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    Praise for Deadly Powers

    “While mythological studies routinely look back to ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, or Greece, this author pushes back to the Pleistocene. There, he suggests, as Homo sapiens developed and experienced their impotence before carnivorous beasts up to two tons in mass, fear was of course the primary response. As language developed, primordial storytelling flourished, and eventually myth. This is a strongly researched, insightful volume treating themes from across the world.”

    —William G. Doty, professor emeritus, University of Alabama

    and author of Mythography: The Study of Myths and Rituals

    and several other books in the field

    “Living as many of us do in safe, modern surroundings, it's easy for us to forget how large predators have loomed over human lives during most of our species' history on earth. In Deadly Powers, Paul Trout brings together science and art to remind us how important predators have been in shaping our literatures, our imaginations, and even our minds. If you've ever wondered why you can't get enough of zombies, werewolves, and aliens, this is the book for you.”

    —Clark Barrett, associate professor of anthropology,

    University of California, Los Angeles
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    This book is the most ambitious survey to date of the relationship between humans and the wild carnivores that preyed on them as long as Homo sapiens, or our hominid ancestors, have existed. I first started thinking about animal predation on humans while researching my 1998 book Blood Rites: On the Origins and History of the Passions of War, and argued in that book that, in many ways, especially those involving the use of violence, “human nature” has been shaped by our long, terrifying history as the prey of creatures far bigger, faster, and better armed in the tooth-and-claw department than our distant ancestors were. In Deadly Powers, Paul Trout goes over some of the same ground—with generous acknowledgments of my work, I should note—but he has far more material to work with and takes it in some novel directions.

    He begins with a bracing catalog of some of the more formidable creatures our Stone Age ancestors had to contend with. There were far bigger cats than we can imagine today, such as the New World sabertooth tiger, which sported ten-inch long tusks and weighed over 750 pounds, twice the weight of African lions today. Bears were another problem, especially the now-extinct American short-faced bear, which was eleven feet tall when it stood on two legs. Human residents of Paleolithic Egypt had to worry about snakes up to 65 feet long weighing in at about 800 pounds, and early Australians faced Megalania, a 30-foot-long, 2,000-pound carnivorous lizard. As for the canids that today are increasingly employed as “therapy dogs,” Trout reminds us that “hunting in packs, they were as dangerous as any single big cat.” He supplements this nightmare bestiary with archaeological evidence for predation on early humans—hominid skulls pierced by holes spaced at the exact distance between the teeth of Pleistocene leopards, for example—which were at first mistakenly attributed to intra-hominid homicide.

    Within recent decades, there has been a certain amount of resistance to the idea of predation by carnivores as an important factor in human evolution. For one thing, it contradicts the triumphant “man-the-hunter” model of evolution, prevalent in the 1960s and ‘70s, in which our distant ancestors came down from the trees and strode confidently into the savanna with sharpened sticks in hand. And, of course, the idea of being preyed upon by animals, whether routinely or opportunistically, is offensive to human vanity. “Man,” the eminent archaeologist Louis Leakey once blustered, “is not cat food.”1 But for all we know, early humans may have been an especially delectable carnivore snack. Trout reports that in many African myths, “humans are casually referred to as the ‘meat without hair.’”

    The reasons to think that early humans were preyed upon have mounted over the years. Wild primates, including our close relatives the chimpanzees, are preyed upon today, as proved by the presence of their DNA in the scat of leopards and lions. It is now widely accepted that the exigencies of predation are a major factor in making us, like most other primates, social animals, whose ultimate reason to stick together is for mutual defense. An individual is more likely to survive in a noisy, fast-moving group than as a solitary creature in the wild, which is why, for example, fish swim in schools. In addition, group living offers opportunities for more aggressive forms of collective defense: Monkeys may “mob” a predator; young baboon males sometimes sacrifice their lives in an effort to drive a predator away from the females and young.

    While some scientists have, like Leakey, been queasy about predation on humans, classicists, folklorists, and the like can hardly ignore it. If there is one central human mythological theme, from Gilgamesh to Beowulf, it is of the human-eating creature that ravages the countryside until someone—hero or god—successfully confronts it. The predator in these stories is often dismissed as a “symbol” for some entirely human fantasy or preoccupation. But as Trout argues, human storytelling, and hence literature, grew out of encounters with real animal predators and served as a means of fear management as well as a means to ready the group for future encounters. Lions, for example, were a real and widespread threat to humans into historical times. When the Achaean heroes weren't fighting Trojans, Homer tells us that they were tasked with trying to keep their kingdoms lion free. Tigers took a huge toll on humans in India well into the nineteenth century, leaving large swaths of the subcontinent uninhabitable for humans, and they still do in the Sundarbans, where every village has its “tiger widows.” In Eurasia, wolves not only preyed on travelers but threatened rural villagers well into the eighteenth century.

    Deadly Powers does not skimp on the horrors of being eaten alive. Sometimes predation is a silent affair, as when a giant snake swallows a victim—a child, for example—whole. But predators may emit terrifying sounds—the roars of big cats, the growls of wolves or hyenas, the “sonic shrills” of attacking raptors—for the apparent purpose of causing their prey to freeze. As for the prey, Trout tells us, “Some of them snort, some bellow, some bray, some screech, some bleat, some shriek, some scream, some squeal, and some wail, as they protest being clawed, bitten, eviscerated, and dismembered.” Surviving conspecifics may find few fragments of the victim left to mourn, or they may find too many. Trout reports that “one of the most horrifying collections of stomach contents taken from an African crocodile included eleven heavy brass arm rings, three wire armlets, wire anklets, a necklace, fourteen human arm and leg bones, and three human spinal columns.” And, he reminds us, the ultimate humiliation, referred to in “myth after myth,” is to be eaten and then passed out as excrement.

    The experiences of being stalked, of being attacked in the night, or of having one's child snatched up in broad daylight left deep marks in our species and, in many ways, Trout argues, made us what we are today. Our brains are wired for fight or flight. our nightmares still feature devouring beasts, both imagined monsters and actual animals. our cultures evolved out of the need for defense against creatures far mightier, and at one time far more numerous, than ourselves, and the experience of rallying to confront a dangerous intruder still provides an ecstatic high, even if the “enemy” is only another town's football team. Over the millennia, early humans had to find ways to imitate their animal enemies by, for example, sharpening stones to mimic beaks and claws, making loud noises, and donning body paint and headdresses to make themselves look more intimidating. Our proudest achievement—language—may have evolved out of the alarm calls used to signal the approach of a predator.

    Religion and mythology recall the eons when nonhuman alpha predators ruled the earth. The earliest known deities were animals, mostly carnivores, like the jaguar gods of the Maya and the tiger gods worshipped in tribal India. Even the anthropomorphized Yahweh of historical times reveals his craving for blood: he “savors” the smoke from the sacrificial animals prepared for him and fatefully rejects Cain's vegetarian offerings. The imagined monsters that afflict many cultures are, Trout argues, ultimately derived from actual predators and apparently provide no survival advantage. He gives the example of the Inuit, who abandoned productive hunting and fishing areas to white colonizers rather than risk encountering the wolf-like creatures that were thought to haunt them.

    Ten thousand years after our collective ascent to the status of global alpha predator, we are still obsessed with nonhuman predators and in ways that are not particularly productive or healthy. We pay money to see movies in which our conspecifics are ambushed, torn limb from limb, and often consumed right in front of us. As the old animal predators have gone extinct, we have substituted monsters of our own imagining, from medieval dragons to the extraterrestrial beast in the Alien series, and at this particular cultural moment, we seem to be drawn to creatures—vampires and werewolves—who are always conflating appetite with eroticism. On the far fringes of predator fixation, Trout reports that there are even a few surgically altered “were-predators,” like the man who “had his teeth filed into fangs and underwent dozens of operations and tattoos to make himself look like a tiger,” including the surgical implantation of a tail.

    There is a potential second volume to Deadly Powers, not that Trout is in any way obligated to write it: on the story of how humans have used our own predatory powers against other animals once we ascended to the top of the food chain. In no small part because of our own terrifying prehistory as prey, humans could not seem to stop killing, as if we had to keep reassuring ourselves, over and over, that we had indeed evolved from prey to predator. Many explanations have been offered for the massive extinctions of large animals (megafauna) that began about twelve thousand years ago—viruses, meteor hits, climate changes—but the soundest hypothesis is summarized by the word overkill: humans killed what they needed to eat and then killed much more, eliminating animal populations as they spread out over the globe on foot or by sea. In the Americas, the Pacific Islands, and Australia, megafaunal extinctions follow closely upon the arrival of humans. Prehistoric hunting peoples drove herds of bison off of cliffs, often leaving the bottom layers of crushed animals to rot. White settlers and colonialists hunted for fun or at most for trophies like tiger skins. Today, the whaling industries in Japan and Iceland persist in their exterminatory mission despite a near-complete absence of demand for whale meat.

    Any full accounting of human evolution has to include our ancestors' violent interactions with the other animals with which we share the planet. If nature is “red in tooth and claw,” our species and its evolutionary predecessors provided much of the coloration, both as predators and as prey. We began as prey and then evolved, over tens of thousands of years, into mighty predators—although always, Trout reminds us, haunted by the ghosts of the deadly carnivores that ate our kind. The only way to wake up from this nightmare is to reconstruct, as best we can, what actually happened in the killing fields of the Pleistocene, and Deadly Powers is an important step in that direction.

    —Barbara Ehrenreich
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    My footnotes should convey the measure of my indebtedness to previous scholars. But in particular, I would like to thank Adrienne Mayor, not only for her splendid examinations of how the discovery of fossilized dinosaur bones was encoded in storytelling and mythmaking in both the classical world and the New World, but also for the personal encouragement she gave me in the early stage of my research. I would also like to express my indebtedness to Cory Brester, who could always be depended upon to explain clearly and with good humor any computer problem that arose and make it go away.
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    INTRODUCTION

    The myths taught to us in school and college usually are about gods and heroes fighting, or falling in love, or both. Even when these stories end sadly, they have the power to comfort us because we see that the gods care about us intensely, and that the heroes and heroines fight and love each other with uncommon passion, gallantry, courage, and resourcefulness.

    Deadly Powers is not about these kinds of myths. Instead, it is about myths that make us feel uncomfortable and a bit ashamed because they probe the most primal human fear—the fear of being ripped apart and eaten alive by an animal. The gods in these myths thirst—like carnivores—for human blood, and the humans live in nightmarish terror of being chased and swallowed by hideous monsters.

    Wherever one looks, animal predators slither, run, and swoop their way through the mythic landscape in search of human flesh. Along with them are the fictional predators spawned by the mythic imagination—dragons, griffins, gorgons, furies, sirens, krakens, harpies, werewolves, vampires, ghouls, zombies, golems, and evil spirits, among others. The scarcely ennobling message of these myths is that humans are good to eat. This “unsavory” aspect of myth has been largely ignored by scholars—not even Joseph Campbell has anything to say about it. Yet the threat posed by dangerous animals may be the oldest and most pervasive of all mythic themes.

    In Egyptian myth, the giant serpent Apep (or Apophis) attempts to devour the sun god each night, and the lion goddess Sekhmet gets drunk on human blood, as does the Indian goddess Kali, who dresses in a tiger's skin and flashes long fangs. In Aztec myth, a ravenous alligator goddess, Tlaltecuhtli, possesses not only a great fanged maw but also gnashing mouths at her elbows and knees. And throughout the night she screams for the hearts of humans. In Hawaiian myth, dragons, giant birds, and enormous sharks regularly feed on human flesh.

    Some myths suggest that in the earliest times, predators were so numerous and powerful that they threatened the very existence of humankind. In Hittite myth, a great serpent must be killed for the earth to be fertile. In Vedic Indian myth, a dragon must be dismembered if the waters of life are to flow. In Norse myth, humans can appear only after the gods have killed a giant wolf (Fenrir), a huge serpent (Jormungand), and a monstrous hound (Garm). The world of myth constitutes a veritable menagerie of fierce and hungry predators.

    The fear of being chased and killed by an animal predator is not confined to ancient myths or tribal stories. Folklore and fairy tales also are filled with predatory agents—wolves, bears, ogres, giants—that eat hapless humans. And ever since Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, tens of thousands of novels, stories, and films have depicted predatory agents wreaking havoc on humans. This theme is treated almost obsessively in contemporary storytelling.

    The film The Ghost and the Darkness (1996), based on a true story, is about two lions that killed over a hundred railroad workers in Africa at the end of the nineteenth century. In Alligator (1980), a giant reptile lives and kills in the sewers and waterways of Chicago. In Anaconda (1997, with follow-ups in 2004, 2007, 2008), a giant snake eludes capture and swallows researchers in South America. In Attack of the Sabretooth (2005), a genetically engineered reincarnation of a Pleistocene cat called Smilodon eats its way through the celebrants at the grand opening of a wild animal park. In the Jaws franchise (1975, 1978,1983, 1987), a series of great white sharks have their way with bathers and boaters. In horror and thriller stories, all kinds of creatures—animals and animal-human hybrids—rend and tear human flesh, often with impunity.

    Nowhere do predators take a greater toll on human life—or assume a greater variety of lethal forms—than in science fiction. Even when dressed up as a space alien, the predator is often a direct descendent of the monsters found in classical mythology. The slavering reptilian monster in the Alien franchise (1979,1986, 1992, 1997, 2004) resembles the monster Scylla in homer's Odyssey. The alien invader in Predator (1987, 1990) is essentially a well-armed and highly intelligent dragon. The winged predator that dines on rooftop sunbathers in Q (aka The Winged Serpent, 1982), is explicitly said to be Quetzalcoatl, the serpent-eagle god worshipped by the Aztecs.

    The agents of death in science fiction run the gamut from reincarnated dinosaurs (The Lost World, 1925, 1960, 1993; The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, 1953; Jurassic Park, 1993, 1997, 2001; Godzilla, twenty-five movies between 1954 and 2004), to mutant worms or “earth dragons” (Tremors, 1990, 1996, 2001, 2004), to giant rabbits (Night of the Lepus, 1972), to super-sized insects (Them! 1954), to carnivorous crustaceans (Attack of the Crab Monsters, 1957), to devious viruses (The Andromeda Strain, 1971), and even to peregrinating rock formations (The Monolith Monsters, 1957). There is no limit to what the mythic imagination is able to transform into a predatory agent. Nor is there any limit to its urge to perform this transformation. The number of these stories grows every day, as does the number of people who have read or viewed one or more of them.

    So, why are we so fascinated with such an unsettling theme? Why have we unleashed predators to ravage the mythic landscape? Why do we haunt ourselves with the specter of being torn apart by wild animals? Why do predators hunt and chase us in our dreams? Why do stories and myths provide such a congenial habitat for deadly powers?

    The answers to these questions lie in the very distant past, at a time when the earliest members of our species could neither write nor even speak. Deadly Powers takes us back to this time to explain how our most ancient ancestors dealt with the threat posed by animal predators. Deadly Powers also takes us through the landscape of world myths to explain how our more recent ancestors mythologized animal predators in four basic ways to manage their primordial fear of becoming meat. At the end of this “safari,” we will understand not only why our distant ancestors were compelled to tell stories about dangerous animals but also the role these animals played in the evolution of storytelling itself.

    PICKING UP THE TRACKS OF THE MYTHIC PREDATOR

    The safari begins in the Pleistocene (the period from around two million to ten thousand years ago), because during this span of time there were more carnivores—both in terms of raw numbers and species—than at any time before or since. We begin here also because during this period, the human line was evolving in response to the selection pressures imposed by this predator-rich environment. Our brain, our emotions, our behaviors, our culture were being shaped by the need of our Pleistocene ancestors to survive amid a “variety of terrifying mammalian carnivores.”1

    Bear in mind that during most of these two million years, our ancestors did not have weapons other than sticks and stones (and an increasingly more crafty brain). Although we can't be sure about what early humans felt, it's reasonable to assume that they were racked by constant fear of being eaten alive by the carnivores that dominated the landscape. As sociologist Barbara Ehrenreich notes, “[T]he problem of predation by wild carnivores throws a new light on every aspect of human evolution, from group living to the relation between the sexes. No doubt many other aspects of human behavior and psychology will find, in time, at least speculative explanations in our prehistory as prey.”2 This primordial and visceral fear played a crucial role in the emergence of primordial “storytelling” and still shapes the tribal myths and urban legends of modern times. Deadly Powers will attempt to explain in detail how and why the animal predators of the Pleistocene got inside our heads and our stories.

    TAKING A NEW PATH

    Deadly Powers, I believe, is the first book to argue that fear of predators played a significant role in the evolution of storytelling. Although mythologist and author Joseph Campbell also traced the origin of myth back into the Paleolithic era (the term used to refer to human aspects of the Pleistocene), he believed that myth evolved to deal with the guilt felt by early humans when killing prey animals. Hunting guilt is certainly expressed in many myths, but before humans experienced guilt, they must have felt fear, because before we were hunters, we were the hunted. For a good chunk of the Paleolithic, our ancestors were essentially weaponless and did not pose a threat either to large herbivores or to dangerous carnivores. Our early ancestors were prey, not predators.

    Another reason scholars find it hard to detect the influence of Pleistocene predators on the emergence of storytelling is that the interpretation of myth has been dominated by a psychological framework. The animal predators mentioned in myth are viewed as symbols of psychological states, as, for instance, expressions of the Freudian id or the Jungian Shadow of the collective unconscious. From these psychological perspectives, the deadly powers found in myth after myth do not represent actual predators but the unseemly inclinations and desires in our old mammalian brain. It's as if the mammals, raptors, and reptiles found throughout mythology never existed anywhere but in the human imagination.

    To be sure, predators had to occupy the interior terrain of the human mind if they were ever to find their way into myths created by that mind. But before these predatory animals inhabited that interior terrain, they lived, for millions of years, in the real world inhabited by primates of the human line. Animal predators existed in their own right, and their significance and meaning were not arbitrarily conferred by the developing human mind but reflected life-and-death realities our forebears could hardly afford to ignore or whimsically fancify. Nature writer David Quammen sums up this life-and-death reality quite well: “Every once in a while, a monstrous carnivore emerged like doom from a forest or a river to kill someone and feed on the body. It was a familiar sort of disaster…that must have seemed freshly, shockingly gruesome each time, despite the familiarity. And it conveyed a certain message. Among the earliest forms of human self-consciousness was the awareness of being meat.”3

    Storytelling is universal because it reflects an adaptation that helped our species survive. We became a storytelling animal to deal with our predicament as a prey species—to address our fear of being hunted, killed, and eaten by predators. Like Scheherazade of the Arabian Nights, we told stories to stay alive. And, in a figurative sense, we still do. This means that there will be no end to stories in which ravenous beasts of one kind or another threaten to consume us, no end to the phantom of the predator haunting the human imagination. Deadly Powers gives animal predators their due as a force that affected the emergence of the storytelling imperative.

    Let's begin, then, with a good close look at the actual predators that menaced our ancient ancestors, and that contributed—as strange as it may seem—to the emergence of storytelling and mythmaking.
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    INTRODUCTION

    Although it's comforting and perhaps natural for us today to think that our ancient ancestors were a match for Pleistocene carnivores, this is not the view found in many myths, which convey a much darker picture of these ancient times.

    A Winnebago story says that when the earth was new, animals were more powerful than humans and “hunted and ate” them.1 A Sioux myth explains that when the earth was young, humans were devoured by “evil monsters” with “huge, piercing fangs.”2 In another Sioux myth, the first humans—“small, helpless, and pitiful”—had to be saved from water monsters that possessed “spikes at the tip of their powerful tails that could gouge out fearful wounds as they roared and thrashed.”3 An Iroquois myth says that “in days long past, evil monsters and spirits preyed upon humans…. On stormy nights they came out of their dens and prowled the earth.”4 The San of Southern Africa still believe that in primordial times, humans were beset by snakes, dangerous eagles, crocodiles, and other “bad ones.”5

    In many myths, humans were not just hunted; they were threatened with being wiped out. In an Apache myth the predatory “monsters” formed at the beginning of the world had to be killed if the first Indians were to survive.6 In a Yuma myth, the gods again had to intervene because there were “too many” animals with “big teeth and claws” for humans to survive.7 According to the Mayan book Popol Vuh, humans “would not be living today” had not the first pumas, jaguars, and anacondas been turned into stone by the gods.8

    The first humans did not always survive the dangerous time of origin. When the Mayan creator gods decided that the first humans were grossly imperfect, they annihilated them, not by using water or fire but by using an eagle to “gouge out their eyes,” a bat to cut off their heads, a jaguar to “devour their flesh,” and a crocodile to “break and mangle their bones and their nerves, and ground and crumble their bones.”9

    Somehow the creators of these myths intuited a fundamental truth about early humans, a truth too often ignored or denied by scholars of myth. Early humans were easy pickin's for Pleistocene carnivores. Some scholars, however, are catching up to tribal wisdom. Nature writer Paul Shepard points out that “before we were eaters of animals we (monkey like) were their prey, subject to going inside them.”10 Donna Hart and Robert W. Sussman, two primatologists who have contributed to the emerging view of “man-the-hunted,” amass fossil evidence that clearly shows that for several million years “hominids were preyed on by many large carnivores.”11 Paleozoologist Hans Kruuk sums up the situation: “[M]an-eating was…a normal aspect of day-to-day predation during the Pliocene and Pleistocene.”12

    And the situation may have been just as dire as myths suggest. According to archaeologist Brian Hayden, “[G]reat numbers of our ancestors must have been killed by the predators…that roamed the savannas.”13 He suggests that at one point in the Paleolithic, the entire human population may have numbered no more than a few thousand individuals.14 This would mean that myths were on the right track when they said that our distant ancestors struggled to avoid extinction.

    Even more developed humans could not escape the threat and fear of being eaten alive by ferocious beasts. As author George Constable points out, such a robust and intelligent species as weapon-bearing Homo neanderthalensis, a successful hunter of big-game animals, was “presumably…toothsome prey” for carnivores.15 “Before, and well into, the age of man-the-hunter,” Barbara Ehrenreich notes, “there would have been man-the-hunted.”16 Even today, “tens of thousands of people throughout the world fall victim to animal predation.”17 Much of human evolution has to do with the fact that humans—along with other primates—“are a prey species.”18 It is no accident or exaggeration that in African myths, humans are casually referred to as the “meat without hair.”19

    Though true, these claims are devoid of blood—unable to convey what early humans were actually up against. We need to “see” the creatures that hunted, killed, and terrified our ancestors, and whose salient features were imprinted on the evolving human brain over millions of years, shaping the human psyche forevermore.

    In the Pleistocene, as well as today, many dangerous creatures had the power to kill a human—from mammoths to insects. But a “predator” is an animal that hunts and eats its prey. To our ancient ancestors, a “predator” would have been not just another “dangerous animal” but a dangerous animal with special salience.

    In the “bestiary” that follows, predators are categorized into three realms—those of the land, of the water, and of the air (roughly speaking, mammals, reptiles, and raptors). All of them had the opportunity and inclination to eat humans. (To keep things simple, I use common descriptive names instead of scientific ones.)
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    PART 1: ON DEADLY GROUND: PREDATORS THAT INHABITED THE LAND

    THE KILLER CATS

    Of all the predators that hunted and killed early humans, the most dangerous were the big cats. There were more of them in the Pleistocene than before or since.20 The biggest were the gigantic sabertooths. They hunted throughout America, Africa, Europe, and Asia. The New World version, Smilodon, which ranged from western Canada to South America, had canine tusks ten inches long and weighed over seven hundred and fifty pounds, twice the weight of today's African lion.21

    The Smilodon were quite numerous. The remains of over one thousand individual cats have been found in the La Brea Tar Pit in Los Angeles.22 Smilodon went extinct only nine thousand years ago, so this killer greeted the first humans who migrated to the New World.23 Another big-toothed cat—Homotherium—weighed in at six hundred pounds. It hunted in open forests and grasslands of both the New and Old Worlds, including Africa. It survived until just a few thousand years ago, posing a dire threat to humans for almost their entire history.24
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    Megantereon was a third form of saber-toothed cat. Weighing two hundred pounds more than a modern leopard, it could climb trees, and it hunted in forests and woodlands.25 It thrived until the early Pleistocene, living in Eurasia, Africa, North America, and eventually South America.26 A fourth saber-toothed cat, Dinofelis (“terrible cat”), was seven feet long but could still climb trees, making it a “specialist in killing large primates, including our own near relatives and ancestors.”27 Dinofelis hunted and killed throughout North America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. It survived until about ten thousand years ago. This beast has been described as “our ancestors' worst nightmare.”28 Overall, it is something of a miracle that our small hominid ancestors managed to survive “the predation of so many large-bodied, large-toothed felines.”29
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    In addition to these now-extinct big cats, our ancestors were bedeviled by the feline carnivores that exist today—the leopard, the lion, the cheetah, the ocelot, the tiger, the jaguar, and the puma.

    The leopard was, and still is, the most lethal killer of primates, including humans. The Pleistocene form, larger than today's leopard, ranged throughout Africa, the Middle East, China, and even Europe, where it flourished until ten thousand years ago.30 There is hard evidence that leopards preyed on Australopithecines.

    Though smaller than their Pleistocene ancestors, today's leopards usually kill with a powerful bite into the skull. “So ghostly silent is the hunting leopard that humans and dogs have been killed in their beds without waking others in the house.”31 The number of people killed by leopards in one area of modern-day Africa is said to be “horribly impressive.”32
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    Leopards often kill humans for the sake of killing. One of the most notorious in this regard was the leopard of Masaguru, Tanzania. It killed twenty-six women and children, but not one of them was eaten. Another example, according to nature writer James Clarke, was a leopard in India that was alleged to have eaten four hundred people before it was shot. The leopard of Rudraprayag ate one hundred twenty-five. As recently as 1960, leopards in the Indian state of Bihar killed three hundred people, most of them children between six and ten years of age.33 The Yoruba were so terrified of the leopard that they sang praises to the animal to appease it:

    Gentle hunter

    His tail plays on the ground

    While he crushes the skull.

    Beautiful death

    Who puts on a spotted robe when he

    Goes to his victim.34

    Lions also preyed on our early ancestors. The Pleistocene lion, called the cave lion, was “gigantic,” perhaps “the largest felid that ever existed.”35 (Except, of course, for “tigrons” and “ligers,” the gigantic offspring of tigers and lions that occasionally interbreed in the wild or on game farms.) The cave lion was the most wide-ranging wild mammal of all time, inhabiting the deserts, mountains, Arctic steppes, woodlands, and grassy savannas of Africa, Europe, Asia, China, and the Americas as far south as Peru. Only Antarctica and the Pacific islands “escaped its teeth and claws.”36 There was very good reason why the ancient Egyptians commanded each other “[t]o be thou aware of the lion!”37

    The cave lion survived into historical times in the Balkans, Asia Minor, and India, and the American version survived until ten thousand years ago. This awesome beast had plenty of time and opportunity to kill our early kin and earn its place in our nightmares and myths.

    And in our art. Nowhere else in the galleries of Paleolithic art is there anything like the Lion Panel of Chauvet Cave (southern France, dating to about thirty-two thousand years ago), where the cave lion is depicted seventy-three times.38 The power that the lion had over the burgeoning human imagination is also seen in the earliest art—sculptures of human bodies with lion heads.

    Today's lion, though smaller than the Pleistocene version, can weigh up to a quarter ton and measure nearly ten feet from nose to tail tip. It can leap almost forty feet and, if necessary, climb trees. It is in Central Africa that lions have taken the highest toll of humans during modern times. In some parts of the continent, tribal peoples have a special drum to toll the news that another human has been eaten. By now almost everyone has heard of the Tsavo lions, which are featured in the 1996 film The Ghost and the Darkness.39 The eight lions that hunted workers on the Nairobi railway killed about one hundred and twenty-five people, a relatively modest figure when compared to the man-eaters of Njombe (1945–47), which killed between a thousand and fifteen hundred people, a number representing “the greatest and most sustained record of man-eating ever known in Africa.”40

    No wonder that the frightening roar of the lion can be “heard” in many myths. “I will tell you a story of lions,” says an African tale, “who are, as you know, second only to elephants in strength and power.”41 Another African myth tells of how a young lion killed all the other animals in the forest, including such large creatures as the ox and the camel. Then the lion boasts to a hapless woodcutter, “‘There is no one as strong as I. Why, then, have you entered my forest? I shall devour you.’”42 As Hans Kruuk observes, no other carnivore has provoked so many “fantasies, aspirations, admirations and fears” as has the lion.43

    Tigers also added to the long nightmare of our ancient ancestors. Those that prowled the forests and savannas of the Pleistocene and Holocene were not only “gigantic,” they could swim and climb trees.44 Described as the “carnivore par excellence,”45 Pleistocene tigers ranged from the Caspian Sea in the west through India and southeastern Asia (including Indonesia) to northern China and Siberia.46 In North America, they existed along with cave lions during the last one hundred thousand years.47

    Today's tigers weigh on average about six hundred pounds, with a few coming in at over seven hundred pounds. The longest modern tiger fang on record is 5½ inches with a girth of 3½ inches.48 In the past—as now—tigers were “responsible for many human deaths.”49 “Tigers are able to clamp their jaws around the hips of a struggling man and carry him off the ground quite easily. Stories exist also of people being decapitated by a single blow from a tiger's paw.”50

    The most people recorded to have been killed by a single tiger were the four hundred thirty-six attributed to the tigress of Champawat (India). “Her toll was so enormous for such a relatively short period, and her kills so regular, that it appears she lived almost entirely upon a diet of human flesh.”51 “At a conservative estimate, tigers have consumed well over half a million Indians in the past four centuries. In the whole of Asia, the figure for the same period cannot be less than a million.”52 Women have been the most vulnerable, at least in northern India, because they typically go into the forests alone to gather firewood or down to the rivers to get water.53

    Not surprisingly, the lethal powers of the tiger, in the words of nature writer Sy Montgomery, have evoked “a reverence, dread, and wonder accorded no other animal.”54 As a survivor of a tiger attack puts it, “When the tiger is about to attack you,…your blood goes cold out of fear. The teeth and the red portion of the eyes are mesmerizing. You cannot even utter the words ‘help me.’”55 Everywhere it roams, the tiger is credited with powers beyond those expected of any worldly animal. In the East—India, Malaysia, and so on—the tiger evokes such terror that it is worshipped as a god in an attempt to find a means of assuaging its predatory powers. Reverence may be most intense in Sundarbans (India), the largest tidal delta in the world. “Here, unlike any other place on earth, the tiger regularly hunts people. Hundreds die each year in the tiger's jaws…. here the tiger is feared but not hated; here it is worshiped but not loved. For here the tiger is a sacred creature who rules an enchanted land.”56

    Like the other predators listed in this bestiary, “the tiger exposes the truth that we in the West try to ignore: we are all—chital and boar, frog and fish, astronaut and beggar—made of meat.”57 A Chinese proverb expresses our dread of the tiger in a wonderfully understated way: “Do not blame God for creating the tiger. Thank Him for not giving it wings.”

    The word puma comes from a Quechua word meaning “powerful animal.” On average, the puma weighs about as much as the African leopard—from one hundred to one hundred seventy five pounds—and can be as long as nine feet. Strangely, the puma has more English names than any other big cat, being referred to variously as cougar, mountain lion, panther, painter, catamount, silver lion, purple panther, red tiger, brown lion, deer tiger, Mexican lion, American lion, mountain screamer, cat-of-the-mountains, and Indian devil.58 The Pleistocene version was larger than today's and seems to have appeared around thirteen thousand years ago, giving it plenty of time to claw its way into tribal cultural memory. This cat exists throughout most of the world, as it did in the past.59 Nowadays, the puma, because it can live close to cities, occasionally makes headlines by attacking hikers, joggers, and bicyclists out to enjoy a bit of nature.

    Although the jaguar may have originated in Eurasia, the name yaguara is from Amazonia, where Guarani Indians spoke fearfully of a beast that killed with one leap. As with the other big cats, the Pleistocene jaguar was a “giant,” weighing about three hundred pounds, 20 percent larger than today's version, which is the largest carnivore now living in Central America and South America.60 Although now extinct, this giant jaguar has been called “the most formidable predatory felid” in the world.61

    Jaguars ranged throughout Europe between seventy thousand and ten thousand years ago, but they were in the Americas more than two million years ago, being as common as the sabertooth cats.62 In Mesoamerican sacrificial rites, it was to the jaguar god that the still pumping hearts of victims were “fed” to appease the creature's voracious appetite for human flesh and blood. This practice is encoded in the Popol Vuh, when the hero twins shout to the jaguars, “‘Do not bite us! Here is what belongs to you.’…And quickly they threw some bones to the animals, which pounced upon the bones.”63

    Our Pleistocene ancestors had to contend with yet another feline predator, the giant cheetah.64 Scholars believe that the cheetah arose in the New World and then spread to Africa, Europe, India, and China.65 The European species lived until about five hundred thousand years ago, but the North American form may have survived until about ten thousand years ago. Of all the cats mentioned, the cheetah probably posed the least threat to ancient humans.

    The great predatory cats have been called the “ultimate stalkers and ambushers” and “the most carnivorous of all carnivores.”66 In the Pleistocene, these big cats made their living killing and eating huge herbivores, but it is reasonable to assume that they were not averse to grabbing a risk-free easy meal in the form of a bipedal primate. Even today, in some parts of Africa, lions and leopards sometimes give up preying on game to indulge in the “easier…flesh of defenceless humans.”67 For several million years, these predators posed a constant threat to our ancestors, making them at once ever more sensitive to danger and ever more ingenious in creating cultural strategies to manage their fear of that danger. These strategies were etched, as we shall see, in myth after myth.

    HYENAS, WOLVES, AND DOGS

    Adding to the woes of our Pleistocene ancestors were the canine predators. Hunting in packs, they were as dangerous as any single big cat.

    Hyenas

    Although the hyena is anatomically closer to cats than to dogs, I include hyenas with the canine carnivores because they look and hunt like them.

    One thinks of the hyena as an African predator, but at the beginning of human evolution, over one hundred species of hyena ranged throughout Europe, Asia, and Africa.68 During the Pleistocene, the short-faced hyena—the largest hyena that ever existed—was “as big as a lion,”69 weighing in at four hundred and fifty pounds. Today's hyenas, armed with canine teeth that can smash bones and rip flesh, are “fiercely aggressive hunters,” especially at night.70 Their jaws are so strong that they can leave tooth marks in forged steel.71

    According to Hans Kruuk, an authority on this animal, Pleistocene hyenas constituted “a danger to early man.”72 The hominid bones found in South African caves indicate that hyenas chewed up the skeleton to get at the marrow and broke open the skull to get at the fatty brain tissue.73

    Even today, the hyena is an especially effective predator of humans.74 Those who manage to escape an attack may regret their survival because hyenas often rip off the face of human victims. Most of the time, the entire body of the victim is consumed, except for the skull.75 At times, marauding packs of hyenas terrorize whole districts in Africa, taking so many lives—especially those of women and children—that people believe the animals must be witches in disguise.76 This notion is reinforced by the animal's uncanny ability to sneak up on victims. One farmer who tracked two man-eating hyenas came to believe that he was up against lycanthropy, “for quite often victims would be taken from the midst of their sleeping families without a sound being heard.” In some parts of Africa, the hyena is a greater man-eater than the leopard and lion together.77
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    Wolves

    Our ancient ancestors also fell prey to wolves, which hunted and ate humans throughout Europe, Asia, and the New World (from Alberta to Peru) “for as long as man and wolves have lived there.”78 The wolf that hunted our ancestors in the Pleistocene is called the Dire Wolf. It weighed on average one hundred and fifty pounds, and had the longest and most powerful teeth ever found in a canid.79 The Dire Wolf stalked prey in North America as recently as eight thousand years ago. Of all the mammalian remains found in the La Brea Tar Pits, those of the Dire Wolf are the most abundant. The bones of the Dire Wolf have been found in caves that also contain the bones and artifacts of Homo erectus and Homo sapiens, although it is not clear from just this evidence exactly how often our ancestor entered these caves involuntarily.80

    Not all wolves are as genial as the ones described by Canadian naturalist and writer Farley Mowat in his bestseller Never Cry Wolf. In his fascinating book Man Is the Prey, James Clarke relates several occasions when European wolves—driven by bloodlust or starvation—terrorized whole cities. Although the wolf was hunted to extinction in England and France during the eighteenth century, packs still roam Spain, Italy, Portugal, and the Balkans. In Siberia, in 1927, the village of Pilovo was besieged by hungry wolves that knocked down doors to attack terrified families. It took army troops to rescue the residents, although by the time they reached the village, almost every family had suffered a loss.81

    Judging from myth, the wolf has a powerful presence in the human psyche. As author and mythographer Marina Warner explains, wolves haunt children's rhymes and tales in large part because in times of famine they posed a threat to humans well into the nineteenth century.82 The wolf evoked fear even in well-armed and militaristic tribal peoples. In Norse myth, monstrous wolves tear and devour Skimir and his mighty horse, and, at Ragnarok, the wolves Fenrir and Managarm devour the sun and moon, “stain[ing] the heavens and earth with blood.”83 The wolf is often associated with evil, death, and destruction, as seen in the wolfskin cloak of Hades, the wolf ears of the Etruscan god of death, and the capacity of witches and warlocks to turn themselves into wolves or werewolves.84

    Dogs

    It's hard to think of “man's best friend” as posing a danger to human survival, but before wild dogs were domesticated about thirteen thousand years ago, they, too, hunted and ate humans. In some cultures, dogs are still feared, as the Popol Vuh indicates; “‘Now we shall destroy you, now you shall feel the teeth of our mouths; we shall devour you,’ said the dogs, and then they destroyed their faces.”85

    By the early Pleistocene, the dog family had evolved into several large forms, including cat-like dogs, hyena-like dogs, and bear-like dogs.86 The bear dog, which weighed about two hundred pounds, was a strange blend of traits, having the hind legs of a large cat and the teeth of a wolf.87 remains of bear-like dogs have been unearthed in California.

    There were also “plundering” dogs and “bone-crushing” dogs, both possessing “extremely powerful jaws and teeth.”88 In addition to these creatures, there were dholes, or red hunting dogs (technically not a true dog because of a difference in teeth between the species). In Pleistocene Europe, the hunting dog reached the size of a large wolf and was “highly predacious.”89 The dhole still exists in some parts of Europe, India, and Africa. “Nothing is sacred to a pack of dholes—not even the tiger, which it tears to pieces from time to time.” Clearly, if a pack of these creatures can tear apart a tiger, it must have had no trouble with a weaponless bipedal primate. In Siberia today, they are feared as man-eaters.90

    Dangerous canines are now represented by the African “devil dog,” a creature that is a more successful group hunter than is the lion, and that has developed the knack of disemboweling its prey while on the run. Wherever our ancestors migrated, they would have encountered this family of “truly formidable predators.”91

    The primal fear of feral dogs is incarnated in such figures as Hecate, the “black bitch” of the Underworld; Sarameyau, the two hellhounds of Vedic mythology; the Norse god Odin's Geri and Freki; the Nordic hound Garm; Cerberus, the Greek guardian of Hades; the dog-like Furies; and Cheeroonear, the dog-like monster of the Australian Aborigines, who described in one myth “the youth and maidens clinging to the tree, and looking down toward the ground…. ‘I see dogs are at their work killing the people.’”92 Ku, the devouring Dogman of Hawaiian myth, “was very strong” and killed many people, carrying their bodies away “to feast upon them.”93

    BEARS

    No catalog of Pleistocene predators would be complete without bears.

    Although our ancestors had to deal with brown bears, polar bears, and black bears, the most dangerous bear by far was the short-faced bear (called the cave bear, perhaps an early form of grizzly bear). This “highly predacious” animal was “more carnivorous than the true bears.”94 Indeed, it has been declared “the most powerful predator of the American Pleistocene.”95
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    This bear was taller than the now-extinct California grizzly (Ursus horribilis)—standing five feet six inches from foot pad to top of head (when on all fours) and weighing more than two thousand pounds.96 When it walked on two legs, it stood eleven feet high, a foot higher than a basketball hoop, dwarfing the modern grizzly.97 It may have evolved into such a gigantic size to intimidate the other carnivores it competed with, such as the American lion, the scimitar-toothed cat, and the wolf pack.

    This formidable predator ranged throughout Europe, Asia, and North and South America. The largest land predator in North America during the Ice Age, it survived until about eleven thousand years ago. It has been suggested that only when this species went extinct could humans migrate into North America.

    Today, the species of bear that kills the most people in the world is the sloth bear, which is found in the jungles of India and Sri Lanka. Every year about one thousand five hundred Tibetans are killed by bears.98
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    Although Native Americans respected and sometimes venerated the bear, they also feared it. In a Wasco myth, the Trickster figure Coyote warns humans about bears: “Don't go near them! They will tear you apart!”99 A Modoc myth holds that when the Great Sky Spirit first made bears, he was so intimidated by their fierce appearance that he “sent them away from him to live in the forest at the base of the mountain.”100 According to a Cheyenne myth, bears acquired their taste for human blood because a young girl trained two bears to kill her abusive father by feeding them animal tissue. Ever since, “bears have eaten human flesh when they could.”101

    PART 2: UP FROM THE DEPTHS: PREDATORS OF THE WATER

    I include in this section creatures that prey in or around water, such as constrictor snakes, crocodiles, and alligators, as well as sea creatures such as sharks and barracudas.

    Every time our ancestors went near a watering hole, river, or lake, they risked winding up in the belly of the beast.

    GIANT SNAKES

    In the Pleistocene and early Holocene, boas, pythons, and anacondas—the giant constricting serpents—were larger and more numerous than today. HOW much larger is a point of controversy, but a snake skeleton dug up in Al Fayyum, Egypt, measured between forty-two and sixty-five feet long, which means that the snake may have had a diameter of eighteen inches and a weight exceeding eight hundred pounds.102

    Did giant snakes, of whatever size, eat our ancient ancestors? of course they did, even though there is no fossil evidence to prove it. Such attacks would likely leave no evidence, but we do know that giant snakes have always preyed on mammals; they have even swallowed porcupines.103 In the environment in which the human line evolved, according to Anthony Stevens, big snakes were a constant source of danger, particularly at night.104 Today they continue to kill primates, killing more adult monkeys than any other predator.105 And these snakes still take quite a toll on humans. Accounts of python attacks on infants and children in Southeast Asia “are almost too numerous to recount individually.”106

    When a python strikes, its jaws are agape so it can fasten its teeth firmly in the prey, while the force of the thrust knocks the creature off-balance. At the same time, the python rolls itself over, twisting itself round and round, so that its body encircles the prey.107 This process takes a while and often is noisy, as the prey screams and shrieks. A python kill will surely attract the attention of bystanders.

    Judging from the “especially frightening mystique” of the snake, it must have made a powerful impression on our ancient ancestors.108 Even today, throughout the world, “this awe-inspiring creature is experienced as numinous and sacred, inspiring reverence as well as dread.”109 The mythification of the snake as a god was pronounced in pre-Columbian Central America and Mexico, where hundreds of gigantic stones were carved in the form of snakes, usually shown with wide-open jaws inside of which is a human head. In ancient Mexico, a wooden instrument carved in the form of a large constrictor was used to hold down the heads of sacrificial victims having their hearts cut out.110 Giant snakes haunted aboriginal Australians, whose myths recount the depredations of a monster called Julunggul. In one myth, Julunggul “opened his mouth and swallowed everything that lay within his coils—the baby, the two sisters, and the shelter disappeared into the vast maw.”111

    CROCODILES AND ALLIGATORS

    Crocodilians can be found in saltwater and freshwater around the world and in all sizes, from dwarf crocodiles to giants weighing over a ton and capable of killing a Cape buffalo. The Indo-Pacific crocodile, which grows up to twenty-three feet and can weigh as much as two thousand pounds, is a super-predator, stalking and killing leopards and lions.112 The crocodile's massive jaws are armed with seventy or so teeth, so once prey is seized it has almost no chance of escape. Crocodiles can outrun, out-hear, out-see, out-swim, out-sense, and outfight the strongest human.113 They are the perfect “aquatic ambush predator.”114 Though the words of this nineteenth-century naturalist are a bit ornate, he puts it well when he writes that crocodiles and alligators are “forms so vast and terrible, as to more than realize the most exaggerated impression of reptilian power and ferocity which the florid imagination of man can conceive.”115
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    It's reasonable to assume that crocodiles ate humans in the distant past just as they do today. The Nile croc is reputedly the biggest killer of humans on the African continent, responsible for more human deaths than lions, leopards, buffaloes, hippopotamuses, hyenas, rhinoceroses, and elephants combined.116 According to one author, the crocodiles of the Sundarbans are “man-eating monsters of the worst kind,” more deadly than the sharks that also infest the coastal waters.117

    Most of those killed are women and children because women with children spend a great deal of time at rivers drawing water or washing clothes. One of the most horrifying collections of stomach contents taken from an African crocodile included eleven heavy brass arm rings, three wire armlets, wire anklets, a necklace, fourteen human arm and leg bones, and three human spinal columns.118 Such horrific revelations have been encoded in myth. One Polynesian myth recounts the slitting open of the stomach of a “great lizard,” exposing the “amazing sight” of headless, armless, legless “men, women, and children.”119 In 1970, it was estimated that crocodiles killed about one thousand people annually. The fear evoked by these creatures can be seen in a Bengali mantra directed at the “dangerous ones with sharp teeth.” “Stay away for day and night,” it pleads, “This mantra, like thunder, is a weapon in my hand, so I charge you in your mouth, in your teeth, to stay away for day and night.”120

    One myth explains the animosity between crocodiles and humans by saying that in the primordial past, a human killed the offspring of a friendly crocodile. Since this terrible event, crocodiles kill humans whenever they try to cross the river or come to drink, and humans kill crocodiles whenever they leave the water. According to one African myth, it is said that humans do not have to make offerings to the crocodile because this creature simply “takes what it wants.”121 An Australian myth recounts in detail an attack made by a man-crocodile on a canoe filled with people. Grabbing the canoe in its mouth, the crocodile shakes it until the people fall into the water. Frantically they try to swim to the shore as their tribespeople shout encouragement, but the croc is too quick. He darts from one victim to another, “his teeth coming together with a vicious snap, tearing them limb from limb, until all that remained were severed limbs and mutilated bodies drifting out to sea in the reddened water.”122

    The American crocodile and American alligator, which reside in coastal habitats, large rivers, and lakes within their range (southern Florida, Caribbean islands, eastern coast of Mexico), are also man-eaters. They were “a constant threat to the Indians [of Florida] who kept guard against them night and day.”123

    These survivors of the Age of Dinosaurs have so galvanized the human imagination that not only have they been transformed into demons, gods, and even benefactors, but they have also been fashioned into role models. The Bemba chiefs of (then) Rhodesia, thinking themselves descendants of the Crocodile Clan, would seize people “with their teeth and tear them to bits” as an actual crocodile would do.124

    LIZARDS

    In the past, the largest lizard was Megalania, which grew to almost thirty feet in length (as long as a python), and weighed more than two thousand pounds.125 They thrived in Australia and some Pacific islands just fifty thousand years ago, about the time the continent was being colonized by humans, and they did not go extinct until about nineteen thousand years ago126—if in fact they did. There have been sightings of large lizards in the Australian Outback for some time. In July 1979, cryptozoologist Rex Gilroy examined thirty or more tracks from a farmer's field and said they looked like those of an enormous lizard, possibly Megalania. Living where and when it did, Megalania very likely consumed Homo sapiens. These creatures may have given rise to some of the dragon myths encountered around the world.
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    The descendant of Megalania is the Komodo dragon, a giant monitor lizard that grows to twelve feet long and weighs up to three hundred and sixty-five pounds.127 This creature went undiscovered until 1912, well after it was first thought that these large lizards were extinct. The Komodo dragon has huge curved claws and teeth shaped like those of Tyrannosaurus rex. It is an ambush predator, catching the prey by the leg or throat, throwing it to the ground, and ripping out the intestines. It can swallow large prey in one or two gulps, eating anything, including other Komodo dragons, whether alive or dead.128 It can climb trees, swim, or run, as the occasion demands; it can even outrun a human in the terrain in which it lives.129

    This “ravenous” predator is now and likely was a threat to humans, often attacking without provocation.130 In 1973, a Swiss tourist who sat down to relax while hiking through the Indonesian island of Komodo was attacked and eaten by a Komodo dragon.131 All that was left was a piece of his camera. In March of 2009, an Indonesian fisherman was killed when he trespassed on one of the remote islands in the dragon's habitat. Incidents like these are few only because the Komodo lives in such a remote area. Most of the islands where the dragons live have no permanent human residents. It seems reasonable to assume that during the Pleistocene, the larger ancestor of today's Komodo dragon hunted and killed early humans when the opportunity arose.132

    Giant Fish

    Like poor Luca Brasi in The Godfather, many humans have wound up “sleeping with the fishes.”

    How could they have avoided it? Every time they entered or foraged around rivers, inlets, and bays, or braved the open seas to hunt or island hop, they risked being eaten by predatory fish—sharks, barracudas, killer whales, and a host of other “sea monsters.” The wolf shark, thresher shark, and requiem shark (how aptly named!) still kill such water-going primates as the macaque, so it is highly likely that these predators harvested early humans in the same habitats.133

    The great white shark grows to about fifteen feet and weighs up to seventeen hundred pounds, with the largest authenticated specimen (caught in 1987) being twenty-five feet long.134 Sharks will eat anything, often hunting for food close to shore and striking humans in as little as two feet of water.135 Island people, such as the Polynesians, were plagued by sharks, which, their myths insist, would attack people who dared to bathe or fish in the sea. The sharks would suddenly appear in their midst, “biting and tearing their limbs and dragging them down in the deep water.”136

    In the 1960s, a study sought to determine which single word has the greatest psychological impact on people. researchers tested reactions to spider, snake, death, rape, incest, murder, and so on, but it was the word shark that elicited the greatest fear response, perhaps because in the “cold dead eyes” of the shark we recognize that we are nothing but meat. In his book Great White Shark, Jean-Michel Cousteau calls the shark “the most frightening animal on earth.”137

    Novelist Peter Benchley understood and brilliantly exploited this fear. It's the jaws of sharks that we find so terrifying. They open wide enough to swallow us whole, yet they are filled with dagger-shaped teeth that can chop us in half with one bite. Once grasped by these jaws, we suddenly disappear into the shark's dark cavity, only to reappear later as unrecognizable bits of shit.

    One way we have tried to conquer our fear of the shark is by imagining that we can control it through veneration and worship. Strangely and hauntingly, there was a time in India (and elsewhere) when pilgrims, overcome with a fervor to sacrifice themselves, waded into the sea so that sharks could take them. The sharks obliged, reddening the water with the blood of the devout.138



OEBPS/Images/40_1.jpg
The Dire Walfwas ane of the mose common preditorsofthe Phistocene, nd is numbers
were particubrly plenifulin North Americs. The Dire Wolfwas abou thid lirgerthan the
walfoftodsy. It hunted inpacks ofup to iy animls. 7

o4 Tar i, Los s






OEBPS/Images/43_1.jpg
Thoughit hunted slanc, the shore-ficed bear, ofecn calld the cave b, wasane of the most
dngesous predators ofthe Plisocenc. e could weigh up 0 cighteen hundred paunds, and
when it reared up, i would have cowered over its two largese descendnes, th gizely bear snd
polae bar. Phoso by Adrionne Mayor, Fig. 14, Fossl Legens of the Firse Americans (Princoon,
NJ: Brinceton Universiy Press 2005).






OEBPS/Images/44_1.jpg
This llusation comparing the skl sizeof the shoreficed besrwith thae ofthe grizely should
cxplain why ehis creacure was eaeed and worhipped by our ancestrs, and how the fiesc myhs
about his predacor speces came about. Repradced from Adrienne Mayor, Fossl Legends of
the First Americans (Princoson, NJ: Pincson Universiy Press, 2005). Drawing by Pas-Kane-
Yanni, Courtesy of Pasi-Kan-Jinmi.






OEBPS/Images/ack.jpg
f%cknauilﬂr{gmﬂnts





OEBPS/Images/chap1.jpg
Chapter1

Predators and Myth





OEBPS/Images/chap2.jpg
Chapter 2

Bn’ngﬂrs af Death

Predators aftim Pleistocene
and Beyond





OEBPS/Images/ded.jpg
To those I love. You know who you are.





OEBPS/Images/51_1.jpg
Whilenot as widespread as most other and predators, the Komoda dragon may have given
vise 0 o reinforced, the myth ofthedragon. Thiscreature not only seavenges bue als huncs

andissbl o bring down very Lage animals, such aswild bufflo. This predator huncs inpacks
and can un s fise s human i locl eeain. Like all predators, the

modo dragon converes
2onceiving creature ineo disaticulited bones and bloody offal. Khaplin/Dreamstim:






OEBPS/Images/forward.jpg
Foreword





OEBPS/Images/33_1.jpg
Archscologics evidence accumulated by C. K. Brsin (The Huntesor the Fiatsd? A Inro-
dacsin so Afscan Cave Tphonomy [ Chicago: Universicy o Chicago Press], 1981) in South
Afiica proves that Leopards peyed upon primates and carly humns. Sinc Leopards secure and
cat dhei il n e, it s vy kel thacour ancent ancescors saw the torn and roting bodies
oftheir kih snd kin hanging from many 3 brsnch. Reproduced from Dona Hiare and Robert
7 Sussman, Man the Hunted: Primaes, redators, and Human Evolution (New Yark: Wosr
vietw Press, 2003). Drawing by C. RudlofE Guilford, Courtesy of C. RudlafE Guilford.





OEBPS/Images/32_1.jpg
Thee i sechcologiclevidence tht big s didin e kil nd e sy huss. The bl in
the sealls of e cady hominid sl mch up pefcty with che g o b . Reprodiced
from Donna Far and Rebers . Susman, Mo the Huned: Prmtes,Pectorsand Human
Euoution (New York: Wi Press 2005) Drawing by C. RuloffGuifird. Coris of C.
Rudloff Guilrd.





OEBPS/Images/31_1.jpg
The sabertoathed cas were bigger and stronger than latr species,such as tigers. Thes pred-
cors e social animals hat ey hunted i packs. Reprodced ron Lon M. Langs Icc Age
Mammks of North America: A Guide t the Big,the Hairy, ind the Bizaree (Mizouls, MT:
Mountain Press, 2002). Iilustratian by Dorothy Nortan. Courtesy of Darothy Nortan,





OEBPS/Images/30_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/front.jpg
I chis Nacive American carving from the Norchwes, 3 myehic bese with human e gips in
s claws 3 human head with s esified geimae. The b, while menacing has een given 18
slmose sadonic cxprein. a fthe Native American aris wha carved the bear somehow
anderseood the irony that humansse gipped by the very e that hascngerdered this mythic
bear. No image captures mre powerfully the comple relaionship between animalpredstors
snd the mythic imaginacion. 1

s che University of British Columbia, Vancouves, Canads. Phars i wichpermision from sh
Musesms of Anthropalogy.

m A787 inin the collcton of the Miscum of Anthsopolagy





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Animal Predators and the Mythic Imagination

Paul A. Trout

FOREWORD BY BARBARA EHRENREICH





OEBPS/Images/48_1.jpg
The gaping jws f  lnging crocodile r allgatr wee the s thing that milionsof our kind
cver aw over the vase cxpanse of human cvoluton. Cold-blooded, ferecious, wappeassble,
nd lmostsupernaturaly stalehy, chis epelian survivor ofthe Age of Dinosaurs may be the
mort unnerving of il predstors, The eracodile pictured here) figures prominendly i the
myths of people who must coeise with it. Worlduildlifonders/Shutteraockicom.






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Animal Predators and the Mythic Imagination

Powers

Paul A. Trout

FOREWORD BARBARA EHRENREICH

@ Prometheus Books

59 John Glenn Drive
Ambherst. New York 142.

=2119





