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I don’t see what’s so impossible about chasing two hares at once.

—Anton Chekhov

“Hallo, Rabbit,” he said, “is that you?”

“Let’s pretend it isn’t,” said Rabbit, “and see what happens.”

—A. A. Milne

Ideas are like rabbits. You get a couple and learn how to handle them, and pretty soon you have a dozen.

—John Steinbeck

The truth is a rabbit in a bramble patch. And you can’t lay your hand on it. All you do is circle around and point, and say, “It’s in there somewhere.”

—Pete Seeger

People’s dreams are made out of what they do all day. The same way a dog that runs after rabbits will dream of rabbits. It’s what you do that makes your soul, not the other way around.

—Barbara Kingsolver








Author’s Note Down the Rabbit Hole


I wish I could say exactly where I was when I first saw a jackalope. I was just a kid, and my initial response to the odd bunny was grinning fascination. I recall wondering if the animal was real—and hoping like hell that it was—while also realizing that, even if it wasn’t, something wonderful was before my eyes. What charmed me most was the way the hybrid horned rabbit crossed boundaries, refusing to be either this thing or that thing—a form of resistance any kid struggling to navigate the adult world can appreciate. It also seemed to satirize the genre of the hunting trophy mount, a form of nature commemoration that, even as a boy, I had difficulty comprehending. The jackalope struck me as inherently playful, at once cute and funny, but still out to fool you if it could. Like all good humorists, the jackalope always keeps a straight face, taking itself seriously no matter how much it might make us laugh. The antlered bunny is a comic, to be sure, but he is pure deadpan.

Since my boyhood introduction to the jackalope, my appreciation for this bizarre creature has deepened immeasurably. The jackalope is now ubiquitous in American culture. Everywhere I travel I see jackalope mounts, jackalope kitsch and art, bumper stickers and postcards, beer and whiskey, bands and songs, teams and clubs, bars and restaurants. Unlike many other widely disseminated cultural phenomena—think Disney here—nobody owns the jackalope, and no corporation or person is entitled to control its production, distribution, consumption, or interpretation. The jackalope is like a plant whose burr catches on your sock and hitches a ride to its next home, only the plant is comic folk art and its burr instead catches your imagination, convincing you to blow ten bucks on a jackalope shot glass that you can’t help but bring home. Anyone who has bought a “Save the Jackalopes” T-shirt, stuck a stamp on a tacky jackalope postcard, or shared a funny jackalope image on social media has unwittingly been a vector of the horned rabbit’s viral transmission. The jackalope doesn’t have a marketing department but it has no trouble getting around. Because the jackalope also migrates through narrative, I meet plenty of people who claim to have seen one and will regale me with extravagant stories that are always worth the price of a pint. As a storyteller myself, what I love about the jackalope is that there is such a rich story behind it, and yet more layers of narrative behind even that story still to be discovered.

Once endemic to the American West, the jackalope has spread far beyond its home range and now inhabits the broader culture. Embodying animal hybridity in a fascinating, comical way that tests credulity, generates legends, and captivates the imagination, the irresistible horned rabbit is a beloved staple of popular culture, folklore, and humor around the globe. But the jackalope is much more than an article of iconic kitsch. Its connection to horned hares in nature leads us beyond hoax, humor, and folk narrative into a scientific quest to save human lives by understanding the viruses that cause growths on rabbits and cancers in people.

I am seeking the real story behind the strangest, funniest, most weirdly appealing animal ever invented. I have been obsessed with this little beast for two decades, and I have at last committed myself unconditionally to its discovery. As a result, I am about to go down a fascinating rabbit hole. I am on the trail of the true tale of the jackalope. My quest is to understand how a peculiar horned rabbit born of the inventiveness of a couple of kids in Depression-era rural Wyoming ended up capturing the world’s imagination—and how the study of its real-life counterpart, the horned hare, resulted in Nobel prize–winning research that ultimately led to development of the world’s safest and most effective anti-cancer vaccine to date.

When tracking the jackalope, it is helpful to have an open mind and a fertile imagination. I am reminded of an exchange between Lewis Carroll’s Alice and the White Queen. “One can’t believe impossible things,” insists Alice. “I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” replies the Queen. “Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.” Pursuing the elusive horned rabbit will lead us from the liminal world of the trickster, back to the solid reality of nature, through the fragility of our own bodies, then home again to the inexhaustible universe of the imagination. That odd little antlered bunny you’ve chuckled at in a bar or gift shop in fact has a complex, fascinating, and surprising story—one that deserves to be told.






Prologue Nature’s Jackalopes


By 1932, Dr. Richard E. Shope was already a prominent microbiologist working in Princeton, New Jersey, at his own laboratory at the Rockefeller Institute, which was then among the most prestigious medical research facilities in the US. There he had conducted pioneering research on viruses, including the one responsible for an estimated 50–100 million deaths during the devastating global flu pandemic of 1918. Shope was alerted to the existence of odd growths on wild cottontails by a hunter from Cherokee, Iowa, a few hundred miles northwest of Shope’s childhood home in Des Moines. Hunters who had seen the strange rabbits’ unusual and sometimes grotesque “horns” correctly assumed that the animals suffered from an unknown disease. These peculiar cottontails, Shope wrote, “were said to have horn-like protuberances on the skin over various parts of their bodies. The animals were referred to popularly as ‘horned’ or ‘warty’ rabbits.”

Intrigued by stories of these mysterious rabbits, Shope asked his contacts in Iowa and Kansas to procure specimens of the anomalous bunnies if they could. Soon he was being sent unusual packages from the Midwest. Shope initially received only the “warts” of a diseased rabbit, which had been mailed to him from Iowa in a glycerol solution. Soon after, however, a shipment of a dozen rabbits arrived in Princeton from Kansas. Upon investigation, Shope discovered that many of the rabbits were stricken with the same disease that had produced the warts he had already examined. He quickly expanded his study to include a total of seventy-five wild cottontails, eleven of which he found to be stricken with the disorder. Those eleven rabbits with their weird, inexplicable horns became the foundation of Shope’s most important research. He had a hunch that their growths might be tumors caused by an unidentified virus, but he needed to find a way to test his unorthodox theory. Fascinated by the medical mystery before him, Shope devoted himself to exploring what afflicted the strange rabbits.

Shope used a scalpel to remove the diseased rabbits’ horns, which he described as “black or grayish-black in color, well keratinized,” while a cross-section of the horns revealed their “white or pinkish-white fleshy center.” He then minced those growths with sterile scissors and pulverized them into a fine paste in a mortar, after which he mixed the resulting material in a saline solution to place it into suspension. Next he ran the solution through a centrifuge. After decanting the supernatant fluid from the centrifuge, he strained it through a porcelain filter so fine as to allow only viruses to pass through. Consequently, the strained fluid Shope had produced from the pulverized rabbits’ horns was certain to be free of bacteria.

Next, Shope prepared his test subjects for inoculation. He shaved the sides and abdomens of healthy cottontail rabbits—both wild and domestic—and lightly scarified their skin with sterile sandpaper, causing a superficial abrasion. Finally, he used a syringe to put a few drops of the fluid he had produced onto the mild scrape, gently rubbing it in with the handle of his scalpel. Once the solution was dry, the healthy rabbits were returned to their cages, and the waiting began.

If no virus was present in the solution Shope had produced from the diseased rabbits’ horns, the inoculation would have no effect on the healthy rabbits’ skin. He waited a few days, and then a few days longer. Even if the cause of the strange disease was a virus, as Shope hypothesized, he had no way of knowing what its incubation period might be. On the sixth day, however, the inoculated rabbits began to show subtle signs of infection. “The first detectable lesions,” wrote Shope in his groundbreaking 1933 article in The Journal of Experimental Medicine, “consisted in minute, barely visible elevations along the lines of scarification.” After a few more days, all of the experimentally inoculated animals showed indications of disease, and within three weeks, Shope reported, the rabbits had “acquired a definitely warty appearance.” Over time, those rabbits’ budding growths continued to emerge, sometimes developing into tall, black horns.

The dispassionate language of Richard Shope’s scientific writing obscures the excitement he must have felt in that moment, working alone in his Princeton laboratory, when he first witnessed the “barely visible elevations” that would become the once-healthy rabbits’ horns. Thanks to Shope’s groundbreaking work, the horn of the rabbit became the first virus-induced tumor ever to be identified in a mammal, opening the way for vitally important new research into how deadly viruses attack the body. It was a watershed moment, one which would ultimately save millions of human lives.






Chapter 1 As Real as You Want Them to Be



“Monsters” can help us by giving a tangible form to our secret fears. It is less widely appreciated today that “wonders” such as the unicorn legitimize our hopes. But all imaginary animals, and to some degree all animals, are ultimately both monsters and wonders, which assist us by deflecting and absorbing our uncertainties. It is hard to tell “imaginary animals” from symbolic, exemplary, heraldic, stylized, poetic, literary, or stereotypical ones. What is reality? Until we answer that question with confidence, a sharp differentiation between real animals and imaginary ones will remain elusive. There is some yeti in every ape, and a bit of Pegasus in every horse.

—Boria Sax, Imaginary Animals: The Monstrous, the Wondrous, and the Human



The town of Douglas, seat of Converse County in eastern Wyoming, is a mere dot in the expansive, sparsely populated North American interior. Perched on the western edge of the windswept Great Plains, Douglas sits quietly on the gravelly banks of the North Platte River, which was a primary route for the wagon trains that crawled toward Oregon and California during the 1840s. Originally a frontier trading post and later a Pony Express station, the town incorporated in 1887 (with 805 residents) in response to the Fremont, Elkhorn, and Missouri Valley Railroad (FE&MV) finally reaching the remote outpost the year before. Like many rowdy frontier townships, Douglas made a good business of catering to rural laborers, and by the end of the nineteenth century, this town of only a few thousand residents reportedly had twenty-five bars. In the decades that followed, Douglas experienced the kind of boom-and-bust economic cycle that it still suffers from today. In the late 1880s, overgrazing combined with brutal winters to trigger the collapse of the beef industry. During the twentieth century, similar spikes and crashes would be fueled by commodities other than cattle: coal, oil, gas, and uranium.

Douglas Herrick was born in Douglas, Wyoming, in 1920. His little brother, Ralph, came along two years later. The Herrick family lived on a modest homestead outside of town where the boys grew up hunting the rolling prairie hills, fishing the holes in their sparkling home river, and roaming open country that extended to the horizon. Doug and Ralph Herrick hunted and fished for their own entertainment and to augment the family’s meals, as did many Americans struggling through the Depression. The boys also shared an interest in taxidermy, which they studied together through a mail-order correspondence course. By the 1930s, taxidermy, which experienced a revival as naturalists as well as hunters perfected the practice, was already woven into the fabric of American life. The Boy Scouts had introduced the Taxidermy merit badge in 1911 and “stuffing animals” was soon recognized as a bona fide hobby. If the Herrick boys weren’t using the post-mail taxidermy class offered by the Northwestern School of Taxidermy that operated out of Omaha, Nebraska—as I suspect they were—they would have used one very like it. In the Northwestern course, nine separate booklets, which were mailed to the amateur taxidermist in periodic installments, contained forty illustrated lessons in how to gut and tan, fabricate forms, stretch skin, preserve fur, and make realistic eyes from glass.

The jackalope’s origin story—often retold and yet stubbornly unverifiable—has now entered into American folklore. One day young Doug and Ralph Herrick went out roaming the green hills hunting for small game to supplement the family supper. Having bagged a jackrabbit, the brothers returned home and tossed the hare’s body onto the floor of their shop in preparation to skin it. Because they had recently butchered a small deer in the shop, a modest pair of antlers already rested on the floor. By a sheer coincidence that would change the boys’ lives forever, the dead rabbit happened to slide up against the deer’s horns so as to make it appear the jackrabbit sported the rack. There must then have been a long pause, during which the boys stared at the accidental amalgam, wondering what to make of it. Then big brother Doug, in a moment of inspiration, exclaimed, “Let’s mount that thing!”

According to Ralph, that was in 1932—though other sources claim 1934, 1936, 1938, 1939, even 1940. If Ralph’s memory was correct, he and his brother Doug would have been only about ten and twelve years old, respectively, when they invented the horned rabbit mount. It must have seemed a modest accomplishment, especially for boys who had perhaps not yet received certificates for completing their mail-order taxidermy lessons. When the brothers sold that now-legendary first antlered bunny for the princely sum of ten dollars to Roy Ball, who displayed it on the wall of the bar in his Hotel LaBonte (pronounced “La-bon-tee”) in nearby Douglas, the newly created hybrid animal must have seemed to them miraculous. Using only their imagination, sense of humor, and rudimentary skills as amateur taxidermists, the Herrick boys had created something new: a hybrid animal that would go on to become the most famous, beloved, and profitable taxidermy hoax in the world. That humble Herrick homestead, out there on the limitless, rolling Wyoming prairie, was the birthplace of the jackalope. Doug Herrick died of bone and lung cancer in 2003 at age eighty-two. Ralph would pass away at age ninety on the first day of 2013. Today, so long after that moment of inception, another generation of Herricks is making jackalopes in Wyoming.

By my rough estimation there are at least one million jackalope mounts in existence, many of which keep watch over local bars, tourist traps, junk shops, greasy spoon diners, and dimly lit pool halls. Once rare, the jackalope migrated from Wyoming throughout the West and then across the nation. Antlered bunnies now adorn the walls of watering holes from Los Angeles to Seattle, Dallas to New York. And while the horned rabbit is unalloyed Americana—a genuine artifact of this country’s folk culture—the mythical beast has also made its way across the oceans and around the world. What’s more, the iconic jackalope mount is just the tip of the iceberg of kitsch the Herrick brothers’ invention has inspired. This hoax bunny has spawned not only an endless body of comic lore, but also a thriving cottage industry worth millions—one tacky T-shirt, key chain, and postcard at a time. The Herricks’ hoax has long since outgrown the gift shop and is now widely celebrated in storytelling, literature, folklore, visual art, music, film, TV, video games—and plenty more, as I was reminded the other day when I spotted a whimsical jackalope tattoo gracing the shoulder of a young woman hoisting a pint of hazy IPA at my local brewpub.

The jackalope is an oddball even among oddballs. Despite the animal’s legendary moniker—a portmanteau of jackrabbit and antelope—the jackalope is often made from the head of a cottontail rather than a jackrabbit and mounts are rarely fabricated using the horns of a pronghorn antelope, the wider availability of deer antlers making them the preferred choice. To complicate matters, the jackrabbit (genus Lepus) is not a rabbit but rather a hare, while the pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) is not an antelope but instead an artiodactyl ungulate indigenous to North America—the sole survivor of a dozen fantastic Antilocaprid species which, before the sweeping wave of Pleistocene extinctions broke over them, roamed the territory now inhabited by jackalopes. But when you’re inventing an animal, the sound and feel of its name counts for more than taxonomic precision. “Cottonamuledeer” just doesn’t have much of a ring to it.



I have just driven Alkali, my old pickup truck, fifteen hours and a thousand miles from my home in the Great Basin Desert of northwestern Nevada to Douglas, out on the windswept western edge of the Great Plains. I slowly navigate the town’s wide, quiet streets until I roll up in front of the Hotel LaBonte, a lovely old brick building graced with a faded opulence. The hotel’s name commemorates the LaBonte Pony Express Station on the Oregon Trail, which was located near Douglas and named after a local hunter. When this historic inn opened in 1914, its claim to fame was that every room had electricity. Now it looks like the set of a quirky Wes Anderson film. I make my way through a narrow hallway and into the hotel lobby, where a massive bison head looms over me, its glossy, black eyes seeming to follow my steps as I cross a large turquoise Navajo rug. The surrounding walls are adorned with cattle and bison art of assorted vintages, shapes, and colors, though no two pieces seem related to each other. Above the mounted head of a longhorn steer hangs an American flag. On the starburst-patterned parquet of an old mahogany table, the local newspaper is open, as if a resident ghost has left it there while fetching a tin cup of cowboy coffee from the bunkhouse.

I make my way to the beautifully carved main desk, complete with frosted glass you might see fronting a bank teller or apothecary in an old Frank Capra film. I find its well-worn glory appealing. There is apparently no one working the desk tonight, and no bell or buzzer either—just an empty wooden office chair and, above it, where an oil painting of the old hotel’s esteemed patriarch might be expected to hang, a delightfully amateurish painting in an ornate, heavily gilded frame. From the neck down, the painting seems to depict a reputable schoolmarm, with her candy-striped white blouse, prim neck bow, and neatly knitted maroon vest. But emerging from the fancy collar is the cute furry face of a rabbit, complete with unblinking dark eyes and whiskers that almost twitch. Huge cupped jackrabbit ears tower above the bunny’s rounded face. Protruding from its forehead is a fine pair of branching antlers.

Wandering back outside I notice that adjacent to this abandoned lobby is the bar, which, as I enter, is doing pretty well for a weeknight. A postseason baseball game plays on the television. A half-dozen folks occupy a short row of barstools, while the resounding crack of billiard balls announces that others are shooting pool in an adjoining room. Given that Douglas is a town of only six thousand, I’m surprised not to receive the stare down that usually follows the stranger in town. But folks here are cheerfully preoccupied with the ballgame and each other’s company. Some, wearing Wrangler jeans and snap-button shirts, look like working ranch hands, an impression confirmed by several well-worn Stetsons hanging on a nearby hat rack. Others, in dung-brown Carhartt work clothes and mesh-backed tractor caps, are more likely roughnecks in from the oil patch to catch a cold one and a few innings between shifts. All of them, men and women alike, look like hunters.

I greet the barkeep, a young woman who draws me a pint of Bunny Hop IPA and serves it with some friendly conversation.

“You in from the patch?” she asks.

“Nope. Just passing through. I’ve always wanted to see this place.”

She stares at me a moment, trying to reckon my angle—and then stares harder when I pull out my leather-bound journal and begin making notes. “Well, that patch is blowing up right now,” she says, cautiously. “People coming in here from all over. Powder River Basin is the next big thing. Gonna be thousands more oil and gas wells out there, going in all around the old coal pits and uranium mines.”

I ask her how the townspeople feel about the new energy development boom. “We need the jobs, but it’ll change this place. We used to be a cattle town. And the old coal and uranium operations left us in the dust when they played out. But we need those jobs. Without the patch, kids just leave this place when they’re of age, and there won’t be much left here but grandparents.” She pauses. “And the state fair.”

I nod and change the subject before I’m outed as an environmentalist. On my first night in town I’m not looking to pick a fight with people who are just trying to get by, however much I deplore the damage the latest get-it-and-get-out scheme is doing to this beautiful prairieland.

“I tried to check in earlier, but nobody was around,” I say. Now she smiles.

“I guess you’re Mike? Bill said you’d be along, but you’re the only one coming in tonight so he went home to catch the Dodgers-Brewers game. I got your key when you want it. So, you’re the jackalope guy, right? Long way to come from Nevada for jackalopes.”

“Yup, that’s me. I had to see this place for myself,” I tell her. “The LaBonte is kind of a jackalope holy site. The first mount ever made was displayed above this bar. A guy named Roy Ball, who owned the place back in the day, bought that first jackalope for ten bucks from Doug and Ralph Herrick during the Great Depression. The story goes that it was hanging up in here for a long time, until it vanished during the late seventies and never turned up again.”

“Bunch of Herricks still in town. And, yeah, I’ve heard that story, too, but I don’t know for sure,” she says. “I think the bar maybe used to be in a different part of the building. A lot of stuff got moved around after there was a fire in the hotel.” We both scan the walls, trying to imagine the spot from which that first antlered bunny presided over the bar.

“Anyhow, we love our jackalopes around here.” The woman smiles. “We’re proud of ’em. I ought to talk to Bill about getting one up in here. I’m sure Jim Herrick would make us one. Are you gonna see Jim while you’re here?” she asks.

“I talked with him on the phone. What a nice man. He said he’d have been glad to meet me, but he’ll be out hunting all week. He gave me good leads to some other folks I should talk to, though.” Then, before wrapping up our conversation, I ask the young bartender one last question: “Why do you think people love jackalopes?”

She pauses, clearly taking my question seriously. “I guess it just brings a little joy into your life, you know? Sometimes silly things are just what the doctor ordered. You never know when you’ll need that little good feeling you get whenever you see one. You pretty much have to smile when you see a jackalope.”

I nod and thank her. She hands me the room key and another IPA and I make my way back into the lobby under the watchful eyes of the bison mount and up the creaky wooden stairs to my room. I’d forgotten the satisfying feeling of turning a hotel room door lock with an actual key. Inside the room—the floor of which is noticeably sloped—are two small beds placed at odd angles and facing each other in opposite directions. I choose the one farthest from the noisy heating unit and flop down. A thousand-mile drive and no jackalope mount on display in the historic LaBonte bar, but at least I’m on the trail now.



The next morning I awake at dawn from a strange and wonderful dream. In it I’m standing alone, on a high ridge, gazing out over an unbounded shortgrass prairie that is being grazed by a vast herd of antlered rabbits. In the dream there is no sense of the alien—no feeling of anything strange or unusual—and the exhilaration I feel is identical to the sensation I experienced the previous afternoon when I spotted a large band of pronghorn wandering a riparian meadow adjacent to the highway. The dream scene is as sublime as an Albert Bierstadt western landscape painting: the endless prairie, broken only by a few rocky buttes and dotted with hundreds of placid jackalopes, rolling beneath effulgent clouds to an impossibly distant azure horizon.

I spend the early morning in my crooked hotel room preparing notes for the day’s interviews in my journal. When I finally leave the room and walk down the narrow hallway, I notice that the old elevator has only an UP arrow as an option. Next to the button is a typewritten sign that reads, typo and all, “PLASE USE ‘UP’ BUTTON TO GO DOWN.” I decide instead to descend the wooden stairs, which bring me to the hotel desk where a neatly dressed middle-aged man with a black mustache sits reading the newspaper.

“Good morning! You must be Mike? I’m Bill Kalar. Welcome to the LaBonte! Did you have any trouble last night? Was everything OK? And, most important, did they tell you about the hotel?” he asks, cheerfully.

“All good. Thanks, Bill. About the hotel? You mean about the history of this place?”

“No, no. About the haunting. This place is haunted! Has been for a long time, so we’re used to it, but we always like to warn visitors,” he says, with a smile that is warm and guileless. “Over a hundred years old, this place. Plenty of time for stories. Plenty of time for ghosts,” he whispers, as if to avoid rousing the resident spirits.

I nod and smile awkwardly, thank him again, and head out of the hotel as he calls after me, “Mike, you have yourself a great day!”

My first stop is the Wyoming Pioneer Museum, adjacent to the state fairgrounds. The walk is short and the town feels sleepy as I pass old-style streetlights festooned with sky-blue banners proclaiming “Jackalope City” and adorned with the unmistakable silhouette of the antlered bunny. I soon arrive at the museum, whose entrance is marked by a beautiful, life-size bronze statue of two pronghorn. There I am met by the curator, Jenna Thorburn.

“Very nice to meet you, Mr. Branch. Thanks for visiting us. I’ve pulled all the jackalope-related materials from our archives for you. But maybe you’d like to begin by seeing our public display?” Thorburn guides me past the gift shop, introduces me to a few of her colleagues, and then we enter through an open door into a vast gallery of carefully arranged displays. The walls are graced with framed maps and documents relating to pioneer days in the Wyoming territory. Glass showcases display old cowboy accoutrements: custom saddles, spurs, bits, bridles, and blankets, as well as period pistols and rifles, vests, boots, and hats. A few cases exhibit meticulously hand-sewn, white wedding dresses dating to the 1880s. One corner of the museum is outfitted to represent an authentic frontier cabin kitchen, complete with a wood-fired cook stove, hanging oil lamps, and cast-iron skillets. Another corner has been arranged to recreate a small parlor, featuring a Victrola, foot-pumped bellows organ, and antique sheet music.

I turn to face the wall through which we have entered the gallery. On it hangs an immense bison head—the furry, brown noggin of an animal that in life would have weighed more than a ton—flanked by trophy elk mounts, each bearing antlers spanning more than a yard. To the right of these monumental specimens of Great Plains wildlife is a display consisting of three little jackalopes: two impressive, wall-hung shoulder mounts and a beautifully executed full-body mount. I approach the display with a strange reverence; this is my first opportunity to observe a mount made by one of the jackalope’s creators. This is as close as I’ll ever get to Doug Herrick’s original jackalope, which for decades hung in the bar of the old LaBonte.

“Luke and his wife Grace loaned these to us for a temporary display, but visitors love the jackalopes so much that we decided to leave the exhibit up indefinitely,” explains the curator.

A placard accompanying the display written by Luke Herrick, a friendly guy I had exchanged phone messages with before my trip, is titled “The Last Jackalope.” Part of Luke’s testimonial reads:


As I sit at my home in Douglas, WY I glance at the shelf that holds my Grandpa’s (Ralph Herrick) last Jackalope he ever made. He had went to my dad (Jim Herrick) at the age of 81 years and told him he would like to make one more last Jackalope. So they both went out of town and shot a jackrabbit and proceeded to make the mannequin, which is the form under the hide. Grandpa gathered all his tools together and proceeded to make his full mount Jackalope. We were all proud to know that he had once again shown off his wonderful ability to provide us with a great piece of traditional art and humorous personality.… The legend of the Jackalope is known far and wide around the country and of course in Douglas, WY (The Home of the Jackalope). And I am proud to let others know that the tradition of making the Jackalope and taxidermy lives on for three generations in the Herrick family. And it all started with two young boys with humorous personalities out on a homestead outside Douglas, WY: Douglas Herrick, the inventor of the Jackalope, and my Grandpa Ralph Herrick who continued to make the Jackalope and wouldn’t let the legend die; a tradition still being carried on today by both families.



Standing before a vintage Ralph Herrick jackalope full-body mount, I begin first to smile and then to laugh aloud. I have been looking closely at jackalopes for years, but never have I experienced a creature quite like this one. Many jackalopes stare past you, glassy-eyed, their lifeless gaze affirming their ironic status as pure kitsch. But this antlered rabbit wore a sardonic smirk, and his posture and eyes were expertly fabricated to project serious attitude. This little guy looked not at but rather through you. There was an insouciance, a kind of quiet, offended dignity about this Herrick jackalope—a sense that while you might find him comical, he most certainly did not share your view. It’s that look of decorous affront that made the hybrid beast so charming and funny. To gain access to the museum’s archives I had playfully billed myself as a “serious jackalope researcher.” Now I was standing before an authentic Herrick jackalope, chuckling uncontrollably.

“Yes,” says Thorburn, smiling. “They do have that effect on people.”

After regaining my composure, I am led to a back room of the museum, where I’m left alone with a single box of jackalope artifacts, which the curator lays before me as if it is the Magna Carta. I respectfully don the white cotton gloves used by archival researchers and begin my perusal. There are some documents related to early proponents of the jackalope, including Jack Ward, a member of the Douglas Chamber of Commerce who energetically promoted the beast from after World War II until the early 1960s. And Red Fenwick, a newspaperman out of Cheyenne whose often-humorous Denver Post column pumped out stories that spread the jackalope’s fame beyond Wyoming’s borders. There are jackalope pins that look as if they date to the 1960s and ’70s, and also handwritten notes associated with the Herrick jackalope display: who in town still has a first-generation Herrick mount, who could loan one to the museum, who might remember the story of what happened to that first jackalope which once hung in the historic LaBonte bar. And there are wonderful postcards, some dating to the ’50s: a giant jackalope on a ridgetop, dramatically backlit by the setting sun; a jackalope saddled up and being ridden by a bronco buster; a hilarious trio of amorous jackalopes cavorting weirdly on their hind legs amid the crashing bolts of a lightning storm.

At the bottom of the box, I discover a document I know to be central to the development and dissemination of the jackalope myth: an official proclamation (formalized with the state seal) issued on May 15, 1985. The document reads, in part:


WHEREAS, the first Jackalope to appear in our fabulous world was prepared for exhibit by taxidermist Doug Herrick of Douglas, Wyoming, in 1939; and

WHEREAS, the original Jackalope was sold to the late Roy Ball, who put it on display in his LaBonte Hotel in Douglas; and [after another half dozen WHEREASs…]

WHEREAS, the Douglas Chamber of Commerce has issued hunting licenses for the Jackalope since the late 1940s; and

WHEREAS, the Douglas Chamber of Commerce now observes an annual celebration, called Jackalope Day, to pay tribute to the Jackalope; and

WHEREAS, an 8 ft. statue of the Jackalope created by Leonard Lore of Douglas at the request of the Douglas Chamber of Commerce was featured in the center of Douglas from 1965 until it was a victim of an accident on Jackalope Day, May 19, 1984; and

WHEREAS, a new slightly taller Jackalope statue also created for the Douglas Area Chamber of Commerce by Leonard Lore will be dedicated on Jackalope Day, May 18, 1985; and

WHEREAS, there is evidence that other towns, states, and organizations are claiming to have originated and promoted the Jackalope;

NOW, THEREFORE, I, ED HERSCHLER, Governor of the State of Wyoming, do hereby proclaim Douglas, Wyoming to be the official

HOME OF THE JACKALOPE

and I urge all residents of Wyoming and other states to recognize Douglas, Wyoming, as “Home of the Jackalope.” I encourage those writers and organizations which have attempted to rustle the origin and home of the Jackalope away from Douglas, Wyoming to cease and desist from this misbegotten activity.



On my way out, I pause to take a last long look at Ralph Herrick’s wonderfully wry jackalope, and I laugh again. I thank Thorburn for making the museum’s jackalope archives available to me. Before I turn to leave, I ask her my enduring question: “Why do you think people love jackalopes?”

She chuckles softly. “You can believe it would be possible even though you know in your heart that it can’t be.”



My next appointment is with Bruce Jones, Mayor of Douglas. After walking back to the LaBonte I drive a few miles to the edge of town, where I’m to meet the mayor at the restaurant of the local golf course, which is called Douglas Golf Course and is located on Golf Course Road. Aside from jackalopes, people and things are refreshingly straightforward around here.

The restaurant is a wonderfully unpretentious place, more like an old-school soda fountain than a martini-mixing nineteenth hole. Having neglected to dig up a photo of the mayor, I don’t have the slightest idea who I’m looking for. But Bruce Jones knows everybody in his town so he immediately recognizes me by virtue of not recognizing me. Jones is a big man with a warm smile, a goatee, and a tattoo on his upper arm. He introduces his wife, Cathy, who is friendly and a bit reserved. I try to put myself in their shoes: they are representatives of the town they grew up in, love, and serve, and they are now meeting a wild-eyed, obsessed guy who journeyed one thousand miles from the high desert to interrogate them about antlered bunnies. Who would be hospitable to somebody like that? The Joneses, as it turns out. They couldn’t be more welcoming, and our conversation is unforced and illuminating. Within ten minutes I’m determined to reelect Mayor Jones, and I don’t even live here.

The restaurant’s only waitress brings me an iced tea with a wedge of lemon as I ask Jones about the jackalope in the context of his role as mayor.

“Well, we’re the home of the jackalope. So, part of my job is to remind people that there’s only one of those. A lot of folks have tried to claim otherwise over the years. They put up a jackalope over in Dubois—that’s a couple hundred miles west, out toward Jackson—and said it was the biggest jackalope anywhere. Not true. The statue here in Jackalope Square is much bigger,” the mayor says, with obvious pride. “There’s always somebody claiming they invented the jackalope. Once the Governor of Texas tried to make the jackalope his state’s official mythological creature. Well, I put a stop to that. We’ve had trademark on the jackalope since ’65.” Jones is polite, but unwavering in his conviction that Texas ought to stick with the chupacabra.

The mayor goes on to tell me how much fun he has with the jackalope myth, especially when he’s visiting Washington, D.C. on business. Since colonial times it has been an American tradition for folks from the hinterlands to dupe city slickers whenever possible, and the jackalope has performed reliable service as a hoax. Jones is fond of telling representatives from other states about the animal, showing them pictures of it, and inviting them to visit rural Wyoming to join him for a little jackalope hunting. He insists he has reeled in plenty of credulous politicians with these stories.

“It’s like the snipe hunt,” he says, referring to a gag that has been going strong since before the Civil War. “Jackalope hunting is the same idea. It’s D.C. They don’t know anything about Wyoming. ‘Do you really hunt them?’ is what they always ask me. Well, sure we do!” he says, dropping effortlessly into a lilting, rustic twang. “We’re a whole town with an inside joke. Everybody goes along with it.”

Bruce’s wife, Cathy, who has been nodding and smiling, enters the conversation with a fresh take on the horned bunny.

“When I was a little girl, I thought every town had a jackalope. I remember when my cousin told me it wasn’t real and I didn’t believe him, so I asked my grandma, and she had to tell me. That was so hard! Here in Douglas, Jackalope was like our Tooth Fairy. We’d leave out a bag of raw oats for him, and if the oats were gone in the morning, it meant you’d have good luck. I think I believed in Jackalope longer than I believed in Santa Claus. For her first birthday, I gave my granddaughter a pair of jackalope booties that I knit.” Looking genuinely wistful, Cathy looks down and sips her iced tea. Bruce smiles at her affectionately.

I ask Bruce about the branding value of the jackalope to the town he represents. He replies that in the eight years he’s been mayor there hasn’t been much pushback against using the jackalope to market Douglas. The town hosts the state fair, he says, but that’s just once a year. And they have plenty of clean coal but can’t get a coal port, he adds. The current gas and oil boom will help, but the beauty of the jackalope is that it hasn’t been a boom-and-bust phenomenon, but rather a reliable, recession-proof means of keeping his little town on the map. Jones pulls out his phone, turning its screen toward me.

“Here’s our brand new logo and motto,” he says with a laugh. “Some of the older folks don’t care for it much, but the younger ones like it. Jackalope is just like a town: you’ve got to keep it alive as you go.” On the small screen is a modern-looking, stylized image of pyramidal mountains and, integrated into the range, the sweeping, dynamic, impressionistic form of a leaping jackalope. Beneath the logo is the new slogan Bruce has developed to re-envision his town’s mythical creature: “City of Douglas, Wyoming. Home of the Jackalope. We know Jack.” I smile and tell Jones how much I like it. He laughs again.

Before thanking the Joneses for their hospitality, I ask my question, first of the mayor.

“Bruce, why do you think people love jackalopes?”

“Wyoming is the least populous state in the lower forty-eight,” he replies without hesitation. “Six people per square mile, and I can remember when it was half that. There could be anything out there. Who’s to say it can’t happen? Everybody’s heard of a labradoodle. Would you believe me if I told you we have a pet wild antelope named Jake who has sixteen-inch prongs and grazes in our backyard? Well, we do.”

Now it’s Cathy’s turn.

“I guess it goes back to Santa and the Tooth Fairy. It just kind of gets into your head. It’s a piece of innocence you never have to lose, and it stays with you even after you find out. Every fable has a grain of truth to it.”



My final stop is the town’s visitor center, which is set up in a charming old train depot near the North Platte River, a broad, shallow, gleaming beauty that meanders languidly through town and beneath Jackalope Bridge. To a person, everyone I’ve talked to and corresponded with in preparation for this pilgrimage—including members of the Herrick family—has recommended that I meet with “the jackalope lady,” Helga Bull. Given the jackalope’s origin as a hoax, I speculate that Bull is as much a myth as the jackalope itself or that, if real, she has the perfect surname for a teller of jackalope tales.

The very real Helga Bull is expecting me and lights up as I enter the old building. The jackalope lady is pure warmth, energy, and enthusiasm, and it’s immediately clear that she’s in the right line of work. Before I can ask my first question, she launches into what I can tell is her shtick, but it’s such an enjoyable one that I have no urge to preempt it.

“Here’s what you came for, Mike!” Bull exclaims, gesturing toward a wall featuring three jackalope mounts with a fourth full-body mount displayed on a table below and, to the right of and below the table, a fifth jackalope perched upright in a cage. The wall also features a bright yellow “Jackalope Crossing” sign, an original of the horned rabbit medallion that decorates the nearby bridge over the North Platte River, and a large framed replica of Governor Herschler’s proclamation officially designating Douglas the Home of the Jackalope.

“Now, there are two species of jackalope. These here, with the branching antlers, are the mountain species. But sometimes you see the plains species, which has horns like an antelope. Of course, these are all bucks. The doe jackalope doesn’t have horns or antlers. Both the mountain and plains species are related to a much larger jackalope species called the saber-toothed jackalope that’s probably extinct now. Those ones weighed up to 150 pounds. Bones of that big fella have been found all over Converse County!”

As Helga Bull continues her jackalope primer, I notice that one of the creatures on display is wearing a blue bandana tied loosely around its neck. A sign posted near the caged jackalope, which has been placed at kids’ eye level, warns younger visitors not to stick their fingers into the cage because “Slick” might bite.

“Old timers around here said those big ones sometimes attacked wagon trains or homesteads, but nobody knows for sure. We do know that jackalopes roam together in groups of ten to twenty individuals. Scientists call this kind of group a ‘committee’ of jackalopes. In the springtime…” Helga continues her animated and impressively detailed lecture on the natural history of the jackalope, covering information about the creature’s habitat, mating, feeding, shelter, speed, camouflage, predation, herding, evolution, thermoregulation, recent sightings, and threats to the species. Wrapping up her enthusiastic introduction to the imaginary animal we both love, she adds, “But then you said you’re a serious jackalope researcher, Mike, so you must know all that.” The jackalope lady smiles at me and I smile back. As a fellow aficionado, I recognize the twinkle in her eye.

But I do need some real answers, so it is time to coax Helga Bull out of character. I ask if the jackalopes in her display are Herrick mounts. She confirms that they are, but clarifies that the mounts were made not by Ralph Herrick—as were those at the Pioneer Museum—but rather by Ralph’s son, Jim. Jim’s creations bear a family resemblance to his dad’s, while also having a signature quality that is entirely his own. His critters are a little gentler, somehow more dignified, more aware of their elevated status as a trophy mount, a little less ornery and sarcastic. I ask her if it is true that, as I’ve heard from others, Jim has made tens of thousands of jackalopes since learning the craft from his father and his Uncle Doug. “It wouldn’t surprise me,” she replies. “I think he’s been making them almost his whole life.”

A man comes through the back door and introduces himself as Bill—not chipper Bill Kalar of the haunted LaBonte, but Bill Truitt, the native of Douglas who works with Helga at the visitor center. At that moment I happen to be asking about Jackalope Days, a festival the town holds each year to celebrate its iconic mascot.

“Oh, we have a lot of fun!” Helga says. “We have a car show, and lots of crafts, and a food truck. There’s a contest where you can enter your own homemade beer. One of our local businessmen dresses up like a big jackalope and gives all the kids candy. They love it! And we have a street dance too. Oh, and the dodgeball tournament! Everybody comes out for it.”

Now Truitt chimes in. “I remember the very first one, back in ’84, when I was a kid.”

“Was that the one where somebody got loaded and plowed down the big jackalope statue that had been out on the median of old Yellowstone Highway since the sixties?” I ask, referring to the main road thorough town.

“Yeah,” Bill says, chuckling. “When our local deputy showed up, that fella climbed out of his pickup and swore that the big jackalope had jumped out in front of him.” He laughs again.

“That was May 19, 1984, when the eight-foot jackalope got hit,” says Helga. “But on May 18, 1985, we put up another jackalope, and that one was even bigger than the first one! But after the old town grocery burned down and the family gave the land to the town, we made Jackalope Square and moved the big jackalope over there. Later on some people saw that big jackalope and wanted to use our town to do a jackalope TV show that would be like that show Hunting Bigfoot. We said no way!”

“No way,” Bill affirms. “Something like that would make us look like a bunch of idiots.”

“What kind of responses do you get from visitors who don’t already know about the jackalope?” I ask.

“They love it!” Helga says. “Especially the kids. But grownups too. I’d say about half of them leave believing they’re real. And that’s okay.”

My mind flashes to my writing desk at home, where I keep pens in a jackalope coffee mug emblazoned with the reassuring slogan: “The Important Thing Is That I Believe In Myself.”

“Yup, people love them. I always ask visitors if they’ve seen any jackalopes on their drive in, and of course they’ve always seen jackrabbits, so I tell them that those are the jackalope does. And then they point to these display mounts and ask me ‘Are they real?’ And I say, ‘Yes, they are.’ And they are real, Mike. They’re real jackalopes!” Helga’s answer has me smiling.

“Why do you think people love jackalopes?” I finally ask, looking first at Bill.

“The jackalope is kind of like that giant ball of string they got over in Kansas. Just an oddball thing. I think that’s why,” he says.

Helga Bull, beaming, has a ready answer. “Because they’re as real as you want them to be.”

I thank them both and gather up my journal, baseball cap, and travel coffee mug to head for the door.

“Before you go, Mike, the town of Douglas has a gift for you. We think you’re going to need this. You’ve come a long way to be with us here in the Home of the Jackalope, and we appreciate that. Now, you take good care of yourself.” Smiling, she hands me a sealed envelope and shows me politely to the door. More thanks are exchanged, and when I offer Helga Bull a handshake, she hugs me instead. Like everyone I’ve met in Douglas, Helga has a way of making me feel at home.



Outside it’s brisk and sunny, and I pause to take photos of the visitor center’s ridiculously large jackalope statue. It is painted entirely white, with black horns (not antlers, so it must be the plains species). It has a placid look on its face, expressing a kind of serenity that is cute but lifeless when compared with the Herrick family mounts. Even more impressive than the statue is the strange shadow it casts in the late afternoon sun. In the silhouette of that dark shadow, the giant creature appears to be walking upright with an oddly hunched back, and the outline of its huge ears and gracefully curved horns etches the ground beautifully. I take a picture of the giant shadow jackalope with my own full-body shadow standing next to it. Then I step in front of the statue, causing my own shadow to vanish, and photograph the shadow jackalope again. No one who later sees this striking image will think to ask why the photographer’s shadow is not also cast. The work of the imagination is real work. Maybe the jackalope is best understood by the shadow it casts, even when our own shadow is hidden within it.

Tonight will hold more baseball, IPA, and good conversation with ranch hands, hunters, and oil patch roughnecks in the bar of the LaBonte. Tomorrow at daybreak I will drive across Jackalope Bridge, catch a glimpse of the giant jackalope art installation perched on a nearby hillside, and then roll a thousand miles home to the high desert. For now, I relish sitting quietly in the sun-warmed cab of my truck, sipping lukewarm coffee, and scribbling notes in my journal. When I unseal the envelope Helga Bull has given me, I find within it a piece of authentic Americana: a Limited, Non-Resident, Jackalope Hunting License, duly issued to me by Converse County, Wyoming, and the town of Douglas. The document offers a brief history of Pedigres Leapusalopus, which was reportedly first sighted by trapper Roy Ball, who “staggered into the Wyoming territory around 1829.” “The existence of the jackalope was known prior to that only through Native American legend,” the account continues. “Mr. Ball was the first to record that jackalopes mated during flashes of lightning common to violent thunderstorms of the prairies. This, however, is yet to be confirmed by modern zoologists.” Under the section “Legal Notice and Regulations,” the license specifies that “The Wyoming Fish and Game Commission requires that jackalopes be hunted only between sun-up and sun-down on June 31 of each year.”

I turn the paper over and read the official language aloud in order to formally take the oath: “I, Michael P. Branch, being first duly sworn, do hereby state: That I am a person of strict temperance and absolute trustfulness. I do reserve the right, at my discretion and if interrogated concerning my hunting experience, to employ such lingual evasion, loud rebuttal and double talk as the occasion and circumstances require.” The license is signed by the invented Chief Licensor, Adam Lyre, and by the real First Lady of Jackalopes, Helga Bull.

Well, it’s official, I think to myself. I am in now in possession of a duly sworn legal warrant authorizing me, as licensee, to hunt, pursue, trap, or otherwise go after the jackalope in any way I can possibly imagine.

And that is exactly what I intend to do.






Chapter 2 Believing is Seeing



As adults, anyone who likes to tell stories harbors the secret desire to one day pull off a real whopper. Not to be ornery, or mean, but just to stand tall. To feel good. To take revenge on the everyday and the ordinary.

—Barry Sanders, “How to Tell a Story in America (Make It All True, Damned Near)”



Have I ever told you about the time I took my daughters, Hannah and Caroline, out into the wild Nevada outback on an epic day trip? There are all kinds of lies told about this vast high desert—stories cut from whole cloth by old buckaroos and pocket hunters and rounders and passed along from one desert rat to another. But I’ve spent decades exploring this wild country, studying its geology, wildflowers, animals, and weather, and I’ve seen some incredible things. The Great Basin Desert is the largest, highest, coldest, most isolated desert in North America. On the day I’m telling you about, I took the girls out to Pershing County, north of the little desert oasis of Lovelock. This county is about four times the size of Rhode Island and has a population density of 1.1 people per square mile. Even during the nineteenth century, two people per square mile was the official U.S. Census Bureau standard for “unsettled” frontier. This Great Basin wilderness survives outside time, as vast and unpeopled as it was 150 years ago. We call this magical space “the Big Empty” and know that anything can happen here.

The girls and I loaded up Alkali, my old pickup, with some food, the map and compass, and basic emergency equipment: snakebite kit, emergency signal mirror, seven gallons of water, a bottle of High West Son of Bourye whiskey, and a cooler containing apple juice for the girls and a crowler of Revision Dr. Lupulin Triple IPA for me. We love this wide open land, but if your truck breaks down in a remote canyon or on a desolate playa, you could be done for. I once discovered a human skeleton while solo hiking in the Seven Troughs Range. It had an old compass in one of its bleached, bony hands; an empty water bottle lay near the other. Stories about mountain lion attacks are mostly exaggerated, though, and the scorpions are huge and hairy but don’t sting very often. It’s freezing in winter, blazing in summer, and has extreme day-night temperature swings. With the exception of a few well-hidden springs, no water is to be found.

The girls and I followed I-80, winding along the Truckee River, past the historic Mustang Ranch brothel, out beyond the little Paiute town of Wadsworth, and then further east through the waterless alkali wasteland of the forty-mile desert, the most dreaded and grave-littered stretch of the old California Trail. I pointed out to the girls an expanse of highway where I once saw Mormon crickets (actually shield-backed katydids) moving across the land in swarms so thick that, after the mining haul trucks rolled through, the insects were squished deep enough that the highway became slick as ice from mashed cricket guts and had to be closed by the highway patrol.

North of Lovelock, where the country opens up, I took the girls out to a playa where I like to enjoy Nevada’s signature form of outdoor recreation. First, drive onto the playa, an enormous, bright, white, baked, cracked, flat, disorienting expanse of hardpan desert that is the most isotropic landscape on the planet. Next, jimmy your gas pedal. Finally, climb out your window and onto the roof (I recommend taking a few cold beers with you) and let your unmanned truck drive itself wherever it happens to go. That’s how vast and uniformly flat these playas are. The day I’m telling you about I even let Caroline drive on the playa, but since she’s only twelve years old, I don’t allow her to go above 80 mph. She worried that she might drive us at high speed straight into the immense lake—until I assured her that the “lake” was nothing more than a shimmering mirage. Caused by refracted light rays dancing along the surface of the overheated playa, the shoreline receded as she sped us toward it.

Leaving the playa and continuing overland into the sage-dotted hills, we pulled over at the base of a rock-strewn desert mountain and set out hiking through what looked like pretty good jackalope habitat. We spotted a prairie falcon guarding its nest on a ledge a hundred feet up in the cliffs—a nest it probably took from the ravens—and a soaring golden eagle tracing lazy circles on a big thermal, and a towering V formation of white pelicans, which have a wingspan of around ten feet. We identified four species of lizards but unfortunately saw no desert horned lizards, which can spurt blood out of their eyes. There was horse dung everywhere, and from a high ridge we gained a fine view of nine wild mustangs wandering the draw below, their manes bristling in the warm breeze. In a desiccated arroyo we discovered a prospector’s rusted-out gold pan and plenty of lithic scatter, good-sized chips of chert and obsidian flaked from arrowheads and spear points, in colors ranging from a glossy, volcanic black to buckskin tan and sunset crimson. Since this desert was an ocean 200 million years ago, we also hunted for the fossilized bones of ichthyosaurs—sea lizards that reached 50 feet in length—though we weren’t lucky enough to find any. In the dense sage and rabbitbrush we scared up a few desert cottontails (Sylvilagus audubonii) and black-tailed jackrabbits (Lepus californicus). The jacks can run 30 mph and jump 20 feet, and they dash a getaway pattern as zigzagged as a bolt of lightning streaking across the ground.

From a distance we spotted a band of pronghorn on a far hillside. Often mistakenly called “antelope,” the pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) is a one-of-a-kind beast, nearly as fantastic as a unicorn. While Antilocapra means “antelope-goat,” the animal is neither. A unique species, the pronghorn evolved here in North America over the past twenty million years, becoming an incredibly fast runner in order to escape its main predator, the American cheetah, which vanished about 10,000 years ago. Some people say pronghorn can run 90 mph, but that’s a folktale used to fool greenhorns. They can only run about 60 mph, which still makes them North America’s fastest land animal by a wide margin.

The thing I should have told you before—but didn’t because I was distracted by the falcons and pelicans and lizards and mustangs and pronghorn—is that we saw at least one hundred wild burros, and maybe closer to two hundred. They’ve been out in this desert since the Spaniards brought them here in the 1500s, so they’re at home by now. Most of the jacks (males) were standing solo, while a lot of the jennies (females) stood side-by-side with their cute little burritos (first-year foals). Folks are often fooled by the burro’s sweet appearance, but the animal can be ferocious when frightened. That’s why I hesitated when Caroline asked me if she could ride one. But she’s a pretty tough twelve-year-old, and so, thinking it would be a memorable experience for her, I agreed.

We hiked back to Alkali for snacks and apple juice for the girls and whiskey and beer for me. As we rested, I did my best to teach Caroline exactly how to ride a wild burro. As I explained, the trick is, first, to put the animal into a spell by talking to it very sweetly. For example, you never want to disrespect a burro by calling it a mule or donkey, let alone a jackass. Then you want to ease up to the burro slowly and gently stroke its neck. If the animal isn’t too skittish, that petting will make it tranquil, and that’s your now-or-never moment. The final move is to grab fast to the animal’s mane with both fists and swing yourself up onto its back. As any Nevadan who has spent time out in the Big Empty will tell you, that’s really all there is to it.

Caroline said she was ready to give it a try, so I took a few swigs of Bourye, washed it down with some Dr. Lupulin, and we headed out toward a small scattering of burros about a hundred yards away. Caroline selected a burro that was a lovely shade of white, easing up to it exactly as I had told her to. I stood at a distance, encouraging her in a soft voice so as not to spook the animal. Hannah was beside me, quietly strumming a song on her Little Martin travel guitar. Music is soothing to burros, so Hannah plucked a tune called “Wild Burro of the West.” While we kept our distance, Caroline approached him very slowly, whispering nice things like. “Mister Burro, you sure are a pretty color,” and “Boy, I could get you a straw hat to make some shade for your noggin.” She got right up to him, and as she started stroking his neck he began to look mighty relaxed. Well, next came a long pause, and I could tell that Caroline was getting ready to grip the white burro’s shaggy mane.

In a quick second everything exploded like dynamite down a mineshaft! Caroline grabbed that burro’s mane and nimbly swung herself up onto his back, and in the same instant they took off like a shot. I lit out running after them both, with Hannah running along behind me, frantically strumming in hopes of calming the animal down. Caroline had her cheek down low on the side of the white burro’s neck holding on for dear life. Her braids were flying straight back and the burro was running almost as fast as a pronghorn being chased by a cheetah, heading for a part of the desert that was choked with boulders as big as trucks. I worried he might be thinking about scraping Caroline off against one of those huge rocks.

I knew there would be real trouble if the burro slammed my little girl against those boulders, but the sun was blazing, and the ground was sandy, and the whiskey and beer had slowed me down a little. As they streaked away I didn’t see any way to reach the rocks before that white burro did. But just as the burro, in full flight, ran for the boulders, it stepped on a Great Basin rattlesnake, and that big coiled buzzworm struck at the front legs of the burro, fangs out, missing its strike but spooking the burro and causing it to lurch. It pitched Caroline right off its back and she went flying like a kid being thrown over the handlebars of a bicycle. I could see right away that she was fine, but now we had a more serious problem. That burro was good and mad, and he stamped his front hoof twice to announce his intentions before starting to close in on her. The big rattler, which was even more furious than the burro, slithered ahead of the burro directly toward her. As both vicious animals descended on my defenseless daughter, I scrambled for a plan. But I was unarmed, still 50 feet away, and Hannah’s song wasn’t helping one bit.


OEBPS/e9781643139326/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Author’s Note: Down the Rabbit Hole


		Prologue: Nature’s Jackalopes


		Chapter 1: As Real as You Want Them to Be


		Chapter 2: Believing Is Seeing


		Chapter 3: The Classic Hoax


		Chapter 4: Mounting Enthusiasm


		Chapter 5: A Mighty River of Jackalopiana


		Chapter 6: Necessary Monsters


		Chapter 7: The Global Jackalope


		Chapter 8: Dr. Shope’s Warty Rabbits


		Chapter 9: Saved by Jackalopes


		Chapter 10: The Jackalope Maker


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Author’s Note


		Prologue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Endnotes


		Index


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253








OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/AGaramondPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/images/9781643139326.jpg
MICHAEL P. BRANCH

How a Legend Captured
the World’s Imagination and
Helped Us Cure Cancer

—~ of the —

J kalgpe






OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781643139326/images/title.jpg
E TR
W THE TRq,

Jackalope

How a Legend Captured the
World’s Imagination and Helped Us Cure Cancer

MICHAEL P. BRANCH

iz

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





