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Built for Snow

Let’s face it - some animals just aren’t cut out for winter. Some journey to
warmer locations, whether that be nearby lower elevations or much further
lower latitudes. Others lie low for a few months, awaiting the arrival of
spring. Even most of those that stay active on the landscape merely tolerate
winter. Only some can be said to truly thrive in winter. These are known as
chionophiles, a term that translates to “snow lover”. These are

animals with unique adaptations specifically

suited for frigid temperatures and deep snow.

They are generally arctic or boreal species. In

the United States, Alaska is, unsurprisingly,

home to most chionophile species, but they

can also be found in the higher latitudes and

high mountainous regions of the lower 48. One

great example of a chionophile is also one of

the Greater Yellowstone’s most elusive and

mysterious creatures: the wolverine.

Wolverines are the largest terrestrial members

of the weasel family, about as big as medium-

sized dogs. Their natural range includes the arctic, boreal and subalpine
habitats of Northern Europe, Russia, and North America. They are well
adapted for the infamously harsh winters of these regions. Their thick fur,
which was once so highly coveted it lead to their extirpation in parts of their
range, can easily sluff away frost. Pregnant females usually build dens by
digging tunnels in the snow, where their young

will be born between the months of February

through April. This means that, even in their

first days of life, wolverines depend on snow.

They walk around on snowshoe-like feet with

a high surface area and claws that can grip ice,

giving them a significant advantage over prey

in the snow. When they can’t find sufficient

prey, they rely on their powerful jaws to gnaw

through frozen carcasses.

Wolverines are wide-roaming scavengers,

traveling up to 15 miles a day in search of food.

Their home ranges can reach up to 500 square

miles. Males have a greater tendency to wander. In one extreme example, a
radio-collared male was found to have wandered from Wyoming to Colorado,
then to North Dakota, covering over 800 miles. Their roaming nature have
helped them repopulate areas where wolverines had previously been
extirpated.

While wolverines were likely never very common, their historic range
spanned the northern continental U.S., and throughout the Rocky Mountains
and the Sierra Nevada. That all changed after European colonization.
Populations in the lower 48 states were likely killed off by the early 1900s.
The current populations in the United States are the result of individuals
from farther north in Canada moving back into these regions. There may
be less than 300 wolverines in the contiguous United States, mostly found
in Washington, Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana. It's tricky to study their
populations, so it's uncertain how many live in the Centennial Mountains.
Researchers in Yellowstone have documented less than ten individuals in
the entire park. Because of their specific habitat requirements, wolverines
already have low population densities. But human-caused disturbances and
climate change are making these resources even harder to come by.
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