands Under Siege: National Parks and the Politics of
External Threats (LLawrence, Kans.: University of Kansas Press, 1991), vi. In 1927 a Socialist
Representative from Wisconsin, Victor Berger, proposed legislation that would establish in each
state a national park and national forest, but this went against the arguments that only certain
areas were worthy of elevation to national park status; see Ise, National Park Policy, 299.

50 The most detailed account of the creation of the National Park Service is Donald C.
Swain, “The Passage of the National Park Service Act of 1916,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 50:1
(Autumn 1966): 4-17. Other accounts are in Cameron, National Park Service; Ise, National Park
Policy; Runte, National Parks; Horace Albright, The Birth of the National Park Service: The Founding
Years, 1913-33 (Salt Lake City: Howe Brothers, 1985); Ronald A. Foresta, America’s National Parks
and Their Keepers (Washington, D.C.: Resources for the Future, 1984); Robert Shankland, Steve
Mather of the National Parks , 2nd ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970); Donald C. Swain,
Wilderness Defender: Horace M. Albright and Conservation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1970).

51 A complete examination of this attitude is in Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the
Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 1890-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard Univ.
Press, 1959).
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companies, ranchers, miners, and irrigation developers.>2 Pinchot went out of
office after the election of President Taft, clearing the way for legislation in 1910
to create a park service. This remained blocked for several years by a
combination of Pinchot-trained Forest Service men and western congressmen,
until Interior Secretary Lane enlisted wealthy California businessman Steven
Mather for the parks campaign in 1915. A mountain-climbing Sierra Club
member, Mather brilliantly used his business contacts, the popular media, and
his flair for promotional trips to unify the preservation-minded groups in the
cause of aesthetic conservation. President Wilson signed a National Park Service
Act on August 25, 1916, unifying the existing twelve national parks and nineteen
national monuments under the Department of Interior, with Mather becoming
the first service director, a post he would hold until 1929.

The early national parks owed their existence to scenic features rather than
protection of wildlife. Yellowstone was created to highlight its geysers and
canyons, not its fauna, and its enabling legislation prohibited only “wanton”
destruction of wildlife, while allowing hunting, trapping, and fishing for park
residents or visitors.53 Sawmills in 1877 in the park’s vicinity, for example,
requested 20,000 pounds of meat for their workers, and the little-trodden hills of

Yellowstone were obvious destinations of the market hunters.5¢ Civilian

52 Donald C. Swain, Federal Conservation Policy, 1921-1933 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1963), 5.

53 Ise, National Park Policy, 19. His biographer would credit the eventual Park Service
Director Horace Albright, Mather’s young assistant, with aggressively protecting Yellowstone’s
wildlife during Albright’s 1920s superintendency in the park; see Swain, Wilderness Defender, 169.
Adolph Murie, though, in a diary entry during a national park conference (21 September 57)
quoted Albright as saying “our wilderness friends say that Yellowstone was created to save
wilderness and wildlife. That is not so. It was created to save the natural wonders, the geysers,
and the canyon.” A. Murie Collection, Box 11, Folder “Old Notes on Fish,” RL.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



30

administration was unable to curtail the pervasive vandalism and poaching, and
in 1886 the First Cavalry of the U.S. Army assumed control of the park. They
diminished harmful activities by visitors, but could do little more than expel
miscreants from the park, for no laws existed by which they could be
prosecuted.>5 George Bird Grinnell, through his Forest and Stream magazine, had
since the late 1870s urged the protection of Yellowstone’s animals, particularly
the bison, which had been hunted almost to extinction. He articulated the
benefits of creating a game sanctuary that would allow the surplus animals,
breeding undisturbed in the park, to spill out into the adjacent areas that had
been depleted by hunters, an idea that would later be applied to the McKinley
area.’® A measure of protection was received with the passage of legislation in
1894 which banned the killing of birds and animals in Yellowstone.

Aside from such champions as Grinnell, park fauna were secondary to the
scenery. Director Mather regarded parks as being “for the people,” and he had
little sense of a wildlife ideal until late in his administration, when he “came to
see that wildlife, like everything else in a national park, should be maintained in
as nearly natural conditions as possible.”57 Mather and his assistant, Horace

Albright, had been given charge of a park system that had “accumulated” rather

54 Reiger, American Sportsmen, 104. Conventional histories of U.S. conservation invoke
the early names of Thoreau, Marsh, Muir, Pinchot, and Roosevelt; Reiger’s work argues for
recognition of the hunting and fishing fraternity’s inspiration for much of conservation’s success.

55 Aubrey Haines, The Yellowstone Story: A History of Our First National Park, vol.2
(Yellowstone Library and Museum Association, in cooperation with Colorado Associated Univ.
Press, 1977), 55; Ise, National Park Policy, 582.

56 Reiger, American Sportsnien, 99-104. Grinnell is the central figure of Reiger’s book,
written in part to provide recognition for a previously-ignored figure in American conservation.

57 Swain, Wilderness Defender, 53; Shankland, Steve Mather, 271; Ise, National Park Policy,
320.
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than being systematicaliy planned, and their quest for appropriations from
Congress necessitated clear goals for the Park Service.8 This resulted in a set of
principles published in a 1918 letter from Interior Secretary Lane to Mather,
which established the ambiguous language of the parks being maintained “in
absolutely unimpaired form for the use of future generations,” yet preserved for
the “use, observation, health, and pleasure of the people.” The only animals
mentioned in these park principles were cattle, which were permitted to graze in
all parks except Yellowstone.5? Albright realized the public appeal of visible
wildlife after becoming the superintendent at Yellowstone, and he established a
small display of caged animals and nightly bear feedings at hotel garbage
dumps, complete with bleachers for tourists.®0 For Park Service administrators,
the lesson was clear: grand scenery was good, but scenery and animals were
better.

Predators were not included in the animals protected in national parks.
Organized efforts to eliminate wolves, coyotes, and mountain lions had occurred -
since the 1890s in Yellowstone. After the resumption of civilian control in the
park in 1915, rangers worked specifically on predator control, adding bobcats,

foxes, minks, weasels, otters, and fishers to the list of undesirable park animals.6!

58 Foresta, America’s National Parks, 11.

59 The full text of the 1918 principles can be found in Ise, National Park Policy, 194-5. Ise,
like most authors, thought that Mather probably wrote the letter, but Albright claims authorship
in his autobiography, Birth of the National Park Service, 69-73.

60 Swain, Wilderness Defender, 170.

61 John Weaver, The Wolves of Yellowstone: History, Ecology, and Status (National Park
Service, Natural Resources Report No. 14, 1978), 7; Victor H. Cahalane, “The Evolution of
Predator Control Policy in the National Parks,” Journal of Wildlife Management 3:3 (July 1939): 230-
1.
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Following the creation of the National Park Service in 1916, Director
Stephen Mather understood the need to cultivate a public image for the parks
and realized that public support—particularly from the sportsmen’s groups, who
were essential to retain as local allies—would follow from a policy that protected
game animals and minimized predators. The Bureau of Biological Survey was
conveniently poised to assist in clearing parks of predators, as this agency had
taken responsibility for predator control on federal lands. A cooperative
agreement was signed in 1918 between the Park Service and the Biological
Survey to aid in the “extermination of wolves, coyotes, and mountain lions” in
Yellowstone.62 Its wolves soon became virtually a memory: the last ones killed
were two pups in 1926, making a total of 136 in the previous twelve years, and
wolves were sighted only occasionally in subsequent years.63 The last cougar was
killed in 1925, and coyote control continued until 1934, when predator control
was formally halted in all national parks. Public opinion pressures soon forced a
revision of this protection in Mount McKinley National Park, however.

Similar patterns of predator control prevailed in other national parks. A
trapping and poisoning campaign in Glacier National Park in the 1920s almost
eliminated its wolves, although occasional sightings continued.6* The same
decade saw the elimination of wolves from Crater Lake, Death Valley, Grand

Teton, Mount Rainier, Olympic, Rocky Mountain, Sequoia, Yosemite, and Grand

62 Quoted in Alston Chase, Playing God in Yellowstone: The Destruction of America’s First
National Park (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1987), 123.

63 Cahalane, “Evolution of Predator Control,” 234-5; Weaver, Wolves of Yellowstone, 11.
64 Francis J. Singer, “Status and History of Timber Wolves in Glacier National Park,
Montana,” in The Behavior and Ecology of Wolves: Proceedings of the Symposium on the Behavior and

Ecology of Wolves Held in Wilmington, N.C. 23-24 May, 1975, edited by Erich Klinghammer, 19-42.
(New York: Garland STPM Press, 1979), 28-9.
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Canyon parks, despite Director Mather’s 1926 statement that “it is contrary to the
policy of the Service to exterminate any species native to a park area.”¢5 Such
campaigns had less to do with malevolence on behalf of the Park Service
administration than with the need to follow dominant public attitudes—and
hence continue Congressional appropriations—and ignorance of the functioning
of biologic systems. Predator control was firmly in the tradition of progressive
conservation, for wolves, coyotes, and pumas had no economic value while
livestock and hunting ranges adjacent to national parks did. Priorities for the
Park Service involved protecting their lands from such obvious threats as logging
and mining; nature was considered robust and able to take care of itself.66

For the tourist wishing to observe game animals, Yellowstone’s managers
deserved commendation, for in the absence of hunting and the diminution of
predators the elk, bison, and sheep had multiplied into a spectacle available
nowhere else. However, park boundaries had not been drawn with regard to its
animals, and with their ancestral winter ranges blocked by ranches (whose
owners expected the government to keep the game out of the hayfields), the
animals were forced to stay on inferior winter ranges and soon degraded their
limited forage. Attempts to cull elk populations by shipping them away for
transplant into nearby national forests was costly and insufficient to stop the
growing population.5’ Harsh winters in 1916-17 and 1919-20 caused the death of

thousands of elk (an estimated 14,000 in the latter), yet public opinion would not

65 Wright, Wildlife Research and Management, 138; Cahalane, “Evolution of Predator
Control,” 235.

66 Foresta, America’s National Parks, 98.

67 Haines, Yellowstone Story, Vol. 2,79.
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tolerate liberalized hunting regulations, preferring instead to support feeding
programs, which only perpetuated high herd numbers.68 The Park Service was
caught in the conventional dichotomy between ‘game’ and ‘vermin,” and the
sanctuary of Yellowstone looked more and more like a trap for its grazing
animals.

A further jolt to prevailing game management models followed in
Arizona. The Kaibab National Forest flanks Grand Canyon National Park to the
north and south, and following several trips in the area to hunt pumas, President
Roosevelt in 1906 created a national game preserve to protect the deer herd on
the northern plateau, estimated to number four thousand. A reduction of
domestic grazing combined with predator control by forest rangers followed,
and between 1907 and 1924 the estimated take of predators consisted of 679
pumas, 3,025 coyotes, 21 wolves, and 120 bobcats.®® The deer expanded to an
estimated 100,000 by 1924, and sixty percent of them died during the following
two winters. Range denudation had been reported by 1918, but
recommendations to expand sport hunting had been ignored, while predator
reduction continued by wildlife managers caught in the trap of Pinchot-era
conservation philosophies.”® Ever the promoter, Park Service Director Stephen
Mather opposed culling the herd because they were a tourist attraction adjacent

to his national park, and public sentiment disallowed bullets as a control

68 Chase, Playing God in Yellowstone, 20. The National Parks Association, founded in 1919
to champion park causes, found its first public challenge in Yellowstone’s elk situation, and

considered its defeat of hunting proposals to be a victory; see John Miles, “Charting the Course,”
National Parks 67:11-12 (November-December 1993), 40.

69 John P. Russo, The Kaibab Deer Herd: Its History, Problems, and Management (Phoenix:
Arizona Game and Fish Department, Wildlife Bulletin No. 7, 1964), 126.

70 Worster, Nature's Economy, 270.
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measure despite unequivocal evidence of the damage to the flora needed by the
deer for survival. A too-late effort by government hunters to cull excess deer in
1928 met with opposition from sportsman, animal lovers, and Arizona’s
governor and game wardens.”! Exemplifying the utilitarian stance of the Forest
Service, its officers continued to urge predator control by arguing that Grand
Canyon National Park would serve as a breeding ground for predators who
would leave the park’s environs to hunt in the game preserve.”2 While
subsequent wildlife biologists have questioned the validity of the simplified
story of predator-prey relations on the Kaibab Plateau,”3 the drama of the wolf-
less forest littered with starving deer provided game wardens with “the greatest
lesson of their lives” in animal mismanagement.74

Yellowstone and the Kaibab were the most prominent examples of the
problems facing wildlife managers as the National Park Service attempted to set
policies and establish practices concerning park fauna. Mount McKinley National

Park holds a special place in park history, created not to protect its scenic

71 Swain, Federal Conservation Policy, 50; Russo, Kaibab Deer Herd, 49; Dunlap, Saving
America’s Wildlife, 67.

72 From the 1932 Game Report of the Kaibab National Forest, quoted in Russo, Kaibab Deer
Herd, 126-7.

73 See Graeme Caughley, “Eruption of Ungulate Populations, with Emphasis on
Himalayan Thar in New Zealand,” Ecology 51:1 (Wnter 1970): 53-72. Caughley prefaces his thar
study with a discussion of the evolution of the story of the Kaibab deer into something akin to a
myth, and reasons that deer population estimates of the time were too speculative to conclude an
obvious cause-effect relationship between predator control and prey population explosion.
Donald Worster is one who accepted the classical tale to support his story of the role of predators
in the development of ecology; Nature’s Economy, 271. Thomas R. Dunlap sketches the effect of
the simplified lessons of the Kaibab story on first and second generation game managers in “That
Kaibab Myth,” Journal of Forest History 32:2 (April 1988): 60-8.

74 Quote by Arizona Game Warden K.C. Kartchner, in Barry C. Park, “Problems From
Creation of Refuges for Big Game,” in Transactions df the Eighth North American Wildlife Conference
(Washington, D.C.: Wildlife Management Institute, 1943), 342.
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wonders but for its wildlife. It had been established upon the urging of
sportsmen to provide a refuge for its game animals from human hunters.
Protecting the sheep and caribou from wolves followed without question, since
predators had been eliminated from other parks in consonance with prevailing
attitudes and practices. The Park Service attempted to protect McKinley Park’s
wolves in the 1930s and found itself embroiled in controversy, for in the long

history of humans and wolves a protective attitude had no precedent.
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CHAPTER 2

WOLVES, HUMANS, AND PREDATOR CONTROL

The dog family, Canidae, of the order Carnivora, includes the dingo,
jackal, foxes, coyote, wolf, and domestic dog.1 Current theory holds that dogs
descended from tamed canids in various regions of the world some twelve
thousand years ago.2 Taming became domestication as humans began controlling
breeding patterns to produce varying types of dogs for specific purposes,
resulting in their extreme range of physical forms and functions. While dogs can
be bred not only to protect livestock from other canids but also to hunt them,
dogs, wolves, and coyotes have virtually identical molecular protein and
chromosomal structures which allow interbreeding and viable offspring, thus
blurring the definition of species differentiation.3

The wolf, Canis lupus, originally ranged across the Northern Hemisphere
from the Arctic coasts to the Arabian peninsula and subcontinent of India,

making it an extraordinarily successful species, second only to human mammals

1 An effective summary of this family is in Jennifer W. Sheldon, Wild Dogs: The Natural
History of the Nondomestic Canidae (San Diego: Academic Press, 1992); extensive bibliography.

2 Howard J. Stains, “Distribution and Taxonomy of the Canidae,” in The Wild Canids:
Their Systematics, Behavioral Ecology, and Evolution, ed. M.W. Fox (New York: Van Nostrand
Reinhold, 1975), 6.

3 U.S. Seal, “Molecular Approaches to Taxonomic Problems in the Canidae,” in The Wild
Canids: Their Systematics, Behavioral Ecology, and Evolution, ed. M.W. Fox (New York: Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1975), 37; A.B. Chiarelli, “The Chromosomes of the Canidae,” in The Wild
Canids: Their Systematics, Behavioral Ecology, and Evolution, ed. M.W. Fox (New York: Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1975), 43.
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in the size of its global range.# The British Isles, the less mountainous countries of
northwest Europe, Scandinavia, and Japan no longer host the wolf, but it still
roams in most of its Eurasian range.5 While North Americans consider the wolf a
symbol of the distant and inaccessible northern wilderness, in eastern Europe
and Italy wolves are seen on the outskirts of cities, a difference resulting from
North America’s more vigorous and organized wolf-hunting tactics.6 Thirty-two
subspecies are recognized worldwide for C. lupus, generally categorized
according to geographic areas, with gradations between types occurring at the
boundaries of their ranges.” A separate species of wolf is recognized in the
southcentral United States, the red wolf C. rufus (or niger); an estimated three
hundred individuals currently live in a small area on the Texas-Louisiana Gulf
Coast.8 The gray wolf, C. lupus, originally ranged across the continent as far
south as the central Mexican highlands, but it has been extirpated over much of
its range, with extant populations in northeastern Minnesota, Lake Superior’s Isle

Royale National Park, Montana’s Glacier National Park, and perhaps in the

4 Sheldon, Wild Dogs, 39.

5 Erkki Pulliainen, “Wolf Ecology in Northern Europe,” ibid., 292-99, passim; L. David
Mech, The Wolf: The Ecology and Behavior of an Endangered Species, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Univ. of
Minnesota Press, 1981), 32.

6 Erik Zimen and Luigi Boitani, “Status of the Wolf in Europe and the Possibilities of
Conservation and Reintroduction,” in The Behavior and Ecology of Wolves: Proceedings of the
Symposium on the Behavior and Ecology of Wolves Held in Wilmington, N.C. 23-24 May, 1975, edited
by Erich Klinghammer (New York: Garland STPM Press, 1979), 45.

7 Mech, The Wolf, 30. Subspecies definitions are a matter of dispute among taxonomists;
an early and still-cited attempt to summarize these is Edward A. Goldman, “Classification of
Wolves,” Part II of Stanley P. Young's The Wolves of North America (Washington, D.C.: American
Wildlife Institute, 1944).

8 G.A. Riley and R.T. McBride, “A Survey of the Red Wolf (Canis rufus),” in The Wild
Canids,: Their Systematics, Behavioral Ecology, and Evolution, ed. M.W. Fox, (New York: Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1975), 264-5.
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Yellowstone area. Canada and Alaska both host considerable populations, with
wolf numbers in the latter estimated as high as twenty-five thousand.? Previous
works listed four subspecies of C. lupus in Alaska, but a more recent examination
of this issue concludes that only two subspecies are justified, the wolf of
southeastern Alaska (C. . ligoni) and of the interior and tundra (C. I.
pambasileus).10

The wolf is the largest canid and averages from 80 to 100 pounds, with a
record weight of 175 pounds recorded for an Alaskan specimen.1! They stand 26
to 32 inches tall and 4.5 to 7.5 feet in length. The pelage can vary from white to
black, including buff and reddish tones, with the thickness of underfur
corresponding to the wolf’s geographic range, thicker in northern areas. Large
feet allow for travel in deep snow, and on hard surfaces wolves can attain speeds
up to forty-five miles per hour. Powerful jaws, slashing canine teeth, a keen nose,
and sensitive ears comprise an expressive face, similar to that of the husky sled
dog.

Wolves are social animals, exhibiting many traits that make dogs so useful
to humans: recognition of hierarchy, a cooperative spirit, and ties that can be

called affectionate. Wolf packs function primarily to increase the ability to kill

9 Mech, The Wolf, 33. The following basic information about the wolf is summarized from
this text. Written by a scientist of worldwide renown, this is the best single source of information
about this animal. The literature on the wolf is extensive and best documented in Erich
Klinghammer, Monty Sloan, and De Wayne R. Klein, Wolf Literature References: Scientific and
General Books and Articles Listed Alphabetically by Author (Battle Ground, Indiana: North American
Wildlife Park Foundation, Inc., 1990); this group provides addenda at two year intervals.

10 gyerre Pedersen, “Geographical Variation in Alaskan Wolves (Canis lupus 1.)” (M.S.
thesis, University of Alaska Fairbanks, 1978).

11 Young, Wolves of North America, 69. This wolf was taken in 1939 by professional wolf
hunter Frank Glaser, who subsequently played a role in wolf control programs in Mount
McKinley National Park.
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prey animals much larger than individual wolves. Packs are typically two to
eight individuals, although groups of up to thirty-six have been reliably
reported. The nucleus of a pack is a breeding pair, the so-called alpha male and
female, and the pack is built by their offspring. Four to six pups form an average
litter, born in a den in the spring. Social bonding is enhanced by the participation
of all pack members in the raising of young, whether by feeding or playing. Wolf
packs are largely territorial; in the north where caribou are the primary prey
these territories can be many hundreds of square miles in size.

The wolf’s ecological niche, or “its place in the grand scheme of things,"”12
is to be a predator upon large mammals in the Northern Hemisphere, a role
shared only with the large cats and to a certain extent with humans. Wolves will
eat carrion if available, making them susceptible to poisoning; they will drive
other animals, such as grizzly bears, away from food sources; they will eat
virtually anything that moves, from flightless ducks taken from their nests to
domestic dogs; they will eat each other, if one is wounded, trapped, or dying; but
their physical and social structures have evolved for the pursuit, capture, and
digestion of large prey. The most important prey species are hares and rabbits,

beaver, deer, mountain sheep, elk, moose, and caribou.13

12 Paul Colinvaux, Why Big Fierce Animals are Rare: An Ecologist’s Perspective (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1978), 11. Numerous textbooks on ecology are available; this
condensation of ecological principles is brief and informative.

13 Farley Mowat, with his purportedly-factual book Never Cry Wolf (New York: Dell
Publishing, 1963) and the 1981 movie of the same name, can be credited—or blamed—with the
misconception that wolves exist in large part on mice, a species much less the subject of human
sympathy than the more charismatic megafauna. After reviewing a number of wolf stomach-
content studies, Mech concludes that “in the total perspective of the wolf’s food habits, predation
on small animals is seen to play only a minor role . . .” The Wolf, 180. Perspective on Mowat’s
work can be found in A. W. F. Banfield, “Review of F. Mowat's Never Cry Wolf,” Canadian Field
Naturalist 78:1 (1964): 52-54; D. H. Pimlott, “Review of F. Mowat’s Never Cry Wolf,” Journal of
Wildlife Management 30:1 (1966): 236-37; Jim Rearden, “Fairy Tales and Wolves,” Alaska 51:1
(January 1985): 27, 74-5.
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The hunting behavior of wolves has been the subject of centuries of
misconception; only since the 1940s have scientists produced dispassionate
observations. Former government predator hunter Stanley Young collected many
of these folk tales, such as how wolves would chase prey all night until the prey
fell to exhaustion, a tactic never witnessed and verified.14 To be successful—to
live long and breed often—a predator must gain more calories from its prey than
it expends in pursuit of the prey, which means that wolves will kill whatever
individual of a prey population is most readily available. Many hunting trips
result in failure: in an aerial study of a wolf pack on Isle Royale over the course of
three winters, David Mech observed 131 encounters between wolves and moose,
yet only six moose kills resulted.’> A modern misconception concerning wolves
is that they prey only on the sick, diseased, inferior, or old animals; while these
may be the easiest animals to catch, and thus constitute the bulk of the kills,
wolves are capable of killing healthy adults of any prey species.16 Domestic
livestock, lacking the natural defenses of wild prey, are easy subjects of wolf
attacks, producing the fundamental conflict between pastoral humans and wild

wolves.17 The wolf is an animal that has far transcended its ecological niche as

14 Young, Wolves of North America, 74. This book is an uncritical compilation of wolf
information, interesting now for insight into human attitudes toward the wolf before modern
predator science. Although Young spent many years in wolf control work, he admitted he would
hate to see them totally eliminated from the continent.

15 The complete study is David Mech, The Wolves of Isle Royale, Fauna Series No. 7
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, National Park Service, 1966).

16 A summary of research on this question in Alaska can be found in Ronald Skoog,
“Ecology of the Caribou in Alaska” (Ph.D. diss., Univ. of California-Berkeley, 1968), 612-14.

17 Barry Lopez's intriguing book is unequaled for addressing the complex role the wolf
has played in the human world, and how our attitudes have been reflected in actions against the
wolf; Of Wolves and Men (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1978).
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the focus of a rich mythology and superstition. European settlers brought not
only new prey species to the wolves of North America, but ancient fears, deeply-

embedded folklore, and the ability to eliminate the wolf as a competitor.

Paleolithic humans and wolves shared some characteristics as competitors
for their prey: small social groups of hunters, roaming the landscape around a
fixed home in search of animal prey, working together in order that the group
should eat and raise their young.18 Ethnologic studies, both of vanished and
extant hunting societies, indicate admiration, respect, and emulation of wolves
by human hunters. Numerous religious ceremonies of Native Americans
revolved around the totem of the wolf, who could imbue human hunters with
strength and courage.1? The wolf became the enemy when Neolithic humans
adopted the pastoral existence in the Middle East, with the vulnerable herds of
livestock being not only a food source, but also representative of social prestige
and wealth.20 The Christian symbolism that emerged from Judea reflected the
wolf as competitor and destroyer: unfaithful leaders of the Israelites were “in the
midst of her [Israel] like wolves tearing the prey” (Ezekiel 22: 27), and the Savior
to the Israelites would alter the world so radically that “The wolf also shall dwell
with the lamb” (Isaiah 11: 6). The Christ that came served as the Shepherd to his

flock in need of protection from the beasts of idolatrous society that would

18 1bid., 85.

19 Robert Stephenson and Robert T. Ahgook, “The Eskimo Hunter’s View of Wolf
Ecology and Behavior,” in The Wild Canids, 288; Encyclopedia of Religion, 1987 ed., s.v. “Wolves,”
by Ann Dunnigan.

20 Erik Zimen, The Wolf: A Species in Danger, irans. Eric Mosbacher (New York: Delacorte
Press, 1981), 295.
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destroy Christ’s kingdom. He warned His disciples, as He sent them out to
preach in the towns, that “I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves”
(Matthew 10: 16), and that His protection would be temporary, for “after my
departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock” (Acts 20:
29). The wolf would be associated with the Devil, who dwelt in the wilderness,
and the Christian duty was to eliminate both. Such associations continued in the
Medieval church and related literature: the narrator of Dante’s Inferno, beginning
his spiritual journey in the shadowed forest, encounters a she-wolf that has
“already brought despair to so many;” for the aspirant to “leave this savage
wilderness,” the wolf must be sent “back again to Hell.”21 Such metaphorical use
of the wolf as a creature of dread and death fixed the dominant image of the wolf
into the collective subconscious until the late twentieth century.22

The depth of wolf antipathy was likely reached in pre-Renaissance
Europe, as the Black Death of the late 1340s and the subsequent Hundred Years
War resulted in lands being abandoned, shrinking human populations, and
likely expanding wolf numbers, who were popularly supposed to feed upon
cadavers on the outskirts of the walled cities.23 As human population rebounded
in the 1400s, the forests of Europe diminished as lands were reclaimed or cleared
anew; the remaining forests became the playgrounds of the aristocracy, who

came to regard the forest as sylvan rather than savage,2? especially when they

21 Dante Alighieri, Inferno, trans. Allen Mandelbaum (Berkeley, University of California
Press, 1980), 1-6.

22 Lopez, Of Wolves and Men, 208, 210.
23 Ibid., 208, 228.

24 Matt Cartmill, A View to a Death in the Morning: Hunting and Nature Through History
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 59. As Cartmill elaborates, the forest portrayed by
Dante was far different from the forest of Robin Hood.
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had been cleared of wolves. Systematic wolf hunting occurred in Europe since
the days of Charlemagne, who employed hunters with specially-bred dogs.25
Trapping wolves dates back to at least the fourteenth century, for a French
hunting manuscript shows a picture of a wolf caught in a toothed device.26 In the
Scotland of James I (1427) attendance by tenants was mandatory at the quarterly
baronial wolf hunts. The earliest historical record of a wolf bounty is from
Plutarch’s Lives, in which a male wolf was worth five drachmas, or the price of an
ox. In England rewards have been paid since King Henry III (1216-1272) awarded
land tracts to those willing to clear them of wolves.?” England’s landscape
underwent a drastic change in the 1500s, with the forest clearing caused by
population growth, increased agricultural production, and the demands of
shipbuilders for wood to build a merchant fleet.286 Habitat diminishment, in
conjunction with organized wolf hunting and bounties, eliminated wolves by the
end of the sixteenth century, though they lingered in the wilds of Scotland until
1743.29

The Puritans came to the New World to do God’s work, to bring the light

of civilization to the distant shores which were “‘a waste and howling

25 Zimen, The Wolf, 296.

26 Richard Gerstell, The Steel Trap in North America (Harrisburg, Penn.: Stackpole Books,
1985), 26.

27 Young, Wolves of North America, 339; his full discussion of the history of bounty
systems is in pages 337-368.

28 Robert G. McCandless, Yukon Wildlife: A Social History (Edmonton: University of
Alberta Press, 1985), 9. McCandless begins his discussion of wildlife laws in the Yukon with a
chapter devoted to English game laws and hunting practices.

29 Zimen, The Wolf, 310.
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wilderness, / Where none inhabited / But hellish fiends, and brutish men.’”’30
The adjective seems to have been common (and remains such), but eventually
“‘that which was . . . a howling Wilderness . ..became a pleasant Land,’”31
where, at least in Boston, the “’admirable acts of Christ’ had in a few decades
transformed the ‘hideous Thickets’ where “Wolfes and Beares nurst up their
young’ into ‘streets full of Girls and Boys sporting up and downe.””32 Wild
Indians and wild wolves held parallel roles in colonial fears; writers often
mentioned them in the same sentence, as they bemoaned the forces arrayed
against them and their mission. A direct metaphor was made during the Indian
War of 1675 by Increase Mather, who wrote of the settlers fearing the Indians
which were “’ravening Wolves, who lye in wait to shed blood.’”33

The Puritans easily recognized that wolves were direct competitors for
the deer in the woods surrounding their fields, and blamed the wolves for
keeping deer populations low, little realizing their own livestock quite possibly
helped boost wolf numbers.34 Their English forebears provided the Puritans
various models for clearing the countryside of wolves, including the bounty
payment. The first bounty law was passed in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in

1630, followed by the Grand Assembly of Jamestown in 1632, and other colonies

30 Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 36.

31 From Increase Mather, 1639; quoted in Peter Carroll, Puritanism and the Wilderness
(New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1969). Other examples of “howling wilderness” are on pages
83, 196, 197.

32 Nash, Wilderness, 37, quoting from Edward Johnson’s Wonder-Working Providence, 1654.
33 Carroll, Puritanism, 208-9.

34 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 132; Trefethen, Crusade for Wildlife, 35.
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soon passed similar laws. Bounty payments consisted of cash, grain, or powder
and shot; contributions to the bounty fund came from livestock owners. Indians
were brought into the new market for wolf heads and made eligible for the
receipt of bounties, although their reward sometimes fell short of that given to
settlers.35 Fraudulent bounty claims were present even in Puritan New England,
and Connecticut found it necessary to pass laws against the submittal of wolves
killed outside the colony’s boundaries and against raiding another’s traps or pits
in order to claim the bounty on caught wolves. The combination of moral
justification, economically motivated hunting, and habitat alteration reached the
same end as they had in western Europe; by the American Revolution no wolves
remained near the settled areas of the east coast.36

Wolf killing was as much a part of settlement as clearing trees and tilling
soil, and traps, pits, poisons, and organized hunts accompanied the westward
expansion. Group hunting proved more efficient than individual efforts, and
wolfing could help knit newly-made communities on the frontier’s edge. A series
of “Wolf Meetings” in 1843 united Oregon settlers against the wolf as well as
against British sovereignty.37 Strychnine in crystalline form appeared in the
trading posts of the Great Plains in the mid-1800s, a lightweight, easily-used tool

against the wolves. Professional wolfers followed the buffalo herds, killing some

35 Preceding information from Cronon, Changes in the Land, 132-33; Young, Wolf in North
America, 63-9; Carroll, Puritanism and the Wilderness, 200; Peter Mathiessen noted that New Jersey
allowed a bounty of twenty shillings to colonists, but only ten to Indians; Wildlife in America (New
York: The Viking Press, 1959), 58.

36 Tober, Who Owns the Wildlife?, 23-4.

37 Young, Wolves of North America, 310; Ray Allen Billington, The Far Western Frontier,
1830-1860 (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1956), 114.
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and burying strychnine in the carcasses, and then collecting and selling the pelts
from the wolves attracted by the scent of freshly-killed meat.38

Mass production of the steel trap in the mid-eighteenth century provided
a widespread tool for wolf control. Traps had for centuries been hand-forged,
slowly and laboriously. A trapper and trap-making blacksmith named Sewell
Newhouse joined the utopian religious Oneida community of upstate New York
in 1848, and his talents combined with others to create a mass production
system.3? A group of Oneida machinists enlarged the blacksmith’s shop into a
factory by bringing water power and stamping presses; production rose rapidly,
from 25,945 traps in 1857 to 275,532 traps in 1864, and Oneida, under the market
name of Newhouse traps (and the later Victor line), dominated the North
American market.40 Eight primary sizes of traps covered the range of target
animals, from rats to bears; the No. 4, with a 6 1/2 inch jaw, became the standard
wolf trap. Market competition led Oneida to publish The Trapper’s Guide, a series
ostensibly written by their company figurehead, Sewell Newhouse. These books
blended tall tales, how-to trapping information, and a sales pitch for Newhouse
traps. The company viewed itself as playing a vital role in history, for the trap,
along with the axe and plow, “forms the prow with which iron-clad civilization
is pushing back barbaric solitude; causing the bear and beaver to give place to

the wheat-field, the library, and the piano.” Newhouse traps would spread

38 Young, Wolves of North America, 327-9.

39 Stanley P. Young, The Wolf in North American History (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printer,
1946), 50-58; contains a section on the development of the Oneida wolf trap, but a more credible
source is Gerstell, The Steel Trap in North America; he constructed the history of the Oneida
Community’s trap business, which comprises much of this book.

40 Gerstell, The Steel Trap, 177.

7 Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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civilization around the world: the caption to the drawing of the forty-two pound
Great Bear Trap trumpeted that “it ought to go wherever ferocious animals
exclude man from the soil. India . . . needs it to exterminate the Tiger. Africa
needs it in her long battle with the Lion. South America needs it for grappling
with the Jaguar and the Boa Constrictor. There is not an animal living that can
defy it. .. .”41 As wolf control efforts burgeoned on the Great Plains with the
livestock industry, Oneida introduced an enlarged trap for western conditions,
and in 1895 the No. 4 1/2 Newhouse traps became the standard tool used by
ranchers and professional trappers alike.42

Guarding livestock from depredation is a venerable human occupation,
yet the North American grasslands offered an opportunity not previously
encountered by European settlers: the ability to make money from cattle and
sheep roaming unattended much of the year. The primary grassland herbivore,
the bison, were slaughtered in the 1860s and 1870s and were almost gone before
anyone realized what had happened. Their niche, as both grazers upon the
grasses and prey for wolves and coyotes, was filled by domestic livestock. The
lobo, or buffalo, wolf of the plains went about doing what wolves do, which to
one Jowan’s mind was ““a stain, a foul stigma, on the civilization and enterprise
of the people.””43 Centuries of habituated attitudes led to extensive campaigns

against the predators; ranchers organized private bounty funds, and encouraged

41 gewell Newhouse, The Trapper’s Guide, 6th ed. (New York: Oakley, Mason & Co., 1874),
212, 215.

42 Gerstell, The Steel Trap, 192. Ernest Thompson Seton, the noted writer and naturalist,
helped design and market this trap, which differed from the No. 4 wolf trap in the addition of
toothed jaws.

43 Young, The Wolf in North American History, 123.
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territorial and state legislatures to do the same. Since stockmen were virtually the
only taxpayers in the newly-settled areas, their legislative demands could not be
ignored. The bounty system was a popular political tool, serving to disperse cash
to rural voters, but it was ultimately ineffective in eliminating wolves.
Professional bounty hunters could obtain a modest living by killing wolves and
coyotes, yet they were concerned less with protecting herds of livestock than
with roaming to where the predators were numerous, and hence profitable; they
realized that if they were too thorough, their livelihood would disappear.44
Stockmen and local governments attempted and failed to organize a unified
bounty system in the western states in 1899, and growing disillusionment with
bounties led them request federal predator control efforts.4> Under federal
coordination, the howling of wolves in the American states would be eliminated

in only one generation, two hundred fifty years after the Puritans began the

campaign.

The federal agency that assumed responsibility for predator control began
in 1886 as the Division of Economic Ornithology and Mammalogy within the
Department of Agriculture. Its first director, C. Hart Merriam, came from a
background in ornithology and justified the creation of a new agency on the

premise that research on birds would be beneficial to the nation’s farmers.46

44 Mech, The Wolf, 332-3; Stanley P. Young and Hartley H.T. Jackson, The Clever Coyote
(Harrisburg, Penn.: Stackpole Company, 1951), 182.

45 Young, Wolves of North America, 380-1.

46 See Keir B. Sterling, Last of the Naturalists: The Career of C. Hart Merriam (New York:
Arno Press, 1977), and “Builders of the U.S. Biological Survey, 1885-1930,” Journal of Forest History
33:4 (October 1989): 180-7.
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While Congress intended the division to engage in applied research of economic
value, Merriam'’s primary interest turned to the biogeography of North American
mammals.4” He directed his field collectors to systematically obtain specimens in
order to create species distribution maps, as well as conduct research on the food
habits of birds and mammals through analysis of stomach contents.4® The vast
numbers of specimens flowing into Washington, D.C. from field agents allowed
an expansion in the distinction and naming of species and subspecies, one way to
achieve fame in biologic circles. Merriam held controversial theories on
speciation: in modern parlance, he was a ‘splitter,” naming new species on arcane
skeletal differences.4? His longtime friend and amateur naturalist Theodore
Roosevelt, among others, objected to Merriam’s “excessive multiplication of
species based upon trivial points of difference.” Appreciating his friend’s vanity,
Merriam promptly ‘discovered’ a new species of elk in Washington’s Olympic

Peninsula, Cervus roosevelti Merriam, which flattered Roosevelt for a short time.50

47 Jenks Cameron, The Bureau of Biological Survey: Its History, Activities, and Organization
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1929; reprint New York: Arno Press, 1974), 25 (page numbers are to
reprint edition).

48 sterling, Last of the Naturalists, 66-67; Paul G. Redington, “The United States Bureau of
Biological Survey,” The Scientific Monthly 37 (October 1933): 293.

49 For example, Merriam wrote a 1918 monograph on brown and grizzly bears in which
he listed 86 species in North America; A Review of the Grizzly and Big Brown Bears of North America,
North American Fauna No. 41, (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1918). As taxonomy evolved, biologists
tended to minimize species differences and converge previously differentiated animals. A current
classification of the world’s Ursidae lists only three species on our continent: Ursus americanus,
Ursus arctos, and Ursus maritimus; see W. Chris Wozencraft, “Classification of the Recent
Carnivora,” in John L. Gittleman, ed., Carnivore Behavior, Ecology, and Evolution (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1989), 569-93.

50 Sterling, Last of the Naturalists, 173, 178-9. Sterling deals at length with the intellectual
questions of the speciation controversy. Citing the need to protect his namesakes, Roosevelt
created Mount Olympus National Monument in 1909; see Ise, National Park Policy, 383.
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Merriam’s division published extensively and widely on all mammals and birds,
providing a valuable foundation of information for twentieth century biologists.

Expansion of activities occurred at the turn of the century, with wildlife
surveys in Alaska, Canada, and Mexico. The Lacey Act of 1900, which forbade
the interstate commerce of game meat, imposed a shift in emphasis on the
division, as it gained responsibility for enforcement. Congress upgraded and
renamed the division as the Bureau of Biological Survey in 1905, still within the
Department of Agriculture. Increasing scrutiny followed, as bureaucrats
questioned Merriam’s scientists on the usefulness of their basic research to the
needs of agriculture.5! In addition to research on biogeography and food habits,
the survey conducted disease investigations in wild animals, fur resources
development, rodent control, and the protection of animals that were “not only
valuable but delight the nature lovers and attract sportsmen to their haunts in
proper season.”52

Additional duties came with increasing evidence of the ineffectiveness of
bounty incentives—with payments estimated at $100 million up to World War
II—at eliminating predator populations in the western states.53 The ranching
industry felt deserving of federal action on the problem, since most of the

grazing lands were in the public domain.5 Merriam had already publicly

51 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 37; Swain, Federal Conservation Policy, 32; A.
Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Government: A History of Policies and Activities to 1940 (New
York: Harper & Row, 1957), 253.

52 Redington, “Biological Survey,” 292.
53 Young noted that in no other country in the world had so many laws been passed
against an animal, yet the wolf’s demise was caused more by habitat alteration by human

settlement than by bounty hunting; Wolves of North America, 338-9.

54 Robert H. Connery, Governmental Problems in Wildlife Conservation (New York:
Columbia Univ. Press, 1935; reprint New York: AMS Press, 1968), 85 (page numbers are to reprint

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



52

criticized state bounty programs on raptors and questioned the negative opinions
popularly held toward ‘chicken hawks’ and their kind, but he took an aggressive
stance towards western predators to appease the ranching industry and convince
Congress of the value of his agency.5> In 1905 Merriam loaned veteran field
biologist and brother-in-law Vernon Bailey to the Forest Service to investigate the
wolf problem on government forest lands. After finding “enormous losses” of
both livestock and game animals, Bailey wrote a pamphlet, Wolves in Relation to
Stock, Game and the National Forest Reserves, to “put in the hands of every hunter,
trapper, forest ranger, and ranchman directions for trapping, poisoning, and
hunting wolves and finding the dens of young.”56 Forest rangers were issued
traps and instructions for their use, and became the first government predator
control agents; in 1907 they took 1,800 wolves and 23,000 coyotes from western
forest reserves.”” Bailey’s pamphlet received widespread publicity in a short
National Geographic article, which noted that Biological Survey men were working
out the best methods for killing wolves in order to reduce stock losses and the

destruction of game on forest reserves and national parks.58 This “fierce warfare”

edition); Nathaniel P. Reed and Dennis Drabelle, The United States Fish and Wildlife Service
(Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1984), 75.

55 Sterling, Last of the Naturalists, 79-80, 258. Merriam is likely unique in his gustatory
appreciation for some predators. Vernon Bailey, a protege and highly effective field agent who
married sister Florence Merriam in 1899, wrote back to family while on a Grand Canyon trip with
his boss: “Merriam killed a big wild cat last night + we have had it cooked for breakfast + dinner.
... Skunks and cats are his favorite meat + he is especially fond of Eagle.” Ibid., 115.

56 Vernon Bailey, Wolves in Relation to Stock, Game, and the National Forest Reserves
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, Department of Agriculture, 1907), 5.

57 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 46; David E. Brown, ed. The Wolf in the Southwest:
The Making of an Endangered Species (Tucson: Univ. of Tucson Press, 1983), 48.
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was virtuous in 1907, and served to keep the Biological Survey in business, to the
detriment of its broader scientific programs.

Merriam resigned as head of the Biological Survey in 1910, and his
successor, Henry Henshaw, continued the direction toward national predator
control.5? Sportsmen’s groups and the livestock industry recognized the success
of forest rangers in diminishing predator populations, and their pressure on
Congress resulted in the authorization of the Biological Survey to exert direct
efforts in “experiments and demonstration in destroying wolves, prairie dogs,
and other animals injurious to agriculture and animal husbandry,” with a 1915
appropriation of $125,000.60 Biological Survey agents organized western areas
into control districts and supplied advice, traps, poison, and hunters. Newhouse
traps became the major tool: in 1911 the Oneida Company developed a new
double-spring wolf trap, the No. 44, for government use, and after 1916 the
Biological Survey was Oneida’s largest single customer. In 1925 the No. 44 sold
for $15.62/dozen, and Oneida shipped them to the federal government and

western states in “carload lots.”61

58 “Wolves,” National Geographic 18(2), 1907: 145-7. Merriam had served on the founding
committee of the National Geographic Society in 1888, and quite possibly used the magazine as
his ally in the public opinion stakes.

59 For years Merriam had struggled in his work with a government salary of $3,500. He
had accompanied the lavish scientific excursion to Alaska organized by millionaire Edward
Harriman in 1899, subsequently editing the official summary of that trip; see Alaska: The Harriman
Expedition, 1899 (New York: Dover Publications, 1986, originally Doubleday, 1901). Upon
Merriam’s retirement, Charles Sheldon and Theodore Roosevelt convinced Harriman’s widow to
endow him a lifetime salary and research funds of $17,000 annually for independent research;
Sterling, Last of the Naturalists, 281. Among Merriam'’s later works was the posthumous editing of
Charles Sheldon'’s diaries into The Wilderness of Denali.

60 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 47.

61 Gerstell, The Steel Trap, 198,203, 214, 297.
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Henshaw’s replacement in 1916, Edward Nelson, had joined the Biological
Survey in 1890 following his ground-breaking ethnological studies of Alaska
Eskimos between 1877 and 1881 and subsequent biologic field investigations.62
World War I increased demand for beef and wool, justifying further predator
control efforts.63 In 1917 Nelson reported that 175 to 300 “expert hunter and
trappers” worked for the benefit of both livestock and game populations, and he
confidently stated, “There is little question that in five years we can destroy most
of the gray wolves and greatly reduce the numbers of other predatory
animals.”64 The development and distribution of poisons for predators and
rodents was an important advance in animal control; in 1923 1.7 million poisoned
baits were used in this “fine art.”65 Economic concerns dominated the survey’s
work through the 1920s, with little emphasis on basic research: in 1923, it
received $24,000 for biological studies, and $502,240 for economic research
projects, the bulk of the latter going toward animal control.®6 From 1915 to 1928
federal hunters killed 366,981 coyotes and 6,958 wolves, and even more died
unwitnessed and unrecovered from poisons.®7 In light of the effectiveness of

federal control and declining populations of wolves, as well as the continuous

62 Nelson’s contributions to ethnology are summarized in Margaret Lantis, “Edward
William Nelson,” Anthropological Papers of the University of Alaska 3:1 (December 1954), 5-15. He
also collected animal and bird specimens during his Alaskan years and is credited with the
formal discovery of Ovis dalli, the white mountain sheep of Alaska which subsequently attracted
Sheldon to the McKinley region.

63 Brown, ed., The Wolf in the Southwest:, 57.

64 Trefethen, American Crusade for Wildlife, 165.

65 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 52.

66 Swain, Federal Conservation Policy, 40.

67 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 315.
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fraud perpetrated in attempts to claim bounties, most western states withdrew
their bounty programs. Stockmen continued to offer private incentives on the
few remaining wolves, many of which gained national notoriety through the
popular press.68

The legislation enabling predator control encouraged Biological Survey
agents to assist private trappers, as well as spending time themselves in the field
in pursuit of predators on the public domain. More extensive cooperative
predator control projects followed, involving stockmen'’s groups, states, and
other federal agencies, including the Forest Service, the Office of Indian Affairs,
and the National Park Service.% Effective lobbying in Washington, D.C., by
western interests resulted in a 1928 proposal by the Department of Agriculture
for a ten-year program of expanded cooperative predator control projects.
Conservation groups and naturalists opposed this, fearing that survey actions
would result in the final extinction of predators, although the survey claimed it
merely sought control, not eradication.”0 Nevertheless, by 1929 the survey’s
historian concluded that “the end of the wolf is in sight.”7!

Alaska seemed poised to recapitulate this history of wolf control.
Settlement of the frontier areas in the states involved replacing wild animals as
primary food sources with the products of agriculture and ranching, and part of
the success in the livestock industry included minimizing predators. The

territory of Alaska lagged decades behind the American west in this evolution,

68 Lopez, Of Wolves and Men, 191-3.
69 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 60.
70 Swain, Federal Conservation Policy, 44; Dunlap, “Values for Varmints,” passim.

71 Cameron, Bureau of Biological Survey, 51.
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although post-gold rush optimists promoted agricultural possibilities and a
northern livestock animal, the reindeer. Notwithstanding the potential these
represented, game animals formed a vital food source and their populations were
matters of serious import to Alaskans. Although wolves had been virtually
eliminated over the contiguous states by 1930, Alaska was experiencing both
increasing wolf numbers and the recent spread of coyotes into the territory.
Humans and wolves competed as predators for the game animals and reindeer,

providing ample reason for Alaskans to be interested in wolf control.
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CHAPTER 3

ANIMALS AND ATTITUDES IN ALASKA

When needing answers to questions of animal population ecology,
modern wildlife biologists can take advantage of tools that would seem to
maximize the accuracy of their conclusions: airplanes and helicopters to allow
the scientist to soar like the raven, pharmacologic tricks to make animals go to
sleep and then wake up, tracking of collared individuals and remote radio
sensing to allow distant surveillance. Even today, though, seemingly
straightforward questions about animal populations are answered with large
degrees of uncertainty. Attempting to answer such questions for the decades
preceding aerial and electronic sensing is to engage in speculation bordering on
recklessness, involving the credibility of eyewitness sources, cultural biases,
political motives, forest fire histories, and the variations of climate, abundance,
and scarcity that affect most animal populations in northern latitudes.! Others
have attempted similar reviews, attempting to relate current animal populations
to historic levels.2 Questions of animal populations are fundamental to decisions

of management policy: how many caribou can be taken by hunters this year?

1 A brief and interesting attempt to verify the conventional wisdom concerning the
“recent” spread of moose in Alaska by using the records of early European explorers and Indian
linguistic evidence was done by Harold J. Lutz, History of the Early Occurrence of Moose on the Kenai
Peninsula and in Other Sections of Alaska (Juneau: Alaska Forest Research Center, U.S. Department
of Agriculture, 1960).

2 I make no claims to have covered the available primary sources in an attempt to supply
definitive statements, depending rather on previous efforts.
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How many sheep are in McKinley Park? How many wolves represent a threat to
game populations? The wildlife ecology of large mammals was poorly
understood in the early twentieth century, and management decisions were
subject to both insufficient data and political vicissitudes. With game meat vital
to the diet of many Alaskans and the rituals of hunting firmly embedded in the
regional culture, the dynamics of prey populations directly affected human
attitudes toward wolves, and thus the politics of animals in Mount McKinley
National Park.

Moose (Alces alces) are the largest prey animal in McKinley Park, and
number in the hundreds. Moose remain in the park year round, spending winters
in the valleys, able to travel in deep snow with their long legs and browse on tree
bark and branches, primarily willow. Market hunters harvested moose and may
have depressed their numbers, for they were considered scarce in 1922-23, yet by
the late 1920s their numbers increased.3 Crusted snow in the spring of 1932 led to
difficulties and deaths; rangers reported that the ice crust caused bleeding and
damage to the legs of the moose. Nevertheless, a survey of park fauna in 1932
found the moose population to be healthy.# Moose are an important prey species
for wolves in Alaska, yet moose have played a less significant role in the wildlife
politics of McKinley Park than other species. The wolves also pursue the white

sheep of the crags and the caribou of the tundra, and these animals have found

3 Adolph Murie, The Wolves of Mount McKinley (Washington, D.C.: GPO, National Park
Service, Fauna Series No. 5, 1944; reprint, Seattle: Univ. of Washington Press, 1985),184 (page
numbers are to reprint edition).

4 Joseph Dixon, Fauna of the National Parks of the United States: Birds and Mammals of

Mount McKinley National Park, Alaska (Washington, D.C.: GPO, National Park Service, Fauna
Series No. 3, 1938), 198.
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many more human protectors than has the homely, solitary moose among the
willows.

The Dall sheep (Ovis dalli) are found in Alaska’s mountains from the
Brooks Range to the Chugach Range and eastward into Canada, but McKinley
Park is one of the few places a tourist can readily observe them in their natural
habitat. Living in bands in the unglaciated mountains that flank the ice-covered
peaks, sheep eat grasses, sedges, willows, and various forbs and shrubs. Seasonal
variation in ranges is common, the winter spent on windblown ridges where
underlying vegetation is available, with wider dispersal to areas of good forage
during summer months. Their defense against predation consists of visual acuity
and maneuverability in steep, rocky terrain that defeats the running ability of
wolves.

The McKinley Park area is virtually the only location where numbers of
sheep were estimated and recorded in the early 1900s, a result of its proximity to
Fairbanks, the natural corridor for travel through the midst of the sheep range
(where the park road now runs), and the interest accorded the sheep by hunters
and park personnel. Market hunters, active until about 1921, found the sheep
abundant enough to make the harvest and transport to Fairbanks profitable, but
they don’t seem to have posed a threat to the overall population. Based on the
observations of Charles Sheldon and early park rangers, sheep populations were
healthy until 1928, with estimates of five, ten, and even twenty-five thousand.>

Heavy snows in April 1929, a month when the sheep’s fat reserves and forage

5 A. Murie, Wolves of Mount McKinley, 64-5; his was the first systematic collection of
references on animal populations in the park. See also Gordon C. Haber, “Socio-Ecological
Dynamics of Wolves and Prey in a Subarctic Ecosystem” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of British
Columbia, 1977), which provides historical population summaries up until the 1970s; for pre-
WWII information, Haber depends heavily on Murie’s work.
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were at their minimum, resulted in a large die-off. An even greater kill was
reported during the winter of 1931-32, as record-setting snows in February were
followed by rain, which formed an ice crust that prevented efficient feeding. The
sheep population dropped to an estimated 1,500 in the summer of 1932 and
continued declining until 1945. The sheep herds were the primary reason for the
park’s creation, so when reports filtered back to the east coast about declining
numbers, the Park Service began to receive inquiries as to the status of the sheep
and the steps taken by park rangers to protect the remaining survivors.
Indignation followed when the Park Service indicated that predator control
would not be one of the measures used to rebuild sheep populations.

The caribou of the north have long been likened to the bison of the plains,
with their vast numbers darkening distant hillsides, their unpredictable
migration patterns, their ceaseless movement across the open lands, and their
ability to supply human hunters with food and skins for clothing and shelter.
Two subspecies are present in Alaska, Grant’s caribou (Rangifer tarandus granti)
of the Alaska Peninsula, and Stone’s caribou (R. t. stonei), which range across the
mainland, excluding southeast Alaska. Their dominant foods are the ground-
covering lichens, as well as grasses, sedges, and browse in season. Gregarious
animals, caribou are typically found in aggregations of ten to several hundred
individuals, with larger gatherings in the spring and fall when herds are
migrating between their calving and wintering grounds. Alaskan herds are
named and associated with geographic areas: the Nelchina herd, the Porcupine,
the McKinley, and others. ‘Home’ territories, hundreds of square miles in size,
have been more useful for nomenclature convenience than respected by the

caribou; one of the problems faced by researchers constructing herd histories is
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knowing whether the absence of caribou in a particular place and time is because
the animals have died or because they have changed ranges. For example, in the
1930s the bulk of the Fortymile herd moved north of the Yukon and became part
of the Porcupine herd, which winters in Yukon Territory and calves in Alaska’s
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.? Residents of the mining towns of Fairbanks,
Eagle, and Circle, however, thought the herd had been wiped out. While
researchers have speculated over the triggers to these sorts of shifts, there is
general consensus that broad herd movements allow forage to grow and renew
overall range health.

The McKinley Park caribou form one of the smaller recognized herds, and
this herd’s position in the center of Alaska has allowed it contact and influence
from surrounding areas. When reindeer were brought to the Bering Sea coast in
the 1890s, the coastal tundra was virtually devoid of caribou, although they were
considered abundant in the Norton Sound area by Americans in 1866-67. Wildlife
biologist Ronald Skoog speculates there may have been a population shift to the
east and north in the 1880s, thus adding to the herds in the Yukon/Tanana
drainages.” Shortly after this, white explorers entered the McKinley area and
early reports of caribou seem to indicate increasing numbers, with estimates of
up to 30,000 by the 1920s.2 While the home territories of McKinley Park’s moose

and sheep are small enough to be contained by the park’s boundaries, the

6 Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 309. This work quite ably summarizes historical
references to caribou numbers in reconstructing past cycles. Haber’s caribou history summary in
“Socio-ecological Dynamics,” 161-69, depends heavily on Skoog's.

7 Olaus Murie, Alaska-Yukon Caribou (Washington, D.C.: GPO, Bureau of Biological
Survey, 1935), 60; Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 233.

8 Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 234-5.
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caribou—and the wolves—have moved fluidly across the straight lines drawn to
protect them. Wide variance in summer and winter ranges have been reported
for the McKinley herd, from Lake Minchumina to Broad Pass and northwards to
the Tanana River, thus resulting in varying population estimates for the park’s
caribou. Evidence indicates that a large-scale migration to the Western Arctic
herd occurred in the 1940s, and caribou populations in the park since then have
not reached previous levels.?

Caribou were a staple food source for Alaskans (excluding the
Panhandle), and the history of the Fortymile herd of east-central Alaska is
relevant because of its proximity to McKinley Park and pre-WW II Alaska’s
population centers. Olaus Murie, an eyewitness to the fall migration in 1920,
estimated the Fortymile herd at five hundred thousand animals, and he
considered an estimate of one million to be well within reason.10 This herd,
crucial for feeding the miners of the gold rush along the Yukon River and its
tributaries, apparently maintained a large population through the 1920s, yet by
the end of that decade caribou numbers seemed to be dwindling. The last large
herd seen on the Steese Highway, northwest of Fairbanks, was in 1934; residents
of Eagle reported caribou scarce since the mid-1930s; the last seen large herd

crossing of the Yukon River was in 1938.11 The population low, in the early 1940s,

9 A. Murie, Wolves of Mount McKinley, 146-48; Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 236.

10 0. Murie, Alaska-Yukon Caribou, 6. This estimate has been accepted by subsequent
researchers.

11 These are from a variety of primary sources summarized by Ronald O. Skoog, “Range,
Movements, Population, and Food Habits of the Steese-Fortymile Caribou Herd,” (M.S. thesis,
University of Alaska, 1956), 57.
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was estimated at ten to twenty thousand animals, a precipitous change from
Murie’s half million.

Postulated reasons for the declining caribou numbers were many. Some
blamed the Natives, newly-armed with repeating rifles and lacking the
“sportsman’s code” that ostensibly controlled white hunter’s excesses. Others
blamed white hunters; Alaska’s game laws allowed prospectors to shoot game as
needed for human or dog food. Wolf predation was a popular theory at the time.
More recent theories focus on population shifts to other ranges and the effects of
fires and logging on the wooded winter habitat needed by the caribou. Skoog
dispenses with hunting theories by noting that Eskimos along the Bering Sea did
not have enough rifles and ammunition to seriously affect caribou numbers, and
the herds had deserted the coast well before 1900. With the Fortymile herd, he
estimates a human harvest of thirty-five thousand annually in the 1930s, and
concludes this level of hunting insufficient to impact a herd of half a million.
Skoog also notes that caribou numbers across Alaska increased at the height of
gold-mining operations, from 1897-1930, rather than decreasing, as would have
been the case if hunting were an important factor.12 His explanation for caribou
population changes revolves around “centers of habitation,” from which herds
disperse into less optimal ranges when population densities exceed a certain
point.13 Not all scientists agree with Skoog, and given the variability of the
animal and its changing environment, we are unlikely to really know what

caused previous patterns.14 What is important for this study is how the declining

12 Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 245, 332; Skoog, “Steese-Fortymile Caribou,” 60.

13 Skoog, “Ecology of the Caribou,” 356-7.
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caribou herds of the 1930s and 1940s affected Alaskan attitudes toward wolves,
for few understood why the National Park Service would protect wolves when
game animals were in decline. And the issue was not just game animals, for
Alaska was thought to be on the verge of developing its own livestock industry.
Olaus Murie was a biologist, not a stockman, and his bias toward the wild
over the domestic was plain when he wrote, “The caribou’s greatest menace is
not the wolf, nor the hunter, but man’s ec<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>