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Introduction

I have always loved New York City, but I honestly never really thought too much about its wildlife. I knew there were parks, but I highly doubted there was much “nature.” Some rats and pigeons, sure, but not much else, nothing truly wild. After all, the concrete jungle is barely forgiving enough for human life, so surely this could be no place for the fragile intricacies of the natural world.

For me, all that changed one summer afternoon when I was running through Central Park. I turned somewhere in the Ramble and suddenly I was eye to eye with the biggest raccoon I had ever seen in my life. I screamed “OH MY GOD!” in English, just as surely as it shrieked something similar in Raccoon. I was shocked by its sudden presence, but most of all, I just couldn’t believe something so wild had grown, survived, and continued to thrive in the middle of Manhattan.

This experience set me off on a mission to uncover all the amazing creatures hidden in plain sight in this seemingly unforgiving city. Along the way, I discovered stories of peril and perseverance, histories both notorious and sublime. The most surprising thing I discovered, however, is the vital role all these animals have played in New York City’s history. Indeed, this city did not grow to such heights in spite of its surrounding nature but rather rose to become the most famous metropolis in the world because of it. The city owes everything—its legacy and its strength—to the surrounding wild world. These critters are not some footnote or historical aside to the saga that is New York City. Instead, these animals are the story; they are the city. And they always have been.

You see, way back, back before the arrival of the Dutch, back when this was Lenape land, New York City was overflowing with wildlife, including black bears, gray wolves, and fish of countless stripes. Eric Sanderson, in his Mannahatta, maps out how this region might have looked four hundred years ago, before the arrival of Henry Hudson, and posits that the city comprised then some “fifty different ecological neighborhoods,” providing a stunning array of habitats and biodiversity. In other words, it’s not enough to say that had it been left untouched, New York City could have been a national park. Rather, it would have been the jewel of the national park system, on par with Yellowstone or Yosemite.

But instead, the city went in the other direction, building up an urban landscape the likes of which the world had never seen before: a testament to humanity’s ability to transform and, yes, tame the natural world. To do so, it drew on its natural wealth, which was much more abundant than any other new American city on the Eastern Seaboard. Those other cities didn’t stand a chance: Philadelphia has a port, sure, but it’s about eighty miles inland; Boston has a port right on the ocean, but it is in no way protected; and Washington, DC, politics aside, is literally a swampy mess a hundred miles from the sea, where few people lived before 1800.

New York City, on the other hand, is surrounded by broad and navigable rivers, protected by a series of barrier islands, and sits only seven nautical miles from the open ocean. You would be hard pressed to create a more ideal natural setting for a harbor city if you tried.

Things were even better on land, where there were fortunes to be made. According to American mythology, Europeans came to this continent, and this city, in search of freedom. And, sure, perhaps some did. But money and dreams of wealth played a larger role. After all, the East India Company of the Netherlands didn’t finance a permanent New Amsterdam colony in lower Manhattan just for the sake of liberty. The British didn’t later wrestle that colony away from the Dutch and then make a strategic bid to hold it at all costs against the rebellious Americans just for the sake of freedom. Forget those patriotic fairy tales: cash ruled everything around Manhattan. And even back in the day, New York City was a moneymaker. Early on, that meant beaver skins, as well as the pelts of otters, mink, and muskrats. Later, it was fish and oysters, more oysters than the world had ever seen.
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Eventually, that small original Dutch settlement at the tip of southern Manhattan spread out in every direction, including up. The landscape was totally remade, all in the name of profit and progress, in the name of AMERICA! There was so much to be had back then that the supply seemed endless. There was no sense in worrying for the future. Forbearance, prudence, conservation . . . forget about it. The trash could be burned, tossed into the wetlands, hauled out to sea, or, better yet, dealt with later. Surely the good times of natural prosperity, free from want, consequence, and repercussion, would last forever.

As the story goes, though, things went to shit, in some cases literally. The harbor was overfished and simultaneously inundated with human waste. The forests were cut down. The streams were paved over. The beavers were trapped, replaced with litter in their river habitats should they ever consider returning. The air was poisoned. Many birds were driven to the brink of extinction. The natural borders of the shoreline were pushed out until one constant bulkhead emerged, destroying countless habitats while leaving the city needlessly vulnerable to flooding. And the garbage: it was piled hundreds of feet high—higher than the Statue of Liberty—until finally the landscape was unsuitable for the natural world and barely any better for humans.

Incredibly, in that relatively short period of 350 years between the arrival of the Dutch to the end of the 1960s, New York City, once an ecological and natural gem the likes of which had never been seen before, was all but ruined.

By the time landmark environmental regulations such as the Clean Water Act of 1972 were enacted, a cross-species urban exodus was already under way. Indeed, it wasn’t just the animals that were leaving. New York City’s human population declined in the 1970s for the first and only time in its history, or at least since as long as such records have been kept. Many refer to this period as the city’s dark days, when those who could afford to do so left for the suburbs and those who remained endured a diseased city, a bruised apple rotting to its core. Pollution and environmental degradation were only part of the story, but by no means did they play an insignificant role in this blighted chapter of New York history. Nobody wanted to live in this mess, not the people, and certainly not the animals.

Wild City is a reminder of what happens when society doesn’t consider how its actions play out downstream. These are the stories of those collisions between nature and our urban experiment. At times, this relationship has been misguided; other times, it’s been cruel. There have been quite a few surprises and plenty of unintended consequences. But this book is also a story of redemption, about a city once epitomized by blight and pollution that now towers above its peers as an example of balanced and sustainable urban living. Although it seemed like a long shot just a few decades ago, New York City actually has cleaned up its act, as well as its harbor, its rivers, and its parks. Real ecological amends have been made throughout years of hard-fought environmental crusades by advocates who had the nerve, grit, and vision to make the city a more hospitable place for all living creatures. Slowly yet steadily, many of the original native species have returned, accompanied by many new species, which are eager to try their hand (or paw, feather, or fin) at city living. And here, in New York City of all places, they have found a greener, cleaner, and healthier place to live.

As part of my research for this book, I paddled a canoe down the Bronx River in search of beavers, visited a hospital for pigeons on the Upper West Side, sought out parrots in a Brooklyn cemetery, tended honeybee hives on a Midtown roof, spotted peregrine falcons hunting above the East River, built artificial oyster beds on Governors Island, witnessed endangered birds darting along a rehabilitated landfill in Staten Island, moved quietly through a coyote’s overgrown habitat in Queens, and watched with wonder as whales crashed among the waves just off the city’s shoreline. I soon came to realize that the Central Park raccoon I encountered was no anomaly—it was a real New Yorker and, along with its presumed family and dozens of other critters, made up a crucial part of a wildly different New York City than I ever knew existed. And that’s the city I hope to share here with you.

Think of this book as a guide for curious, nature-starved New Yorkers hoping to spot the magic of urban wildlife, who otherwise must squeeze from tight subway car to tiny apartment, who feel beaten down by the grind of the rat race, who maybe forget from time to time why living in the city is such a thrilling experience. Hopefully, these stories of enterprising and wild animals that endeavored to make it here will be a testament to all creatures’ ability to thrive in the big city. Though it may be cramped and crowded, life does prevail here in New York City.
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Where the Wild Things Were

Before meeting all the different wild critters of New York City, it might be helpful to take a quick tour through the city’s boroughs and its recent ecological history, to see how things were originally, and how what remains tells the story of a city transformed through the centuries.

It should come as no surprise that the city is radically different today from that day in 1609 when Henry Hudson arrived. The contemporary version of New York City would also probably be unfamiliar from the day in 1789 when George Washington was inaugurated on Wall Street. Suffice to say a lot has changed. If those two men were somehow to set foot in the city today, they would first probably be terrified of all the cars and the noise. But were they able to calm down, they might also be astounded by how altered the landscape looks.

For starters, there is a lot more of the city today. By way of landfill and reclamation, including all the earth dug up to make way for subway tunnels, New York has bulged outward for centuries. As a result, the harbor is smaller, about three-quarters of its original size. According to Ted Steinberg’s book, Gotham Unbound, there are approximately three Manhattans’ worth of new land reclaimed from the water.

The city is divided into five distinct boroughs: Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island. Each borough varies in population and size and comprises its own distinct ecological zone and wild inhabitants.

Staten Island

Staten Island was the last part of New York City to be urbanized. Until as recently as 1900, there were more than eight square miles of marshland on this outermost borough. Today, there is a little more than one square mile. And while the rest of the city was building a massive network of bridges, tunnels, and roadways to connect the city’s various landmasses, Staten Island remained relatively isolated until somewhat recently. For example, the first bridges connecting Staten Island to the rest of the city were built nearly fifty years after the Brooklyn Bridge. As a result, Staten Island remained a mostly wild mixture of forests and marshes, home to salamanders, foxes, egrets, and loads of other wildlife, though not that many people, at least when compared to its present-day density.

The most notable change to occur on Staten Island—and maybe anywhere in the world, for that matter—happened at Fresh Kills, a location that once boasted streams and tidal marshes but eventually became home to millions of tons of city garbage, four trash mountains so massive they could be seen from space.

The Bronx

The Bronx, the northernmost part of the city and the only borough physically connected to the mainland United States, is bisected by the Bronx River, once known as Aquehung, or “the river of high bluffs,” by the Mohegan Tribe native to the area. It was just one of many streams and rivers running through the wooded borough, nearly all of which were chock-full of beavers, as well as countless species of birds and fish. The Thain Family Forest, a small parcel of land that sits just north of the botanical garden, is an indication of how most of the Bronx once looked, a pocket of virgin wilderness in an otherwise urbanized landscape.

Toward this borough’s southern and eastern shorelines are about a dozen small harbor islands, including the former Hunters Island, which was eventually combined with 115 acres of sand hauled all the way from the Rockaways to create the crescent-shaped and artificial Orchard Beach.

Queens

Out in Queens, near where the Mets play in Flushing, the area was once covered in marshlands bisected by the Flushing River. The waterway was incredibly rich in biodiversity. Of course, to land developers, it was worthless. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the area was used as a dumping ground for burned garbage, one ash heap so large it was known as Mount Corona. (Lovers of literature will recognize this same “valley of ashes” from The Great Gatsby.) That ash and other landfill would eventually get dumped in the nearby wetlands as the area was transformed into parkland, lanes of expressway, and sporting complexes. In total, seven million cubic yards of material were redistributed over the Flushing Meadows. Even the nearby Meadow Lake, the largest lake in New York City, is itself artificial.

At the southern end of Queens, Jamaica Bay is also much changed: once tidal wetlands extending for nearly twenty-five square miles, it now encompasses the John F. Kennedy International Airport and much more. There are three square miles of wetlands reserved as a wildlife refuge at Jamaica Bay today, which is nice and all, but only a shadow of what was originally there.

Brooklyn

In Brooklyn, the Gowanus Canal, now called Lavender Lake due to its polluted appearance, was once known as the Gowanus Creek, a significant tidal inlet serving as an estuary and repository for several nearby streams and marshlands, as well as an ideal habitat for oysters. Today, however, it’s a federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Superfund site with a ten-foot layer of sediment on its floor aptly referred to as black mayonnaise. Not surprisingly, there’s very little wildlife there now.

The outer edges of Brooklyn’s shoreline have also changed, grown, and expanded over the years. Even Coney Island, as its name suggests, was once an island. Today, it’s connected to the rest of Brooklyn with landfill.

The Buttermilk Channel, the body of water between Brooklyn and Governors Island, was once walkable at low tide. However, the thousands of new acres of reclaimed land intensified the flow of water over the decades, making such a journey impossible today. Governors Island itself gorged on some of that landfill, swelling to nearly three times its original or “natural” size.

Manhattan

Manhattan, too, is much bigger. The island today is about twenty-two hundred acres larger than it was on that day Hudson arrived in 1609. The landscape is different too. For instance, there once was a large freshwater pond near where City Hall now stands. A primeval forest spread across the northern end of the island in present-day Inwood. Moraine and striations from the glaciers that once carved out New York City’s unique archipelago of islands and waterways can still be seen in Central Park. The Lenape people lived on the island then, but so too did bears and wolves.

In those pre-Dutch days, countless rivers and streams crisscrossed the island, including the Minetta Brook, which ran from around the Flatiron Building near Twenty-Third Street and Fifth Avenue, south through present-day Washington Square Park, following the curve of its namesake, Minetta Street, before finally joining the Hudson River near TriBeCa. It was once home to trout, beavers, birds, and more. Today, it’s part of the combined sewer system, and its current wildlife inhabitants are mostly rats, cockroaches, and the occasional snail.

Although the Minetta Brook is now invisible, it’s by no means gone. Rivers and streams can’t be turned off. Rather, they are often the product of topography and weather, joined together to find the path of least resistance. In fact, there are still many vestiges of the stream evident all along its old route: An apartment building on Fifth Avenue near Washington Square Park used to showcase a clear plastic tube of running Minetta water in its lobby. The basement of the NYU Law School Library is routinely flooded with Minetta water as are the basements of many buildings on Minetta Street and the adjacent Minetta Lane. Even the shape of Minetta Street, a kinked elbow along the otherwise rigid grid of Manhattan, is a testament to this forgotten waterway. There, on that one bent street in Greenwich Village, the city contorted its ninety-degree angles to accommodate the now-buried stream.

Steve Duncan is an urban explorer, historian, and expert on Minetta Brook. He has made a name for himself exploring sewers throughout the world. Aboveground, he occasionally leads walking tours through Greenwich Village, where armed with two large orange traffic cones and one mini crowbar, he pops off manhole covers to provide a view of the rushing stream of Minetta water beneath the streets.

“One thing I would love to do is put a few windows into the ground so people can see the water,” says Duncan. “I think if they see water flowing they’re more inclined to say, ‘Ew, why is that stream water all mixed with sewage?’”

Thankfully, there are many New Yorkers like Duncan out there, providing these kinds of views into the wild world of New York City. After all, we are more likely to care for what we are aware of, what we can see.

So with that in mind, let’s have a look.
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The Natives

The native animals of New York City predate the buildings, the subways, even those early Dutch who called the city New Amsterdam. Many of these hardy critters stuck it out during the worst years of New York’s dark ages. Today, some are too numerous and some are too few, but these animals have persisted, successfully making the adjustment to city living. They are the original New Yorkers.
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Mastodons

Latin Name




Mammut americanum



Collective Noun




a herd of mastodons



New York City has a notoriously hard time holding on to its past. But it’s not just classic architecture and cool dive bars that disappear without a trace. Fossils are easily lost beneath the city streets too. That’s why it might be surprising to learn that thousands of years ago, prehistoric animals roamed this area, including the mighty mastodon, an ancient animal with an outsize physical presence to match its huge historical significance.

Mastodons were shorter than their wooly mammoth cousins, standing at about ten feet tall. They lived in North America, typically near the coasts. They existed up until about ten thousand years ago, toward the end of the Pleistocene Epoch, at which point their species died off completely.

The first mastodon fossil ever discovered anywhere in the world was found in 1705 by a farmer in Claverack, New York, a small town about a hundred miles north of Manhattan. It was a tooth fossil, about the size of a fist. It ended up being a pretty important find.

The word mastodon is Latin for “nipple tooth,” and it’s these uniquely shaped teeth of theirs that distinguish mastodons from their cousins, the woolly mammoth and the modern elephant.

At the time the mastodon tooth was found upstate, some believed it belonged to one of the giants mentioned in the book of Genesis, while others believed it was the damaged tooth of an elephant that had washed ashore to North America during the great flood of Noah’s Ark.

Nobody could have guessed this fossil was a mastodon, because nobody on Earth knew what a mastodon was in 1705. We have a greater understanding of prehistoric animals and extinction now, but that was not always the case, even just three hundred years ago. The concepts of fossils, extinction, or even an Earth more than a few thousand years old were unfamiliar to even the world’s brightest minds. For example, George Washington, who died in 1799, would have had no way of knowing what a dinosaur was.

As far as humanity was concerned, God’s chain of creation remained unbroken, and nothing he created could possibly have gone extinct. That was the thinking, of course, until the discovery of this tooth and the ensuing realization that it could not have belonged to any elephant, not even one of Noah’s. In many ways, paleontology and humanity’s understanding of its own place in geological time can trace its roots to the mastodon and this tooth found in upstate New York.

According to Carl Mehling of the American Museum of Natural History, New York City is home to at least a dozen mastodon fossil sites. But there’s a catch. “Almost none of them exist anymore,” says Mehling. “They were found way before there was a proper repository like us. There are just records of them being found but no specimens.”

One of the more famous discoveries—one that did eventually make its way to the museum—was found in the Inwood neighborhood of Manhattan in 1925. Up on Seaman Avenue, funnily enough, not far from where it intersects with Cumming Street, a new apartment building was under construction. As the crew hollowed out the grounds for the foundation, one of the workers, Mangillo Domenico, noticed a strange discovery. “Bones!” he yelled to his coworkers. Specifically, he had found the lower jawbone and teeth of a young mastodon.

“They must be elephant bones,” said Ambrose Conforti, Domenico’s boss.

Later that day, Dr. C. C. Mook from the American Museum of Natural History was dispatched uptown to collect the bones for preservation. But before he arrived on the scene, Inwood locals had made off with the majority of the specimen. One story, reported in the Sun on March 25, 1925, recounts a construction worker showing the fossils to a local milkman only to have that milkman run away with the bones himself. The New York Times corroborated this account and even managed to get a quote from the sticky-fingered milkman in question. “I want this for Hazel,” he said. “It’ll be a corking thing for the whatnot.”

By the time Dr. Mook arrived on the scene, only three teeth were left for him to bring to the museum. But then two of those remaining three teeth were pickpocketed from him as he made his way from the construction site back to his car only a few blocks away. All told, thirteen of the fourteen teeth found that day were pilfered by locals.

The New York Times article from the following day called keeping such artifacts “atrocious luck.” Perhaps hoping to avoid bad fortune, people eventually sent most of the Inwood bones to the museum.

Despite the relatively small amount of fossilized evidence, Mehling is quick to point out that many mastodons lived and died in New York City. “We have every indication that mastodons were all over the Northeast,” says Mehling. “The fossils in New York City aren’t some rogues who made it here. These animals were New Yorkers. There’s a damn good chance there were mammoths here—and giant ground sloths and native horses too.” The problem is that finding a mastodon fossil—or any fossil, for that matter—in the city is, as Mehling puts it, “insanely hard” because fossils are typically found in sedimentary rock, such as shale, limestone, and sandstone, but New York City’s foundation is mostly metamorphic rock, which produces too much heat and pressure for anything to leave an imprint or a record.

Geologically speaking, New York City is designed to carry on as though the past never existed. Culturally speaking, this rings true too. The city is famously unsentimental. Penn Station, Mars Bar, Ebbets Field—all gone without a trace. Mehling chalks it up to luck that any fossils exist here at all. What makes the Inwood specimen so unique is that it essentially died in the perfect place, where conditions were just right for preservation, and where thousands of years later, New York City was given a rare glimpse into its ancient history.
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