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Research on wlld 
wolves and cougars 
could prove to be ~ 
bellwether for Oregon 

McCAU.., Idaho -

By RICHARD COCKLE 
THE OREGONIAN 

W oJf researcher JimAkenson is riding a mule on an icy moun­
tain trail in central Idaho when he comes upon a dead cougar. 
Suddenly, a paclc of wolves materializes and begins howling. 

For one terrifying moment, the 48-year-old biologist thinks 
his startled mules are going to stampede and carry him off a 200-foot cliff 
intoB~Creek. . 

"We could not tum around," says Akenson, describing that tense winter 
episode four years ago in the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. 
"It is the most precarious condition you can imagine, with wolves howling 
around you. II 

The crisis ends·.9.utcldy. Akenson's saddle mule, Daisy, gives the carcass 
an lndiffe11tnt sniff, steps over it and proceeds down the trail. Cricket and 
Rocky, his pack mul~ follow, paying the wolves no heed. 

AkeDSon shrugifit off as part of life in the Idahn wilderness. 
"There are circumstances when you could be in trouble with wolves," he 

JD~. 'But I thinlc they are very rare." 
Akenson and bis biologist wife, Holly, 48, are in the ninth year of a Uni­

wnlty of Idaho-sponsored research project on wolf and cougar interaction. 
They live and work at the Taylor-Ranch Field Station, deep inside the 
largest bloclc of con~ous wilderness in the lower 48 states. The ranch is 
34 miles from the nearest road and is believed to be the most remote year-
round human habitation in the nation, outside A1aslca. · 
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It is hoped their research will deepen the understanding of wolf behavior, 

as the predators flourish in Idaho and move into Oregon, where they .are · 
feared mamly for the damage-they can do to livestock. And JIB wolves limit 
the territory of a burgeoning cougar popUlation, that could have deep im-
pact in Oregon, where cougars have ~unded to 5,000 individuals. ldhpack edof Die ta«:JMdi ,,, : · ... ,e:g;;;,, '1 · ++' - · it:t >£,. · · •«" " • • . •+ 1 

I But the work of.thi£.connle is carried nnt as tpmntalu ,.., th~hc-r 
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A bush plane delivers mail and groceries once~ week. Their three-room· 

log ~•s amenities include nmning water, wood heat, a flush toilet and a 
hydmpower unit that provides electrid.ty for lights, computers and a satel­
nie ff. They have no telephone, but they keep in toudl with the outside 

Thi AklllllBI Clllillt wltll ...... Jallit Ul)lllnil M hi ....... le take off'.f~'.11111 I 
pr:mmw--. .......... Crilk • till Taylor Rlnall Pleld StatMn Iii Central 
Idaho. 0wnld by tlll·Unh•altt ff ............. men._. 30 mllla'fnm 
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world via Intemet e-mail and an FM-band "backcountry radio." 
~ closest neighbors are bighorn sheep, moose, elk. deer and three. 

rovlngpadcs of Canadian grat wolves. 
"They wake us up at night, Holly Alc.enson says of the serenading 

wolves. . 
It's a curiously techno-prlmitive life that two years ago permitted Jim 

Akenson to watch the Super Bowl on 'IV while keeping an eye on seven 
wolves on a mountain ridge above the cabin. 

"I was thinking, 'I bet there aren't very many viewers who are watching 
the Super Bowl and a pack of wolves at the same time,' " he says. 

"It's the opportunity to work hands-on with these animals that's lilce an 
addiction," says Akenson, explaining why they stay here. 

"For me, It's the immersion in the natural world," adds Holly Akenson. 
"That day-to-day personal, being part of the natural world, is something 
you rarely find." · 

An estimated 750 Canadian gray wolves now roam Idaho in 59 packs, 
their numbers up from 35 wolves in 1996, say the Akensons. Oregon offi­
cially has no gray wolves, but the biologists are certain the predators have 
crossed the state boundary. 

"I saw wolf scat OQ the Minam River when I was bowhun~ in there a 
year ago," says Jim Akenson, referring to a stream in northeastern Ore­
gon's Eagle Cap Wtlderness. "There was no question that's what It was." 

Oregonians have little to worry about, the Alcensons say. In thousands 
of days in the field, they've never been threatened by wolves they were re­
searching. But there are precautions: 

They can~t allow Mica, their 11-year-old golden retriever, to roam unac­
companied. Wolves generally hunt in packs of eight to 12 and almost cer­
tainly would make short work of the dog,.says Holly Akenson. 

And they don't let their horses graze in large pastures. Horses instinctive­
ly flee wolves. 

"The chase is what gets them exclt.ed," Holly Akenson says of wolves. "If 
the stock are confined, we think they are less likely to attack." 

Mules~ better adapted-to social Interaction with wolves, the Akensons 
say. "Mules look at a wolf and say to themselves, 'Do l need to stomp it?' " 
~ JimAkeneon. -"Our ~lovl: to chase bears, too.,, ' . . 

wo1ves·probably.will redu&! tbi number of OJ:egon"Tf couprs,-nowesti-
mated at around 5,000, they say. · 

"When there Is a pack around, cougars are not COJD.fortable around their 
kills or~ kittens," says Jim~ "Alot of times a big cougarwlll 
kill a wolf, but the pack phenomenon changes the table." , 

A male cougar's territory averages about 150 square mile&, mmpared 
with about 45 square miles for a female cougar, say the Alcensons. Bqt a 
typical wolf pack roams across 500 square miles. 

The p~sence of wolves hasn't caused Idaho's elk numbers to drop sig­
nificantly, they say. But when wolves are around, elk become more wary. 
They avoid meadows where wolves might see them. That frustrates hu­
man hunters, who sometimes mistakenly believe the elk herds are vanish­
ing, he says. 

Another change: An elk that gets spooked In wolf country typically 
plunges into a river or mountain lake, ~ause wolves are at a disadvan­
tage in water, say the Alcensons. "That is something you didn't see before 
wolves." 

Wolves occasionally frighten people when they are merely being curi­
ous, say th~ Akens_ons. Case in point: When JimAkenson tied up his mules 
and returned to examine the dead cougar near Big Creek, be was startled 
to discover that it had died in a fight with another cougar. It hadn't been 
attacked by the wolf pack, as he first thought 

The wolves merely heard the battle and stopped by to see what was go­
ing on, he says, And when he came along, they started ho~g. 

Still; wolves may have been a factor in the cougar's fate, says Jim Aken­
son. Wolves put the big cats under more stress, and that often causes strife 
within cougar populations. . 

"Cougars get jammed into a smaller place with fewer resources" when 
wolves move in, says Akenson. "So they fight" 
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Gourmands can indulge in the 
risotto at Mingo at the Round at 
Beaverton Central or Vietnamese 
noodle soups at Pho Van at Bea-

. verton Town Square. Small, locally 
owned ethnic eateries - from 
Mexican to Indian to Japanese to 
Thai - dot street comers and strip 
malls. 

High-end specialty markets 
such as New Seasons and Trader 
Joe's arrived early on, and Whole 
Foods Market is on its way. A full 
range of Asian delicacies awaits at 
Uwajimaya in Beaverton, while the 
aisles of Grande Foods in Corneli­
us cater to Latino tastes. 

The county's population has be­
come more diverse - from en­
claves of Indians in Bethany to 
Vietnamese in Tigard to Latinos in 
Hillsboro. Eighty-nine languages 
are spoken in the Beaverton School 
District. Hillsboro's Tanasboume 
library complements children's 
story times in English and Spanish 

PAT MclELLAND/'l"HE OREGONIAN . with readings in Arabic, Chinese, 

· gton County needs ~ hip area - and it's not going to 

Beaverton Not with a name like that" 

Gujarati, Hindi, Sinhalese, Urdu 
and Vietnamese. 

Shoppers can find plenty of 
places to max out credit cards. 

lated to grab legions of young peo­
ple from across the region. · 

The things that attract many 
people to Washington County -
good K-12 schools, new houses, 
lower property taxes - don't draw 
large numbers of young, single 
people or empty-nesters. 

Washington County also doesn't 
have a large, central public facility 
such as a convention center. Pre­
liminary plans to build an ~­
tion center at the county fair­
grounds in Hillsboro became so 
mired in politics that the developer 
backed out For Jack of a bigger 
venue, the county's first bridal 
show last year was held at the Em­
bassy Suites Hotel in Tigard 

In arts and culture, Washington 
County can't touch Portland's 
museums, galleries and theaters. 
And it can't - or doesn't - find 
the money to support the arts. In 
fiscal 2006-07, the county budget­
ed $70,000 for the arts, distributed 
through the Regional Arts & Cul­
ture Council. Multnomah County 
budgeted $142,000. Portland budg­
eted $2.6 million. 
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26's interminable delays, straining 
secondary streets. A big headache 
for county planners is figuring out 
how to get North Bethany's ex­
pected 10,000 people where they 
needtogo. · 

Still, for simple self-sufficiency, 
Washington -County delivers. Its 
residents can stay in the county to 
work, go ·to school, buy groceries 
and even go out - if they don't 
mind a night spot without a certain 
coolness factor. 

When they need to, they can go 
to Portland 

And sometimes, Portlanders 
might even gaze west. 
. Chriman Kaylor, a workplace 
analyst for the state Employment 
Department, lives in Portland but 
heads to Beaverton a couple of 
times a month. He likes to shop at 
stores on Cedar Hills Boulevard. 

It's an easy drive, the stores are 
better stocked than similar retailers 
in Portland and the parldng is 
plentiful- and free. 

"I actually like Beaverton," he 
says. "I'll catch hell from my 
friends for saying that" 

• Washington Square recently ex­
LN DllvlN panded, and two new retail "life. 

real estate agent and lifelong Cedar MRI resident style" centers - Bridgeport Village 

Even if the county offered more, 
getting there might be a problem. 
In a recent swvey, 65 percent of 
residents said transportation was 
the county's most important 
growth-related challenge. Educa­
tion was second, at 34 percent. 

Kath"/een Gorman: 503-294-5958; 
kathleengorman@news.oregonian.com 

ook at Washington County," 
1t says, "and I think, 'Pretty 
1 big suburb.' " 

1urbs qaln Independence 
1shington County's gains 
t necessarily Portland's losses. 
county isn't siphoning the 
desirable residents, jobs, re­
; and restaurants - it's sim-
dingmore. 

cl that could be good for 
body, says Ethan Seltzer, di­
r of Portland State Universi­
;chool of Urban Studies and 
µng. 
cades ago, the United States 

nation of central cities and 
ential suburbs. People drove 
te ~ntral city for work and 
home in the evening. Much 
tern Washington County de­

as a sea of bedrooms for 
town Portland workers. 
t that city-suburban model of 
~sos and 1960s was "tremen­
~ unbalanc.ed," Seltzer says, 
it ~urned transportation 
always be cheap. 
ay, Beaverton and Hillsboro 
nters where people can do 
of what they need to do 

ut driving 20 to 30 minutes to 
d Rather than being bad 

e city, that's beneficial to the 
, Seltzer says. 
and can evolve into some­

unique, and the region can 
ete better with other metro­

areas, he says. 

air 

It's not as if Washington County 
residents don't want - or need -
to go to Portland One reason the 
county's northeast areas- Betha­
ny, Bonny Slope, Cedar Mill - are 
growing and appreciating rapidly 
is their proximity to the Rose City. 
People are close enough for a con­
nection with Portland but far 
enough away for a relationship on 
their own terms. 

Lee Davies, a real estate agent 
with The Hasson Co. and a lifelong 
Cedar Mill resident, says people 
buy houses in his neighborhoods 
- from. Forest Heights west to 
Rocle Creek - because they are 
"the closest-in location to down­
town where they can escape Mult­
nomah County. n 

Including U.S. 26, northeast 
county residents rum, three routes 
into Portland, yet are close to Intel 
or Nike. The Beaverton School Dis­
trict is thriving, although crowded, 
and property taxes are lower than 
they are across the county line. 

Nurturing self~sufficient com­
munities, Seltzer says, talces pres­
sure off Portland. 

"I want good restaurants in 
Washington County," he says. 
"Otherwise, they'll be driving to 
Portland to my neighborhood and 
I won't be able to find parking." 

Ethnic diversity 
West of Portland, restaurant and 

shopping options continue to mul­
tiply. 

in Tua1atin and The Streets of Tan­
asboume in Hillsboro - have 
opened in the past couple of years. 

The centers offer mostly chain 
stores, rather than the local bou­
tiques that seem to thrive in Port­
land, but they are more fashiona­
ble, expensive and specialized than 

The county has only one north­
south artery with no traffic lights­
Oregon 217, which stalls at rush 
hour. People try to get to work 
without having to sit through U.S. 

ever. For instance, one of Port- r------~-----....a..;;;===========­
land's top clothiers, Mario's, just 
arrived in Bridgeport Village. 

Mlsslnq a scene 
For all its maturity, Washington 

County is missing that one place. 
That cool center. For that, people 
look to Portland's Pearl District or 
Alberta, Hawthorne or Mississippi. 

'Washington County needs a 
hip area - and it's not going to be 
a Beaverton,~ says Davies, the real 
estate agent "Not with a name like 
that" 

There are some hangouts. 
Young Nike employees stop by the 
Hall Street Bar and Grill after work. 
La Fogata, a Mexican restaurant in 
the Canyon Place shopping center, 
morphs into a Latin dance club in 
the evenings. Hindi movies with I 
English subtitles play two week­
ends a month at the Valley Cinema 
Pub. Dessert Noir Cafe & Bar in I 
Beaverton offers live music late 
into the night on the weekends. 

But there's no real scene. No ho- I 
tel district. No downtown streets to • 
stroll after dinner. No funky music 
venues or art film theaters. The 
county has one four-year college I 
- Pacific University in Forest 
Grove - but it's too small and iso-
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• ExdUIIYt Eco-Gulnl 1nlllmlnt 
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Portland: 255-1440 
Vancouver: 885-4000 

Salem: 588-9159 

Any New Seryice I 
Left 1ntreated geaaral I pasts will continue to 

muttiply at an exponential I 
rate under crawl spaces, · 
basements and 
foundation .•.. 
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