
[image: frn_fig_001.jpg]



[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]

Chapter One
TRACK IDENTIFICATION



Watching a good tracker at work can be pretty amazing. Making sense of scratches and impressions left in the earth, bent grasses, and shed hairs is a skill few folks in the new millennium ever need to learn. But it wasn’t always that way. Tracking and hunting skills were once the equivalent of today’s college degree, and they were passed on to every youngster from early childhood. Like tanning hides and making soap, these skills long ago became obsolete in a world increasingly dominated by technology. The finer points of tracking became blurred with time, and myths sprouted up like toadstools on a fallen tree.
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There is nothing instinctive about tracking; only intellect and education can enable a tracker to discern that this impression shows the right front and hind hoofprints of a white-tailed buck, impressed during a hard rain two days prior to when this photo was taken.

The first five chapters will help dispel superstition and exaggeration about tracking with solid empirical knowledge. We’ll learn about the nuts and bolts of locating a species of animal by analyzing its environment, learning its routines by interpreting the sign it leaves, and by tracking it to a feeding, watering, or denning area where it can be observed. Also covered are the tricks and tools most valuable to avoid being detected as you stalk within visual range. Much of the information presented in this section is generic, making it applicable to species not covered specifically in this book, to diverse types of terrain, and even to exotic species on other continents. If you have talent for tracking cougars in Montana, you also possess the basic skills needed to track leopards in Africa.

A warning is in order at this point: Trailing wild animals is a fascinating pastime, but their meandering paths can lead to remote country. Tracking yourself back out is never a good gamble, because snow, rain, and even wind can erase your trail, sometimes in a matter of minutes. Get a quality map compass, a detailed topographic area map, and a solid working knowledge of both before embarking on any tracking exercise. Always carry these items with you in the woods.
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Animals carry a magnetic neural compass in their noses, but humans get lost easily without a compass and a map of the area they’re exploring. Carry a GPS if you like, but rely on a virtually infallible compass for navigation.

Reading Tracks

Reading tracks accurately requires a trained eye. Just as a seasoned forester can point out a blue spruce in a forest where most laymen see only trees, an expert tracker can detect and identify tracks invisible to others because he or she knows what to expect. A tracker knows how to recognize and mentally assemble partial impressions into complete tracks, and how to use the arrangement of those imprints to arrive at an accurate explanation of what the animal was doing when it passed through. A veteran tracker knows what species are likely to inhabit an area by the terrain, flora, and fauna that he sees—he doesn’t expect to find beavers in a desert or tree squirrels on a prairie—and his eyes automatically search for spoor left by animals that have not been seen yet.
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This pair of left-side coyote tracks (front on left, hind on right) were made just hours earlier, after dew-moistened sand had dried to a hard crust. Placement indicates an easy lope; hind food shows the animal made a slight turn to the right.

Example: A faint crescent-shaped impression in the ground below tall grasses is read as a whitetail’s hoofprint. The sharpness of the corners in the print, along with the color, shape, and moisture content of crushed vegetation within it, reveal the age of the track with sometimes surprising accuracy. The depth of the track on one side tells if it is a right- or left-side hoofprint, and maybe even if the deer was pregnant, carrying extra weight.
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The hooves of a white-tailed deer are typical of ungulates in the order Artiodactyla, being cloven with paired dewclaws that may print on soft soils or snow.



While this book is intended to be carried afield as a reference, there are a number of small pieces of information that every tracker should commit to memory. For example, all cats, from African lions and Bengal tigers to South American jaguars and Canadian lynx, have four toes on each foot. So do canines, but cats have retractable claws that normally do not print, while members of the dog family have fixed claws that register at the front of every track. Bears have five toes with fixed claws on each foot, but their front paws are nearly doglike while the rear paws are shaped much like our own feet. In addition, black bears have short, sharply hooked claws, while a brown bear’s claws are longer and straighter, designed for digging.

All weasels, including skunks, badgers, and wolverines, have five toes on front and back paws, but the size and other characteristics of their tracks make it possible to identify individual species. Rabbits and hares have four toes on each foot, but their distinctive track patterns are similar only to those of tree squirrel, which have four toes on the front feet and five on the back, and are much smaller.

Another quadrupedal trait is that all species, hoofed or pawed, step down with most body weight on the outside of the soles, which maximizes stance width and stability, and makes the outermost toes largest—opposite the bipedal human design in which the big toes are innermost.

You’ll still need a reference, however, because for every rule there are exceptions. The common muskrat, for instance, has five toes on each foot, while the closely related round-tailed muskrat has four on the front and five on the rear. The North American gray fox is unique among canids in having semiretractable claws that can be extended to enable it to climb trees. And while most quadrupeds have forefeet that are larger than hind feet because a running gait plants most force against the front paws or hooves, the stealthy bobcat possesses four equal-size feet that give it perfect balance when it freezes midstep while stalking prey.

TRACKS IN MUD

Trackers are seldom fortunate enough to find an obvious trail of perfect, complete prints, but wet sand, clay, or mud along the banks of lakes and streams will nearly always provide a few tracks distinct enough for positive identification, and for even a good plaster cast (explained later). Every animal in an area can be counted on to visit shorelines to drink or feed, or to escape predators—hares freely take to water when pursued because many predators break off pursuit rather than swim after them. Birds, reptiles, and even bats are among regular visitors to watering holes, while some animals, like beavers, muskrats, and nutria, live there full-time. Careful survey of a muddy bank can provide an accurate roster of almost every species within a mile or more, including birds, turtles, frogs, and even the clams that serve as food for numerous carnivores and omnivores.

In a few instances animals walking through mud leave a clear yet abnormal print. White-tailed deer typically leave split, heart-shaped prints on firmer ground, but on slippery mud and snow they tend to splay their hooves into a plowlike V to brake them against sliding forward or sideways. Cats also display insecurity when crossing mud, and often partially extend their retractable claws to maximize traction. Even with claws showing, feline tracks are different from those of the canines: Cat claws curve sharply downward and terminate in a keen weaponlike point, while the nonretractable claws of canines are thicker, more blunt (for digging), and have a less-pronounced curvature.

TRACKS IN SAND

Wet sand is usually an ideal tracking medium, another reason why shorelines are good places to scout for sign. An advantage of tracks found in wet sand is that they’re fragile, easily washed away by waves and rain or blown apart by wind, while mud and wet clay can sometimes hold a near-perfect track for months. This fragility makes it easier to age tracks in sand, because few will survive intact for more than a day, and any clear print with sharp features is probably no more than a few hours old.
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Even though dry powdery sand can make finer points of a track indistinguishable and blurred, track patterns, the environment, even the time of day are just some of the clues that help to identify these paired tracks as those of a river otter.

Conversely, dry sand can make track identification nearly impossible. Its powdery nature causes impressions to fill in partially as soon as an animal raises its foot, obscuring the details needed to make a positive identification. In dry, loose sand, prints are likely to be no more than bowl-shaped depressions, with the tracks of a deer being indistinguishable from those of a large dog, goat, or llama. In these cases you can get some type of idea as to an animal’s species by gauging its stride, straddle, and gait; these will be explained in greater detail later.

TRACKS IN SNOW

Snow is a favorite tracking medium of biologists, because the right type of snow yields perfect prints. But, as indicated by each of the five Eskimo dialects, there are more than a dozen types of snow, with different densities, consistencies, and compressibility, and not all tracks in snow are the same.

First, consider the late-autumn “tracking snow” so wished for by whitetail hunters. This typically fluffy, large-flake snow falls atop earth that is still unfrozen, and it is very compactable, forming around foot contours with near perfection. In snow that’s an inch or so deep, hoof- and paw prints may compress and melt the powder beneath them down to bare ground. These prints are obvious and easy to follow, but be aware that animals making them may spread their toes to maximize surface area and traction.

Even after the earth freezes, light, wet snow in temperatures just below freezing can hold ideal prints. But “warm” snow, further heated by compression and an animal’s own body heat, tends to melt rapidly outward from a print, and especially when struck by sunshine. This phenomenon is responsible for reports of giant, exaggerated tracks made by gargantuan animals that no one ever sees.
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Every animal that walks must leave a track of some type, and most animals use regularly traveled trails for the sake of convenience.



Hardpack snow (several individual layers, compressed under its own mass), in temperatures below 20 degrees Fahrenheit, is another matter entirely. Hoofed animals passing over it during warmer daylight hours may sink in more than a foot, leaving prints at the bottom of a deep hole and limiting identification to measurements of stride and straddle. Lighter, wide-pawed species, such as bobcats and lynx, may leave distinct prints during daylight hours but they will begin to expand quickly, especially if the sun is shining. During the coldest hours, from about midnight to 4 a.m., pawed animals can travel along a frozen surface and hardly leave a mark; even the tracks of a large deer or elk may be faint, with only a dusting of crushed crystalline snow to tell of its passing.

Cutting the trail of a walking cat under such frozen conditions is nearly impossible, but this is where tracking devices and an ability to read sign come into play. Tracking conditions may also vary a great deal from one snowfall to the next. Warm, fluffy snow will hold a print well for a time, depending on the ambient temperature, but warm snowfalls are frequently heavy and may obliterate an existing trail completely. Cold, high-altitude snow, known as “powder” to skiers (it resembles dry laundry detergent), comes to earth as tiny balls of ice, and tracks in powder are frequently unrecognizable or badly distorted.

TRACKS IN VEGETATION
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These tracks in dry reindeer lichen (aka reindeer moss) are not well defined, but they do show a flat, wide, elongated foot (bottom), and a more rounded front track (top), identifying the maker as a bear.



Vegetation is the medium that defeats most trackers. Leaf-strewn hardwoods, grassy fields, and thick swamps pose a real challenge because prints there are seldom distinct. In these types of terrain, tracking consists mainly of looking for environmental disturbances that couldn’t have been created by forces of nature alone, but must have been influenced by an animal.

Every creature that moves over the earth must leave some mark of its passing, however faint, and it’s when a trail seems to just disappear that your entire arsenal of tracking techniques must come into play. Begin by identifying likely environments (here’s where that detailed topographic map can be a useful tool). Grassy meadows are good bets for finding herbivores and omnivores, as well as the carnivores that prey upon them. The grasses, clovers, and plantains that thrive in open spaces are favorites with many plant eaters. Sunny, open areas also provide space for wild cherries, strawberries, serviceberries, and, of course, the ubiquitous black and red raspberries, all of which are irresistible attractions to many birds and animals.

Tracking can be difficult in tall grass because ground vegetation cushions each step, distributing an animal’s weight over a greater area (as a snowshoe would), and obscuring impressions made in the earth. There may be no real tracks to follow, but with patience, you can follow almost anything with enough body weight to break grass stems or press a plant to the ground.

The first step is to break the mindset of looking for tracks, and instead look for footprints—visible evidence that a paw or hoof was pressed downward. Twisted, broken grass stems and torn plant leaves at the bottom of a track impression in the grass indicate a change in direction, made as the animal turned with weight on that foot. A furrow of grasses pushed forward and aside by an animal’s passing will remain obvious for half a day, particularly when the plants are weighted with morning dew.
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Tracking in tall grass and other vegetation can be challenging, but is not impossible.

Tracking can also be tough over the leafy floor of a hardwood forest, where years of dead leaves form a cushion of loose humus. Fresh trails left by hoofed mammals are fairly easy to follow because these animals leave sharp impressions; prints from pawed animals are less obvious. And the smaller the animal, the less noticeable its tracks. In this environment, tracking consists of looking sometimes very closely at the forest floor for unusual disturbances. You’ll see for yourself that leaves are a slippery walking surface, and dry upper layers tend to slide over one another.

In lieu of footprints, small disturbances at regular intervals tell of an animal passing through on its way to a feeding, sleeping, or mating area. If such a regular trail can be found, the species of animal can often be determined by comparing to existing data its stride and straddle and the placement of its feet. A trail that looks as if the top leaves have been brushed forward and to either side, for instance, indicates that a porcupine passed through, sweeping the forest floor with its heavy tail as it lumbered along. Small sections of leaves pushed upward at short intervals denote the leaping gait of a squirrel.

Swamps are always interesting places to put your tracking skills to the test. Not only are they generally inhabited by an abundance of wild creatures, but the terrain is so variable that you can expect to encounter almost every type of tracking problem. One moment you’re in water to your knees; a few minutes later you’re on solid ground, or in shoulder-high sawgrass, or in a deadfall area so thick with fallen trees that normal walking is impossible.

Many species inhabit swamps for numerous reasons. The most obvious is that human beings avoid such places, which makes them wilder and more attractive to animals and people seeking to observe them. Another reason is safety: A typical cedar swamp is so thick with brush and foliage that anything more than 50 feet away may be out of sight. Animals whose principal sense is eyesight (like people) prefer to avoid such places, which defeat their main advantage, while those with keen hearing and an acute sense of smell can often locate and slip past would-be predators undetected. The pronghorn antelope, for example, is a creature of the open plains, where its sharp eyesight allows it to detect enemies from afar; the white-tailed deer inhabits thick cover, where its poor eyesight is more than offset by its keen nose. Swamps offer plenty of secluded spots to sleep in peace and also contain a variety of food plants.

The dense foliage of a swamp is both an advantage and a disadvantage for a tracker. Animals living there tend to follow regular, packed trails that allow swift, quiet travel, pursuit, or flight. And many different species are likely to use the same trail. Porcupines, raccoons, and bobcats use trails created by deer, and coyotes, cougars, and wolves may patrol those same trails routinely in search of carrion, fawns, or sickly adults. Bears also frequent deer trails in spring, hoping to catch a newborn fawn or a winter-weakened adult. Each of these creatures leaves its own spoor, and the advantage of scouting such a community trail is that many kinds of tracks lead to it. If you can determine where a certain species joined or left the communal trail, chances are good that the animal will pass there again come morning or evening.

TRACKS ON ROCK

The hardest medium to track over is rock (no pun intended), including asphalt road surfaces. No animal leaves footprints in stone (although I have seen ancient bear trails worn several inches into solid granite), but they will leave marks that can be followed. As any raw-fingered rock climber will attest, stone is abrasive; hooves, claws, and paws scraping over its surface leaves faint marks, like wood against sandpaper. Faint scrapes and light disturbances in the dust that invariably covers rocky areas also provide trails that can be followed, while patches of moss and lichen along the way may yield identifiable prints.

Roadways offer many of the same obstacles to tracking as bare rock, but with a few advantages. First, rural highways always have gravel shoulders. This loose stone and sand is easily disturbed by even something as small as a mouse or a sparrow, so almost any animal will leave a conspicuous trail. By studying the edges of a road you can determine whether an animal crossed, turned back the way it came, or traveled down the road a way before heading off.

Despite being too hard to imprint, asphalt can sometimes register near-perfect tracks on its surface, especially during early morning, when foliage is still wet with dew. Since most species are nocturnal and crepuscular (traveling mostly at dusk and dawn), the hours around sunrise are busy with animals returning to their dens after a night of foraging or hunting. If an animal crosses a road during its morning commute, chances are that it walked through grass heavily laden with dew. When that animal walks across the loose sand and gravel of the shoulder, its wet feet pick up grains of sand, leaving behind an outline in the shape of its paw or hoof. As it crosses over the pavement some of these particles fall away, leaving a kind of negative print in the shape of its paw or hoof.

The most common reason for losing a trail is simple impatience. If you find just one track of any animal that can’t fly, there have to be more. In the case of powerful leapers like the whitetail, the next track may be as much as 20 feet from the first, but never doubt that it will be there; careful study of the last visible track will point you toward it. A change of direction is represented by a spiral twist against the earth, made as the animal spun on (usually) its hind feet. A sudden leap is indicated by hind tracks that are abnormally deep, especially at the toes, sometimes with a spray of dirt or debris behind them. You may have to drop to hands and knees to decipher what made the trail seem to disappear, but always remember that a trail doesn’t actually simply disappear. It continues on because it has to; and all you have to do is find it.

Stride, Straddle, and Gait

When tracks are present but undefined, as they might be in loose sand, deep snow, or thick grass, you can get a good idea of an animal’s species by measuring its stride, straddle, and gait. Different authors have used varying definitions of what constitutes a stride, but herein a stride is defined as the distance one foot travels in a single step. The distance in a stride depends on leg length—an elk will have a longer stride than a whitetail—but also on gait, or the speed an animal was traveling. Other factors affecting stride length include terrain, because all animals tend toward shorter steps on slippery ice or wet clay, and how deeply an animal is sinking into snow or mud. The length of the stride is also important to a tracker because it can reveal the mood of an animal; this will be covered in greater detail in the sections of this guide that address individual species.

Straddle is the distance between an animal’s feet on either side, which is sometimes, but not always, determined by its body width. A phenomenon that every tracker should be aware of is the tendency for longer-legged animals to walk with their feet pointed inward. This is most pronounced in hoofed species, where the trail of a 200-pound whitetail with a 5-inch straddle may be used by a 1,500-pound moose with a 10-inch straddle. The purpose behind this characteristic is the need to use as little space as possible for walking, thus decreasing the amount of energy used for traveling through deep snow, mud, or sand, and minimizing the number of tripping and stumbling hazards encountered.

Gait is the pace an animal was traveling when it made the tracks. The three basic gaits are walking, trotting, and running, with minor variations between those. Among quadrupeds, these gaits result in distinctive “track patterns” that are largely generic to all species. The arrangement in which all four feet imprint as a set tells a tracker how quickly or slowly an animal was traveling, which in turn reveals the maker’s disposition at the time. With practice, a tracker can use track patterns to determine whether an animal was relaxed, frightened, antagonistic, or purposeful.

Estimating Weight

Estimating an animal’s size and weight from track impressions is an important skill for all trackers, especially guides and hunters. Knowing a species—average weight and size is important, because you will then have a frame of reference from which to extrapolate. The simplest method of gauging weight is to compare a print with the impression left by your own foot in the same medium. For hoofed animals, I step down hard alongside the track with just the heel of my boot, emulating the force and area covered by the existing print. By imprinting your boot heel over roughly the same area as a hoofprint, you can draw a conclusion about how much weight was on that foot. Bear in mind, though, that even at a casual walk, a quadruped’s weight is supported on no less than two of its feet. Roughly speaking, a 200-pound man who impresses his boot heel over the same area as a walking deer’s hoofprint, and sinks in to twice the hoofprint’s depth, can estimate that the deer that walked there has a body weight of approximately 200 pounds.

For larger pawed animals, such as bears or pumas, I exert my full weight downward on just the ball of one foot. Most animals tend to walk on their toes, and the objective here is to mimic the animal’s print as closely as possible. Again, use a two-to-one ratio to make your weight estimations: A cougar print registering 1 inch deep in mud, for example, indicates an approximate weight of 100 pounds if the toe print of a 200-pound man also sinks 1 inch.

Aging Tracks

In most instances, the tracks that most interest a tracker are the most recent, so knowing how to distinguish these from older tracks is a real help. Aging tracks can also provide important background information about an animal’s habits. Comparing the time interval between each set of prints can tell you how frequently a trail is used, and this can cut the amount of time you spend waiting for an animal to appear. Remember, most wild animals are creatures of habit unless pressured. With a reliable timetable of its comings and going in hand, you can position yourself in a nearby hide literally within minutes of an animal’s appearance.

The two factors that most affect tracks are temperature and humidity. Heavy rain can wash away a trail in minutes, and a hard snowstorm will erase the best trail. On the one hand, a track left in permanently wet swamp mud may stay sharp and fresh looking for weeks, while on the other hand a paw print made in wet sand may crumble quickly away under a hot sun. Sometimes you have to look closely to see everything a track has to tell.

All tracks become less well defined with continued exposure to the elements; the fresher a track, the sharper its features. Summer grass pressed flat against the ground by a bear’s foot means you should keep your eyes open lest you run into the animal. An hour later, the grass stems in that same print will be slowly rising back to their upright positions. A day later, only a few broken, yellowed stems will mark the bear’s passing.

Whenever possible, I like to hedge my bets by sweeping clean a sandy area where animal traffic appears regularly, in effect creating a clean slate on which fresh tracks will be conspicuous because there are no others. Surprisingly, wild animals seem almost oblivious to tracks or lack of them and even suspicious species will cross this prepared “litmus field” without apparent concern, so long as you take care not to disturb the surroundings or deposit foreign scent; never touch anything with bare hands if you can avoid it. By monitoring the swept area in the morning and afternoon and sweeping it clean again after each check, you can work out an individual animal’s timetable precisely and quickly. In no more than a day or so, you’ll probably be able to time your own arrival to within minutes of the animal’s.
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Chapter Two
READING SIGN



Reading tracks is only part of tracking. On most terrain, following a set of prints alone ranges from fairly difficult to darned near impossible. Fortunately, much of the information needed to trail any animal can be garnered from other marks left by its passing, known collectively as sign. We’ve all seen Hollywood movie trackers who can determine whether a fellow is wearing boxers or briefs from a blade of bent grass, but cinematic license aside, interpreting sign is among the most important skills any tracker can possess.
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Trackers seldom have a clear trail of footprints to follow, but must extrapolate information about what an animal was doing from forensic clues. This photo shows the large scales of a carp that was eaten by a black bear (note heavily impressed hind footprint at lower left).

Environment

As my own tracking mentor, Amos Wasageshik, told me back in 1968, if you find a species—preferred food, you’ll probably find those animals somewhere nearby. Fields of rich clover are irresistible to whitetails, but it’s senseless to look for river otters on a dry mesa or fox squirrels on treeless prairie. These animals have each adapted to a specific environment and to the foods available within it. Some animals—bears and caribou—may wander hundreds of miles following seasonal foods, while others—white-tailed deer and porcupines—spend their entire lives within a square mile or so.
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This deer trail passes through a smorgasbord of grasses, sedges, plantains, and other plants that are favored by herbivores … and where you find plant-eaters, you’ll find meat-eaters that prey on them.

Vegetation is an important factor in locating any species, whether predator or prey. If you’re looking for bobcats, begin by finding the grasses, willows, and other vegetation preferred by its primary prey, rabbits and hares. If there are bears in an area (reclusive black bears are more numerous than generally realized), among the best places to find one are areas where raspberries, serviceberries, or apples are ripening. Whatever species of animal you seek, its presence or absence hinges, directly or indirectly, on an area’s plant life.

Water is a must for every habitat. Some small species, like rattlesnakes and mice, can absorb enough moisture from the foods they eat to function, and a few larger animals, like dromedaries and donkeys, can store water in their tissues. But for most, there must be a permanent source of water within any suitable territory, and trackers can anticipate that any creature living within reach of a stream, lake, or water hole will visit there once, maybe twice, each day—usually at sunrise and/or sunset.

Conversely, type of habitat also dictates which species will not live there. Deer are a timber wolf’s natural prey, yet while whitetail populations have exploded across the country in recent years, wolf populations never will because people fear them and will either kill or drive them off. Canada geese have overpopulated city parks to the point of becoming a health risk, but coyotes and bobcats aren’t welcome there because they are feared predators. These and other species, like rabbits, elk, and squirrels, are willing to live in close proximity to humans because people have proved willing to welcome cute little raccoons and bunnies into their backyards, but won’t tolerate the presence of coyotes, bobcats, or bears. The inability of people to coexist with predators has created a safe haven for their prey, most of which seem to regard humans as the lesser of two evils. A gruesome yet fairly accurate way to determine how many predators are in an area is to note the number and type of prey animals killed by cars on nearby roads. A section of forest where roads are dotted with road-killed porcupines is a good indication that the fisher, a large weasel and the porky’s most serious natural predator, is absent from the area.

Scat

Once you’ve found an environment and habitat suited to the animal you’re looking for, the next step is to look for sign, the most prominent being scat, or feces. With the exception of beavers, even amphibious mammals don’t normally defecate in water. This may stem from some instinct against polluting their own drinking water, but scat deposited on land also serves as a territorial marker, warning other members of the same species, or any competitors for the same foods, not to trespass. Territorial instincts are a natural safeguard against overpopulation, especially among predators, and the most effective means an animal has of broadcasting its claim to a territory is through scat, urine, and musk scents. Coyotes and bobcats patrol regular routes while hunting, and these will be dotted with scat deposits that are periodically freshened. The amphibious muskrat marks its territory by leaving its scat on a prominent log, and river otters declare their presence with scat deposited along stream banks.

Interestingly, prey animals like deer and rabbits may deposit scat anywhere within their chosen territories, unconcerned about using it to establish a defined territorial boundary. This random distribution of scat is a natural defense intended to flood an area with so much scent that predators will be confused about a prey’s exact location. A pack of gray wolves that begins pursuit of a fleet white-tailed deer must catch it before it reaches the dense cover that deer are never far from; if the deer maintains a lead of even a dozen yards before leaping 20 feet or more into that maze of scent trails and random scats, the wolves will probably lose it.

Predators also tend to defecate directly on the remains of prey after everything edible has been consumed. I’ve noted this behavior in coyotes, bobcats, lynx, and black bears, and the practice is apparently common. Cached, partially consumed kills are not usually tainted with scat, only carcasses that have been picked clean; the act seems to be both a territorial marker and a boast of prowess. In most cases the tainted remains will have been marked by a strong, territorial male, but this behavior has also been observed among strong, dominant females.

Scat deposits can tell you a great deal if you overcome your natural aversion to handling poop and examine it closely. Feces can carry parasites dangerous to humans, so never handle scat with bare hands; latex or nitrile gloves, like those used in medical settings, provide the most natural feel, but less expensive polyethylene food-service gloves offer ample protection as well. Ziplock sandwich-type bags are very good for transporting samples out for closer inspection, and if maintaining the original shape is important, snap-lid plastic food dishes are ideal.
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These red fox scats show various ages, with the white, crumbling specimens being the oldest.

Physical characteristics of a scat can reveal a great deal about its maker. Many of those characteristics are generic: Herbivores, from moose and white-tailed deer to rabbits and squirrels, tend to defecate clusters of pellets in oblong, spherical, or “acorn” shapes. Omnivores, like bears and raccoons, exhibit a “tootsie-roll” scat, with cylindrical sections of uniform diameter whose ends are squared flat and untapered. Predators, such as cougars, wolves, foxes, and sometimes bears, produce scat that is wrapped in a spiral sheath of prey fur, formed to encase sharp bones, teeth, or quills that could injure the intestines during digestion.

It can help to know the age of a scat deposit. Like ourselves, wild animals tend to fall into daily routines, and droppings left at 4 p.m. one day will likely be freshened at about the same time the following day. By observing changes in a scat due to evaporation, cooling, insects, and other elements of decay, it’s possible to estimate how long a deposit has been there, and to extrapolate from that where an animal might be, and when it might return.
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This collection of coyote scats, created periodically over the course of a winter, has decayed so far that only the indigestible deer and rodent hairs that encased them remain.

Temperature and humidity are key factors in how quickly moisture is lost from any type of scat, but there are a few rules of thumb: If it feels warm to the back of your hand, it’s less than an hour old. If it’s cold but still wet looking, it was left within the last 5 hours. If the outside is dry and hard but the inside is still moist, it’s somewhere between 6 and 24 hours old. Scat that has dried throughout but still retains a dark color is from 1 to 3 days old. Deposits that have turned white and crumble when touched are at least 4 days old. You can see that aging scat becomes less precise the longer it has been exposed to the elements, and if it’s raining or snowing hard you can probably toss these rules out the window. Still, they’re fairly accurate for most scat types under most conditions.

Scent Posts

Scent posts are another way some species mark their territories. A scent post can be as simple as wolf urine on a tree trunk or as complex as the beaver’s scent mound—a cone of mud, sticks, and grasses that may stand 1 foot tall with a base diameter of 3 feet or more.

Muskrat scent posts resemble those of the beaver but are about half the size. Cats, especially males, label their territories with a spray of strong-smelling urine on a prominent landmark.

Scent posts are refreshed periodically, usually every day or so, and because they’re potent enough to warn off animal intruders or to attract potential mates from a distance, even relatively useless human noses can often detect one nearby. If you suddenly smell a musky odor on the trail, take a few moments to use both your nose and your eyes to determine its source. Once found, a scent post is a good place to wait quietly for its owner to return.
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This old stump serves as an elevated feeding platform that enables the dominant red squirrel in this area to see all around, but also carries its owner’s scent, with a warning to other squirrels that this piece of forest is claimed.

TERRITORIAL MARKS

Scent posts and scat are just a first line of defense against rival intruders, and many species complement these warnings with visual sign as well. The scent scrapes left by rutting (mating) males of the deer family serve not just to attract females but also as an obvious warning to rivals that these normally peaceful animals are prepared to fight for breeding rights. Bears leave long claw marks as high as they can reach on tree trunks to impress intruders with their size, and man-made structures such as wooden bridges, power-line poles, or even cabins frequently show the claw marks of a territorial bruin. The grizzly bear’s “playful” shoving over of dead trees may actually be meant to advertise both its claim to a territory and the strength it possesses to defend that territory.

Some territorial marks are less conspicuous. Claw marks left on a tree trunk that a bobcat used for a scratching post are easy to miss since we have only our eyes to search with, but rivals spot them by scent. The feisty red squirrel, or chickaree, marks its territory with regular feeding stations littered with pinecone debris and droppings. Beavers sometimes mark trees at the outside of their working areas by gnawing off a small section of bark, possibly to identify the tree for future cutting, but certainly as a warning to other beavers not to trespass.
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The remains of this predator-killed blue heron tell a tracker that there are large, fast, and stealthy carnivores in the area. But the lack of predator scat on the carcass indicates that the heron’s fishy-tasting flesh was probably consumed by birds, not by the predator itself.

Trails

When you find an animal trail, you know that at least one animal uses it periodically, and it will doubtless use that trail again within a day or so. Four-footed creatures routinely establish regular trails for the same reason we use hiking trails: They beat fighting your way through the bushes.

But open trails are more than mere convenience for wild animals; they make possible high-speed escapes through dense cover, and through a chaos of confusing scents left by themselves and other species. Snowshoe hares create well-packed runways in deep snow to save energy traveling to and from feeding spots; these narrow slots with hard-packed bottoms also give hares and rabbits a vital edge in speed when escaping predators too large to use such a trail themselves.
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This trail has been used by deer, raccoons, and other animals frequently enough to have become a rut, but it also has not been used for several weeks, as evidenced by an accumulation of pine needles that would have been displaced by heavy traffic.

One problem with animal trails is that it isn’t always easy or even possible for human trackers to follow them. Quadrupeds are more able (and willing) to scoot under halfdowned trees, jump over logs, and wriggle through deep brush than humans. A raccoon’s highway may be an impenetrable jungle to us, so it sometimes becomes necessary to skirt a difficult area and try to cut its trail on the other side. Be prepared to track on hands and knees when that becomes necessary, but once again the real secret is to know the species—habits intimately enough to make an accurate prediction about where your animal was going, and what it was doing.

The need for a good map and compass to keep from getting lost as your tracking skills lead you deeper and deeper into the wilderness was discussed in chapter 1. But a good compass and topographic map can also help you locate animals. The map contains geographical details that identify prairies, swamps, forests, and waterways that may be likely feeding or bedding areas, while a quality prismatic or lensatic compass serves as the navigational tool to help you find those places.

Since the first edition of this book was published, Global Positioning System (GPS) units have become a preferred method of navigation in both urban and wilderness settings. Reliant upon geostationary satellites, these electronic units are capable of fixing their users—positions within a few yards from anywhere, provided the user is versed in the Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinate system, is in possession of a map marked with a UTM grid, and has a working GPS receiver. The problem, which is stated in every GPS owner’s manual, is that these battery-operated devices cannot deliver the almost absolute reliability of an old-fashioned compass. When Odawa tribal biologists and I worked together tracking gray wolves in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula in the late 1990s, we used a compass and map for primary navigation, and the GPS for pinpointing precise coordinates of notable findings, which were then logged onto a larger map back at the office.

Bedding Areas

All animals need to sleep, and in most instances their sleeping and denning places are conspicuous. A large, oval-shaped depression in a field of tall grass says that a mule deer lay there to chew its cud and nap. Smaller depressions next to larger ones belong to fawns, which means that the animals who made the larger beds were mother does. Fawn-size beds that are far from larger deer beds could indicate that coyotes were lying in wait for the squeak of a rodent, or for a fawn to wander too far from its mother. In winter, a packed trail of cottontail rabbit tracks leading under a snow-covered brush pile or a fallen tree certainly points to a seasonal den. Sofa-size depressions pressed heavily into the leafy floor of a deciduous forest, or sometimes in a field or meadow, are the beds of elk, while bathtublike mud wallows on shorelines in wet northern forests tell of moose trying to escape the heat and biting flies of summer. A birdbath-size mass of twigs and leaves packed into the crotch of a limb overhead is a squirrel nest or “loafing platform.”

Sleeping can be a dangerous proposition for wild animals, especially smaller ones, whose survival depends on resting with all senses alert for the first hint of predators. For this reason, bedding areas are always selected to give an animal the best odds for detecting predators before predators detect them, for making a quiet escape, or, as a last ditch, for mounting a defense formidable enough to discourage an enemy. The porcupine naps on a high tree branch, its tail facing the trunk, because few predators can get to it there and fewer still can negotiate the narrow branch without being slapped by the porky’s spiny, clublike tail (one exception is the fisher, whose sharp claws enable it to clamber under the branch to emerge at a porcupine’s unprotected head).
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This blue heron was killed by a young adult wolf that hadn’t yet learned that its oily flesh is unpalatable. Note perforations in its breast that outline the wolf’s upper teeth, left when the probably sleeping heron was snatched by its left shoulder.

Deer make their daytime beds in heavy cover, where keen noses and sharp ears can detect enemies long before they come into view. Raccoons often elect to sleep in an abandoned fox den, where their own airborne spoor is greatly muted and they can mount a fierce resistance to attackers that must approach head-on. Bears and moose, whose size and power put them effectively outside of the food chain in most instances, sleep pretty much anywhere they choose, and that location is usually near a food source that they may choose to defend against intruders.



[image: chpt_fig_011.jpg]

Chapter Three
TRACKING TOOLS



While it can be tough to say anything good about technology that has made sunblock a necessity, depleted entire oceans of fish, and enslaved us to conveniences of our own design, a few modern advances do benefit lovers of the outdoors. Many products developed for war, sport hunting, even daily urban life, also have applications in wildlife photography and animal observation.

Light-amplifying “Starlight” night-vision devices level the playing field between night-blind humans and nocturnal animals that see very well in the dark; handheld heat detectors can signal an unseen animal’s location from its body heat; hunting calls can precisely mimic the sounds most likely to entice an animal into view; manufactured scent products can mask human odor or eliminate it entirely, while others can broadcast an illusion of food or sex. Had these modern hunting aids existed when our forefathers settled the New World, the number of species they hunted and trapped to extinction would doubtless have been greater than it is.

Scents

Artificial scents have come a long way since early trappers flavored beaver traps with castoreum from the animals—own musk glands and Native Americans burned fleabane to attract deer. Even today, sport-hunting retailers find a ready market among deer hunters for tarsal glands cut from the knees of breeding does, the theory being that the aroma of sexual availability will override a buck’s instinct for caution. The concept is sound, because most communication in a wild animal’s life, whatever its species, is accomplished through widely varied odors that carry information about sexual readiness, gender, age, size, attitude, emotion, and a host of other data that science is still sorting out. The trick is to use what is known about scent communication to the best advantage, and, especially, to avoid using scents inappropriately, because it’s also possible to scare off your prey with the wrong scent at the wrong time.

SCENT NEUTRALIZERS

Perhaps the most important scent breakthrough in recent years is the development of nontoxic sprays and soaps that break down odors at the molecular level—like “Scent Stop” from Buck Stop Scents & Lures. Initially developed for deer hunters, these scent killers have found applications among pet owners, homeowners, and in household air-freshener products. My own tests of these scent neutralizers have included using them to remove pet odors from furniture, plus a number of field trials that pitted them against the noses of several species of wild animals and one good tracking dog. I’m skeptical of a product that claims to do something I can’t perceive, let alone measure, but I have to admit that these sprays do seem to at least muffle odors. I believe they’ve been at least partly responsible for my getting to within a few feet of deer, elk, and bobcats, undetected.

COVER SCENTS

Cover scents are intended to mask human odors (including sweat, aftershave, and petrochemicals), and work by veiling those odors with a stronger smell. The most popular hunter’s cover scent is fox urine, usually applied to boot soles to disguise a hiker’s scent trail, and sometimes used on the ground around a blind or stand of trees. Raccoon urine is another overwhelming cover scent that can be used either on the ground or in a stand of trees without being out of place. Cover scents do work, but your own odors are mingled with the stronger odor of the scent, and it’s difficult to say at what range or under what conditions animals will unscramble the confusion of smells. The most effective cover scent is skunk musk because its stench overpowers a victim’s olfactory system, causing it to shut down, unable to smell anything. The obvious problem with skunk musk is that it also repels any animal that can smell it. Remember that older, more experienced members of any species got that way by being cautious. The spoor of a strange meat-eater—even a small one—may in itself attract attention.

Keen-nosed tattletales of the forest include scavenger birds like blue jays, ravens, and magpies, and especially squirrels like the chickaree, or red squirrel. Many species are keyed to the alarm calls of these smaller animals, and it’s no exaggeration to say that many a trophy has been lost because a little bird told it that danger was lurking.

SEX SCENTS

While the majority of sex scents produced are for white-tailed deer, there are also scents for exploiting the mating urges of elk, moose, and black bears. Most used are estrus scents from sexually active females. Engineered to act on the powerful instincts of males that mate for just a few weeks each year, the intent of these products is to entice them into disregarding their own cautious natures to pursue the promise of sex. Since males are the sexual aggressors in most species, it’s also in their nature to fall for this ruse.

Other sex scents are derived from hormone-laden male urine. Rather than encouraging an amorous reaction, these are meant to incite territorial males into jealous rages. Judicious application of these “piss-off” scents—as they were called off the record by one manufacturer—have at times brought males at a run, ready to defend their territories against an imagined usurper.

FOOD SCENTS

More constant and nearly as strong as the drive to mate is the need to eat. Food scents are attractive to animals in every season; all a tracker needs to do is match the proper aroma to the diet of the species he or she hopes to lure into sight. Apple and acorn scents appeal to deer, but acorn scent can also intrigue fox and gray squirrels, but apple scent is attractive to a variety of animals, from black bears to elk and porcupines. Many manufactured food scents also contain some essence of the species they’re meant to attract—for example, Buck Stop brand’s apple scent contains whitetail musk.

A time-proven alternative to manufactured food scents is to use a transportable form of an actual food. Many animals, including meat-eaters, are drawn to the odor of ripened fruit, because even the most carnivorous species require some vegetable matter to supply the vitamins and minerals not provided by a diet of flesh alone. One old hunters—trick is to dump a can of apple juice concentrate over a rotting stump or log; several species may then take part in the job of literally eating the wood down to the ground. Bears and raccoons are especially fond of maple syrup, honey, and molasses, and so are numerous other calorie-seeking creatures; pouring one of these sweets over a decaying stump will probably bring repeat visits from a variety of critters.

Some food scents can be found in your kitchen cupboard. Concentrated walnut and almond flavorings are attractive to squirrels, and many species will investigate the tantalizing odor of maple flavoring. A few old-timers swear that vanilla extract is just the thing for luring in both deer and bears, and problems I’ve had with bears raiding my cabin have convinced me that bruins have a real taste for the stuff, drinking it right from the carefully uncapped bottle and spilling almost none.

Bacon grease, known as “Indian butter” among backcountry chefs who use it to perk up modest cabin cuisine, definitely suits the palates of black bears, raccoons, and opossums. Blood collected from slaughterhouses attracts a host of sharp-nosed carnivores, including ravens, vultures, and magpies, who in turn signal larger meat-eaters. Blood carries a potent odor, but it has a short shelf life, and should be frozen until needed.

Or you might elect to use actual meat for carnivores. During a 5-year study of migrating wolves in Michigan’s Lower Peninsula, Odawa tribal biologists and I transported hundreds of pounds of road-killed venison into the woods to use as bait. Fresh meat is especially effective in winter, when it remains detectable by carnivores that are probably anxious for an easy meal, but is kept from spoiling by freezing temperatures. We staked whole carcasses in open places—like on the frozen surfaces of lakes and beaver ponds—and suspended leg quarters from overhead branches, where wolves (and coyotes) would leap up to grab them, leaving tracks in the snow below. In some states officials from fish and game departments may give permission for photographers to lure carnivores with road-killed carcasses, but some states prohibit baiting of any kind. Always check with local officials before picking up any road-killed animal.

Salt and Mineral Licks

Salt is a necessary nutrient for mammals, and, like sugar, it’s not widely available in the wild. Many a farmer has seen his cattle’s salt block devoured by wild animals, and salt licks have proven so irresistible to wildlife that some states ban their use by sport hunters. Deer, bears, elk, and moose are among the more exciting visitors to salt blocks, but almost any mammal in an area may come by for a few quick licks sometime during the day or night. Mineral blocks are refined versions of salt blocks that provide not only salt but also other necessary nutrients. To enhance their appeal to wildlife, some mineral blocks are treated with food scents (usually apple). The downside is that toting a mineral block far into the wilderness can be exhausting, and in some places porcupines alone can devour a 25-pound block in days—then proceed to eat the salt-soaked twigs and leaves beneath it.

A simpler alternative to the salt block is a salt lick, made by dissolving a kitchen-size container of granulated salt in a quart of water. Pour the solution slowly over a dry rotting stump, allowing the absorbent wood to soak up as much of the liquid as possible. The odor of salt will be detectable by your own nose, and it’s probable that the salted stump will attract, and actually be eaten by, a host of salt-loving creatures ranging from deer to porcupines.

The Tracker’s Field Kit

A tracker gathering data in the field is, in effect, a forensic scientist acquiring data and deducing from clues what has happened in a particular area. And just like a police detective, he or she needs to have the specialized tools required to accomplish the tasks at hand. Some tools are generic: Measuring tools for recording the length of a stride or hoofprint are needed in every environment for any species of animal with feet. And casting tracks always requires water and plaster.
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While most often thought of as the means to an end for hunters and biologists, wildlife tracking is an absorbing, often adventurous pastime in itself.

That said, there is no list of tracking tools that will be suited to every environment or season. In winter, you cannot mix plaster with frozen water, so casting tracks demands that a tracker have the means to keep water bottles warm. Determine what the objectives of your outing are and how accomplishing those tasks might be affected by the environment, then use the summaries provided in this guide to select the tools you’ll need, subtracting from or adding to them as a situation demands.

EQUIPMENT BAGS

A working tracking outfit will fit into a large day pack, with room to spare for an ultralight bedroll, bivy shelter, mosquito net, and other tools that make working in a wilderness as comfortable as it can be. Commonly called a “day-and-a-half pack,” suitable packs in this category have at least 2,000 cubic inches of storage, internal frame supports, padded shoulder straps and waist belt, and a sternum strap, and are comfortable enough to be carried all day. Models with lots of pockets help with organizing loose gear into dedicated kits that can be found quickly, even in the dark, and if more pockets are needed, there are add-on accessory pouches that fit any backpack with compression, or cinch, straps. Numerous small packs serve well as tracking kits, most costing well under a hundred dollars.

ANIMAL CALLS

Game calls have been used by hunters for centuries, and these can be valuable tools for trackers who hunt with cameras or binoculars, too. Never have there been so many types of game calls with so much sophisticated technology inside them, or so much hard science behind their designs. From traditional handheld, mouth-powered units to digital electronic playback devices that reproduce every known animal voice, modern calls enable humans to precisely mimic injured prey to draw in predators, or to emulate territorial adults and incite a protective response.

Success at calling wildlife depends not just on skill, but also on knowledge of the species being called. Varmint hunters know that the squeal of a wounded rabbit will interest most carnivores, but mule deer also respond to it (studies indicate that during times of starvation deer have become carnivorous). The soft calls of a nesting Canada goose emanating from a marsh at night are regarded as a dinner invitation by coyotes and bobcats, and the repeated squeaking of a squirrel call may bring around all sorts of predators to investigate. Bears loitering around deer trails in spring seeking a dinner of newborn venison may come to the low bleat of a fawn, as well as may cats and coyotes. And the repeated bleatings of an immature doe from the same place will sometimes bring in predators looking for a sickly deer. Actual animal calls recorded on cassette have also proven effective at luring different types of wildlife within gun, bow, or camera range, but their use is sometimes restricted by local laws, so check out the situation before using them.

OPTICS

John Wootters, the world’s most famous whitetail hunter, once said that the average hunter will walk by ten deer for every one he sees. The trick is to utilize superior vision so you see the deer first. If you’re tracking wild animals, you need a binocular; in fact, you need as good a binocular as you can get.

A scope or monocular won’t cut it, because these instruments use only one eye. The reason humans, like most predators, have eyes paired at the front of the head is so twin images of the same scene, viewed from slightly different angles, can be constantly compared by the brain 60 times each second. The benefit of having a dual imaging system is that it gives predators an unmatched ability to precisely discriminate between objects at different distances or depths. Whether pouncing onto a prey’s back or putting it down with an arrow, viewing the world three-dimensionally is critical to accurately estimating range, and that provides a baseline from which to calculate an optimum trajectory for achieving the most accurate strike possible.
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Modern binoculars endow human trackers with powers of vision that are superior to even the most sharp-eyed animals.



Not only does a good binocular retain the stereoscopic ability to determine which of two distant objects is closer, it enhances that ability by magnifying viewed images from as low as 4 times (for “stadium” binocs) to as much as 25 times (for stargazing models). Today’s precision-ground lenses deliver very good clarity at higher powers, but magnification is limited by other physical factors: The more an image is magnified, the more ambient light is required to illuminate it at the ocular (eyepiece) lens, so higher optical powers are generally less desirable for observations in low light. Increasing the diameter of the objective lenses permits more available light to be taken in and directed to a viewer’s eye, but at the expense of portability.

A remedy for that dilemma is the metallic lens coating developed by Carl Zeiss just prior to World War II. Zeiss discovered that by applying the principle of a two-way mirror he could trap light gathered by the objective lens and prevent it from being reflected back out, thereby intensifying light emitted through the ocular lenses and brightening the image seen through them. Modern lens coatings are also engineered to act as a selective light filter, blocking blues and greens that darken a viewed image while enhancing reds and yellows that brighten it (this makes deer and other brownish animals literally stand out from their surroundings). Probably the greatest advantage of optical coatings is that they enable a small objective lens to deliver the same brightness and clarity as a much larger uncoated lens, which means trackers can carry a more portable binocular.

Objective lens diameter and magnification also have an effect on “field of view” (FOV), which is the real diameter of a circular area that is visible through binocs at 1,000 yards (or meters). The higher the magnification, the smaller the field of view; the larger the objective lenses, the greater the field of view. Smaller field of view makes it more difficult to quickly find an object through the binocular, so squirrel hunters and deep-forest birders, whose viewing interests are relatively close-up, are most fond of wide-view models in the 4x to 8x range (4 to 8 times magnification). Lower magnifications require less ambient light, making them best for use in shadowed forest or twilight, and better models enhance sharpness and contrast beyond what the naked eye can perceive.

Size and weight have always been a concern with field binoculars. The large prisms responsible for giving traditional Porro prism models outstanding clarity and focus also make them heavy and bulky enough to leave behind when heading out to the blind. Continuing improvements in optical grinding have made possible very small but precise prisms that are also coated to enhance the best qualities of light refracted through them. Porro prism binoculars are the most bulky design, with their ocular and objective lenses offset to accommodate prisms in the viewing barrels, but this traditional configuration is still preferred by boaters and others for whom size and weight are less important than razor-sharp focus and maximum light-gathering ability.

Trackers and birders (and outdoor writers) want those same optical advantages, but people on foot tend to be conscious of weight and bulk, so most backcountry trekkers opt for a more streamlined roof prism binocular. Today’s roof prism models provide nearly the same optical quality of a Porro prism, with the same magnification and lens diameters, but their prisms are contained inside straight viewing barrels that are more lightweight and compact to carry. The resulting “shirt-pocket” binoculars, generally in the 8x28 range (8 times magnification, 28mm objective lenses), have proven popular with hunters and especially backpackers, who typically resent every ounce of weight they must carry. With that in mind, I still take to heart the advice of Nikon’s Greg Chevalier, who suggests, “Get big glass, and get the best glass.”

When reading the specs on any bino, look for the designation BaK-4 in their description of its prisms. This cryptic identifier refers to a high quality prism design with the best visual fidelity available, as opposed to the lower optical quality of the less expensive BaK-7 prism. If you aren’t sure which prism is inside, hold the binoc about 6 inches in front of your eyes and look through the ocular lenses; BaK-4 (barium-crown glass) prisms are revealed as a perfect circle, while BaK-7 (borosilicate glass) prisms show as fuzzy-edged squares.

Not all binoculars are waterproof. Casual-use “kitchen window” binocs aren’t intended for exposure to wet conditions or subzero temperatures, and if moisture finds a way into the viewing tubes, prisms and internal lens surfaces may be fogged forever. Waterproof binoculars with sealed nitrogen-filled tubes will have that feature printed on their bodies, and are further distinguished by a higher price tag.

In fact, how well a binocular will perform in the field is linked to its manufacturer’s suggested retail price, because rubber armor, precision lens coatings, and sealed construction add cost to the manufacturing process. It isn’t reasonable to expect that a blister-packaged department store binoc costing $25 will give you the same brightness, resolution, and durability as more expensive model with more features. Among birders—a group that knows binoculars—the consensus is that it takes $200 to get a fieldworthy binoc, but sport hunters and campers can do well with a starter model in $100 price range. At the other extreme, there is little reason in the real world of dust, rain, cold, and hard knocks to spend $2,000 or more for a working binocular, and the few advantages offered by high-dollar models seldom justify their price tags. Based on Best Buy Awards awarded by Consumers Digest magazine, the most bang for your binoc buck will be priced at about $500.

However much you pay for your binocular, it should be treated like the valuable optical instrument it is. Most important is preserving optical lens coatings, identifiable as oily-looking swirls on the objective lenses. Treat these coatings gently; keep your lenses covered or your binocs cased when not in use, and use only soft glass cleaning cloths to wipe them. Never use spit to clean any coated lens (including rifle scopes and cameras), because enzymes in saliva are corrosive to them, and can seriously degrade optical performance over time.

Given proper care, even one of the less expensive binoculars sold today will remain serviceable beyond its buyer’s lifetime. Springing for a higher priced model with more features enhances the likelihood that it will become an heirloom, and adds to its real value as tracking or hunting tool. Try to find a satisfying balance between price and performance, and get as good a binocular as your budget permits. Whether you’re tracking a rare bird as it flits from tree to tree or picking out a motionless whitetail from tangled underbrush, having the super vision afforded by a quality binocular can pay a handsome dividend in the field.

TRACKING CAMERAS

A dying sun settled in the southwestern sky as I sneaked through a nearly impenetrable jungle of alder and river willow, trying hard to step silently on dry twigs and leaves that crackled underfoot like popcorn. Avoiding quick movements that might startle tattletale birds and squirrels into sounding an alarm, I eased down to one knee and lightly ran my fingertips around the edges of a deep hoofprint. The impression was sharp-edged and fresh, and the plant fibers that had torn under the hooves—tremendous weight were wet, crushed underfoot no more than an hour before. My prey, an adult bull moose, had to be very close.

Game laws prohibited hunting moose here, but I couldn’t deny the excitement that accompanied tracking down this gigantic member of the deer family. So near my target, I was acutely aware of every sound, sight, and odor as my trigger finger caressed the shutter button of the digital camera that hung from my neck.

Different groups debate philosophical points, but the bottom line is that anyone actively seeking to observe wild animals is a hunter, whether individuals prefer to be called birders, naturalists, or photographers. The same knowledge and skills that make a bow or gun hunter consistently successful at finding game are needed for wildlife photography. And if you can maintain the calm needed to take a focused, centered photo of an animal, you’ll doubtless do well at dealing with that jittery condition known as “buck fever.” Better, there is no closed season for photography; any species can be hunted in any month of the year, and protected or nongame animals can be legally captured with a camera.

Despite lingering arguments over whether using film makes for a better photo, digital pictures are replacing shots on film as the standard for publications, and their quality is better than good. Trackers can take home images of animals, tracks, and sign, which makes the digital camera an excellent tool for recording sights, events, even sounds and video. If you don’t like the picture you see in the preview window, simply delete it and try again.

Digital photos can be downloaded directly from camera to computer, where they can be enhanced with graphics software, made into frameable prints using photo paper and a color printer, or e-mailed to friends, family, or coworkers. Many department stores and pharmacies now have automated photo printers that will download images from your camera’s memory card and print them onto photo paper, a compact disk (CD), or both. Memory cards can be erased and reused an indefinite number of times.
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Using her own boot as a size reference, tracker Cheanne Chellis photographs a large moose track for her records.

One problem is that even the best camera “sees” in only two dimensions, and cannot accurately reproduce depth or distances. Where this is likely to be a problem is in photos of tracks (which is why line drawings that accentuate desired features are often superior). Veteran trackers can relate the difficulty in pointing out nuances in a footprint, or even the footprints themselves, to novices, and even expert trackers can have a tough time discerning a track’s details from a photograph. As a precaution—and because digital cameras permit large numbers of photos to be taken—I like to shoot a track from several angles to highlight every feature.

Suitable tracking cameras can be found at most department stores for under $100. Inexpensive 2.0 megapixel point-and-shoot cameras (which includes most camera-equipped cellular phones) are adequate for track photos, while 4.0 megapixel cameras offer as much resolution and clarity as a tracker will ever need.

TRAIL TIMERS
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Trail timers with onboard digital cameras have become integral components of the tracker’s kit in recent years.



Where there are a lot of animals there will be, of course, a lot of animal trails, and if you plan to stake out one of them to wait for a sighting it pays to have some idea which one is most likely to be used. Animals sometimes change regular routes to follow seasonal foods, because part of a trail is blocked, to dodge a predator in the area, or because something has changed and the animal hasn’t yet determined if that change is dangerous. Remember that no matter how you might feel about them, wild animals regard you as a dangerous predator; touch nothing unnecessarily when examining a trail, avoid leaving your scent, and disturb as little as possible.

A useful old trick for checking traffic on animal trails is to string a length of thread or light fishing line across a recently traveled path, then come back later to see if it has been knocked down. Tie off one end of the trip line to a tree on one side of the trail, and wedge the other end as tentatively as possible under a piece of bark or in a split twig on the other side. By setting a dozen or so trip lines on different trails, checking them twice a day, and resetting as needed, you can gather enough information to predict an animal’s comings and goings with fair precision after just two days. You can even tell in which direction the animal was headed by which direction to string was dragged. You can also adjust the string higher up to help narrow which species used a trail—a string set at 3 feet above the ground will only be tripped by deer and larger animals, while smaller species like raccoons and porcupines walk under it.

Electronic Trail Timers

A modern version of the old thread-across-the-trail trick is a digital clock unit, like the trail timers made by the King Manufacturing Company of St. Paul, Minnesota. Like the thread timer, the Trail Timer uses a trip line, but it stores the date and time that the line was tripped, as well as the direction of travel. Units are mounted in their own weatherproof plastic cases and prices start under $20. More elaborate and expensive trail timing devices use an infrared beam to detect movement; some can use an optional camera, while some are in effect digital cameras.

One problem I’ve encountered with some trail cameras has been the lag time between when the light beam is broken by an animal and when the camera’s shutter trips—sometimes taking a photo of trees, sometimes not taking the picture at all, even though tracks crossing the target area prove that an animal did pass. Another problem has been accumulation of snow in the unit’s lens recess; in snow country you should try to take that into account when placing the camera.

HEAT DETECTORS


[image: chpt_fig_023.jpg]

The Finder from Game Finder, Inc., can detect even minute traces of body heat, and signals their presence with either an LED bar graph or an audible tone through earphones.



Handheld infrared heat detectors are a recent innovation that have earned a place in the twenty-first-century tracker’s field kit, and have become a must-have tool in my own. Field tests with several models of the Game Finder units from Game Finder, Inc., of Huntsville, Alabama, have worked exceptionally well for detecting even very small heat sources in open terrain or woods. When a larger animal—like a deer or bear—is lying behind a downed log or earth knoll, these units even have the sensitivity to detect radiated body heat as it rises from behind the obstruction. Battery life can exceed 12 hours, depending on the model and how cold the weather is. Because they actually detect “thermal edges,” where cooler ambient air is broken by a much warmer body, and vice-versa, the units work best in colder weather. But even in hot weather, the latest generation of heat detectors are triggered by temperature differences smaller than 1 degree Fahrenheit out to 600 yards in open terrain. A bar graph provides visual display of intensity—how large a temperature difference exists between the two objects at a thermal edge. Some units even have an earphone that provides different audio signals for how large a temperature difference exists—like metal detectors that emit different tones for different materials.

PROTECTIVE GLOVES

Handling scat samples, collecting decaying bones, carcasses, and other organic samples, or even handling biting or stinging insects, are all made safer and more hygienic by having a protective layer of rubber or plastic on your skin. Thin latex (or non-allergenic nitrile) gloves, like the kind worn by medical workers, are ideal because they block infectious
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