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The Wi ld  S ide

HOW THE COYOTE BROUGHT FIRE

In a Native American folk legend, the Karok Indians tell of fire beings who 

are the only ones in the world to possess fire. With no inclination to share 

the fire, their selfish ways cause the deaths of many young children and 

elderly during the dark, cold days of winter.

With that season rapidly approaching again, the animals call a meeting and 

summon the coyote.  They all agree that the coyote is crafty and cunning 

and will know how to obtain fire. After carefully listening to everybody’s 

opinions on the matter, and everyone in attendance anxiously awaiting the 

coyote’s solution to their problem, the coyote slyly smiles and announces, 

“We’ll take it!”

The coyote, and his entourage, journey to the top of the mountain where the 

fire beings live. The coyote enters their camp with most of the other animals 

hidden in the bushes. There by the fire sit three fire beings. One is of enor-

mous size, fat and ugly, with a small balding head. Snot drips from his nose.  

The other two hags’ eyes burn like red stones at the coyote when one asks; 

“Is someone trying to steal our fire?” “It’s okay”, says the other, “It’s only a 

moth-eaten coyote.” The coyote ignores them and with one eye half-open 

the whole time, lies down and pretends to go to sleep.

The fire beings notice a rustling in the bushes and ask again, “Is someone 

trying to steal our fire?” The three fire beings suddenly rise and go to inves-

tigate. Seeing his opening, the coyote snatches an ember and races down 

the mountain. With both hags in close pursuit, they almost catch him as 

a vulture-like claw touches the tip of his tail and turns it white! Feeling 

the pressure, the coyote tosses the ember to the squirrel who, with heart 

pounding, catches it in his tail and flees as quickly as he can.  The heat of 

the ember scorches and curls his tail. With the hags closing in on him, he 

hands off to the chipmunk. A set of claws scrapes his back, leaving three 

white stripes. Too close for comfort, it is the frog’s turn. Surrounded by 

angry fire beings, one latches on to his tail. Squirming mightily, he leaves his 

tail behind and throws the ember into the wood, who swallows it. The hags 

desperately pound and cut at the wood trying to recapture their beloved 

fire, but to no avail.

With the fire trapped in the wood, the animals and people were no better off 

than they were before. Sensing the despair in the living beings of the world, 

the coyote calls for another council. He explains that fire is a free gift and 

belongs to everybody. All one must do is rub two sticks together, until they 

get itchy, and the wood will release the fire. Everyone now stayed warm in 

the winter and no one died.

That is why to this day, the tip of the coyote’s tail is white, the squirrel’s tail 

is curved, the chipmunk has three white stripes, and the frog has no tail.
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