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Abstract
On 13 June 2023, we noted probable predation by an American Black Bear (Ursus americanus) on a male Gray Wolf (Canis 
lupus) pup in pine barrens of northern Bayfield County, Wisconsin. The wolf pup, which had been captured and radio-
collared on 11 May 2023, was detected by mortality signal on 8 June 2023. Predation by black bears has previously been 
reported on Eastern Wolf (Canis lycaon), but our observation represents the first documentation of probable predation on 
Gray Wolves of which we are aware.
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Bears are known to be occasional predators of 
wolves in North America, but only two cases of pre-
dation by an American Black Bear (Ursus america­
nus) on wolves (Canis spp.) have been reported in the 
literature (Pimlott et al. 1969; Mills et al. 2008). In 
both studies, bears killed Eastern Timber Wolf (Canis 
lycaon). Ballard et al. (2003) summarized 26 inter-
actions between black bears and wolves from studies 
published between 1944 and 1999, but they list only a 
single killing of an adult female eastern wolf reported 
by Pimlott et al. (1969); most were with Gray Wolf 
(Canis lupus) and did not involve killing. Mills et al. 
(2008) reported an American Black Bear killing an 
Eastern Timber Wolf pup. Because American Black 
Bear predation on Gray Wolves has previously not 
been reported, we provide documentation of such an 
event, observed in spring 2023.

The Red Cliff Band of Chippewa, Treaty Natural 
Resource Division, has monitored wolf packs on the 
Red Cliff Reservation and adjacent areas of the Bay-
field Peninsula since 2014 by collaring adults through 
live trapping and hand capturing pups at den sites 
(Gable et al. 2024). The Battle Axe pack occurs in 

portions of Moquah Barrens (46.63°N, 91.26°W) in 
the Chequamegon-Nicolet National Forest, Bayfield 
County, Wisconsin, USA. The barrens are representa-
tive of an area of outwash sand plains savannah dom-
inated by Jack Pine (Pinus banksiana Lambert), Red 
Pine (Pinus resinosa Aiton), Northern Pin Oak (Quer­
cus ellipsoidalis E.J. Hill), and Trembling Aspen 
(Populus tremuloides Michaux) with an understorey 
made up of Sweet Fern (Comptonia peregrine (L.) 
J.M. Coulter), Sand Cherry (Prunus pumila L.), Little 
Bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium (Michaux) Nash), 
Ricegrass (Oryzopsis asperfolia Michaux), Pennsyl-
vania Sedge (Carex pensylvanica Lamark), and vari-
ous other shrubs, forbs, and grasses. Along with Gray 
Wolves, common mammals in this area include Coy-
ote (Canis latrans), Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes), Ameri-
can Black Bear, Fisher (Pekania pennanti), American 
Badger (Taxidea taxus), Bobcat (Lynx rufous), White-
tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus), Plain’s Pocket 
Gopher (Geomys bursarius), Thirteen-lined Ground 
Squirrel (Ictidomys tridecemlineatus), and various 
other small mammals.

Wolf pups were captured by hand at den sites 
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using methods similar to those described by Gable 
et al. (2024). Attempts were made to capture pups at 
about 4–6 weeks of age. Captured pups were fitted 
with breakaway expandable collars with VHF capac-
ity (M1930 Mammal Collar, Advanced Telemetry 
Systems, Isanti, Minnesota, USA), and passive inte-
grated transponders were implanted subcutaneously 
at the base of the neck and the lower right front leg. 
After weighing, processing, and examining for inju-
ries, pups were released at site of capture.

On 11 May 2023, male Gray Wolf pup W465 (5.1 
kg, appeared healthy, and ~5 weeks old) was cap-
tured with sibling male pup W355 (5.6 kg) ~285 m 
south of the pack’s den site. These were the only pups 
seen at the time, although four wolves were seen at 
the den on 1 May 2023. On 15 May, an adult wolf 
was observed at the den site by trail camera, and on 
25 May both pups were alive. When checked on 8 
June, W465’s signal indicated possible mortality, but 
we were unable to search for the carcass until 13 June. 
We found the remains at 1033 (CDT) in a small open 
patch in a dense brushy area of Jack Pine and aspen, 
with an understorey of Hazelnut (Corylus americana 
Walter) and other shrubs, forbs, and graminoids, 870 
m south of the pack’s main den and 800 m west of the 
nearest forest road.

The carcass consisted of twisted hide with legs 
and head; the trunk, including organs, vertebrate, ribs, 
and pelvis, was missing (Figure 1). The pup appeared 
to have been dead for a week or more. The hide had 
been pulled back along the legs, like a pair of pants 
partly removed to expose muscle. Hide remained only 
on the lower portions of the feet and on the skull with 
the skin on the skull displaced, i.e., one eye opening 
was not over the eye socket. A fracture was visible 
on part of the base of the skull (Figure 2), above the 
roof of the mouth, but there were no visible puncture 
wounds, suggesting that the skull had probably been 
broken by some form of blunt trauma, such as swat-
ting of a large paw. Except for some minor chewing 
on the back of the right scapula, there was no evi-
dence of feeding on bones. The radio collar was still 
in place around the neck, and both passive integrated 
transponders were functioning, further confirming the 
identity of W465. There was some evidence of possi-
ble bruising on the inside of the hide, but it was dif-
ficult to distinguish from post-mortem manipulation 
of the carcass.

Along with the adult visit at the natal den on 15 
May 2023 as detected by the trail camera, adult wolf 
tracks were found 620 m east of the natal den on 22 
May and 910 m north of the den on 25 May. Sibling 
W355 remained in the den area until 29 June, when he 
was detected 390 m southwest of the den after which 
his signal was lost. The regular occurrence of adults 

near the den and continued use of the den site by the 
sibling suggests that pups had not been abandoned.

Based on our observations, black bear predation 
seemed the most probable cause of death for wolf 
W465. Our observations are consistent with descrip-
tions of typical American Black Bear predation on 
smaller mammals as described by Acorn and Dor-
rance (1990), Elbroch (2003), and VerCauteren et al. 
(2005). Elbroch (2003: 725) states that “An inverted 
carcass, inside out, is definitely a bear kill”. Black 
bears are also known to drag carcasses into dense 
cover to feed, consistent with our observations.

American Black Bear predation has been previ-
ously reported on an adult female Eastern Wolf (Pim-
lott et al. 1969) and pup (Mills et al. 2008); thus, sim-
ilar predation on Gray Wolf pups seems probable. 
American Black Bears readily hunt and kill White-
tailed Deer fawns (Kunkel and Mech 1994; Warbing-
ton et al. 2017).

The Moquah Barrens lie within Wisconsin Bear 
Management Zone A, which covers 24 292 km2 in the 
northwestern part of the state (Wisconsin DNR Advi-
sory Committee 2019). In 2023, Zone A had an esti-
mated population of 7710 bears or a density of 31.7 
bears/100 km2 (Margenau and Whipple 2024). This 
part of northwestern Wisconsin has a wolf density 
>2.5 wolves/100 km2 (McDonnell et al. 2023). As 
a regular predator on neonate deer, it seems logical 
that bears would also opportunistically select other 
similar-sized neonate mammals, especially where 
bears occur at relatively high densities. Although we 
acknowledge that scavenging by a bear could have 
occurred, the fractured skull and careful skinning of 
the hide suggest direct predation by a bear.

Mortality factors for wolf pups are poorly known; 
intraspecific mortality from adjacent packs, disease, 
and starvation are the most common (Boyd et al. 
2023). Predation by other carnivores, such as black 
bears, may also occur, but the frequency of this type 
of mortality for wolf pups is likely hard to detect and 
is currently unknown.
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