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INTRODUCTION





  Imagine, for a moment, that instead of being a modern, pinnacle-of-evolution Homo sapiens, you are a proto-mammal living in the early Jurassic Period, around 200 million years ago. Pinnacle of evolution, not so much: You’re about the size of a shrew, and your main goal in life is to avoid being either eaten or inadvertently stomped flat by a dinosaur several thousand times your weight. At this point you aren’t even any smarter than those things. So how do you survive? Simple—you go nocturnal, an adaptation made easy by your warm-blooded physiology.




  Flash forward to the present. The dinosaurs are gone; the largest and meanest and smartest land animals are all mammals. And yet about 70 percent of all mammal species remain nocturnal, doing most if not all of their moving, hunting, grazing, playing, and mating when you’re asleep. Sure, you’ll see the odd squirrel or deer or coyote out in daylight, but there’s an entire mammalian world that is otherwise hidden.




  Hidden, that is, unless you know a bit about tracking and reading sign, in which case you can peek into that world like a naturalist Sherlock Holmes and uncover fascinating details about the animals whose paths you are crossing—sometimes only hours after they were there.




  Picture a grassy meadow with a small stream running across one side, tall trees, and a thicket of berry bushes marking its sinuous path. It’s midmorning, the sun is warm, and there are a few birds chirping, but otherwise, it’s perfectly still, with not an animal in sight. A scene that may seem devoid of wildlife, however, remains so only to the uninitiated. If you know just a little bit about finding and reading animal footprints and evidence of their feeding and communication, you’ll discover that this “empty” meadow is actually the busiest place around—a veritable Serengeti of animal activity. Bear tracks around the berry bushes show where a female black bear ate a snack; bits of crayfish shells on the streambank and little hand-like prints tell of a raccoon’s breakfast; a scraped-up area the size of a dinner plate, with round pellets scattered around it, marks a cottontail’s favorite dust bath; a shredded shrub is the victim of a young white-tailed buck’s pre-rut jousting as he rubs the shedding velvet from his antlers; and a long set of big-cat prints walking down the meadow trail tells of a mountain lion’s search for supper.




  You don’t have to be a grizzled old woodsman or come from a long line of Native American trackers to enjoy animal tracking or to do it well. It’s not a mystical art. All you need are three well-developed skills, which we all have and can improve: observation, patience, and awareness.




  Observation




  Your best tool is your ability to observe a track scene and take in all the clues left by the animal—not just the physical tracks but also details such as which way the animal was going, if the animal veered off a trail to one side or the other briefly, if it was alone or in a group, if it walked down the middle of the trail or just darted across, and if it left any other marks like scratchings or piles of scat. Each of these clues can be used to identify the animal that made the track, but you need to observe carefully as well as truthfully: It’s easy to turn a track or scene into what you’d like it to be rather than what it is. Don’t forget to notice physical and geographic details: habitat, topography, weather, season, and so on. Stay quiet, too—it helps concentration.




  Patience




  Slowing down is actually the hardest tracking skill for most people to develop. In order to practice tracking well, you need to take lots of time to observe the scene and do so slowly and methodically, from all angles (get down on your hands and knees, too). It’s almost a kind of meditation. Some practitioners get into the mind or even the physical aspect of the animal: If you were a bear walking down this trail, where would you walk, what would you eat, where would you be going and when?




  Awareness




  Awareness of your natural surroundings is a skill that comes only with study and practice. If you are going to be a successful tracker, you need to learn about your surroundings—the plants, the animals, the weather, the seasons—what happens when, which creatures are active when, what blooms or fruits when. Learn the life histories of the animals, their eating and traveling and mating habits. This is nature awareness. It’s incredibly fulfilling, and it will make you a superb tracker because you’ll know that, for example, kit foxes are almost strictly carnivores—kangaroo rats are their favorite prey—and live in the desert. You won’t find them in mountain canyons, where you’re more likely to find their relative, the gray fox.




  
Getting Started





  This book, as its title implies, is intended as an introduction to the art and science of tracking. You’ll eventually want other field guides in addition to this one: books about mammal (or bird or reptile) identification, with range maps and life history information. An advanced tracking book will be useful as well, such as Olaus J. Murie’s Animal Tracks—a remarkable compendium of information about the natural history and tracking of North American mammals, birds, reptiles, and insects. Plant books are useful for identifying plants used by animals you are tracking. Look also for nature guides to your region.




  Use this book as a tool to get started enjoying the art of tracking. Develop your three skills—observation, patience, and awareness—and build your library of notes on the tracks in your ecosystem. We provide a starting point for learning about the animals, but you’ll no doubt want to delve further with other sources of natural history information. Finally, we provide information on how to use animal tracking in conservation projects, so that future generations will have as much fun as we do in discovering the world of animal tracking.




  
[image: Mountain lions are normally solitary animals, so it’s unusual to find a paired set of tracks. Note how well the prints show up in this late afternoon light.]
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