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Introduction




  In the late 1970s, the era of watchable wildlife arrived in the United States. Baby boomers wanted to turn to and experience the outdoors. Television brought wildlife closer than ever. Bird watching thrived. Now more than ever, millions of people want to watch wild animals. Wildlife are not always easy to find and observe, though. Finding tracks and signs is an exciting alternative to actually seeing the animals. Trackable wildlife adds another dimension to the outdoor experience. Jim, Todd, and I wish to share that dimension, the joy of reading stories written in the soil and snow.




  Upwards of ten books on tracking have been written in the United States during each decade of the twentieth century. Most are general, covering the United States or all of North America. In Scats and Tracks of the Mid-Atlantic, we focus on one biogeographic region, with details about the region’s most common or characteristic species of mammals, birds, reptiles, and amphibians. (We have included a few rare species because of their particular interest or significance in a region. For example, what a coup it would be to document a mountain lion, or a fisher, or a red wolf.) We’ve intentionally limited the number of species covered in order to keep the information manageable. This guide is small, allowing you to carry it in a pack or pocket and use it frequently.




  As your knowledge and interest in tracking grows, you may want to find additional information and help. Key references are listed in Selected Reading. For a more detailed investigation of tracking, I recommend my book A Field Guide to Mammal Tracking in North America (1986, Johnson Publishing, Boulder, Colorado), and titles by Mark Elbroch, Louise R. Forrest, Louis Liebenberg, Jim Lowrey, David Moskowitz, Olaus Murie, and Paul Rezendes.




  Two organizations will, in computer parlance, provide interactive access to expand your tracking background. A Naturalist’s World (ANW), directed by myself, is an ecologically oriented company dedicated to providing educational programs and materials reflecting North America’s natural history. Diann Thompson and I run the daily business, teach classes, and lead programs. Our on-site classes provide hands-on experience and in-depth information about animals, their tracks, and the ecology of their environments. In addition to tracking classes, our field programs cover bears, wolves, winter ecology, the northern lights, and alpine ecology. ANW also provides books, videos, slide shows, and computer programs for self-study and as teaching and field aids. You can check out ANW on the Internet at www.tracknature.com. Class schedules, product information, and information about ANW can be obtained from PO Box 989, Gardiner, MT 59030; phone (406) 848–9458.




  The Ndakinna Wilderness Project, directed by Jim Bruchac, offers animal tracking classes and adventures for all ages and levels of expertise. Tracking trips venture into the northeastern forest by foot, snowshoe, or canoe. Other topics offered by Ndakinna include natural history, basic wilderness skills, and northeastern native culture. Class schedules and general information can be obtained from 23 Middle Grove Road, Greenfield Center, NY 12833; phone (518) 583–9980, or on the Web at www.ndakinnna.org.




  Keep on tracking!




  —James C. Halfpenny




  
About tracking




  Tracking is for everyone, beginner and expert, young and old. The fun of nature’s challenge is solving the mystery written in the trail. Prepare yourself by learning the background and basics of tracking before exercising your skills in the field.




  Field notes and preserving tracks




  To the natural history detective, the track and trail are things of great beauty and significance. They tell part of the story of an animal’s life. Tracks and trails deserve to be preserved, both to increase your knowledge and as a record you can share with others. Preservation is commonly made in the form of written notes, casts, or photographs.




  Perhaps the most important item in the naturalist’s tool kit is the field notebook. Field notes can jog the memory and facilitate better retention of knowledge. The notes can be analyzed later and can be preserved as records of chance encounters. Writing good field notes is an art form and a science in itself. Field notes are a source of pride when shown to others and may gain recognition for recording rare and unusual events. And need I mention how quickly memories, especially for details, fade when not preserved?




  While great and complex systems have been designed for complete and accurate records, there are really but three requirements for the tracker: ruler, paper, and pen. With these, every trail becomes a record for later analysis and sharing. We cannot emphasize enough the importance of enhancing your tracking experience by keeping notes to which you can later refer!




  A simple 3-by-5-inch notebook and a 6-inch ruler are adequate to get started. Use a pencil or a pen that won’t run if your notes get wet. To facilitate taking notes, A Naturalist’s World produces a waterproof notebook that contains information about footprint groups, gaits, and how to track; data sheets for recording information; and English and metric rulers imprinted on the back cover. See the Introduction for contact information for A Naturalist’s World.




  Tracks may also be preserved by photographing and making casts. Good photographs can be made by any modern camera that can take a good close-up. When taking pictures, try to fill the viewfinder with the footprint. Get as close as possible. Always include a ruler or some other object in the photo to provide a sense of scale. Avoid using hats, gloves, hands, or objects without a straight edge; round edges do not lend themselves to making accurate measurements from a photo. To avoid distortion, take the photograph from directly above the track, shooting straight down. Also, step back and take photographs of the trail to show the footprints that were photographed close-up. Fast films (ASA of 200 or higher) are generally best, because tracks are often found in dark places, especially ground surfaces. Modern digital cameras take excellent photographs that can easily be emailed to others.




  Plaster casts are the old standby for preserving tracks. We suggest a casting kit that includes a 1-gallon (4-liter), wide-mouthed plastic jar with a screw lid for carrying dry plaster, a narrow spatula, a plastic mixing cup such as those sold in gas station convenience stores for mediumsize drinks, paper for wrapping and transporting the finished cast, and a plastic sack for cleanup. A bottle of water may be needed if water is not available on-site. Two pounds of plaster will make at least four coyote-size track casts.




  Purchase plaster from a lumberyard or hardware store, as prices will be more reasonable than at a drugstore or hobby shop. Almost any plaster will work, including plaster of paris, hydrocal, ultracal, or hydrostone. Avoid getting plaster for wallboard or patching compound. These plasters are formulated to be slightly flexible on walls and do not get hard enough for casts.




  Two factors are critical to preventing casts from breaking: thickness and density. In the field, thickness is assured by building a wall around the track to contain the plaster. Natural objects such as twigs, stones, and dirt may be used to make a retaining wall 0.25 to 0.5 inch (0.6 to 1.3 cm) above the track. Alternatively, walls in the form of plastic strips cut from milk cartons or other plastic containers may be taken to the field. Proper density is assured by mixing two parts of plaster to one part of water by volume (read instructions on plaster container) to create a mixture similar in consistency to thick pancake batter or a thin milk shake.




  Place your spatula close to the track and pour onto the spatula to break the fall of the plaster into the footprint. Working quickly, so the plaster does not set and become too thick, gently pour the plaster first into the fine detailed areas of the footprint and then the rest of the print. Finally, pour the plaster to an appropriate depth (inside the retaining wall) to keep the cast from breaking. Vibrating the spatula up and down across the top of the plaster will cause it to settle evenly and create a smooth back for the cast.




  Allow the plaster to dry for 30 minutes, or as long as is recommended on the plaster package. Gently pick the plaster up by digging your fingers under opposite sides of the cast, and turn the cast over onto one hand. Now wash off the dirt by rubbing the cast with your fingertips under the flowing water of a stream or a hose. Do not wash the cast in a sink as plaster may clog the drain. Let the cast continue to cure for several days in a warm, dry environment. If you need to transport it, wrap the cast in paper. Never wrap the cast in plastic as trapped moisture may cause it to crumble.




  While special techniques are needed for dust and snow, this procedure will allow casting in many situations. Remember, carry a plastic garbage bag and always clean up your mess. No sign of your plaster should remain to reduce the experience of others who happen by later.




  Make Your Own Track Plates




  Another method to preserve tracks is to use track plates. A track plate is a surface coated with a material that clings to the animal’s feet and leaves a minimum outline print on a collection board. Soot and chalk make good recording materials. (My book, Track Plates for Mammals: A How-to Manual and Aid to Footprint Identification, explains the many types and methods of making track plates.)




  Make a low-cost, simple track plate box by cutting one end out of a small cardboard box. Fix a piece of clear contact paper sticky side down to the bottom of the box near the opening. Fix a second piece, sticky side up, to the back half using rings of tape. Place bait at the closed end of the box (peanut butter is good bait for many animals).




  To record the tracks make a thin paste of carpenter's chalk (purchase at hardware store) mixed with rubbing alcohol and spread it onto the contact paper at the open end. As the alcohol evaporates, the chalk sticks to the paper and the powder will not blow away. The box is now ready.




  When the animal walks across the chalk, the powder sticks to its feet. Then when the animal steps on the sticky paper, great prints are recorded. Place a piece of blank paper onto the sticky paper and then remove the two pieces of paper. The clear contact paper will show the footprints and can be placed on a copier to make copies.




  
Scats and bird pellets




  Scats and bird pellets (also called cough pellets or castings) are often helpful for identifying an animal or completing the story written in the trail. Scats and pellets help identify not only what the animal was eating, but who the animal was. However, it should be noted that scats and pellets won’t help you identify an animal with as much certainty as tracks will. Many animals make similar scats and pellets that are difficult to tell apart.




  The scats of many carnivores are very similar, especially when the diet is mostly meat. Size alone does not provide a definitive answer because of the wide range of diameters produced within a species and even by a single member of a species. For example, fox produce scats ranging in size from 0.3 to 0.8 inch (0.8 to 2.0 cm), coyotes produce scats from 0.5 to 1.3 inches (1.3 to 3.3 cm), and wolves produce scats from 0.5 to 1.5 inches (1.3 to 3.8 cm), and we all know how our own scat varies in size and shape. When judging size, consider both the total quantity of scat and the size of individual pieces. Moist food produces slimmer scats, while fibrous diets produce wider scats.




  Given these cautions, scat shapes can be used to identify general groups of animals (see page xix). Spherical shapes flattened top to bottom are deposited by members of the rabbit order. Elongate spheres are deposited by rodents and shrews, and at larger sizes by deer and their relatives. Long, thick cords are deposited by dogs, bears, and raccoons. Dog scats typically have tapered ends, while those from bears and raccoons are blunt. Cats also produce thick cords with blunt ends, but they tend to be constricted or even broken into short segments. Cords that loop back on themselves are produced by members of the weasel family.
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