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The Status of Wolverines in Colorado

Abslract

\Y rn l r c r i r c ,  tG , l -  ^ ! . 1 .  ' ,  nn ,e . t r . , i r r cd  r .  f L r -b r r ren  i n  ( on raJn ,  r r e  n^ r v , f r ,.(crion. llo\\c,"u., their xatus in the srare i"i" a-,,Li rli"-p"x,'..*",*"r,:;i"]iill i,?lifi::fr
Pr1:nts tl oei'\,olverinc repofts. Two recent positivc reports suggcsr that wolvcrines -ay .tiif.;i:;

Voiverioes (.G o g o) are scarce in the south central Rocky Mounrarns ancl reach
the sourhern l imits of their disrr i l . rut ion in Colorado (Deems ancl Rrrsley 19711, Hall
1981, Wilson 1982 ). Their numbers appear secure in Monrana (Newby and McDougal
1961r) but in Wyoming they are rare (Hotk et al.  1982). Durrant (1952) suggesteri
that wolverines rnay be cxrinct in Utah.

'i/olverioes \vete once classified as furbearers in Coloraclo. However. in 1965 the
season was closed aod wolverioes were afforded complete prorecrioo. .1he 

Colorado
Vildl i fe Commission cjassif ied rhe u,r, lverine ". un .nJunl"r"d spc.ies in 1971. This
papet reviervs historical lircrature and presenrs j7 nc*, s,.,iuerine reports for the state
of Colorado. These reports $'ere llarhered through a Colora.lo Division of Vzildlife
(DOV) projecr.

\( i lson ( 1982 ) sugsesrcd rhat rvolverine numbers are increasing in Colorado. Hoq_
eveJ, therc never has bcen a population estimate on I,hich to base such a suggeslon
and i t  is doubtful thar,,volvcrines were ever common in Colorado. El l iot Coues (1g79)
statcd " i t  

is only of latc years rhar thc prescnce of this remarkable anjmal so fat sourh
has been knon'n." Historical recorcls *,ere often based on sight observations (Armstrong
1,972, C^ry 1911, Fielcl  aocl Feltner 1974. Spahn 1914, r)/arren 1!12). A total ol 12
fePorts, rePtesenting at leasr 25 animals, $,ere based on voh,ctine carcasscs bem.ccn
1871 and 1919. The last veri f ied ki l l  of a q,olverine in Colorado occurrecl in 1919
(Grinnelt 1!26). Quick ( i964) sratcd that rhe occurrence of wolvcrines in coloratro"in 

modern t imes is t loubtful."

The Colorado Division of \Xri ldl i{e ini t iared a *,olverine proiect in l97i i  to summar_
ize the history of rvolverines in colore. lo .rnd to ;rceumnllre information about cul lent
*'oh'erine status. Hisrorical information v,as sought by searches of museum material anrl
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through a revics' of published literarure. Unpublishecl recorcls *'ere inspected. Historical
and current information rvere also sought by statervitle "informarion 

requesr" campaigns.
These campaigns ernployed slide programs, neqrspaper articles, and disrribution of over
3,000 "r,anted" posters ro clisrtict q' i lcl l i fc maoagers. taxidermists, trappers, outfitrers,
privare inclividuais. ancl state and federal agencics. A report form was deveiopccl to
staociardize the evaluation of *olverine sightiogs. This form uas sent to all indivicluals
rePorting a rvolverine encountcr.

Study areas rvere selected based on returned reporrs. Snorvmachines aocl skis n,cre
usctl to search tiresc areas for eirher n'olverioe ot rheir signs. Baited hair snags, coo-
sisting of har<lu,are clorh cylinders rvirh batbed rvire interiors, \vere ser ro obrain hair
samples. Reference sliclcs of hair rvere preparcci from collections ar the Denver Museurn of
Narutal History and rhe University of Colorado Museum. Three keys provcd paticularly
helpful in identifyin.q hair samples taken from snags (Brown 1942, Mayet 1952, Moorc
et dl. 1974).

A total of 265 reporrs of n'olverine observarions were evaluared during the study.
Reports *ere r.Lrecl as {ollows: positive reports,3; probable teporrs, 18; possible reports.
16; and non wolverine repotrs, 208. The 57 teports classified as posirive, probablc, ancl
possible arc mappecl in FigJure 1. A tlctailed lisring of reports is available fron rhe aurhors.

Sone of these obscrvarions cleserve special mention:
1 Three u'olverines have escapecl from Cheyenne Mountain Zoo in Colorado Spriogs

( Fic. 1, no. 1 ) . A fernale, q'hich escepecl in 1964, was kil ied by Terry Schmidt on \i(est

Las Vegas Street. A seconcl female, rvhich escaped in 1966, was killed by Ray Goecher
of Litrleton, Colorarlo in rhe Rampart Range on Febtr.rary 18, 1966 but the escapecl male
s'as ncver found- These reports were counted as one positive report.

2) J.,iy 1977, Al Will iams, Assisrant Principal of Delra High School, Delra, Colotaclo
founcl a rvolverine skull on the East Fork of the Cjmmaron cltainagc (Gunnison
Counry) (Fig. 1, No.2). This skull v,as probably less than ten years okl. This report
was counted as posirive.

3 ) June 1973. George l-anum of Deover rook rhrec photographs of an animal crossing
a snow fiekl on friocheta Peak (Fig. 1, no. l0). His description and the body shape
in  rhc  ohnrn" r . ro l r  .u i !e . r  a  \ \o l \e r ine .

1t) June 1978, Mr. ancl Mrs. Roberr Haas of Tcxas photographed one adult and
threc youn,t animrls rvest of l-ake City (Fig. 1, no 9). The animals were tcrl disrant
for posirive identif icarion. Florvever, the dra$'ings and tlesctiptions madc by the Haas's
indicate rvolr,erines.

)) Octobct 19711, Srouffei Prorluctions, Aspen, Coiorado released two wolverines
while fi iminc a movie. The ',voivetines, rvhich were imporrecl from Canada, n'ere re-
leasecl cast of Castle Peak, Pitkin County (not rnapped ). Three reports in rhe.qeneral
vicinity since their relexse may rclare ro rhese animals.

6) March 1979, Robert Kay of Vernal, Urah shor a male q'olverine allegedly three
km n'est of the Colondo-Utah bordet on U.S. Hi.qhway 40 (Fig. 1, no. 3). There is
reason to Lloubr that the animal carnc from Utah. Also, since wolverines may roam over
32 km per day, if this anirnal came from Utah he probaby had part of his range in
Colorlclo.

7) March 1979, Don Robercs, Gary Guggenbergcr, ancl Ron Sr. Pierre of rhe Col-
orado Division of \Vildlife q'atchcd ao anilnal for rhree minures at 25 m oear the Rifle
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Figure 1. Distrlbution of tl wolverine reports in Colorado. Counties are shown onh. if regrrts
occurred $'irhin the counw. The t000 ft contour is also indicared.

Colorado Fish Hatchety (Fig. 1, no. 5). They identi f ied the mammal as al l ,olverine and
the sighting was in an area of other credible reports_
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8) .lune 1979, Ktrrt Keskarnaki rvarchecl an animal as it approached a bear bait that
he had set near ParshalJ, Colorado (Fig. 1, no. 7). He watched the animal at less than
10 m for four minutes. Descriptioo, l.rhar.ior, and signs indicated a q,olverine.

Despirc several credible reports the study dicl not verify the preseoce of viable
popr.rlations of rvolverine io Coiorado. Verif icd rvolverine include one skull found. one
wolverine killccl allegedlv 3 km *'est of Coloratlo-Urah border. and rrvo rvolverines
kil led near Coloraclo Springs. ln addition, t*o n'olverines were imported aod relelsed
by private inreresrs. Rcperirion in credible rcporrs suggesrs areas where rvolverine are
still likely to be found io Colorado. These inclucle the San Juan Mountains (norrh of
Dr.rrango and southcast of V/olf Creek Pass) and the southq,estern porrion of rhe FI;rr
Tops \Tilderness (Garfielcl Counry). North and rvest of Rocky Mounrain National
Park is another possibiJity.

r e believe n'olverines conrinrre to exist in Colorado. However, irrefutable proof of
viablc popularions is absent due to diff iculty in cletecion and obtaining positive proof.
Eveo it' positive ptoof of a solverine rvere obrained, it q,oulcl not prove the existence
of a viable ytpulation.

We q'ish to thank rhe numerous voiunteers and DO\V personnel who helped on this
project, in parricular, Dr David Arrnstrong (CU), and Gary Miller (DO\f). This
papcr is a contriburion to Coioraclo DO\f Federal Aicl Endangered Species proiecr
sE-3-2.
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