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“In this brilliant book, Flores traces the wane and wax of the coyote. Their story is interwoven with our story, but it is also like our story, that of a species that has faced challenges and overcome them. Read this book if you want to understand the wild canids among us and also, perhaps, a little bit more about yourself.”


—Rob Dunn, author of The Man Who Touched His Own Heart


“A wily writer meets his natural subject. With erudition, pathos, and seductive humor, Flores tells coyote stories that expose the animalism of Americans, and humans everywhere. The pleasure of his book is the feeling of being alive.”


—Jared Farmer, author of Trees in Paradise
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Few creatures on Earth possess a biography to match the coyote’s.


Courtesy Dan Flores.









INTRODUCTION
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American Avatar


Here is a vivid memory. I am on winter break from my university duties, and I am home visiting my parents in Louisiana. We are up early, stirring around in the kitchen in a gray, misty dawn in our hometown near the Black Bayou in the north of the state. My dad knows the paper will already be in the mailbox and asks me to walk out to the end of the driveway to fetch it in. I am in the act of pulling the Shreveport Times out of the box in silvery-blue twilight when I hear a rhythmic clatter and the scratching of toenails on the asphalt street. Plastic-wrapped newspaper in hand, I turn toward the commotion and find myself staring into the face of a coyote, which shoots me a quick sidelong glance as it passes by mere feet away, rocking along in that characteristic lope with which coyotes go through the world, close enough to pepper my ankles with dislodged gravel as it digs in to swerve past me. I register hot yellow eyes and something in its mouth. Maybe it’s the neighbor’s cat, although in the dim light it looks more like a trio of tallboys dangling from plastic six-pack rings.


Open-mouthed, I follow its course down the street, when a second coyote appears, weaving through three cars parked on the road opposite my parents’ home. Pink tongue lolling, this one fixes me with a look that has something of a been-good-to-know-you wave as it passes, and in another couple of seconds it is at the corner intersection at the end of the block. There it pauses for an instant, turns to look back at me, then is gone in a movement I barely discern, like smoke dispersed by a sudden swirl of wind. Coyote number two seems empty-handed, and I register the thought (and tell my dad back in the kitchen), Ah, those looked like pull-tab beers anyway, so no bottle opener needed.


I tell this story not because it is unusual but for exactly the opposite reason. In twenty-first-century America likely a hundred scenes something like this unfold in towns and cities from coast to coast every morning. Close encounters with coyotes have now become the country’s most common large-wildlife experience. They happen everywhere, in small towns like the one where I was raised and in gigantic cities: Los Angeles, San Francisco, Denver, Atlanta, Chicago, and now even New York City, the coyote’s final frontier. A study of print media from 1998 to 2010 found a whopping 1,214 newspaper and magazine articles dedicated to human-coyote encounters in the United States for those years, and of course those included only the newsworthy events. Many thousands more like mine in Louisiana occurred without anyone calling a reporter. According to Stan Gehrt, Chicago’s urban coyote guru ecologist, every major city in America now has a coyote-management study underway.


Our sense—and this is the way most media and online stories about coyotes have presented the matter—is that this is a brand-new phenomenon and something for which we humans are wholly responsible. Those sentiments reflect urban legend and human hubris. Urban coyotes are in no sense new in American history. And in truth, we are far less responsible than they are for their arrival everywhere among us now. In one of the myriad ways humans and coyotes eerily mimic one another, like us coyotes are a cosmopolitan species, able to live in a remarkable range of habitats. In our case, we have cleverly enhanced our own cosmopolitanism by taking our evolutionary habitat with us around the world: every North American home from Fairbanks to Tucson is heated or cooled to seventy-two degrees, the ambient temperature of the African setting where we evolved. Coyotes haven’t bothered with recreating their desert and plains habitats wherever they’ve gone, but they have sought out prairies, habitat edges, and natural areas as they have colonized the continent, and they have assuredly used cleverness in spreading from their original home in the West across North America.


Coyotes have been “going along” (as the many Indian stories about them have always put it) for far longer than just the last century. Contemporary media accounts commonly assume that coyotes in eastern settings are an inexplicable phenomenon of the past few decades, that they are “invaders” of the country east of the Mississippi, the result of a sort of reverse-direction coyote manifest destiny. But that relentless coyote trot and sidelong glance has been eating up global space for a very long time. The ancestral canids that would eventually produce coyotes sprang from North American stock, a line of animals that evolved in the American Southwest. That ancient coyote line spawned animals that migrated to Eurasia and eventually to Africa to become Old World jackals. In North America, archeological sites from the late Pleistocene have yielded coyote remains from as far east as Pennsylvania and West Virginia, and genetic evidence indicates that coyotes thronged eastward out of their core range in the American West in at least two swarms, roughly between three hundred and nine hundred years ago. The truth is, roaming coyotes have probably been swimming the Mississippi River to eastern America during most decades since there have been coyotes.


Five hundred years ago, when Old Worlders first came to America, coyotes largely hewed to a range centered on the deserts and plains of the interior West. The initial European descriptions of coyotes fixed their range in the north as the prairies of the modern Canadian provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. Farther west, fur traders found them in southern British Columbia, but not north of there, and they were nowhere along the Canadian coast. Southward down the Pacific shore, there were no coyotes in coastal Washington or Oregon, but as the country dried farther south, they appeared in coastal California all the way down to Baja. In the interior West, coyotes were not numerous in mountain ranges like the Sierras, Cascades, or Rockies, but apparently a few did roam the high mountains. In all the open country of the interior, though, everywhere there were deserts or plains, as far eastward as Minnesota and the Blackland Prairies of Oklahoma and East Texas, coyotes lived in the millions five hundred years ago.


At some point in their history, coyotes pushed southward down the continent, spilling out of the Sonoran and Chihuahuan deserts all the way to central Mexico, and human activity may well have drawn them there. Thousands of years of large-scale landscape modification by agricultural societies in that part of Mesoamerica culminated 800 to 1,000 years ago in the Aztec Empire, whose sprawling cities seem to have effected a magnetic pull on coyotes, luring them down from their northern homelands. The lucrative possibilities that life among humans offered coyotes only multiplied when Europeans arrived with herds of clumsy, dim-witted domesticated sheep and goats from the Old World. In the late 1500s the little desert dogs initiated their first recorded range expansion following European arrival when they began to trot southward from the old Aztec capital down through Mexican states like Oaxaca, seeking easy prey among the pastoral flocks. From there they pressed on toward the equator, loping all the way into Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Spanish chroniclers reported the presence of a wolflike animal known to the Indians as coyotl as early as 1600.


Another European activity in wild North America, the fur trade, probably provoked coyotes’ next famous range expansion. By the 1830s Canadian traders working westward from Hudson’s Bay began to see coyotes north of where they’d ever noticed them before. Decade by decade, hard-bitten trappers in the frozen North wrote to their superiors that the small “prairie wolves” unaccountably seemed to be edging farther north, until by the end of the nineteenth century there were coyotes in the Northwest Territories and even ’round about Whitehorse in the Yukon and Anchorage in Alaska. That amounted to a range expansion of more than six hundred miles across the previous three-quarters of a century. Then, famously, the scavenging possibilities presented by dead horses and mules during Far North mining rushes led coyotes to follow along in the wake of miners plying the Klondike Trail. By 1930 there were coyotes north of the Yukon River, all the way to the Brooks Range. In both the Yukon and Alaska, a few even made it past the Arctic Circle, where Eskimo people, confounded by their presence, speculated among themselves that they were some kind of never-before-seen fox.


All this is to say that long before America’s desert canines began to show up in Chicago and Manhattan, across the four centuries between the 1520s and the 1930s, coyotes had added about 2,000 miles of territory on the southern and northern edges of their range, which now spanned 7,500 miles of the continent and included every habitat from tropical jungle to frozen tundra. Yet the little western song-dogs were just getting started. By 1950 coyotes had begun to spill across the western mountains into the coastal country of the Pacific, showing up on the outskirts of Seattle and Portland, places where no one had ever seen a coyote before. At the same time, 1,500 miles to the east, they were colonizing almost all of Ontario, as far toward the Atlantic as Toronto and Ottawa. By the mid-twentieth century, the United States and Canada, from the Pacific to east of the Great Lakes, had become coyote country. To the 2,000 north-south miles of new coyote territory since the coming of Europeans, coyotes had now added nearly 1,000 additional miles west and east of where the British, French, and Spanish had first found them. Expansion by only one other large mammal matches this in American history. We humans did it twice: first, when the original Indian hunter-settlers poured out of Siberia all the way to the tip of South America in fewer than 1,000 years; second, during our so-called manifest destiny, a colonization that took Europeans from footholds along the Atlantic Seaboard and in the Southwest across virtually all of North America in about 300 years.


Across the history of life on Earth, animals and birds of many species have routinely colonized new country. That’s enough a marker of adaptive success that biologists apply the term “cosmopolitan” to species that are especially flexible regarding the habitats where they can live. Evolving in America, the ancestors of horses spread across Asia, Europe, and Africa, where they became zebras and quaggas. Bovine evolution in Southeast Asia eventually brought bison to North America, where they became an icon of the continent. But the range expansion of a wild animal for thousands of miles in every direction, often through dense settlements of humans who in recent history have been committed to that animal’s eradication, is truly remarkable. A suite of factors must be involved.


The intelligence and flexibility that evolution bequeathed this small wolf was undoubtedly most important of all. Southwestern Hispanos have a rich folk tradition about coyotes and have long said that the only thing smarter than a coyote is God. It is a certainty that only humans and a handful of other species are capable of the variety of lifestyles coyotes can lead, from living with a pack and cooperating cleverly to attain group goals to slipping into the cracks of the world to fend for themselves as lone individuals. But other factors were at play. An obvious one from their history is that coyotes—at least some coyotes—not only survive among humans but have long quested after opportunities among us as a part of their evolving way of life. Unlike so many other wild animals, coyotes have been seeking humans out from the time we arrived in America, almost “testing” how closely they and we can function in the world. This striking trait has created an unusual history.


We also aided them in ways we little understood at the time. One of the “pull” factors in drawing coyotes out of the West seems to have been our almost complete extirpation of eastern and southern wolves. Since colonial times Americans had waged war against Canis lycaon, the wolf of the Northeast, and Canis rufus, the red wolf of the South and Atlantic Seaboard. By the early 1900s we had pushed these wolf species to the edge of extinction almost everywhere east of the Mississippi River. Western coyotes venturing into these landscapes, where all sign and scent of their ancient relatives was absent or fading, found whole new possibilities available to a midsize canid predator. East of the Mississippi they found wet, humid, forested landscapes drastically unlike their natal deserts and plains, with different prey and food sources. But by the twentieth century, eastern landscapes like those in New England were recovering from intensive farming and clearing, once again reforesting and rewilding. Adirondack Park in upstate New York, new national forests in New Hampshire, Vermont, and the Appalachians, and new national parks like Great Smoky Mountains gave the East some essential wildlands in the twentieth century. East of the big river were far more people, roads, towns, and cities. But a species that had survived the Pleistocene Extinctions, consorted with humans before, and escaped a scorched-earth campaign against them in the West evidently found none of that intimidating.


Because naturally there was also a “push” factor in coyotes’ takeover of America. For a century before lone animals and pairs of coyotes began to show up in the cities of the Eastern Seaboard, coyotes had been the special targets and victims of a crusade against their kind that surpassed any other in recorded history in terms of the range of killing techniques and cruelty. It was a war of extermination, publicly proclaimed, and its weapons had progressed from guns and traps and dogs to saturation poisoning with a range of predacides invented specifically for the purpose. Wolves fell quickly before this onslaught, but, amazingly, decades of intensive persecution, culminating in a western landscape littered with millions of poison baits, did not eradicate coyotes. Yet the unrelenting pressure on them did invoke an ancient coyote biological imperative: it triggered larger litters of pups and colonization behavior that pushed them into new settings everywhere on the outer margins of their core range.


So starting in the 1920s, coyotes began suddenly and mysteriously showing up in places east of the Mississippi River where Americans had never seen them before. With coyotes rapidly colonizing Ontario, it took only a moment—the specific year was 1919—before they appeared just to the south, in upstate New York. Between then and the 1970s, coyotes followed two migration paths east. One version of a coyote Overland Trail was in the north. Coyotes that got to upstate New York then moved southward down the mountain chains all the way to Virginia and North Carolina. Meanwhile, a southern migration route took coyotes through Louisiana and across the lower South. Reflecting a sense of confusion, American books on mammal distribution in the 1950s began to note coyote appearances not just in the Midwest but in New England, the mid-Atlantic states, and both the upper and the Deep South. Some biologists convinced themselves the only possible explanation was that tourists returning from the West on Route 66 had bought coyote pups at Navajo roadside jewelry stands, then released them into the wilds of the East. Maybe it happened, but that wasn’t the cause of the coyote’s takeover of America. Coyote resolve was the cause, and by the late 1970s it had led them to colonize all of North America—they even swam cold Atlantic waters to Cape Cod. Unless they stowaway to Hawai’i, they colonized their final US state, Delaware, in 2010.
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The modern coyote story has not just been about coyotes in states where no one would have imagined them a century ago. As we all realize now, coyotes were coming to live with us. They found the rewilding rural East and South appealing, to be sure, but it quickly became apparent that individuals, pairs, and even packs were also setting themselves up in towns and cities across the country. The urban coyote phenomenon happened first in places like California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado, where we had founded major cities such as Los Angeles, San Diego, Phoenix, Tucson, Albuquerque, and Denver atop existing coyote habitats. Their colonization of our cities, from small burgs like my hometown in Louisiana to the biggest, loudest, most frenetic of our metropolises, has become the wildlife story of our time. It deserves some explanation.


The starting point is this: the truth is that coyotes have never been solely wilderness creatures. The news media have given us a false impression that coyotes have no business in places like Los Angeles or Chicago or Manhattan, that for reasons related to either the inviolable nature of modern cities or the coyote’s suspect character, coyotes in cities make up a bizarre and inexplicable invasion. Yet the archeological and historical evidence is undeniable: for the 15,000 years since we humans have been in North America, coyotes have always been capable of living among us. Something about our lifestyle has always drawn coyotes to human camps, villages, and cities. That something is ecology at its simplest, even if it makes us squirm a bit. A coyote’s primary prey happens to be our close fellow travelers, the mice and rats that flourish around and among us in profusion. As for fearing us too much to tolerate our presence, coyotes have taken our measure far too perceptively for that.
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Aztec rendering of coyotl.


From The Voice of the Coyote by J. Frank Dobie.


© 1947, 1949 by J. Frank Dobie, renewed © 1976 by The Capital National Bank. Used by permission of Little, Brown and Company, Inc.


So the urban coyote is not a new thing. By the time Europeans got to America, coyotes had long since sought out the major Indian cities of Mesoamerica. One of their initial experiments with urban living seems to have been in the Aztec city of Tenochtitlan, on the site that became modern Mexico City. Half a millennium ago, coyotes and city-dwelling Aztecs came to know one another very well. We believe this because of place-names within the city. Coyoacan, or “place of the coyotes,” was the name of both a suburb of the Aztec capital and a religious cult devoted to coyotes. A thousand years later we still use a form of the original Aztec name for this small American wolf: coyotl, pronounced COY-yoht, accent on the first syllable, silent l, in their Nahuatl language.


The Aztecs were fascinated with animals that hunted, and one that hunted within their cities drew special attention. Their rich mythology produced numerous coyote gods, including one called Coyotlinauatl, ceremonies for whom featured acolytes costumed with tails, sharp snouts, and erect ears. The Aztecs associated another of their coyote namesakes, Nezahualcoyotl, with sensuous pleasure and thought of him as a patron of the high arts, naturally of song but also of poetry, a musical language. Another of their gods was Coyotlinahual, a coyote sorcerer known for his ability to assume the shape and form of people. The Aztecs also honored a deity they called Huehuecoyotl, or “Venerable Old Coyote,” who sounds so much like the widespread North American god-avatar often called “Old Man Coyote” that the empire-minded Aztecs may have borrowed him from tribes far northward, in what is now the western United States.


Tenochtitlan wasn’t alone in having an urban coyote population in Indian America. Coyotes seem to have been actively working at least on the margins of many Indian cities, villages, and camps in the centuries before Columbus. A thousand years ago, Chaco City, within present-day Chaco Culture National Historic Park in northwestern New Mexico, was the Vatican of a far-flung civilization in the deserts of the American Southwest. During times of religious gatherings it was the largest Indian city anywhere in the future United States, with a population in excess of 40,000. Chaco unquestionably had coyotes in town; coyote bones are common in the archeological sites of the inner city.


Until dogcatchers, dog pounds, and leash laws (as I detail at some length later in this book) began to curb impressive stray dog populations in the cities of the late-nineteenth-century United States, coyotes had a difficult time infiltrating American cities. They were always on the margins though. As early as the 1830s, in the mission towns of California’s Central Coast, naturalist Thomas Nuttall described coyotes “tame as dogs” yapping every night “through the villages” of the region. But in post “dog war” America, coyotes began to trickle into urban cores. They first attracted modern attention in the cities of Southern California and Arizona early in the twentieth century. In Denver coyotes had become an urban presence by the 1970s. Chicago, in the 1990s, was next, and by roughly 2000 almost every city in the United States and Canada, no matter how small and picturesque or sprawling and ear splitting, possessed a thriving population of coyotes as full-time residents. Urban North Americans, who thirty years before had assumed that nothing wilder than starlings and English sparrows coinhabited their concrete world, suddenly discovered that a small wolf (if indeed they knew what a coyote was), thought of as an animal of the desert wilderness, was now trotting down their streets and through their backyards.
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Maybe it really was “the end of civilization,” as a shocked Manhattanite phrased it, but eighty years after wildlife managers confirmed the first coyotes in upstate New York, in 1999 strollers spotted a particularly adventurous coyote (“wild and unleashed!” according to one metro headline) loping through New York City’s Central Park. “Otis” was a ballsy young male who had somehow followed rail lines and crossed bridges into the midst of the largest, most densely developed urban complex in the United States. Captured among skyscrapers that rivaled the red-rock canyons of the desert Southwest, Otis spent the remainder of his years in a zoo in Queens, an outcome somewhat reminiscent of the fates that befell some of the Indian performers from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, left behind to be pursued and ogled in the East in the 1890s.


Otis turns out not to have been the first coyote to venture into the Big Apple. In Van Cortland Park in the Bronx there is a bronze statue of a twenty-nine-pound female coyote, run over on an expressway nearby in 1995 and said to be the first coyote in New York City since a coyote visitor in 1946. But Otis seemed different, more settler than explorer. He was the advance wave of a coyote river that now joins the boroughs of New York with neighborhoods in Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, Phoenix, Denver, and Chicago in harboring resident wild canids as part of big-city ecology in modern America. In 2006 another coyote, this one nicknamed “Hal,” navigated his way into Central Park. New Yorkers’ response to another coyote in their midst involved more than giving it a name. Hal adroitly evaded capture long enough to trail a shouting entourage of policemen, park workers, reporters, photographers, news helicopters, and assorted street people. A spellbound media followed his adventures for days before Hal fell to a tranquilizer dart. Speculation was that he had gotten to Midtown from Westchester County via an Amtrak train bridge over the Harlem River.


Tragically, Hal the coyote died a few days after capture, probably from the stress of days of harrowing pursuit through downtown Manhattan, although he did also suffer from heartworms. But four years later, in 2010, another coyote, this one a female, got two months of freedom in Central Park before her capture. That same year also brought news of another female in Harlem, of one in Chelsea, of a coyote hit by a car on the West Side Highway, of three coyotes spotted on the grounds of Columbia University, and of coyotes successfully raising litters in Van Cortland Park and cavorting on a golf course in the Bronx. In 2011 residents of Queens began phoning in frequent coyote sightings. In 2012 one crossed a bridge onto Staten Island—the island’s first coyote—and in 2013 the New York Police Department (again trailed by a swarm of reporters) pursued and darted a coyote in Crotona Park in the Bronx. In the spring of 2015, a coyote once again captured a news cycle in the Big Apple by nonchalantly peering down at city traffic from the rooftop of a bar in Queens, then doing a Hollywood action hero escape through the broken window of a nearby building. By that point the coyote population in the city was robust enough that biologists Chris Nagy and Mark Weckel were already seven years into a study of the animals in their inner-city habitat, an endeavor they styled the Gotham Coyote Project.


If one’s argument for civilization holds that wild predators should never roam in broad daylight through the boroughs of America’s largest, loudest, most radically urban metropolis, then, truly, the end of civilization had arrived on paw prints in the snow.
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What makes predators unusually compelling for so many of us lies deeply enough in the human psyche that it could be called a genetic memory. We identify with them because we, too, emerged out of the dim, hazy consciousness of our early origins to find ourselves fellow carnivores and pursuers of prey. But we also preserve more chilling memories, of the fitful night and the leopard, of bright teeth and being hunted down ourselves. To confront a predator is to stand before the dual-faced god from our deep past. That is why we look longer, more intently, with more studied fascination at predators than at other kinds of animals.


The fact that coyotes have now become the most common large wild predators most Americans have ever seen may be one reason why in our own time just about everyone has a coyote story. The tawny, tail-swishing, sharp-nosed wild dog of the American deserts is now our furtive alley predator everywhere from Miami to Anchorage, San Diego to Maine, and the stories are piling up. During a 2007 heat wave, a coyote strolls in broad daylight into a Quiznos sandwich shop in Chicago and hops up on a freezer to cool off. Customers and staff flee for the street, where a shocked crowd gathers to peer in the windows as the coyote commandeers the store. In Los Angeles in 2009 a coyote snatches Daisy, actress Jessica Simpson’s beloved Maltipoo, almost from her grasp. The tearful actress offers a reward for her pup, but Daisy, like a fair number of pets in Coyote America, is never heard from again. Meanwhile, the Internet is abuzz for a few days in 2012 with another story (it turns out to be true) from the Pacific side of the country. A California couple, cruising along at freeway speeds in the early morning on the Utah-Nevada border, drive through a pack of coyotes crossing I-80. Six hundred miles and ten hours later, unpacking the car in their driveway near Nevada City, they discover a full-grown coyote snagged like a bug in the grill of the car. Their flying coyote ornament is fully alert, with one cut on a paw and another on its muzzle. After hitchhiking from Utah to the West Coast, it is otherwise unhurt.


This twenty-first-century American familiarity with the coyote is simultaneously a new thing under the sun and—if you grasp something of the wholly remarkable history behind it—a revelation, about not just one animal but two: them and us. Like all species, coyotes have a history. It’s just that not many animals on any continent have a history that even comes close to the one they have managed to fashion. We’re one of their few rivals in biography; it’s another of our many convergences.


“Coyote America” is what I call their story. Understanding the twists and turns of it, the historical roots and the modern scientific sense of an animal that is demonstrably under no one’s control but its own, can help explain why coyotes are enveloping us. But naturally, in more ways than you would imagine, this story is about us. The coyote is a kind of special Darwinian mirror, reflecting back insights about ourselves as fellow mammals. Europeans had old experiences, stories, myths, and preconceptions about gray wolves, bears, and foxes and long employed folk tales about them to investigate human nature. But coyotes are different. The coyote is an American original whose evolutionary history has taken place on this continent, not in the Old World. We see it not from the traditional vantage but from a sideways one, and from that perspective everything looks different.


The first human eyes to assess the coyote for clues about its nature, then to be struck by what those clues revealed about the observers themselves, belonged to Indian peoples more than one hundred centuries ago. Only in the past five hundred years have Americans of European, Asian, and other backgrounds tried to make sense of the coyotes of the continent. So what the coyote offers up as illumination about us is often America-specific. These insights are edgier than the kinds of truths in animal tales from Europe. They are more ironic and growing hipper all the time. Some thoughtful Indian observer many thousands of years ago took precedence in this epiphany, no doubt, but it turns out the coyote really is The Dude, and The Dude absolutely abides.


Coyotes initially confused the Europeans and Africans who arrived in North America. What kind of animal was this insolent wild canine? A wolf? A fox? A jackal perhaps? After a couple or three centuries of indecision, we ended up making a conscious (and even datable) effort to malign these creatures, a sentiment that gained speed in the twentieth century, until we were hurling around wild epithets like “Original Bolsheviks.” Eventually no American animal called up more heroic measures from us to achieve its total eradication. Yet for reasons that mystified everyone until just a few decades ago, coyotes proved they could take every haymaker we could throw, then respond with an almost nonchalant takeover of the ground we were standing on. By the time our attitudes about them finally began to shift in the 1960s, coyotes were well into their own manifest destiny, even into a variation on the classic American melting pot.


Circulating among us now like ghosts of the continent’s ancient past, as if to make us cognizant that we are new and barely real here, coyotes oddly appear to grasp with those vivid yellow eyes that they function as avatars, stand-ins to help humans see themselves. If so, they have often reflected an edginess back to us. Like us, coyotes are bold, sometimes aggressive, occasionally menacing. Edgy. We certainly see that in them and perhaps perceive it in ourselves. No better example of edginess in the coyote-human relationship exists than this: as a general topic of conversation in today’s America, coyotes are political. That shouldn’t really be surprising, on reflection, but coyotes have a remarkable ability to demonstrate just how easily we can find things to disagree about in modern society.


In the 1980s a Yale University study of the US public’s appreciation of wild creatures offered dramatic proof of the success of a century of hate messages about coyotes. Yale’s poll ranked coyotes dead last in public appeal—behind rattlesnakes, skunks, vultures, rats, and cockroaches. Then, as a result of a new predator appreciation that elevated gray wolves to media and environmental stardom in the 1990s, the coyote’s stock as a smaller wolf cousin began to rise, at least among liberals and environmentalists. Coyotes have never risen to full gray wolf status as environmental darlings. But their colonization of our cities is, if anything, exposing humans and coyotes to one another with an intimacy that’s allowing new generations of Americans to form their own opinions. The shock of that intimacy has earned them enemies but also an awful lot of admirers.


Coyotes may now have more fans in the United States (and, as an iconic American animal, around the world) than ever before, but in contemporary America, coyotes still do one thing more than anything else: die, at a rate unmatched by any other large animal. Other than a federal poison ban riddled with loopholes and a handful of state restrictions against leghold traps and coyote-hunting contests, coyotes enjoy no governmental protection against being killed. The best guess is that altogether we kill about 500,000 of them a year. Roughly once every minute, about the time it takes to read this page, someone somewhere is ending the life of a coyote. That is only the current body count in a history that easily wins them the title of most persecuted large mammal in American history.


Persecuting an animal in a battle you can’t win is an act of political ideology. Indeed, the political thing with coyotes reaches surprising dimensions. It’s hard to escape a sense that coyotes have joined religion, the Iraq War, Obamacare, and climate change as one more thing the culture warriors in America have to disagree about. Asking people what they think about coyotes is akin to asking them what they think of John Wayne. The answer is immediately diagnostic of a whole range of belief systems and values.


The political disagreement even extends to how to pronounce the name of the animal. Simple pronunciation, I’ve come to realize, can serve as a clue in coyote politics, if not a hard-and-fast rule. Defenders and supporters of coyotes, usually (but not always) from educated, urban backgrounds, tend to pronounce the animal’s name ki-YOH-tee, with the accent on the second syllable and a t so soft it’s almost a d. Americans from rural backgrounds—who commonly fill the ranks of those who manage coyotes, shoot and trap them, or fear them and want them killed—struggle with a three-syllable name, a rendering that apparently sounds pretentious. Or maybe as a word out of the Southwest, ki-yoh-tee just sounds too fancy, perhaps too Spanish. In any case, to rural people the comfortable name is ki-yote, accent on the first of the two syllables. (I make an effort to untangle this pronunciation war later in the book.)


Let me tell you what this simple difference in pronunciation can mean. Working on this book I had occasion to do a couple of public talks that left me with, let us say, an enhanced perspective on coyotes as a gateway into the culture wars. That began when, in 2013, a representative of a Nebraska society dedicated to the career and literature of a famous Great Plains woman writer invited me to do a talk in her honor. Asked by a board member what I had in mind as a topic, I innocently offered up “something on coyotes.” There was a moment of silence, and then the midwestern voice on the other end of the line said flatly, “Let me check with the group on that,” followed by this polite warning: “But if we have you do that, could you please call them ki-yotes?”


In fact the board said no, so I ended up doing a talk on a different topic that had nothing to do with coyotes. But apparently because I had merely suggested coyotes as a topic, at the dinner before the public event, not a single member of the board of this literary society, all of them well-heeled ranchers judging by their attire, bothered to greet or shake hands with their speaker. It was not one of Nebraska’s finer moments.


A month later I was addressing a large and enthusiastic crowd in Northern California, this time doing a talk about coyotes and this time among obvious coyote fanciers. Inside a classic old theater where Mark Twain and Jack London had once held forth, the coyote’s intelligence and life story were held in high regard. Everyone in the audience had a personal coyote story. Outside, the sweet and unmistakable scent of the marijuana harvest in the surrounding hills marked the time of year and suffused the balmy California air. Somehow that seemed appropriate as another coyote culture war marker; in California I was obviously speaking (as a friend put the matter) to “coyote-loving hippies.”


As coyotes have moved in to live among us, denigration of their survivability has become common in conversation: “When the world ends, only cockroaches, rats, and coyotes will be left.” What I’m about to say next will not fall sweetly on the ears of those who subscribe to that view. But here it is: few animals in the world come closer to mimicking us and our own unique abilities. I think the Indians’ grasp of that is the reason, perhaps as distantly as 10,000 years ago, they designated an avatar form of the coyote as a principal deity, responsible for creating all of North America and for instructing them about the human condition. The resulting Old Man Coyote character is not only one of the oldest gods of which we have record but one of the most intriguing in all history.


In Far Eastern religions the term “avatar” refers to the earthly representation of a deity, but here I intend it to mean something closer to its use in modern computing, where an avatar is the graphic representation of the user in the cyber world, an alter ego or stand-in. To understand how coyote history mirrors human history enough that this use of “avatar” seems appropriate, one needs a grasp of the outlines of both human evolutionary history and the history of coyotes in America. Providing an account of those intersections is one goal of this book. There are more of them than you think.


It is human hubris to think of coyotes as instinct writ on the world. In fact, exactly like ours, their personalities are the products of culture and genes and how environmental influences turn those genes on and off. Despite our being social species, these influences spin off markedly different individuals among both coyotes and us. Yet one important similarity we and coyotes share across our long histories is a reliance on problem-solving intelligence for success, a badge of real distinction, it seems to me. Perhaps most tellingly, we two species share the trait of being successful across times of great change, an uncommon situation for many other forms of life on Earth.


What conclusions might we draw from the coyote as stand-in avatar for our own deep time history? I spin off one or two of my own ruminations about that elsewhere in the book, but I think I would rather readers form their own impressions as they track through the coyote’s story. Suffice it to say here that as we humans head off into an uncertain and probably dangerous future of our own making, it might be wise to keep an eye on them. I, for one, am going to be very interested in how coyotes cope with the twenty-first century and what insights we might draw about our own circumstances from a coyote history that so often seems to mirror ours.


This book is in most respects a coyote biography. More than half a century ago, Texas literary giant J. Frank Dobie wrote a wonderful volume of coyote folklore, and about the same time legendary federal coyote nemesis Stanley Young characterized the animal as the Biological Survey’s most frustrating opponent, an enemy members of the agency actually lumped in with fascism as a threat to the American way. Several contemporary writers, among them Barry Lopez, have written books redacting the fascinating literature of the Old Man Coyote stories into modern prose, a strategy I employ here in a more limited way. But I attempt something different from all these: to tell the story of this American original from the evolution of the canid family in North America 5 million years ago down to the coyote’s present incarnation as the wolf we tried to erase but that instead ended up in our backyards. That story follows a long and winding road from then till now.


In our time it is difficult to imagine an American politician invoking a native North American animal to describe the American character. Totem animals—despite the Pacific Northwest’s embrace of the salmon as a kind of regional icon—are not exactly de rigueur in the modern world. But the truth is, the coyote’s unique history and similarities to us do appear to make it, by this point in US history, a damned fine candidate as a national totem. Many contemporary Americans may be too far gone into the Anthropocene to learn much from an animal nowadays, but Marc Bekoff, a professor emeritus of ecology and evolutionary biology at the University of Colorado who has worked extensively on coyotes himself, believes modern Americans “are really craving to be ‘re-wilded.’ They’re craving to be reconnected to nature.”


Coyotes have played this role before, after all, once for western Indians, more recently for West Coast bohemians in the twentieth century. In twenty-first-century America there are certainly enough of us immersed in science, evolution, and the natural world to comprise a likely group of national coyote acolytes. So I hope at least that seeing coyotes regularly in the world and knowing something about the trajectory of their zigs and zags through history and how their story jibes with our own may move some to see something connate and sympathetic in this small wolf, which at this very moment is taking up residence within a mile of every person in the United States whether he or she understands its biography or not.


That said, I will borrow a phrase from Mark Twain, who turns out to be a central figure in the story to come. I am about to tell you a tale that has in it a touch of pathos.









CHAPTER 1
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Old Man America


In the remotest time of early North America, after he had molded mud from the ocean bottom into mountains, plains, and forests to create the essential topography of the continent, Coyote was going along. He had placed stars in the sky, some as pictures, some as a latticed road across the night, some tossed willy-nilly into the inky black. He had arranged the year into four seasons, and he had populated the world with humans. As the special helper of the Creator, who seemed not especially interested in any of this hands-on creation work himself, Coyote had killed monster after monster on behalf of his human charges, whom he’d then located in good, monster-free spots across America. He had released animals like buffalo from underground and—admittedly, with a few unlucky mistakes—placed salmon and other fish in many of the rivers. He had invented penises and vaginas and taught humans what to do with them. The first technology, in the form of fire, came from Coyote. Then, not without some remorse, he had introduced death into the world.


Now, with all these fundamental creations in place, Coyote had no intention of stepping into the background or hiding himself. He wanted to enjoy how much humans appreciated his creativity. And he especially wanted to see how quick-witted they might be when he offered them up some grand illustration of their own nature.
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One morning Coyote was going along and spotted a handsome young warrior who told Coyote he was embarking on a journey of war against his enemies. Although Coyote was actually a peaceful sort who thought war and battles to the death were very bad ideas, he told his new companion that he was a famous warrior and would be indispensable on the quest.


That first night, the warrior said, they would camp at a place called Scalped Man by the Fire. Coyote did not like the sound of that, but he went along. At the camp Coyote relaxed while the warrior cooked and did all the chores. Then Coyote took the best pieces of the meal for himself, even laying extra meat over his chest and legs in case he awoke hungry during the night. Sometime in the night Coyote heard a sound, and when he looked, there was Scalped Man standing over him. Quick as he could, Coyote swung his club, but somehow he hit his own knee, which caused him to yowl in pain, waking the warrior. “I have taken care of Scalped Man,” Coyote told him, and they both went back to sleep.


Having clubbed his knee badly, Coyote limped through much of the next day but made it OK to a camp called Cooked Meat Flying All Around, which sounded more like it. But that evening, dining on the chunks of meat whizzing all around, Coyote heard the warrior describe the next night’s camp, Where the Arrows Fly Around. Suddenly his knee took a turn for the worse. Coyote lagged far behind that next day, hoping to camp somewhere else, but the warrior led them on. That night arrows began to fly from every direction. The warrior stood and caught one after another, while Coyote twisted and twirled and crawled on the ground trying to avoid them, until one arrow grazed his arm. I have been killed, Coyote shouted. But when the warrior pulled him to his feet and he found himself still alive, Coyote asserted that actually his hurt knee had caused him to fall asleep, and he had been dreaming.


The next night they would camp at Where the Women Visit the Men. This sounded like an excellent camp to Coyote. His knee improved so remarkably that day that he got far ahead in their march. That night, after much fidgeting and anticipation on Coyote’s part, a woman did come to him, but in the darkness he decided she was an old crone. Hoping for a much younger woman, he sent her away, only to see in the firelight as she turned from him that in fact she was young and very beautiful. Coyote cried out for her to return, claiming it had been some spirit who had told her to leave, but she vanished into the night.


The next camp was called War Clubs Flying Around. All that day Coyote’s knee hurt so much that he barely managed to arrive at the spot. Sure enough, that night clubs hurled at them from every direction. The warrior caught two, one for each of them, but Coyote dodged and weaved so much that a club finally beaned him. When he came to, Coyote told the warrior that in his boredom he had actually fallen asleep. That’s why he had been lying so flat and still.


Then the warrior told Coyote that their next camp would be at a place called Vaginas Flying Around. Coyote’s knee at once felt entirely well, and he was ready to depart then and there. He pleaded for more details, but the warrior fell asleep. Coyote sat by the fire all night thinking of vaginas and how many he might be able to carry with him. His knee now stronger than ever before in his life, Coyote left early and ranged far ahead the next day.


That night, as promised, vaginas began to sail into camp, and Coyote could tell they were just the kind he liked, very young and very plump. For most of the night, juicy vaginas sailed by, maddeningly out of reach, with Coyote flailing and chasing and panting until he was near collapse. Finally, near dawn, Coyote caught one. But exhausted as he was, when he finally pinned and mounted it, his organ refused to rise to the occasion.


The next night they would reach their final camp, and the warrior told Coyote this one was called Where the Enemy Attacks. Without delay Coyote’s knee began to throb, and all day he hung back on the trail, crying piteously. And sure enough, when the next morning came, enemies attacked from all sides. Coyote at once ran for far horizons but was overtaken, clubbed, and scalped. Meanwhile the warrior subdued all his enemies, then looked for Coyote.


When he knew all was clear, Coyote stood and announced that he was going along now, but the warrior should consider himself lucky that he had happened upon Coyote. Otherwise he would have had to engage in this adventure with no help at all from a famous warrior.
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Indian rock art in Palo Duro Canyon, Texas, showing Coyote (left) and other characters from an Old Man Coyote story.


Courtesy Dan Flores.


Stories about Coyote or sometimes Old Man Coyote—and rarely about Old Woman Coyote, although they are present in the canon—are the oldest preserved human stories from North America. The truth is that Coyote (capitalized to distinguish the deity from the ordinary coyote trotting by while you read) is the most ancient god figure of which we have record on this continent. When Siberian hunters first started crossing Beringia or boating down the coastline 15,000 years or more ago, at some point in their entry of northwestern America they began to encounter coyotes for the first time. Wolves they knew from Asia, and well enough that at some point in their migration, these first Americans arrived with domesticated ones, wolflike dogs whose wild ancestors in those times were recent. But at least by the time of the Clovis people, who spread across the grasslands of interior America from Canada to Texas more than 13,000 years ago, continental coyotes were familiar creatures, and something about them resonated.


Religious explanations for the world and how it works are at least 40,000 to 50,000 years old, so these former Siberians no doubt arrived with intact religions, mythologies, and deities. But as these first Americans settled the part of the continent that would stretch from today’s California all the way to the Mississippi River, from the Pacific Northwest to the future New Mexico and Arizona, Coyote emerged as the deity of the ancient continent. No one knows when this happened or exactly how Coyote became a principal figure in so many different peoples’ creation stories and ruminations on the human condition. We know only, based on the oral Coyote stories collected among American Indians and set down by nineteenth- and twentieth-century ethnographers, that over the centuries the various tribes fashioned many hundreds of Coyote tales. No other native deity in America came anywhere close to inspiring such a vast body of oral literature. The story “Coyote and His Knee” is from the Wichitas of the Southern Plains, but I distilled the opening paragraphs of this chapter from groups as geographically separated as the Navajos (Southwest), Crows (Northern Plains), Karok and Wasco (California), Menominee (Great Lakes), Colville and Klamath (Pacific Northwest), and Salish and Blackfeet (Northern Rockies).


West of the Mississippi, across the last 10,000 years, Coyote has been America’s universal deity, surviving as a Paleolithic god among agricultural peoples like the Wichitas and ultimately reaching as far south as the Aztecs, who knew him as Huehuecoyotl, Old Man Coyote. Or Old Man America.
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For millions of years the grand expanse of the American Great Plains, extending northward to the boreal forests of Canada and southward to the deserts of the Southwest, was the biological Eden of North America, the continental version of Africa’s Serengeti or Maasai Mara. Today, if you can find a piece of native prairie somewhere on the Great Plains that’s away from the sounds of interstate traffic and beyond the stench of hog farms—anywhere will do, from Montana to West Texas—and if you’re good at opening your mind to the possibilities of deep history, a few moments of imagining can bring this landscape back to life. A hundred centuries ago, elephants and camels and lions could have been in view. For thousands of years after that, herds of buffalo and horses—likely trailed by wolf packs and bands of native hunters tacking across the grass ocean and navigating by the Pole Star—would have grunted and grazed past your spot like wildebeests and zebras on the African veld.


And right in the mix of this wild, Africa-like bestiary of the Pleistocene were ancient coyotes, trotting in the midst of the ungulate herds, competing with other predators—and scavengers—for a living in the kind of world that would, indeed, have been familiar to our own ancestors on another continent halfway around the world.


As a singular animal emerging from earlier evolutionary canid ancestors, the coyote is a relative youth. Coyotes share evolutionary youthfulness with us. We are also young, our genus, Homo, emerging between 2.8 and 3 million years ago and our species coming out of its own “hominin soup” in Africa fewer than 200,000 years ago. The Canidae family appeared at about the same time, 5 to 6 million years ago, but halfway around the world, in North America, with some of its species beginning to spread out across the globe soon after. The ancestors of the gray wolf (Canis lupus), as we will see, became cosmopolitan and eventually colonized almost the entire planet, continuing to evolve before returning, group after group, to their natal American homeland.


Coyotes, it turns out, are also a kind of wolf. They shared a common ancestor with gray wolves down to about 3.2 million years ago, when coyote and gray wolf ancestors began to separate, first geographically, then, as distance increased, genetically. Genetic research indicates that today there is about a 4 percent genetic difference between coyotes and gray wolves. For perspective, that’s roughly the same genetic distance as between modern humans and orangutans.
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