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  1 Moose Defense 101


  THERE ARE FOUR KINDS OF MOOSE: A BULL, A COW, A CALF, AND THE DANGER – OUS KIND.


  
    Canine Clash


    Moose have an instinctual hatred for dogs – wolves and coyotes have had a long relationship with moose: they eat them. Because domesticated dogs are direct descendants of the wolf, dogs strike an especially bad chord with the huge herbivores. If you are walking your dog, do your best to discourage it from barking, lunging, or snarling at any moose.

  


  Big moose look funny and they’re not carnivorous, so, you might wonder, why are they dangerous?


  A bull moose is most irritable in the fall, when he is looking for a mate. He often stops eating during the rutting season, which doesn’t help his already ornery nature. A bull moose has two things on its minds during this time: fighting and mating. Bulls want to mate with the females and fight with the males. (Sometimes nature is not unlike a saloon.) A male moose that mistakes a person for a rival male might charge – they see you as a threat. It’s your job to reassure the charging moose that you want to be somewhere else and aren’t looking for a date with his lady moose.


  A cow moose is most dangerous in the spring and early summer when she has a calf with her. Don’t approach any moose, but approaching a baby will invoke the wrath of its mother.


  
    Huge Herbivore


    A full-grown bull moose can weigh up to 1,500 pounds (that’s more than five NFL linemen in full battle gear). The shoulder of a large moose, which stands six to seven feet, is taller than most people. He can also kick with huge force, and, depending on the time of year, he might have a huge rack of antlers.

  


  Any moose, of course, walking toward you, pinning its ears back, grunting, shaking its head back and forth, and stomping its feet is bad news. And a charging moose is even worse. Although there is some good news here: most charges are bluffs. And you should also never challenge a moose with sticks or stones or shouts. And never try to look like you have a huge rack on your head.


  Your safest bet with a moose: snap photos from a safe distance. ∎


  
    Large Moose Alert


    Here are some practical trips on avoiding dangerous moose encounters.


    ✓ Back away. Or better yet, run! This should send a clear message. Whatever you do, you should never hold your hands out to the side and sway back and forth like you have a huge rack of antlers on your head. Also, don’t paw the ground with your foot. Do your best to look as un-moose-like as you can – which shouldn’t be too difficult.


    ✓ Climb a tree. But don’t leave any body parts dangling within antler reach. Another option is to get behind a single tree or a group of trees, preferably closer together than the animal’s rack.


    ✓ If all else fails and the moose makes contact with your body, ball up, cover your head with your arms, and play dead. If you play dead, these will be the longest, loneliest moments of your life – well besides being stuck in traffic on Route 1 on a summer’s day. But there is no way around this. Make sure the moose is gone before getting up. You don’t want to reintroduce yourself as a threat. Moose often come back to check on your status.
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  2 Cooped Up Like a Chicken


  WHEN I FIRST GOT CHICKENS, THEY STARTED LAYING EGGS IN THEIR STRAW–FILLED NESTING BOXES. Nothing unusual about that. But then something happened to my feelings about eggs.


  
    Lord of the Roost


    We have a rooster named Chip. He’s about as big as a pigeon. But Chip performs all his rooster duties as if he were an ostrich. Most of his day is spent looking regal and important. He begins the day with a multitude of announcements, signaling loudly that, yes, the un has risen again. He spends the rest of the day just looking important all over the place: this includes the ridge of my workshop – until a hawk attacked him there. He nearly died from the attack and spent a week in a cat-carrier in our bathroom convalescing. Since his near-death experience, Chip’s displays of importance are now limited to less exposed areas. Oh, and, yes, he’s a hen’s man, which is probably the most important function of his day.

  


  The first fried egg from our new chickens made me slightly uncomfortable. In fact it grossed me out a bit. But I ended up forcing the egg down. It was, after all, a perfectly good egg.


  But here’s the straight scoop on why I suddenly became egg shy: Where do eggs come from? They come from the same orifice that spits out chicken poop.


  Obviously, this information took a little getting used to. My egg use dropped off.


  But the wonderful thing about owning chickens is that you quickly put aside childish, squeamish thoughts when you think about fresh eggs from you own backyard.


  So, let’s start with the chicken: Hen’s don’t cost much. Twelve to fifteen dollars will get you a laying hen in her prime. If you are the patient type, you can buy a baby chick for less than three dollars, but don’t expect omelets any time soon. It takes a chicken four to six months until she starts producing eggs. You should have an egg in the next day or two once she sets up shop. You can then expect an average bird in her prime to lay just under one egg a day. Most days they lay one. About once a week they skip a day (it almost sounds biblical, but even chickens need a Sabbath day about once a week), and every now and then, they lay two eggs in one day. Their egg production drops about 30 percent in the second laying season and it continues to slide each year after. Expect a couple good laying years out of a hen before she stops laying all together.


  So, what do you do with a hen that has stopped producing eggs? In the past, we’ve had good luck with putting our old hens in Uncle Henry’s under “Free for the Taking,” and they become soup for somebody who wants to put in the time to pluck and prepare a bird that’s skimpy on meat. Sometimes, though, I butcher one myself. One time I killed and plucked an old rooster that had gotten into the habit of attacking people. Mean roosters are only good for the soup pot.


  When chickens get older, they slow down on egg production. All of them slow down in the winter unless you “force them” with artificial lighting to extend their day, but this stresses the birds. We just try to cut back our egg consumption in the winter, but, sooner of later, I end up at the supermarket, having to decide, ironically, which kind of chicken I want my eggs to come from: a free-range chicken, a free-range organic chicken, or a cage-free natural chicken. Every time this happens, I think, I just want the eggs from the chickens out in the barn! I like them. I like the noises they make. I like their beady little eyes. And no matter which eggs I buy at the supermarket, the yolks always look pale in comparison to our own.


  One of the biggest challenges with owning chickens is they need a coop to roost out of the elements. And you need to keep their water from freezing. You can buy an electric heater that sits below the automatic waterer to keep the water from freezing. Most chickens, like most Mainers, can put up with the winter just fine if they have a place to get away from the wind, rain, and snow. You also want to make sure that the coop is safe from predators. Everything eats chickens: ospreys, owls, hawks, eagles, raccoons, weasels, and even dogs. The life of a chicken is a tough one. Rats are also a problem. Sooner or later, if you have chickens, you will probably have rats. Chickens don’t have the greatest table manners. But having rats isn’t such a bad thing, I have turned my rat problem into a bit of a hobby (see Chapter 30 on Rat Hunting).


  
    Idioms That Come from Chickens


    Bad egg: less than honest person


    Brood over it: to worry over a problem


    Chicken feed: a small amount of something, especially money


    Chicken scratch: poor handwriting


    Chickens have come home to roost: the past is catching up with you


    Cock and bull story: tall tales and elaborate lies


    Cock sure: to brag


    Do chickens have lips?: dumb question that gets a dumb answer


    Don’t be a chicken: taunting someone who is being cowardly


    Don’t count your chickens before they hatch: never assume you’ll get something; wait until you actually have it


    Don’t put all your eggs in one basket: don’t plan on an outcome before it actually happens


    Egg on your face: caught in a lie


    Empty nest syndrome: depression and loneliness when children leave home


    Feather your nest: saving for the future


    Flew the coop: gone


    Go to bed with the chickens: a person who goes to bed at sundown, the same time as chickens roost


    Hard-boiled: tough attitude


    Hen house: large number of females living in the same house


    Henpecked: to subject a person to persistent nagging and domination


    If it ain’t chickens, it’s feathers: there are always problems in life


    Mother hen: very protective


    Not a spring chicken anymore: a person who is getting older, and will most probably retire to Maine


    Pecking order: a social hierarchy among people in a particular group


    Ruffle your feathers: when something annoys you


    Rules the roost: a person who makes all the decisions in a group


    Run around like a chicken with its head cut off: to be in a frantic state


    Scarce as hen’s teeth: extremely hard to find


    Shake a tail feather: get moving


    Something to crow about: exciting news to tell


    Sunny side up: cheerful attitude


    Tastes like chicken: to describe the taste of any number of other meats


    Walking on eggshells: treading softly where certain people are concerned

  


  
    Famous Literary Chicken Quotes


    “A hen is only an egg’s way of making another egg.”


    Samuel Butler


    “I want there to be no peasant in my kingdom so poor that he cannot have a chicken in his pot every Sunday.”


    Henry IV


    “Business is never so healthy as when, like a chicken, it must do a certain amount of scratching for what it gets.”


    Henry Ford


    “It is better to be the head of a chicken than the rear end of an ox.”


    Japanese Proverb


    “Ain’t nobody here but us chickens.”


    Louis Jordan


    “Boys, I may not know much, but I know chicken poop from chicken salad.”


    Lyndon B. Johnson


    “A chicken in every pot.”


    The 1928 Republican Party campaign slogan


    “Don’t have a pot to put it in.”


    The 1928 Democratic Party response slogan

  


  Like most people who own backyard chickens, we usually reach a point when we have more eggs than we know what to do with. When this happens, we put a little sign out in front of the house and neighbors stop by in droves to pick up a dozen or two. But we still have way too many eggs.


  Which makes me think about that conundrum about which came first, the chicken or the egg. At such times, I’m almost sure the egg really did come first. ∎
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  3 A Walk on the Wild Side


  THERE ARE SO MANY OPPORTUNITIES IN MAINE TO EITHER SPOT OR RUN ACROSS WILDLIFE. HERE’S A LIST OF SOME OF THE INDIGENOUS FAUNA YOU ARE MOST LIKELY TO FIND. Some, like the skunk, may be a nuisance; others, like the snake, may cause a panic attack, but what they all have in common is that they’re Mainers, just like the other denizens of the state.


  Snapping Turtles (Chelydra serpentine)


  Snappers are prehistoric looking and are sometimes irascible towards humans, but I guess you can be when you’ve been around for 90 million years. They have highly mobile heads and powerful beak-like jaws capable of crushing a broomstick. And snappers like to cross roads for some reason. Sometimes they even cross Interstate 95. Mostly it’s because the female is looking for a safe place to lay her eggs. Female snappers can mate and keep the male’s sperm viable for up to two years. Baby snappers are born between nine to eighteen weeks after the female decides to fertilize her eggs, and depending on the weather. Snappers prefer their own company and are not very social. They can live as long as forty years, happily avoiding each other’s company as much as possible.


  Snakes
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  You can rest easy about snakes in Maine. Maine has no venomous snakes. It is home to the eastern milk snake, the northern water snake, the eastern garter snake, the maritime garter snake, the eastern and northern ribbon snake, the northern brown snake, northern redbelly snake, northern ringneck snake, the smooth green snake (electric lime green!), and the northern black racer. According to NERD (the New England Reptile Distributor) owner Kevin McCurley, the last timber rattler seen in Maine was in 1901. NERD offers a three-hundred-dollar reward for knowledge of any confirmed rattler (or copperhead) reports in New England. Snakes bring out the worst in people; a simple garter snake in dry leaves can sound like a rattler when it vibrates its tail. But snakes help keep the rodent population under control. And it’s also good to know that it’s nearly impossible to come across any venomous snakes (no snakes are poisonous) in Maine. So don’t kill any snakes.


  Ticks


  [image: image]


  This external parasite is on the rise in Maine. But here’s something you may not know about these pests: ticks are not insects but arachnids, a class of arthropods that also includes mites, spiders, and scorpions. And ticks are divided into two groups: hard bodied and soft bodied, both of which are capable of transmitting pathogenic agents. Ticks are parasites that feed by latching onto an animal host, imbedding their mouthparts into the host’s skin, and sucking the blood (not unlike another Maine denizen named Barnabas Collins). Ticks are responsible for at least ten different known diseases, including Lyme disease, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, babesiosis, and more recently, anaplasmosis and ehrlichiosis. The biggest danger ticks pose, specifically the deer tick (Ixodes scapularis), is that they carry Lyme disease. If a tick attaches to you, use tweezers to remove it. Grab the tic as close to their head as possible. Use even pressure to pull it off. Do not use a match or poison. Disinfect the site after the tick is removed. If the tick is irritated, it might regurgitate, increasing the danger of a Lyme infection. Deer ticks range in size from something as large as the period at the end of this sentence to almost an eighth of an inch in length. According to the Centers for Disease Control, the incidence of Lyme disease has more than tripled since 1995. If you get a strange rash or feel like you have the flu after a tick bite, see you doctor immediately. If you get treatment quickly, you can eliminate the infection.


  Fisher (Martes pennanti)
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  A member of the weasel family, fisher males weigh between eight and thirteen pounds, the females between four and six. They are omnivorous and will eat almost anything, usually rodents, rabbits, hares, and birds, though rarely fish. They also eat carrion and are among the few predators that can kill porcupines. Fishers are fierce fighters and can hold their own against much larger animals. A male’s territory can be up to thirty square miles, a female’s up to ten. Fishers can be active day or night. They tend to be solitary and defend their territories. They were once hunted for their lustrous, chocolate-brown fur, so their numbers have been reduced greatly in the United States.


  Porcupines (Erethizon dorsatum)
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  The name porcupine comes from the French, “porc espin,” which translates roughly to “quill pig.” Porcupines make an oinking sound when they waddle around. They are mostly nocturnal, but are sometimes seen walking around in the daytime. Porcupines like salt and will sometimes chew on canoe paddle handles while you are asleep. They can weigh as much as thirty-five pounds and are good climbers. They are born with soft quills that harden a few days after birth. This explains how they are born, but how they get close enough to mate is another story.


  Skunks (Mephitis mephitis)
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  These polecats are part of the weasel family and are opportunistic eaters with a varied diet. Skunks are nocturnal and often use burrows of other animals or holes under tree stumps or buildings. Sometimes they use their long front claws to build their own dens. Skunks are legendary for their horrible smelling predator deterrent spray. The spray is an oily liquid produced by glands under its large tail. To employ this scent bomb, a skunk turns around and blasts its foe with the foul mist, which can travel as far as ten feet. Females often remain inactive throughout the winter, but males usually emerge from their dens to feed during mild intervals. A winter den usually consist of six females and their young. They like communal living. A male may sometimes overwinter in a den with females, but he usually lives alone. Dogs are also fascinated with these polecats. If you or your dog gets sprayed, washing with tomato juice is a way to deal with the smell, but don’t expect the smell to leave right away.


  Bats


  [image: image]

  
  

  Maine is home to the big brown bat, little brown bat, northern long-eared bat, tri-colored bat, and eastern small-footed bat. In 2011 Maine became the last New England state to report a bat disease called white-nose-syndrome (WNS). WNS devastates colonies of hibernating bats. Without a healthy bat population, flying insect numbers increase – that means more mosquitoes and blackflies! Bats are nocturnal and eat bugs on the fly using sophisticated sonar to locate and catch insects in midair. Bats are generally not a nuisance, but if they start nesting in your house, they can cause problems. They live in colonies, so if you see a bat go into your house, you might want to call a professional. If you seal the openings during the day, the bats will be trapped in your house, a situation you don’t want. If done at the proper time of year, the bats will have a good chance of finding a new dwelling.


  Wild Turkeys
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  When you live in Maine, a gaggle of wild turkeys strutting through the backyard is a common sight. Although this wasn’t always true. There were no wild turkeys in Maine until 1977 and 1978, when the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife obtained forty­one gobblers from Vermont and released them into the southern towns of York and Eliot. Now, the wild gobbler is North America’s largest upland game bird. Average adult hens (the females) weigh between eight
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