
  

  1 Tracking—Science or Art?


  It’s both, of course. There are specific techniques that will help you maximize your success in finding and deciphering tracks and sign, but the more creative you are in your approach to the science, the more you’ll get out of it. Let’s look at technique first.


  When to Track


  It makes sense that if you want to decipher the activities of nocturnal animals, the best time to do it is as soon as possible after those animals have been active, in the early morning, before the tracks can be blurred by wind or trampled over by humans. But there’s an even bigger advantage to tracking early in the morning: When the sun is low in the sky, it casts a shadow into tracks that make them pop out of the background—as long as you are looking toward the sun. Do an experiment—find some soft dirt early on a sunny morning and plant one of your own footprints in it. Walk 10 feet or so toward the sun and look back at your track. Now walk to the other side of it, so the sun is shining into the track and into your face. See how the shadow makes the print jump out? Walking toward the sun is one of the most effective techniques you can use to spot tracks. If you have to walk away from the sun while looking, be sure to turn around every few feet and check back along your path. We’ve lost count of how many times we’ve found tracks that were virtually invisible with the sun behind us but which became obvious once we looked the other way.


  Late afternoon light is just as effective for highlighting tracks, although they might be a bit more indistinct after a day of breeze or other traffic. But what if the only time you can be out is at midday? The trick is to carry a mirror about the size of a large track (we use 4- by 5-inch signaling mirrors because they’re sturdy enough to carry in a back pocket). If you spot something that looks like a print but has no definition, try this: Squat down and shade the track with your body, then use the mirror to shine reflected sunlight on the track from just a foot or so off the ground. What you’re doing, in essence, is creating slanting early morning light, and you’ll be surprised at how effective it is. We once positively identified mountain lion tracks along an important wildlife movement corridor with just this trick. On overcast days, a good flashlight can produce similar results.


  Where to Track


  You can track anywhere, but hiking trails and dirt roads are used by many animals as it is just as easy for them to travel that way as it is for humans. We once tracked a mountain lion for over 4 miles as she walked straight down a canyon road after sauntering past our house. Also, the substrate of trails and dirt roads is continuously pulverized, making it softer and better able to register clear tracks. Other excellent places to look for tracks include the banks of streams and ponds, where mud preserves tracks well. A field after a fresh snowfall can be a virtual encyclopedia of tracks.


  Some notes on substrates:


  • A thin layer of fine dirt over a firm underlayer (such as that well-traveled dirt road) is superb for registering a perfect track imprint. However, a crisp track in fine dirt is very susceptible to wind blurring—not to mention getting destroyed completely if a vehicle drives over it. It’s best to check dirt roads early in the morning.


  • Fairly firm mud can also provide an excellent canvas for tracks and will retain a clear image as it hardens. Very soft mud, however, can distort tracks wildly, creating what appears to be a huge imprint as the soft material is pushed up and away from the animal’s foot as it sinks into the ooze. Our favorite plaster cast is one Jonathan managed to get home intact from Zambia. He was at a camp in the Luangwa Valley and had a bucket-style shower in his tent after a day of hiking. The water ran out under the canvas—and the next morning, he found an enormous male lion track perfectly placed in the center of it.


  • Coarse sand takes tracks poorly—it’s obvious there is a print there, but many times, there is zero detail, and the depression could just as easily be a coyote or a deer.


  • Forest soils are theoretically good for tracking; unfortunately they’re usually covered by a carpet of leaves. You need to search for clearings or trails, where the leaves tend to be scuffed away.


  • Snow is a highly variable substrate for tracking. New powder will clearly indicate that an animal has passed, but detail might be completely lacking. On the other hand, old crusted snow might not show any sign at all that a good-sized animal has walked over it. A thin layer of slightly wet snow is excellent for registering clear tracks, as is frozen older snow with a thin new layer on top.


  [image: A cougar track in firm mud remains clear after the substrate has dried.]


  A cougar track in firm mud remains clear after the substrate has dried.


  [image: These coyote tracks show up well in a light snowfall. Note the obvious X in the print on the right.]


  These coyote tracks show up well in a light snowfall. Note the obvious X in the print on the right.


  How to Track


  As you move along a trail looking for prints, especially early in the morning, it’s important not to destroy a track set you might not yet have noticed. Don’t walk in the middle of the trail where tracks are most likely to show. You should walk off on the edge of the trail (or in the harder center of a two-track road), where prints would not be as likely to register and walking over them will not do so much harm. Go slowly—tracking is rarely an aerobic exercise!


  [image: Even in flat light this line of cougar tracks shows up well in slightly damp sand, which darkens as it is compressed. Note how well the three-lobed metacarpal and metatarsal pads show up.]


  Even in flat light this line of cougar tracks shows up well in slightly damp sand, which darkens as it is compressed. Note how well the three-lobed metacarpal and metatarsal pads show up.


  Once you spot a track, it’s natural to get excited and immediately cluster around with your companions to examine it. Don’t. Stop where you are (and tell everyone else to stop) and see if you can spot other prints. Often the first track you see will not be the clearest one in a string, and if you trample others, you could ruin your chances of getting positive identification or finding out anything else about the animal. We like to paraphrase an old aphorism to remind us not to rush things: “Don’t just do something; stand there.” If you can’t see any other tracks, go ahead and move closer to the one you spotted, keeping an eye out for others—there almost always will be others. Now you can determine the path of the animal and the direction of travel and look for the clearest tracks to make an identification.


  What Else to Consider


  Successful tracking doesn’t involve simply identifying prints with a picture. The more knowledge you have of the natural history of the animal and of your area, the more effective you’ll be.


  Obviously, the most basic thing to consider once you think you’ve identified a track is whether or not you are in that animal’s known range. For example, if you find a bear track in the coastal mountains of southern California, it is far, far more likely to have been made by a black bear than a grizzly. Habitat within that known range is important as well. A fox track in the mountainous oak woodlands in southern Arizona is much more likely to have been made by a gray fox than a kit fox. Both can be found in that part of the state, but the kit fox inhabits low deserts.


  Keep in mind geographic differences in size. Animals in warm southern climates are usually smaller than the same species in the northern parts of the range. A desert coyote might weigh 20 or 25 pounds; one from a northern forest could be close to twice that, with a corresponding difference in track measurements. This book is intended as a general guide; local track cards or books for your own area can offer specifics on what track sizes to expect.


  [image: Body (and track) size in most mammal species increases the farther north they are found. This is a wolf print from north of the Arctic Circle. A print from a Mexican wolf in Arizona would be noticeably smaller.]


  Body (and track) size in most mammal species increases the farther north they are found. This is a wolf print from north of the Arctic Circle. A print from a Mexican wolf in Arizona would be noticeably smaller.


  Lastly, although it might sound silly, don’t forget to look around for real live animals as you track! Twice that we can remember, we had been following a set of tracks and looked up to see the animal that made them was staring at us with intense curiosity. Another incident was a bit more startling. We were on our way home to the



  

  APPENDIX A: BASIC TRACKING KIT


  You can enjoy tracking with no equipment at all except your eyes, but if you want to be as successful as possible, and especially if you want to keep a record of your findings, you’ll want a kit comprising many of the things we’ve already discussed:


  • Camera


  • Folding tracking ruler (see Chapter 5)


  • Mirror


  • Flashlight


  • Plaster casting kit (see Chapter 5)


  • Tracing kit (see Chapter 5)


  • Field notebook


  • Binoculars (for spotting actual animals!)


  • GPS device or an app on your GPS-enabled smartphone, such as Gaia GPS or the Compass app on Apple phones (to record an accurate location)


  • Local track guide or book


  • Brimmed hat (surprisingly effective for reducing glare while looking for tracks)


  • You can carry this kit in anything, but we like a shoulder-carry field bag, such as those made by Filson, to keep everything organized and convenient.



  

  APPENDIX B: ADDITIONAL RESOURCES


  Books


  Burt, William H., and Richard P. Grossenheider. A Field Guide to the Mammals of America North of Mexico. Peterson Field Guides, Houghton Mifflin, 1998. The best field guide to animal identification, range, and behavior.


  Halfpenny, James. A Field Guide to Mammal Tracking in North America. Johnson Books, 1988. Excellent for technical details of print physiology and measurements. Halfpenny also has about a half dozen other fine books on regional tracks and scat in the western United States.


  Morse, Susan C. Wildlife and Habitats. Keeping Track, 2021. Engaging, easy-to-use reference for tracking, identifying, and understanding wildlife. keepingtrack.org.


  Murie, Olaus J. Animal Tracks. 2nd ed. Peterson Field Guides, Houghton Mifflin, 1998. The best natural history tracking book ever written, and perhaps ever to be written, by one of America’s greatest naturalists.


  The Smithsonian Book of North American Mammals. Smithsonian Institution Press, 1999. The most comprehensive, up-to-date resource on mammals of North America. For serious students of tracking and mammals.


  Resendez, Paul. Tracking and the Art of Seeing. Collins Reference; 2nd edition, 1999.


  Schools and Classes


  A Naturalist’s World (P.O. Box 989, Gardiner, MT 59030; tracknature.com). On-site field classes with James Halfpenny and Diann Thompson.


  Earth Skills (1113 Cougar Ct., Frazier Park, CA 93225; 661-245-0318; earthskills.com). A nature and wilderness skills school that offers excellent beginning to advanced tracking classes in the West.


  Keeping Track (P.O. Box 1115, Richmond, VT 05477; keepingtrack.org). Sue Morse’s organization teaches animal tracking with a focus on conservation.


  The Tracker School, Inc. (529 Route 9, Unit #10, Waretown, NJ 08758; 609-242-0350; trackerschool.com). Tom Brown Jr.’s tracking, nature, and wilderness survival school.


  Conservation Resources


  Sue Morse continues to be the hub upon which most conservation-related tracking efforts turn. Keeping Track (P.O. Box 1115, Richmond, VT 05477; keepingtrack.org)


  Online Resources


  NatureTracking.com and its companion app by wildlife biologist Jonah Evans is a superb, modern resource and worth spending a lot of time studying.


  The Bear Tracker’s Den (bear-tracker.com) is an exhaustive, if charmingly old-school, website with lots of track ID pages, natural history, sounds, animation, links, resources, and ideas for educators.



  

  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  Award-winning authors and naturalists Roseann and Jonathan Hanson have worked as a team for nearly 40 years, exploring and writing about the wilds of North and South America, Europe, and Africa. Jonathan and Roseann teach animal-tracking courses for nonprofit conservation groups. Roseann’s latest book, Master of Field Arts, includes a skill-section on wildlife tracking. They live in Tucson, Arizona, and Fairbanks, Alaska. You can join their email list and find out about field arts workshops, including tracking, at exploringoverland.com.
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