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  THE DEDICATION:

  In loving memory of

  Albert Snow Taylor, 1924 – 2013. He inspired generations with unparalleled dedication to his craft, his family, and the vulnerable,

  and

  Minnifred Taylor Lewis

  who lived for, and loved, children.

  A hundred years from now it will not matter what my bank account was, the sort of house I lived in, or the kind of car I drove. But the world may be different, because I was important in the life of a child.

  —Forest E. Witcraft (1894 – 1967)

  THE REASON:

  Not In Vain, by Emily Dickinson

  If I can stop one heart from breaking,

  I shall not live in vain:

  If I can ease one life the aching,

  Or cool one pain,

  Or help one fainting robin

  Unto his nest again,

  I shall not live in vain.


  A portion of the proceeds from this book have been and will be donated to the support of the Hug-a-Tree and Survive program now managed by the National Association for Search and Rescue (NASAR). Hug-a-Tree is a program for children that teaches simple wilderness survival techniques should a child become lost. Anyone interested in the program should visit the NASAR web site

  (www.nasar.org).
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  FOREWORD TO THE THIRD EDITION

  For those of you who do not know Albert “Ab” Taylor, please allow me to take you on a brief tour of his life and career so you might better understand why he was so special.

  [image: images]

  Albert Snow Taylor, 1924 – 2013. Photo taken circa 1985.

  Albert Snow Taylor was born in San Angelo, Texas, on November 24, 1924. After a long, colorful life of caring and contribution, he died on September 9, 2013, in Alpine, California.

  Growing up, Ab worked on his uncle’s farm and grandfather’s ranch in Texas. He was so eager to enlist in the military during WWII that, before he was old enough, he dropped out of high school and traveled to England where he worked as a civilian aviation mechanic for Boeing repairing B-17 bombers. Although some credit Ab and his colleagues with keeping the 8th Air Force operational at a critical time in world history, Ab was more inclined to defer recognition to the courageous pilots and crews that repeatedly climbed into the aircraft he fixed to make another run. When he was old enough to enlist, Ab returned to the U.S. and served in the Navy from 1941 to 1945. During much of his enlistment, he worked aboard the aircraft carrier Hancock (CV-19) in the Pacific under Admiral McCain. He also took up boxing and won Golden Gloves and similar championships. Ab was on the Hancock when a kamikaze attacked it in 1945 and sixty-seven of his shipmates died. He was also on the Hancock in Japanese waters when the atomic bombs were dropped that ended the war. After the war, Ab returned home, finished high school, met his first wife Ruth Coulter, and enrolled in college. He wanted to be a large-animal veterinarian—he loved animals—until he learned all that entailed (“I have to put my hand where . . . !?”).

  In 1949, Ab joined the U.S. Border Patrol at College Station, Texas. He was eventually stationed in Brawley, San Bernardino, Indio, Chula Vista, and ultimately El Cajon, California, where he rose to the position of Senior Agent in Charge. In the 1960s, Ab developed the “Step-by-Step” method of teaching tracking. This simple, systematic approach took the mystery out of teaching tracking and forever removed it from the realm of “magic.” Lois Clark McCoy of the San Diego Mountain Rescue Team (SDMRT) recognized the value of tracking in lost person searches and was the first to encourage Ab to train search and rescue (SAR) personnel in the art. This was the start of Ab spending many years teaching thousands of SAR and law enforcement personnel how to track—a feat which, when he finally reached the pearly gates, no doubt easily made up for any of his other “minor” infractions.

  In 1967, two days after the murders, Ab tracked the killers of Border Patrol Agents Theodore Newton and George Azrak to a cabin where the officers’ bodies were found. In 1980, a movie called “Borderline” (starring Charles Bronson, Ed Harris, and Bruno Kirby) was loosely based on Ab’s career in the Border Patrol and included a plot based on the Newton/Azrak tragedy. Besides having a brief cameo in the film, Ab served as the technical advisor and gained the respect of many entertainers, as well as his peers, for his work.

  In 1975, Ab’s first wife, Ruth Evelyn, died of cancer, leaving behind their three children Ken, Stuart and Patti.

  Before he retired in 1979, Ab spent over 30 years in the U.S. Border Patrol doing many things, “. . . most of which can’t be discussed in a wholesome work like this,” as he put it. However, he spent most of his career near the Mexican border in Southern California tracking countless immigrants trying to pass undetected into the United States. This was well before the existence of today’s sophisticated heat and motion sensing technology now in use by U.S. Customs and Border Protection. Ab did it the old fashioned way: he got down on the ground and used his senses to seek and discover small bits of sign, then used these discoveries to track the person who made them. Indeed, he claimed to receive the most satisfaction from the toughest challenges, including tracking murderers, drug traffickers, kidnappers, escaped convicts, smugglers, and lost children. Or, as Richard Louv, a San Diego journalist, once put it, Ab was “the tracker of countless men, a few women, and more than a few children.”
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  Ab teaching Hug-a-Tree, circa 1985.

  After meeting his second wife, Dorothy Wagoner, and at the urging of Lois Clark McCoy, Ab became involved in the National Association for Search and Rescue (NASAR), where he eventually served as an instructor and on their board of directors. He was a cherished speaker at NASAR conferences and his presentations were regularly the best-attended. In 1984, Ab received the Hal Foss Award, NASAR’s most prestigious award, for his outstanding contributions to the association and the field of search and rescue at the national level.

  Ab’s life was changed forever after his participation in the search for 9-year-old Jimmy Beveridge in 1981 on Palomar Mountain, near San Diego. After three days of searching, Jimmy’s grandfather called Ab, a well-known tracker, to help. Four hundred searchers worked tirelessly for a total of four days looking for Jimmy—before finding his body. He had fallen down a steep slope and likely died of hypothermia. Ab was devastated and said this was the first time in his career he had not found a child he was tracking. Shortly after this, Ab worked with Jacquie Beveridge, Jimmy’s mom, using materials borrowed from Leslie “Grit” Peterson, to develop the “Hug-a-Tree and Survive” program. This child survival program teaches children how to stay safe in the wilderness should they become lost. Ab’s 12-year old grandson, Jon (Ken’s son), “starred” in the photographic slides initially used to present the program, which were taken by Joe O’Dell of the SDMRT. Tom Jacobs helped with the scriptwriting and educational elements of the program. In 2004, after hundreds of Hug-a-Tree presentations and decades of work on the program, Ab turned the Hug-a-Tree program over to NASAR to manage and maintain. In 2007, proceeds from the first editions of this book and NASAR’s FUNSAR book helped provide the resources to develop a new Hug-a-Tree instructional video and improve the printed materials. Hundreds of Hug-a-Tree presenters have in the past, and still to this day, teach this program in the U.S. and around the world, and it has been directly responsible for the successful outcome of thousands of search incidents where lost children might not have survived but for its teaching.
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  Ab in 1995.

  In the late 1980s, Ab traveled around the country in his motor home with his third wife, Lillian Beam. Hundreds of times they led two-day tracking seminars and made Hug-a-Tree presentations, and I had the pleasure of joining them on dozens of these trips. Without exception, I learned something new every time Ab spoke—often that the story I heard at the previous seminar had changed a bit (grin), but also about how to become a better tracker.

  After many years of following Ab around and documenting his techniques, wisdom and stories, Ab allowed me to help him share his methods in a book. Thus, in 1990, we published the first edition of the “Fundamentals of Mantracking” book, with the help of our mutual friends at the Emergency Response Institute in Washington State, Rick LaValla and Skip Stoffel.

  Ab believed and taught that experience is the best teacher when it comes to tracking. This is one reason he disliked terms like “expert,” “advanced” or even “good” tracker. He believed everyone who aspired to be a tracker was constantly learning, not only from hard work and practice—and it takes a great deal of practice—but also from mistakes. Ab told the story of a Border Patrol newbie who asked, as he pointed to a clear impression of a cattle hoof on the ground near the Mexican border, “How can you possibly know that was made by a person who cut off and strapped a steer’s hooves to his feet?” Ab responded in a fatherly voice, “Well, my boy, we just don’t see too many two-legged heifers in this part of the country. You’d have to go a bit closer to where you’re from for that.”

  I could go on, but I do not want anyone to feel that Ab was superhuman. He was not. As a matter of fact, his down-to-earth manner and approachability were among his main charms. He was a regular, passionate guy who just wanted to help and could not bear to see a child suffer. He was also a tough, gruff, straight-talking, bow-legged rascal. He could curse, swear, argue and fight with the worst, then bare a tender, compassionate side when someone needed help. He could tell a story better than Mark Twain, drink beer with any type of crowd, and tried to mix the two whenever possible. He indeed was, and will always be fondly remembered as, one-of-a-kind.

  He knew he would never get rich from what he brought to others—that is, if you count your fortunes in cash. Indeed, Ab enjoys riches too few of us will ever know: the gratitude of families that might not have their loved ones but for him—a legacy of which to be proud, and very few can match. His friends of faith believe he is now forever reaping the benefits of his earthly contributions and sacrifices.

  Why am I telling you all this? Well, when the early editions of this book were drafted, Ab was a great-grandfather and getting on in years. Even then, but more so now, I cannot bear the thought that anyone interested in SAR might not have a chance, as I have, to enjoy and benefit from his teaching. Further, I believe that how information is conveyed is as important, if not more so, than the information itself, and delivery is where Ab shined. I can teach tracking, Ab told me—always with a touch of sarcasm in his voice—as can many others; but none of us will ever match the almost mythical uniqueness of the legendary Ab Taylor. I want aspiring trackers, through this book, to be able to hear what Ab has to say; in his words, in his way. I want everyone to understand that, as with thousands of trackers in the U.S. and abroad, what I know about tracking, I learned from Ab.

  This book is a chance for me to document Ab’s thoughts and words on basic tracking and convey them to others so they might get a feel for what it was like to hear it from him. My role is, as honestly as possible, to narrate his teachings; to convey to others what I was privileged to learn from him. If this book fails to convey its message, it can only be my fault for not seeing that the content accurately reflects how Ab taught. If the message comes through, Ab deserves the credit for seeing that I didn’t screw it up.

  I am honored that Ab felt me worthy of committing his thoughts, ideas and methods to paper. I also think you are privileged, as many of us have been, to have this opportunity to learn from him. I encourage you to use your knowledge as Ab did: to help others. Perhaps you, too, might enjoy the same break Ab undoubtedly has at the pearly gates.

  Cheers,

  Donald C. Cooper


  
    AB’S PREFACE TO THE FIRST AND SECOND EDITIONS

    (SUBTITLE: IT'S MY BOOK AND I CAN DO AS I DAMN WELL PLEASE!)

  

  I thought I would take this opportunity to convey a few thoughts. For you disbelievers: yes, I do have thoughts, and occasionally they impress even me. For you who know better, sit down and listen up anyway.

  As you read through this book, I would ask that you please excuse my “French.” Hell, “French” is how I’ve always talked. And, right or wrong, I’m too old now to clean up my act. My associates (Cooper, LaValla, Stoffel) have attempted to soften my direct quotes, but those of you who are familiar with those “gentlemen” may wonder what they know about decency, anyway. At any rate, any “French” spoken here is not intended to offend. So, those of you who might be offended by such things can do two things, only one of which will make it past the censors: stop reading now.

  Now, I want to immediately point out two truths regarding this book. The first is that, without question, the person most responsible for mantracking as a useful search technique today is Lois Clark McCoy. Lois had faith—and a vision. Whether through ignorance or innocence, she believed that all volunteers could be taught to be track aware. She gave me no peace until I eventually realized the full dedication of search and rescue personnel. Ultimately, we learned that a few would actually become very skilled and effective trackers. I hesitate to say “good trackers” because I tend to be very cautious about classifying degrees of tracking skills. I guess this is because I have seen some pretty sorry trackers, who looked and acted the part, and even happened to find a thing or two with easy tracking and quite a bit of luck. (Look out – this is where the subtitle comes from.) The scenario goes like this: This self-proclaimed tracker, who actually found a child once on a search, becomes known as the resident “expert” and conveys the same to his peers. No one is called into an area until ole “Ned” has first crack at it. The real problem only becomes evident when nearly 200 searchers follow ole “Ned” for two days on the wrong tracks because several hundred Boy Scouts with the same size foot happened to be in the same area. Worse, “Ned” didn’t know that the boy’s mother originally stated that the child was wearing tennis shoes only because she was embarrassed to tell anyone that he only had one pair of shoes, which he was wearing, and they were actually dress shoes (with heels). But that’s not all. On the first day of the search, “Ned” disregarded a single set of child’s tracks, two miles from camp, going away from where the rest of the children were. After all, the track had a heel and he was looking for a flat shoe.

  As you might have expected, this is a true story. The boy was eventually found, but not by “Ned” and, unfortunately, not alive. This is just one excruciating example of the results of acquiring a title and responsibility without the years of experience and dedication necessary to justify it. Worse, no one seemed to even know that one lucky day does not make an expert. It takes a track record (pun intended), a history, and a lot of mistakes. You cannot read one book, add ego, stir in some ignorance, and come up with a tracker. No, this sounds more like the ingredients of an incident commander to me.

  Realistically, a very small percentage (I’d say less than 1%) of tracking students will have, or will take, the time and dedication to become good trackers. Fortunately, it is not necessary for everyone to be a great tracker in a search. It is far more important that EVERY searcher become track aware. Track aware searchers using the Step-by-Step system with other standard SAR techniques will be successful. This is the thrust of my entire rambling message: Become track aware!

  A real mystery to me is why “expert” trackers make learning to track so complicated. Maybe it’s ego, or perhaps a desire to limit the competition. The most complicated part of tracking is that it’s tedious. Contrary to what you may believe based on Hollywood’s portrayal of the skill, tracking can be very boring and it requires rigid discipline, particularly while you are learning. Most people just don’t have the patience or time to become proficient at it.

  I guess I could impress folks by, when teaching tracking, making up some new words like “64 points of separation” or “1000 points of light”—both of which you will see when a horse kicks you in the head or you get hit with a 2-by-4—but neither will teach you much about finding the next track. What they will teach you is to be alert around horses asses—whether 2- or 4-legged.

  On a search, what I usually see is these hero-types running around burning up energy, gas, and time making noise and great clouds of dust doing things that make sense only to them, some search bosses, and all news media folks. Now, the poor little kid may never be found, and certainly not quickly. After this great adrenaline circus wears down and reaches a manageable level, then intelligence, logic, and reason can be applied to the problem and a systematic search can be run. Then, and only then, can the tracker begin his methodical system of search, provided there are any of the victim’s tracks left. And this, children, is the biggest mystery in search and rescue. Why are mantrackers always thought of last, after we see if the victim can be found fast or easy? I guarantee that if you’ve tried fast and easy, then the tracker is going to find it slow and hard.

  Alright, enough of my sniveling. You are probably thinking, “so what the hell was that other truth?” Standby. Here it is: I didn’t write this book, Don Cooper did. The fact that you are reading this is an amazing feat, and it’s all due to years of patient persistence by Don. He chose to tackle the challenge of extracting 30 years of accumulated knowledge from my head by being a pain in the other end. To his credit, he never gave up, and, somehow, he knew just how hard to push to balance my guilt from nonperformance with my complete annoyance of him. He is now immanently qualified to be a proctologist.
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