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Coyote
Canis latrans
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American Jackal, Prairie Wolf, Song Dog, these are a few of the names given to the most common Texas native canine, the Coyote.  Over the years I’ve become uneasily acquainted with the coyote.  

I used to live in rural northern Collin County and I kept a few chickens for eggs.  One afternoon I let them out of the coop for bug patrol while I was weeding the garden.  A short while later I heard the rooster make a strange sound as he stood about 12 feet from me.  I looked up and saw the rooster was mid-way between me and a very large coyote staring intently at and stalking what he believed was his supper.  

I yelled in my best alpha female voice (not at all effective, by the way) and the coyote didn’t budge a bit.  He briefly locked eyes with me and I sensed the wildness in him and an un-nerving lack of fear.  The rooster was inching closer to me which meant the coyote was closing ground also.  I wasn’t enjoying the situation much at all as I had nothing at hand to protect either the rooster or myself.  I thought the rooster was as good as gone but I picked up some dirt clods and began throwing them at the coyote.  After a couple of well placed whacks (I played softball so had good aim) he decided rooster tartar wasn’t worth the effort this day and he trotted off.  

About a week later that same rooster was pecking bugs a little too close to the tree line and all I found of him was a few very colorful feathers.  The coyote is nothing if not patient.  

Coyotes are very adaptable and are more wide-spread throughout Texas now than ever before. They are frequently seen in urban and suburban neighborhoods where they are drawn to pet food, water sources, over filled bird feeders and rodents attracted to the seed, vegetable gardens, and garbage.  Coyotes are smart, fast and agile, able to scale nearly any neighborhood fence if there’s something easy to get to and eat on the other side.  

In the wild a coyote’s diet consists mainly of rabbits, mice, small reptiles, birds, and generally just about anything edible they can find.  At my old country place I noticed they often ate the neighbor’s cantaloupe and watermelons right off the vines in the fields and they feasted on persimmons that fell from native trees every fall and winter.  

A Texas coyote weighs about 20-35 lbs with the males slightly larger than the females.  They have long pointed ears and long narrow muzzles and their color varies from gray to brown to rust.  Unfortunately many coyotes these days have little to no fur at all due to mange.  Sometimes hairless coyotes are mistakenly identified as the mythical Chupacabra of Mexican legends, as they appear very different when not wearing their fluffy fur coats.  Coyotes are vulnerable to the same diseases and illnesses as our domestic dogs and a common killer is canine distemper which can be transmitted to unvaccinated pets.  Coyotes can also succumb to parvo virus and rabies so if you see a coyote acting strangely, especially during the daytime, it’s best to notify local animal control.  

Coyotes mate in late January to late March and have an average litter of 6 pups of which only 30% to 50% survive to adulthood.  Many pups are lost to diseases but the Great Horned Owl is known to have a fondness for tasty young pups and owls hunt at night when coyotes are most active.  

You will rarely see a pack of coyotes hunting together.  Most of the time they hunt singly or in pairs but one night while driving home I counted 7 pairs of eye-shine in a recently harvested wheat field.  That was the most coyotes I’d ever seen together and there were obvious young ones in the bunch.  A pack of coyotes consists of a mated pair and their female yearlings and younger pups but their pack bonds are not strong so the members often stray.  

In the rare winters it snowed in Collin County, I enjoyed tracking coyotes.  Their rambling hunting style became apparent when displayed in snow. I often wondered why a coyote would be walking a direct line then suddenly walk a large circle in my front yard.  Maybe it was just to let me know he was in the neighborhood.  

In spite of a couple of scary encounters with coyotes I like to listen to them sing.  They are most vocal in the evening and early morning and their songs range from yips, yaps and barks to full out howling.  My old Labrador didn’t appreciate the howling though.  Whenever we were out walking and he heard a coyote sound off, he always put me between himself and the song dog!

I live in the suburbs now but I still see a coyote every once in a while and I sometimes hear them singing from a nearby creek.  Sometimes we’ll see one running through the lot behind Cristina’s and not long ago I saw one trotting down the middle of my street about 9PM.  I like knowing there’s still a little wildness of the animal sort in the cities and suburbs.  The coyote is a good reminder of that.  
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