


coyotes with bandannas and Neo-Native American art. It's a long
dry drive to the nearest ski slope, Mercedes Benz, or Arab horse.

Its a long way from most regular western history, too. It's a
five-hour drive over mountains to the high plains and all their ro-
mantic ghosts — Comanche, buffalo, lobo wolf. It’s the same dis-
tance to Four Comers and the Navajo nation. It’'s a fair drive even
to White Sands and its interesting legacy of stolen ranches, Op-
penheimer, and the Bomb. It's a whole nation away from the
Spanish land-grant north, that strange mix of Europe and Ameri-
ca, with its sheep and Penitentes and trout streams and little
churches with peaked tin roofs.

Most of its history is prehistory: Pleistocene, the Old Ones, the
Anasazi (a Navajo name — we don't know what they called them-
selves), were here for a good part of their cryptic history, and left
one famous ruin and hundreds of smaller ones, many still undis-
turbed.

The Apaches followed. For a while they were invincible in
these, their woods and mountains. The horse soldiers under
General Crook finally beat them with superior numbers and stra-
tegy; the soldiers held the waterholes and harassed the Indians
down into Mexico. Crook never beat them on tactics, though.

The miners flourished after the Apaches. They made a lot of
holes and took away various things that were useful to them. But,
except for the open copper pit at Santa Rita, way down south, and
a bunch of what look like caves, the miners' traces are fading
faster than the Anasazis'.

Finally, there were the ranchers. They were good tough men
and women, and we should not dignify the craven attacks on
them that are part of the historical moment’s required attitudes.
But all of the “Old” Spanish and New Anglo alike were of Euro-
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pean descent, and they did exactly what their ancestors had done:
they fought what they thought was a necessary war against their
competitors, animal and human.

A few held on. Black bears, some black and shiny, others the
color of Irish setters, adapt pretty well to humans, especially by
their standards. They raid beehives and garbage cans and climb
telephone poles when they get confused. They are wonderful
animals, but they often act more like pretty pigs or giant raccoons
than Real Bears. The Plains tribes knew the difference.

And there are cougars, still. (You should prefer that name to
lion. It's American; besides, there’s nothing lion-like about them.)
Deer are their fodder, and we still have plenty of deer. Besides, the
cougars are invisible.

And, of course, coyotes are everywhere. They are smart and
sophisticated, have a sense of humor and know what to fear. They
are so little threat to cattle that cowmen, as opposed to sheepmen
—woolgrowers” they call them now, which says something
about domestic sheep as animals—treat coyotes with a mixture of
affection and contempt, at least when they don't feel a need to test
their rifles. Besides, coyotes can live on juniper berries and mice
when the going gets tough.

But the real competitors are gone, or changed beyond recog-
nition. The Apaches have achieved at least one small victory: on
their reservations they now charge rich white men and Japanese
industrialists the price of a small car to shoot carefully-nurtured
and pre-spotted bull elk, a ritual that these clients honestly think
is hunting rather than a sort of decadent agriculture.

The Real Bears—Plains Indian for grizzly—and the real wolves,
and the “tiger"—what the Mexicans call the jaguar—are just gone.
Europeans never did get along with wolves and brown bears, for
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good reason. In our own Dream Time, bears competed with us for
housing and meat, and wolves lived lives so much like ours that
we made up stories of their exchanging shapes with us. When we
began living in one place and keeping prey as our property, the
war began in earnest. We brought it across the ocean with us,
north across the Big River, west across the Plains. Wolves ran hit-
and-run guerilla strikes on us, just like the Apaches did. Contem-
porary accounts, trying hard to insult both tribes, are full of
comparisons.

The bears, though they didn't constantly run off young stock
the way the wolves did, were even more frightening. A grizzly
could, and would, kill a human. In the fall, when winter sharp-
ened their appetites, they'd raid down out of their mountain for-
tresses like goblin kings, like Grendel. A big one could carry off
a full grown longhom steer if that were his notion. If you chased
him with hounds, he'd run ‘til you couldnt hear the dogs, then
turn and kill them all. If you caught up with him on horseback,
he might charge faster than the horse could run. If you dis-
mounted to shoot, there was no guarantee that a puny nineteenth-
century black powder load would so much as slow the bear down
before he mashed you to a pulp.

The pioneer stockmen were not people who expected, asked,
or gave quarter. They hunted down every grizzly and wolf they
could find, though “hunted” has a sporting connotation that I
doubt many of these warriors ever felt. Government agents like
Ben Lilly made their cause a religious crusade against servants of
the Devil; Lilly considered defenders of predators to be heretics.
Empathy is a grace rarely granted to foot soldiers.

One government agent had a change of heart. Aldo Leopold
himself, patron saint of the modem conservation movement, was
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once a hired gun, an ace predator-controller. But right here in the
heart of this country he saw certain things in a dying wolfs eyes,
and it changed him. When they killed the last grizzly on Escu-
dilla he dared to see and speak the heretical truth: that it was only
a mountain now.

The last Real Bear in the southwestern United States held on for
a few more years; his skin came out of the high Magdalenas on the
plateau’s eastern edge in 1930, on the back of a burro. The last
jaguar in New Mexico died in the snows of the Continental Divide
here in 1903, victim of an alarmed ranch wife with a bucket of
poisoned milk. The wolves, with their social intelligence, hung on
longer. Their bands retreated across the Rio Grande into Old
Mexico, as the Apaches did before them.The government mopped
up the survivors with traps and poison in a campaign that lasted
until the sixties. And don't think that such methods werent used
against wild humans, in crueler or at least less sentimental times:
or aren't elsewhere, today....

The country still does look real, though.
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