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To Steve Nicandri, my seventh-grade science teacher, for using Silent Spring by Rachel Carson as a textbook, introducing me to the endangered creatures that share our world and the need to protect them.
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INTRODUCTION

THE PHOTO WENT VIRAL ALMOST BEFORE PHOTOGRAPHER MICHAEL Novo knew what was happening: an image of a lone coyote trotting down Michigan Avenue in the heart of Chicago, Illinois, as the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic lockdown got underway. With the streets absolutely empty of people and the traffic lights glowing green, it seemed as if this wild animal sensed the absence of humanity from afar, coming out of the Midwestern plains to take possession of this usually congested intersection. Those of us old enough to remember the rash of post-apocalyptic science fiction films of the 1960s recalled the creepy feeling we got from The World, the Flesh and the Devil or On the Beach, seeing such tall buildings and normally congested streets with one lonely soul still in motion.


Novo posted this photo “in just one sub on Reddit and that’s where it all began,” he wrote on his personal website. In minutes people began sharing the image across their social media, and soon he found himself inundated with licensing opportunities from broadcast outlets, including major national networks. The image illustrated an eerie natural phenomenon: the animals stood ready to take back our cities. Soon videos of animals walking down city streets sprang up all over the internet, from coyotes in the middle of San Francisco to Nubian ibexes in Eilat, Israel; wild mountain goats scampering along sidewalks in Llandudno, Wales; a puma exploring the roads in Santiago, the capital of Chile; raccoons parading down paved paths usually filled with joggers, walkers, and tourists in New York’s Central Park; and red foxes and their kits playing on sidewalks in Toronto, Ontario.


Were the world’s wildernesses about to empty their wild residents into our cities? How did the animals know to come so far and take back the streets?


Here’s how: they were already here.


For centuries, humans have laid claim to open land and turned it into housing developments, industrial sites, office space, and pavement, creating places in which we can live and work. Open plains and meadows became skyscrapers and factories, or farm fields full of crops and livestock. Forests fell and mountains lost their coniferous covering, their trees milled into lumber to build homes and businesses. As the consequences of these actions came to light, some local and state governments have taken steps to restore what they took from the landscape, planting new forests to prevent erosion of entire mountainsides and requiring developers to preserve some land as forever wild, as a trade-off for the property they acquire. In my home state of New York, two large land masses have become Adirondack Park and Catskill Park, models of preservation for the entire country to emulate: permanently preserving millions of acres of mountainous forest alongside developed areas, for the good of the environment and its inhabitants.


As we usurped so much land for our own purposes, it was easy to assume that all of the wildlife that lived there had either moved on to find a new home or simply died. Then some wild animals came to prey on what humans could offer them: calves and lambs on the edges of herds, plump chickens in farmyards, delicious fruits and vegetables in fields or backyard gardens, food we put out for birds, even small pets. Had predators like black bears, mountain lions, bobcats, or foxes come out of faraway forests to plunder our towns and yards? The answer is much closer to home: these stealthy creatures learned to skulk around the edges of human settlements and watch for the right opening to approach us. They have remained right where they have always been, watching as we took over the land where they had always lived, and they found ways to adapt to our presence.


In many cases, this prolonged proximity to humans put the animals in real peril. Some of them became favorites of the fur trade, teetering on the edge of extinction as trappers gathered every pelt they could get their hands on. Some animals paid the price for preying on livestock, with bounty hunters bringing in thousands of dead predators to keep them from plundering cattle and sheep in pastures. Some nearly vanished in an era when there were no limits to the number of geese, turkeys, or deer that hunters could take in a season—because every season was hunting season. And some were spared when humans discovered ways that these animals were actually more useful to them alive than dead.


Some of the animals driven nearly to extinction had the opportunity to make a comeback. Seeing the animals dwindle, state and local governments made changes to hunting laws, restricting them to times of year when taking the adults would not orphan their nursing young. Some recovered when the fickleness of fashion trends ended the demand for fur and animal hides. The onset of the conservation movement in the 1970s funded the work of organizations that preserve open spaces for the benefit of humans as well as wildlife, and passage of the Endangered Species Act in 1973 protected many animals across the country.


Over time, as the human footprint grew and the only choice remaining to animals was living among us, many of them saw advantages to having human neighbors. Careless humans don’t always lock up their garbage at the end of the day. We leave bowls of pet food on porches and in backyards for our dog’s or cat’s convenience. We build structures like sheds, decks, and porches that sit right on the ground, making it easy for animals to dig themselves cozy dens and burrows underneath them. Our presence even keeps larger predators away, making it safer for smaller creatures to raise their young.


The wild animals in our midst have bided their time, learning which of their behaviors encourage humans to supply the food, shelter, and protection they need, and which ones trigger us to become threats to their existence. Some have profited from being adorable, delighting people with their young’s antics or making every observation a special treat. Others have pushed the boundaries of what their human neighbors will tolerate. And a few have become truly dangerous.


This wide range of relationships between humans and wildlife has made the balance between animal needs and human needs difficult to maintain. It gets even harder when so many humans have different opinions on what this balance should look like.


Let’s take a random cul-de-sac in a suburb somewhere in America, where the homes have backyards that end in a strip of woodland. Here, a white-tailed doe has quietly given birth to a fawn just inside the woods, under a pile of blown-down branches and brush. In a few days, the doe and fawn wander into the nearest yard, and the doe begins munching on the leaves and twigs of the homeowners’ shrubs. One homeowner is delighted to see this new fawn right in his own backyard, so the family pulls chairs up to the bay window to watch as the deer explore their property.


The neighbor to the left of the homeowner comes out on her deck to watch as well, and soon the two homes are texting daily observations about the fawn, how much it has grown, when it is likely to stop nursing and start feeding on the shrubs along the back of the property, and so on. The neighbor on the right, who works from home and has a constant view of the backyard, does not join in with the others. He feels no delight in having deer in the yard, so he bangs out of his back door several times a day to scare the doe and fawn away from his bushes. After several days of this, he calls the municipal animal control office to report a “deer problem.”


When an animal control staff member arrives to determine the extent of the problem, she finds the doe and her fawn calmly eating from another neighbor’s shrubs. The other neighbors, she soon determines, are shocked that someone considers this bucolic situation a problem at all. Animal control recommends that if the man does not want deer in his yard, he should put up a fence to keep them out. He argues that he should not have to take on that expense, so the deer should be relocated—a process only undertaken with animals that have become so habituated to people that they present a hazard to themselves and the people around them.


If this sounds familiar, you can see how difficult it is to resolve a situation involving animals and people to everyone’s satisfaction. Not only is one neighbor’s problem another neighbor’s pleasure, but some may not be willing to take on the responsibility of managing their own issues and property. The animal quickly becomes the cherished experience of one and the enemy of the other, just by doing what it does as a natural part of its lifestyle.


Peaceful coexistence is possible when humans acknowledge their personal role in achieving it. It may take some effort, some important reminders, a few potentially inconvenient precautions, and an investment in creating boundaries between us and the animals, but we can share our world safely and comfortably with the creatures around us.


The Bear at the Bird Feeder takes a close look at fourteen animals that have become common in or near our cities and towns, with the goal of providing insights readers can use to live in harmony with these wild creatures. In each chapter, I provide the best advice I have gathered from wildlife professionals, researchers, and other sources to help you keep yourself, your family, and your property safe from the occasional mishaps that happen when wild animals pay a visit. I have interviewed people who have had positive encounters with one or more of these critters, and I have also searched for stories of people who do not take every precaution with the animals in their midst.


Not everyone was willing to talk with me. In fact, I was surprised at the number of government agencies, wildlife organizations, and viral video makers who did not return my messages or who sent me off on endless cycles of handoffs, only to reach an eventual dead end. It would not have occurred to me before I started this project that topics like wild turkeys on a city street, bats in an attic, or feeding raccoons off the back porch would rise to the level of such controversy, but they certainly have. Occasionally, I have used incidents from my own experience to fill in the gaps in expert commentary.


What you will find in this book is the result of extensive research to determine the best courses of action in a wide range of scenarios, as well as some examples of what works and what does not when animals decide to make your property their own. In the end, your relationship with the animals in your neighborhood is a highly personal choice, one that I hope you will not make lightly. If this book helps you make more informed choices of what to do in your own home and backyard, then I have done my job.







A FINAL WORD

I HAVE ENDEAVORED THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK TO SHOW THE BENEFITS and even the advantages of sharing our neighborhoods with wildlife, even if it takes some special effort on our part to protect parts of our property, gardens, and belongings from the most intrusive and obstreperous animals.


The fact is that humans’ growing need for more housing, more places of business, and more manufacturing space will continue to encroach on the habitat that remains for animals, even though they beat us here by thousands or even millions of years. It is not fair to believe that we are somehow more entitled to this ground than they are, nor is it healthy for humans to dominate every square inch of the land on Earth. The need for balance between humans and their environment has never been more dire. Every animal that attempts to share our space with us brings us a message: They have run out of options. They must now live in harmony with the people around them if they hope to survive.


Whether it’s a bear at your bird feeder, a fox family under your shed, a deer in your garden, or squirrels burying nuts in your flowerpots, we share the world with these furry and feathered neighbors, and they make our lives richer for the experience. When we find ways to live in harmony, everyone benefits. Please join me in loving our animal neighbors, and in helping to make a place for them in the world we all share.
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