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Dedication

For Mom—Back when the car windows were

open on highways in summer, we loved the smell

of skunk cabbage together, remember? And what

fun we had watching “Joe”—the series of

squirrel visitors to the back porch who feasted

on our jack-o’-lanterns each November.
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Introduction

[image: Two pigeons next to an envelope with a heart symbol, and a purple pencil lying nearby.]

Move over Grumpy Cat and Lil Bub, there’s a new mammal in town. Trash animals are making their way into the headlines … and into our hearts. “Louie the Raccoon” has over half a million followers on Instagram; Gizmo the Skunk, 36,000 and counting. Sure, funny cat videos still make us laugh, but watching zoological outcasts relax on the couch has made us do something equally as valuable—rethink our predispositions against them, and maybe our own place in the Earth’s ecosystem as well.

The more we learn about these outside animals, routinely cast out from basements and backyards, the more impressed we are likely to be. A carrier pigeon’s flight home to Scotland led to the successful rescue of a downed aircraft in the North Sea during World War II. Snakes have friends. Beavers help combat climate change. Crows may understand the concept of zero. And now, suddenly, instead of shooing them away as pests, many are enjoying watching the daily lives of these one-time weirdoes. And it’s not a few eccentric raccoon fans who have embraced these furry foragers; the underdog, or under-rat, has become the superstar.

[image: Raccoon sitting on a chair, happily eating blueberries from a bowl.]

Do we love so-called “trash animals”—trash pandas, trash cats, fart squirrels—because seeing them eating blueberries at the table instead of digging through the trash makes us realize they’re actually super cute? Or is it their awkwardness that makes them endearing? Are raccoons and opossums gaining a mass following because we like to root for the longshots or because we know they’re bound to come out on top eventually, resilient and adaptive creatures that they are?

Maybe our love of animal outsiders has more to do with our own misfit history. It could be that we’re drawn to these long-despised animals because we were on the fringes ourselves, judged by others as “lesser”—the goth kids, the nerds, the skaters, the theater geeks, the punks, or, worse, one of those who floated along the halls of high school, nearly invisible until a jock knocked you over in gym class. In any case, the early decades of the twenty-first century have taught us that traditional traits of “likeability” are poor predictors of character.

If you don’t love trash animals yet, you’ll find many reasons to here. Maybe it will be learning about the Japanese rats of the Edo period, or how much Beatrix Potter loved a rat she called Sammy. Maybe it will be learning more about some of the viral trash animal sensations like Louie the Raccoon, or remembering the foxes, squirrels, and badgers in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s early twentieth-century classic The Secret Garden.

[image: A simple cartoon illustration of a brown rat standing upright with a pale belly, pink ears, and a long tail.]

We’ll start off with trading cards, where you can learn the vital stats for Vulpes vulpes (red fox), Myotis lucifugus (little brown bat), and ten other trash animal favorites, learning about their habitat, their lifestyle, their diet, and what to call a group of them.

[image: Illustration of a little brown bat flying with sound waves emanating from it, set against a white background.]

Next, we’ll take a look back in history, discovering the beloved pet raccoon that roamed the White House lawn in the Roaring Twenties, as well as the starling bird that might have contributed to some of Mozart’s concertos. We’ll jump ahead to the furry trendsetters in the news today, including an actor in New York City who performs as Buddy the Rat, and the raccoons whose paintings help support Florida wildlife.

The Fun Facts section is a hodgepodge of trivia where we’ll dig into the origin of trash animal names, take a peek into the life of bats who protect books in libraries in Portugal, find out what beavers do when they’re frightened, and hear about red fox vocalizations.

In the Literature, Art, and Pop Culture section, we might be surprised to find out how many trash animals we already know through favorite shows and famous art, from the beaver in Disney’s Lady and the Tramp to the Badger (and Rat) in The Wind in the Willows. We’ve got songs inspired by trash animals here as well, and we’ve squirreled away some animal expressions we can crow over, after enjoying some poetry about the squirrel from one of the foremost Transcendentalist writers of the mid-nineteenth century. We’ve got Resources and Inspiration for you as well. Finally, we’ll find out some of the ways trash animals improve our lives and the state of the planet.

[image: A cartoon illustration of a red fox with a bushy tail, white markings on the chest and tail tip, and black legs, standing beside a European badger that is looking back over its shoulder with a curious expression.]

I hope this book will convince you that it’s time to recast animal outcasts into a new story, recognizing that while we probably should not invite them into our home like the online influencers, we can invite them back into a shared vision of co-existence. Perhaps what stands out the most with so many of these animals is their endless adaptability. By foraging for dinner in the trash that we create, they demonstrate their ability to make do with what is available. So often we describe them as encroaching on our space, when it’s clearly the other way around. The reason so many trash animals have adapted to urban and suburban settings is because we have built these areas over the woodlands, wetlands, and grasslands that were their homes.

Some of these creatures have been here for millions of years, long before we came on the scene, and there’s a good chance they may outlast us. While we’re here together, let’s do as much as we can to learn from these resilient creatures.

[image: Cartoon raccoon wearing a white T-shirt with the earth on it, standing upright.]








Trading Cards

Vital stats for trash animal fans.

[image: a collection of trash animal trading cards scattered against a white background]

[image: Cartoon of a Virginia opossum lying on its back, with eyes closed and legs up, playing dead.]

Virginia Opossum

Didelphis virginiana

A.K.A. TRASH CAT

Class: Mammalia

Family: Didelphidae

Found: North, Central, and South America

Habitat: Woodlands or swamps, also common in urban and suburban areas

Lifestyle: Nocturnal marsupials who are highly adaptable

Diet: Grass, nuts, fruits, insects, worms, birds, mice, snakes, carrion, will scavenge for pet food and through garbage

Size: Close to a small dog

Group of: Passel

Predators: Wolves, dogs, coyotes, raptors, bobcats, owls, raccoons

Lifespan: 1–3 years

Young: Joey

[image: A cartoon opossum with a white face and gray body, featuring large eyes, small ears, and a thin tail.]


Trash Animal Superpower:★✩✩✩✩

Playing dead (officially known as thanatosis)



[image: Cartoon skunk with stripes raises its tail, depicted with a playful expression and rosy cheeks.]

Striped Skunk

Mephitis mephitis

A.K.A. FART SQUIRREL

Class: Mammalia

Family: Mephitidae

Found: North America

Habitat: Woodlands, forests, or grassy plains near forests, prefer open areas

Lifestyle: Nocturnal, generally solitary

Diet: Insects, fish, nuts, fruits, grass, roots, birds, small mammals, reptiles, carrion

Size: Close to a house cat

Group of: Surfeit

Predators: Red foxes, dogs, lynx, badgers, eagles, owls, crows, wolves, bobcats, and possibly coyotes

Lifespan: 2 years

Young: Kit or skunklet

[image: A cartoon skunk holding a pink rose and a green leaf.]


Trash Animal Superpower:★★★✩✩

The spray, of course! When frightened, skunks emit powerful sulfur-rich compounds that shoot out of two anal glands. Plus they’ve got good aim!

Skunks do issue warnings before they spray—which might be a combination of hissing, raising their tail, foot stomping, charging forward, and scratching at the ground. If you miss all those signals, watch out!



[image: Cartoon raccoon standing upright with hands clasped, featuring a white belly and striped tail.]

Raccoon

Procyon lotor

A.K.A. TRASH PANDA

Class: Mammalia

Family: Procyonidae

Found: Northern part of South America through Mexico, to most of the United States and southern Canada

Habitat: Woodlands, forests near water sources, can live in farm/rural areas, and now urban and suburban as well

Lifestyle: Nocturnal, promiscuous, and generally solitary

Diet: Mice, birds’ eggs, fruits, insects, nuts, corn, rodents, squirrels, frogs, grasshoppers, scraps of garbage

Size: Close to a small dog

Group of: Nursery or gaze

Predators: Bobcats, coyotes, hawks, owls, red foxes

Lifespan: 3–5 years

Young: Kit

[image: Cartoon raccoon with a striped tail on a white background.]


Trash Animal Superpower:★★★✩✩

Nimble fingers (plus they’re strong swimmers and climbers and can see well in the dark)



[image: A cartoon depiction of an Eastern Gray Squirrel with a bushy tail, sitting on its hind legs, and holding its paws near its mouth.]

Eastern Gray Squirrel

Sciurus carolinensis

A.K.A. TREE RAT

Class: Mammalia

Family: Sciuridae

Found: Worldwide, except in Antarctica and Australia

Habitat: Forests, urban and suburban near trees

Lifestyle: Diurnal or crepuscular; females nest by themselves when pregnant or caring for young

Diet: Plants, berries, seeds, nuts, insects, and will scavenge for carrion

Size: Larger than red squirrels and rats; 9–12 inches (23–30cm)

Group of: Scurry or dray

Predators: Red-tailed hawks, red foxes, weasels, gray wolves, lynx, coyotes, raccoons

Lifespan: 10 years

Young: Kit or kitten

[image: A cute, illustrated gray squirrel with a bushy tail and pink cheeks, standing on a white background.]


Trash Animal Superpower:★✩✩✩✩

They can “speak,” alerting nearby squirrels to danger



[image: A cartoon beaver standing upright and holding a stick.]

North American Beaver

Castor canadensis

Class: Mammalia

Family: Castoridae

Found: North America

Habitat: Freshwater (ponds, lakes, streams, rivers)

Lifestyle: Social with strong family structure

Diet: Herbivores who eat plants, grass, twigs, leaves

Size: World’s second-largest rodent (after the South American capybara)

Group of: Colony

Predators: Wolves, coyotes, foxes, otters, great-horned owls, bobcats

Lifespan: up to 10 years

Young: Kit (youngest), yearling (toddlers)

[image: A simple cartoon illustration of a beaver with a round body, small eyes, and a flat tail, set against a plain white background.]


Trash Animal Superpower:★★✩✩✩

Building dams (plus they can swim for 15 minutes under the water)



[image: A cartoon illustration of a Norwegian rat swimming, with water lines and bubbles around it.]

Norwegian Rat

Rattus norvegicus

A.K.A. BROWN
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