UNITED STATES
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
National Park Service
Chicago 5J4, Illinois
January 11, I9I46.
Hon. Ernest Gruening,
Juneau, Alaska.
Dear Mr. Grueningt
I believe you rill be interested in the attached mimeographed copies of two reports on the wolf problem in 1 fount
McKinley National Park. The general statement is a resume of
the problem up to the present time. The longer report, by
Dr. Adolph Murie, is the result of a request by the National
Park Service to the Fish and Wildlife Service for a periodic
check of relationships between the wolves and other wildlife
of the park. This is in the nature of a "follow-up" of the
very thorough study which was made by Dr. Murie from 1939
to 19U2 and which was printed as National Park Fauna No. f,
"The Wolves of Mount McKinley."
The National Park Service is trying to act in accordance with the best factual information that can be obtained,
to the end that all wildlife species of the park shall be
preserved.
Sincerely yours,

^i^z/59^
Newton B. Drury,

Director.
enclosure.
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UNITED STATES
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
National Park Service
Chicago 54, Illinois
The Wolf Problem in Mount IvicKinley National Park
Because of the vide interest now manifest in the effect of wolves on
Dall sheep and other wildlife in Mount JicKinley National Park, Alaska, it
seems proper that the National Park Service should issue a statement concerning this problem.
For a number of years after the park was established in 1917, sheep
increased in numbers. Apparently the peak was reached in 1928, when Park
Superintendent Harry Liek estimated that about 5,000 sheep lived in the
area. Other estimates ran as high as 10,000 animals.
The severe winters of 1928-29 and 1931-32 dealt heavy blows to the
wildlife. Wind-blown ridges v/ere soon grazed off and the sheep wore forced
to dig for food in deep snow on the flats. Observations indicated that
while some fell prey to wolves, many more succumbed to cold and lack of
food. On a patrol trip in *pril, 1932, Park Ranger John Rumohr reported
that he had "examined many oi :he sheep carcasses for evidence of wolf
kills, but in most cases it appeared that the deaths were the result of
starvation." By spring, Park Ranger Lee Swisher estimated that not more
than 1500 sheep survived.
Unfortunately no trained biologist was available in the park in those
days. From the evidence, however, it seems obvious that mild winters and
other factors, including a small wolf population, up to 1928 had permitted
the sheep to build up to the peak of a cycle of population. Then the two
severe winters had made a drastic reduction by starvation. To biologists
this is the familiar story of too many animals on too little winter range.
Apparently the winter kill had reduced the sheep population to something more nearly approaching normal numbers under average conditions.
Only minor changes took place during the next ten years. Casual visitors
to the area, however, expressed the opinion that the numbers v/ere dropping.
Accordingly, the National Park Service in April 1939, initiated a thorough
investigation. After a period of six months the survey was continued by
the Fish and Wildlife Service for an additional 16 months from April 1940
to August 1941. The investigator throughout this period of almost two
years was Dr. Adolph Murie. Thrc.-ghout the time he was right on the ground,
making day-by-day observations of the sheep, wolves and associated species,
and analyzing his findings in the light of his long experience. "without
doubt, Dr. Murie is the best specialist in predation studies in America. His
work at Mount McKinley, particularly, has been heartedly commended by scores
of noted scientists who have reviewed both the method of field work and the
results. His report, "The ".Yolves of Mb. iicKinley," together with his other
reports, embody the main scientific knowledge on this subject.

At the close of his investigations in 1941, Dr. Murie drew the following conclusions!
1. The number of Dall 3hoep in Mount McKinley National Park was still
between 1,000 and 1,500 animals. According to the reoords available, the
population had not fluctuated markedly since the last great die-off in 193132.
2. The- number of wolves in the park was somev/here between 40 and 60.
Although this number was greater than during the period of scarcity prior
to 1928, it had not varied much from 1928 to 1941.
In short, during the ten years 1932-1941, with practically no aid from
man, the sheep had held their place in the park fauna. The wolves also had
been pe-mitted to play their role on the primitive stage. Yet they had not
increased and seemed unlikely to c -come a serious threat in the immediate
future. Accordingly, on Dr. Murie's recommendation, and with the concurrence of other biologists, the National Park Service followed a policy of
"watchful waiting." There appeared to be no reason or justification for reducing the number of wolves.
In the winter of 1944-45, however, the park staff reported a marked
decrease of sheep in the park, Tho Fish and Y.ildlife Service was requested
to make an investigation and report. Dr. Lurie was again detailed to the
area. He found that, although the wolf population was still much as it was
four years previously, the sheep had lost ground drastically. From a population of at least 1,000, the sheep now number not more than an estimated 500.
While this decrease of Dc.ll sheep has been claimed to be due to wolves,
there is no conclusive evidence to that effect. There are perhaps less,
certainly no more wolves than during the ten years when tho sheep maintained
their numbers. Whether the reduction in sheep was caused by heavy winter
kill of lambs or small lamb crops will never bo known. During the war years
there was not a sufficient staff to make the necessary investigations.
However, the fact that the sheep have reached an all-time low in the
park, (an estimated 500), and that tho wolves have apparently maintained
their former numbers (an estimated 40 to 60) may well indicate an unbalance
as between these two species. This makes it advisable to take such steps
as are most likely to tip the scales again in favor of the survival of a
normal number of sheop.
On December 4, 1945, Acting Superintendent Grant H. Pearson was directed
to eliminate 15 wolves as soon as Possible from the area where the sheep
range within the park. This probaoly represents more than 50 percent of the
wolves in. the region of tho park where the sheep range. The work is being
done by an experienced trapper under the direction of the Superintendent.
In order to protect the park foxes as much as possible, trapping stations
will be kept to a minimum and limited as far as feasible to the regions
where foxes arc least numerous.
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All factors involved in sheep survival and increase—such as the number of adult sheep, the number of lambs, and the distribution of wolves—
should be reappraised next spring. It is hoped this survey can be made by
Dr. Murie, and steps are being token to secure his assignment by the Fish
and Wildlife Service. Based on his findings, the National Park Service
will decide whether to recommend to the Secretary that an additional number of the remaining wolves should be destroyed and, if so, how many.
This program should be adequate to insure a reasonable increase in the
sheep populatipn of the park, so far as this population is affected by the
wolves. The National Park Service, of course, is unable to deal with other
factors, such as climate and disease, which are recognized by v.'ildlife
authorities as being equally important in controlling the cycles of animal
populations.

Newton B, Drury,
Director.
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A REVIEW OF THE FOUNTAIN SHEEP SITUATION
IN MOUNT MCKINLEY NATIONAL PARK,

ALASKA,

I9b5

Adolph Murie

When the first studies of the wolf-sheep relationships in Mount McKinley
National Park were made during the period from 19J9 to 19bl; it was concluded
that the most important factor affecting the sheep population was wolf predation. It was pointed out that the future status of the sheep could not be predicted and that it was "desirable to continue observations in order that the
status of the sheep may at all times be known and proper steps taken when needed
to assure their perpetuation under as natural conditions as possible." It was
to make such a check of the situation that I was detailed to spend four or five
weeks in Mount McKinley National Park in the fall of 19b5•
The period from August 2J to September 19, 19b5» w a s devoted to intensive
field work in the sheep hills. The main objective was to determine the status
of the sheep population. The time in the field was ample for this, but too
short to make any special attempt to follow up other phases of the problem.
Field headquarters were established at Igloo Creek,' jb, miles from the railroad.
An automobile, furnished by the National Park Service, greatly facilitated the
work,- and I am grateful to Acting Superintendent Grant Pearson and his staff for
wholehearted assistance in many other ways;
Field Data
TThen I arrived in the Park, the sheep on the high parts of the summer
range were being driven down to more accessible areas by early snows, It was
an opportune time for a count. The ranges were visited in such sequence that
I could be practically certain that there was no duplication. By September 5»
I had made a count of the principal sheep habitats. After September 5, this
would have been more difficult because of the new distribution of the sheep and
the presence of snow on the hills which made it much harder to see the sheep,
especially from high points of vantage overlooking extensive country. The time
after September 5 w a s spent in rechecking ranges previously covered. The observations made after the overall count was finished supported the conclusions obtained from it. I feel that the count secured permits an estimate of the sheep
population sufficiently accurate far our purpose.
From August 2b, tf September 5, 2bb sheep were counted," (Because of a poor
lamb crop very few lambs were included in this figure). The count included the
best sheep areas from Savage Canyon to Stony Creek. Obviously not all the sheep
in the area covered were observed. None were recorded from a few areas where
they are known to be present. A few had been seen at Moody this year, but I was
unable to investigate there, nor did I visit the Riley Creek range, where some
sheep summered in 19bl and came down to the Nenana Canyon for the winter. The
north side of Sheldon Mountain and the extreme lower part of East Fork Canyon
were not covered, A few sheep were reported in the Copper Mountain area but I
failed to see them. Such areas would not have contributed unusually large numbers. From the direct observations and other factors I feel that the mountain
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areas where they
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it is clear that

is not over 500, The sheep were found in most of the favorite
were living in the period from 1959 to 19*+1, tut in reduced
the four-year period from 19^+1 to 19^+5, it appears that the
has dropped from at least 1,000 to not over 500. In other words,
the population has been drastically reduced.

In the "Wolves of Mount McKinley" (19U+) it w as pointed out that the sheep
population in 192+0 was less than in 1939 because of the heavy mortality of lambs
over the winter, and a similar decline was noted the following year. It was not
known that these decreases would continue because the survival of the 1938 lamb
crop appeared to have been satisfactory, and all information available indicated
that the population had been rather stable for some time previous to that. Just
what was happening during the '30's will never be known. It is possible that
from 1932 until 1939 there may have been a rather steady shrinking of the population, as was noted in 192+0 and 191+1; or tho population may have been fairly constant and the present decline represents a sudden downward break in the population curve. It now is apparent, however, that the trond observed in 192+0 and
19l»l has continued to the present time.
Status of the Wolf
Tho observations I made of wolf tracks and of scats indicated a docrease
in wolves since my previous visit. But my stay was too brief for deteoting
any small changes in numbers which may have occurred during that period, A
large increase in wolf numbers might seem logical in the area since some of the
territory north of tho Park, into which tho McKinley wolves rcnge, has not been
trapped the last few years as it was formerly. However, as our knowledge of
populations grows, it appears that they do not always fluctuate according to
mathematical expectations. It is likely that the wolf population is much the
same now as it was in 191+1.
I had hoped to see some of the East Fork wolves but saw a wolf
during my stay and this was tho same individual, a stranger to mo.
is largely a matter of chance and an unreliable indication of their
Although I was usually out mornings and evenings, as well as during
a month, and saw a wolf only twice, one party went out for a single
two wolves.

only twice
Seeing wolves
numbers.
the day, for
day and saw

More wolf sign was seen in the 7/onder Lake area where some caribou wore
present. Some of the wolves living on the west end of the sheep hills may have
been spending most of their time among the caribou.
East of Mount McKinley National Park, in the Tfood River country, a guide
reported the presence of much wolf sign. Ho said there were tracks on every
river bar. According to information I received at Fairbanks the wolf population
was high throughout the interior of Alaska.
A prospector
observation which
which he shot out
If this condition

in the Kuntishna region, north of h'onder Lake, reported an
may be portentous. He stated that upon examining 7 wolves
of a band of 9, he found infected lungs and liver in each one.
in the wolves were widespread, it might mear a rather sudden
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drop in the population aue to natural causes. It would be interesting in this
conneotion to examine specimens for disease whenever they become available.
Status of Caribou
Reports on the Mount McKinley National Park caribou indicate that there has
been no severe reduction in their numbers. However detailed information on the
herd at this time is lacking.
Recommendations
The type of land use on which national parks are found include a
policy that permits control of one species when its presence in large
threatens the existence of another species, the broad objective being
the fauna of a given area as nearly in its natural state as possible.
laudable objective, which conservationists support.

wildlife
numbers
to preserve
This is a

Unfortunately, man's occupation of a park for recreational purposes, as
woll as activities in adjacent areas, sometimes tend to hinder our conservation
efforts in this respect. In my previous report I mentioned how the very existence
of roads in Mount McKinley National Park tended to aggravate the wolf situation
to a slight degree at least by giving the wolf easier access to some of the mountain sheep strongholds. Also, the fact that caribou wander over park boundaries
and are shot by hunters may reduce their numbers to an extent sufficient to
affect their value as a buffer species for mountain sheep within the park. Again,
the park wolves themselves are killed in some numbers where they come over the
boundary, so that we virtually do have some control of park wolves, with or without previous scientific study. Furthermore, it is entirely possible that the
widespread control of wolves in Alaska as a whole serves simply to prevent the
wolf population from reaching a peak with subsequent decline, thereby maintaining
a relatively high level over a longer period than in primitive times.
These are all intrusions that to an unknown degree tend to hinder our
efforts to maintain the original fauna. To these might be added a psychological
one, I refer to the widespread publicity against the wolf, the highstrung
articles appearing in the Alaskan press and elsewhere, with accusations that are
often unreasonable and not founded on fact. I would add that many of the people
disturbed by the wolf question are very sincere persons. This psychological intrusion ranks high with the others, and unfortunately tends to make more difficult the retention of the wolf in the fauna of even a national park.
The principal fact at hand in this instance is the all-time low reached by
the mountain sheep herds—less than 500 by the best estimates. As a precautionary measure it would be wi se to control the Mount McKinley National Park wolves
to assist the mountain sheep herds to recover a more favorable status, V/hen a
prey species is low in numbers serious inroads by a predator are effective,
Then a prey species is abundant, predators often have little effect on it. 'Ye
should recall that the mountain sheep herds of Mount McKinley National Park sustained very heavy losses from simple "winter kill" in 1929 and 1952, at a time
when the wolf population was rising. Once the sheep population recovers its relative
abundance there would be a bettor place for the wolf in the fauna, without endangering a species.
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For the present, then, it would be wise to docreaso the number of wolves.
Even 10 or 15 wolves to begin with, taken from the heart of the mountain sheep
rango, would supplement the "outside control" by trappers along the park boundary. The amount of control in tho future can be adjustod to the observed results.

October 9, 19U5#
Jackson, Wyoming,
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