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[image: Quick Reference Chart Classic bird tracks Track Length Species Page 11/16–1 in. (1.7–2.5 cm) Barn Swallow 38 ⅞–1 in. (2.2–2.5 cm) Redpolls 39 15/16–1⅛ in. (2.4–2.8 cm) Black-capped Chickadee 40 15/16–1⅛ in. (2.4–2.8 cm) Common Yellowthroat 41 1–1⅛ in. (2.5–2.8 cm) American Goldfinch 41 1–13/16 in. (2.5–3 cm) Louisiana Waterthrush 42 1⅛–1¼ in. (2.8–3.1 cm) Belted Kingfisher 42 1⅛–1¼ in. (2.8–3.1 cm) Brewer’s Sparrow 43 1⅛–1¼ in. (2.8–3.1 cm) Winter Wren 44 1⅛–1¼ in. (2.8–3.1 cm) Common Ground-dove 45 1⅛–15/16 in. (2.8–3.3 cm) House Sparrow 46 1¼–1½ in. (3.2–3.8 cm) Black-throated Sparrow 46 1¼–1½ in. (3.2–3.8 cm) Sage Sparrow 48 1¼–1½ in. (3.2–3.8 cm) Dark-eyed Junco 49 1¼–19/16 in. (3.2–4 cm) Northern Cardinal 50 15/16–1½ in. (3.3–3.8 cm) White-throated Sparrow 53 1⅜–1½ in. (3.5–3.8 cm) American Pipit 51 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Horned Lark 52 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Vesper Sparrow 54 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Song Sparrow 55 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Savannah Sparrow 56 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Evening Grosbeak 58 1⅜–1⅝ in. (3.5–4.1 cm) Snow Bunting 59 17/16–1⅝ in. (3.6–4.1 cm) White-crowned Sparrow 56 1½–1⅝ in. (3.8–4.1 cm) White-breasted Nuthatch 57 1½–1¾ in. (3.8–4.4 cm) Cactus Wren 61 19/16–1¾ in. (4–4.4 cm) Green-tailed Towhee 62 1⅝–1⅞ in. (4.1–4.7 cm) Spotted Towhee 60 1⅝–1⅞ in. (4.1–4.7 cm) Canyon Towhee 62 1⅝–1⅞ in. (4.1–4.7 cm) Mourning Dove 64 111/16–21/16 in. (4.3–5.2 cm) Red-winged Blackbird 68 1¾–115/16 in. (4.4–4.9 cm) Gray Catbird 63 1¾–115/16 in. (4.4–4.9 cm) American Dipper 66 1¾–2 in. (4.4–5.1 cm) California Towhee 63 1¾ –2 in. (4.4–5.1 cm) Gray Jay 65 Track Length Species Page 1¾–2 in. (4.4–5.1 cm) Northern Mockingbird 67 1¾–2⅛ in. (4.4–5.4 cm) American Robin 70 1¾–2¼ in. (4.4–5.7 cm) Blue Jay 74 1¾–2¼ in. (4.4–5.7 cm) American Kestrel 76 113/16–2⅛ in. (4.6–5.4 cm) European Starling 72 1⅞–2⅛ in. (4.7–5.4 cm) Curve-billed Thrasher 69 1⅞–2⅛ in. (4.7–5.4 cm) Le Conte’s Thrasher 73 1⅞–2⅜ in. (4.7–6 cm) Steller’s Jay 71 1⅞–2⅜ in. (4.7–6 cm) Mexican Jay 76 2–2⅜ in. (5.1–6 cm) Clark’s Nutcracker 76 2–2⅜ in. (5.1–6 cm) Black-billed Magpie 78 2–2½ in. (5.1–6.3 cm) Rock Dove (Pigeon) 77 2⅛–2⅝ in. (5.4–6.7 cm) Common Grackle 80 2¼–2⅝ in. (5.7–6.7 cm) Western Meadowlark 79 2⅜–3¼ in. (6–8.2 cm) Boat-tailed Grackle 82 2½–2¾ in. (6.3–7 cm) Merlin 81 2½–3¼ in. (6.3–8.2 cm) Great-tailed Grackle 83 215/16–3⅜ in. (7.5–8.6 cm) Fish Crow 84 215/16–3⅝ in. (7.5–9.2 cm) American Crow 86 3⅛–3¾ in. (7.9–9.5 cm) Green Heron 88 3¾–4½ in. (9.5–11.4 cm) Tricolored Heron 90 3¾–4¾ in. (9.5–12.1 cm) Common Raven 92 occasionally to 5¼ in. (13.3 cm) 3¾–5 in. (9.5–12.7 cm) Turkey Vulture 96 3¾–5⅜ in. (9.5–13.7 cm) Red-tailed Hawk 89 3⅞–4⅝ in. (9.8–11.7 cm) Snowy Egret 94 4–4⅝ in. (10.2–11.7 cm) Cattle Egret 91 4½–4¾ in. (11.4–12.1 cm) Northern Goshawk 87 4½–5¼ in. (11.4–13.3 cm) Reddish Egret 95 4¾–5⅜ in. (12.1–13.7 cm) White Ibis 98 4¾–5⅜ in. (12.1–13.7 cm) White-faced Ibis 93 6–8¼ in. (16.2–21 cm) Bald Eagle 99 6½–7¼ in. (16.5–18.4 cm) Great Egret 97 6 ½–8½ in. (16.5–21.6 cm) Great Blue Heron 101 ]
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Introduction
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A thing is right when it tends to
preserve the integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community. It
is wrong when it tends otherwise.
ALDO LEOPOLD, A Sand County Almanac





E.M.


There are so many fine field guides to the birds—why another? This book, while complementing those field guides, is a uniquely different footpath into the lifeways of birds, into their world of survival, into their habitats, and perhaps most importantly, into knowing them intimately by slowly coming to understand their homes and lives. Tracking will enable you to learn about the day-to-day lives of birds in that challenging world of survival, even when you can’t see or hear them.


The other field guides and tapes will help you learn field marks and birdsong, and they are excellent tools for recognizing birds when you see a flash of color or hear a snippet of song or an abrupt warning call. But there are other ways to learn of birds’ presence even when they are being secretive or have moved on, perhaps for their seasonal migration. This book provides you with ways to recognize and identify the presence of birds from other clues they leave that are far more enduring than a wisp of song or the brief glimpse of a tail flared for landing. Birds leave other clues to their presence in the form of tracks and sign. Sign refers to all the possible signs of their passing: sign of feeding, gathering materials for nesting, the nests or cavity holes themselves, pellets, droppings, feathers lost during molt, or kill sites.


[image: Feigning a broken wing, a killdeer distracts intruders from her nest. (ME)]


[image: A great blue heron stalks a stream behind a thin veil of phragmites. (VA)]


For all of us who enjoy tracking, beginner or advanced, becoming sensitive and connected enough to notice these kinds of sign vastly increases our awareness of living relationships in the landscape around us. In this field guide, each chapter focuses on one similar group of signs used to detect the presence of birds; these signs are classed together based on their relationship to particular biological functions of the bird (its physical processes), like feeding sign, or the scat sign of elimination. Just as learning the tracks of birds takes you far beyond relying only on field identification marks or birdsong (which can help only when the bird is present), learning about nests, scat, pellets, feeding sign, feathers, and skulls gives you a richer language for interpreting each possible clue as it reveals the presence of a particular bird in the habitat you are getting to know, even if that bird has already moved on or is resolutely silent and hidden in the trees.




Cultural Tracking


M.E.


If we all followed our lineages back far enough, we would find the trackers from which we all came. For there was an era in which the art and science of tracking was a necessary skill for survival. A glance at a track, and a story of incredible richness and complexity unfolded. Listening to birdsongs was not for mere identification; a note on the wind told of sneaking humans, large predators, or the location of a nest.


Real tracking is bigger than one lifetime. Tracking, as our ancestors knew it, was a body of knowledge handed down from generation to generation. Each person added to this knowledge base during his or her lifetime, and the source ever expanded. I call this cultural tracking.


Today, around the globe, there is renewed enthusiasm for tracking. Wildlife research is beginning to use tracking. One study in Montana collects data on bear sign, thereby avoiding having to capture bears, pull their teeth, drug them, collar them, or habituate them to human scent. Wildlife inventories are beginning to rely on tracks and sign to provide an accurate snapshot of wildlife in an area instead of on theoretical assumptions of inhabitants based upon vegetative analysis. Jon Young is teaching ancient bird language skills. And Louis Liebenberg has created a visual palm pilot for GPS units so that bushmen trackers in Africa are able to contribute to wildlife research. Individuals are also learning tracking on their own, taking to the woods to reconnect with wilderness, to engage in real relationships with wild creatures, and to learn a sense of place by reading the signs left in the environments in which they live. Tracking is really about a greater awareness, and it is truly a way of living more fully. Tracking centers us in a world that continues to move at a head-spinning speed. It slows us down.


We who are passionate about this subject are also beginning to rebuild what was lost in our country. May tracking and trackers be preserved and celebrated for all time. We humbly present the material in this book as another stone from which to rebuild our cultural knowledge of tracking. We have recorded a part of the art, a piece of the science, with the faith that those who read this work will add to it and share it with others, be inspired to continue to learn, and aid in the conservation of tracking as a whole. May you all add to this knowledge and push it further.





[image: American crow tracks. (MA)]


[image: A crow skull lies in a bed of its own feathers, picked clean by the red-tailed hawk that captured it. (NY)]


As you look at, listen to, smell, touch, and sense the clues to the bird stories all around you, you will become not only a proficient tracker of birds, but a tracker of the birds’ life cycles and habitat, of their prey and their hideouts, of weather and seeds, nuts and trees, death and life—in short, a tracker of ecology. As you become intimate with the lives of the birds, you will grow increasingly aware of the need for conservation to protect the habitats of these sometimes threatened inhabitants.




Birding Beginners


If you’ve never birded before, get a copy of the National Geographic Field Guide to the Birds of North America or Kenn Kaufman’s Focus Guide to the Birds of North America. Kaufman arranges birds by size, which is the easiest way for someone to get started. Once you’ve been afield for a while, you will want to know a way to organize all the field signs you are learning into workable groups; the National Geographic guide will help you with that: You also don’t need to know which birds are in the East or West because this book covers the entire continent and, like all field guides, organizes birds taxonomically by families that typically have common characteristics based on their evolutionary emergence and physical similarities.


As a tracker, you’ll also find the National Geographic guide invaluable for its succinct descriptions of family characteristics at the beginning of each section. Reading those will help you understand how track and sign characteristics have been grouped in this book. At the end of each individual species description, there is information about the birds’ habitat and seasonal range, which you can combine with your own field observations and the photographs and data in the book to help you make positive identifications. Other field guides provide this information, and Roger Tory Peterson’s and The Sibley Guide to Birds, as well as local and regional field guides, are also excellent aids.


It will help in your identification if you take field notes, sketch anything that intrigues you, and measure significant things like tracks or the width of owl pellets. We highly recommend Clare Walker Leslie’s The Art of Field Sketching for getting started with your field notes. Even if you are convinced you cannot draw, her book will prove you wrong.





[image: An acorn woodpecker’s larder in a Jeffrey pine. (CA)]


[image: A mourning dove trail bathed in dawn light. (TX)]




Start in Your Own Backyard


One of the easiest ways to get started in both tracking and birding is in your own backyard. This is a microhabitat you can get to know intimately, and you can begin to make improvements in your backyard habitat to promote visits by wildlife. Building a Backyard Bird Habitat, by Scott Shalaway, is a good comprehensive guide. The National Wildlife Federation’s Backyard Wildlife Habitat Program (see Resources) offers advice about gardening for wildlife; nonchemical lawn care; using plants to attract pollinators, such as bees and hummingbirds; putting up nest boxes for birds and roosting boxes for bats; creating brush piles for roosts; providing winter water sources for birds; and many other wildlife-friendly ideas that will increase the number of tracks and species you will be able to see near your home.


You can put out track plates or track boxes overnight or for several days to see what species come by and observe how weather affects the aging of tracks. Position a board covered with a layer of fine sand or dirt where you’ve observed trails of tracks in your yard. Write down and sketch your observations, noting the weather. Try moving your track plate to different locations in your yard and see what happens.


If you want to get a better understanding of large-scale habitat in your area, and of ecosystems in general, there are four fantastic and comprehensive introductory books on this topic devoted to different regions of the United States, all Peterson Field Guides by John Kricher and Gordon Morrison: Ecology of Eastern Forests, California and Pacific Northwest Forests, Rocky Mountain and Southwest Forests, and A Neotropical Companion. The last is crucial reading if you want to know what is happening to “your” birds when many of them have migrated to their wintering grounds in Central America, the Caribbean, and South America.


Going on bird walks or taking a birding class are also excellent ways to get started in the world of birding. Once you get hooked on tracking, consider courses such as those offered by Jon Young’s Wilderness Awareness School, especially the Kamana program, an intensive study-at-home course in tracking and ecology. Instructors at his home-base school in Washington are always available by phone to help with your questions, and they will connect you with others in your area who are taking the course too.





[image: Endangered old-growth forest. (WA)]




When you are birding or tracking, there are some important ethical considerations to protect the birds, other animals, their habitat, and the rights of other people. The American Birding Association has come up with some guidelines.




American Birding Association’s Principles of Birding Ethics


Everyone who enjoys birds, birding, and tracking must always respect wildlife, its environment, and the rights of others. In any conflict of interest between birds and birders/trackers, the welfare of the birds and their environment comes first.




Code of Birding Ethics


Promote the welfare of birds and their environment.


1(a) Support the protection of important bird habitat.


1(b) To avoid stressing birds or exposing them to danger, exercise restraint and caution during observation, photography, sound recording, or filming.


Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methods in heavily birded areas or for attracting any species that is Threatened, Endangered, or of Special Concern, or is rare in your area.


Keep well back from nests and nesting colonies, roosts, display areas, and important feeding sites. In such sensitive areas, if there is a need for extended observation, photography, filming, or recording, try to use a blind or hide, and take advantage of natural cover.


Use artificial light sparingly for filming or photography, especially for close-ups.


1(c) Before advertising the presence of a rare bird, evaluate the potential for disturbance to the bird, its surroundings, and other people in the area, and proceed only if access can be controlled, disturbance can be minimized, and permission has been obtained from private land-owners. The sites of rare nesting birds should only be divulged to the proper conservation authorities.


1(d) Stay on roads, trails, and paths where they exist; otherwise keep habitat disturbance to a minimum.


Respect the law and the rights of others.


2(a) Do not enter private property without the owner’s explicit permission.


2(b) Follow all laws, rules, and regulations governing use of roads and public areas, both at home and abroad.


2(c) Practice common courtesy in contacts with other people. Your exemplary behavior will generate goodwill with birders/trackers and non-birders alike.


Ensure that feeders, nest structures, and other artificial bird environments are safe.


3(a) Keep dispensers, water, and food clean and free of decay and disease. It is important to feed birds continually during harsh weather.


3(b) Maintain and clean nest structures regularly.


3(c) If you are attracting birds to an area, ensure the birds are not exposed to predation from cats and other domestic animals, or dangers posed by artificial hazards.


Group birding, whether organized or impromptu, requires special care.


Each individual in the group, in addition to the obligations spelled out in Items #1 and #2, has responsibilities as a Group Member.


4(a) Respect the interests, rights, and skills of fellow birders/trackers, as well as those people participating in other legitimate outdoor activities. Freely share your knowledge and experience, except where code 1(c) applies. Be especially helpful to beginning birders/trackers.


4(b) If you witness unethical birding/tracking, assess the situation and intervene if you think it prudent. When interceding, inform the person(s) of the inappropriate action and attempt, within reason, to have it stopped. If the behavior continues, document it and notify appropriate individuals or organizations.


Group Leader Responsibilities:


4(c) Be an exemplary ethical role model for the group. Teach through word and example.


4(d) Keep groups to a size that limits impact on the environment and does not interfere with others using the same area.


4(e) Ensure that everyone in the group knows and practices this code.


4(f) Learn and inform the group of any special circumstances applicable to the areas being visited (e.g. no tape recorders allowed).


4(g) Acknowledge that professional tour companies bear special responsibility to place the welfare of birds and the benefits of public knowledge ahead of the company’s commercial interests. Ideally, leaders should keep track of tour sightings, document unusual occurrences, and submit records to appropriate organizations.




Additional copies of the Code of Birding Ethics can be obtained from: ABA, PO Box 6599, Colorado Springs, CO 80934-6599; (800) 850-2473 or (719) 578-1614; fax: (800) 247-3329 or (719) 578-1480; e-mail: member@aba.org; or on their website: www.americanbirding.org.







Tracks and Trails


1
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M.E.


It was a bit shocking to arrive in Death Valley National Park and be told that in addition to the fancy resort, there was a golf course. We never went to look at the thing—some places aren’t meant to have green turf. But unintended good did come of this golf course. A pipe broke and water flowed freely down the valley past the campground. It crossed the main park road, where an orange “Flood” sign was posted.


People slammed on their brakes, dropping to 5 miles an hour to ford the torrent, which was actually just a slick of water crossing the pavement—so shallow you could stand in the center wearing sneakers and your feet would stay dry. But people slammed on their brakes anyway. We were definitely in the desert.


After the water passed over the road’s edge, it dropped and cut a shallow course in the sand—a miniature Grand Canyon a foot deep and 10 feet wide at most. This narrow stream with muddy banks flowed right past our campground. We had arrived there well after dark, and I used the high beams of our rental car to assess the situation more fully. A coyote walked along one edge of the stream, leaving perfect tracks. Electricity raced through me and fueled my dreams until morning.


Before the sun had risen, I was off to explore the new creek. In the thick, gray predawn, I strained to see the activity recorded along the banks. So much lay before me. The miraculous water source meant the even greater miracle of mud in the midst of an otherwise dry desert, and mud is the medium upon which stories are written in tracks and trails.


Coyotes had left trails everywhere, as they socialized, drank, and hunted along the banks. Several kit foxes had come to drink, nervously walking up to the creek’s edge—no doubt cautious due to all the coyote activity. A gray fox also came to drink, then crossed the creek and entered the desert beyond. (According to park literature, gray foxes do not inhabit the valley.) Ravens patrolled the edges, drinking from time to time. A great blue heron walked upstream, and Brewer’s blackbirds, grackles, and sparrows all came to drink as well. Two great horned owls, one larger than the other, dropped in. Both birds walked straight into the water, where they stood and took gulps from the stream, raising their beaks to the stars to swallow. White-tailed antelope squirrels ran back and forth, and a wood rat made an appearance on one bank. Several band-tailed lizards patrolled an edge, and roadrunners leaped from one side to the other, not needing to stop to drink, as their physiology is adapted to dry climates. And all this in a distance less than half the length of a football field! I wonder, if not for the improbable gift of these tracks, how many lives I would have missed here, under the baking sun, on the floor of Death Valley.


The term tracking brings to mind footprints, or tracks. Birds certainly figure prominently among the wild creatures that leave tracks behind, yet, for some reason, this approach to identification has been little studied, at least in the United States, perhaps due to the high visibility and audibility of many bird species. Nevertheless, this is a valuable means of determining the presence of particular birds. With practice and the right diagnostic questions, you can quickly narrow down the identification possibilities to bird families or even species.


[image: A great horned owl track at the edge of a water source. (The white substance is a salt deposit.) (CA)]


[image: An otter shares a riverbank with several wood ducks (the smaller tracks). (MA)]


A track should never be examined in isolation; it is always related to and speaks about an ecosystem. When understood in ecological relation to its environment, a track is bursting with information and clues to species identification. The location and environment surrounding a track provide information on behavior, habits, and more. So take note. The more you study the ecology of your local area, including which bird species are present each season, their behaviors, and their preferred habitats, the easier track identification becomes. You can’t become a student of tracking without also becoming a well-rounded ecologist—a naturalist, if you will. Are you aware of which birds overwinter in your area, staying throughout the year, which summer around your home, and which only pass through during migrations? Do you know which birds feed on the ground, which in the air, which eat insects, and which eat seeds? The more ecological information you learn, the easier track identification becomes.


Certain bird species rarely touch the ground at all. Grebes, loons, swifts, flycatchers, and kingfishers are among those that are least comfortable on the ground. Nightjars also rarely leave tracks, as they touch down only to roost and rest, often on roads and rocks rather than soft substrates. Because it’s rare to encounter the tracks of such species under natural circumstances, they are not covered in the following pages. Other bird families, whose tracks are common in the field in North America, are examined in great detail.


Track Analysis


A practical introductory method to the identification of bird tracks is to follow a three-step process I call the “3 perspectives”: First, look at the ecology of the environment. Next, look at the track pattern. Then, look at the track. When you find a track in the field, stop, step back, and first take in the big picture, studying the environment surrounding the track. Determine the ecological framework—lowland or upland forest, wetland, grassland, or other type of ecosystem. Then approach the tracks themselves. Try to determine the pattern of a small group of tracks, which offers much information: A bird that frequents the ground tends to walk, whereas strong perching birds tend to hop. Now narrow your focus further, studying just one track. Don’t try to label the track with a species name. Rather, carefully examine the track, and acknowledge what it’s sharing with you. A bird track tells you a great deal about the ecology of the bird, giving a lot of clues as to how it exists, which aids in the identification of the species. Studying the tracks answers many questions: How much time does this bird spend on the ground? How comfortable is it on the ground? It’s all there: A bird that spends most of its time perched has very narrow tracks, whereas a regular ground feeder has wide tracks. And don’t just look. Listen, feel, taste, smell—engage your senses as you constantly shift your focus from the ecosystem to the track pattern to an individual track and then back to the big picture again.


Consider the tracks of bald eagles and great blue herons. Even though simple measurements of the length and width of their tracks may be similar, there are obvious differences in the structure, or morphology, of their feet. The massive claws and developed toe pads of the eagle aid in gripping slippery prey, whereas the slender, wide, flat feet of the heron are ideal for supporting the bird during long waits in muddy marshes and as it’s stalking. Further, webbing is an obvious sign of swimming. And feathers on feet are an adaptation to conserve heat.


The master tracker goes well beyond identification; he or she is able to accurately read behaviors, the health of a creature, and the moods of an individual from a mere scuff in the ground. At each deepening level of focus, from environment to track, slow down and ask yourself questions that will help you visualize what happened in that moment and thus further understand the bird in relation to its habitat. Use the questions, visualization exercises, and perspectives offered in this book to deepen your enjoyment of track identification. Take the time to immerse yourself in the relationship between individual tracks and trails and the environment.


Foot Morphology


The structure of the foot, related to the arrangement of the toes, aids ornithologists in the organization and classification of bird species. Using a simplification of the ornithologists’ categories, we are also able to create track groups, based on how foot structure helps determine the size and shape of the track. These categories not only provide information about how a bird exists—its feeding and nesting habits, and so on—but also allow us to present bird tracks in easy-to-learn groups based on common characteristics, for easier identification in the field.


In most bird species, the feet are four-toed; a few are three-toed. The toes of birds all converge in a central area of the foot called the metatarsal pad, or sole. Birds don’t place all the bones in their feet equally on the ground. Rather, they usually move with most of their weight supported by their toes, and therefore create deeper impressions at the outer edges than in the center of their tracks. This method of movement is called digitigrade. Humans place the entire foot on the ground when walking, known as plantigrade.


[image: The basic anatomy of a bird foot.]


Bird feet vary tremendously, depending upon how the toes, or digits, are ranged around the metatarsal pad. The digital pads, which line each toe, also vary in form and function from bird to bird. The most common toe arrangement is anisodactyl, with three toes pointed forward and one backward. The toe that points back is commonly referred to as the hallux. It varies in length tremendously across species and is absent altogether in some. The second most common toe arrangement is zygodactyl, with two toes pointed backward and two forward.


Ornithologists also number the toes of each foot, from 1 to 4, in a systematic fashion, called the digital formula. Toe 1 is always the hallux, whether it is present or not, and the other toes are numbered in sequence, beginning with the inside of the foot and circling out. Thus left and right tracks are circled in different directions. Study the illustrations to better visualize this point.


[image: Digital formula: anisodactyl feet (above); zygodactyl feet (below).]
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For anisodactyl feet, toe 1 points backward and toes 2, 3, and 4 point forward. For zygodactyl feet, toes 1 and 4 point backward and toes 2 and 3 point forward. This system was adopted to help define bird tracks by Bang and Dahlstrom (1974); Brown et al. (1987) and, more recently, Halfpenny (1998) followed suit. We, too, shall incorporate this system in our track analysis. As we present bird tracks, we will also incorporate information on symmetry, size, webbing, and substrate. These are key identification concepts in bird tracking, just as bill and tail shapes are key identification concepts in bird watching.


Symmetry


Symmetry compares the shapes of the left and right sides of the track. If you were to cut a track in half lengthwise, most easily done by cutting right down the middle of toe 3 in anisodactyl tracks, do the right and left sides match perfectly? Is a mirror image produced, or are the sides misaligned and different sizes and shapes? Bird tracks are rarely perfectly symmetrical, but the degree of asymmetry is useful to note and compare across species.


Size


Generally, the size of a track provides useful information for guessing or extrapolating the probable size of a typical member of the particular bird species. Sometimes simply looking at track size to estimate the overall size of a bird can be misleading, however. Certain species that spend a great deal of time on the ground have developed larger feet in proportion to the size of the body. In addition, different species have developed larger or smaller feet for various reasons, such as for swimming, gripping prey, or hanging upside down.


Webbing


Visible webbing in tracks varies tremendously across species. In ducks and gulls, webs are large and clearly visible. In herons, grouse, and certain plovers, smaller webs are present between two or more toes. Because partial webbing does not always show in the track, species with partial webbing are not grouped in this chapter with species that display obvious webbed tracks, but with those whose tracks do not show webbing.


Even the fully webbed feet of geese and gulls cannot be relied upon to always leave clear webbing marks in their tracks. The depth and hardness of the substrate in which a bird stands affects a track significantly. In cases where webbing is not clearly visible, it can be deduced by noting whether the outer toes are curved. On webbed feet, toes 2 and 4 always curve in toward toe 3.


Substrate


Substrate refers to what the bird has stepped in, be it sand, mud, snow, or grass. The depth of the substrate, which is reflected in the depth of the track, has an enormous influence on the appearance, size, and shape of the track, as well as on how the bird moves. In shallow substrate, the bird can move easily and therefore tends toward its natural gait—walking or hopping—but in deep or slippery substrate, the bird is likely to move differently. Note substrate characteristics as you look at tracks and trails so you can begin to understand and predict the influences of various substrates.


The variety of substrates in which a bird may step are infinite and thus create great challenges for the tracker. If a beginner relies rigidly on memorizing each kind of track, like a file or archive, track identification is made more difficult. Tracks left by the same species in wet sand and in drier conditions, while the bird was moving at different speeds, will look totally different. This is why it’s important, when encountering a track, to avoid attempting to quickly label it and to first ask diagnostic questions. These questions—“Why is this a bobwhite?” Not “is this a bobwhite?”—will help you understand the subtleties of why the track was made by one particular species and not another. It is these subtle defining characteristics or commonalities that are the most important, as they remain consistent across the differences in substrates and speeds which cause variation in track appearance or outline.
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Feigning a broken wing, a killdeer distracts intruders from her nest. (ME)
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Digital formula: anisodactyl feet (above); zygodactyl feet (below).





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_009.jpg
An acorn woodpeckers larder in a Jeffrey pine. (CA)
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The basic anatomy of a
bird foot.
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American crow tracks. (MA)
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A mourning dove trail bathed in dawn light. (TX)
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A crow skull lies in a bed of its own feathers, picked clean by the red-tailed hawk
that captured it. (NY)
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A great blue heron stalks a stream
behind a thin veil of phragmites. (VA)
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A great horned owl track at the edge of a water source. (The white substance is a
salt deposit.) (CA)
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An otter shares a riverbank with several
wood ducks (the smaller tracks). (MA)
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Endangered old-growth forest. (WA)
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Classic bird tracks
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1517 in. (4147 cm) _ Spotted Towhee 50 4'2-&% in. (11.4-12.1 cm) Northern Goshawk 87
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