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      “A deeply moving book, wonderfully written; brings home the tremendous beauty of depth perception of the natural world and the exquisite intelligence and sensitivity of our kin—the Wolves. It opens up the possibility for us to read the world around us through the sense perception born within us, and opens up the potential for us to reinhabit the world.”

      
        —STEPHEN HARROD 
BUHNER, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET 
TEACHINGS OF PLANTS AND
ENSOULING LANGUAGE
      

      “Entering the Mind of the Tracker points to the wisdom of asking questions rather than having answers.”

      
        —PAUL REZENDES,
AUTHOR OF THE WILD 
WITHIN AND TRACKING AND THE ART 
OF SEEING
      

      “Entering the Mind of the Tracker beautifully demonstrates that outdoor skills are best learned through a deep understanding of environment. Tamarack Song imparts knowledge in a way that is both lyrical and philosophical.”

      
        —TRISTAN GOOLEY, 
EXPEDITION LEADER, AUTHOR OF THE NATURAL 
NAVIGATOR, AND THE ONLY LIVING PERSON 
TO HAVE BOTH FLOWN AND SAILED SOLO ACROSS THE ATLANTIC
      

      “Real stories from the real world, simple and complex at the same time, and well worth pondering!”

      
        —BILL MCKIBBEN,
AUTHOR OF THE END 
OF NATURE AND EARTH: MAKING 
A LIFE ON A TOUGH NEW 
PLANET
      

      “I couldn’t put this book down. Tamarack is not telling us the mere mundanities of tracking—he’s showing us a complete communication system that is largely unknown to modern man. Beginning trackers and generalists will love this window into the world of hidden knowledge, and experts will find these stories helpful, insightful, inspiring.”

      
        —CHRISTOPHER NYERGES, 
PRIMITIVE SKILLS INSTRUCTOR, AUTHOR OF HOW TO SURVIVE 
ANYWHERE, AND FORMER EDITOR OF WILDERNESS 
WAY MAGAZINE
      

      “Come in from the cold and warm your heart by the fire of tradition. Master tracker and storyteller Tamarack Song shares the stories and wisdom of a life spent in search of the Ancestral Self. It is trailcraft for the soul.”

      
        —STEVE WATTS, ABORIGINAL 
STUDIES PROGRAM, SCHIELE 
MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY; 
AND PRESIDENT OF THE SOCIETY OF PRIMITIVE 
TECHNOLOGY
      

      “To track is to live the life of the quarry—mentally, spiritually, and physically. Very few trackers ever reach this level of mastery. Entering the Mind of the Tracker will help you discover the salient truths known by those few, like Tamarack, who have shadowed all living things. Here is a window to the beautiful and foundational knowledge provided by a lifetime of tutelage at the feet of Mother Nature.”

      
        —TY CUNNINGHAM, FOUNDER 
AND TRACKING HISTORIAN OF THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY 
OF PROFESSIONAL TRACKERS
      

      “Tracking has become a left-brained skill, involving ruler, track analysis, and GPS to know an animal from its tracks. In Entering the Mind of the Tracker, Tamarack Song offers an intuitive, Zen-like alternative, suggesting that we don’t need to learn to track any more than a Wolf needs to be reminded that he is a hunter. Tracking is in our nature. Whether you are an experienced tracker seeking to improve your ability or a novice intimidated by the left-brained science of conventional tracking, this book opens up exciting opportunities to connect with the story of the land.”

      
        —THOMAS J. ELPEL, 
AUTHOR OF BOTANY IN A DAY 
AND FOUNDER OF HOLLOWTOP OUTDOOR 
PRIMITIVE SCHOOL
      

      “Entering the Mind of the Tracker is a marvelous book written by a master storyteller and tracker. Through its powerful and poignant stories you will feel absorbed in the world and spirit of Nature.”

      
        —JOSEPH CORNELL,
FOUNDER OF THE SHARING NATURE 
FOUNDATION AND AUTHOR OF SHARING 
NATURE WITH CHILDREN
AND JOHN MUIR: 
MY LIFE WITH NATURE
      

      “When a human being has passion for wild places, / And pauses, comprehending the spaces around, / Then the tiny notice of a bent twig graces / All the story inside that certain spot of ground. / Such is the inner passion of Tamarack Song, / His stories reflecting the seeing parts of his days / That are so large and informing to us who long/For the revelation of observation’s ways.”

      
        —LARRY DEAN OLSEN, 
AUTHOR OF OUTDOOR SURVIVAL 
SKILLS, PROGENITOR OF WILDERNESS THERAPY, AND FOUNDER 
OF THE STONE AGE 
SKILLS MOVEMENT
      

      “Brilliant! So fresh, so enticing, even seasoned trackers will be blown wide open, the novice will be jump-started years ahead, and teachers and guides will rejoice! Tamarack Song melds ancient wisdom with modern knowledge and offers us a fun, full, fantastic learning experience.”

      
        —ROBIN BLANKENSHIP, 
FOUNDER OF EARTH KNACK PRIMITIVE 
SKILLS SCHOOL AND AUTHOR OF EARTH 
KNACK: STONE AGE 
SKILLS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY
      

    

  
    
       

       

      
        The chapters of my life are tales of Wolf tracks across my days and dreams. I am grateful for this opportunity to share the story of what I have learned from Wolf and his animal kin, and to dedicate this book to the future of Wolf and human living again in harmony.
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      All author proceeds from this book go to support the creation of the Brother Wolf Foundation, a nonprofit sanctuary for Timber Wolves rescued from puppy mills and backyard pens. Open to the public, the sanctuary will reintroduce people to the once-respectful and mutually beneficial Wolf-human relationship. With Wolf ’s inspiration and example, a new generation can awaken to their innate tracking abilities and learn the ways of living in balance, just as our hunter-gatherer ancestors did. For more information, go to 
www.brotherwolffoundation.org.
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      Foreword

      My name is Bryan Nez, and I have been a tracker in the deserts and mountains of the Southwest for most of my life. In early 2010 I received a mysterious package in the mail. In it there was a manuscript titled In the Shadow of Wolf [this book’s original title]. Considering my time on the U.S. Customs unit called the “Shadow Wolves,” I was a bit interested, so I opened it up. I then couldn’t put down. It brought me back to the way I learned tracking from my father and grandfather, who taught it the Old Way.

      I teach tracking all over the world now, yet I don’t stray far from my roots. I was born in Winslow, Arizona, and then started off life in a little town called McNary, near the New Mexico border. Since I am a full-blooded Navajo Indian, my parents wanted me to be near my grandfather on the Navajo Reservation, so we moved back when I was very young. There I learned about the environment we lived in and about how to be with it. It was here that I began to learn how to track. I assume that a fair number of people reading this book are looking for clues on how to be a better tracker, and in many ways it starts here, with a book just like this. But first, I have a little scenario for you.

      Imagine yourself stepping into a warehouse and from the front door to the back wall there is nothing but file cabinets. That’s your life—at the far end is your birth and up at the front door, that’s the present. You see yourself starting at the front and going through the files, all the way to the back of the building. There, after the last cabinet, is a small door on the wall with a knob and hinges that are all rusty. You open it and it creaks—it’s stiff and heavy. Inside it is dark, and there is dust on the ground and cobwebs hanging. At the far end of the room, in a corner, you see a little bundle. You walk over to it, pick it up, and bring it out. Brush off the cobwebs and dust, open it up, and you have all your tracking and survival techniques from the Old Days—it’s all right there. Find it, and I’ll tell you this: within a day, you’ll be tracking.

      You’ll keep getting better with practice, but what happens is that both seasoned trackers and new trackers forget they have this bundle. Time and again—even when I pick up this book—I am reminded of something that is easy to forget nowadays, which is those things that keep us connected to our bundle: its story, community, history, and tradition that are so important in the Old Ways. Many of my students confess before we start tracking: “I’ve never done this before,” “I’m not a tracker,” or “I don’t know how to track.” I tell them, “It’s in you already; it’s just that your mind is clouded. You’ve got to open and relax, and your bundle—your tracking mind—is there.” It’s not just staying away from computer gizmos. Let me illustrate by telling a little more of my story.

      My training began as a game. Like many on the reservation, I attended boarding school, in a place called Leupp, Arizona. It was very strict, military-like training—you had to march to wherever you were going. I had long hair, and they cut it down like a military crew cut. We were told not to speak our own language, to speak English only. If you got caught speaking Navajo, you’d get a “whupping” for it.

      On weekends the parents would come and check you out of school; but if the parents didn’t show up, the kids would be stranded at the school over the weekend. Some of us kids would try to run away because we were homesick, and sometimes home was seventy miles away.

      I was one of the kids that tried to run away. The older kids were trackers, so the teachers would send them out to get us. They’d come after us and find us every time. We’d sit around out there and after a while they’d say, “Okay, we’ll give you an hour; you take off and we’ll see if we can find you again. Go!” And off we went. We’d try to sneak around and backtrack, do all sorts of stuff to try to get away from them, but we never did. When I grew up a little, I became one of the trackers, and I’d play the same game with the younger ones.

      That was some of my training. At home on the reservation, my mother and grandfather got me going on tracking, counter tracking, and survival—they taught me what vegetation was edible and what was for medicine—and what was poisonous. I learned to hunt, cook, and skin wild animals. We had a lot of night training, a lot of war games between relatives. Story was a good part of the training: my grandfather told us stories of the neighboring tribe coming into our territory and acting badly. That was his side of the story, and I think he told us things like that to keep us sharp and out of trouble.

      Stories and tradition tell us what to do, what not to do. I’d tell any new tracker to begin with tradition and history and stories just like in this book. If they’re going to track, don’t first go out and find tracks. In the Old Days, things were passed on by word of mouth. There were no written languages, so everything was verbal—it’s how the ceremonies, the songs, and the traditions were kept intact and passed on from one generation to the next. This is how I teach, and this is how we learn. I tell a young tracker stories about how turkey got his white tail or how bear got his feet switched around, which is why he walks with his toes turned in. Even little stories have power—go out and find stories—they teach so much more than any tracking manual out there. That’s why this book of stories is a manual on tracking, and one I value.

      Tracking is story, and all tracks tell one. Once you get good at listening to stories, you’ll be better able to hear the stories of the tracks. Stories teach us how to be thankful for the animals and for the land that we live on. I believe this is a first step for any tracker. Talk and give thanks to the creator. Sit down outside and listen to the trees, to the wind blowing through the branches and the leaves swishing. Then go talk to the elders—listen to the ones who knew a different life. Ask them about their experiences, and they will teach you the ways that you might not know yet. And then go to another tracker, learn the best of his stuff; and go to another tracker and learn the best of his stuff. Combine those skills and make them your own.

      If you’re looking for tracks, you have to situate yourself to listen. You have to listen to what the footprint is telling you, and that’s not going to be heard by staring straight down into the track. Tamarack’s book reminds us to step back and listen to the story of the being who made the track. Everything leaves sign, no matter how good you are. If you’re a cougar, you leave a track; if you’re a man, you leave a track. Even the wind leaves a track.

      But we forget. Often I tell my students that I’m still a student too, and will be until the day I die. Out in the field I’ll ask them, “What do you see?” and they’ll mention something that I’d forgotten. It’s a cycle—like the seasons, everything goes in a circle. When you teach someone something, they’ll show you something that you had forgotten, and it returns to you. This book is like that—the stories are reminders of basics that we need to stay in touch with. The stories are to pass down, to tell around a fire or a meal, or around a track deep in the woods. Read these stories and share them, and tell your own stories and share them often. They will remind you. When you teach or tell a story, you’ve unknowingly recorded something for those listening, even though it’s not written. It stays with them, and they’ll come back and tell you, in one form or another, and you’ll remember again.

      I read this book cover-to-cover, and I will go back to it again. It is a bible of sorts—the best tracking manual there is—it is all there. And I value it because it is the Old Way—it holds what I learned from my dad and grandfather. We are quickly forgetting the Old Ways, not just in tracking, but in how we are with the world. I hope you find what I have found here, and I hope you continue to share it—it’s something that we need to keep alive.

      BRYAN NEZ,

      FORMER SHADOW WOLF

       

      Bryan Nez is a retired senior member of the legendary Shadow Wolves, the elite U.S. Immigration and Customs Service unit that apprehends drug smugglers crossing the U.S./Mexican border. Based on the Tohono O’odham Indian reservation in southern Arizona, the unit is comprised solely of American Indian men and women who use traditional tracking skills handed down from generation to generation. Bryan now trains the tactical tracking units of many nations around the world.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      Tracking in the Shadow of Wolf
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      She feels it deep in her bones: old, old memories she has never lived, yet she knows them like she has. She hears it: a guiding voice that is already inside her, while at the same time it comes from all around like an echo in a box canyon. Not only with her ears does she listen, but with all of her senses. And she sees it, not with her eyes, but throughout her body, in every muscle and nerve. It gets hold of her, enticing her to go quickly this way and then that, to be bold and then cautious. All the while the exhilaration—the tingling of her every fiber—melds her seamlessly with her surroundings. She and her prey are one—she was clearly made to do nothing else but track.

      This is what a Wolf*1 experiences on the hunt, as I observed it while living with them. It is no different from what you or I would feel when on the trail of an animal, because we are just like Wolf—we are born trackers.

      We rely on our tracking ability throughout the day. In fact, it is so vital to our existence that we would be literally lost without it. Whether we are finding our way across town, tracking down a set of keys, keeping track of the kids, or simply shopping, we are tracking. But our ability does not stop there—it extends to the qualitative aspects of life, such as planning a vacation, looking for a mate, wondering why we feel the way we do, and sensing what others are thinking.

      We do all this and more, even though we may never have taken a tracking course. We inherited the talent from our Paleolithic ancestors, who were already hunting cooperatively 400,000 years ago†11 and developing a tracking ability unique to the animal world. They could envision scenarios, whereas other animals had to rely primarily on their senses and intuition. Over the generations, human tracking evolved into the highly refined, inheritable trait that guides us through our days.

      As with all innate abilities, our tracking aptitude improves with practice. We had to find our way around town a number of times before we could do it with confidence, and the same is true of trailing animals. This book is a tool that will guide and inspire you to gain the experience to improve your tracking ability. You will increase your working knowledge of animal behavior and all of nature. It is my hope that the tracker inside you will awaken while you walk alongside the characters in the story. And then the next time you wander into the farther places, you might see and hear in a deeper way—a way that draws you into the song of the track.

      But this is not just about finding animals or lost keys. As we become better trackers, life in general transforms into a healthier, richer experience. Tracking becomes a metaphor for conscious living as we apply what we have learned on the trail. We become more connected with the life around us and we grow more in touch with our inner life—our passions and feelings. We learn to better express ourselves and listen. We are more able to meet our needs and help others. We discover how to embrace the Zen—the essence—of life.

      To become an effective tracker is to become the animal we are tracking. If we can feel the pull of her needs and the strain of her fears, we will know why she does what she does and where we can find her. When we have this kind of intimate connection with the life around us, we are going to be caring and responsible earth stewards. The purpose of this book is to help us become the animal we track and make her world ours.

      To become the animal, we first need to be hungry. An animal hunts to eat, and hunger is her motivation. A full belly numbs a Wolf ’s senses and puts her to sleep, while hunger super-sensitizes her so she can feel, see, and hear things she might otherwise miss. We are designed the same way: our ancestors became the animal and tracked for the same reason as Wolf.

      If we are going to learn well, our drive must also be hunger. There are many kinds of hunger, so our motivations will not all be the same. Except for one—failure. Success dulls, failure teaches. Expect your progress to be slow at first, and you may get confused and frustrated. Invite it and be thankful for it, because it means that you are learning.

      Keep in mind that you are in good company when you fail. As experienced as a Wolf might be, he is hardly always successful. He and his pack might chase ten Moose before they take one. The many misses gift the pack with what native Elders tell me is the teaching trail. It doesn’t take us to the animal, but it gives us the experience we need to learn the way. At the same time, the prey gets the trial they need to become better survivors. The weak, slow, and dull go to the skilled tracker, which keeps the prey strong and bright.

      I was fortunate to have learned tracking directly from Wolves, by training with them and listening to their stories. As a kid, I spent all my free time in the woods and swamps surrounding the small farming town where I grew up. To me, Wolf was the mystic symbol of the wilder places beyond. I read, dreamt, and fantasized about Wolves tracking their prey and raising their pups. I wanted to live with them. When I wound through the understory, I was a Wolf; when I napped in the sun, I was a Wolf. I stalked on soft paws and scanned the forest through sharp amber eyes. When I saw a hillside den, it was the home of my pack. It didn’t matter that there were no longer any Wolves within hundreds of miles; Wolf ’s spirit was my spirit.

      When I turned twenty-one, I camped for a few days on a high stream bank in a northern Wisconsin wilderness. One night I heard a lone howl. My gut tightened, I stopped breathing, and my eyes strained to make something out. I wanted to know what direction it came from and if there was more than one. At the same time, I wondered if I wanted it to be a howl so bad that I was practicing some creative hearing with a far-off Owl’s hoot.

      The next morning, I tracked him—or at least I convinced myself that I did—and I found what I thought could be Wolf scat. Nearby were the remains of a long-dead Deer. It had to be one of his kills, so I made sure to find all the supportive sign I needed. A few hairs that were probably from the Deer’s belly became the Wolf ’s, and the sap-stained bark at the base of a nearby Tree turned into his urine scent marking. I don’t know what I could have done to stray any further from the tracker’s first directive, “Be as a question.”

      Shortly after that experience, a friend came by to tell me he had stopped in at a little Northwoods roadside zoo that had a pair of Wolves who had just given birth to pups. At first light the next morning, I was on the road and heading north.

      Each pen held a well-known Northwoods animal: Porcupine, Raccoon, Beaver, Fox, Red and Gray Squirrel, White-Tailed Deer, and Black Bear, along with a huge Snapping Turtle and a ghostly looking albino Deer. The centerpiece of the menagerie was a pair of Wolves.

      But where were the pups? “In the house,” said the proprietor. The place wasn’t busy and he was an obliging person, so I was soon looking down into the bathtub at four eleven-day-old pups with eyes still not open. He said they had just been taken from the pen the night before.

      I asked how much he would take for a pup.

      “Two hundred dollars,” he replied. “But if you want one, you’ll have to take it now. We’re leaving for the weekend and don’t have anyone to take care of them.”

      “Will you take four hundred dollars for the litter?”

      One pup died right away, for no obvious reason, while the others thrived on regular bottle feedings and all the attention they could handle. Don, a Mahican Indian friend, along with his grandmother, a tribal Elder, helped name them. The female, who grew up to be lanky and inquisitive, became Simbut Meaxtkaoin Mahican, or Silver Wolf. She had a determined way of being that resonated with mine—we were soul mates. The middle pup, simply called Wolfie, was Simbut’s agile male counterpart and future mate. I could already see within the first few days by his cleverness and attention to detail that he was destined to be the pack leader. Deshum Nashak, or Earth Thunderer, was half-again bigger than his brother. His size commanded respect, but it didn’t take long for anyone to see that he was just a big, gentle teddy bear.

      Very soon after their eyes opened, they began the ritual of forming a pack. Being their parent and favorite wrestling buddy, I was included in the process. But not automatically—I had to work out my role as a scout, nurturer, or leader, just as each of the Wolves did. Through eating, tussling, running, and napping together, we came to know each other’s qualities and temperaments. Along the way, I learned their complex posture, facial gesture, and vocalization-based language. At first I was confused with what I took to be irrational behaviors, and in time I learned that even the simplest and most subtle of changes could mean something: a blank-looking stare said to back off because something important caught their attention, a slight tightening of the shoulder ruff showed a hint of fear, and a faint loosening of the ruff signaled budding anger. This turned out to be important training for catching the nuances of sign that I could easily overlook when on the trail of an animal.

      With Wolves, there is no simple “hello” and “goodbye.” They have traditional greeting and parting protocols that took me time to learn and get used to. Joining them usually involved a high-energy exchange of shoves, soft bites, and licks. Before they’d let me leave, I’d have to help them wind down by pinning each one to the ground by the neck and rubbing his belly. But I had to be careful—they liked it so much that I risked getting peed on.

      It took me a while to get used to their solid sense of presence and unwavering sincerity. They were upfront with their feelings, which quickly earned my trust and respect. At the same time, my relationship with them caused me to realize how insincere I was in many of my human relationships. Even with the Wolves, I would sometimes out of habit fake being fully present and involved. Only they saw straight through me and responded instead to what I was really feeling. If I drifted off into some fantasy, they would either take advantage of me by nipping and pouncing, or they would ignore me. There was no in between: it was the only way they knew, and the only way they would have me. It forced me to be emotionally honest with them, and in turn with myself.

      Sometimes I appreciated the guidance, and sometimes I would react. Who were they to turn their backs on me? I didn’t like being called on my stuff and not being accepted for the way I was. Maybe I was insincere now and then, but what else could anyone have expected? I told myself they just didn’t understand the emotional charades we humans had to play to get through a day.

      At the time, humans took up much of my day, but Wolves filled my heart. Only the Wolves didn’t tolerate my whining about work or housemates any more than they put up with my lack of presence. By insisting on sincerity, they had me realize that my struggle was not with other people, but with myself. In my finer moments—when my ego wasn’t too bruised—I could see that many of the people I judged were seeking the same connection with the essence of life that I was. In running from my kind, I was only running from myself and into a lonely corner.

      Two years later, they had their first pups—three beautiful charcoal-colored balls of fur—in a den Simbut dug under a downed Tree. Watching her try to reject the doghouse-style den I made for her helped me realize the prominent role instinct plays in an animal’s life. At first I was anxious about crawling into the den, but Simbut didn’t show me even a slight raise of the lip.

      With forming a pack and developing hunting skills, Wolfie, Simbut, and Deshum Nashak were making it possible for their descendants to someday re-inhabit their ancestral land. I knew we could progress even more with the pups learning from the pack and growing up on wild game. As soon as they could run, we practiced the skills of the hunt together by playing tag, hide-and-seek, and stalk-and-ambush. Often we’d pair up and read each other’s cues to coordinate our chases or find whoever had hidden. By watching them exercise their ability to hear the song of the track, I got more in touch with my own intuitive ability.

      Together we discovered and developed our tracking intelligences, which showed how innate they were, by how natural they came to feel. It was as though our young minds had old memories guiding each step on the trail and showing us how to work together as a pack. We were each proficient at a different aspect of the stalk and the chase, and still we worked synchronistically, like the organs in an organism. And it wasn’t just us. Blue Jay’s warning call diverted the attention of those we stalked, Tree’s shadows disguised us, Wind took our scent away. The tracker, I learned, was not any of us alone, but all of us together.

      The bigger the pups grew, the more intently they studied each other’s moves, and the more complex their games of chase and tag became. The cleverer one got, the faster the other figured it out. They got better and better at anticipating each other’s moves—a skill I call shadowing— to the point where I feared there wasn’t going to be any sport left in the game.

      I should have known that reaching the top of one hill only gives a view of the next one. Their shadowing soon took on another level of complexity, with the pursued one skipping her next expected move to throw the pursuer off. Not to be outdone, the pursuer would appear to abandon the chase, only to cut over and intercept the pursued where he thought he was going to be in the clear. A favorite of theirs was to tightly shadow me and then veer off. As soon as I no longer felt anyone at my heels, I knew he’d be waiting right where my move to lose them was going to take me. But it was too late for me to execute a counter-move and save face. I was a Mouse being played with by a Cat. If those pups played our team sports, they’d have been champions.

      Even though someone would occasionally get outsmarted, he seldom gave up. And he always acted surprised when his moves didn’t work. I saw it as an example of how success in the hunt—and success in surviving if you are the one being hunted—takes a strong belief in self.

      I guess I didn’t have the level of self-confidence they did, because I’d sometimes get discouraged and take a sideline seat after getting outsmarted a few times in a row. My excuse was that I was used to playing with Sled Dogs, who had different—easier—game rules. At first I found the Wolf pups to be unpredictable, and that is because I expected them to act like Dog pups. Wolves seemed more catlike than doglike, with minds of their own and a sense of presence that made them appear aloof. They wouldn’t easily submit like a Dog, and I imagined they’d be hard to train to any doglike regimen. It didn’t take me long to realize I was playing with a truly wild creature, which taught me much about the ways of wild animals in general.

      The pups played like the game was everything. They made wrong moves and went tumbling head over heels, only to pop back up and hardly miss a beat. When I wiped out, I’d just lay there laughing at how silly I must have looked. And oh, did I pay for it! They were all over me with dirty paws and slobbery tongues, happy to capitalize on my quirky human behavior.

      Those pups could be completely consumed in play and still switch gears in a flash. A sudden wind or strange sound could have them freeze with ears perked. Sometimes whatever it was would dampen their spirits for play and they’d wander off, take naps, or stare off into space. These seemingly spontaneous acts got me used to animals’ free-form thinking and helped me look differently at confusing signs.

      At first when I was abandoned in the middle of play, I took it personally. I’d never think of turning my back on someone without an explanation. It took longer than I care to admit for me to realize they treated each other the same way they treated me. I eventually saw they didn’t need to state the obvious—they were responding to a greater voice: the song of the track. Rather than snubbing anyone, they were caring for each other—me included—by giving their attention to the bigger picture. In order to become a consistently effective tracker, I needed to learn that perspective guides focus.

      One day when the pups were about half grown, we were out in a field hunting Meadow Voles. “Quit playing,” I scolded them jokingly. Right then it hit me: the hunt is a game, so playing games is serious business because it is training for the hunt. No wonder they gave their all to play, and no wonder that even in the heat of sport they kept attuned to the song of the track.

      Several years passed, the pack had pups every spring, and my idyllic apprenticeship continued. Along the way, I got involved in educational efforts to replace the Big Bad Wolf image many held with that of the highly social, compassionate creature he truly was. With such a photogenic and controversial topic, the media was right there to assist. They created such interest that on weekends an endless parade of cars would creep down our normally quiet country road. Kids’ faces pressed against windows in hopes of snatching a glimpse of the fabled creatures.

      And then there were those who believed the only reason the Wolf existed was to be exterminated. An armed contingent stopped by one day to talk about the subject. Alcohol gave them the courage, and unfortunately it also transformed their fear of Wolves to anger. The authorities showed up before a shot was fired, yet the gentlemen accomplished their mission. Declared a public danger because of the passions they unleashed, the pack was taken into custody and split up, with each member sentenced to life behind bars.

      I imagined traveling around to the various zoos to visit them. There I stood with the grandparents and kids, peering through a steel grid at hollow shells with lifeless eyes. Even if I could stomach it, what would I say? What if they went crazy and attacked the fence, trying to reach me to plant their paws on my chest and push me over, as they always did? Or what if they didn’t respond at all—what if they were too far gone to know or care? I needed to walk on, to never see them again.

      Thirty years later, I stood gaping at tracks nearly the size of my hand lacing the edge of the snowbound logging road leading to the trailhead of my wilderness camp. First glance showed one Wolf, but the song of the trail hinted at more. I recalled my old pack stepping in each other’s tracks to save energy in deep snow, so I took another look and saw the occasional duplicate print that indicated a pair. What a feast—the first evidence of Wolves in the Northwoods in many decades! I closed my eyes and luxuriated in a flood of memories.

      No matter where I looked over the next turn of the seasons, I found no Wolf sign. That changed late in the summer when my two youngest children and I went paddling on one of our favorite wilderness rivers. At sunset, everything quieted. Not a Bird sang and the river’s surface was as smoothly polished as the silvery sky. We quit paddling and sat still as the lily pads.

      Over the valley drifted a lone howl, echoed by another. Immediately everything vanished but those two voices. Their unsteadiness, their pitch and timbre, their shy volume, took over my consciousness. If I were standing, I would have buckled. This was not just an adult pair who wandered in from somewhere, nor were they transplants who might or might not hang around. And neither were they fragile pups who may not survive. No, these were frisky adolescents, born and raised here—true natives! I savored a moment of contentment.

      On a cloudy, unseasonably warm afternoon during the next winter, Justin, a student in my year-long wilderness skills course, asked me to take a look at some scat he came across in a small clearing just a stone’s throw from my wigwam. His sparse verbiage told me this was no everyday scat, and so did my intuition. I didn’t need to go identify the scat, but trusting notions is not a characteristic of a dependable tracker. Nor of someone who honors his most important relationships, which this sign signified. Still, my urge to run and tell Lety, my mate, only reinforced my first impression.

      What a scat! It was plump, richly peppered with bone chips, and finely laced with auburn-colored Deer hair. The plug, the first part to come out, was as well-shaped as the working end of a good fire-by-friction drill. And the cone, the last part, tapered artfully down to just a few hairs. This guy was big and healthy and eating well, and he looked to be in the prime of his life, probably three to seven years of age. The secondary sign, which included the scat’s prominent placement, the bold scrape caused by the Wolf kicking snow when finished, and the high-placed urine scent mark on the nearest upwind Tree, told me he was likely a pack’s alpha male.

      After Justin left, I sat in front of the wigwam and listened for the song of the Wolf ’s track. At some point—I seldom remember when it happens—my sense of time left, and I watched him come down from the north and skirt the bog in front of my lodge. He was alone, and he moved with purpose. With all the human sign around, I would expect him to give this area wide berth; however, I looked directly at him as he passed close by, and he gave me no notice.

      At the far end of the clearing, he sniffed the base of several Trees, marked one, and squatted facing the direction from which he came. Having finished, he sampled the air, then his scat, to imprint his own scent. Satisfied, he went back to his scent Tree, smelled it again, and raised his leg high to re-mark it—heavily this time. Without looking back, he continued on south.

      Following communication protocol, I went down to sniff his scent post and mark an adjacent Tree. When he came back this way, my marking would tell him who I was and that I recognized and accepted his presence.

      Right after the next snow, I tracked two hunters, one a bit smaller than the other. They came out of the wilderness, ran down a Deer, feasted, and went back. They returned twice more to feed on the carcass, which lay within sight of the camp trailhead. Again they came so close, and again they left sign so conspicuous it seemed intentional. Was a relationship evolving? Even though I was beaming, I knew from the throes of failure that the most essential Wolf habitat lay in my heart. When Wolf could feel at home there, he could in the woods around me. If I wanted to run with him, I had to be as free as him. I needed to reckon with how his way clashed with the way I was raised, which was to plant rather than hunt and stay on the trail rather than follow the feeling.

      The clash of the old ways with the new was nowhere as blatant as with the neighboring Ojibwe people. Their Cougar, Martin, Sturgeon, and Wolf clan animals were wiped out, but still the people continued with their traditional ceremonies honoring the animals as though they were there. Why didn’t they bury their shattered past, as I had?

      I took my question to the Elders, who told me about the long-ago time when Wolf and human hunted together. Through their kinship, they could see their kinship with all life. Still, the time came for Wolf and human to part. A prophecy was given.

      
        You shall live as two—you have separate journeys to walk. Still, your spirits will remain as one, and as goes the fate of one, so will go the fate of the other. Some of you will come to fear and reject each other, and you will know each other only as images. Yet remember: if you can continue honoring your relationship during this time, you will again run and hunt together. Watch and learn from each other, so that you will never again have to be apart.
      

      So the Wolf clan people would not forget the reason for the separation, they called Wolf Ma’ ingan: He-Who-Makes-Strange. The European invader’s predator extermination policies only accelerated the prophecy’s unfolding.

      Deep down, I understood the Elders’ words. In the past, I had been able to hear only part of Wolf’s song—the Elders’ voice was missing—so I mistakenly thought the time had come for the rejoining of Wolf and human. Neither was ready, yet I wanted it so much. I made myself a trailblazer, and I only ended up fighting destiny and causing misery. Or maybe it was simpler than that, and mine was just the fate of the fool. Another case of a dreamer with delusions. Then again, this could have been another wrinkle in my unfulfilled childhood vision of a free-running life.

      The prophecy grounded me. I realized I was not tracking, but forcing the trail to read what I wanted. Numbing out on self-pity was no longer an option—I now knew I was part of something beyond myself, something I was to serve. The entire experience was a key teaching in how to embrace the Zen of the track.

      Still, I could not find peace with the way Wolf and I were made strange—until one stone-still night on the high bank of a fog-blanketed river. Moonlight gave the waterway the luminance of a mystic trail winding up a shadowed valley. One of my camp mates, a woman with long, dark hair, started to play a drum. With each beat, firelight rippled and shattered on the drumhead. A shape slowly took form and I strained to make it out . . . eyes . . . a muzzle . . . a heavy muzzle. It was him, Deshum Nashak!

      The beat of the drum became his pulse as he took full form. While struggling to get my watering eyes to focus, I fought back a tidal wave of feelings—I needed to stay present. Deshum Nashak helped by acting as though we had just been together yesterday. As usual, he wanted to get right to his favorite game: the staredown. There wasn’t a Wolf I couldn’t beat, which was no big feat if you knew Wolves never focused long on any one thing for fear of losing perspective.

      I was a slow learner back then—I used the word never, which does not exist in the vocabulary of the ever-questioning tracker. Deshum Nashak held my focus as I was drawn through the drumhead. He bounded toward me from across the lush meadow, jumping high to keep me in sight. His nimble form and puppy-like face belied the fact that he weighed nearly what I did. I jumped the meandering stream and we met in a reverie of wild leaps, pinned each other down by the throat, and exposed our bellies to show trust. Like sprightly Deer, we jumped the stream again and again for the sheer joy of it. The entire time he talked to me in the intuitive language known to all natural life. I am well, he said, as is our pack. You can see that Mother Earth is in her primal splendor here. The Deer are fat, and we hunt them together with the humans, as was our way long ago.

      
        [image: image]
      

      Drum’s heartbeat left my chest and I returned to the fire. The drumhead showed only cavorting fire shadows. When the fire faded to embers, I slipped back into the forest shadows and knelt with nothing to say, nothing to offer but a small gift of tears. They fell before me on the ancient trail that still remembered the feel of my Wolf family’s ancestors’ feet.

      When he first looked into the “fierce green fire” of a Wolf ’s eyes, naturalist Aldo Leopold found something known only to her and to the mountain.*2 In the depths of those wild eyes, I found the essence of both Wolf and human. I could see we were born to run and hunt side by side, as when we lived in balance with all life. I saw neither a mythic symbol of some idyllic wilderness nor a blood-lusting varmint. Instead, the brightness of those eyes guided my rebirth as an intuitive tracker. But it was not just Wolf, nor did it have to be him. In the upcoming story, you will see how I and others learned from Spider and Grouse and even family Dogs and Cats. All of our animal Relations are wise and highly intuitive, and they wait to guide us.

      I am now in my elder years, and I walk as both a blue-eyed human with white hair and a blue-eyed white Wolf. I see not as one or the other, but as a creature of the forest. I stalk quarry not as me, but as a hunter in kinship with all hunters. I tell a story not from my memory but from a universal spring effusing the common experience of killing and feasting and loving and grieving. I strive to be as detached from identity as the chased Deer, with the last thing on her mind being the name of her pursuer. All that matters is the terror of the hunt and the lust for another tomorrow.

      The story about learning the skills of the hunt, which I’m now going to tell, took place in the Northwoods of Wisconsin. I’ve lived so close to this land of pristine lakes, soaring pines, and velvet-carpeted bogs that I feel like it birthed me. When I was a young man, I would be up every day with first light and out paddling a new stream to a hidden lake or following a trail to unravel some mystery beneath the dark cedars. I had no job but this, and my only family was the Otters I swam with and the Owls who came to talk with me high in the hemlocks.

      Twenty-five years ago on the fragrant needle-carpeted shore of a quiet lake, I built a wigwam of birch bark sewn with spruce root. Occasionally someone who heard about me would come to visit, and I would take them along on my explorations. They would want to learn what I was doing, which was not just tracking and foraging but true immersion in the wild as I learned it from Wolf.

      More and more people came. To accommodate them, I started the Teaching Drum Outdoor School and began offering weeklong courses. The heart of Wolf was the heart of the school. Our classroom was the wilderness and the curriculum was whatever the trail laid before us. In time the course grew to a year in length, with the students living in the lakeside camp I built. The course became a full-time wilderness experience with no books, phones, or town trips to distract us. We foraged much of our food and I taught awareness, communication, and hunting skills the same way the pack taught them to the pups and me: through example and experience. Sometimes a pack member would give me a hand with the obvious, and at other times I was left to flounder—and I did the same with the students. All I asked of them was what the pack asked of me: that I be willing.

      Students, staff, and friends lace their way through the story, with Wolf as their invisible, ever-present guide. Most of the chapters are transcribed from live storytelling, to capture the spirit of a one-on-one sharing. The story reflects what I have seen and learned, and even more, it shows how much I have yet to learn. Therein lies the yearning—the thrill—to go and again and again become the animal and move like a shadow. I feel like I walk in the footsteps of the old Lakota grandmother Uncheedah, who said, “When you see a new trail or a footprint you do not know, follow it to the point of knowing.”*3

      I’ll start the traditional way my Ojibwe Elders have taught me to begin a storytelling. This person of the Owl clan is called “Tamarack Song,” and he brings this story from Gabe Nishnajida (Ojibwe for Camp Where the Old Way Returns) in the Snowmelting Moon of the Late Snows Winter.

      Now imagine we are sitting around a campfire watching the sun set over the lake. The hum of the high Pines mingles with Owl’s first tentative who-who-a-who. Soon the story will turn the curling smoke into stalking animals and pensive trackers. Listen well, because the best trackers were once the best listeners. So turn the page and we’ll learn from Wolf and the other animals as we join them in the chase and the kill. Leave preconceptions behind and together we will go where one question leads to another, and then another and another.
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      Sweet Fern Rendezvous

      The First Lesson: Opening to the Song of the Track
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      The Ojibwe people here in the Northcountry call March the Snowshoe-Breaking Moon. When the sun begins to climb higher in the sky and the first warm winds from the south lick the aging snow, its surface will soften during the day and refreeze at night. This usually forms a crust that can be walked upon—well, mostly walked upon. When you break through, the crust can give your shins a rap that smarts enough to make you wish you were wearing snowshoes. However, if you do, the crust shows no more mercy to snowshoes than it does to shins.

      Julia, a student who has returned to the yearlong program for a second year, came up with another name—the Foxy-Lady Moon. It happened late one afternoon when she stopped by and asked if I’d come and take a look at some tracks she had just come across about a half mile back in the woods. “Some tracks” was a joke—the site was so trampled it looked like there had been a three-ring circus. But that is typical of soft-spoken Julia, a master of understatement.

      I’ll tell you the story the song of those tracks told us, the way I remember it.

      Fox comes from the west, picking her way through the Alder-choked marsh. At the small stream midway across, she stops to listen and sniff the air for any sign of life. Buried under three feet of snow, the stream might easily go unnoticed. However, her keen senses tell her the waters flow as vibrantly as ever, and that a world of life thrives down there in the warmth and shelter provided by the snow.

      She’d typically go up or downstream to find places where the snow dome collapsed and check the exposed stream banks for food, but not this evening. Something else drives her that is stronger than hunger and more insistent than her usual curiosity.

      As she crosses the stream, her heart must be pounding. A headiness takes over that shows in the brief shortening of her stride and slight widening of her typically narrow straddle. Every fiber of her being tells her she is getting close. Her stride lengthens and her determination shows by her paws imprinting the snow more deeply than normal. It looks like no pain or distraction would deter her now as she brushes against twigs and squeezes ungracefully through tight places that she would otherwise have avoided.

      Just before she breaks over the short, steep rise from the marsh, she pauses, lowers her head, and instinctively samples the previous day’s damp melt air that lays heavy atop the snow. A near-full moon hangs brightly over the meadow just ahead, which makes it feel both safe and dangerous: she can easily see, which means she could also be easily seen. In the green season, the dense Sweet Fern shrubs would afford good cover for her rich orange coat, and at the same time she could easily peer through them. However, now no more than a few bare branch tips poke above the snow.

      “Perfect,” she thinks, “this is better than last year when the snow wasn’t quite as deep.” An ancestral voice within tells her she needs a broad, level surface in the middle of the meadow where her feet won’t get tangled and she can see for a distance in all directions. It is essential that for this, one of the greatest events of her life, she feel safe and unencumbered. She knows she must be able to detect any incursion into the meadow and have much more time than usual to react.

      Her tracks clearly speak her confidence; she has done this before, and she is merely shadowing herself. Flashes of sweet memories might be why she tenses with excitement and digs her toes into the crust while circling into the center of the clearing. The anticipation makes her light-headed, which is shown in her erratic track pattern. It has none of its normal catlike consistency. To make sure she is the only vixen around, she circles the windward side of the clearing with nose pointed upwind and alternately sniffs the scent-pregnant air and the snow. At this late stage of her estrus, she doesn’t care if other males come and go—or not go—as practically anyone will do. This is all about her; to perpetuate her lineage, she has
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