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The alpha male of Denali National Park’s famous Toklat family of wolves

– a group that I have studied since 1966 - was shot by a hunter on April 17 in the

Pass Creek area a few miles south of the village of Cantwell. The hunter was

with Cantwell guide Ray Adkins. Adkins called Denali National Park biologist

Tom Meier on Sunday to report the incident and arrange to return the wolf’s radio

collar. Meier shared Adkins’ report with me via e-mail.

My pilot and I have radio-tracked the Toklat wolves on 31 flights since

February 11, when their trapping-related problems began. The following sum-

mary of what has happened to Toklat is derived from these radio-tracking

observations.

The alpha female was killed by a trapper along the northeast park

boundary on February 11. An unrelated female who joined the group in July

2004 and became the primary attendant of the six new pups was trapped shortly

afterward in the same area. Another wolf was seen dragging a trap on its foot at

about the same time, inside the Toklat territory. This left 8-9 wolves as of late

February – the alpha male and his remaining young from 2003 and 2004.

I observed the male mating with a young female on March 9. Photo-

graphic and other evidence indicates this was most likely a two-year-old daughter

(successful inbreeding is not uncommon in Denali). But the male’s attention still

seemed to be focused on his dead mate, with whom he first bonded four years
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ago. He continued to return to the trapping area, at times displaying almost ob-

sessive behavior. One return was only three days after he mated with the young

female. They became separated on March 15 or 16 while in the trapping area.

Turbulent flying conditions did not allow us to see what was happening in detail,

but there was circumstantial evidence that he was caught temporarily in a trap

and the separation followed. The next day he was 11 miles to the southeast,

along the east park boundary, and she was 14 miles to the west, along the north

park boundary.

He continued moving southward along the east boundary, in short seg-

ments and generally acting lethargic. He ended up in Windy Pass on March 24-

30, not far north of Cantwell near the southeast corner of the park, now about 24

miles south of the trapping area. At this point he was with a smaller wolf of un-

known sex and origin, though it was almost certainly not one of the Toklat survi-

vors.

Meanwhile the female returned to the trapping area and remained there

in all of my observations from March 18-26; her behavior strongly suggested that

she was waiting for the male to return and did not know where to go on her own.

She had not eaten at any kill or winter kill in these observations. She finally left

and was 12 miles westward on March 30, 50 miles further southwestward on

April 4, and an additional 12 miles westward on April 6, now in the upper Birch

Creek area, some 40 miles from the established Toklat territory and 75-80 miles

from her mate, the alpha male.
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The male went back 11 miles northwestward on April 4 but four days

later reversed his travels and was 16 miles to the southeast, in the GMU 13 wolf

control area near Cantwell, again with a somewhat smaller wolf. The next day,

April 9, my pilot and I watched him running, alone, five miles eastward, stopping

frequently to look back westward, obviously spooked by something. We sus-

pected that he was running from human activity related to the other wolf’s ab-

sence but did not find hard evidence of this. On April 10, he returned eight miles

northwestward to Windy Pass, then on April 11 ended up another seven miles

northwestward, within the park.

On April 12 he was 16 miles west of his April 11 location, back inside the

established Toklat territory for the first time in a month. He had become sepa-

rated from his six other young wolves in late February, sometime shortly after he

began returning almost obsessively to the trapping area. He seemed far less

concerned about the young at that time than in finding his dead mate. The young

wolves could hardly keep up with his rapid pace on the first return, for example,

and at one point fell almost a mile behind. Tracks indicated at least 3-4 of the

young were in the same general area of the territory when he returned on April

12, so my pilot and I were optimistic that he might find them and stay. We had

last seen all six of them on April 6, still together and in good condition.

However, on April 14 and 15 he was 15 miles outside the territory again,

back near the east park boundary. On April 15, the six Margaret wolves came

directly to his location (within their territory) from six miles away. There was a
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confrontation but no obvious injuries, and they and he departed in separate direc-

tions. He seemed to be headed northward. That was the last time we saw him.

He ended up reversing his direction again and two days later was shot by the

hunter, 20-22 miles to the south.

As of our April 15 flight, the female he mated with on March 9 was still in

the same general western park area. She was attacked by three wolves in that

area on April 10 but without any obvious injuries. She was alone on April 11 and

killed a young caribou a short distance eastward. The next day at least two of

the three wolves that had pummeled her on April 10 were at this kill with her, with

no obvious hostilities. On April 14-15 she was alone again, at another caribou kill

six miles to the northeast.

In short, the decades-old Toklat family lineage has suffered a virtually

complete social breakdown, triggered primarily by the alpha female’s trapping

death and the male’s inability to adapt. This was undoubtedly exacerbated by his

loss of another mate a month later and of a subsequent companion, possibly an-

other female, shortly after that. By this time his movements and related behavior

had become truly erratic relative not only to his previous behavior but the normal

behavior of every other experienced alpha male I have known. On the other

hand, I have observed similar behavior on the part of other experienced, high-

ranking wolves following the loss of a close mate.
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The death of the unrelated female who had become their primary atten-

dant in close sequence with the death of their mother and their father’s sudden

change in behavior must have had an especially traumatic impact on the surviv-

ing young. Their separation without any radio collars or suitable tracking snow

has made it next to impossible to conduct adequate follow-up observations.

There will still be wolves in this 600-700 square mile area of Denali Na-

tional Park, whether it is the six Toklat young and perhaps the young pregnant

female if she returns from her western location or the smaller neighboring group

that is already moving into portions of the area. There has never been any ques-

tion that wolves will be present.

But Toklat’s world-class scientific value as a source of information about

the characteristics of a successful vertebrate society – at 40 years or more one of

the oldest-known family lineages of any wild non-human species on the planet -

has been destroyed. Its specific, traditional ways of using this central area of

Denali National Park will have been largely replaced by different, almost certainly

less-adaptive patterns (at least initially) in a highly unnatural way that might be

appropriate for a zoo but not for a national park and an international biosphere

reserve. Whether the survivors or recolonizers will continue Toklat’s long use of

the specific denning areas, hunting areas, travel routes, and other spatial pat-

terns relative to the road corridor that have made these wolves so viewable to

park visitors is unclear. And there remain major ethical issues about doing such

senseless harm to wolves that trust people so naturally in this national park.


