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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION TO THE NORTH AMERICAN UNICORN
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A SCIENTIFIC UNICORNUCOPIA!

Ignored by skeptics and trivialized by princess culture, the unicorns of North America have never received the scientific attention they deserve. Until now. Containing the most up-to-date information known to experts in the fields of wildlife and evolutionary biology, this guide provides the perfect resource for identifying North American unicorns in the field, understanding their fascinating habits, and unraveling the truth behind their curious history. It’s time to gallop into fun and knowledge with the unicorns of North America!


SO… WHAT IS A UNICORN?

A unicorn is a hooved mammal that resembles a horse, save for one unmistakable difference: a unicorn has a horn! This single, tapered horn grows from the frontal bone of the unicorn’s skull above and between the animal’s eyes. Like their horse relatives, unicorns are herd animals. They have long legs that are built to look great while running fast and teeth evolved for eating grass and other vegetation. They inhabit a variety of North American habitats, including southern tropics, central grasslands, and northern forests.
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THE HISTORY OF THE HORN

The evolutionary history of unicorns begins in the primeval forests of North America. Dog-sized, with toes instead of hooves, the first unicorns were closely related to the rhinoceros, with whom they shared a moveable upper lip, tooth configuration, and, of course, a solitary horn. Equines that lacked horns (family Equidae) split off from unicorns 50 million years ago, during the Eocene Epoch. These hornless creatures evolved into the horses we know today. Unicorns (family Monocornutus) followed a similar, if separate, path.

Over time, unicorns grew in size, and their legs lengthened to help them give predators the slip. When escaping wasn’t an option, their horns proved valuable beyond being pretty: they could be wielded in bloody combat. Unicorns migrated from the forests to grasslands, where they became grazers. Their toes evolved into hooves better suited for drier climates and running like the wind. The Bering Land Bridge connected North America to Asia for part of the unicorn’s evolutionary history, and herds of unicorns moved merrily back and forth across it. New species of unicorns popped up across Asia and pranced into Europe. They would eventually travel to the tips of both Africa and South America—they really got around!
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Artist’s rendition of a primitive unicorn from the unicippus group.
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Fossilized skeleton of grokaceros, an early unicorn.
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Unicorn global migration patterns.



And then, a funny thing happened, only it wasn’t very funny for the horses of North America, all of which went extinct almost overnight (in geologic time anyway). Most of the unicorns went right on munching grass and being gorgeous, unaffected by this massive die-off. Why? Perhaps the unicorns were less picky eaters or perhaps their pointy ends made them problematic targets for primitive hunters. Truthfully, nobody really knows. But, to this day, a handful of native unicorn species still call North America home.

The European unicorn, however, was reintroduced to the continent by Spanish conquistadors in the sixteenth century (much like horses returned to North America on Christopher Columbus’s ships). These unicorns, their horns removed in Europe for medicinal purposes, were prized as war horses despite being notoriously difficult to control. A number of European unicorns deserted during battles and bathroom breaks and managed to form permanent—though small—enclaves in the Americas.
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A conquistador and his noble steed. Note the special armor fitted over the unicorn’s shorn horn.




FACT OR FICTION?

Unicorns can talk!

No… they cannot. Unicorns only talk in fairy tales. In real life, they lack the complex vocal structures for speech. This doesn’t mean that unicorns don’t communicate in amazing ways, however. Whinnies, whistles, and adorable squeals are just some of the sounds unicorns make. These, along with body language like pinned ears, stomping feet, and graceful tail swishes allow unicorns to get their points across.
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UNICORN EVOLUTIONARY TREE

While significant gaps remain in our understanding of unicorn evolution, serious scholars of unicornology adhere to the Unicorn Taxonomy model below. An astute student will note that this outline focuses on North American species and subspecies and, for simplicity’s sake, not out of meanness, excludes the many unicorns found elsewhere in the world. (Historical international breeds deserving of mention will be covered in the next section.) The eight recognized living unicorns of North America are represented here as tiny, featureless silhouettes.
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Unicorns of the Megabarbatum genus sported cumbersome horns that may have contributed to their extinction.
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A rugged unicorn of genus Monoclopadocious.




NOTABLE UNICORNS OF ANTIQUITY

Due to its limited scope, there are many historical unicorn species that this book can only briefly, if at all, touch upon. Presented here is a selection of classical unicorns from around the world intended to give you a glimpse of the unicorn’s amazing diversity and beauty.
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Camahueto (Chile) A mainly aquatic species, the carnivorous camahueto is born on land before rampaging toward the sea. According to legend, new camahuetos can be grown from bits of camahueto horn, which is also medicinal.
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Monoceros (Greece) Currently the name of a constellation, the Greeks knew the monoceros as a unicorn with a white body, a dark red head, and a single black horn. Likely a primitive mammal of the Monocornutus family.
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Kirin (Japan) Part deer, part dragon, all unicorn, the kirin is a powerful beast with an ox’s tail and a single, curved horn. Known in China as qilin.
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Karkadann (Turkey) Known as “The Lord of the Desert,” this Turkish unicorn was an early unicorn not far removed from its rhinoceros-like roots. It had a beefy body, long ears, black skin, and a curved horn.
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Pegasus Unicorn (Greece) A magical hybrid unicorn that combines Pegasus, the winged horse of mythology, with a horned horse. Unlike the unicorn itself, this creature exists only in fantasy.


USING THE FIELD GUIDE

With the basics of unicornology under our belts, it’s time to learn more about the unicorns a field observer might expect to see in North America today. Familiarize yourself with the unicorns on the following pages before heading out. A unicorn’s physical dimensions, coat color, sassiness, and even its smell are crucial clues in identification. Geographical location is also important in determining unicorn type. Unicorns are almost always in motion, and making quick, accurate estimations of physical characteristics is an essential skill for any observer. Note that unicorns, like horses, are measured in hands, which is height at the base of the neck, or withers.
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