Wolves of Yellowstone – Legacy, Legend, and Recovery

Narrator: Aspen awoke startled as the airplane’s tires screeched down the runway. Forgetting for an instant where she was, she reached out and grabbed her younger brother’s arm and watched the passengers’ heads bob up and down and from side to side as the plane bounced twice on the runway before the pilot applied the big jetliner’s brakes.

Grady had grown considerably since the last time he flew on an airliner. He was now tall enough to peer out the window sitting down. His face was pushed up against the window, fully intent on not missing a thing. He turned with a grin and pointed to the snow-capped peaks in the far distance.

Grady Is that where Grandma and Grandpa live? Is that where we’re going? 

Aspen Umm, yes, I think so, but I’m not certain. I know that Grandma and Grandpa live on a ranch in the mountains not too far from here, but I was only four the last time that Mom and Dad visited the ranch. Anyway, I don’t remember much about that visit, but I can hardly wait for this one. Grandma and Grandpa are way cool.

Just relax; Grady … we may have enough daylight left to see elk, deer, and antelope on our way to the ranch.

Narrator: The small airport’s reception area was peaceful. Family and friends were awaiting the arrival of the next plane. Among them were a woman and her husband who were waiting eagerly for the arrival of their grandchildren who were on their first major journey without parents.

The unmistakable sound of a jetliner’s screeching tires signaled the arrival of the flight that everyone in the reception area was eagerly waiting. Anticipation began to build quickly.

Narrator: The pilot brought the plane to a stop, and the door soon opened. The exiting passengers went down the walkway into the terminal. 

As friends or relatives greeted some passengers, they lingered for a moment for hugs before walking toward the baggage carrousel. 

Escorted by a flight attendant, Aspen and Grady walked together through the arrival gate. They quickly sighted their Grandma and Grandpa. The flight attendant withdrew as the two children embraced their grandparents.

Grandma: Oh, Aspen and Grady, it seems like just last week that your Grandpa and I visited you in Atlanta; both of you have grown so much that we almost did not recognize you! 

Aspen, you are as pretty as a picture! Grady, you are such a handsome boy, but I am wondering if your mother is feeding you enough. 

Grandpa: Grandma, the boy has been here almost a minute, and you are already declaring him starving to death! He seems perfectly healthy to me, and I cannot see any ribs protruding!

Narrator: Grandpa tousled Grady’s hair and then gave him a second hug. As Grandpa picked up the backpacks that the children were carrying, Grandma, still holding hands with her grandchildren, began leading the way toward the baggage claim area. 

Once the baggage was collected and loaded into Grandpa’s lovingly maintained maroon 1948 Buick Roadmaster, Grandpa began the drive back to the small ranch outside of Yellowstone National Park.

Grandma: We always enjoy hearing about your school experiences. Schools have changed so much since your Grandpa and I were your age. What did you like the most about this past school year? 

Grandpa Grandma, please let these two young city slickers catch their breath from that long plane ride. I am afraid that you are going to talk them to death before we get home, and then we will have to tell our daughter that we had to bury her beautiful children under our apple tree before they could enjoy their vacation. 

Aspen: Oh, Grandpa, it’s okay. We are so excited to be here, and we have so much to tell you. My class elected me to the student council this year. I also took a cooking class. It was so much fun. 

Grady: Grandma and Grandpa, I thought that the fourth grade was going to be totally boring until my teacher decided to allow us to learn about wolves. I thought about both of you and what you do in Yellowstone. Mrs. Baxter is so cool! She showed us how to search for wolf stuff on the Internet, and then we built our own textbook from what we found. I could not wait to come here, though, because in school we could only see pictures of wolves – not the real thing like you have here. Do you think you could take us where we can see real wild wolves? I want to take pictures for Mrs. Baxter. Have I told you that I will have her again for fifth grade? Grandpa can you come to Atlanta and talk to my class about the wolves in the park? 

I’m sorry that I have so many questions … Mrs. Baxter had each of us learn a Native American legend for our Wildlife Festival. I chose one from Chief Dan George. It is my favorite. Would you like to hear it?

Grandma: Yes, Grady, we would love to listen to the legend. Your Grandpa and I enjoy Native American legends. 

Grandpa: Please share your legend with us, Grady. My old friend, Ben, the tribal chairman, has given me several books over the years that include Native American legends. You are welcome to read them while you are here visiting with us. 

Grady: The legend was written like a poem. It is called “The Wolf Ceremony” by Chief Dan George. Are you ready? Here goes. 

I wanted to give something of my past to my grandson. So I took him into the woods, to a quiet spot. 

Seated at my feet he listened as I told him of the powers that were given to each creature.

He moved not a muscle as I explained how the woods had always provided us with food, homes, comfort, and religion. 

He was awed when I related to him how the wolf became our guardian, and when I told him that I would sing the sacred wolf song over him, he was overjoyed. 

In my song, I appealed to the wolf to come and preside over us while I would perform the wolf ceremony so that the bondage between my grandson and the wolf would be lifelong. 

I sang. 
In my voice was the hope that clings to every heartbeat. 

I sang. 
In my words were the powers I inherited from my forefathers. 

I sang. 
In my cupped hands lay a spruce seed-- the link to creation. 

I sang. 
In my eyes sparkled love. 

I sang. 
And the song floated on the sun's rays from tree to tree. 

When I had ended, it was if the whole world was listening with us to hear the wolf's reply. 

We waited a long time but none came...
Narrator: Somehow sensing that his recitation had touched something deep inside his Grandma and Grandpa, Grady lowered his voice as he reached the end of the passage. 

Grandpa: I memorized that legend as well. It is also one of my favorites, and I know that you stopped before the end of the passage. Did your teacher explain the meaning of “but none came …”? 

Grady: Yes, Grandpa. Mrs. Baxter explained that some Native American tribes believed that the wolves taught their people to hunt and how to live in harmony with others. 

She then explained how many Native Americans felt that the loss of the wolf went against their history and culture. 

Then Mrs. Baxter taught us about the program that brought the wolves back to the Northern Rocky Mountains and Yellowstone National Park. Will you have time to teach me more about how the wolves were reintroduced? 

Grandpa: I would be pleased to help you learn more about a sad story that has a happy ending here in Yellowstone as far as many Native Americans and some other groups are concerned. 

You must understand, however, that the return of the wolves carries a lot of controversy as well. There are those, whose opinions and feelings I respect, who believe that it was wrong to reintroduce the gray wolves to Yellowstone.

Aspen: Yes, Grandpa, I know that some people think that it was a mistake to bring the gray wolves back. I also learned about the gray wolves from Mrs. Baxter when I was in fifth grade. Some ranchers fear for their cattle and sheep, and some hunters think that there will not be enough elk or deer left to hunt. 

Let me get this right … Mrs. Baxter taught us: “The reintroduction of the gray wolves ranks symbolically among the most important acts of wildlife conservation in the 20th century.” 

It took me awhile to understand the word symbolically. Here is something that Mrs. Baxter read to us to help us to understand—it helped me a lot. It is part of another legend from Chief Dan George. 

If you talk to the animals, 
they will talk with you. 
and you will know each other.

If you do not talk to them, 
you will not know them, 
and what you do not know 
you will fear. 

What one fears 
one destroys. 
Grandma: Good, Aspen! I am proud of you for believing that it is important to keep an open mind and to respect the opinions of others. I am also impressed that you can recall a passage that you learned in school three years ago. 

Not only was the reintroduction of the gray wolf important as a symbol, it was of major importance to ecology. As you know, ecology is the branch of biology that is concerned with the relationship between organisms and their environment. I know that many scientists think that the presence or absence of the wolves has an effect on all the other species in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. When any species has such an effect, it is known as the keystone species. 

It is important to remember that since the reintroduction of the gray wolf, the Yellowstone ecosystem is recovering. When we visit the park, if you look closely enough, you will be able to find every species of large carnivore, or meat eating predator, that we know was here when Yellowstone was established as the first national park in 1872. The carnivores are the gray wolf, coyote, grizzly bear, black bear, and cougar.

Narrator: Grandpa’s 1948 Buick Roadmaster was ancient in the eyes of the children, but it obviously received much love. The maroon paint and chrome gleamed in the late afternoon sunlight, and people in other cars pointed to the old car and waved as they passed. 

As they drove south through Paradise Valley with the mountains on both sides of the highway, Grandpa and Grandma pointed out literally hundreds of elk and deer that were grazing in fields and pastures. Two deer jumped from the shoulder into the highway right into the path of the oncoming old car. Luckily, Grandpa saw the deer in time to safely stop the car. 

Of course, the children had seen deer along a highway before, but in this valley, the deer and elk seemed to outnumber the cattle. Aspen wondered if there was enough food for all the wildlife.

Narrator: The old car turned off the highway onto a gravel road that followed the contours of the hills as it climbed high above the highway, through a gate and into a gravel driveway that took them to an old stone ranch house with three chimneys. The children saw a barn, a few other smaller buildings, and a corral with two dark-brown horses drinking water from a large trough. 

As Grandpa unpacked the car, Grandma led the way to the old house, opened the door, and ushered the children into the kitchen where newly baked chocolate chip cookies and milk were waiting for them.

Aspen: Grandma and Grandpa, do you have any chores that Grady and I can help you with in the morning? What time should we get up? 

Grandma: Before breakfast in the morning, you can help with feeding old Kipty and KC, the horses, and collect the eggs from the chicken coop. 

Grandpa: Then, after breakfast, if you wish, you can help me prepare for my first wolf talk of the season. 

Grady: Grandpa, what exactly is a wolf talk? Who does the talking? What can we do to help? 

Grandpa: A wolf talk is not unlike the show-and-tell activities that you have in school. My job as a volunteer is to help educate park visitors and others who want to learn about wolves. 

Aspen: Grandpa, what do you have to show during your show and tell about the wolves? May Grady and I go with you and listen to your wolf talk? 

Grandpa: That is a good question, Aspen. The answer will wait as a surprise until tomorrow morning. My old bones are tired after our trip, so I vote for all of us getting a good night’s sleep so you do not confuse Kipty and KC with the chickens!

Narrator: The morning sky changed slowly until the sun peaked over the eastern mountains. The sun’s first fiery edge was just visible as Aspen, Grady, and Grandpa pulled on their jackets and slipped quietly out the door. 

By the time Kipty and KC were fed their morning hay, twilight had given way to sunny rays penetrating the branches of the old lodgepole pines that surrounded the even older hewn log barn. 

After the trio gathered the fresh eggs from the hen house, they began the walk back to the old ranch house at the base of the mountain. As the crossed the barnyard, they saw the ranch house fully illuminated by the bright morning sun.

Narrator: As they entered the door, shedding their jackets, Aspen and Grady caught their first whiff of an old-fashioned ranch breakfast. They eased into their chairs while staring in awe at the morning feast arranged on the long table before them: sourdough waffles, fresh eggs, spicy peppered bacon, toast, fruit, juice, and milk. 

Grandma was hoping for just that kind of reaction from her grandchildren as she too sat down. A plate piled high with waffles was passed around the table. 

Grandma: This is a ranch breakfast, children. Enjoy! Eat all you want.

Narrator: After eating and helping Grandma with the dishes, Aspen and Grady followed their Grandpa outside to the old truck he drove to and from his work in Yellowstone National Park. Inside Grandpa’s truck was an old wooden trunk.

Narrator: The old trunk was large but not too heavy for the children to carry. Grady and Aspen noticed how the trunk rattled as they carried it into the living room. 

As Grandpa opened the trunk, Aspen turned her head away, waving her hand in front of her face as if gasping for a breath of fresh air. Both Aspen and Grady were fascinated, but the musty smell was almost more than Aspen could handle.

Grandpa: Well, Aspen, you asked what I show during a wolf talk program. Here it is: not the trunk, but rather its contents. The contents are very special things that few people ever have the opportunity to see or touch. Wolves are on the endangered species list and are protected by the U.S. Government.

Therefore, it is illegal to collect or have in one’s possession wolf pelts and other artifacts. As a park volunteer, I am allowed to use these government-owned treasures for any wolf talk I do for park visitors, interested groups, or schools I visit. Every wolf artifact in this trunk comes from one of the Yellowstone wolves—not a purchased or donated artifact from another place. 

The plan is to see what we have in the trunk, catalog everything into a show-and-tell list, and then repack the trunk so that I can pull things out in the order that they will be presented and discussed. 

Aspen, Grady, while I add some wood to the fire, go ahead and unpack the trunk and lay things out with similar items. Once we have everything sorted, we will make an inventory list and then talk about anything you wish to discuss. What do you think?

Narrator: Aspen and Grady began to remove the contents— item by item. Under Aspen’s gentle direction, the artifacts were sorted by category into small, but growing, piles. 

As the children quietly unpacked the trunk, Grandpa sat in his rocking chair facing them, taking pleasure in the intelligence and dexterity reflected in their sorting choices and organization. 

Narrator: After Grandma, Grandpa, and the grandchildren finished organizing the trunk, Grandma explained that it would soon be time to leave the ranch for the drive into town for Grandpa’s wolf talk. When Grady asked why this wolf talk was not in the park, Grandpa explained that his wolf talk today was a special program in the community center especially for senior citizens with disabilities.

Grandma sensed the children were let down by the news, so she reminded them that they would be going to the community center to watch the program. 

Grandma then surprised Aspen and Grady: She announced their plan to drive through parts of the park after Grandpa’s wolf talk and then camp overnight. Grandma explained that the Slough Creek camp was only a short distance from her wolf-watching site, making arrival by 5:30 in the morning less of a burden on the children who were adjusting to time zone and altitude changes. 

Grandma and Grandpa watched the expressions on the faces of their grandchildren erupt into unrestrained excitement as they realized that they would have the opportunity to view wild gray wolves in Lamar Valley. 

Grandma also explained that they could help her with wolf-behavior research. Grandma suggested that Grandpa and Grady complete the trunk inventory and repack it while she and Aspen loaded supplies into the Little House on the Highway, their new motor home. 

All agreed, and they purposefully set about completing their tasks. Grandma finished packing a basket with the group’s picnic lunch and then checked the children’s duffel bags to ensure that their clothing would be sufficient for the cool temperatures of the Yellowstone high country in early June.

Narrator: As they drove south, Grandma pointed out the original toll road and railroad right-of-way from Livingston, Montana, into Yellowstone through Yankee Jim Canyon. She explained that the mountains they were driving through were considered part of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. 

Grandma: If you look closely, you will not find any fences that separate Yellowstone National Park from the three states that border it. That means that there are no barriers to prevent Yellowstone wildlife, including wolves, from wandering away from the park.

Narrator: It was a brief, but enjoyable, drive. Before long, Grandpa was maneuvering the motor home into a parking space in front of the community center. 

Grandpa: The seniors would probably enjoy this particular program more if it were presented by someone other than another senior citizen. 

Grandma: Grandpa was specifically requested to do this program because he is a second-generation national park ranger who has lived many years in this area. Some of the ladies in the audience may still hold a crush for Grandpa after all these years. 

Narrator: Grandpa winked at the children, and everyone laughed as they climbed out of the motor home. Grady helped Grandpa carry the trunk into the community center. Grandma, Aspen, and Grady waited while Grandpa entered the office.

Grandpa: Hello, everyone. It looks like around 40 seniors have signed up for my wolf talk, but anyone can join in. Meet me in the auditorium in about ten minutes. 

Narrator: As soon as the trunk was in place, Grandpa winked at the children and excused himself, explaining that he needed to return to the motor home for something else he needed for the wolf talk. He returned with a portable screen and two cases. When he opened the cases, the children saw a digital projector and laptop computer similar to those used at their school.

Grandpa: I saved this to be a surprise because I knew viewing the presentation in advance would have made today less interesting. Grandma and I spent many hours sorting through our wildlife biology articles, photos, videos, and old home movies to find materials that would help to tell the story of the gray wolves in Yellowstone. We designed this program for interested people who are unable to get out and see wild wolves on their own. 

Narrator: Grady and Aspen were amazed at how their Grandpa was able to handle the technology. He was actually more at ease with it than many adults that they knew. During the time it took to set everything up, the room had filled with people, and suddenly it was time to start.

Grandpa: Today is the world premier of one of our first efforts to bring the story of the gray wolf to people who may not otherwise have the opportunity to see them in person. We hope that you enjoy the program.

The gray wolf, once hunted and trapped almost to extinction in North America, was reintroduced into Yellowstone National Park in 1995 and 1996. As of October 2004, more than 130,000 park visitors had observed wolves go about their business in their natural habitat. Nowhere in the world have wolves been so visible as they are here in Yellowstone. The number of wolf sightings continues to grow.

This year, 2005, marks the tenth anniversary of the reintroduction of the gray wolf, an achievement that ranks among the most important acts of wildlife conservation in the 20th century.

Grandpa: The efforts to bring back the gray wolf were not completed without passionate controversy. On one side were those who feared for their safety and livelihoods. On the other side were those who believed that wolves could coexist with man and who wanted to restore the gray wolf, the large carnivore that had been missing from Yellowstone National Park since 1926. What have scientists learned since the reintroduction of the gray wolf? 

Where will our investment in this historic commitment take us as a people and nation?

Grandpa: With that, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to this special Wolf Talk!

Those of you who arrived early had a chance to view the wolf display that has been set up in the back of the room. Those who did not already see the display or who would like to ask questions about anything in the display will have another opportunity when we take a ten-minute recess. Today, along with more general wolf information, we will explore the issues and methods involved in the reintroduction of the gray wolf and what has been learned from these experiences.

Grandpa: The story of the gray wolf begins more than 50 million years ago when a primitive, weasel-like carnivore evolved on earth. During the ongoing process of evolution, these early creatures, known as miacids, eventually diverged around 20 million years ago and became the ancestors of modern canines, as well as modern felines. 

The gray wolf (Canis lupus) originated in Eurasia approximately one million years ago and first arrived in North America approximately 750,000 years ago. The gray wolves, with an estimated three subspecies, eventually ranged over most of this continent.

Grandpa: However, as agriculture and livestock breeding became widespread in many parts of the world, the wolf became a competitor and a threat to human society. By the Middle Ages, wolf extermination in Europe was well underway. European attitudes carried over to the new world, and history repeated itself during the colonization of North America. In fact, George Washington is known to have complained to British agricultural authorities about wolves depleting his livestock in Virginia.

Scientific evidence indicates that early Native Americans lived in harmony with gray wolves. Native Americans studied gray wolves, modeled their hunting habits, and many Native American tribes even considered them cultural role models because of their positive traits.

Grandpa: During the westward expansion, uncontrolled hunting greatly reduced wolves’ natural prey, while growing agricultural uses whittled away the natural habitats of wolves along with the habitats of their prey species. In a way, livestock began to replace the bison as a food source, and gray wolves began preying on livestock.

Grandpa: Early in the 20th century, the United States government began to provide funding and direct assistance for the systematic elimination of wolves, coyotes, and other predators from the 48 contiguous states. 

The canine that could adapt to so many natural environments across wide reaches of the globe was hard-put to survive humanity’s commitment to its destruction. 

By the mid-20th century, wolf populations had been reduced to tattered remnants in much of their former range. In many places, members of the species were shot, trapped and poisoned to the brink of extinction. In some cases, wolf populations were destroyed to the last animal.

Grandpa: While historical estimates vary, some scientists believe that as many as two million wolves may have roamed the earth five thousand years ago. Less than 200,000 wolves roam the Earth today. Scientists estimate that less than 3,500 currently exist in the United States. 

It has been well documented that the last wild wolves in the area near the park were believed to have been trapped and killed by the mid 1930s. It is known that the last wolf killed in Yellowstone National Park was in 1926. By 1944, at least one scientist, Aldo Leopold, was actively supporting restoration of the gray wolf to Yellowstone.

Grandpa: His dream came true almost 50 years later. In January 1995, reintroduction commenced with the importation of 14 Canadian wolves. Then, in January 1996, another 17 Canadian wolves were introduced to Yellowstone. 

While gray wolves could have been relocated from existing wild packs already within the United States in Minnesota, the decision was made to use Canadian wolves due to behavioral considerations. Minnesota wolves prey mostly on deer and some moose, while Canadian wolves prey mostly on elk and some bison. 

Additionally, Canadian wolves live in a mountainous habitat similar to that of Yellowstone National Park. Increasing populations of elk and bison in Yellowstone, along with the Canadian gray wolf hunting preferences and habitat considerations, made the Canadian wolves a better match for the Yellowstone ecosystem.

Grandpa: However, an opportunity subsequently arose to recruit some wild Montana wolves for the Yellowstone reintroduction program. During the summer of 1996, several adults in a pack of wild wolves unrelated to Yellowstone’s packs were destroyed near Augusta, Montana, after the pack killed domestic cattle. The dead pack members left behind 14 pups without the means to survive. Ten of the 14 pups were captured and released into Yellowstone’s Rose Creek acclimation pen with two adult wolves.

There, the pups were held for nearly a year and then released into the wilds of Yellowstone in March 1997, adding 10 new wolves to the gene pool for a total of 41 re-established Yellowstone wolves.

Grandpa: The social unit of gray wolves is a wolf pack, and scientists recognized that the unit of wolf restoration should also be the pack. Therefore, in an attempt to improve the gene pool, the wolves from Canada were carefully selected from several packs.

Researchers decided to introduce the original wolves to each other and to their new habitat by holding pack-sized groups of captured wolves together in separate acclimation pens for approximately 70 days. The pens were located in remote areas of the park and were approximately one acre in size.

Grandpa: The use of acclimation pens made the introduction of the gray wolves in Yellowstone different from the reintroduction of wolves into Idaho. In Idaho, the wolves were simply turned loose in remote areas. In Yellowstone, significant efforts were taken to ensure that the wolves had the opportunity to form pack units and to become used to a diet of prey animals. Scientists believed that this would reduce chances that wolves would leave the boundaries of the park and return to Canada or to prey on domestic livestock.

In order to prevent habituation, scientists minimized human contact. Twice weekly feedings consisted of prey animals that had been killed on the road by vehicles or that had died of natural causes.

Grandpa: The three packs released in 1995 were named for the location of their acclimation pens: Crystal Creek, Rose Creek, and Soda Butte. 

The 17 wolves released in January 1996 formed four additional packs. Three of these packs were named for the location of their acclimation pens: Druid Peak, Lone Star, and Nez Perce. 

The fourth pack was an exception. It was named in honor of the famous Chief Joseph, one of the Nez Perce chiefs who sought refuge for his people by leading them through Yellowstone north toward Canada. 

The 12 wolves released in 1997, including the 10 gray wolf pups from Montana that I mentioned previously, were informally known as the Sawtooth wolves, a reminder of the area where they originated. However, the pups never formed a pack.

Grandpa: Instead of giving the new Yellowstone wolves names, scientists decided to identify the original wolves by a number corresponding to the order in which they were captured or tagged, if born in Yellowstone. When discussed verbally, tagged wolves are known by number alone. However, when discussed in text, the wolf’s gender is added to the number. For example, 10M is the male wolf, number 10, and 23F is the female wolf, number 23.

During their 70 days of group acclimation, the wolves in each of the acclimation pens worked out the details of their position in wolf society. The dominant male and dominant female assumed the leadership role as the alpha pair, and the subordinates, betas and yearlings, assumed subordinate roles.

Grandpa: In order to monitor the locations and activities of the original packs after their release, each wolf was outfitted with a special radio collar that could be tracked from the air or from the ground using direction finding equipment.

On the planned release day, some of the wolves were reluctant to flee their acclimation pens through the gates used by biologists to bring food. Finally, a decision was made to cut the fences. After a few days, the wolves disappeared through the holes and began the process of exploring and establishing pack territories.

Grandpa: The first pack to form naturally from wolves disbursed from the original eight packs was named the Leopold pack in honor of Aldo Leopold. 

In the past 10 years, the original restored Yellowstone wolves and their descendents have been widely studied. Some believe that scientists and volunteers have collected more research data in Yellowstone during one decade than in all combined past ecological research efforts. 

However, scientists believe that several more years of study will be needed in order to state research findings with certainty. Ultimately, it will take many years to truly understand all the impacts and related factors.

Grandpa: It is appropriate now to look back and examine what has been learned from the significant, but controversial, efforts to return the wolf to Yellowstone National Park.

However, before we do that, let us now take a ten-minute break, during which those that so desire may use the opportunity to view the wolf display set up in the back of the room.

Narrator: After the break was announced, many in the audience stood up to stretch or started conversations with the people around them. After the room cleared, most of those who remained went to the back of the room to see the wolf exhibit, while a few went to the front of the room to say hello to Grandpa or to ask questions. The people who knew Grandpa wanted to meet Aspen and Grady.

It was nice to meet Grandpa’s friends, thought Aspen, but they all asked the same questions: “Where do you live? What grade are you in?” Grady’s head was patted so much that he thought his hair would all fall out the next time he took a bath.

Narrator: Toward the end of the break, a man, who appeared to be about 10 years older than Grandpa, slowly made his way to the front of the room. When he reached Grandpa, he leaned on his cane and took a deep breath.

Patiently waiting his turn, the old man smiled at Aspen and Grady. He seemed nice to them. When Grandpa turned to him, the old man’s face instantly turned red, and his voice was very soft, like a whisper, but intense. He leaned toward Grandpa’s ear. Grady overheard a few words. “How could you say such things?” and then, “You are speaking against your own father and his work.” Grady thought that the old man was intentionally trying to start an argument with Grandpa.

Narrator: Grandpa, in return, smiled at the old man and made a statement that Grady could not hear. Finally, as the old man turned to make his way back to his seat, Grady heard his Grandpa ask the old man to meet him for coffee “day after tomorrow at the Old Schoolhouse Cafe.” Grady was totally baffled by what he had seen and heard. How could the man seem to be so nice and yet sound so angry at almost the same time? How could his Grandpa remain so calm when the man was upset with him?

Narrator: Grady exchanged glances with Aspen. Her expression told Grady that she was equally confused.

Then Grandpa smiled down at them and said it was time for the second half of his wolf talk. As they sat down, they could see that the room had completely filled with people without their knowledge. Grady and Aspen took their seats.

The rest of Grandpa’s wolf talk was uneventful, meaning no more people gave their Grandpa a difficult time. Aspen and Grady were beaming with pride at the respect given to their Grandpa by the people who had attended the wolf talk, as well as what everyone had learned from their Grandpa.

Narrator: When the wolf talk was over, Grandma, Aspen, and Grady helped Grandpa pack the trunk and all the equipment. They moved everything to the parking lot and then loaded it into the motor home’s storage bins.

When all was ready, Grandpa steered the motor home into the traffic …

Narrator: Soon they drove through the little gateway village of Gardiner and then across the bridge through the stone arch that marks the north entrance to Yellowstone National Park.

The children’s faces were glued to the windows. As they drove through the stone arch, Grandma played the part of tour guide and provided a thumbnail sketch of some Yellowstone history… Grandpa told the children that, if they were interested, he would drive slowly enough for Grady and Aspen to take pictures from the windows.

Grandma: (mimicking a tour guide)

The arch was dedicated…

The park was established… 

During the wolf reintroduction… 

Turning to the U.S. Army for help, Yellowstone National Park… 

The first building of Fort Yellowstone, finished by late 189… 

At the end of the street… 

Constructing seven large sandstone buildings, Scottish stonemasons…

The chapel, built of sandstone in 1913…

Grandpa: Well, here we are. This is the Albright Visitor Center. It will take just a few minutes for me to check in and return the wolf talk trunk, but I believe we have time to give these young whippersnappers a quick tour of the museum. What do you say? 

Grandma: Directly behind us is the Albright Visitor Center located in historic Fort Yellowstone. Directly beneath the visitor center are the internationally recognized public restrooms where tour bus passengers traditionally stop before visiting the museum. 

Narrator: Aspen and Grady laughed, and carrying their cameras, they followed their Grandma into the visitor center.

Narrator: While Grandpa visited the ranger office, Grandma, Aspen, and Grady toured the visitor center and museum.

Narrator: It was mid-afternoon as the motor home passed through Lamar Valley. 

Grandpa: Ahh … the Lamar Valley, a land of beauty and a home for abundant wildlife. Elk, deer, bison, bear, fox, and coyotes all roam freely here. Even with all its beauty and with animals out in the open, this road was once the least traveled in the park. Today, since the return of the gray wolf 10 years ago, Lamar Valley has become a Wolf Watcher’s Cinema—one of the best places in the world to see wolves. I have seen people from all over the world here hoping to have just a brief glimpse of a wild wolf or to hear a howl.

Narrator: Grandpa carefully maneuvered the motor home into the campground and into a campsite next to a meandering creek. Grady noticed that the camp had a picnic table and a fire ring. 

Grady: Grandpa, can we have a real fire here? Did you remember firewood? Can I cook dinner over the fire? Can we roast marshmallows? Can I go wading in the creek? 

Aspen: Calm down, Brother! We can only do one thing at a time. 

Grandpa: Yes, Grady, we will have a wonderful fire—what would camping be in a place like this without a campfire? We will leave the decaying wood from downed trees for the bugs and build a fire using the stash of wood stowed beneath the motor home. 

And the answer is certainly “Yes,” to the marshmallows. Do you think your Grandma and Grandpa would send you home to Atlanta without roasting marshmallows? 

Grandma packed a tent and some sleeping bags. It is your choice whether to sleep in the motor home or to sleep in the tent under the Yellowstone sky where you can listen for a wolf’s howl. 

Grady/Aspen: Tent! The tent!

Grandma: I told your Grandpa that I was certain that the tent would be your choice. However, we will prepare dinner inside the motor home because it is a whole lot easier on your old grandma.

After dinner, we can have a campfire and roast all those marshmallows you want to eat.

Narrator: Grandpa and Grady set up the tent while Grandma and Aspen prepared dinner.

Dinner was simple, but incredibly delicious, to the children whose appetites were in overdrive because of the cool mountain air, the exercise, and the excitement of being involved in such unusual activities.

The sun was going down as they finished eating. Grady asked if he could light the stack of wood that he and Grandpa had placed in the fire ring. As Grandpa helped Grady light the fire, Grandma and Aspen began to clear the table.

After lighting the fire, all Grady wanted to do was to roast marshmallows, but Grandpa reminded him that camp cleanup came first, especially here. 

Everyone pitched in, and in a short time, there was not a scrap of food left on the ground. All the dishes, pots, and pans were washed, dried, and put away. 

Then, because they were camping in bear country, every bit of snack food, toiletries, cosmetics, and anything else that Aspen and Grady had with them that could be carrying an aroma were packed in a duffel bag and stowed in the bear-proof camp box installed at the camp site.
Grady: Grandpa, what happens if there is not enough room in the camp box? 

Grandpa: For safety reasons, any overflow would have to go into a bag and be hoisted 10 feet above the ground at least 100 yards from your sleeping area. 

Narrator: Grandpa heard Grady grumping under his breath about the rules being a bit too harsh. 

Grandpa: Grady, if a bear roaming through a messy camp at night found food, it could become aggressive. An aggressive bear is a dangerous bear. Aggressive bears have broken windows out of cars in order to get to food they could smell. If a bear starts rummaging around campsites for food, it may have to be destroyed. The rules may seem harsh, but the rules are for the safety of the bears, as well as our own. 

Narrator: This little talk was an eye-opening lesson for Grady who vowed to himself never to be the cause of a bear having to be destroyed. 

Cleanup was finished as darkness fell upon the camp. The crackling fire smelled of fresh pine and bathed the camp with a shimmering, flickering yellow glow.

Everyone drank hot chocolate and snacked on roasted marshmallows. The fire was perfect. In fact, everything was perfect. Nevertheless, something was weighing heavily on Grady’s mind.

Grady: Grandpa, can I ask you a question? 

Narrator: Grandpa looked up from his hot chocolate, smiled gently at Grady … 

Grandpa: Ummm … this must be a special question. 

Narrator: Grandpa could not remember a time when Grady had asked if he could ask a question. Grady swallowed and went on … 

Grady: Grandpa, when we were at the wolf talk, everyone was so nice to you but that one man. I did not like the way he was talking to you, but you were nice to him and even asked him to have coffee with you. Why were you nice to him? 

Grandpa: That man was Hank. His father and my father were very close friends, and Hank and I were good friends when we were growing up. My father and Hank’s father hunted wolves together. 

My father had strong feelings, and I can remember him and Hank’s father saying many times, “The only good wolf is a dead wolf.” Hank has lost a couple of calves to wolf predation. I understand Hank’s feelings—he fears for his livelihood and the future of his ranch in the same way that his father did. 

Your Great Grandfather experienced the same kind of worries. Nowadays, wolves are closely monitored. If a rancher loses any animals to wolf predation, the Bailey Wildlife Foundation Wolf Compensation Trust reimburses them for the loss, and the wolves involved may be destroyed.

Grady, I can certainly appreciate your feelings and concern. Over the years, I have learned that it is wise to pause and consider another’s point of view. There is a reason behind a person’s behavior. Today, you saw Hank, an old and good friend, acting out of character.

Grandpa: We may not be able to determine for sure why a person chooses to act the way they do, but it is up to us be understanding in order to make good choices. I have a new legend for you. Then it is off to bed. It is getting late, and in order to get to your Grandma’s Cinema before daylight, we have to rise early. 

My Native American friend, Ben, helped me to understand the inner strength and dignity that can come with restraint, and I have never forgotten. Ben called this “The Two Wolves Inside Us.” 

Narrator: Near the campfire, Grady snuggled up close to his Grandpa, and Aspen waited with anticipation and excitement as she sat on a rock nearby. 

Then, in a soft, slow cadence, Grandpa began …

Grandpa: An old Indian Grandfather said to his grandson who came to him with anger at a friend who had done him an injustice …

Let me tell you a story. I too, at times, have felt a great hate for those that have taken so much, with no sorrow for what they do. But hate wears you down, and does not hurt your enemy.

It is like taking poison and wishing your enemy would die. I have struggled with these feelings many times.

He continued …

It is as if there are two wolves inside me; One is good and does no harm. He lives in harmony with all round him and does not take offense when no offense was intended. He will only fight when it is right to do so, and in the right way. He saves all his energy for the right fight.

But the other wolf, ahhh!

He is full of anger. The littlest thing will set him into a fit of temper. He fights everyone, all the time, for no reason.

He cannot think because his anger and hate are so great. It is helpless anger, for his anger will change nothing.

Sometimes it is hard to live with these two wolves inside me, for both of them try to dominate my spirit.

The boy looked intently into his Grandfather's eyes and asked…

Which one wins, Grandfather? 
The Grandfather smiled and quietly said…

The one I feed.

Narrator: It was late when Grandpa finished his recitation. Everyone, including Grandpa, paused to reflect on the wisdom of the legend that Ben taught Grandpa. 

The fire had burned down to softly crackling embers that would suddenly turn bright red when a breeze touched them. 

The silence of the night amplified the sound of the wind in the trees. Everyone looked. 

The stars could be felt as much as seen. There were more stars than any of them could count.

Aspen: Grandpa, why are there more stars here in Yellowstone than there are in Atlanta? 

Grandpa: Aspen, it sure seems like there are more stars here, but it is just an illusion. We do not have all that glare of the big city streetlights and smog to block the sky, so we can actually see millions and millions of stars that folks in Atlanta and other cities cannot see. Without the glare, the light coming from those millions of far away stars seems to blend. That is why you see that faint, milky backdrop behind the closer stars. Do you know what that is? 

Aspen: The Milky Way! Can you show me some of the animals in the sky and the other constellations that my teacher told us about?

Narrator: Grandpa explained that there were too many constellations for him to remember, but he pointed up into the southern sky and began to describe how to recognize those that he could remember. Grandpa told Aspen and Grady about the wolf in the sky called Lupus. He told them Lupus was watching them but that Lupus was so shy, they may not be able to see him. 

Grandpa: Watch the southern sky. If we can find the bright star called Antares, you will find the nose of Lupus just below and off to the right.

Narrator: Then it was time for bed with wolf watching coming early in the morning. 

Grady and Aspen crawled into their sleeping bags. Aspen was asleep almost immediately. Grady found a comfortable position and lay there pondering all that he had learned and heard in the short time that he and Aspen had been with Grandma and Grandpa. 

He remembered that he had brought the little tape recorder that his father had given him and dug it out of his backpack. Grady set the controls to make the tape record longer, turned the little machine on, positioned it above his head facing out of the tent, and listened for almost 30 seconds before he too was sound asleep and dreaming of the animals in the star-filled sky. 

Grady was sound asleep when the wolves began their mournful howling like a ghostly chorus slightly off key.

Narrator: Four o’clock came … well, early as only a young boy can feel when awakened by the wind causing the tent flaps to flap and by snowflakes blowing into the tent and into his face. He pulled the sleeping bag over his head and hunkered down. Almost immediately, Grady felt the gentle tug on his sleeping bag and heard his Grandpa’s soft voice telling him that it was time to rise. He rubbed his eyes and saw in the glow of the flashlight that 

Aspen was already dressed and almost ready to go. Today was a day Grady did not want to miss! He slipped free of his sleeping bag and quickly dressed. To be good neighbors in the campground, they all whispered while sipping on hot chocolate. Grandma helped Aspen and Grady to get into their winter parkas, stocking caps, and mittens as Grandpa started the car that had been towed behind the motor home. 

Grandpa quietly steered out of the campground toward the place in the Lamar Valley.

Narrator: As they drove, Grandma was pointing out various landmarks to Aspen and Grady, whose eyes were glued to the back windows, fully intent on not missing anything. 

Almost five minutes elapsed before Grady realized that he had fallen asleep last night with his little tape recorder on. He dug it out of his backpack, rewound the tape, and then set the machine to play. The speaker was tiny, but he could distinctly hear some freaky sounds. He passed the tape recorder to Grandma who listened for a while and smiled. She held the recorder up to Grandpa’s ear. 

Grandpa: Very good, Grady. It sounds like your little recorder captured the whole pack singing last night. I am surprised the racket did not wake you and Aspen. Play it again for Grandma. Perhaps she can figure out how many were singing at the same time.

Narrator: Grady rewound the recorder and then started it again. Aspen shifted her position so that she could listen with Grandma. Grandma played the tape for several minutes. 

Grandma: I just cannot count how many wolves there were, but I am sure that it is less than it sounds like. Wolf packs purposely sound off key in an attempt to make the other packs think they are bigger. This keeps the packs out of each other’s territories. 

Narrator: The sun was just peaking over the ridge to the east as Grandpa set the emergency brake and opened the door. Grandma followed him, saying little. Everything they were doing—setting up spotting scopes, chairs, clipboards, and tape recorders—was well rehearsed from their many trips to this place. The large thermos of hot drinks was always by their chairs.

It was cold to the two youngsters from the Deep South whose blood, according to Grandpa, “had not yet thickened” and whose bodies “did not have enough fat on their bones” to stay warm without serious layers of winter clothing. Grady did not have any opinion about the thickness of his blood, and he had no idea how much fat was required to stay warm. However, he did know for certain that he was most certainly cold!

Narrator: Aspen and Grady were taking in everything around them. It looked like the scenes from the old science-fiction movies-the ones in which all the townspeople have their pitchforks and binoculars, waiting for the arrival of the aliens in their shiny aluminum flying saucers. 

There were more binoculars and telescopes than either child had ever seen, and the adults all around them did not even know they were there, such were the levels of concentration as the wolf watchers peered through their eye pieces, seemingly all focused on the same little hill between here and those trees about two miles away.

Narrator: Aspen tugged on Grady’s sleeve and started to whisper but was cut off by a woman who sat two chairs down from him. Quietly, but excitedly, she exclaimed, “Show time! There they are!” 
Grady searched the knoll but could see nothing out of place. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he spotted a tiny black spot against the background way off in the distance. He was not sure what the dot was or what he was searching for until it moved. The dot moved again. Suddenly, there were two spots. He went to his Grandma who was refocusing her spotting scope. 

Grady: Are those black spots bears? 

Grandma: In my scope, I see a big black wolf staring back at me with his tongue hanging out. 

Grady Let me see … Let me see! Grandma, can I see?

Narrator: As Grandma reached for her clipboard, she allowed Grady to peer through her scope.

Meanwhile, looking through her Grandpa’s old binoculars, Aspen watched several more black dots emerge from the tree line. The black dots moved quickly toward what Grady now knew to be a black wolf with its tongue hanging out. Aspen counted five wolves—four dark grays and one black. Noticing that all the adults within 100 yards of him were pumped, Grady himself became wild with excitement. And even though his voice was an excited whisper, it was carrying up and down the line of wolf watchers. Aspen tugged on his arm and put her finger to her lips while shaking her head. Grandma smiled indulgently.

Narrator: Grandma was quickly assembling another spotting scope with a tripod for her grandchildren to share. Grady took a deep breath, lowered his voice to a level barely audible, and mouthed, “This is way cool! I just saw five wolves!” He realized with a tinge of sadness that the first wolves that he had ever seen were too far away to photograph.

Aspen saw the wolves lying in the grass with their heads in view for a short while, and then they suddenly took off single file for the tree line.

Grady: Is that it? Will we see any more of the wolves today? 

Narrator: Grandma began to reassure Grady that the morning was far from over when he and Grandma both heard a rustling in the grass nearby. They instinctively looked over their left shoulder toward the source of the sound. 

Grandma/Grady: Oh, wow! 

Narrator: Without a sound, Grady began to tug on Aspen’s jacket. A bear was loping across the meadow. It stopped and then stood up to sniff the wind. The bear looked directly toward the line of wolf watchers and then lowered its front feet and continued its easy gait away from the line of people who were watching wolves. Grandma pulled Grady and Aspen toward her and whispered … 

Grandma: The wolves may have been trying to distract the bear. Wolves and bears coexist here in Yellowstone, but bears have been known to chase wolves away from their dinner or harass their pups.

Grandpa: There is possibly a wolf den just inside that bank of trees. The wolves you are watching may be trying to distract the bear in an attempt to protect their pups.

Narrator: Everyone began scanning for a possible den site. Aspen felt something wet fall on her head and hoped it was not a bird being careless as it flew over. She felt another drop and then another, but she would not take her eyes away from the binoculars. Aspen felt, rather than saw, the flash of light. Instantaneously, a very loud clap of thunder echoed off the mountain peaks. 

Grandpa: I do not know where that came from, but that lightening was too close for us to stay here. We are too much of a target for lightening where we are. Let us make a run for it before the rain causes a major traffic jam. 

Grandma: Oh no! Just when the action started. Grandpa is right. Come on children; we need to hurry. We will have some hot chocolate back at camp while we make a new plan.

Narrator: To their less observant fellow wolf watchers, Grandma, Grandpa, Aspen, and Grady appeared more organized than they really were as they quietly rushed to pack and stow the equipment they had set up less than an hour ago. 

Inwardly, for perhaps five minutes, many thought Grandma’s group had given up too early, but an extremely close bolt of lightening with an almost instantaneous deafening clap of thunder changed all those opinions. Within seconds, the nearby bears, wolves, ravens, and coyotes were treated to the funny sight of nearly 100 humans scrambling in total chaos to their cars. 

In a drier season and in a drier year, the lightening strike could have caused a major fire, but today it left a blackened wound high in the top of an old lodgepole pine tree. 

By the time this event unfolded, the slightly discouraged little group was already comfortably strapped into their seatbelts as Grandpa headed back toward their camp at Slough Creek.

Grandpa: Rapid changes in weather are common here in Yellowstone’s high country. That is why your Grandma and I always come prepared for surprises. I bet, if we pulled over for five minutes right now, almost all those hardy wolf-watching people back there, who were doubting our group’s hardiness, would be passing us on the way to find dry clothes. Sometimes it’s fun to admit that we belong to the older but wiser generation. 

Grady: Grandpa, is it possible that the storm may pass through in time for us to go back to the wolf-watching place? 

Grandpa: My experience is that these late spring storms generally pass quickly. My guess is that the weather will improve at least by tomorrow. The storm will not drive the wolves away because that part of the Lamar Valley is their territory—where their pack has its den and where they hunt. It is seldom that we drive all the way here and not see wolves from the Druid pack. 

Narrator: Aspen, sitting behind Grandpa in the back seat, could see Grandma in the front passenger seat busily working on a sketch. 

Aspen: Grandma, what are you drawing? 

Grandma: Just give me a few more seconds … There! What do you think?

Narrator: Grandma held up her sketchpad. During their short drive, Grandma had drawn three pencil sketches. One was a sketch of Grady, from behind, peering through the spotting scope with five black dots in the distance. 

The second was a sketch of Aspen looking through the binoculars with the bear in the distance. The third sketch was one of Grandpa walking erect in the rain with his arms full of equipment, and with Grandma, Aspen, and Grady hunkered over and running for cover. 

Grandma: I wanted to capture these scenes, but I did not have time to find my camera. The sketch of your Grandpa shows him in the same pose I remember from the day that I met him nearly 40 years ago. I was with a college tour group and your grandpa was explaining how geysers work when the sky opened up. While there were many men in the tour group who were taller than your grandpa, they all grew shorter when the storm hit that day.

I still remember your Grandpa standing tall with the rain running off the brim of his Smokey Bear hat, and he just kept talking until the rain stopped. He is just as handsome today as he was on that rainy day so long ago.

Narrator: There was a tentative silence before Grandpa reached across the car and took Grandma’s hand, giving it a little squeeze that seemed to communicate a lot. 

Grandpa withdrew his hand to make the right turn into the campground, stopping next to the motor home. As Aspen and Grady stepped free of the car, both looked up at the sky and then smiled—the clouds that had brought the short, but violent, storm were already clearing up. 

A few minutes later, all four members of Grandma’s wolf- watching party were sipping hot chocolate topped with melted marshmallows. In a short time, all four were counting sheep in the cozy motor home. 

When Aspen and Grady awoke, they looked out the window of the motor home and saw Grandma, sitting at her easel, translating one of her sketches into a watercolor painting. Grandpa was sitting at the picnic table working on a wood carving of a bird.

Narrator: Aspen took a camera from her backpack, and the children went outside. Aspen clicked the camera as Grady hugged his Grandma and clicked again as Grady hugged his Grandpa. 

Aspen was intrigued with the way her Grandma used the fine tipped paintbrush to mix colors, as well as the way she could blend short brush strokes into a very straight line. On the other hand, Grady was equally intrigued with the leather rectangle on the picnic table that had 10 pockets sewn into it. Wooden handles protruded from eight of the 10 pockets. 

Grady concluded that the sharpened carving tool that Grandpa was using came from one of the two empty pockets. Grandpa noticed Grady studying the tools and the empty pocket. Grandpa told Grady the story …

Grandpa: These carving knives and chisels belonged to your great grandpa. He used these tools to carve handles for wooden chests. He also carved birds, animals, and dolls heads that he sold and sometimes gave to friends. 

Each of these tools has a different purpose, but as you noticed, one of the tools is missing. The missing tool had a very fine carving point for making eyes. He used to carry this tool roll in his horse’s saddlebag as he patrolled Yellowstone’s backcountry looking for poachers.

As the story goes, your great-grandpa was sitting by a campfire one night on a hilltop above Lamar Valley when a storm passed over, much as it did with us this morning. He thought he had put away his carving tools. Two days later, he discovered that the carving tool was missing. 

He returned to the campsite he had used the night of the storm, but he could not find his tool. He tried to retrace the trail between the campsite and the place where he had discovered his tool missing, but he could not find it. He rode his horse all over the area looking for that little tool. The loss bothered him until the day he died. 

Eventually, your great-grandpa put a fine sharpening stone, called a hone, into the pocket.

Grandpa: Before the days of radio, television, and cars, people had to find simpler ways to amuse themselves and relax. Your great-grandpa’s carving set gave him something to do during the many, many nights he spent on patrol. When we get back to the ranch house, I will show you some of the functional things he made that are still part of our life.

For instance, he carved pieces of the fireplace mantle, the stairway railings, and all the handles for the drawers in the kitchen. He also had a special carving tool to make new spokes for the horse-drawn wagons. 

These pieces are the beginning of the wings for a raven. When the raven is finished, it will join a carving of a wolf pup in a diorama. 

As you may see when we return to the wolf-watching place, the ravens have a special relationship with the wolves; they are even allowed to play with the wolf pups. 

The diorama I am working on will show a raven tugging on a pup’s tail.

Grady: Grandpa, please do not take offense, but visiting you is somewhat, ummm … like visiting a museum. Mrs. Baxter told us about things that people made back then that we buy in stores now, but I have never seen how such things are made. It would be nice if you could come to Atlanta before school is out next year. I know that Mrs. Baxter would love for you to show my class how you make things. 

Grandpa: What do you think about packing a lunch and going for a short hike today? Tomorrow morning, with better weather, we can return to the Cinema.

Narrator: Everyone agreed. Aspen helped Grandpa go searching for daypacks while Grady helped Grandma put together sack lunches. Within a few minutes, all was ready. Slough Creek camp was about three miles north of the road through Lamar Valley. 

The campsites were in a secluded little meadow below a peak. They began to hike north along a pack trail that followed the creek. 

As they walked, Grandpa explained that they were following a historic horse drawn wagon trail that eventually connected with the Silver Tip Ranch that still claimed a historic right of access into Yellowstone.

Narrator: Grandma then explained that they were in bear country and if they should encounter a bear, the worst thing they could do would be to panic, turn their back to the bear, and try to outrun it. 

Though the term is a cliché, Aspen could not think of a better description for the water than simply “crystal clear.” Grandpa would occasionally pause on the creek bank and point out where to look for the native trout, as well as the mayflies and caddis flies that the trout loved to eat. The mayflies seemed to Grady to look like tiny butterflies, but they were so tiny that a magnifier would be required to make a serious comparison.

Narrator: The group welcomed the brisk walk. An hour passed, and they stopped for a break. Grandpa estimated that they had covered almost three miles. He asked how the children felt, concerned that the high altitude could be a problem for them. Aspen and Grady said they felt “great,” a condition that Grandma attributed to the two days and nights of “acclimation.” 

Grandma: What a wonderful idea you had, Grandpa—a truly delightful idea! Do you see that stand of aspens across the creek above that big boulder? If you all are ready for lunch, I vote that we stop here. I would dearly love to sketch that scene.

Narrator: Everyone agreed, the packs were unpacked, and they found a downed tree that served as a bench while its stump provided a table. Grady asked why someone would want to cut down the tree. Grandpa pointed out that the young tree had initially bent over from the weight of the winter snow sometime in the past and then snapped, but not completely. 

A wagon crew must have used a saw to clear the downed tree off the wagon trail. Grandpa said all this could have happened a long time ago. Downed trees here do not decay nearly as quickly as they would in the more humid climate around Atlanta.

Grady and Aspen walked up and down the creek bank taking photos while Grandma sketched and Grandpa carved. It was peaceful here, and the more quietly everyone talked, the louder the sounds of nature became.

Narrator: Aspen saw Grandpa from the corner of her eye gesturing for her and Grady to follow him. Grandpa put his index finger up to his lips to caution them to be silent. Their hearts were thumping with anticipation. Was there a bear nearby? 

After following Grandpa for a short distance, they could see that Grandma had walked out into the meadow. She waved for them to follow. When they reached Grandma, she motioned for them to join her on the other side of a giant boulder. She sat down with her legs tucked beneath her. The children followed suit, one on each side of Grandma.

Grandpa arrived and sat down, motioning Grady to move so that Grandma and Grandpa were on either side of Aspen and Grady who were sitting next to each other.

Narrator: Grandpa pulled a pencil from his pocket and found a slip of paper. He quietly wrote, “Shhh.” Aspen smiled and looked up at her Grandpa. She saw a twinkle in one eye while he winked at her with the other. She looked back at the note. It continued, “Pass this to Grady.” Aspen, puzzled, passed the note to Grady. Grady was also puzzled.

While Grady was looking at the note and wondering what it could mean, Grandpa was already writing another. “Some wolves are just over that ridge in front of us, but I cannot determine how many. The boulder will help mask the sound of the creek behind us. The breeze is blowing toward us, soooo … if we sit quietly for a while, you may be treated to a real wolf talk!”

Narrator: Aspen squeezed her Grandpa’s hand and passed the note to Grady. Grady was pumped! His mouth opened, but Aspen stopped him from saying anything by gently poking him in the side with her elbow. Grandma put her arm around Grady’s shoulder and hugged him.

Grandpa put his finger to his lips. Grandma, Aspen, and Grady followed his movements, and they all looked at each other as if they were taking a secret oath.

Narrator: Then, all together, they sat back against the boulder to wait for a concert that few humans have experienced so up close and personal.

When the first freaky sounds reached their ears, Grady reacted by squeezing Grandma’s knee. Grandma squeezed back. Each member of their group was fully alert when the pack began their mournful chorus. 

The real wolf talk had begun …

