
LEN M(DOUGALI

THEC@AAPLETE

TRA(KER
THE TRACKS, SIGNS,

AND HABITS OF NORTH
AMERICAN WILDLIFE

MJF Books
New York



Published by MJF Books
Fine Communications
322 Eighth Avenue
New York, NY 10001

Tbe Conplen Tracker
ISBN-l3: 97 8-r-167 )I-326-0
ISBN-l0: I-r671r-j26-4

Copyright @ L997 by Len McDougall

This edition published by arrangement with The Lyons Press, an
imprint of The Globe Pequot Press.

Design and composition by Rohani Design, Edmonds, \7A

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval
system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Printed in the United States of America.

MJF Books and the MJF colophon are trademarks of Fine Creative
Media,Inc.

Q M 1 0 9 8 7 6 '



For my tuphaulosh, alfta$
ou of thc bat twodnrcn I hrrour.





CONTENT'

Introduction I

P A R T  1
T n e c K r N c  T o o r s  A N D  M r r H o D s

l. Thack Identification 5

2. Reading Sign 13

3. Thacking Tools 18

4. Stalking 24

5. ObservingI7ildlife 3l

P A R T  2
I n e c K r N G  M e u M A L s

6. Deer (Craidae) 37
'lU7hite-tailed 

Deer (Ohcoihus uirginianus) 38
Mule Deer (Odocoibus hemionus) 47
American Elk or \Tapiti (Ceraus canadmsis) 53
Moose Ubes ahes) 62

7. Swine (Suidac) 69

American Wild Boar (including feral hog) (Sxs scrofa) 69

8. NewVorld Pig;s (Tayssuidae) 76

Collared Peccary or Javelina (Dicoryhs njacu) 76

9. New\Uforld Antelope (Anrtlocaprid4e) 82

Pronghorn Antelope (Anilocapra americana) 82

10. Bears (Ursidae) 89

Black Bbar (Unus amticanrc) 90
Brown Ban (Unas arctos honibilil 98

11.'Wolves and Foxes (Canidae) 107

Timber \folf (Canis lapus) 108
Coyote (Canis htrans) 116
Gray Fox (Uroqon cintcoatgcnteus) 123



Red Fox (Vulpa uulpcs) 129

12. \U7ild C-ets (Fclidae\ t36
Mountain Lion or Puma (Fclis concohr) 137
Bobcat (Fclir rufus) 145
Lynx (Felis fruc) 152

13. Weasels (Mustclidae) 159
'Wolverine 

(Guh Suh) 159
Badger (Taxidca ta:cu') 165
River Oner (Lutra canadensis) 172
Mink (Mustek uision) t7g
Ermine or Shorr-Tail Veasel (Muruh erminea) 186

14. Raccoon (hocyoniilae) 192

Raccoon (ProEon lonr) 192

15. Opossum (Marwpiala) 2OO

Virginia Opossum (Didclphis airyiniana) 200

16. Beaver (Castoridae) 206

Beaver (Castor canadznsis) 206

17. New'World Porcupine (Erctbizont'dae) 215

Porcupine (Ercthimn donanm) 215

18. Hales and Rabbits (Lcporifuc) 223

Snowshoe Hare or Varying Hare (Lcpus americanas) 224
Eastern Cortontail Rabbit (Sylvikgut Jtoidanus) 230

19. Squirrels (Sciuridac) 236

Fox Squirrel (sciurus niger) and, Gray squirrel (sciurus carolinnsis) 236
Red Squirrel (Taniadurus hudsonicas) 244
\Toodchuck or Groundhog (Marmou nonatc) 249

20. NewtU[rorld Rats and Mice (Cricetidac) 2it7

Common Muskrat (Ondana zibethiats) 257

lndex265



Deer Family (Cenidae)

Species:
Vhite-tailed Deer (shown)

Mule Deer
Elk
Moose
Caribou

Family Characteristics:
Cloven hooves front and hind, two dewclaws per

ankle
large directional ears
No upper incisors
Males wear anders most of the Year
All species stricdy herbivorous

Swine Family (Suidae)

Species:

European'Vild Boar (shown)

Domestic Hog

Family Characteristics:

Cloven hooves front and hind, two dewclaws per

ankle

Generdly travel everywhere at a trot

Large snout for rooting up food plants

Omnivorous diet

Fond of rolling in mud

Peccary Family (Thyaswidae)

Species:
Collared Peccary (shown)

VhiteJipped Peccary (South America)

Family Characteristics:
Cloven hooves front and hind, no dewclaws

Generally travel werywhere at a trot

large snout for rooting up food plants

Omnivorous diet
Generally dislikc water, but swim well



American Antelope Family (Antihcapidzc)
Species:

Pronghorn Antelope

Family Characteristics:
Cloven hooves resemble those of deer species
No dewclaws streamlines legs for faster running speed
Good vision
Herbivorous diet of ground plants and prairie grasses
Socid, travel in herds of moqdy relatrves
70-mph running speed, fastest animal in North
America
Black marls on bucks' muzdes lacking on does
Buck and does grow horns, does usually lack prongs

Bear Family (Ursidae)
Species:

Brown or Grizzly Bear
Black Bear Ghown)
Polar Bear

Family Characteristics:
Five toes fronr and hind fect, small toes innermosr
Plantigrade (flat-footed) walk, shuffling gait
Excellent sense of smell , fur hearing, poor vision
Omnivorous dier includes carrion, fish, fruit
Sleep through wintcr months, but none hibernates
All spccies superb swimmers

tVild Dog Family (Canidae)
Species:

Gray or Timber lVolf

Coyote (shown)
Gray Fox
Red Fox

Family Characteristics:
Four toes front and hind feet, claws show in tracla
Pointed ears, excellent sense of smell, good vision
Lithe bodics, long furry tails
Both parents take pan in rearing young
Pair bclieved ro mate for life
Mosdy carnivorous diet includes carrion, fruit

Hind
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Wild Cat FamilY (Felidae)

Species:
Puma or Mountain Lion

Bobcat (shown)

Lynx

Jaguar

Family Characteristics:
Four toes front and hind feet, retractable claws

Lithe, muscular bodies, tail length vaties

Excellent sense of smell, fair hearing, good vision

Omnivorous diet includes fish, ma-mmals, fruit

Solitary except when mating, only femdes rear young

Rarely eat carrion unless starving, prefer to hunt

All cats strong swimmers, but only jaguars like water

Front

Veasel Family (Mustelifu)

Species:
'Wolverine

Badger

River Otter

Mink Ghown)

Ermine

Sriped Skunk

Family Characteristics:

Five toes front and hind feet, claws show in racks

Small toes innermost, may not register in tracla

Perineal (and) scent glands

Excellent sense of smell, fair hearing, fair vision

Carnivorous diet includes fish, mammals, insects

Slow runners, fierce and willing fighters
Hind

Raccoon Family (hoEonifuz)

Species:

Raccoon Ghown)

Ringtail

Coatimundi

Family Characteristics:

Five toes front and hind feet, small toes innermost

Plantigrade (flat-footed) wdk

[ong, ringed tail

Omnivorous diet includes me4t, fish, insects' fruit

Solitary mosdy nocturnal

Good senses of smell and vision, fair hearing

All species good climberb, ferocious when cornered



Opossum Family (Dilfeb bidae)
Species:

Virginia Opossum

Family Characteristics :

Five toes front and hind feet, thumblike toe on hind
feet

Poor vision, fair hearing, excellent sense of smell
Carnivorous diet of mosdy carrion, some plants
Solitary excepr when mating, only females rear young
Mostly nocturnd, sometimes active by day
Often play dead when threatened, prefer to rree

Beaver F*ily (Cas toridac)
Species:

Beaver

Family Charecteristics:
Five toes front and hind feet
Poor vision, fair hearing, o<cellent sense of smell
Perineal (anal) sweat gl*&, obvious scent mounds
Strictly herbivorous, eat bark of aspen, willow
Slow runners, very srrong and capable swimmers
Always live on flowing freshwater streams 

'

Social, family colonies of up to 18 animds

Porcupine Family (Erethizonidac)
Species:

Porcupine

Family Characteristics:
Foirr toes front, five roes hind, unique pebbled soles
Plandgrade (flat-footcd) walk
[ong, heavily quilled tail
Coarse fur with 30,000 quills on back
Solitary mosdy nocturnal
Good sense of smell, poor vision, fair hearing
Always found in forested areas, cedar swamps



Hare and Rabbit Families (Lqoridae)

Species:
Snowshoe Hare (shown)

Cottontail Rabbit
'White-tailed 

Jack Rabbit

Black-tailed Jack Rabbit
Nuttallt Cotonail
Desert Cottontail

Family Characteristics:
Four toes front and hind feet

Poor vision, excellent senses of smell and hearing

Fast runners, but only for short distances

Herbivorous diet of ground plants, buds, some bhrk

Solitary mostly nocturnal
No fixed mating season

Squinel FamilY (Sciuridae)

Species:

Fox Squirel

Gray Squirrel (shown)

Red Squirrel

Eastern W'oodchuck

Yellow-bellied Marmot

Family Characteristics:

Four toes front, five toes hind, elongated hind feet

Good vision, fair hearing, excellent sense of smell

Tiee squirrels build cup-shaped nests high in trees

Ground squirrels dig burrows, most hibernate

Herbivorous diet of mosdy nuts' some eat insects

Muskrat Family (Zibetbicidac)

Species:

Common Muskrat

Family Characteristics:

Five roes front and hind, vestigial inner toe

Good sense of smell, poor vision, fair hearing

Black, scaly, radike tail

Much laqger than rat species

Herbivorous diet dso includes crustaceans' insects

Solitary mostly nocturnal





INTRODUCTION

II t* EXPERIENCES ARE MoRE thrilling ,h* watching
I unsuspecting wild animals go about their business in a natural envi-
ronment. The ultimate triumph comes when youve uacked down an
animal on its own terms, on its own rurf Most experienced animd watch-
ers feel a souldeep sense of accomirlishment from executing a successfirl
salk against creanues with senses so acute we can scarcely comprehend
them. Whether you take an animal as meat, as an image on film or video-
tape, or simply as a treasured memory pressing the trigger-literally or
figuratively-is the anticlima:< of a successfrrl salk

fu modern sociery drives a wedge ever deeper between humans and
nature, the ancient art of uacking has assumed an dmost supernanrral
stanrs in novels and movies. Fiction writen imbue characters with super-
normal skills, glossing over details of the tracking process as simply
unorplainable mpteries, and thereby creating an erroneous frame of ref-
erence for many. That mpticd image has been supported and sometimes
oraggerated by some outdoorsmen, who for one rq$on or another enjoy
perpetuating it. But Hollywood's portrayal of trackers, hunters, and
woodsmen in general is about as accurate as its portrayal of cops, doctors,
and reponers, and tdes spun around the campfire must be taken with a
grain of sdt

There is indeed a kind of spiritud exhilaration associated with tracking
down a qmny denizen of the wild, but the ability to find and trail any
animd is pure mechanics, not magic. One trait common to dl accom-
plished tracken is a solid knowledge of the animds they pursue. Knowing
a species' seasonal habitaa and foods helps to narrow the search area, and
a solid understanding of specific habits is invaluable for finding individu-
als within their own teritories. A tracker is a detective, gleaning facts from
minute details and assembling them into a cohesive picrure of what went
on before.

The goal of this book is to make you competent in the art of finding
and observing wild animds in their naturd environments, no matter how
much acnral experience you've had in the wilderness. In its pages you ll
find the finer points of tracking, modern tools that can make finding an
animal more ceftain, and an encyclopedia of peninent information about
the most promirient members of eaih f"*ily.



If you enjoy a good puzzle, you'll love tracking. The work is often
tedious and seldom glamorous, but success is a heJy reward that makes
dmost any effon worthwhile.
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I

TRACK
I DENTI FICATION

1

ATCHING A GOOD TRACKER at work can be Pretty
V V amazing.Making sense of scratches and impressions left in the

earth, bent grasses, and shed hairs is a skill few folks ever need to learn' It

wasnt always that way. Thacking and hunting skills were once the equiv-

alent of todays college degree, and they were passed on to every youngster

from early .ttitalooa. But like tanning hides and making soap, these

skills long ago became obsolete in a world increasingly dominated by

technolof. ih. fin.r points of tracking became blurred with time and,

as is always the case, mFhs sprouted up like toadstools on a fallen tree'

The chapters in part one will help dispel those myths. Here we'll learn

the nuts *i bol,. of locating a species of animal by environment, learn-

ing its routines by interpreting the sign it leaves, and tracking it to a

f.Jdirrg, watering, or d.nnittg area where it can be observed. Also covered

are the"tricls anJ tools most rraluable for avoiding being yourself detected

the woods.

T  R E A D I  N G  T R A C K '

track with sometimes sulprising accuraq. 
5



, 9"ly with the big and liale toes reversed. All weasels, including skunks,
; badgers, and wolverines, have five toes on frbnt and back paws, but the
r size and other characteristics of their tracks make it possible to idendfy
; individual species. Rabbits and hares have four ,o., on each foor, bur
I their distinctive track patterns are similar only to those of squirrel family
, members, which have four roes on the front feet and five on the back.
; You'll still need a reference, however, because for every rule there are
l exceptions. The common muskrat, for instance, has five toes on each
i foot, while the closely related round-tailed muslrat has four on the front
, *d five on the rear. As you become more practiced, cenain facts are sure
r to be memorized. But if you can at least identify the family of animal
i whose tracks are before you, the species can be narrowed. down and ulti-
i mately identified by referring ro this book.

J TRACKS IN MUD

I Ti'ackers are seldom fortunate enough ro find an obvious trail of perfect
; prints, but wet sand, clay, or mud alo"ng the banks oflakes and streams will

r muskrat, live there frrll time. Carefirl survey of a muddy bank can provide j
i an accurate roster of almost every species within a mile or more.

i rnecxs rN sAND i;
1 vet sand is avery good tracking medium, but dry sand can make track I
i identification nearly impossible. Its powdery narure qruses impressions 

'

1 panidly to fill in as soon as an animd raises its foot, obscuring the details i



needed to make a positive identification. In beach sand, prints are likely

to be no more than bowl-shaped depressions, with the tracla of a deer

being indisringuishable from those of a large dog, goat, or llama. In these

c:$es 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 SNO\T

Snow is usudly a good tracking medium, but the "tracking snow" so many

deer hunters wish for can work for or against them. Light' wet snow in

temperatures just below freeingcan yield ideal prints-dthough, again,

deei tend to splay their hooves in it. But wafm snow, further heated by

compression and an animd's own body heat, tends to melt rapidly out-

*"rd fro- a print. This phenomenon is responsible for reports of giant

tracfts belonging to gargantuan animals that no one ever sees.

Hardpack snow in temperatures below 20"F is another matter entirely.

Hoofed animds passing over it during warmer daylight hours may sink

in more than a foot, leaving prints at the bottom of a deep hole. Lighter,

TRACKS IN VEGETATION

It's vegetation that defeats most would-be rackers. Lraf-strewn hard-

*oods, grassy fields, and thick swamPs Pose a real chdlenge, because

prints there--<specially those of pawed animals-'are seldom distinct. In

these environments, tracking consists mainly of looking for minor distur-

bances that couldnt have occurred naturdly. Every creature that moves on

the eanh leaves a mark of its passing, and it's when a trail seems to just dis-

appear that your entire arsend of tracking techniques will come into play.

fueas of open grass are a prerry good bet for anyone looking for her-

bivores and omnivores, as well as many of the carnivores that prey upon

them. The grasses, clovers, and plantains that thrive in open sPaces are

favorites with many plant eaters. Sunny, oPen aI.eas also provide space for

wild cherries, strawberries, serviceberries, 
"nd, 

of course' the ubiquitous



r black and red raspberuies, all of which are irresistible acractions ro many
i birds and mammals.
: Tiracking is difficult in tall grass because ground vegetadon cushions ,
: each step, distributing an animal's weight over a gt 

",., 
area (as a snow- :

shoe would), and dso obscures any impressions made in the earth. There r
, -"y be no real tracks to follow, but with patience, you can follow almost ,

grasses pushed forward and aside by an animal's passing will remain 
'

, obvious for half a day, particularly when the plants are weighted with l
morning dew.

l tacking can also be tough over the leaty floor of a hardwood forest, ,
I where years of dead leaves form a cushion of loose humus. Fresh trails left ,
: by hoofed mammals are fairly easy ro follow because rhese animals leave ,

' sharp impressions; prints from pawed animds are less obvious. And the
j smaller the animal, rhe less noticeable its tracls. i

; kt this environmenr, tracking consists of looking very closely 
"t 

the ,
i forest floor for unusual disturbances. You ll see for yourself that leaves are ;
; a slippery walking suface, and dry upper layers tend to slide over one ;

i porcupine passed through, sweeping the forest floor with its heavy tail as 
'

' it lumbered along. Small sections of leaves pushed upward at short inter- ;
I vds denote the leaping gait of a squirrel. 1
' swamps are always interesting pl"..r ro put your tracking skills to the
, test. Not only are they generally inhabited by an abundance of wild crea-
i tures but their terrain is also so variable that yog qrn expect to encounter i
, almost every type of tracking problem imaginable. One moment you're ;
j in water to your knees; a few minutes later youte on solid ground, or in
' shoulder-high sawgrass, or in a deadfall area so thick with f"Il.r, ,r.., that ,
, normal walking is impossible. .

.'



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 dlows it to detect

enemies at a distance; the white-tailed deer inhabits thick cover' where

its poor eyesight is more *ran offiet by a keen nose. Swamps offer plenty

of secluded spots to sleep in peace and, of course, dso contain a wide

variety of food plants.
The dense foliage of a svamp is both an advantage and a disadvantage

for a tracker. Animals lMng there tend to follow regular, packed trails that

dlow swift, quiet travel; a padent observer can use this to good advan-

tage.Any number of different animals from different species may use the

same rail. Porcupines, raccoons, and bobcats use trails created by deer,

and coyote pacls patrol them routinely in search of carrion, fawns, or

sickly adults. Bears also frequent deer trails in spring, hoping to cetch a

newborn 6wn or a winter-weakened adult. Each of these creatures leaves

its own spoor on the same trail, making any uacking oarcise difficult.

The advantage of wdking such a trail, however, is that mahy kinds of

uacks lead to it, md if you can see where a cerain species joincd or left

the deer trail, chances are that the animd will return there.

TRACKS ON ROCK

The last and perhaps handest medium to uack over is rock (no pun

intended), including asphdt road surfaces. Obviously no animds will

leave footprints in stone-although I ve seen ancient bear trails worn sev-

eral inches into solid granite-but they will leave marks that can be

followed. A" *y raw-fingered rock climber will attest, stone is very abra-

sive. Hooves, claws, and paws scraping over its surfaces will leave faint

marks, likc that on a piece of wood rubbed against sandpaper. Faint

scrape marks and light disturbances in the dusting of sand that invariably

covers rodry ateas also provide trails that can be followed, albeit painstak-

ingly, while patches of moss and lichen along the way may yield

identifiable prints.
Roadways offer many of the same obstacles to trailing an animd as

bare rock, but they do offer a few advantages. First, rural highwap alwap

have gravel shoulders dongside the pavemenr This loose stone and sand

is easily disturbed by wen a mouse or a sPaffow so dmost any animd will

leave a conspicuous trail. By simply walking the edges of a road on each

side you can determine whether an animal crossed straight over, turned

back the way it came, or traveled down the road a w:ry before heading

into the bush.
, Ironically, asphalt roads sometimes register near-Perfect tracla on

their surfaces, especially during early morning. Since most malnmds are

nocturnd, the hours just before dawn are bury with animds returning

to their dens after a night of foraging or hunting. If an animal crosses a

road during that commute, chances are it's walked,loo"gh grass heavily

laden with dew. As it then wdts across the loose sand and gravel of the



shoulder, its wet feet pick up small particles, leaving behind an oudine
in the shape of its paw or hoof. As it crosses over the paved surface, these
particles fall away, leaving a kind of negarive print in the shape of its paw
or hoof.

The most common reason for losing a trail is simply a lack of patience.
If you find just one track of any animd that cant fly, there must be more.
In the case of leapers such as 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 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 its foot. A sudden leap is indicated by hind-foot tracls that are abnor-
mdly deep, especially at rhe roes, sometimes with a spray of debris behind
them. You may have to drop ro hands and knees to decipher what made
the trail seem ro disappear, but always remember that a trail doesnt actu-
dly simply disappear. It continues on, and all you have to do is find ir.

f  ' T R I D E ,  ' T R A D D L E ,  A N D  G A I T
'\Jfhen 

tracks are presenr but undefined, as they might be in loose sand,
gravel, or thick grass, you can ger a good idea of an animalt species by
measuring its stride, straddle, and gait. Stridr is the distance one foot trav-
els in a single step. Straddb is the distance between an animd's feet on
either side, which is sometimes, but not dways, determined by its body
width. Gait is the pace an animd was traveling when it made the tracks.
of course, there are times when these three factors overlap among species,
and gait varies depending on wherher an animal is walking, troning, or
running. But so many species have a distinctive track pacern that know-
ing the average disrance of each one's stride, srraddle, and gait can be
criticd to making a positive identification. These meesurements are
included in later chapters deding with individud species.

ttr

+-- STRIDE

Right Hind

Anatomy of an animal tail

Right Front

Gerr : 'Wrrxrxc



S  E ' T I A A A T I N G  W E I G H T

Btimating an animd's size and weight from track impressions is an
important skill for dl trackers, especially guides and hunters. Knorving a
given speciCI'average weight and size can help you, but probably the eas-
iest method of gauging weight is to compare a print with the impression
left by your own foot in the same terrain. For hoofed animals, I step
down hard alongside the track with just the heel of my boot, imitating
the force and area covered by the oristing print. The greater area covered
by your boot heel roughly compensates for the fact that a hoofed animal
normdly carries its weight on at least three feet. By knowing your own
weight and comparing the maximum depth of your own print to the
maximum depth of the hoofprint, you can make a close esdmation of an
animalt weight.

For larger pawed animds, such as bears or purna, I exert my frrll
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 animd's print as
closely as possible. In this case, use a two-to-one ratio to make your
weight estimadons: A cougar print registering I inch deep in mud, for .
example, indicates an approximate weight of 100 pounds if the toeprint r
of a 200-pound man also sinks I inch. i

S  A G I N G  T R A C K '  ;

In most instances, the tracks that most interest a hunter are the most I
recent, so knowing how to disdnguish these from older tracks is a big plus. i
Agi"g tracks can also provide imponant background information about i
an animal's habia. Comparing the time interval between each set ofprints ,
can tell you how frequendy a ffail is used, and rhis c:ln cut the amount of '
time you spend waiting for an animal to appear. Remember, most wild ;
animals are creaues of habit unless pressured. \fith a comprehensive i
timetable of its comings and goings in hand, you can position yourself in 1
a nearby hide literdly within minutes of an animal's appearance. i

The two factors that most affect tracls are temperature and humidity. i
Hony rain can wash away a ffail in minutes, and a hard snowstorm will ;
erase the best uail. On the other hand, a ffack left in permanendy wet ;
swamp mud may stay sharp and fresh looking for weeks, while a pawprint :
made in wet sand crumbles quickly away under a hot sun. Sometimes ;
you have to look closely to see werything a track has to tell. i

All tracks become less well defined with continued exposure to the ele- i
men6; the fresher a track, the sharper its features. Summer grass still i
pressed flat against the ground by a beart foot means you should keep ;
your eyes open lest you run into the animd. An hour later, that same :
printt grass stems will be slowly rising back to *reir upright posidons. A i
day later, only a few broken, yellowed stems will mark the bear's passing. i

rUfhenever 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 uacks will be conspicuous because there are no others.
Surprisingly, wild animals seem almost oblivious to tracks-<r lack of
them-and even suspicious species will cross this prepared "litmus field'
without apparcnt concern, so long as you take care not to disturb its sur.
roundings or deposit foreign scent; never touch anphing 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 individud animalt dmetable precisely and quickly. In no more than a
d"y ol so, you'll probably be able to time yoru own arrival to within min-
utes of thi animal's.



READING ' IGN

2

S \7E SA\f IN CHAPTER l, reading tracls is only pan of
tracking. In most cases, following a set of prints alone ranges

from fairly difficult to darned near impossible. Fortunately, much of the
information about any animd can be garnered from other marks left by
its passing, known collecdvely 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.

t  E N V I R O N t v l E N T

One fact about wild animds is true everywhere: If you find a species' pre-
ferred foods and environment, you'll probably find the animds
somewhere nearby. Itt senseless to look for river otters in a dry hardwood
forest or fox squirrels in the middle of a cedar swamp. These animals have
each adapted to a specific environment and to the foods available within
it. Some animds-bears, for in512nss-rnay wander 50 miles or more
following seasond foods, while others such as the white-tailed deer spend
their entire lives within a square mile or so.

Vegetadon is the most 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 foods,
rabbits and hares. Ifthere are any bears in an area (reclusive black bears
are more numerous than most folks redize), probably the best place to
find one is dong a remote power line or meadow where raspberries, ser-
viceberries, or apples are ripening. \/hatwer class or species of animal
you seek, its presence or absence dways hinges, direcdy or indirectly, on
an areat plant life.

Type of habitat dso dictates what species live within a given region.
Deer are a timber wolf's natural prey, yet while whitetail populations have
exploded across the country in recent years, wolf populations have not,
because deer are willing to live in close proximiry to humans and wolves
arent. Lynx are now confined to the wilder nonhernmost regions of the
country for the same reason; their primary prey, the snowshoe hare, is
thus abundant in locations where lynx no longer exist. The inabiliry of

t 3



many predators to coexist with people has created a safe haven for their
prey, which perhaps regard humans as the lesser of two evils. A gruesome
yet fatily accurate way to determine horv many predators are in an area is
to note the number and type of pr.y animals killed by cars on nearby
roads. A section of forest where roads are dotted with road-killed porcu-
pines is a good indication that the fisher, a large weasel and the porlcyt
most serious natural predator, is absent frorn the area.

f  ' C A T

Once you've found an environment and habitat suited to the animals
youte looking for, the next step is to lc'ok for sign, the most prominent
being scat, or feces. \7ith the exception of beavers, even amphibious
mammals dont normdly 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 not to trespass. Territorial instincts are a natural safeguard
against overpopulation, especially among predators, and the most effec-
tive means an animd 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 muslaat marls its territory by
leaving its scat on a prominent log, and river otters declare their presence
with scat deposited dong streambanks. Interestingly, prey animals such as
deer and rabbits may deposit scat anywhere within their chosen territo-
ries, apparently unconcerned about using it to establish a defined
territorid boundary. This random distribution of sqrt may be a natural
defense intended to flood an area with so much scent that predators will
be confirsed about a pr$s exact location.

Predators also tend to defecate direcdy on the remains of prey after
everphing edible has been consumed. I've noted this behavior in coyotes,
bobcats, lynx, and black bears, and the practice is apparendy common.
Cached, panially consumed kills are never tainted with scat, only car-
casses that have been picked clean; the act seems to be both a territorid
marker and a boast of prowess.

Scat deposits c:rn tell you a great deal if you overcome your natural
aversion to handling poop and examine it closely. Feces does sometimes
carry parasites dangerous to humans, so never handle scat with bare
hands. Having said that, I'll admit that I have picked up fresh-looking
deer and rabbit droppings to check for residual body heat. Close exami-
nation of an animalt droppings can reveal what it has been Feeding on,
which in rurn helps you identify areas where itt most likely to be found.

The physical characteristics of a scat deposit often link it positively to
a single f.-ily or species. Deer, rabbit, and porcupine droppings each
have unique features that make identification fairly certain. Coyotes,
bobcats, and gray foxes also have distinctive feces, although their similar
diets can make identification by scat alone very difficult. More detailed



information about scat idendfication and other characteristics of individ-
ud species is given in later chapters.

It can also help to know the age of a scat deposit. Just as we do, wild
animals tend to fall into daily routines, and droppingr left at 4 p.v. one
day will likely be freshened at about the same time the following day.
Ag"g scat means estimating how long a deposit has been there based on
how its texture has changed from waporation and exposure to the ele-
ments. Temperature and humidiry are key factors in how quickly moisture
is lost from any type of scat, but here are a few rules of thumb: If it feels
warm to the back of your hand, it's less than I 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 sdll retains a dark color is from one
to three days o[d. Deposits that have turned white and crumble when
touched are at least four days old. You can see that aging scat becomes less
precise the longer it has been exposed to *re elements, and if it's raining or
snowing hard you can probably toss these rules out the window. Still,
theyte fairly accurate for most sqrt types under most conditions.

S  ' C E N T P O ' T '

Scentposts are another way some species mark their territories against
intruders. A scentpost can be as simple as wolf urine on a tree trunk or
as complex as the beaver's scent mound-a cone of mud, sticla, and
grasses that may stand I foot tdl with a 3-foot-diameter base. Muskrat
scentposts resemble those of the beaver but are about hdf the size. Cats,
especially males, label their territory with a spray of strong-smelling
urine on a prominent landmark. Scentposts are refreshed periodically,
usudly every day or so, and because theyte potent enough to warn off
animal intruders from a distance, even our relatively useless human nose
can often detect one nearby. If you suddenly smell a musky odor on the
rail, take a few moments to use both your nose and your eyes to deter-
mine its source. Once found, a scentpost is a good place to wait quietly
for its owner to return.

TERRITORIAL MARKS

Scentposts 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
thesb normally peaceful animals are prepared to fight for breeding
rights. Bears leave long claw marls as high as they can reach on tree
trunks to impress intruders with their size, and man-made structures
such as wooden bridges, powerJine poles, or even cabins frequently
show the claw marks of a territorial bruin. The grizzly beart "playful"
shoving over of dead ffees may actually be meant to advertise its claim
to a territory.



Some territorial marls are a bit less conspicuous. Claw marfts left on
a tree trunk that a bobcat used for a scratching post arc easy for us to miss
since we have only our eyes to search with, but rivals spot them by scent.
The feisry red squirrel, or chickaree, marks its territory with regular feed-
ing stations littered with pinecone debris and droppings. Beavers
somedmes mark tlees at the outside of their working area by gnawing off
a small s€ction of bark, possibly to mark the tree for future cutting but
cenainly as a warning to other beavers not to trespass. Details about the
territorial sign of individual species are given in pan two of this book.

g  T R A I  t '

\7hen you find an animal trail, you know two things for certain: At least
one animal uses it periodicelly, and doubtless it will use that trail again.
Four-footed creatures that travel routinely establish regular trails for the
sarne reason we use hiking trails: They beat fighdng your way through the
bushes. But open rails are more than a mete convenience for wild ani-
mals; they make possible high-speed escapes through dense cover and a
chaos of confusing scents from other animals. Snowshoe hares create
well-packed runways in deep snow to save energy traveling to and from
feeding spots and to give them an edge in speed when running from
predators too large to use such a trail themselves.

One problem with animal trails is that it isnt alwap ea.sy-or even
possible-to follow them. FourJegged critters are more able (and willing)
to scoot under half-downed trees, jump over lop, and wriggle through
deep brush than humans are. A raccoont highway may be an impenetra-
ble jungle to us, so it sometimes becomes necessary to skin a difficult area
and ry to cut the trail on another side. Chapter I explained 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. But a good compass and
topographical map can also help you locate animals; the'topo" contains
geographical details that help you identify likely feeding or bedding areas,
while a quality prismatic or lensatic compass provides you with the nav-
igational tools to plot a precise course to those places.

S  B E D D I N G  A R E A '

All animds need to sleep, and in most instances their sleeping and den-
ning places are conspicuous. A large, oval-shaped depression in a field of
tdl grass tells us that a whitetail lay there to chew its cud and nap. Smdler
depressions in that same field could belong to fawns, depending on the
season and their proximity to larger beds, or they might have been made
by coyotes lying in wait for the squeak of a rodent. In winter, a packed uail
qf co6entail rabbit tracks leading under a snow-covered brushpile or a
fallen ree certainly points to a seasonal den. Bathrub-size depressions
pressed heavily into the leafy floor of a deciduots forest, usually near a field
or meadow, are the beds of elk. A birdbath-size mass of wigs and leaves
packed into a hardwood ree crotch is a squirrel nest or "loafing plarform."



Sleeping can be a dangerous proposition for wild animals, especially i
prey animds, which must rest with all their senses dert for the first hint i
of predators. For this reason, bedding areas are dways selected to give an ;
animal its best odds for esqrpe or defense. The porcupine naps on a high ,
uee branch, usually with its tail facing the trunk, because few predators r
c:rn get to it there and fewer still can negotiate the narrow branch with- ;
out being slapped by the porkyt spiny, clublike nil. Deer make their :
daytime beds in heavy cover, where their keen noses and sharp ears can ;
detect enemies long before they come into view. Squirrels, which have a i
sense of smell rivaling the whitetail's, are secure in their leafy nescs, :
because few predators can reach them undetected and none can match l
squirrels'uee-hoppingrylity. At the other end of the spectrum, bears i
sleep pretty much anywhere they choose (which is almost dways near a i
food source). More about bedding areas and dens for individual species i
is given in pan two.



TRACKING TOOL'

t

HILE IT'S SOMETIMES TOUGH ro say anphing good
about a 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 ourdoorsmen. Many
of the products.developed for war or sport hunting also lend themselves
to wildlife photography and animal observation. Light-amplifring
"starlight" nighi-vision devices allow nocturnal animals to be observed
naturally on all but the darkesr nights; handheld heat detectors can signal
an unseen animd's location from its body heat; hunting cdls can precisely
mimic the sounds most likely to endce an animal into view; manufac-
tured scent products can mask human odor or eliminate it entirely, while
others broadcast an illusion of food or sex. Had any of these modern
hunting aids existed when our forefathers setded the New \?'orld, the
number of species they hunted and trapped to extinction would doubt-
less be greater than it is.

S  C O V E  R  ' C  E  N T S
Artificial scen$ have come a long way since early trappers scented beaver
traps with castoreum from the animds' own musk glands and Native
Americans burned fleabane to attract deer. Perhaps the most imponant
breakthrough of recent years is a nontoxic liquid spray that manufacrur-
ers claim will break down odors of all kinds at the molecular lwel. My
own tests of these scent neutralizers have included using them to remove
pet odors from furniture, plus a number of field trials that pimed them
against the noses of severd species ofwild animals and one good tracking
dog. I m naturdly skeptical of any product that claims to do something I
cant perceive, let done measure, but I have to admit thar these sprays do
seem to eliminate most odors, even strong ones. My favorite +mong the
best scent neutrdizers I ve tried is N-O-Dgr, from Atsko/Sno-Seal, a rwo-
part mixture that has been at least pardy responsible for my gerring to
within a few feet of deer, elk, and bobcats, undetected.

Cover scents designed to mask human odors (including robacco,
aftershave, and underarm deodorant) work by veiling those odors with a
strong musk. The most popular cover scent is fox urine, usudly applied
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to boot soles to disguise the hunter's scent trail, and sometimes used on
the ground around a blind or treestand. Raccoon urine is a cover scent
that can be used either on the giound or in a treestand without being out
of place. These and the rest of the scents covered in this section are avail-
able in pocket-size plastic squin bottles or pump aerosols.

Cover scents do work, but remember that your orvn odors are still
mingled with the sffonger odor of the scent, and it's difficult to say at
what range animals will unscramble the puzzling mix of odors. Another
problem is that older, more experienced members of any species got that
way by being cautious, and the sudden odor of a strange fox or raccoon
moving through an area may by itself aaract aftention. Also bear in mind
that both raccoons and foxes are predatory species whose odor will send
many small mammds into hiding or, even worse, cause them to give an
audible alarm. One of the most effective all-around cover cotnbinations
is a thorough misdng of scent neutralizer, followed by a dozen drops of
white-tailed deer musk.

g  5 E X  ' C E N T ' .

Ar this writing, the majority of sex scents being produced are for the
white-tailed deer, but Buck Stop, Inc., the industry's leading scent inno-
vator, recendy expanded its line of products to include mink, bear, elk,
and moose scents. Vith such a broad range of animal scents available in
different concentrations and combinations, even first-timers can suategi-
cally plan a successful sighting. For specific information about the habits
of an individual species and how it uses scents in mating season, refer to
the peninent section in pan two.

S  F O O D  ' C E N T '

Manufactured food scents are designed to attract specific animals, but
many will atract other species as well. Apple and acorn scents appeal to
hungry deet but acorn scent can also prove intriguing to fox and gray
squirrels, while apple scent can attract a variety of animals, from black
bears to elk and porcupines.

A time-proven alternative to manufactured food scents is the use of a
transponable form of an actual food. Many animds, including carnivores,
are drawn to the odor of ripened fruit; even meat eaters appreciate a litde
sugar in their diets (did you ever see a dog that didnt like sweets?). An old
hunters' uick is to dump a can of apple juice concentrate over a rotting
snlmp or log; several species may then take part in the job of literdly eating
the wood down to the gound. Most species are also very fond of maple
syrup, honey, and, especially, molasses; pouring any of these su/eets over a
decaying stump will likely result in repeated visim from a,vaiety of critters.

Some food 
- 
scents can be found in your kitchen cupboard.

Concentrated wdnut and almond flavorings are attractive to squirrels,
and many species are likely to track down the odor of maple flavoring.
A few old-timers swear that vanilla extract is just the thing for luring in



both deer and bears (it will do in a pinch). Bacon grease, once known
as "Indian butter," is sometimes used by backcountry chefs to perk up
modest cabin cuisine, and it definitely suits the palates of black bears
and raccoons. On a less tasteful note, blood collected from slaughtered
animals (you can probably get it free) is likely to attract a host of car-
nivores.' I ve dso found that in some states, Department of Natural
Resources ofiicids are willing to provide photographers with road-
killed carcasses as carnivore bait. Note, however, that some states
prohibit baiting of any kind. Check with your state officials.

g  ' A I . T  A N D  , Y | I N E R A T  t I C K '

Salt is a necessary nutrient, and, like sugar, it's not widely available in the
wild. Many a farmer has seen his catde's salt block devoured by wild ani-
mals, and salt licks have proven so irresistible to wildlife that some states
restrict their use by sport hunters. Deer, bears, elk, and moose are among
the most exciting visitors to salt blocks, but dmost.any mammd in an
arca mey come by for a few quick licks sometime during the day or night.

Mineral blocks are a refined version of the sdt block that provide not
only salt but also other necessary nutrients. To enhance their attraction to
wildlife, some mineral blocks are treated with food scents (usually apple).
The downside is that toting a mineral block fu into the wilderness cart
be exhausting, and in some places porcupines alone can dsrour a 25-
pound block in days-then proceed to eat the salt-soaked nvigs and
leaves beneath it.

f  cA  I  r  t
Game crlls haln been used by hunters for a very long time, but never before
have so meny brands and rypes been available. Your success at calling
wildlife depends not just on your skill but also on your ingenuity. Varmint
hunters know that the squed of a wounded rabbit will interest most carni-
vores, but mule deer also respond to it, although ro one is quite sure why.
The soft calls of a nesting Canada goose or mallard emanating from a vul-
nerable location could be regarded as a dinner invitation by winterJean
coyotes and bobcats. Likewise, the repeated squeaking of a squimel call may
bring around dl sorts of predators to look for the injured squirrel. Bean
hanging around deer trails in June and July to get a dinner of newborn
venison may come to the low bleat of a fawn, as may cas and coyotes. And
the repeated bleatings of an immature doe from the same place will some-
times bring in predators looking for a sickly deer. Acnral animal crlls
recorded on c$sette have also proven effecdve at luring different types of
wildlife within gun, bow, or camera range, but their use is sometimes
restricted by locd laws, so check out the siruation before using *rem.

S  O P T I C '

John'W'ootters, the world's most famous whiteail hunter, once said that
the average hunter will walk by 10 deer for every t hp sees; doubdess this



applies to many other wild species as well. Keen long-range vision is of
limle value in a dense forest; our sole sensory advantage over our wild
brethren is of limited use except at great distances in open country.
Fortunately, todays optics are finer than ever before, allowing us to detect
and observe animals close up without actually getting near enough to risk
detection ourselves.

The terminology of opdcal devices can be confusing at first, but
knowing a'few key definitions can help you become better informed
about what kind of equipment you'll need. The front lens of a binocu-
lar or telescope is cdled rhe objectiue lens; it faces the objective being
viewed. The lens you look through is called the oatlar lens, or viewing
lens. The numerical description of an optical device gives both the power
or the number of times an objective is magnified, atd the diameter of
the objective lens in millimeters. For example,7x35 means sevenfold
magnification and an objectivelens diameter of 35 millimeters.

, A great ded has been made of light-gathering abiliry in recent years,
: particularly where riflescopes are concerned. This in turn has started a
; trend toward wer larger objective lenses, the theory being that a larger
i lens will take in more light, thus providing a brighter sight picture in low
I light. \{hile this is true, the much advertised "Twilight Factor" has less
I importance in the real world. It takes more than just a large objective lens
i to get the most out of a spotting scope, riflescope, or binocular. Of pri-

i -"ry importance are the metellic lens coatings that dlow light to pass
: into the devicet hollow body through ,h. objective lens, but not back

; out, except at the ocular lens, where you can see it. Optical coatings are

i often the one feature that makes a particular scope or binocular better

: than another, so you should always look for them when buying an oPti-

i cal device, including a camera lens. A well-coated and polished lens

I should exhibit a deep but hazy purplish (somedmes yellow-gold) cast

; when viewed at an angle to the light. Lens coatings are delicate, not to

i mention expensive, so always care for coated lenses according to the man-
ufacturert instructions, and always protect them from exposure to

; abrasive sand and grit.

; The first opticd device to go into a tracker's kit should be a good
mini-binocular. A rubber-armored Tasco 8x21 mini-binoc is an essentid
part of my wilderness kit. It folds into a pocket-size package that's carried
almost unnoticed by its neck lanyard, and its optical quality is among the
best I've seen. Better yet, it retails for around $80, which is about average
for a good mini-binoc.

More orpensive, more sophisticated, but far more versatile is Pentax's
state of the artS-20x24UCF Tnom binocular, a compact, professiond-
qualiry unit whose mere l7-ounce weight belies its outstanding optical
performance. This rugged, compact binoc is larger than myTasco, but it
still wears easily under my jacket and can be tripod-mounted for long-
term, stationary observations. Best of all, its crystd-clear coated oPtics
and 20X zaom capability allow it to function as either a binocular or a



spotting scope under daylight condidons, doing away with the need to
carry both. Suggested retail is $334---expensive, bur worth every dime if
your budget allows.

The downside to any mini-binocular is its small-diameter objective
lenses, which are poor gatherers of existing light. Precision-ground lenses
and qualiry opdcal coatings help ma,ximize the arnounr of light reaching
your eye, but only so much can be done with such small lenses, so mini-
binoculars are best suited to daylight observation.

For most stationary observation or just cruising old logging trails in a
4x4, rhe magnification and lighr-gathering characteristics of a qualiry
10x50 binocular are tough to bear, although the standard 7x35 binoc
will also serve you well for less money. For long-range observations-out
to 1,000 yards or so-norhing beats a rripod-mounted sporring scope for
getting a close look at wary local fauna. Too powerful to be held steady
in the hands (20X is average), spotting scopes are designed to sit arop a
mipod and remain fixed on a single location. Scanning an area for move-
ment is best done with a binocular; looking through a spofting scope for
more than a few minutes will probably give you a headache. 

'When 
you

spot something that merits a closer look, mark its position and zero in
with your spotting scope.

There redly arent any bad spotring scopes, but some are better or
more versatile than others. If you appreciate multifunctional equipment,
as I do, consider the midpriced Bausch 6c tomb Discoverer, a powerfirl
15X-to-60X variable telescope that can be tripod-mounted for use as a
spotting scope or converted to a monster 35mm camera lens with the
addition of an inexpensive two-piece adapter, available in most rypes of
lens mounts. Its only real drawback is that, because increased magnifica-
tion requires increased light, the Discoverer becomes dmost useless as a
qunera lens past 30X in firll daylight. Even so, that's the equivalent of a
2000mm lens. The Discoverer retails for about $368; add another $43
for the rwo-piece carnera adapter kit.

S  T R A I T  T I / v \ E R '
'Where 

there are a lot of animals there will of course be a lot of animal
trails, and if you plan to wait near one for a sighting it pays to have some
idea which one is most likely to be used Animals somerimes change reg-
ular routes to follow seasonal foods, because pan of a trail is blocked, ro
dodge a predator in the area, or maybe for the sarne reason folks occa-
sionally drive a different way home afterwork. And remenrber no marrer
how you might feel about them, wild animals regard you as a dangerous
predator; touch nothing unnecessarily when examining a trail to avoid
leaving your scent, and disturb as litde as possible.

An old trick for checking raffic on animal trails is to string a length
of thread or light fishing line across a likely avenue, rhen come back later
to see if it has been knocked down. Tie off one end of the tripline to a
ffee on one side of the trail, and wedge the orher as rentarirrely as possi-



ble under a piece of bark or in a split twig on the other side. By seaing a

dozen or so triplines on different trails, checking them twice a day and

resetdng as needed, you can gather enough information to predict an

animdt comings and goings with fair precision after just wo days.

A modern version of the old thread-across-the-trail trick is a digital

clock unit, made by the Tiail Timer comPany of St. Paul, Minnesota.

Like the thread timer, the Thail Timer uses a tripline, but it stores the date

and time that it was tripped as well as the direction. Unim are mounted

in their own weatherproof plastic cases and retail for about $15 each.

More elaborate-and expensive-trail-timing devices include the

Ti'ail Timer Plus multiple event monitor ($70) and the Ti"ailMaster 500
($175). Both units use an infrared beam to detect movement' and both

can be adapted to actudly shoot a 35mm photo ofwhatever tripped them

if you attach an optional camera kit. Among other sophisticated features,

the TiailMaster unit claims to discriminate between smdl animals, such

as birds or squirrels, and large ones such as deer.

*  H E A T  D E T E C T O R '

Handheld infrared heat detectors are a recent innovation that have earned

themselves a place in the 2lst-century animal watcher's field kit. Persond

field tests with the Game Finder II, from Game Finder, Inc., of

Huntsville, Alabama, have convinced me that the unit worls well for

detecting almost any heat sotrce, even through rees. It can operate for

12 hours on a nine-volt battery (less if the weather is cold), and can detect

differences in temperature as small as l'F to several hundred yards,

depending on terrain.
The Game Finder was designed to help hunters retrieve downed

game, but it also lends itself well to the observer's or photographer's task

of finding conceded live animals. Bedded deer or other animals (includ-

ing large birds) hidden by foliage can be located by their body heat, and

this position c.rn then be zeroed-in with a sPotting scoPe or binocular.

Game Finder units retail for about $180, with the more advanced Game

Finder II selling for around $280. Both include an instructiond manual

and a nicely prJd,rced videotape that not only takes the guesswork out of

operating the unit but also offers plenry of tracking advice.



'TAL K I  NG

4

HE ABILITY TO STALK prey is instinctive in animals
designed to ear mear. A house car taken from its mother as a riny

kitten will nonetheless develop the stedth, speed, and agility thar make
house cats perhaps the most efficient hunters on eanh. Black bears, which
seldom hunt because their powerful physique isnt designed for a hard
chase, can demonsuate considerable sneakiness when amempting to catch
young fawns in spring. Even human toddlers, with no outside instruc-
tions, quickly learn to sneak up on grCIshoppers, burerflies, and frogs.
Nevertheless, most predator msthsps-and sometimes fathers-augmenr
their offspring's basic hunting instincts with lessons drawn from their
own life experiences.

Except for humans. On the whole, our species hasnt had ro hunt for
its survivd in a very long time, and as a species wete not very good ar it.
some anthropologists believe that Homo sapi.ens never possessed the
heightened senses of lesser cousins, and that it was only through cunning
and ingenuiry that we rose to the top of the food chain. Few animds have
anphing to fear from our physical strength or speed, but they have wery-
thing to fear from our abilities to devise tools and to manipulate a
situation to our own advantage. This intellect can, with practice, make
the Naked Ape as efficient a stalker as any in the world.

O  C A A A O  U  F  L A G  E
vhile itt true that most mammals are ro some degree color-blind, it's
also true that proper camouflage is necessary when stalking them. The
more closely *y hunter blends with his surrounding terrain, the less
chance he has of being seen. Remember birds can see colors, rypically
have bemer eyesight than we do, and may broadcast alarm cdls that put
every animal within earshot on the dert for a dangerous intruder. Just as
bad are the chaneringcry of a suqprised red squirrel and the darm whis-
de, or "blow," ofa deer. Sneaking into the visual range ofa specific animd
may be the easy part, because first you have to slip pasr many senrries.
Since we wdk upright, humans are probably perceived as being larger
than we acrually are, and the oudine of a human shape seems to be the
most frightening thing a wild critter could ever see. After all, wery other
24



animal in the wilderness is camouflaged to some extent' and it behooves

us to follow naturet example.
The trick ro an effectivi camouflage lies in the abiliry of its pamern and

rermre to make you look like many smdl pars of your surrounding envi-

ronmenr. Random spaners of color whose shape and hue might be

mistaken for leaves, branches, or other terrain features are best for breaking

up the distinctive human silhouette. loose-fiming clothing, such as six-

plcket military BDUS (Batde Dress Uniform), printed with such a paftern

add a three-dimensiond effect wi*r their rumpled, wrinkled aPPearance.

to blend acceptably with most types of terrain.

The disdnctive roundness of a human head is also our of place in

places Ite found to wear certain scents.

Nor should you overlook your face and hands, because even a quick

headnets are dso effective camouflage-as well as sometimes being nec-

essary protection against hordes of bloodsucking insects. Mosquito

headnel retail for about $4 each. Hands can be covered with camouflage

crearn or, if the weather is cool enough, with a light pair of camo-pattern

or dark-colored cloth gloves. My own preference (temperature permit-

ting) is a pair of uninsJated leather gl*o that have been weatherproofed

witl perroleum jelly. Petroleum jelly imparts almost no odor and darkens

leather; a few drops of scent in the palm of either glove works well for

leaving scent trails on tree trunks and branches.

In snow country German or American military snow oversuim are

nearly ideal camouflage, but a pair of white painter's coveralls will suffice.

In snow-covered forests it isnt nec€ssary to be oudmed completely in

white; white uousers and a camouflage overcoat will do fine. Avoid wear-



' ing a white overcoat over camouflage trousers, because this presens an
image opposite to that of the surroundingarea,where rhe ground is whire

' with darker colors elwated above it. In a pinch, you c:m. make do with a
: white linen bedsheet draped around your shoulders like a cape-a quick-
I and-dirry winter."-o.rfl"g. that Ive used to good effect rn'any times.
, But For vinudly disappearing in most rypes of wooded or grassy rer-

, rain, nothing matches rhe ghillie suir. Named for the scotiish bond
. servants, or "ghillies," who once patrolled their masters' lands as game
' wardens, the tartered, indisdnct look of ghillie camo can make its wiarer
: vinually invisible from a distance of only a few feet.

i Manufactured ghillie camouflage is available in suit and cape forms,
: but these are a bit pricey, and the commercial camouflage netting used ro

, make them is less iffectirre rhan homemade ghillie -",Jri"l. proSab$ the
; best ghillie suit is one made from a nylon mesh hammock to which dark

, t9 any animal downwind of your position. The burlap stripping is pretry
' effective camouflage as is, but if youd like your ghi[ie suirto bienJ a bit
i. better, RIT clothing dyes work well without leaving a noticeable odor.
. A word of caution: The frayed, ragged look that makes ghillie camo

: merge so well with natural backgrounds can also make it quite flamma-
i ble. Never wear it around an open fire of any kind, and never smoke
I while wearing it. spray-on fire retardants are available, but they may
; impart an odor to the materid that frightens animals. For this and simi-
, lar reasons, it pays to de-scent ghillie camo with N-o-Dor or Buck Stop's
i Scent Blaster pump sprays prior to wery trip afield.
; Making a quick, field-expedient rype of ghillie suir is one of the pro-

, jott in my bookMadzfor the outdoors (Lyons & Burford, lggi).There, ,
, I describe how to intenwine vegetation from the surrounding area into ,
, the netting of a mesh hammock until the finished product niatches the ,
, terrain to near perfection. In some types of vegetation (bracken ferns, for .
r instance), the hammock ghillie suit can make im wearer disappear from ,
' as litde as 5 feet away. And when you move on, the h"--ock can be l
. cleaned of vegeration in a couple minures, ready for use in different ter- ,
: rain and vegetation or just for stringing up and swinging in the breeze. .
; Ghillie camo made from natural vegetation is also airier than a manufac-
; tured ghillie suit, which makes it cJoler to wear during those long hours ,
I yor might have to spend motionless behind a camera viewfinder. :

i f  F O O T W E A R  :
stalking, by definition, means being on your feet for long periods of time ;
(although some of this is inevitably done on hands anJknees), so good I



footwear isnt a luxury but a necessity. This is not to say that you need to

spend a small fonune for a decent pair of boots-although you certainly

.ould-b,t, rather that there are ceftain criteria any outdoors boot must'

meet to be considered stdking footwear. And while I always buy as much

quality as my wdlet will bear, lots of inexpensive boots meet my require-

ments while some higher-priced name brands dort't.

In warm weather, the boot should be light and well ventilated. No

boot is tnrly waterproof, esPecially in knee-deep water' so wate{Proofness

shouldnt even be considered as a factor. Of far more importance is the

boott ability to go from saturated to reasonably dry in as lide dme as

possible. The Gi jungle boot worn in the vietnam'war was ided for

walking alternately through water and on dry land, as are leveral 
current

civilian-models, but military jungle boots are hard (literally) on the bot-

toms of your feet. Cushioned inioles help, but make certain theyte of a

type that wont absorb water or youll be defeating your PurPose'
Manufacturers commonly hybridize their outdoors boots by fitting

them with hard soles that stand up to walking on concrete' because they

realizc their producm are likely to see as many miles on abrasive paved

surhces 
", 

on fo..r, humus. But in the woods, hard soles dont give with

terrain changes, and wigs that might have been pressed quiedy into the

ground by a-softer sole tind to snaP sharply. This problem is exacerbated

6y l"g sole-which I nonetheless believe are the smartest choice for

boonJocking-because each lug applies pressure over a smdl area, again

increasing the probabiliry that wigs will snap underfoot. A nice comPro-

mise is .I. n.* bob sole, with a row of lugs around its periphery for

increased ffaction and lateral stabiliry.

Hard-soled boots also detract from a stalkert sensitivity to the ground,

which is vital when you're stalking an animal with your eyes glued to it,

ready to freeze instantly and feeling for potentidly noisy forest debris

with your feet. A good pair of stalking boots should have soles and heels

soft enough ,o .orr,pr.rt with a squesz€ of your hand' 19" * get a func-

tional pair of stalking boots from Kman for around $30, but as your

inter.st in observin[ wildlife grows, you'll probably demand more

durable, more expensive foorwear. Bear in mind that stalking requires a

lot of time on your feet; a good pair of boots shouldnt feel good when

you try them on, they should feel great.' '\07inrcr 
stalking in snow country demands a pair of warm pac-boots.

Period. Insulated leather "hunting' boos just dont cut it when you're

: hunkered down in snow for hours watching coyotes at a deer carcass-

I and a few woodsmen have the missing toes to Prove it. The trade-off is

i ,h", added warmth means added weight and bulk, making pac-boots



ratings presume the wearer will be walking ar a steady pacr-nor realistic ,
for our purposes-and too warm a boot is always biner than one not i
warm enough. i

tread soles and the new bob soles both offer good traction 
"nd 

.
selFcleaning reads, but most folks find the bob solei more comforable
for long hikes. Two very good choices for a winter stalking boot are the
Expedidon from la crosse and sorel's Maverick, both of which are
priced above $200. Military 'Mickey 

Mouse" boots, so called because ,
they make your feet look bulbous and cartoonlike, are a good choice at
about $70, but they weigh a leg-tiring 3 pounds a piece, .

T  ' T A t K I N G  T E C H N I Q U E '
i

, ffi.l you've gathered the tools of a salker, your next step is learning to
i use them in the field. The first thing to remember is that rro on. .* ,i"lk
; all the time, because stalking demands an abiliry to freeze in any position

i *d hold that position through several minures of intense scrutiny.
lvlaintaining such an elevated state of mentd and physical control is
orhausting' so you should slip into stdking mode only when youte cer-
tain your objective is very close. Beaver dams, remote shorelines, and
known denning or feeding grounds are good candidates for a stalk, but
at a normd stalking pace of about 100 yards per hout you wouldnt want
to stalk everywhere you went even if you could.

It's possible to walk quiedy through different types of tetrain and still

scious effort to raise it higher than normd to clear sticla and other
noise-making obstacles. trGep your knees flexible to act as shock absorbers
in unpredictable tenain. This will give you the sprinry step characteristic



of foll$ who seldom turn their ankles in the woods. karning to wdk

duck-footed may take a bit of practice, but before long you ll be griping

therefore, is not to sound like a human being (your ultimate objective is

i absolute silence), and this means slowing down to about two stePs Per

ments are less likely to attract attention than quick ones. This is also a

good argument for long pants and mosquito headnets in bug country.
- 

Onellement a sralke; should be constanrly aware of is the wind and

irs changes, which might rweal your Presence via odor. Always begin any

stalk into the wind; if its direction shifts, comPensate to keep the breeze

in your face. In some places, most notably lowland swalnP:, air currents
i ,*itt like stream eddies and winds might blow from all possible directions

: in the space of a few minutes. While this might seem disadvantageous to

a stalker, it's just as confusing for an animal, which will get only a whiff

, ofyour rpooi before the breeze changes direction again. Under such con-

, ditiottt the best defense is a liberal dose of odor neutralizer, perhaps mixed

I with a few drops of deer musk as cover.
. '\rindy'days 

are also especially good for sralking becrlse rusding

foliage and cieaking dees creare a confusion of noise, and no animd

"p*I"a 
of you will detect your scent.'With animds' two most powerfirl

..rro rendered largely ineffective, humans for once will have a physical

advantage with our superior eyesighn Other sounds you can use to cover

*orr.-Jrr,, include passing airplanes, distant traffic, rain, or those made

by animal activity. Resist the temptation to use cover sounds to move

quickly; sudden movement is dmost cenain ro afiract attention.



mrnutes, as rf aware that something has changed, but will almost inyari-urur|'rLss, a,r lt awarc urar sometnmg nas cnangecl, but wlll dmost tnyari-
ably put its head down again for another biteiventually, allowing you to

danger, it will probably be dismissed.



RVI WILDLIFE

HILE STALKING IS A TERRIFIC o<ercise that helps you

become attuned to the environment:-and frequendy netsyou

,

a great photo or twe-it's somedmes possible or even necessary to get an

"rii-.lio 
come to you. This can often be accomplished with bait, with'

scents, or just by staking out a well-used trail. Shooting from a blind' or

"sirting," ir the-preferred method of most hunters and photographers,

howeuir, becarrsi ambushing an animal is simpler than stalking it.

The first srep, of .o,rrr.,l, to find a place the animals youre looking

for are likely toiisit, which is done by knowing a species habits and then

scouting for tracks and sign. Once youle established an animal's route

and d.siin"tion (a den or feeding area), it's fairly simple to lie in wait for

its return. One thing to remember, however, is that animds living in close

proximiry to huma* frequendy become nocrurnal, sleeping the day away

irr r..l,rdld bedding ar€as or dens-this is where stalking comes in-and

venturing into the open only under cover of night. If yorl can see a sil-

hou.ne,lou can caprure an animal passing within range of a camera flash

on film, but you may only get one shot per'night.

Blind hunters need to be especidly aware of how much bemer animals

see in the dark than we do. At twilight, when the world is bdanced on

the edge of day and night and features ale getting fuz.ry, most animals can

se. clols.-up images (because most species are nearsighted) .as 
well as we

do 
"t 

,roorr. Never tlink that jusr because you cant see your hand in front

of your face, an animd cant see ybu move it thbre.

The big difference between our own eyes an4 those of lower animals

is that we-see well into the infrared sPectrum of visible light, while they

generally perceive more of the ultraviolet end of the sPectnrm. And since

iltr"uioi.i light is most prevdent in what we consider darkness, animals

have much b.*.t night vision than we do. In daylight' we c:ln discrimi-

nate between subtle colors to the point of nonsense; they, on the other

hand, can run full speed rhrough darkness that would have us walking

into trees.
If animals do move about during daylight, itt nearly always within a

secluded bedding or denning area where human activity is infrequent,

rypically in teriain we find difficult to negotiate. Here's where the hunter

3 r



i who captures his prey on film has an advantage ovir hunters who kill
I their game and rhen musr, if rheyte wonhy of the title, haul the carcass
, out of the woods. Bedding and denning areas are great places ro set up a
, gamguflaged tripod, ana witaife photJgraphy is 

" 
great *"y for gun and

, bow hunters to keep rheir skills sharp during rhe oFseason.
: The terms blind or hide describe a (sorietimes) camouflaged cover,
, usually constructed or erected where you can move about as necessary
: without being seen from oumide. A blind can be as simple as the ghillie
r suit worn by a hunter lying at the side of a trail, or as complex as the
' heated plywood shacks (some even have TVs) *.d by'tport" hunters who

seem undecided about taking the part. Mosr are made from natural foliage
: 'taken from the surroundingLa (please dont cut live tree*it isnt neces-
, sary), but ponable pop-up rypes are great for sening up a hidden qunera

tripod. These range in sryle from a simple wraparound quno ner to warer-
proof, tentlike sffucrures with enough height to stand up in.

i My own favorite portable blind for traveling far into the wilderness
. "ld 

staying put for prolonged periods in all types of weather is the bivy ,
. shelter, a squat, freestanding "minimalist" tent that sets up anpvhere in ,
, minutes, has a low, unobtrusive profile, and weighs li*le enough to qud- ,

. ify"r a long-range backpacking item. Best among these, in my opinlon, '
r is the recendy introduced Predator from Slumberjack. It weighs less than I
, 7 pounds and it has enough headroom for you to sir upright behind a '
, tripod, along with a bugproof mesh door with near-silent zippers on ,
, either side, a ventilation window, an inside loft for keeping equipment ,
. handy' and enough room to absorb a large frame pack and-its Lwner in ,

comfort. Perhaps best of dl, its waterproof cover fly is printed with Bill '
, Jordan's Advantage camouflage , e very elaborate and highly effective leaf .
, pattern that makes additiond natural camouflage almost unnecessary in ,
, most forests. The Predator retails for $140, and when you couple it with :

; a warm sleeping bag youll be ready ro st4y on station in cold, miserable '
weather until the granola bars run our. :

_ 
'vhen putting up a blind, always remember that the animals living i

there know their territories as well or becer than you know the neigh- '

borhood around your home. They'll notice foliage cleared away to foim .
a shooting lane, and theyre sure to avoid any new structure for at least a
month, until theyie satisfied it's harmless. Temporary and pop-up blinds ,
should always be located at least 100 feet from the area being obsirved or
photographed, and you should use narurd camouflage rr n.id.d to make
.h-.- * inconspicuous as possible. Permanent blinds have the advantage ;
of eventually becoming an ignored part of the landscape, but they.hoJd .
be built at least 30 days in advance of use. ,

Once again, scents should be an important part of your setup. :
Portable blinds should always be kept isolared from chemicals or any :
product with an odor that might be absorbed into the marerial. And drey ,
should dways be thoroughly deodorized with scent neutralizer after ,
setup. A blind will help to contain your own body odors, but your cloth- ,



; ing should also be deodorized, and scented products such as aftershave

I and underarm deodorants are definitely to be avoided.

j 'fltto..t..ttt colors shorv up to us in daylighe

i Ironically, most of rhe need for Lrv killers is self-inflicted. l-aundry
: d.t.rg.rrt advenised as "brightening" the wash do so by adding a chem-

, ical that reflects ultraviolet rays-not affually brightening the color, iust;
, making it appear brighter to the eye. Unfortunately, these brighten-ers

i 
"lro 

make clothing abnormdly visible to animals on cloudy days or after
j ,urrr.a, regardless of material or camouflage pattern. I^aundry soaps used

; for outdoor clothing and gear should be free of scents, brighteners,

' bleaches, and softeners.
: Bti"d hundng frequently means staying quiet-in one place for hdf a

, d"y or more, so make yourself comfomable. I frequendy backpack to

: blind locations, taking a frame pack loaded with camera equipment,

i munchies, a canteen, and a few other necessities. Mosquito netting is a

I -*a for most summer locations, but insect repellent sPrays or lotions

; have odors that are best avoided if possible. Sitting on an upturned 5-

, gdlon bucket with an earphone carqrlng a favorite radio station to one

I iar (headphones are taboo because they cover both ears) actually keeps

I the mind awake, I believe. Keep back from the blind windows, use plenty

of N-O-Dor or Scent Blaster, and try not to make any noise. fuide from

I this, just relax and enjoy being there.

I e situation that's sure to come up for photographers, who may shoot

I undetected for several hours after their prey makes an aPPearance, is what

i to do when nature cdls. Urine and excrement are powerfirl sign ofhuman

, presence, and either is sure to repel all sorts of wildlife. The best way to

i iirpor. of urine with a minimum release of scent is into a resedable

i bottle. This has always been fairly simple for men, and now there are

: form-fiming dwices for women, too. Barring this, urinating into a hole at

: least 4 inches deep then covering it over with din will hold scent to a

I minimum. A feu/ drops of red fox scent on top of the filled hole helps





PART

Tn^ r . cK rNG M^ l 'MMALS

Ifi
(?

t? (T

g

(t

rfr tfi





DEER

rcERVIDAE'
6

o FAMILY OF ANIMALS holds more fascination for out-

l! doorsmen of every discipline than the deer family, whose

*.*b.r, include white-tailed and mule deer, elk, caribou, and the stately

their buying Pov/er.
U.*beir^of the deer f"-ily are distinguished from other hoofed

mammals by the fact that adult mdes grow tined anders _prior 
to the

aunrmn mating season, then shed them about midwinter.'S7ith caribou,

co\ils normally-sprout a sometimes massive set of anders, and about 1 of

every 15 whiietails also grows antlers. Shed anders are prized by porgu-

pirro, squirrels, and rodlnts, which eat them for the calcium and other

nutrients they contain.
Human beinp dso prize deer anders. Hunting publications Promote

the idea that bilger *,l.tt equals a craftier Prey and 4t56* 
a gr€ter

prir., *h.n i1 A""t the size of *y deer's anders after adulthood is deter-

-irr.a mainly by nuuition. R"t ly will a whitetail buck living in a wholly

natural environment dwelop *oi. th* 12 tines on his anders, dthough

overfed bucks living in an anificid environment created by intensive agri-

culture often go* 20-plus points. The irony is that such large-1d9red

deer are ofte' io accustomed to humans and so dependent on the food we

provide that they become r:rsy Prey. Frequendy the toughest and smartest

t,r[ o, buck in the r,"oods is an animal that uophy hunters would disdain'

Seasonal color changes are common to all deer, with a lighter red or

brown coat being the norm in summer and a heavier dark gray to dmost

black coat durinl the winter months. The summer coat blends fairly wgll

with dead ,*dlng grasses in the open arcas where deer feed, while the

dark winter coat --.k , the animals tough to see among the leafless

uunks and branches of a sno$r-covered forest'

With t}e enception of the gigantic moose' deer are well adapted to the

role of prey. All are fast *t rirr, all are equipped with noses that would

37



i put 
" 

bloodhound to shame, and all have an acure sense of hearing made
r directional by the animals' large, swiveling ears. But deer have evolved to
r survive amid many natural enemies; even a carnivore as small as a mink
i *ill ki]l a 

lWn given the opponunity. Because so many predators con-
sider them food, most deer species are prolific, with females giving binh

I to nvins or even triplets if food is abundant. Females outnumbeimales
; by about four to one, and this, if combined with a lack of natural preda-
' tors, can creare localized popularion explosions in which dierlcer
j accidents and agricuhural damage are serious problems.

I  0  wHrTE-TA t rED  DEER
i  (O  DOCO I  LE I 'S  V I  RG I  NT  AN U ' ' )
I HABITAT AND RANGE

'.i

q
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I. rl(hite-Thitzd Deer



least the lower ponions of Canadds southern provinces; to the south, it

extends well into Morico. There are no whitetails in Alaska.

The name whitaailcomes from the animals'Practice of raising their

large tails to show the white underside when fleeing danger. The highly

visible raised white tail warns other deer and ghps fawns a mark to follow'

when running after their mothers.
Like many species, whitetails are typically larger the fanher north they

live. Maine boasts bucls of weigha topping 300 pounds, while the

minuscule key deer (Odocoibus uirginianus claaium) of Florida weighs in

at 50 poUnds or less. Another subspecies, the Coues deer (Odocoileus uir-

ginianus coaesi) offuizona, averages less than 100 pounds for adult bucks.

One theory is that size and strength are.dicated by .hg harshness of an

environment. In Canada, whiteteils must cope with a host of predators

and winters that show no mercy to the weak, while key deer want for little

in their tropicd home and have fewer naturd enemies.

Sport hunters play an important role in controlling whitetail popula-

tions now that their most impoftirnt predators, the cougar and the wolf,

have been enterminated over most of their origind ranges. Unfortunately,

human hunters lack the efficiency of naturd predatorsJespite modern

weapons-while the whitetail's reproductive capabilities remain $eared
toward losing a full third of the population every year, whether to preda-

tion or starvation.
Although there have been numerous cases of'disoriented animals

running amok through city streets, whitetails are essentidly creatures of

the forest. Their naturd routine is to bed down during daylight hours

in a swamp, an overgrown clear-cut, or another secluded place that

AY
Distribution of uhhc-uihd drer (Odoailqus virginianus).



offers enough cover for a few secure winks. At midday-about l l e.u.
to I p.u.-they habitually rise and move about but rarely venrure out
of the security of the bedding area unless hungry. By late afternoon,
from about an hour before sunset on-{epending on how far they have
to travel-deer begin their nighdy migration to feeding areas.

As a general rule, whitetrils inhabit approximately I square mile of land
throughout their eight-year life span. This range varies more or less, ,
depending on how far seasonal foods and watering places are from the bed- ;
ding area, but you can be that the animds are intimately familir with wery '
rock, tree, and stump within it. Noticeable changes as small as a candy ,
wrapper left on a trail virnrally guaranree a change in the animds' routines. :

Generally considered an easrern deer, the whitetailt range overlaps i
nearly dl *re mule deer's territory wesr of the Rocky Mounrains, and, as
both species are steadily increasing in number either may be encounrered '

in western states. \Thitetail bucks are smaller than mule deer bucla,
weighing from 200 to 300 pounds at maturiry, butwhitetail does are usu- i
dly larger than mule deer does, with an adult weigh t of 150-250 pounds. :
Thacla, scat, and most sign are virtually identicd for the nvo species, but ,
whitetail antlers consist of two main beams with single tines branching l
from them, while mule deer anders have Y-shaped tines.

One notewonhy whitetail behavior is the way it stamps a forefoot and ,
moves its head from side to side when studying something suspicious .
(such as the click of a camera shutter), occasionally extending its nose to i
test the air. If youte well camouflageil, odorless, and silent, such encoun- l
ters may occur with mere feet betrveen you and the animal. Good as it is, .
the whitetail is not infallible; if you remain motionless through it dl, ,
chances are the animal will lose interest and go about its business. Strying
absolutely still is criticd, because, although deer see poorly, they key i
instandy on movement. Stamping a forefoot is believed to be meanr to ,
prod concealed animals into showing rhemselves, and pospibly ro serve as
a warning to other deer nearby. ,

FOODS

Like all the most successfiJ species, whitetails have a broad diet that
includes a wide variery of food options. Summer is the season of plenry
with clover, alfalfa, and grasses drawing deer into open fields to feed, usu-
dly under cover of darkness. They may also be seen foraging for aquatic
plants in the shallows of ponds and lakes. Iacking upper teeth, all deer
must pin foods between their hard upper pdates and their bottom teeth
to tear it free, leaving ragged-looking.browse unlike the scissorslike cut-
tings of rabbits, marmots, and porcupines. The strictly vegetarian
whitetail owes much of its survivabiliry to an efficient digestive sysrem
that can converr almost any rype of vegetable mafter into enerry.'When 

the frosty nights ofautumn kill offmany food plants, apples and
acorns afe consumed ravenously for their proteins and fats, needed ro put
on weight against the coming winter. By mid-October, the month-long



mating se:ron, or rut, begins, and breeding does in particular require a

layer of fat to sustain them and the frwns thtill carry undl spring.
'winter 

is tough for whitetails in snow country. \x/hen ground forage

becomes inaccessible, they move as a grouP to the Protection of cedar

swamps and other thick cover, where trees block the cold wind and pro-

vide meager winter forage. Throughout the winter months they subsist

on a woody diet of tree buds, cedar foliage, and thick dead grasses along

the banls of waterways. Deer yards in cedar swamP are easy to identify,

because foliage will be stripped from the lower branches to a height of

about 7 feet-as high as an adult can reach from its hind legs. A hard

winter may kill a fi.rll third of a population through starvation and injury

(broken legs are not uncommon), and those that suffer the most are the

young and the old. 
'srhitetails 

inhabiting northern lumbering regions

have even learned to associate the sound of a chain saw with food (buds

make driving on rural highways downright hazardous.

MATING HABITS

\Thitetail mating habits have been studied extensively by the sPort-

hunting industry and much is known about this aspect of their lives.

The madng season, or rut, generdly extends from mid-October to mid-

November, but in different regions-even within the same state-its

timing may vary by a week or so. Adult bucks aPPear ready to mate

year-round, but breeding is initiated by the scent of does coming into

heat. Eligible males respond with a release of hormones that causes

them to swell physically, makes them bolder, and carries their own

dso find scrapes around the edges of open feeding areas, where does con-

gregate to feed in preparation for seven months of pregnancy.

Scrapes are the whitetails' version of a human Pl"yboys answering

machine. After creating one, a buck urinates on it, leaving a suong musky

odor that can be detected by a human nose at several yards. The buck then

leaves to create another in a suing of scrapes that will wentually ring his



territory fighting offrivals with his polished anders as he travels from one
site to the n.,fi. A receptive doe, drawn by the odor of male pheromones,
will deposit her own urine on the scrape to indicate interesr then leave,
dribbling urine down the insides of both hind legs and over the tarsal
(scent) glands on the insides of each knee. A buck returning to check his
scrape-usually every six hours or so-will set our in pursuit right away.
He has no time to wasre, because does remain in heat for just 24 hours
and competition is fierce. Unmated does are likely to come inro heat again
before a rut ends, but a buck has to move quickly or lose his chance.

Although more polygarnous than other New'World deer, whitetails
have no interest in the opposite sex beyond the act of procreating. Does
dont care what male impregnates them-this will be determined by
physical contests bet'ween the bucks themselves; they simply want to be
pregnant. Bucks go thbir own ways after the rut and take no pan in the
rearing ofyoung.

SEASONAL HABITS

Fawns are born from early May to June, swen monrhs after breeding, and
any runts or lare arrivals might not make it through their first winter.
Does rypically bear a single fawn in their firsr pregnancy, with twins being
the norm thereafter-rriplets if food is abundant. Young fawns insdnc-
tively know to lie motionless, relying on the camouflage of their spotted
coats to conceal them. Mothers eat their fawns' urine and fs6ss-a
common trait among animal mothers-for the first rwo weeks or so to
help keep them as scent free as possible. Does rarely defend rheir oF
spring, and never to the point of being injured dremselves, preferring
instead to sacrifice one fawn ro save the other. In just a few weeks fawns
will have become miniatures of the mother, too inexperienced to avoid
many dangers but orherwise equipped with the speed, agiliry, and senses
of a whitetail.

Fawns nurse from their morhers throughout their first year, but can
subsist on wild plana after their first month. They stay with their moth-
ers for two years, with young bucla being driven away in their second
summer to prevent inbreeding. Does, which outnumber bucks by *
average of four to one, are ready to breed after two years, while buc[<s
dont usually become serious contenders for mating until four years of
age. The normal life span is abour eight years; adulrs of both sexes reach
peak maturiry at four years.

TRACKS

Like most hoofed mammals and atl members of the deer family, white-
tails have cloven hooves that are in reality two modified toenails. In a
normd uack, the two roughly teardrop-shaped hdves print side by side
to form a split hean. 

'when 
an animd is walking on slippery surfaces such

as mud or snow, its hooves are likely to be spread into a V, which helps
keep the wht:::'l o"- stid:ns forward.



Front and rear feet of whhe+ailzd deer. Note size and position of deutchws. These
same physical characteristics apply to rnott other deer sPecies, and euen nonreldted
hoofcd animab.

A question repeatedly debated among deer hunters is whether or not

a whitetailt sex can be determined by its tracks. One famous outdoors-
man claims that does, being built for childbearing, carry most of their
body weight on the hind quaners, thus causing their back hooves to be
especially wide. The opposite is supposedly true of bucks, which carry
more weight in their shoulders and chest. But animals, like people, have
widely varying physical characteristics that make this theory unreliable. A

more reliable indication of gender is the fact that adult bucks tend to drag
their toes lazily when wdking on flat surfaces, while does normally step
higher and more lighdy. The toe dragging is more pronounced during the
rut, when mature bucks run themselves ragged trytng to get a year's worth

of sex in one month and frequendy fight hard for the privilege. Tired does
may also drag their toes when pressed hard by hunters, but the trait is

MC

Tiachs of the uhitetail. Tiach at bottom is d front print uith dzwckws shouing as thcy
might on sofi ground. Paircd track abouc arc as thqr might appcar with a walhing gait
on firm ground hiil trach supeimposcd on front trach.



most common in males. When there are several inches of snow on the i
ground, however, dl deer tend to drag their toes. i

\When a whitetail is moving at a normal walk on flat ground, its track ;
pattern will show the hind prints registering in and slighdy to the rear of I
the front tracks. Bear in mind that dl deer lean slighdy forward a" they ,
step, so only the toes may register on sod or hard ground. The stride i
length is about 1 foot, while the straddle is normdly about 6 inches. I

The track pattern of a normal walk changes in several inches of snow, ,
when the animals have to lift their hooves from a hole with each step. The 1
stride length will likely increase to about 20 inches (rhe longer suides ;
compensate for the more difficult walking), and hooves will print sepa- i
rately in a regular, staggered formation. ;

At a gdlop, the uack paftern also shows individual prinrs, but in this ;
ca*e the stride increases to 6 feet or more. The straddle dso increases, but i

only by a couple inches. Hoofprins are deep and well defined, angling i
downward at the toes, and some loose soil may be sprayed baclnvard from ;
the print. :

:, Vlalhing panern of the whitc-uihd dzer which is typical for manl othcr species ds ucll. i', Hind feet rcgister on top offootpints. 
i

r At a dead run the whitetail adopts the "rocking horse" gait common i
i among most running mammals-an exception being the mule deer, 1
, which bounds with all four feet together. In this gait the forelegs acr as a :

firlcrum: Both front hooves are planted togetler, while the hind frct are :
brought forward to land ahead and to either side of them. Prints are espe- :
cidly deep, and front toes may actually plow under the sod. AII uacks will i
probably contain a spray of loose soil. The stride increases to approxi- ,
mately 20 feet and the straddle distance between hind prints may i
measure 2 feet. :

20 + feet

:S.=
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Tidcb pattem of a haping whitcuil. Note how allfour fcet print together. Changes in
direction are indicated by the direction in which hooaes point



SCAT

\ilhitetail scat is very similar to that of other hoofed mammals with simi-
lar diets, and in areas where the whitetail's range overlaps that of the closely
related mule deet positive identification from scat alone may be impossi-
ble. Vhen dre animals'dierc are regular, droppings take the form ofpellets
in capsule or, less commonly, acorn shapes. Pellets are usually deposited in
groups of 20 or so, and the same spot may be used repeatedly, apparendy
as a scentpost. Most droppings are found on well-traveled trails, but deer
tend to unload wherever the urge comes upon them.

1 \Vhitetail scat in pellet form. Dark brown in color, becoming lightn and morc fbrous
i with age. Scat shown is cbmmon to all memben of the dcerfamily (Cewidae), uith d
t few dffirences in size and shape.

j

i Scat pellets are normally dark brown in color, firm, and contain visi-
i ble traces of plant fibers. Dimensions dont dways indicate the size of the
i animd depositing them, but pellets may range in length fromVz inch for
i fawns to more than I inch for large adults. The diameter generdly runs
I about one-third of the length. In winter when yarded deer are forced into

I " 
dty and woody diet, scat pellets are lighter in color and more fibrous.

; As is the case with humans, a sudden change in diet has temporary

1 adverse effects on the whitetail's digestive system. \il7hen the woody diet
j of winter changes to one of succulent green plants in spring, droppings

i become more liquid and massed, looking much like miniature cowpies

1 but with an average diameter of about 2 inches. The same is often true in

i ",rtu-n, 
when the animds gorge themselves on ripening apples, acorns,

i and farm produce.
l _ _ . .  - _ _ - . "



SIGN
\Whitetail sign is varied and usudly abundant. Among the most obvious
are "buck rubs," ragged patches of bark stripped away from the trunks of
small trees by anders. One reason that deer creare them is to scrape off
the "velvet" covering that nourishes anders during growth; another is to
leave a visual warning to potential rivals that a territory has been claimed.
Smdl saplings are used most often, but a large-andered buck will some-
dmes rub trees barely small enough to fit between his anders as a
demonstration of his size. Fresh rubs still wet with sap are likely to be
encountered from August through November, usually in the viciniry of
rubs from years past.

Andered males also spar wirh shrubs and smdl ffees to ger in a bit of
practice for the real thing. Dogviood, willow birch, or almost any orher
shrub bearing some resemblance to a set of anders is a likely candidare,
and one used for sparring will show obvious signs of abuse: stripped bark,
broken branches, scattered foliage. Antlered whitetails of all sizes and ages
exhibit this behavior in late summer, and itt likely that abused shrubs also
serve as territorid marks for breeding bucks.

Like elk, whitetail bucks occasionally wallow in mud during the
mating season. This isnt a common practice, but messed-up muddy spots
containing gray and white hairs, and usudly smelling strongly of musk,
are definite signs thar a rutting buck has been there. Understandably, wal-
lows are most likely to be found in swampy areas or near water. The size
of a wallow apparently is determined only by the amount of available
mud, but elk wallows will contain lighter-colored hairs-and of course
there will always be identifiable tracks in the mud. The purpose of wd-
lowing in urihe-scented mud is to spread as much of the buck's sexual
odor over as large an area as possible, increasing the range at which a
receptive female or potential intruder can detect his presence.

Mushrooms and toadstools with bites taken from them are another
sign of whitetail presence. Little is known about why deer and other ani-
mals eat portions of sometimes toxic fungi, but the pracrice is common.
Since so little of them is ingested, toadstools are almost cenainly not
eaten as food. Perhaps they're eaten for the same reason cars ear catnip.

VOCALTZATIONS

The best-known whitetail vocalization is its darm whistle, or "blow," a
sharp exhalation emitted when an animal has been actively frightened by
the sight or scent of a predator. The sound, made by blowing forcefirlly
through the nostrils, resembles a sudden release of high-pressure ait and
is usually followed by the sight of disappearing hindquarters.

Other sounds emitted bywhitetails of eirher sex include a low mooing
sound, reminiscent of a cow but quieter. The pitch of these calls raries
with the size and age of an individual. Fawns have the highest-pitched
and quietest calls, usually prolonged but muted bleaa that can scarcely be
heard at more than a few yrcars. Does have a lower voice, although not



quite so low as a young buck. Fully mature bucks (four years and up)
have the lowest voice of all, vbry much like the quiet lowing of a cow.

One virtually unmistakable whitetail vocdization is the piglike
grunting of a rutting buck. This sound is a product of the mating
season and is heard only in October and Novcmbet when competing
males announce their readiness loudly to both rival bucks and receptive
does. The sound, sometimes described as a "buck snort,' frequendy is
accompanied by hoof stomping and the raaling of brush. To a photog-
rapher or hunter, the grunting of a sorually aroused buck also means e
subject whose .attention is likely focused more on mating than on
potendal predators.

/ V l U t E  D E E R  ( O  D O C O '  L E U '
HABIThT AND RANGE

H  E I A I O N U "

The mule deer, so called because of its large, perpetudly mwing ears, is
mainly a western deer, although-as with the white'tail-its range and
numbers are growing. The black-tailed deer, a subspecies found dong the
Pacific Coast, is identical e:rcept that its upper tail is black to dark brown
above, while the mule deer has a white tail tipped with black. This minor
difference may be due to nothing more than a dominant gene, as is eye
color in humans, and the animals are otherwise indistinguishable.

Muh Deer
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I
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Distribation ofmuh dta (Odxoileus hemionus) and blach-uihd fuer.

Unlike the whiteail, the mule deer is not a crearure of the deep forest
but prefers more open, usually mounainous country. Its range covets
most of western North America, from British Columbia east to
Saskatchewan, down through western Nonh Dakota to nonhwestern
Meirico, and west to the Pacific Coast. Isolated populations are also found
in Minnesota, Msconsin, and nofthern Iowa, and have also been
repomed in the exueme southwestern corner of Alaska. In most places
where mule deer live, you'll dso find w-hitetails; the exceptions are
prairies, deserts, and other wide-open plaes where "mulies" are comfort-
able but where whitetails feel too cxposed.

An interesting disparity eniss between the sizes of bucks and does of the
two species. Mule deer bucks webh frorn I l0 to 475 pounds and are often
much larger than whitetail budcs, which have an adult weight of 200-300
poun&. Yet manrre mule deer does may welgh beween 70 and 160
pounds, u*rile whitetail does arrc nearly trvice as large at 150-250 poun&.

Another major difference between mulies and whitetails is that the
former migrate with the seasons. Vhitetails rypically spend their entire
eight-year life span roaming a square mile of real estate-which doubdess
accounts for at least some of their repuration for clever escapes. Mule deer
prefer to summer at higher elevations, where the air is cooler and breezcs
lceep bidng insects at a tolerable level.'Vhen snorv makes food inarressi-
ble in the mountains, mulies head for warmer, more open plains and
vallep to feed until spring.

Thanl$ to good man€ement, more or less, and a scarcity of natural
predators, rnulc der populations ar€ on the riseand in a few places their
numbers have increased to the point that they've become pests. Their
major nahud enemies as adults :ue cougars, wolves, and humans, while



coyotes, bobcats, and bears prey upon the young and weak. Many are
killed by motorists, who are often killed themselves, and well-intentioned
humans sometimes conffibute to these tragedies. Jackson Hole,'\fyoming,
has long been noted for residena who feed mule deer, elk, moose, and
bison through the winter, creating an unnatrud environment in which
herds overpopulate, potentiilly dangerous wildlife loses its fear of humans,
and few animals have ever had to forage natually in winter.

FOODS

The muliet diet pretty much parallels that of other deer, although the
open country even desert, that it prefers provides different browse than
that available to its forest-dwelling cousins. In surnmer it grazes chiefly on
herbaceous plants such as clover and alfalfa, but dso eats such shrubs as
blackberry thimbleberry and huckleberry.All thing:s being equd, there's
little variation in the diets of mule deer, whitetails, elk, and moose, and
in the nonhern Rocky Mountain region where all four still exist, any or
all may browse the same areas.

'Winter 
is tough on mule deer in their nonhern range, and, like white-

tails, they may yard up as a herd in places where the temain offers both
shelter from cold winds and woody winter browse. As with dl deer, their
food options are broad-aspen, willow, dogwood, sagebrush, rabbit
brush, cedar, juniper, and fir-depending on climate and availabiliry.
Acorns and applCI are eaten until snow makes these favorites inaccessible.
The animals also paw through the snow along streambanfts to get at thick
dead grasses from the previous summer, and a few suffer broken legs-a
mond injury in winter-from the ueacherous footing there.

Vhile mulies seem generally less tolerant of humans than whitetails,
they have also learned to associate farming with food, and the crop
damage they cause is somedmes ortensive. Apples, corn, beans, and rye
are perennial favorites.

MATING HABITS

The mule deer rut generally coincides with that of other deer, running
from October through Novembet with some variations throughout its
range. Mating is initiared by the scent of does coming into heat, which
prompts adult bucks to secrete hormones that cause them to swell phys-
ically and carry their own distinctive seirual aroma. Anders that have
been developing since April are now polished against trees to make them
appear more impressive to rivals, but it seems unlikely that the polishing
is an intentional effort to sharpen the dnes. Probably the reason behind
it is to lighten the anders' color and make them more visible against
most backgrounds. I

MuIe deer anders can be distinguished from those ofwhitetail by their
unique tines (there's little chance of mistaking either species' anders for
those of the much larger elk og moose). Both deer have a pair of normally
idendcal anders with main beams that start from the skull on each side,



above'the eyes and between the ears. A single brow tine projects upward j

near the base of each andcr to protect the animal's eyes while it spars with l
other bucks. A mule deer's main beams end in a forked Y however, as do ,

the tines branching from them, while whitetail antlers have single, I
unbranched main beams and tines.

Combat between mulie bucks competing for does is a bit less vicious ,
than some whitetail matches. Young bucks of two or three years may spar ,
with one another, or occasionally even an adult, but when adults of four ,

years or more in age meet as competitors for breeding rights, contests are ;
taken seriously. If posturing and grunting fail to discourage a hopefi.rl i
rivd, a competing male lowers his head and locks his antlers with the :
rival's, entering into what essendally becomes a pushing match to see :
which animal is the stronger. It may be only a few seconds before the ;
weaker animal acknowledges defeat and withdraws, or the feud may last.
several rounds, with both fighters resting periodically. There appears to be
litde genuine animosity among rutting males in any deer species, but ;
testosterone levels are high, and one or borh bucks are frequently stabbed ,
by antler tines. If mule deer suffer fewer severe injuries during rutting l
contests than whitetails, it may be due to their different antler structure.
In unusual instances, anders can become inextricably wedged together,
resulting in the wentual demise of both bucks, but such ragedies are rare. !

Like all deer, mule deer bucks communicate their availabiliry through '

pawed-up sections of eanh, cdled scrapes, scented witl strong-smelling i
urine and musk. Scrapes vary in size from a few hoof marls to several feet
of plowed-up earth; many of the smaller scrapes are made by immature
males. Breeding bucks create strings of scrapes around their chosen terri- .

tories, which may be some distance from their home range, and patrol
them constandy. Does in estrus urinate on acdve scrapes to indicate inter- :

est, but then leave, dribbling urine over the scent-producing tarsd glands ;
on the insidCI of their hind legs. \Jfhen the buck returns and finds his I
invitation has been accepted, he sets out in immediate pursuit. Femdes
have little interest in what buck impregnates them, and will breed with i
any male strong enough to get past the competition

Mule deer bucla are thought to be more polygamous than whitetail,
gathering a harem of several does by midrut. But whether a buck of either
species has one mate or a dozen probably has as much to do with his own r
social standing and the availabiliry of does as it does with any specieswide .
instinctive traits. 

ISEASONAL HABITS

After the rut, bucks and does lose interest in one another. Does of more i
than two years of age are likely to be pregnant and, with winter approach- I
ing, their attendon shifts to gathering nourishment. Gestation lasts about i
seven months, with fawns born in May and June. Young females giving :
birth for the first time typically have a single fawn; Nvins are the norm i

thereafter, or triplets if food is abundant. A doe with hwns may not p*- 
i



ticipate in the first rut following their binh, but will breed again when
her young are 18 months old, driving them off just before the next gen-

- eration is born.
, Bucks may be gregarious, especially before and immediately after the
rut, while does with fawns are usually solitary. In fact, mule deer does are
quite territorial and often fight upon meeting, an instinctive reaction
designed to ensure that each family group has sufficient food. A truce is
called during winter in the nomh when, like whitetails, mule deer of all
ages and both sexes yard up until spring.

TRACKS

To quote the legendary uacker Olas J. Murie, "I must confess that I have
found no way to distinguish the footprints or droppings of our three
kinds of deer (whitetail, blacktail, and mulie).'This statement is as true
today as when he penned h in 1954; dl things being equal, whitetail and
mule deer tracks are identical

But all things are not equd if you look closely enough, and Mr. Murie
knew this as well as anyone. Any deer track (not counting elk and moose)
found east of Minnesota will dways be a whitetail print. [n places where
the two species coexist-Montana, for example-it helps to know that
mulies prefer open areas (I suspect mule deer have sharper eyesight than
whitetails). In mountainous country this means they spend a lor of time
wdking on abrasive rock, while the more reclusive whitetail avoids such
exposed places. For this reason, mule deer hooves are likely to have
rounded, well-abraded edges and blunr tips'whose prints contrast with
the sharp features of whitetail prints. Some mulies spend most of their
time around the edges of a forest if food is abundant there, of course, and
solitary whitetail bucks frequently travel along rocky ridgelines, but a
fresh track that lacks sharp definition found in a place where both species
live was most likelv made bv a mule deer.

Muh deer trachs; 2 to i incbes long. Paired tachs at top show wal.hing gait typical of
the deer fanily hind pints registering in frrcprints.



\While there may be considerable differences between the sizes of adult
whitetail and mule deer bucks, the differences in hoof sbr. are qot as pro-
nounced as you might think An adult whitetail leaves prints a hair under
3 inches in length, while a large mule deer track is no more than % inch
longer. Tiack size is no help in determining whether its maker was a
whitetail, a mule deer, or wen a young moose.

But carefirl srudy of track patterns can be a help. Like some African
antelope and unlike any other American deer, mulies run with a distinc-
tive bounding gait known as "stotting," in which all four hooves leave
then make contact with the eanh simultaneously. This curious pogo-sdck
running gait has dso been called 'iubberballing," which is as descriptive
a rerm as any.
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Muh dzcr trarh pancrns. Note how all four feet hnd togethcr, a running gait uniquc
in North Ameicd.

At a frrll run, mule deer hit the ground with all four hooves coming
down close together, the forefeet ahead of the hind feet, and dl four
printing individudly in a slighdy staggered pattern. The straddle across
the forefeet is about 5 inches; the hind feet register a bit fanher apart. The
distance between the front and hind prints aver€es about I foot, while
the distance between sets of prints may run 9 to 12 feet. Each track will
likely have a spray of loose soil to its rear.

At a rela:<ed walk, mule deer track patterns resemble those of other
deer, with the hind prints registering in and slightly behind the front
prints. The stride is the most imponant factor in making a positive iden-
tification in this case: Adult mulies have an average walking stride of
22-24 inches, compared to 12-14 inches for whitetails and 30{0 inches
for elk.

SCAT

As Olas Murie stated earlier, there's no reliable way to differentiate
between the droppings of mule deer and those ofwhitetails, or even lhose
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of mountain goats or smdl elk. All have similar diets and all leave drop-
pings that are pellet or acorn shaped, or massed when theyte feeding on
a diet of succulents.

Once again, knowing a species' preferred habitat can help. Mountain
goats rypicdly stay at'higher elevations than mulies, which in turn fre-
quent higher elevations than whitetails. That isnt a whole lot to go on,
but this is one of those situations where an abiliry to find and interpret
orher sign is necessary to fill in the blanks.

SIGN

As with tracks and scat, mule deer Sign is very similar to that of the white-
tail. Both species create scrapes and rubs, both lack upper front teeth (as

do dl deer), and males of both species spar with shrubs and bushes.
Ag"ir, the types of terrain and of vegetation can be important clues for
determining a specific'species' sign.

But there are a few differences that can help you with identification.
One is the tendency for mule deer to urinate immediately upon rising
from their beds, which are usudly located under cover in tall grass or
around forest edges. Mulie bucla habitudly urinate direcdy onto the bed,
probably as a proprietary claim to that spot, while does typicdly step a
few feet to one side before reliwing themselves.

Buck rubs may also be noticeably different from those left by other
deer species, because of the mulie's unique Y-shaped antler structure. The
win poina at the end of each ander branch tend to leave dual parallel
scrape marks, while the single points of whitetail or elk antlers leave indi-
vidual marks. The distance between these pardlel gouges varies with
antler size and individual characteristics, but several pairs spaced 2 to 4
inches apart on a tree trunk can be taken as proof of a mule deer buck.

VOCALIZATIONS

Although not asvocal as elk, mule deer have more cdls and use them more
frequendy than do whitetails. There are the mutid bleatings between a
mother and her young common to all deer, and rutting bucks make much
the same grunting noises as whitetails, but mulies also appear to have a
rudimentary language. Reports of mule deer 'talking:' among themselves
while feeding on a winter night (remember, snow forces deer to be gre-
garious) are common. Their vocalizations include a wide range of gruns,
growls, snorts, and bleats, but it's likely that at least some of those heard
on quiet winter nights are simply declarations of personal space.

A M E R I C A N  E t K  O R  W A P I T I
( C E R V U '  C A N A D E N ' 1 ' )
HABITAT AND RANGE

"Elk" is said to have been origindly a British name for the animd we
know as the moose. Somehow it became mistakenly applied to the wapiti
(a Shawnee name meaning'pde deer"). Incorrect or not, the name stuck,
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American Elh orWapiti

and now when anyone speals of elk, we think of the majesdc wipiti,
North America's second-largest deer.

Today, elk are creatures of open forests, plains, and meadows, but
before the 1800s they were almost strictly grazers, as were bison. Elk
were once common throughout much of North America, before over-
hunting, logging, and human encroachment drove survivors into
northern wilderness areas. Elk populations are found these days dong
the Pacific Coast from northern Cdifornia through British Columbia,
and in the northern Rockies from Alberta. to Colorado. Anempm to
reestablish elk herds in areas where they were once native have resulted
in sometimes sizable populations in fuizona, Minne$ota, and several
other states. Like those of whitetails and mule deer, the elk's northern
range stops well south of Alaska.

Based on my own experiences with these large deer, it isnt hard for me
to understand how our forefathers, for whom hunting skill was a matter i
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Distribation of elh (Cervus canadensis).

of survival, could have hunted them out of existence ovel so much of :
their origind range. For one thing, elk are big targets, standing up to 5 i
feet tdl at the shoulder and with a body length of 7 to nearly 10 feet. i
Femdes (cou,s) weigh from 450 to 650 pounds at maturity, and adult i
bulls average 600-l;100 pounds-<nough meat to get a family through ,
the winter. Size may have also worked egainst the elk in that few preda- .
tors are willing or able to tackle such gigantic prey, which probably

accounts for their marked tendency to be more curious than afraid when

approached by a relatively p*y human. Any frontiersman armed with a

rifle would have found them easy prey.
Elk do have natural enemies besides humans, most notably the Puma,

grizzly, and black bear, but a healthy adult of either sex really has litde to

fear from aiy carnivore on the continent.'With a superb nose, excellent

hearing, and a top running speed of 35 mph, the qlk is well equipped

to.avoid the few predators that do have the strength to bring it down.

Fearing injury to themselves, large predatorsSizzlies, for example-

qpi.dly charge an elk herd just to make its members rutl, concentrating

their real efforts on animals too weak or injured to keep up with the rest.

Instances of smdler carnivores such as coyotes taking elk are limited to

calves or half-dead adults. A mother elk or harem bull may rush to defend

a young cdf, but if a coyote or a bobcat can inflict a lethdl would before

being driven off, the herd has no choice but to abandon the carcass.
Other narnes such as "ghost of the forest" have been atached to elk,

because of their light-colored body hair and because of a surprising abil-

ity to move quickly and quiedy through open woods. Some outdoor

writers have remarked upon the wapiti's stealth, conuasting it with the

crashing made by a stanled whitetail as it dives into cover. The inference



I that a half-ton elk is somehow quieter than a 200-pound whitetail is erro-
, neous, howwer, because it overlooks the fact that a whitetail's first
i instinct is to get out of sight immediately, running through places where
; an elk wotrldnt fit. In the open woods and meadows prefened by elk, a
i whirctail travels at least as quietly as its much larger cousin, and as hunt-
I ing legend John'W'ootters once pointed out, -oit folks acrually see only
I l0 percent of the whitetails they encounter.

r  FOODS

i Once again, the diet of an elk closely resembles that of other deer: clovers,
: grasses, and succulents during the growing season; willow, aspen, rasp-

1 berry and other woody browse after snow makes grazingmore work than
; reward. Elk are more likely to feed on lichens, such as reindeer moss

(Ckdina rangiferina), rhan any other deer<xcepr reindeer, sf 6su15s-
and their fanal for aquatic plants is surpassed only by the moose's. Pond

r lily, water shield, and lotus are among favored aquatic foods, while elkslip

. (Cahha ltpnsepak) is.eaten bywapiti ro rhe west of rhe Rockies, and
, marsh marigold (Caltha palurtis) by those to the east. Moose also eat
; both species of elkslip, although both ale toxic to most other animals,
; including humans.
I Like all deer, elk are fond of apples, corn, and other farm crops; only
i their lower numbers and normally remore habirat have kept them from
I becoming agriculturd pests, as have mulies and whitetails. Or maybe

i they avoid farmlands because ignoranr caftlemen of the 19th century
, slaughtered them by the thousands ro keep range pastures free for busi-

ness use.

i UE:rIruC HABITS

I The mating habits of wapiti are similar to those of other deer, featuring

I scrapes (mud wallows in this case), ander rubs, and ricud combar using
r their huge anders. But there are a few striking differences: Bull elk are

; psrhaps the most polygamous deer in the world, gathering harems of up
i to 60 cows if conditions and competition from rival males allow. As with

i other deer species, rhe ratio of cows to bulls is weighted heavily in favor
I sf the femdes, which outnumber males by roughly five ro one, so the
, strongest bulls have ample opponuniry to spread their genes around.
i Even though a herd may appear to be led by a powerful bull, however, its
; members actually follow the wisest and most experienced cow

I In March, bull elk begin growing new anders to replace those lost in
I December. By late May, adult bulls are sporting large antlers covered with
i a nourishing layer of "velvet." During these spring months, adult bulls of

] dl ages may run togethe6'although I've seen large males maveling with
i small harems even this early. I ve also watched groups of velver-antlered
' bulls gr:azingpeacefully with cows in early spring, although it's interest-
r ing to note that when these herds are staftled, cows and bulls generdly go
i *their separate ways as a group.



Elk anders are nothing if not impressive, with main bcams of up to 5

feet in !.rgth and widr a treelike strucnre that appears unbearab[y hoty.

By his founh year, amattue, well-fed bull will have developed three tines

on each beam (not counting brow tines), although an abundance of

nutritious food may sdmulate growth of additional tines, usually in pairs.

By August, when bulls begin gathering their harems in earnest, saplings,

shrubs, and smdl trees stripped of bark by heary ander rubbings witl be

in evidence, usually with bi1s of dislodged velvet around their bases.

The availability of food has a lot to do with how a maring season

unfolds. If food is scarce, or if a herd is too large for the land to suPPort'

sorne cows may not come into estrus, and those that do may not become

pregnant. It also appears that scarcity of food can delay the pUberry of

yo""g bulls, but a simple lack of nutrition probably has as much to do

with this as do any natural genetic safeguands.
Like other dper, elk communicate their sexual availabiliry through

scenrs, but with elk the buck scrape takes the form of a mud wallorv

scented with copious amounts of urine and feces. Bulls roll in wallows to

cover their bodies with scent, creating bathtub-size depressions with low

walls of displaced mud ringing their perimeters. A receptive cow drawn

by the odor will herself roll and urinate in the wallow to indicate acceP-

tance of the bull's invitation to mate, but then shdll probably leave,

forcing him to chase her. Mating wallows are musky smellipg and have

light-colored hairs lining their bottqqs as well CI ftesh hoofrrints all

atound. Abandoned wdlows from prwious yeafs are likely to be filled

with water and have gra.sses growing around them.
By October, bulls have gathered complete harems and stand ready to

defend ownership with polished antlers. Immature bulls that submit to

the harem mastert authoriry may be allowed to stay, but competitors

that attempt to steal dl or some of a bullt females will be met with force.

Injuries and death are only infreguendy the results of mating batdes; the

real objective is to force an opponentt head to the ground, at which

point the vanquished bull generdly withdraws. Breeding and fighting

continue t}rough November, when the cows themselves end them by

going out of estrus.- 
cd"es are born after a gestation period of about nine and a half

monrhs, the longest of anyAmerican deer, with most arriving in late July
and August. Cows ready to deliver withdraw from the herd to give birth

to one or-if food is abundant-two cdves, weighing from 25 to 40

pounds. Young are born with'brown-and-white-spotted fur, like whitetail

f"*ttr but much larger. Aft.t 
" 

week or so, when the calf is strong ehough

to travel, ia mother will rejoin the herd. Calves are entirely dependent on

their mothers' milk for the first month-the most dangerous time of

their lives in terms of predation-but may suckle for nearly ̂ year

SEASONAL HABITS

Like dl deer and mosr wild animals, elk are primarily nocrurnd, moving



, to open grazingare:N in early evening and returning to secluded bedding
I areas before full daylight. one exception may be the first month ot ro ol
; a spring following a hard winter, when all deer are more hungry than

r afraid and may be seen feeding on patches of bare ground at any time of

, d^y. Elk also yard up when srow .orr.rs grazing 
"r."r, 

b,rt their yards are
. generdly in more open areas than are whitetail yards, because of rhe ani-
' mals' larger size and abiliry to reach higher for browse. Elk are dso
, known to eat quantities of aspen, poplar, and other ree bark, especially
' in winter; this is a food source exploited by moose, but rarely by white-

tails or mule deer.

' From the time a rut ends in late November until rhe next begins the
: following August, marure bulls rend ro run together, and old foes ieem to

. forget their differences, ar least until rhe next rut. 
'When 

spring rains wash
, the snow from fields and meadows, permitting hungry deei to feed on
, last year's grasses undl new growth appears, it isnt unusual to see a dozen
; or more large-antlered bulls in velvet feeding peacefully shoulder to
, shoulder. An occasional mock batde may occu! and there does appear ro

be a social hierarchy, but there's seldom any real animosity.

, Cows and bulls often graze together in early spring, when food is in
' short supply and most feeding areas are still snowbound, but the wo
. sexes generally go their separare ways after feeding. Juvenile bulls follow
: their mothers for the first rwo years, gradually spending less and less time
. with the cow-dominated herd as puberty draws closer. it 

"pp..r, 
that bull

calves are actively encouraged to leave the cow herd in their second year,
, probably to curb inbreeding.

, cows run together in groups year-round. The leader of the herd is
, always an older, dominant cow even when the whole group has been
i gathered into a harem. Alpha cows are territorid, but sinci they normally
; lack anders they have to setde for scraping parches of bark from live
i saplings with their lower incisors to establish domain. Such territorial
j gnawings are easy to idendfi, because dl the bark will have been scraped
, upward or sideways only, never downward.

. TRACKS

and hoofprints may be splayed wide on slippery surfaces. I ve also noted
that elk appear to walk nearly flat footed, while moose, whitetails, and



, Ek na&s; 3 to 5 inches hng. Darhty shadcd areas show portions pressed hardzst against ;
i, the earth. Paircd top traok indicates a walhing gait, with hind hoof pinting ouer ,
i forepint Bottom track, with dcwchws pinting to its rear, is charactei*ic of those .t, madr in snow or mad.' :

: mule deer lean heavily onto their toes while walking. More than a quick '

, gl*.. may be r.q.rired to positively identify 
" 

set oFtra"la. .
, ,qs you might o(pect, wapiti are much easier to track than most wild .
I animals, including whitetails and mule deer. A hoofed animal with that

; much weight is bound to leave some sort of mark in or on almost any- i
i thing it walks over. Add to this.the animals' tendency to travel in groups '
, of one tFpe or another throughout the year and you have a species whose

; comings and goings are obvious to Practically anyone. '

i h should be noted that some elk habitats may be located in rocky or

, mountainous regions, while others are confined to lowland forests *d ,
, meadows. Elk that spend much of their time walking gver abrasive rock I

r *ill leave tracks with more rounded edges on soft ground, often showing :

i chips, gouges, and other evidence of damage. The sharper the features of .
, an elk track (bearing in mind that fearures detgriorate with age), the less ,

: dme that animal spends on rocky terrain; this can help you pinpoint its 
.

; bedding and feeding areas.

i Surprisingly, the straddle of an elk measures about 5 inches, o1 alo.ut .
i th. otn. as that of a mule deer and y[i16teil5, so dont o(pect to find the .

, foot-wide path of domestic caale. The stride of a walking adult elk aver- i

through the woods at speeds of up to 35 mph. Like most hoofed animdst
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j (except mule deer), wapiti run with a'iocking horse" gait, in which the
j rear hooves land ahead and to either side of the fronr feet at the end of
i  r  ' r  a r reach stride. All running prints are especidly deep, and a spray of loose soil i

or snow should be visible behind each track, thrown there when the i
animal pushed off

SCAT

Here again, there are few differences between elk scat and the droppings i
of its cousins. Given a steady, consistent diet, pellets deposited by mule ,
deer, whitetails, elk, and sometimis even moose may all be of the same ,
general size, shape, and torture. Elk pellets have been described as being .
more like compressed sawdust because their diet is normally more woody ,
than that of other species, but this is seldom enough on which to base a i
decision, especidly in winter, when all deer have a woody diet. .

A distinct difference between wapiti scat and the droppings of smdler ,
species, however, is the amount deposited at one time. \ilflhereas an adult .
whitetail may leave 2Glr0 pellets at a tirne, elk deposits are generally rwo :

to four times larger. This difference in volume becomes especially apptr- :
ent when a rich diet causes the animds' scar to become a soft mass, similar
to a domestic cowpie but smdler. "Elkpies" average 4-6 inches in diam- ,
eter, while those of whitetails and mule deer run about 2 inches across. i
Massed moose droppings are similar to those of elk but generally more i
solid, with a diameter of roughly 2 inches, dthough I've seerr moose that i
feed from deer hunters' bait piles leave 8- to lO-inch chips very similar to :
those of domestic cattle. 

';

S IGN .

Probably the most easily identified elk sign is its wallow, described eadier r
as part of the wapiti rutting ritual. But wdlows are used throughout the i
summer months as well, and you might see a fresh one :$ early as April ,



l

or May. Rolling in mud serves to loosen the dead winter coat and helps ,
dislodge annoying parasites. A coating of mud also provides some degree '
of protection against the bloodsucking insects that begin hatching even ,

before the snow has melted. Vallows are, of course, sited in areas where :

checked for other sign.
Gnawed ,r..r, .r.-p..ially aspen and poplar, are common in both elk i

and moose country during winter, and the one-way, bocom-teeth-only I

scrape marks of the two animals are virtually identical. Bark from these :

and other trees is dso a mainstay of the beaver's diet. 
'Wintering 

elk or r

moose gnawings may be found on felled ffees, however, where theyte I
unlikely to be confused with the chisellike cuttings, of the beaver. i
Differentiating between elk and moose gnawings can best be accom- ,

plished by reading other sign, knowing the usual winter range of either i

species in a given area, and, of course, observing the animals themselves. i
Moor. gnawings are not necessarily found higher uP on a trunk than elk, i
because moor. h"u. shorter necks, but gnawings witlrin inches of the I

ground can be attributed to elk for this same reason.'$Tintering forests are j

.."y ,o identify at any time of year: Older trees will have developed a i

thitk, rough layer of black bark over some or all of their lower trunks- r

scars left by previous generations of wintering elk or moose.

An elk sign that is especidly prevalent in late summer, when bulls are

at thejr -orlh*d"ome and are anxious to use their new anders, is a scat-

tering of uprooted plants in open meadows.'\|(/hen bulls begin gathering

*reir harems, they habirudly urinate on the plans and toss them onto

their backs, using their anders as pitchforls. This Practice will continue

throughout the rut (weather permitting), and apparendy helps a bull

spread his scent over a greater area, perhaps making him seem larger to

potential rivals.

VOCALIZATIONS

Elk are the most vocd deer in North America, and probably no one old

enough to read these words has gone through life without hearing at least

a recording of the bull ellis mating call. To me it sounds somewhat like a

loon's cdl with a certain squeding qudity, ending with two or three gut-

turd grunts, dso with a squealing tone. The call is far more pleasing than

my feeble attempt at describing it implies.
Bull elk mating cdls are naturally heard more often during the wapiti

mating season, from August through November, and most often at dawn

and dusk. In most cases, the calls sound from an open meadow where a

contentious bull, with cir without a harem in tow, is announcing his dom-

inance to would-be rivals.



, Cows use a squeal-perhaps better described as a high-pitched whis-
; d6-1s communicate with calves and wirh one another. Calves emit a
: similar sound with a slighdy higher pitch, dthough the calling between a
, mother and her young calf is frequendy too soft to be heard ai more than

50 yards. One (I think) funny wapiti characterisric is the way a herd of
cows with calves babble among themselves with low mooing sounds and
grunts when joining up again after being stanled into flight. Like other
deer (except moose), elk have light-colored rump patches, highlighted by
darker fur around the hindquarters; this helps youngsters keep Mother in
sight while fleeing, but in a herd setting there's bound to be some confu-
sion when the animals settle down again.

/ v \ O O 5 E  ( A L C E t  A L C E 5 ,
HABITAT AND RANGE

Moose were originally known as "elli' co New \7orld explorers, before
that British label was mistakenly applied to the wapiti, where it has stuck
fast ever since. Moose are the largest deer in the world, with bulls weigh-

Moose



Distribution of moose (Alces dces).

ing in at a whopping 900-1,400 pounds, and cows at 700-1,100. The

shoulder height at maturity ranges between 6Vz and7Yz feeL and body

length may reach 9 feet.
Moose are solitary creatures of the Nonh 

'Woods 
normally found in

remote forests, where lakes and streams provide aquatic foods in summer

and shrubby browse in winter. Their range covers nearly all of northern

Nonh America, from Alaska to Newfoundland and south through the

Rocky Mountain range to Colorado. Moose are dso found through th9

northeastern United States in a line extending from Minnesota through

Pennsylvania and back up to Maine. They-re noted for migrating up and

down mountain slopes with the seasons, but these horse-size deer are

equally at home in the swamPs of northern Michigan and the

Massachusetts h+dwoods. In their preferred four-season habitat, the

factor that most determines their range is the presence of humans.

Moose are normally shy, slipping quiedy away through the woods at

speeds of up to 35 mph when approached by humans. But photographers

in particular need to be constantly aware of the gigantic deer's unpre-

dictable narure. Mothers with calves of any age arc almost guaranteed to

be fiercely protective and quick to anger, while rutting bulls have been

known to charge anything they perceive as an intruder into their territe'

ries, including livestock, automobiles, and even trains. 
'W'hatever 

the

circumstanc€ or season, it pays to accord a moose the same respect you'd

give a gidy bear. Even griz,zfies rarely consider tackling an adult moose.

In keeping with their sation as the world's largest deer, moose lack the

light-colored rump patch and flag tail evolved by other deer to provide a

visud darm to others and to give young a beacon to follow when fleeing

danger. Their horselike coats range from dark brown to dark gray in

winter, and offer surprisingly good camouflage to such a massive animal.



; A long dewlap hangs under the moose's chin, but its purpose, if there is :
' one, is unknown. .

FOODS

, From spring through fall, moose subsist largely on aquatic plants such as ,
, pondweed, water shield, pond lily, lotus, and marsh marigolds (elkslip). r

Other deer may eat water plants occasionally, but only moose make them '
, a staple, an adaptation that allows these giant vegetarians to coorist peace- ;

, fitlly with other plant eaters. The shorelines of lakes and beaver ponds '
, within the species' range are good places to look for moose, especially in

the early morning and early evening. Moose will feed along shorelines, r
I somedmes with their heads completely under warer, until winter snow ,
, and ice makes such foraging impossible. Theyte very good swimmers and :

, have been known to swim 12 miles at speeds of up to 6 mph.
, Because all moose live in snow country where the vegetation and rees
' are similar (if not the terrain), their winter feeding habits are fairly pre- :
, dictable. 

'S7inter 
brbwse consists of a variety of trees and shrubs, most of ,

: which grow near warer. \Tillow is a staple, but wigs and buds of aspen, ,
birch, dogwood, pine, cedar, and maple are earen, as is the bark of some ,

: trees, particularly aspen and poplar. Smdler trees broken and bent over to
: afford the animals access ro their tender tops are a sure sign of moose. i

If snow becomes too deep, moose may congregate in what might I
loosely be called ayard, just as several may feed from the same banks of :
a lake in summer. They will tolerate one another for the common need, ,
but they cant be called gregarious at any time of year. :

MATING HABITS

The moose rut begins in mid-September and continues through October. .
During this time, bulls are at their peak size and strength, and even griz- |

zlies give them a wide berth. The unique, flamened anders that have been
developing since April are no\ / polished from rubbing against trees and ,
may span nearly 7 feel although 4 rc 5 is average. i

Like elk, bull moose use mud wallows instead of scrapes to advertise i
their availabiliry to females. Such wallows are, of course, sited on muddy ,

ground and generally measure about 4 feet square, with low walls of dis-
placed mud surrounding the perimeter. Rutting wallows smell strongly
of urine and musk; bulls roll in them to increase the distribution of their ,
mating scents, and cows roll in them to indicate their interest in the ,
bulls'offers. ,

\Vhen two bulls meer as rivals, threat displays are usually sufficienr to ,
cause one to withdraw, but an occasional batde does occur. The objective, '
in typical deer fashion, is to lock anders with an opponenr and force his
head to the ground, whereupon the subdued bull submirs to the other r
and quits. Occasional injuries are to be expected from such a clash of '
titans, but dmost no moose die unless their antlers become inextricably
wedged together, a rare and sometimes fatd dilemma for both animds. ,



Like other American deer, moose shed their antlers in late December, but
collectors need to move quickly because porcupines, squirrels, and other
rodents eat them for the calcium and other nutrients they contain.

Like whitetails, moose are fairly polygamous, wi*r bulls claiming just

one breeding cow for several days then another, until females are no
longer in heat. At rut's end, the two se:cs will have nothing more to do
with each other until the followin1 year The gestation period is eight
months, with one to two calves born in late May or June. Cdves are
lighter colored than their parents, but are not spotted. Baby moose
(something ofa contradiction in terms) are dependent on their mothers'
milk for their first month, but mature quickly. At nryo to three wee}s they
can swim well and begin eating plants. At six montls calves are weaned,
and at one year, just before mothers give binh again, fi.y* driven offto
fend for themselves. Females may breed at 18 months, but young bulls
will probably not becotne serious contenders until age three or four.

SEASONAL HABITS

Depending on terrain and vegetation, moose may or may not migrate
with the seasons. From spring through f.ll th.y can normdly be found
foraging for aquatic plants dong the shorelines of remote lakes, where
they also swim and roll in mud to escape biting insecs.

In mountainous country where suitable ponds and lakes are found at .
higher elevations, moose may prefer to summer fu above sea level. i

Stionger and steadier winds o..,t. here, making hot days more tolerable ,
and offering added protection against biting flies. I

In Maine, summer movements of moose are determined by the size of :
the biting insect crop. In bad years moose become semiaquatic and head ;
for the coast, where theyre frequent sighm in urban areas rife with .
humans but more or less devoid of blackflies, horse and moose flies, and :
mosquitoes. :

\Vhen winter snows and froz€n shorelines make foraging for water
plans impossible, moose are forced into yards, as are elk and whitetails.
More than a dozen normally solitary moose may winter together, and
while there doesnt apped to be a nrling hierarchy, they seem to get dong
fine by respecting one another's space.

TRACKS

Moose uacla are niuch like whitetail and mule deer prints, but the hooF
prints of an adult moose measure 5 to 6 inches in length while rritilie and
whitetail prints ne\rcr exceed 3Vz inches. Elk uacks may be nearly the
same length, at just under 5 inches, but are generally more widely
rounded; moose hooves are typically pointed, perhaps Even more so than
whitetails. Moose tend to lean forward onto their toes when wdking, and
on solid ground only the toes may be obvious, making prints easy to mis-
take for those of a smaller species. Elk tend to step more flat-footedly, and
the outsides of their hooves usually print more deeply than the insides.



l
Moosc trachs; 5 to 7 inches hng. Bottom tath shows dtwclaws printingfaintly behind.
Paired sct at top indicates a walhing gait, with hind foot pinting into front trach. .

However, there are individual characteristics among animals-just as
with us-and occasiondly an "intermediate" print turns up that looks
like either or neither of these species.

At a normal walk, the moose straddle approximates that of other deer,
at 4 rc 6 inches, despite differences in size, while the stride ranges
between 3Vz and 5Vz feet Ti"ack patterns appear ro vary more than rhose
of other deer, sometimes with rear hooves registering inside front prints,
but frequendy with all four hooves registering individually. On slippery
sur6ces, hooves tend to be splayed in typical deer fashion as a prorecrion
against sliding.
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Moose gaits.

At a gdlop, the moose stride may increase to 8 feet or more, and again,
dl four hooves register individually. Although moose can run at up to 35
mph, they seldom nied to, so the 'iocking horse" gait, in which hooves
land as pairs, front feet ahead of and inside rear prints, is rare.



SCAT
'when 

I think of moose.scat, the word "plentiful" comes to mind, and the i

eter and formless. i

Various commonforms ofmoose scat. Pellets (I to Lt/c incha lang).indicate a dry

fbrous dict, comrnon in'winter. Massed deposix (1 to 2I/z inches long or krger) indi'

cate a rnore succulent diet.

shape is open to conjecture
ir, *irier, when the animals are forced into a diet of willow r*igr, i

shrubs, and tree bark, moose scat takes the form of pellets that resemble i

I

SIGN

Even discounting their deep tracls and copious scat dePosits, moose are

obvious .r."t.rro.'willow and dogwood shrubs benr over at a height of

about 7 feet (depending on an animalt size) are a sure sign that moose

winter in the area. Gnawed patches of uee bark showing one-way scraPes



are another sign of winter feeding, but bear in mind that moose gnaw-
ings are often identical to those of elk.

Like all deer, bull moose thrash shrubs and saplings with their antlers
prior to and during the rur, and such disturbances will reflect the size and
power of their crearor. These territorid marks are typically larger and
more violent than are the thrashings of smaller deer; 

-sometimes 
entire

shrubs 
{e Rulled up by their roots. After Augusr, antler rubs on young

trees and saplings will be in evidence, often wirh bits of torn *l"o
around their bases. Moose rubs are understandably larger and deeper
than those ofwhitetails or mule deer, but they can again be confrrsed with
those of elk where both species coexist.

Moose of both s',rcs and all ages wallow in mud. Because moose feed
mainly on aquatic plants during the summer monrhs, theyte exposed ro
the worst concenffations of blackflies and mosquitoes. Ftiling in mud
applies a remporary bugproof coating that offers some relief The wallows

, *:-lTS., tfnicdlf-measuring abour 4 feet square and 3 to 4 inches deep,
I with low walls of displaced mud around the perimeters. The botro-s 

"re; usually lined with dark brown or gtary hairs, as opposed to the blond or
r tan hairs found in elk wallows. After August, *h.r, bulls are in their
j prime, wallows are usually scented strongly with musky urine, a territor-
j ial scentpost and an advertisement of availability to breeding cows. since
I mud wallows must, of course, be in mud, lakeshores and riverbanks are
I the besr places to find them.

. VOCALIZATIONS

:

i
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Altlough a disant cousin of the much smdler natirre peccirry, or javelina,
North America's only species of wild boar is descended from shaggr-
haired European and Russian wild srine brought to the New \forld
more than a cenflrry ago as game animds. In 1893,50 were imponed
from Germany's Black Forest to a hunting preserve in New Hampshiret
Blue Mounains. In l9l0-12, Russian wild boar were released on a game
preserve in Nomh Carolina near the Tennessee border, and again in 1925
near Monterey, Cdifornia. Some were also released on Californids Santa

Feral Hogs
69



Cruz Island. In the century since their inuoduction, these tough ,ur-
vivors have escaped captivity ro become firmly established, mainly in 1
southeastern and western coastal srates. In many places wild boar have 1
interbred with domesdc ferd hogs escaped from farms to produce rarher '

strange oftpring with the physical characteristics of both species.They ,
arent well suited ro snow counrry and, with the exception of a few ard- i
ficially maintained populations on game preserves, none are found in any i
nofthern states except Oregon and southern'Washington. :

Like deer, svine belong to the order Artiodactyla, meaning they have ,
hooves with an even number of toes on each foot-in this case, four ,
(dewclaws are actually toes). The similariry ends there swine are aggres- 

'

sive omnivores that essentidly eat anything wirh nuuitional value, plant i
or animal. Adult males weigh 165440 pounds, females 75-330, but, ,
unlike their domesdc counrerparts, these pigs are fast, agile, and often ,
fearless. 

'With 
powerfirl, bisonlike bodies, oversize heads, and hooklike ,

tusks (actudly modified upper canines) that curl around to point upward i
from either side of the mouth, wild boars are formidable fighters. Th.y ,
can sprint at up to 30 mph for short distances, and they've been known j

to attack humans, especidly ruaing boars or sows with young. In some i
states, wild boar and feral hogs have become so numerous that S.y i
threaten to starve out species such as deer and black bears, and can be :
legally killed at any time of year. In Tennessee, rhere have been reports of ,
black bears-whose omnivorous diet puts them in direct competition-
killing wild boar, but also reports of wild boar killing bears. Mountain :
lions, bobcats, and coyotes prey on young piglets; their usud tactic is to i
rush in and inflict a lethal bite to a piglett throat before irc fiercely pro- j
tective mother can come to the rescue. lJ7ild boar are also capable of j
driving most predators away from a fresh kill to claim it as their own. :

HABITAT AND RANGE

As you might expect from animds with such diverse diets, wild boar and
feral hogs are at home in most wooded areas that offer concealment as
well as a vaiety of plants, roots, nurs, and small animals that ,hry .".t
catch as food. Pure-blooded wild boar are found only in Tennessee,
North Carolina, and pans of Cdifornia, but feral and hybrid wild hogs
can be found dong the Atlantic Coast from Nonh Carolina to Texas
and north to fukansas and Oklahoma. Populations are also found in
western Texas, ,Ptrizona, California, and Oregon, with scattered game pre-
serve populadons in New Hampshire, Vermonr, Pennsylvania, Michigan,
and a few other tourist-oriented states. The factor that most limits the
o<pansion ofwild boar and feral hog ranges is climate; their stocky, shon-
legged bodies put them ar a serious disadvanage in deep snow, and even
shagg;r-haired, pure-blooded wild boar are poorly equipped to survive
moderately cold weather. Their home range is generally limited to about
l0 square miles, but when food is in short r,rpply, animals may roam 50
miles or more.



FOODS

Vith wild boar, feral hogs, or-for that mxfts1-fatrn-bred domestic r
pigs, it'would be simpler to list what they wonl eet. Grasses, sedges, plan- l
tains, and clovers are just a few of the plants they eat regularly. The tough, ,
cartilaginous snouts and rusls of wild boar, (feral hogs lack tusks) are :

effective rooting tools that allow them to reach taProots and tubers that .
other plant eaters.find inaccessible. Beech, hickory and pecan nuts' as .
well as acorns, are favorites, but competition for these rich treats from ;

squirrels, deer, and other animals is derce. It's said that American wild :

boar dont attain the 500-pound weight of European wild boar, *.tt .
fio"gh theyte the same tp.iio, simply because the New \forld contains i

so many competitors for food.
Butwi ldp ig ,h" , , .anedgebecausethe i rd . ie ta lso inc ludesmeat .

Carrion is prefemed since it requires no effort--except possibly that of i

stealing it from rival predators, most of which will withdraw without a i

fight. Snakes are stomped to death with the boar's sharp hooves, and all ;

pigs seem relatively immune to ratdesnake venom. Rodents, squirrels, i
and any other animds unfonunate enough to be caught are also eaten' .
and even prey as large as a newborn fawn is killed if it can be chased i
down. i

Although the European wild boar is faster and more agile than feral i
hogs, owing to its more lithe body and longer legs, no swine species can :
be called a good hunter. They have superb noses, good hearing, and ade- i
quate .y.tigh. but lack the speed, *dtrr*.., and claws common to i
animals whose primary food is msat. Instead, wild pigs are opponunistic, i
as are black bean, and sometimes fights between these nvo powerfi.rl rivals i
are to the death. .

i
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MATING HABITS

Breeding begins in late November and generally peaks in December.
Boar are either solitary or run together in small, exclusively mde bands
most of the year, but breeding males (one and a half years and up in
age) go their separate ways during mating season. Sows travel in family
groups, and sometimes herds contain up to 50 females and young.
Females outnumber mdes by about four to one. Mating is initiated by
females coming into hear, and apparendy nothing more than a sowt
sexual odor is needed to bring the two sexes rogether. There are no elab-
orate scentposts or scrapes, and mud wallows probably serve as nothing
more than just that.

Boars are polygamous, but they dont collect harems, although it
might appear that way. A rutting boar running with a herd of females is
simply one lucky enough to have found a large family group, and will
likely impregnate every one of its receptive females over 18 months old.
After mating, boars and sows go their separare ways.

Young are born. in secluded, grassJined nests abour 16 weeks after
impregnation; most arrive in April. Gregarious sows separate from the
other Females just prior to delivering 3 to 14 piglets (5 is average). Piglets
are born 6 to 8 inches long, with a dark brown coat and 9 or l0 lighter
longitudinal stripes that help them blend into grass and brush. \Within a
week, piglets are able to travel with their morher, and within a month
they're eating solid foods, dthough they wont be weaned until theyte
three months old. Young boar are ejected from the family unit at one year
to prevent inbreeding, but sows may stay with *reir mother. Both sexes
become sexually mature at 18 months and are fi.rll grown at six years.
Their average life span is 20 years.

SEASONAL HABITS
'Wild 

boar are especially acrive around dawn and dusk, possibly because
these are the times when other animds that might be considered prey are
stirring. Th.y appear to be primarily nocturnal; but may also be seen at
midday. Beds are usually well hidden in brushy thickets, and may range
from sausage-shaped depressions pressed into the undergrowth to piles of
brush and grass accumulated by the pig, which then crawls underneath
to sleep in solitude.

1
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I \fild boar dont yard up like deer, largely because their range is lim- ,

; ited mosdy to regions that stay green year-round. Like bears, they do ;
,' follo* seasond foods. In spring and summer rhey root along forest edges r

1 for underground treats such as burdock root and cow parsnip, and also i
I feed on sedges and grasses in meadows, where an unlucky ground squir-
i rel or vole might add an extra bit of protein to their diets. Autumn will i
i find them harvesting whatever fruits and nuts are available, again with an
: eye out fo-r unwary squirrels, and winter is likely to bring them into I

swamps, where some food plants and edible fungi are available year-
round. Mushrooms and toadstools are light on the nutritional side, and



few animals actually regard them as food, but wild svine, like the truffle
pigs of Europe, appear to eat them with relish.

TRACKS
\i7hiteails overlap the wild boar's entire range, and in some instances a
close look may be needed to distinguish between their tracl<s, particularly
since pigs are likely to follow established deer trails. In nonhwestern Tixas,
where wild pigs share their teritory with a variety of other cloven-hoofed
animals-pronghorns, javelina, mule deer, and maybe an occasiond
bighorn sheep-uacking may require of you a sharp eye for detail.

FnoNr

Vild boar and feral hog trachs, 2 to 4 inches
hoofprcssed hardest inn the earth.

Hrxo

long. Shahd arcas indicate portiow of

The most striking difference beween wild boar prints and those of
fellow hoofed animals is their distinctive U shape. The inside hooves of
other animals form a fairly sharp, straight-sided V when the hoof is
spread, and when the two hdves print closely together there's typically
only a smdl gap between them. In contrast, a wild boar cannot bring the
two halves of its hoof flush together because of their concirve inner pro-
file. The outsides of a swine's wide hooves are dso well rounded, generdly
more so than those of other species within its range.

Another notable difference between swine and other hoofed animals
is the location of theiq dewclaws, which are positioned low on the leg and
generdly print on all but the most hard-pecked soil. Front dewclaws are
most prominent, printing as elongated dashes at an outward angle behind
and on either side of the hoofrrint. Dewclaws on the rear feet dso print
most of the time, but register,as dots just behind the hoofprint. In loose
soil or wet sand, where most hoofed animals leave dewclaw marks dong
with their hoofprints, pigs are again distinctive because their entire foot
registers, from hoof tips to dewclaws.

Vild boar seldom walk or run but instead trot from one place to the
nort. They leave a very narrow trail-almost a single lin+with a suad-
dle of 2 inches or less and (for adults) a stride of 18 inches. Rear hooves
print in and slighdy behind front prints, and the hoofrrint itself, minus i
dewclaws, generally rneasures 2 to 2Vz inches in length. 

i
--- --- ---- --- -- - . i



Tiotting trach pattcrn of wild boar. Note snaighmes of panenl with hind prints regis-
tering in the slightly krger front trachs.

Ferd pig tracks are usually distinguishable from those ofwild boar, but
remember that the wo interbreed readily and offspring may exhibit the
physicd characteristics of either or both. [n generd, feral hog tracks are
rounder and less sharply defined than those of wild boar, but the inside
surface, where the two hoof halves meet, is suaighter, resulting in prints
that are less splayed. The suaddle is a bit wider for the stockier feral hog,
averaging about 4 inches, and all tracks tend to print individudly, the
front feet registering I ro 2 inches ahead of the rear prints. The dewclaws
may register on soft ground, but not as prominently as those of the wild
boar. Note dso that feral hogs take shoner steps than do wild boar, with
a stride that measures between 10 and l1 inches.

SCAT

fu you might expect of an animd with so many food options, swine scat
€n vary considerably, depending on what its creator has been eating.
Most common is a cashew-shaped pellet, deposited individuallywhen the
animd has been dining on fibrous plants such as grasses and sedges, but
often deposited in a mass of compressed pellea when it has been eating
fruits and other succulent foods.

'W'ild 
boar scat Pelht or sausagc-shaped dropping about 2 to 3 inchcs long sometimes

massed. Consifurabh uariation in scat size rdccts a krge diuersity in adult weights.

Another scat form is nearly round; this occurs mosdy when the
animalb diet has been especially coarse and dry. These spherical or semi-
pellet-shaped droppings generdly exhibit a kind of sprue, where the pigt
sphincter muscle clipped them free of the anus.



There are two things to remember when you're trylng to determine
whether or not a scar deposit was left by swine: The first is that elk and
moose, whose droppings can be quite similar ro the wild pig's, don't exist
within the wild boar's range. The second is that swine are rrue omnivores
and will eat meat perhaps even more readily than plants, providing they
can get it. Bits of undigested hair and bone in what might otherwise
resemble deer scat is a sure sign of wild pigs.

SIGN

The sign most commonly left by wild boar and feral hogs is disturbed soil
and overturned sod resulting from their "rooring" for tender grass and
plant roots. All pigs, domestic and wild, have tough, cartilaginous snours
designed for plowing under sod and plant roots ro tear them free. Vild
boar have the added advantage of tusla, which they use as hooks.
Excavations may be 6 inches deep, with loose soil scattered all around,
and range in size from several square inches to several square yards,
depending on the number of animals involved and the prevalence of
edible roots.
' 

Mud wallows are a common sign, more so with pigs than with any
other animal, which doubtless explains pigd preference for swampy ter-
rain. \flallows may be several inches deep and are likely to be more
expansive than those of other hoofed animals, reflecting rhe proverbial
joy a pig apparently feels rolling in mud. Close examination will reveal
dislodged hairs ar the bottom, which will be straight and coarser than
those left by other wallowing animals.'lfild 

swine also seem to get genuine pleasure from scrarching them-
selves against trees, panicularly rough-barked varieties such as oak, maple,
and some evergreens. Rubbings may be more rhan 3 feet high and will
dways exhibit rough hairs caught in the bark, sometimes with mud cling-
ing to them. Ferd swine lack tusla (although some with mixed blood
have them), but wild boar frequently mark scratching trees by gouging
the bark wi*r their rusl$.

Another clue to the rype of pig youte trailing is the tendency of true
wild boar to ford sffeams by crossing on do-wned logs or gravel bars,
where the water is shallow. All swine are good swimmers, but wild boar
avoid deep water, while ferd hogs rypically plow right across ro the oppo-
site bank.

VOCALIZATIONS

The calls of wild swine are not much differenr from the grunts, snorrs,
and squeals of domestic pigs. Boar grunri are deeper toned than sow
grunts, and grunting seems to be the most common form of communi-
cation for both sexes. High-pitched squeals indicate fear.or anger; the
pitch of such squeals is highest in piglets, lower in sows, and lowesr of all
in mature boar. To a ffacker, such squeals are always cause for caution.
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C O T T A R E D  P E C C A R Y  O R  ' A V E t I N A
( D I C O T Y L E S  T A ' A C U I

The collared peccary or javelina belongs to the familyThyassuidae and is
North Americat only native pig. The other member of this family, the
whiteJipped peccary (Thyassu pecar) ranges from southern Mexico to
Paraguay. Javelina differ from wild boar and hogs in severd ways, but
most notably in size. Vild boar mayweigh in excess of 400 pounds, while

adult peccaries range from 30 to 65 pounds, with femdes typically being
smaller than mdes. Unlike swine, deer, and other hoofed animals belong-
ing to the order futiodacryla-a group in which members have an even
number of toes (including dewclaws)-the peccary has only a single dew-
claw behind its cloven rear hooves (two dewclaws on the forefeet), placing
it in the order Perissodactvla.

Colkrd Peccary



The collared. peccary gets its name from a narrow, irregular band of
white to yellowish fur that runs from beneath each side of is lower jaw
and across its shoulders, contrasting with the gided gray-black fur cor-
ering the rest of is body. Peccaries have only a vestigid tail, as opposed to
the coiled pig tail of ferd hogs and the long, suaight tail of wild boar.
Another difference is the upper canines, or tusks: Feral hogs lack them
altogether, wild boar have rusks that curl around to point upward from
either side of the mouth, and peccaries have straight tusks that grow
downward like elongated fangs. These straight, spearlike tusks are respon-
sible for the animal's common narne, "javelina," which is derived from
the Spanish word jabalina or'tpea.r."

Peccaries have the same tough snout, large head, powerful body, and
aggressive, even vicious, nature common among all pigs, but some scien-
tists believe the species is in transition roward becoming a cud-chewing
ruminant such as the deer, goat, and cow. \Thereas srine have one stom-
ach, peccaries have nvo. Peccaries also have fewer teeth than swine, and
they alone have a skunky-smelling musk gland in the middle of their
back, just forward of the hindquafters

HABITAT AND RANGE

\7hile it can be said that peccaries 
"r. 

fairly common within their range,
it's also true that in the United States peccaries are found only iir Aitnna,
in Texas, and in the eirtreme southern corners of New Mexico. South of
the border, javelina range well into rhe Mexican srates of Sonora,
Chihuahua (a srndl portion), Coahuila, and Thmaulipas. Like wild svine,
theyte unsuited to cold weather, but tough litde javelina are right at
home in the badlands of scrub brush, cactLls, searing niidday tempera-
tures, and sparse water. The animd once ranged as fu north as Arkansas,

Distribution of colhrcd peccary (Dicoryles tajacu/.



where it was known as the "razorbaclC' because of the thick line of

erectible fur along its spine, but early settlers hunted it to extinction over

much of its original range, eating its flesh (which is very tasry) and using

its tough hide for leather goods.

FOODS

The peccary is best known as the little wild pig that eats cacti, a diet some

say is largely responsible for its ornery disposition. In fact, peccaries are

particularly fond of prickly pear cactus, eadng not only the fruits but dso

the leaves, spines and all. Their tough mouths and digestive systems are

apparendy equal to the task of digesting cacti, and the flesh provides an

important source of water as well as nutrition.
But peccaries have a lot more dietary oPtions than just cacti. They

may wander to elevations as high as 6,000 feet in search of scrub oak

acorns, they eat mesquite and lechuguilla, and they root for burdock and

other edible toots. More gregarious than swine, peccaries normally travel

in groups of up to 30 animals, and signs of their roodng are obvious.

Peccaries are also fond of meat when they can get it. 
'Sfith 

a top speed

of 25 mph (slighdy faster than most humans), no claws, and the stedth

of a bulldoznr,the little pigs are Poor hunters, so most of the meat they

get is caffion. Mice, lizards, and other slow-moving animals are eaten as

opportunities present themselves, and all snakes are fair game. Like other

pigs, peccaries are largely immune to ratdesnake venom and waste no

time stomping the life out of such delicacies with their sharp howes.

MATING HABITS

Peccaries have no fixed breeding season, and mating may occur at any

dme of year. Biologists theorize that this individud rather than collective

mating behavior occurs largely because food is abundant year-round in

the peccary's preferred range, and gestation doesnt have to revolve around

the onset and passing of cold weather.
Unlike swine, peccaries have a scent gland on their backs, just ahead

of the hindquarters, that exudes a skunklike odor under normal condi-

tions and becomes much stronger when the animal is alarmed or agitated.

Itt believed that this scent gland acts as a bonding mechanism that allorvs

individuals within a group to recognize one another, thus helping keep

the herd together. The scent gland probably also plays a role in sexual

communication, much as do a deert tarsd glagrds, but a lot remains to be

discovered about javelina mating rituals.
The gestation period for a pregnant javelina sow is four months, and

piglets may be born in any month of the year. Twins are the norm,

because, although peccary sows have four nipples, only the rear two Pro-
duce milk. But litter sizes may reach as high as sixwhen food is abundant,

with piglets suckling in pairs. Piglets are born with a yellow or reddish

coat thar turns darker as they mature. They gain strength quickly and are

able to travel with their mother within a week, but are probably wholly



dependent on her for susrenance for at least a month. Peccaries are noted
for the way piglet pairs nurse from behind their standing mother rather
from the side, as do most other fourlegged mammds. It's likely that the
fiercely protective peccary mothers adopt this stance because it dlows
them to meet a potentid threat head on, which seems in keeping wirh the
species' literally pig-headed nature.

The life span of the peccary has been estimated at 15 to 20 years and,
although the animal occupies only a smdl portion of the United States, its
population growth merits a hunting season in those states-mainly
Aizona and Texas-where it does occur. Mountain lions and jaguars are
its main natural enemies, but few predators are willing to risk..n"irr, por-
sibly serious injury by tackling an adult javelina if theret easier prey about.

SEASONAL HABITS

Like most wild animals, peccaries are most active at dawn and dusk, trot-
ting as a group from one feeding or bedding place to the nsrt and
stopping to eat any foods they encounter along the way. Being pigs, they
like to wdlow in mud, and tht're good svimmers if an oppornrniry pre-
sents its,elf But since peccaries typically inhabit regions where water is
scarce, most setde for dustbaths.

Peccaries sensibly bed down during the day, sleeping away the homest
hours in a hole rooted into the eanh or a qlve if available. Dens are pri-
vate; onl)r one adult or morher with piglets occupies each, wen aho"gh
herd members are sure ro stay in close proximity to one another. In
wooded country dens may be found inside hollow logs, in excavated
coyote burrows, or under the roots of sranding rees.

TRACKS

Like those of swine and most other hoofed animds, pec:c ry tracks are
cloven. But unlike the case of most hoofed animds, especidly swine, the
twin dewclaws on a peccaryt forelegs and the single dewclaw on its hind

Fnoxr Hrxp

Peccary tmchs; 1 n ll/z inches long. Single &wchw fuesn't print. Shahd attas sbow
portions pressed hardest inn thc carth,

Fnoxr
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Tiotting peccary nach pattcrn, with rear hoooes regirteing in front nachs.

legs rarely print. Its tracks resemble those of a small white-tailed deer but
are generally more rounded; the width is about the same as the lengh.
The front tracks are nodceably larger, with an average length of lVz
inches versus about 17a inches for the hind tracks.

Peccaries seldom walk anywhere but prefer to trot from place to place.
Tiack patterns are irregular, with the front and hind prints sometimes
registering in pairs, sometimes individudly, and sometimes the rear hoof
registering behind the front, sometimes beside it. For this reason, the
average suide is widely variable, rangrng from 6 to 10 inches. The strad-
dle is surprisingly wide for a wild pig, measuring 4 to 5 inches on aver€e.

At a ftrll run, the javelinat gait seems almost a faster-moving trot.
Running stride, straddle, and track pafterns could be confused with
those of a trotdng pig, except that the running tiacla will have been
made with noticeably more violence, and with a spray of loose soil and
stones in the rear.

SCAT

Because the javelina diet excludes almost nothing even vaguely edible,
from cacti to grasses to rodents and insects, its droppings are understand-
ably variable. Most common, when the diet is largely dry is a roughly
pellet-shaped mass of individud droppings that range from round to
oblong to crescent in shape, and r/z inch to 3 inches long. Such deposits
resemble miniature piles of horse dung, although breaking droppings
apart will likely reved undigested insect pans, hair, and bits of bone.

Vhen peccaries are feeding heavily on succulent foods such as cacd or
fresh carrion, their scat deposits will be liquid and nearly round, and
again will often contain some clue as to what the animal has been eating.
The diameters of liquid scat deposits vary considerably, from about I
inch to more than 3.

Like dl animals, peccaries tend to stay put in areas where food is plen-
tiful. Dens or denning caves in these areas are likely to be used by
peccaries to sleep awny the daytime heat; these can be identified by fi.
numerous scat deposits around their entrances. Like most animals, the
little pigs leave their dens to defecate, but they generally dorit make too
much work of it. A den with scat deposits of various ages around the
enffance is a likely place to wait for javelina, but always approach dens
with caution and common sense: A cornered peccary can be ferocious.

€



;, Peccary scat; ouemll length 2 n 3 incbcs.
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i eria. from the obvious trails made by a uaveling band of javelina, the
j most noticeable sign of the animds' presence is rooted-up soil.
, Overturned sod, uprooted planc, and undermined shrubs are all indica-
i tions that peccaries have been feeding. Chewed cacti, especidly prickly
i p.rt, is a sure sign of the limle pigs'presence.
i \Tdlows similar to those of larger swine are also common, and such
i wallowing areas are likely to be .rs!d by an entire herd. If water is avail-
i able, wdlows will likely be located dong a muddy bank, where tracks and
i disturbed earth are evident along with ti".o of coarse, dark hairs. Vallow
i dimensions may or may not conform to rhe body shape of their makers,
r but the rypi."l deprepsion will be an oblong shape 3540 inches long and
; 3 to 4 inches deep.
i In more arid regions, wallowing rakes the form of dustbathing and
i shallow depressions in loose srrrd and gravel denote where animals have
: rolled around to scratch themselves. Dislodged hairs will be present and

' racks will be in evidence, although 4 close tok -"y be required to find

I *d identifr either.

. Peccaries also like to scratch themselves against standing trees and
, shrubs, leaving scuffed bark to a height of 22 inches. Bis o? dislodged

; bark and hairs can be found around the bases of these scratching posrs,

i *d hairs will usually be caught in the bark remaining on the trunk.

I VOCALIZATIONS

i ThE peccary's normd call consists of lorv, piglike grunts, with which ir

i apparendy communicates with others of its kind. Piglets emit the same
r sounds but at a higher pitch. These pigs can dso squeal, but such sounds
i are heard only when an animd is in imminent danger or ready to fight.

I



NEW WORLD ANTETOPE
(ANTI LOCAP RI DAE),

I
P R O N G H O R N  A N T E T O P E
( A N T '  L O C A P  R A  A I A  E  R  I  C A N  A '

This family has only one member, the pronghorn, or American antelope,
but it has an interesting story. The family narne, Antilocapridae, translates
to "antelope goat" (Captains kwis and Clark reported it to be a wild

goat), but in rediry the pronghorn is related to neither of these animals.
Scientists have deiermined that it's the last and apparendy best-adapted
survivor of a family of hoofed animals that inhabited North America
some 20 million years ago. The name "pronghorri' derives from its unique
horn structure, which features one short forward-pointing tine branching
from each curved main beam, giving the horns a pronglike shape.

The pronghorn is the Fastest runner in North America, a trait that
appears to have left it without serious natural enemie.Hxcept humans.
Coyote packs will occasionally maneuver animals into a cul-de-sac,
o<ploiting the pronghorns inabiliry to jump over obstacles that deer could
clear eCIily, and puma take a few, but predation is usudly limited to the
weak, injured, or very young. 

'\Ufith 
a top running speed of 70 mph and

the strength to maintain that speed for 4 to 5 miles, the pronghorn c:ln

easily outrun any animal on the planet. The cheetah is slighdy faster, but
only for a short disnnce, and attempts by frustrated "spon" hunters of the
1800s to bring down pronghorns with trained qrts were predicably futile.
If an animd is somehow cornered, it can fight effectively with its sharp
hooves, but its horns seem to be reserved stricdy for mating contests.

At an easy cruising speed of 3045 mph, a pronghorn cirn cover up to
15 miles without stopping, its mouth open wide to suck in the o)rygen
needed for such herculean muscle activity. Accordingly, pronghorns are
creatures of the open prairie, where good grazing areas might be miles

apart. Their slender legs are actually sm)nger than those of a domestic
cow, despite the fact that pronghorn antelope are small, with bucks
weighing 90-140 pounds and does averaging 70-105.

The most obvious difference between pronghorn bucls and does is

that bucls grow horns while does are normally bare headed. Another dif-
ference between the sexes is that bucls have a black sripe running dong
the top of their muzzles from eyebrows to nose and a dark patch direcdy
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Pronghom Antelope

I under the jaw on each side. Does lack these dark pamerns; they have an
unadorned brown muzzle and no dark parches under the jaw.

The American antelope is also endowed with keen eyesight, although
the commonly held belief rhat its eyeballs are equal to an 8X binocular
appears an exaggeration. 

'We 
do know that its large, protruding eyeballs

r provide a nearly 360-degree field of vision, and that it can detect the
movement of a walking man up to 4 miles away, especially if he's silhou-

, etted against open sky.'With acute vision, an almost unbelievable running
speed, and the protection of living in herds, with at least one or rwo pairs

, of bulging eyeballs peeled for danger at all times, pronghorns seem nearly
predatorproof

'Well, 
almost. As cardemen began to fence in the prairies in the 1800s,

, antelope, which cannor jump over tall obstacles, found their range
shrinking behind walls of barbed wire. Even worse, pronghorns are graz-
ing animals, and any animal that competed with catde in the last cenrury
was arbitrarily exterminated. Pronghorn herds that once numbered with



those of bison shrank almbst as rapidly, an{ by the mid-I920s there were

only an estimated 20,000 left on the planet.

HABITAT AND RANGE

i Tohy, thanfts to good management and hunting dollars, pronghorns

i number about a half million, and hcrds are found from southern

C.alifomia and Nevada across to western Texas, and from soutihern

Saskatchewan to eastern Mexico. Their thick fur dlorvs them to inhabit

fairly cold regions, although they cannot e+ist in places where deep winter

sno$rs make running impossible. Seasonal migration habits wry depend-
ing on region, latitude, and arailability of food, but pronghorns living in

the North, or at high dtitudes during the summer months, will migrate

to warmer areas when snow falls. Like deer, they can scratch through sha[-

low snow to get at the vegetation beneath, but unlike deer they're

vinudly crippled by as litde as a foot of snow because they have dmost

no jumping ability. And since nrnning, their main defense against Prcda-
tors, is practicdly impossible in deep sno$', pronghorns take advantage of

their speed and mobility by traveling to more favorable country.

No one redly knows how fu the pronghorn would'migrate in a

wholly natural environment, because its nomadic wanderings have long

been resuicted by expressway fences, fenced catde ranges, and a growing

human population that consumes mot€ of its natural habitat eac.h year.

Movements within that narrowing range are dictated by the presence of

preferred foods such as sagebrush, ground plana, and grasses, and by
whether or not a site offers a clear running field. Over most of the ani-

mds' range, pronghorn grauing areas overlap those of mule deer and

somedmes elk, the result being a sometimes confusing array of similar

tracks and droppings. One difference among these species is that Prong-

i, Disrtbudon of pronghorn antelope (r{ntilocapra americana).



horns tend to xv6id vxs61-although they can swim well-and they
seem to dislike walking in mud.

FOODS

One reason the American antelope seldom visirs warering places is
because, like a camel's, its body can extract the moisture needed to suf-
vive from green plants. Succulents such as the omnipresent common
plantain (Plantago major) are rich in moisture as well as nutrition, while
sagebrush, rabbit brush, and a wide variety of grasses and forbs offer
plenry of food options. Some cacti are also eaten in the more arid part of
their range, as much for water as for nutrition. Probably reindeer moss
and other lichens are eaten, too, particularly after these spongelike
growths have absorbed water from rain or meldng snow.

MATING HABITS

The pronghorn rut begins as early as late July or August in the animalt
southern range, and from September to October in the northern.
Breeding is initiated by the scent of does coming into heat and will con-
tinue for roughly a month. Mature bucks, abour four years old, stake out
territories and begin gathering harems of up to 20 does, with which
theyll travel until rut's end.

Ritual combat between rival males is usually limited to staring con-
rcsts that ale-to me at lgasl-rnqp6 comical than menacing. If a good
staredown doesnt discourage an intruder, bucks may engage in a shoving
contest with the horns theyve been growing since March or April. The
contest ends when the stronger animal forces his opponent's head to the
ground. Few injuries result from these contests, and horns never become
inextricably tangled the way tined deer antlers can.

'When 
the rut ends, mdes and females go their separate ways.

Dominant bucks are often strictly solitary except when mating, but
immature bucks normally run together, in what are known as "bachelor
hetds," until individual members grow strong enough to leave and try
their luck at the mating game. Does also tend to hang together, and ar
the end of breeding season any females 18 months of age or older are
likely to be pregnant.

Like black bear sows, pronghorn does experience a phenomenon
known as "delayed implantation," in which the fenilized egg is carried for
about 30 days before it attaches itself to the uterine wall. The purpose
behind delayed implantation is firsr to schedule the binh of young to
match the onset ofwarm weather, but second-and more important-to
dlow time for the egg to be spontaneously aborted if food proves scarce.

After a gestation period of seven months, brown, unspotted fawns are
born in May or June. The average weight of a newborn pronghorn is 8
pounds, but binh weights can vary considerably, from less than 3 pounds
to more than 12. First-time mothers give bimh to single fawns, with twins
and occasiondly triplets (if food is abundant) being the norm thereafter.



In a matter oF hours, fawns are able to stand; after nvo days they can
outrun an Olympic gold medalist, and after a week few predators can
touch them in a footrace. Mothers will amempt to defend their young
with flailing hooves, but not to the point of risking serious injury to
themselves; they prefer instead to sacrifice one fawn and escape with its
sibling. A large white patch of fur on the animald rumps gives fleeing
fawns a mark to follow as they chase after their mothers in the dark.
Young does may stay with the "mother herd" for several years, but males
are banished to bachelor herds at 18 months to guard against inbreeding.
The life span is judged to be 7 to 10 years.

SEASONAL HABITS.

Pronghorns migrate with the seasons, particularly in their northern
range, following the availabiliry of food plants. Today, natural migration
habits are hampered or even prohibited by impassable man-made obsta-
cles, but wanderings may encompass more than 100 square miles where
terrain and humans permit. Pronghorns are designed for open country
although in a few places, such as the Bull Mountains of central Montana
and the Vind River Mountains of 

'Wyoming, 
there are "timber goats"

that frequent forest edges at the bases of mountains. lnterestingly, these
antelope dont run for deeper cover when alarmed but instead break into
the open, where their speed can be used to advantage.

Likewise, antelope never bed down in covet apparendy feeling uneasy
about sleeping in places that restrict their keen eyesight and good depth
percepdon. Unlike that of other ungulates (hoofed mammds), prong-
horn sleeping is essentially restricted to catnaps, short periods of sleep
interspersed with other activities such as feeding, breeding, or just run-
ning redly fast for the heck of it. As a result, pronghorns may be seen
moving about at any time of day or night.

TRACKS \

Pronghorn tracks print in the cloven heart-shaped pamern common to
most hoofed mammals, although, like those of deer, the animals' hooves
tend to be splayed wide when they walk on slippery sufices, CI a guard
against sliding. Their tracks are generally narrower and more pointed than
those ofwhiteails or mule deer, and the inside sufice of each hoof half is
more concave, which prevents the halves from coming flush together.

.One reliable identifying feature of pronghorn tracks is that front
hooves,which may be 2 to 3 inches in length, are longer and wider than
rear hooves. You should also note that, although antelope belong to the
order Artiodacryla, hoofed animals with an even number of toes, they
lack dewclaws dtogether. This makes the legs more streamlined for high-
speed running. Cloven tracls in an inch or mote of snow that dont show
dewclaws were made by pronghorns.

Pronghorns seldom walk anywhere, traveling to and fro at a trot or
sometimes a firll run.\ilfhen they do walk, their hind feet dont register in
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Pronghorn ndch; I I/z to 3 inches hng front hooues krger tban hind no dtwchws.

the front tracks and all tracks register individudly, with the front feet
printing slighdy behind and to the inside of rear feet in pairs. The strad-
dle is 4 to 5 inches, and the walking suide is about 12 inches.

At a trot or a full run, the stride and straddle remain about the same,
but the distance beween sets of four prints (wo pairs) may increase to
up to 20 feet, depending on the animd's pace. The amount of loose soil
thrown to the back of each hoofprint is indicative of speed.

Tiac h pattern of pronghorn running s loutly.

SCAT

Because the animals' diets and digestive systems are similar, pronghorn
scat is easily confi,rsed with that of whitetails and mule deer Pellea left as
the result of feeding on dry (winter) vegetation are usually elongated or
acorn shaped, measure less than I inch in length, and have a pronounced
nipple shape on one end where the sphincter muscle clipped them free.
Deer pellea may also exhibit this nipple shape, but not as routinely as
those of pronghorns.

\)7hen antelope are feeding on succulent vegetation, their scat becomes
softer, again pardleling deer, and deposits may be segmented or massed in
roughly cylindricd shapes that measure 2-3y2inches in length. Still others
may resemble miniature piles of horse dung. Liquid, cowpielike droppings
dont occur because of the animals' low fluid intake; remember, most of
the water they take in is derived from the plants they eat.
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Pronghorn scat. Pellets about i inches hng, massed dzposits uP to 3% inchcs.

SIGN

The most noticeable sign of pronghorn presence are their beds. These are
normdly found in groups, although bear in mind that, outside rutting
season, large bucks are often solitary. Beds are always in the open, with an
unrestricted field ofview all around, and appear as pressed-down, roughly
oval-shaped areas of grass that measure 4 to 5 feet in length. MuIe deer
and whitetail beds (actudly cud-chewing stations) may also be in the
area, because the feeding areas of all three species sometimes overlap, but
deer beds seldom number more than three-a doe and nvo fawns-while
beds left by antelope herds may number more than 20.

VOCALIZATIONS

The most commonly heard antelope vocalization is the alarm call, a fairly
high-pitched blowing sound similar to the whitetail's but a bit more Pro-
longed. This call most often precedes thundering hooves, but if the
animal is unsure about what spooked it, it will sometimes just stare
intently and stamp a fooq trylng to get whatever it is to reveal itself

During the rut, bucks can be heard snorting loudly, especidly in the
presence of a potential rival. Snorting appears to be limited to mating and
isnt heard at other times.

Like deer, antelope have a soft bleating call used to communicate with
one another at close quarters. This sound cant be heard at any great
range, especially not the call between a mother and her fawns. Mothers
also use a sharp, doglike bark to warn fawns of danger.



BEAR'
(U R' I  DAE)
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ATIVE AMERICAN LEGEND HAS it that the beaver
aught man to build houses, the blue heron taught him to spear

fish, and "God's Dog," the coyote, taught him to hunt. But before Brother
Bear could teach man the greatest secret of survival, how to sleep through
the winter, a foolish hunter killed one of them, aqd man was forever con-
demned to struggle for food as best he could from autumn till spring.

Bears are the largest carnivores in'North America, and the brown
bear-also known by the names grizzly and Kodiak, depending on where
it lives-is the largest land carnivore in the world. The polar bear (Ursu^t

maritimus) is the only one of our three native bears to subsist almost
exclusively on meat, and it's also the best hunter; these traits result from
life in an environment where predation is the only source of food. Black
and brown bears are omnivorous creatures of a more benign environ-
ment, though, eating practically anphing they can find.

Native Americans felt a special kinship with bears because of their
humanlike qualities. Most fourJegged animals walk on their toes, with
knees bet rearward and body weight thrust slighdy forward, a habit that
literdly keeps them on their toes and ready to flee instandy. Bears, rac-
coons, porcupines, and humans are dl flat footed, howEver, with knees
pointing forward and heels printing as deeply as toes. Since this design

rypicdly denotes a slorv runner with a powerfirl body, it's probably no
coincidence that flar-footed animals are among those with the least to fear
from predation.

Tiaits common to all bears include powerful bodies, relatively weak
eyesight and hearing, and an excellent sense of smell. All are superbly
adapted to their natural environments, but only the comparatively mild-
mannered black bear has shown an abiliry to coexist with humans. Vith
no naturd predators, bears have litde need for keen hearing, which is
mainly a defensive capabiliry and the thickets they prefer make keen eye-
sight less valuable than a sharp sense of smell.

Most folks probably know that bears arent true hibernators, the
fuctic-dwelling polar bear least so of all. Brown and black bears enter into
an energy-conserving state of letharry through the winter months, but
body temperature remains only slighdy below normd; 96 degrees, and

, 8 9



: thel can be awakened et any time-usually in an ornery mood.
, fJnseasonably warm temperatures may also bring them out of the den at
: any time during the winter. Denning periods 'vary by region, but it isnt

unusual to see fresh bear tracks in several inches of snow. Black and
' brown bears have access to sugar-bearing fruits and Fat-rich fish that
, enable them to layer on huge amounts of fat, storing energy to burn as a
, survivd ration when food is sqrce.
: Cubs are born during the winter denning period, blind and weigh-
r ing from Vz pound (black bear) to I pound (brown bear). Mating takes
: place in late spring to early summer, but fertilized eggs are carried inside
: the sowt body for 6 to 7 months before implantation on her uterine

wall. If food has been scarce, the eggs are aborted. Cubs, usudly twins,
; nurse for about two and a half months in the den, growing rapidly, and

are ready to begin eating solid food when they emerge from the den
with their mother. They stay with her for 18 months, learning the

, mechanics of survival, and spend their first winter denning togith.t
, Grown cubs are run off in their second spring, just before the mother
, mates again. Bears' life span in the wild may be as long as 35 years,
: although 25 years is average.

Bears offer potentidly dangerous situations that &ery tracker should be
familiar with: All mothers will defend their cubs (although Ive found

; myself between a black bear and her cubs on two occasions, and simply
, backing offslowly worked). AII bears will defend a c:rsrss theyve claimed,

whether they killed it or not, and undl the bones are stripped clean rhe
owner wont be far away.And all bears, especidly brown bears, can be very

, dangerous when surprised. Never forget that bears have poor hearing and
: eyesight; ifyou approach one from downwind it may not detecr your pres-
, ence until youre face to face. Confronted at close quarters, an adult bear's

first instinct is often to charge. Neuer run from a bear (or any other wild
, predator); this can excite its predatory instincts, causing it to give chase.

. tVith a top running speed of 3O-35 mph, the bear will catch you, and
, then. . . . Most bear charges are feints, used to size up a potendd ad-ver-
: sary, and if you stand your ground-as I've had to do on several
' occasions-there's a good chance the animal will turn away.

.  B I A C K  B E A R  ( U R t U S  A 1 6 E R , C A N U t )

, This is the most common bear in North America. Despite ir name, the
' black bearb fur may range from black in its eastern range, to brown or
: cinnamon in its western, and even to white on Alaskat Gribble Island. It
, can be distinguished from the brown bear by the facts that the brown is

much larger, with a more concave muzzle, flatter forehead, and distinc-
tive muscular hump behind the shoulders. Unlike the brown bear, the
black has demonstrated a remarkable abiliry to coexist with humans, and
while few people ever see one of these reclusive animals in the wild, the
species is far from endangered. Sows weigh 200-300 pounds and boars

: 35M00, depending on age, availability of food, and time of year.



Blach Bear

j HABITAT AND RANGE

Although humans have taken over much of its original habitat, the black
; beart current range covers most of Alaska, most of Canada (except

I Saskatchewan) northern California to'$7'ashington, Montana down to
i New Mexico, and the northern parts of Minnesota, 

'\Tisconsin, 
and

i Michigan. It exists dong the eastern coasdine from Alabama uP to

I Maine, throughout the Appalachians, and in a few other pockets scat-

i tered around the country.
j The black bear's preferred habitat is always around dense cover--cedar

i swamps, thickets, brush, and clear-cuts populated with saplings-places

i where animals can sleep in peace or lie in wait for any Prey that might

i co-e along. It will range into low mountains to eat berries and acorns,

i but seldom climbs above 7,000 feet.

i fite all bears, black bears are solitary except when mating, with mdes

I *d especially femdes with cubs avoiding contact with one another

i throughout a territory the size of which is determined by the availabil-

i iry of food. Several may share the same teritory if food is plendful, but
j the dominant male will defend his territory fiercely against any that

i chdlenge his authority. Ferndes with cubs go far out of the way to avoid

i " " . "  " " " _



:
1 mdes, because a manue boar will sometimes kill cubs to bring the
I mother into estrus.
I

i Distribution of blach bear ftJrats americanus).

;
i  FOODS

lod survivors is their abiliry to eat iust
:. Rotting logs and snrmps are turned
get at ftt-rich grubs, worrns, and spi-
p offan anthill, insen a paw until the
le, dense fur, then lick the sugar-filled

at honcy, although itt a relatively new
j f""a for them, because our 'hadve" honeybees are actually immigrana

1 fro* Europe. Black bears need no protective clothing or smokes for hive

I raiding. Their thick fur is beeproof (although their noses arent), and it

I didnt take long for cdorie-craving bruins to figure out rhat honey was
i worth the odd sting.

; Vegetation makes up a large part of the black beari diet, sometimes
i most of it. Grasses, sedges, tender young plants, and roots of many kinds
j 

"rr 
..,.tt, and flowers are nipped'otr foi the sugars they contain. Bcars

i emerging from their.dens when little plant life is available frequendywill
i rip through the outer layer of bark on aspen, poplar, and iome pine trees

I to get at the sweet and tender cambium layer beneath. Rose hips, apples,

i *d acorns and other nu$ arc also frvoritcs. :

i No food source is overlooked. An average black bear needs roughly 50

i pounds of fat to get it through the winter denning period, so feeding is
i gelstrns throughouLsummer and fall. Berries, fruits, and fish are fol-
i lowed as they become arailable, sometimes over great disances. Squirrels



provide an important source of food by gathering caches of pine 
"t 

d I
other nuts, which the bears locate with their keen noses then casudly eat. '

MATING HABITS ;

Black bears mate in June and early July, and this is the only time they ll ,

tolerate each other's presence without fighting. Females are ready to mate ,

at 3 to 4years of age, males at 4 rc 5 years. Boars are drawn to the scent ;

of a breeding femde a week or so before she actually comes into heat, 
'

which gives the pair time to get used to each other. \When the sow is ready, I
she allows the mde to mount her; couplings, which are frequent for a 

',

week or more, may last an hour at a time. Once a female is pregnant, she ,
loses interest and chases the boar ofi, whereupon he may seek out another I
mate.Sowsnormallymateeveryotheryearoftheir l ives(soonerifcubs
arekilled),andatypicalfemaleproduces20_30cubsinherlifetime

But although the so#s eggs ar€ fertilized, theyre carried unchanged

inside her fallopian rubes for five months before implanting themselves

on the uterine wall. If a female is sickly or unable to Put on the fat needed ,

for denning, the pregnancy is spontaneously aborted. Embryonic growth i
takes only rwo months, with two to five blind, hairless, 8-ounce cubi ;
born in J"tt,rary. First-time mothers generally have just one cub, with

twins being the norm thereafter. Mother may sleep through delivery but

the relatively helpless newborns instinctively make tleir way to a milk-

rich nipple to suckle. They grow rapidly until emerging with their mother

in May. Cubs begin eating solid foods about two weeks after emerging,

but continue to suckle until the following autumn.
By ten months, cubs mayweigh in excess of 50 pounds, but they can

be easy prey without their mother, who will Protect them fiercely, even

to her death. Humans, brown bears, and male black bears are the most

dangerous enemies, but rather than fight, a mothert first reaction is to

iend her cubs up the nearest tree, then follow them. Cubs are extraor-

dinary climbers by just five months. Their sharply curved claws-in

contrast with the straighter claws of a brown bear-are well designed

for climbing, and a cub's lighter weight allows it to climb out of reach

of most predators. I've sometimes wondered how often many hikers,

myself included, have walked right by a treed mother and cubs without

seeing them.
Black bear mothers are among the best in the animal world, lavishing

constant attention on their young and even holding them on the lap in a

humanlike sitting position. But even with all this care, cub mortaliry is

about 33 percent for the first five years of life. Cubs den with the mother

their first two winters, but are chased off to prevent inbreeding the fol-

lowing spring, just before the sow is ready to breed again.The first year

of life for a banished cub is the most perilous, but the dangers steadily

decrease as it gains size, strength, and experience. At five years of age, a

rypical cub weighs 200 pounds, and can easily kill-if not catch-a deer

of equal weight.



SEASONAL HABITS

The black beart most notable seasonal habit is denning, sometimes still
incorrecdy called hibernation. Dens may be in hollow logs, stumps, or
sometimes small caves, but the most common is a large excavation under
the roots of a standing rree or into the side of a din hill, always in a
secluded place where the animal can sleep without interruprion. Space
inside is kept to a minimum ro conserve body heat. Sites are prepared a
month in advance of the late November-December denning time, and
owners stay close to them during this month. Feeding is constant the lasr
severd months prior to denning, with animals taking in uprvard of
20,000 calories a day. They need 50{0 pounds of fat to sustain them
through the winter, and stop eating abrupdy after reaching almost exacdy
the required weight, even though they might not den up for another two
weeks. The animal's last meal consists of grasses, pine needles, and other
fibrous plant materids that form an anal plug in the lower colon.

Vhen the time is right, a black bear enrers its den and falls into a deep
but not unbreakable slumber. Body temperature remains a near-normd
96 degrees, but the heart rate slows ro l0 beats per minute. Unless
awakened by unseasonably warm remperarures that fool it into thinking
spring has arrived, the bear will sleep almost without moving for the
next five months. It will nor urinate, defecate, eat, or drink during that
time, which explains why Native Americans thought sleeping through
the winter an enviable ability.

The metabolism of a denned bear is nothing short of astounding.
\fater and calories are provided by the 4-inch layer of fat, protein is
extracted from the muscles, and the serious problem of osteoporosis that
occurs in every other animal when ir lies dormant for even a week is pre-
vented by the efficient recycling of absorbed cdcium. Even more
remarkable is the way a denning bear's liver and kidneys transform nitro-
gen urql, avery toxic component of urine, into amino acids (proteins) that
help sustain the body. And medical researchers have long been fascinated
by the beart complete lack of anerial blockage from fats and cholesterol.

\When bears emerge from the den in May, theyte grogy, a condition
that seems to grow more pronounced and prolonged as a bear ages. Anal
plugs formed by the animals' last meals of fibrous vegetation are usually
discarded near the den entrance, bur the bears wont begin eating undl
their bodies 

"dj*, 
to being active again, living offstored fat for the first

two to tlree weeks after awakening. Once they do begin earing, however,
bears feed almost nonstop until September, somerimes even forgoing
sleep in their drive to put on weight. They roam constantly throughout
the summer and their ranges may v^ry from 10 square miles in prime
bear country to more than 50 in less bountiful areas. The heat of the day
is spent in a hidden, shaded thicket, but animds may move about ar any
time to wallow in mud, which loosens the old winter coat and dislodges
biting parasites, and they sometimes swim to cool offin hot weather.



TRACKS i
Black bear tracfts are remarkably humanlike. All feet have five digits, *d ;
the hind foot bears a striking.resemblance to our own. But a beart toes r
form a rough semicircle in front of the foot, with the middle toe being ,
the longest and the outermost toes on either side the shonest. Another i
difference is the location of the big toe, which is outermost on a bear (our ;

ovm is inirermost). This gives them a shuffling gait, with the rear foot j

coming down on the outside of the heel and rolling toward the big toe, i
sometimes causing the inside litde toe to print lighdy or not at all. When i
they want, bears ian wdk with a stealth that makes deer sound like i
they're wearing bongos; I ve had black bears pass as close as 6 feet before i

the sound of their movement alerted me. i
Front feet feature a rough resemblance to our own hands, with toes

again arranged in a semicirlle, like human fingers, that ends abrupdy at
the base of the "ptl-." A single dewclaw on the back of the foreleg mey i
print, in snow or mud, as a single dot. All toes have sharply curved claws

that are much shorter than the straighter 4-inch claws of an adult brown i
bear, with the claws of the hind feet printing about-l inch ahead of the j

toes; 2 inches ahead for front feet. The hind feet of an adult black bear ;
average about 7 to 9 inches long by 3 rc 5 inches wide; the front feet are ,
4 to 5 inches long by nearly the same width.

The suide of a walking black bear is about I foot, with front uacks :

registering behind rear tracks in pairs on either side, and usually with all ;
feet printing individually; ar afmt walk, however, the front feet may print ,
inside the rear tracks. The toes of dl four feet, but especially the hind feet, I
point noticeably inward, a ffack pattern common to dl four-legged, flav 1
footed animals. The straddle is 8 to 10 inches-much wider than most ,
animals, and the width of a bear trail reflects this. ;

At a fut lope, both front feet print in staggered pairs behind both hind

feet, also in staggered pairs. This is the "rocking horse" running gait i
common to deer and most fourJegged animals, in which the front feet i
are planted as a fiilcrum while the hind feei are brought down ahead of

them. At a firll run-about 30 mph-the space between the sets of all j

four tracks may exceed 3 feet. :

Hrxo Fnoxr

Tiachi of bhch bear. Front, 4 to 6 inches long bind, 6 to 9 inchet long.
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Black bear trach patterns. 
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Bear trails are about I foot wide, and some ancient paths have been
used for centuries by generations of black bears. 

'Well-used 
paths are

packed down or even rutted to a depth of several inches. On the aptly
named Bear Mountain, in Michigan's Huron Mountains, I found a dme-
less trail that had been worn several inches into a low ridge of solid
granite. In grassland or forest, regular trails look as if they were made by
barefooted humans, except for the telltde claw marfts, and are similar to
the trails of forest-dwelling cougars.

SCAT

There's a tendenry to describe black bear scat as 'Uoglike," but I'll go out
on a limb here and say that I think it loola humanlike. tVhen plants,
insects, and carrion make up most of a beart diet, is scat is rylindrical
and rypically deposited in a coiled form, sometimes in individual seg-
ments. Bits of hair, fur, bone, insect parts, and plant fibers distinguish it
from human feces, as does the large size of the deposit. Color ranges from
dark brown to black.

tWhen fruits and berries are in season, scat deposits assume an almost
liquid form, reflecting the richness of these foods. Such deposits are
almost black and contain undigested 5ggfu-nxluret way of ensuring that
a plant species' seeds are not only spread about, but fertilized as well.

Unlike deer and like many predators, black bears generally make an
effort to distance themselves from their odorous feces, because the scent
frightens offpotential prey. Scat is rarely or never left on a regularly used
trail, but dways several yards to ohe side of it and usudly under cover.
Even on remote logging roads the animals tend to go into the woods on
either side to defecate. However, bears do use scat deposits to mark their
territories, panicularly adult boars. Deer carcasses picked clean by bears
can often be identified by the large scat deposit left on top, apparently as
a territorial mark and a brag. Of course, this is done only after the animal
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Bear scat, rypical of both broun and blach bean. Sizc aaies greatly.

has finished with the carcass, which may take several days. Nwer
approach a panidly eaten carcass: Its owner is never far tway, and domi-
nant mdes in panicular may rush to defend their caches.

SIGN

Black bears leave plenty of sign if you know what to look for. Most
prominent are the territorid claw marla left mainly by adult boars. Ti:ees
selected for marking are generally smooth-barked varieties in which claw
marks will contrast most visibly-aspen, birch, white pine, and beech-
but sometimes dead standing trdes are heavily clawed, probably as much
to find insects as to mark a domain. It sometimes appears that the ani-
mals just plain like to claw into soft wood, perhaps for the same reasons
cats do. Claw marla on standing trees are usually diagond, sometimes
vefticel, infrequently horizontal, and rypically extend as far up the trunk
as the animd can reach (6 to7 fee$. Man-made structures may also bear
claw marks, among them utility poles, footbridges, and even outbuildings

; in places where food is plentifirl.

; Rough-barked trees, such as maple, oak, and large poplar, serye as
, scratching posts. Scratching is a favorite summer pastime among black

' *d brown bears, relieving the torment of parasites and loosening the

i thick, maaed coat from the previous winter. Good scratching trees may

i be used repeatedly for several years, and are easily identified by the large
; amounts of long black or brown fur caught in their abraded bark.
: Fruiting trees such as apple, chokecherry and the richly sweet service-

; berry may dso exhibit obvious marks from feeding bears. Sometimes

i b..rr even rip whole limbs free to reach fruit. Smaller fruiting trees and

i shrubs such as the piwpaw may be ripped out by their roots. In contrast,
: berry bushes such as raspberry and blueberry arc relatively undisturbed,

: their fruits plucked neady from the branches by a beart lips.



i Mud wallows are a bear sign most common in summer, when the itch-
I ing of biting bugs and last winter's .o"t b..o-e almost unbearable (no

; pun intended). If an ample supply of food is nearby, black bears often
, spend most of a summer on streambanks, where they can swim to cool

off and roll in mud. 
'Wallows 

are bathtub-size depressions that contain
long hairs at their bottoms, sometimes matted in clumps. Theyte smaller

j than moose wallows, they contain darker hair than elk wallows, and the
t hairs are less coarse than those found in a wild hog wallow. And of course

there'll dways be tracks in or around a wallow that identify its owner.
Downed logs torn to pieces with bits of rotted wood scattered about

, are anotler telltale bear sign. Black bears will work very hard to tear apan
I even huge logs to get at the insects, grubs, and spiders living inside. Their
. handiwork can be identified by large claw marks and destruction indica-
r tive of brute strength. And since nature is always logical, the black bear's

destruction of roming logs speeds their'decay, enriching the soil more
quickly and promoting new growth.

: VOCALIZATIONS

The solitary black bear has little need for the sometimes complex lan-

, guage of more socid animals. A mother will communicate with her cubs

I using gentle grunts and moans, but if danger threatens, a sharp bark from
i her will send them up the nearest tree.
' \7hen working hard to tear apart a log, scratching against a tree, or
, wallowing in mud, black bears make considerable noise, grunting with l

each exertion. Their breathing is loud, especially when they're agitated,
making sharp huffing sounds that are uniquely bear. If you hear such a

i sound nearby, move offat least 100 yards before you stop to observe; the ,
animal might be guarding a kill or cubs. Another bear call that I've had a ,

, rather perilous opportuniry to hear is a rumbling, doglike growl that ,
means "go away or I may hurt you." This growlwas issued at close range :

, *d was accompanied by a raised line of fur down the beart spine, laid- ,
, back ears, and a show ofteeth.

.  B N O W N  B E A R  :
( U  R ' U '  A R C T O '  H O R R I  B I  L I  

"fu its scientific name implies, the "horrible nonhern bear" (nowadays the ,
: honibilis is sometimes dropped) was regarded as an enemy by settlers to

the New Vorld. fumed with underpowered single-shot muzzleloading ,
; rifles, frontiersmen were poorly matched against the huge teeth and claws ,

r of this aggressive bear, which can weigh more than 1,500 pounds. In
. truth, brown bears generally avoid humans, but the presence of easily r

' caught domestic animals has often caused them to invade ranches and ,
, farms. Dead livestock was a serious matter to early setders, who lived off '
. what they produced, but when ranchers and farmers were anacked by ,
' bears defending these domestic kills, war was declared, and the brown i

. bear was persecuted mercilessly. As the largest land carnivore on the ,



Brown Bear

planet, with no natural enemies, its instinct is toattack when threatened,

and incidents of bear hunters being killed by their intended prey only

enhanced its reputation for bloodthirstiness. Although more carnivorous

*ran black bears, much of its reputation as a killer was undeserved

because, as naturalistJohn Muir Put it, "To him almost werything is food

except ganite."
At o-". time ir was believed that the Alaskan Kodiak (Ursus arctos mA- i

dendorff) was a separate species, because bears, like deer, arc tyPically

larger th. farther nofth one travels. Some confrrsion probably resulted

fro- the brown bear's variation in fur color, which ranges from yellow-

brown, to brown with silvery @S:nzled) guard hairs, to black. Biologists

have now decided that grinlies, Kodiala, and brown bears all belon$'to

is comparatively concave
Another difference is that black bear claws ale shorter and curve

sharply downward while those of brown bears are long nearly straight,

and better designed for killing. As a result, adult brown bears are poor

uee climberr, Jthorrgh one attack in 1968 proved th.y * climb large

trees by using branches as ladder rungs.



Disrtbudon of btoun bear (Jrsus arctos horribilis).

HABIThT AND RANGE

Tbday the brown bear is cornered into ponions of Montana,'ruTyoming
and Idaho in the lower 48 states, where its population numbers fewJr
than 1,000 animals. Its northern range .orr.ri most of western Cana&
fiom Albcra nonh, dl of Alaska (with an estimated population of
50,000 animds;, mda largs portion of the c€ntral NonhwesrTerritories.
Itb also found in northern Russia, from whenc€ our o$,n are beliwed to

As with the black bear, a brown bear's personal *ge is largely deter-
miled by the availability of food, and some are said to iravel up to 1,000
milcs bctween dennings. In most cases, the range is more in the area of



. diets. Flower tops are eaten for the sugars they contain, and most types of

' berries and fruits are eaten for the same reason---€ven foul-tasting soap

' berries. In spring, before there's enough new growth to sustain them,

bears also gnaw through the outer bark of sofrwoods, particularly pines,

I ro get at their sugary sap and tender inner bark. Acorns, fungr' lichens,

*d 
"l-ort 

any vegetation with a hint of nutritional vdue are dso eaten.

, Brown bears will go ro a lot of trouble to get ants, grubs, and insects.

Their powerful claws can make shon work of a half-ton log and dso work

, well for levering up rocls that hide bugs, wo1ms, snakes, rodents, and

lizards, all of which are eaten with relish. The long, nearly suaight claws
i can also excavate a rodent burrow wirl surprising speed, and a ground

, squirrel foolish enough to be visible running into its burrow will likely

end up as a snack.
Powerfirl as they are, brown bears are relatively poor hunters. They fre-

quent secluded moose trails in spring, hoping to surprise a newborn calf,

but adult moose are too large to Prey uPon-the objective is to eat, not

fighr. In the Nonh, the same applies to caribou herds; a hungry bear will

sometimes bluFcharge a herd to see if one is weak or injured, but its top

, running speed of 35 mph is no match for the caribout own 50-mph
I sprint.ln f*.., an adult caribou bull with large antlers can weigh up to

I 6b0 pounds-a dangerous adversary the bear would rarher not face. A

i common brown bear tactic is to let wolves do dl the work of bringing

down weakened caribou and then blithely steal their kill.

Salmon are a vital pan of brown bears' diets, and their autumn sPawn-

ing runs give the bears rich food that helps them pur on the weight

, ,r...rr"ry for denning. Although not as adept at fishing as the black bear,

r browns are nonetheless capable of taking their fill of spawning salmon,
I and good fishing sPots frequendy draw the normally unsociable animals

, close together. The most aggressive and dominant indMduals usudly get

, the besifishing spots, but bloody fights do sometimes erupt when two

bears lay claimlothe same site. Sdmon brains and roe are especiallyrich

, in fat, and spawning nrns are perhaps the only times when a brown bear

c* get all ii wants ro ear. By denning dme, a healthy adult brown bear

, will h"u. p,r, on up to 400 new pounds of fat, or about 25 percent of its

, body weight.

. MATING HABITS

. The brown bear mating season is shon, running from late June through

early July, which seems in keeping with the animals' naturally antisocial

, behavior. Sows initiate breeding through a sexual scent released perhaps

r two weeks before they actudly come into estrus. This delay seems

, designed to allow an amorous boar and sow time to become accustomed

i to on. another before becoming intimate, and it may dso serve as a

' culling process to ensure that the sffongest mdes have time to detect the

, sow *d ,o run offweaker rivals before she mates. Mating lasts for about

a week and is constant, with enamored males eating and sleeping litde



until the sow, who somehow knows when she's pregnant, spurns the boar,
who in true romantic sryle then sets out to find another mate before the
rut ends. Femdes carry the fertilized eggs in their fallopian tubes for
roughly five months before these implant themselves on the uterine wall
and being developing. Sows that are sickly or underweight at denning
time spontaneously abon the embryos.

Cubs are born in the den from January through March. Sows with
cubs from the prwious year will not become pregnant again until their
cubs are two to three years old, although young boars may leave their
mothers at two years. Newborn cubs wiigh I pound at binh-twice the
weight of black bear newborns-ahd litter size ranges from nvo to four
cubs, with wins being the norm.'The tiny cubs grow rapidly in the den,
nourished by their mother's fat-rich milk. \7hen they emerge from the
den in May, cubs weigh about l0 pounds and are ready to begin eating
solid foods, although they wont be weaned until they reach 16 months.
Brown bear mothers are extremely protective, occasiondly defending
cubs to the death. 

'Wolves 
will prey on a cub if they get an opponunity,

while males of their own kind sometimes kill and even eat brown bear
cubs to bring the femde into estrus again. Cubs can climb ffees to escape
predators but lose this abiliry at about 12 months. Cub mortaliry may
run as high as 50 percent in the first year.

Female cubs may remain in their mothert home territory until adult-
hood, but young boars must leave if they hope to find mates. Femdes
have their first liaers at five to seven years. Mdes breed ar about the same

€e, competition from larger boars permiaing. The average liFe span is 25
yea$, with some individuals living well into their 30s.

SEASONAL HABITS

The brown bear's most notable seasonal habit is denning through the
winter. Denning is generdly prompted by the disappearance of food
plants, usudly in November or December, and lasts until the following
April or May. Dens are located in the shelter of a smdl cave or rock
crevice, or sometimes orcavated into the side of a hill. Den size, of course,
varies with the size of an individud, but dens are dways kept as small as
possible to help conserve body heat and the calories burned to produce
it. Dens are lined with moss and grasses to make a comfonable bed, and
good dens that are used year after year will be lined with several genera-
tions of vegetation.

'S7hen 
denning browns emerge in spring they remain groggy for the

first two weeks or so, a condition that takes longer to shake offthe older
a bear ges. During this adjustment period they wont eat, instead living
off leftover stored fat until their sluggish bodies awaken completely. By

June their appetites will be nearly insatiable-just in time for them to
prowl the thickets for newborn deer and moose.

Since a bear's entire life revolves around eating, its habits, range, and
choice of habitat are dways dictated by the availabiliry of food. Feeding



is constant throughout the summer, and animals travel sometimes
ancient paths to follow food sources as they become available.'W'andering
bears go out of their way to avoid one another, with weaker individuals

giving way to larger, stronger bears, and a female with cubs going well out

of her way to avoid adult mdes.

TRACKS

Brown bear tracks are easy to follow, even when they arent on an ebtab-
lished trail. Tiacks may not be of plaster-cast qudiry but an animal this

heavy is bound to leave prints on almost any rnedium it walks over.
Brorvn bear tracks have the same configuration as black bear tracks-five
toes on each foot, pawlike front feet, and hind feet that look remarkably
humanlike, o(cept for claws and a big toe positioned opposite our own.
One difference is size: Grizzlies in the lower 48 leave hind prints lO-12
inches long by 7 rc 8 inches wide, and Alaskan Kodiaks have hind feet

that sometimes exceed 16 inches in length and more than 10 inches in

width. Another especidly notable difference is the claws: Brown bear

claws are much longer and straighter than black bear, with those on the

forefeet extending as far as 4 inches ahead of the toes. The hind claws are
roughly half as long and may not register on hard-packed surfaces. The
heel pads ("palms") of the front feet may print lighdy or not at all, and

the same goes for the inner 'li$ld' toes of the hind feet.

Hrxp Fnotqr

Tiacks of brown bear; front paa 4 to 8 inchcs long hind paw, 61/z to 12 incbes lnng.
Aduh weights Mn uary by as much as a quarter-ton, with sows usually rnuch smallzr
than boars. Bcars in the far north typically are muclt krger than their southern cousiw.

The walking track paftern of a brown bear is again nearly identical to

that of the black bear, with the front and hind prints registering in pairs

on each side, the front foot behind the rear. At a normal walk, all prints
register individudly, the front feet about 4 inches behind the rear, and a

suide length-the distance between track pairs<f 2 feer or more. A bear
in a hurry will take longer suides, increasing the distance between uack
pairs as well as the distance between the front and hind prints in each pair.

Conversely, a slow and deliberate stroll normdly results in an abbreviated
stride length and uack pairs that register direcdy on toP of one another.
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Ti'ack panems of brown bcar.

At a fast lope, the.stride increases to 8 to 9 feer and the trackpattern
shifts to the familiar "rocking horse" gait, with the front feet printing in
pairs behind the hind, which are also paired. Unlike most orher animals
that use this running gair, though, bears bring both hind feet down close
together, one slightly behind the other, instead of spreading the rear feet
wide apart, as deer and rabbits do. Maybe rhis unique track pattern has
something to do with the brown bear's comparatively slow 35-mph run-
ning speed.

SCAT

Brown bear scat is similar to the black bear's, but deposits are up to wice
as large, and the browns' more carnivorous diet is usually evidenced by
large amounts of hair and fur, often concaining bits of rodenr bone.
\X/hen bear diets consist mainly of insecrs, plants, and occasionally red
meat, scat is generally firm, more than 2 inches in diarneter, and
deposited in a coil shape that may itself measure 8 ro 10 inches across.
l,arge amounts of animal hair causes scat to be more segmented and
broken up, while scat resulting from a diet of mostly plants and roots is

rypically smooth and more uniformly cylindrical, and often contains
insect parts.

In late summer and early aurumn, when calorie-craving bears are
drawn by the sweetness of ripened berries and fruits, scat deposits are ryp-
ically soft, massed, or even liquid. This condition, also seen in the scat of
other species, is actually a mild case of diarrhea caused by thq sudden
transition to abnormally rich foods.'We all know what that's like.



SIGN

Brown bear sign are very similar to the black bear's, but correspondingly
larger. Adult males are especially territorid, staking ilaims to areas that
provide a good supply of food as they come to them. "Bear ffees" are
io--on tlrritoriJ landmarks, with deep, ragged claw marks, most of
*rem diagonal, gouged through the outer bark to a height of 12 feet or
more (versus 6 to7 feet for black bears). Claw marks are rypically accom-
panied by toothmarls, where the animal bit into the trunk, at a height of
6 to 7 feet. Both types of marks are left as high up on the trunk as their
maker can reach to advertise physicd size and strength.

Clawed and bitten trees may dso serve as comfonable scratching
posts, and favored trunks will show definite signs of hard rubbing.
Scratching dislodges parasites and removes last wintert mated coat, and
bears often claw into pines to stan their sticky sap running, then rub
against the adhesive bark as if it were a giant lint remover, sometimes leav-
ing large arnount of hair glued to the bark.

Soft inner (cambium) bark from some trees is also eaten, particularly
in late spring before the growing season is firlly under way. Spring sap is
high in sugar and, as syrup makers know, abundant. Pine sap is especidly
sweet at all times of the year, but this sweetness is combined with a sffong
taste of turpentine that the bears seem accustomed to. Food ffees show
evidence of tooth- and claw marks, and are easily distinguished from the
one-way, bottom-teeth-only gnawings of moose and elk.

Since insects make up a large part of the brown bear's diet, rotting logs
are frequently torn apart using strong front claws to get at the nutritious
bup, grubs, and worms living inside. Standing stumps and dead trunls
are routinely pushed ovet although not always torn aPaft. Claw marks
will be evident in either case.

Fruiting shrubs and bushes are popular bear browsing places, and
tracts of berry bushes may show signs of abuse as foliage is crushed under
the bears' huge feet. Hard-to-reach fruits and berries are brought down to
eating level by ripping entire shrubs out by their roots; this seemingly
destructive practice does no harm, and it actually contributes to the over-
all health of a berry patch by removing large plants that inhibit the
growth of new bushes.

Brown bears are primarily nocturnal, sleeping away the heat of the day
in secluded thickets, frequendy on beds scraped together from moss and
grasses. Approach such bedding areas with caution. \Vhen your objective
is merely to scout an area, it pays to make a lot of noise to warn hidden
bears well in advance of your approach. Brushy thickets may also conceal
the partially camouflaged remains of an animal carcass dragged there to
be eaten at leisure. Neuerapproach such a carq$s; its owner will be nearby
until everFhing edible has been consumed and will defend the cache
against all comers. Carcasses that have been picked clean are often
marked with large scat deposits in their centers, a boast of prowess as well
as a territorid claim.



Brown and black bean both use established trails that make walking
long disances less tiresome. Some of these may be centuries old. Black
bear paths look very much like human hiking uails, but brown bears have
a much wider stance and a straddle that may exceed 2 feet. As a result,
their uails normally consist of nvo deep, parallel ruts that make wdking
tough for any animal excepr a brown bear. In a few cases, old trails con-
sist of a series of regular depressions where generations of bears have
walked precisely in the tracks of their ancestors. Abandoned trails of this
rype remain obvious for years, because the depressions collect warer,
making the grasses growing in them taller and hedthier than those of rhe
surrounding area.

VOCALIZATIONS

It's an exaggeration ro say that brown bears have a language, but theyte
relatively intelligenr and can communicate at the most basic level. A
sharp bark from a motJrer brings her cubs to her when danger rhrearens,
and softer moans or grunrs soothe them; an occasiond snarl-with a
slap that always seems to miss-keeps them informed about who's run-
ning the show.

Other vocalizations include a surprising range of moans, whines, and
grunts that havent yet been deciphered. A throaty, prolonged "waaa-
aaaaH'cry means a bear is ready to fight, while heavy, forceful panting
denotes anxiety.

Bears also communicate with body language. Vhite, spiale-flecked
lips are a sign of stress, often seen when bears first congregate ar a favorite
fishing hole: Contrary to the work of a few dramatic taxidermists, bears
cannot roll back rheir lips like a dog to snarl, bur a bear walking very
slowly with its head held low and wagging is to be avoided.
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WOLVE' AND FOXE'
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HIS FAMILY OF ANIMALS has occupied a place in the
human heart and imagination since before recorded history. Our

domestic dog in its many manipulated forms, is a member of this family,
dthough there's disagreement about whether it descended from the wolf
or from a unique species that found domestication preferable to the rigors
of the wild.

All wild American canids share a number of distinguishing features:
Every species has strong but slender legs, with knees rhat bend opposite
our o\i/n; dl have four toes with nonretractable claws on each foot; and
all,are characterized by lithe bodies, thick fur, long tails, and directional
pointed ears. The three groups-foxes, coyotes, and wolves-are all
hunters with extraordinarily keen noses, sharp hearing, and mosdy color-
blind eyes that see exceptionallywell in the dark, but not at long distances
in any light.

Native American canids vary considerably in size and coloration, from
the 6-pound swift fox to the 130-pound gray or timber wolf Every
species is a fast, highly successful predator that neither hibernates nor
needs to put on excess fat to survive a hard winter. Some, such as the red
fox, are lone hunters that rely on their own abilities to find food, while
coyotes and especially wolves are renowned for rhe drill-team precision
with which pack members (usually futtt) can bring down animals much
larger than themselves. The high level of energy expended in pursuit of
prey requires a great deal of protein, so wild canids most imporant food
is meat, but insects, fruits, and other vegetation are also part of rheir diets.
Carcasses are picked clean, and, if an animal is srong enough, the bones
are cracked to get at the faty marrow inside. Carrion is an important
source of food in snow country, which put canids in the enviable situa-
tion of having more to ear during a harsh winter than a mild one.

\7hile gray wolves have been extirpated over nearly dl their origind
range, either by prejudicid humans or by their own inability to live
dongside us, foxes and especially coyotes have tirived to the point of
being declared fur-bearing game animals in many stares. None are dan-
gerous to humans, myths and fairy tales aside, and if there has ever been
a verifiable case of any wild canid prclnng on live humans, I cant find it.

t07



Livestock is sometimes preyed upon, but that problem is less fr.qr'r.t, i
than some would have us beliew, and alwap preventable. Also, foxes and ,
coyotes are frequendy accused of stealing chickens and other smdl farm i
animals that more likely fell prey to raccoons, weasels, or predatory birds. i

T l r v r B E R  W O L F  ( C A N I i  L U P U T )  ;
largest of the North American canids, the gray or timber wolf has been i
hunted, poisoned, and rapped to exdnction over nearly all im original r
range in the United States. To Native Americans, Brother \{olf was I
revered as a spiritual creature that prayed to the moon and had much to

teach its two-ieged relatives aboutiurvival and life in general. Then came

the invasion of even more superstitious savages from Europe, who saw the

wolf as a sinister creature of nightmares. The newcomers carried with

them fantasies of werewolves, witches, and vampires, and a dread of all

wild carnivores. Repoms of livestock predation were (and still are) loudly

oraeeerated, while early explorers looking to make narnes for themselves
sometimes showed red creativiry when reladng tales of their adventures in

the New \florld. The wolf paid dearly for their fligha of fancy.
Gray wolves are not always gray; some are all white, adolescents are

frequently all black, a few are silver grizzled, and many have face and

body markings almost identical to Siberian or malamute huskies. One

Gray or Timber Volf



deer

difference is that huskies, true to their name, are more stoudy builr, while
wolves are lanlqy, long legged, and lean. The shoulder height of an adulr
wolf averages 16 inches, and the body length 4C-{l0 inches. Males are
normally larger than femdes, with adult weights ranging from 60 to more
than 130 pounds.'Wolves have rhick, bushy tails, 14 to 17 inches long,
that are never held aloft over the back in the manner of dogs but dwap
held horizontally while traveling. The smdler coyore always trots with its
tail frrlly down.

Distribution ofgal or timber uolf (Canis lupus).

HABITAT AND RANGE

Once common to wery forest in the United States, timber wolves are
now vimrdly ortinct in the lower 48. Populations are found in the nonh-
ernmost regions of Montana, North Dakota, Minnesota, and'$Tisconsin,
in Michigan's upper peninsula, over mosr of Canada, and throughout
Alaska Reports of wolf sightinp in other srates are usually traceable to
coyotes, wild dogs, or just wishfirl thinking.'STolves have pronounced fear
of man, no doubt amplified by the shoot-on-sight status they held for
nearly 300 years, and human presence is probably the key factor limiting
their range.

The gray wolf is a creature of the foresr, where its keen nose and sharp
ears counter those of its main prey, deet moose, and caribou. These and
other prey animds determine its range, as does the number of animals in
a pack (more wolves need more food). A large pack may traverse more
than 250 square miles.

FOODS

Volves are particularly well adapted ro prey on members of the
family.'W'olf senses of smell and hearing are at least as keen, and their eye-



sight is a bit sharper, day or night. A few young or very old mdes are soli-
tary but most run in packs of up to 15 animals, with 5 or 6 being the

' average. Packs hunt with surprising intelligence, culling out weak and
injured individuals and frequently setting up elaborate ambushes. Fawns

' and moose calves are prime wolf targets in spring, which keeps these pro-
lific species from overpopulating, but hedthy adults'are seldom preyed
upon unless a pack is starving. A broken jaw or ribs cracked by a fluling
hoof can be lethal to a wild predator, so the nearer to death a prey animd
is, the better a wolf likes it. Unless hindered by deep snow, all members
of the deer family can beat the 30-mph running speed of a timber wolf,

: so if an animal isnt caught within a quarter mile, or if it turns and fights
vigorously, a pack will probably move on to easier prey.

'Wolves 
and other canids constandy gaze slqyward for sign of crows,

ravens, or vultures circling a dead or dying animd in the distance. The
, relationship is symbiotic, because, although carrion-eating binls can find

potential food animals with ease, they need a strcng, sharp-toothed
I predator to open the carcasses for them. Ag"it, people dre never preyed

upon, but starving pacls have been known to eat human corpses in hard
times, which only enhances our fear of them.

Even without the strength of a pack, wolves are capable hunters. They
can dig a ground squirrel out of its burrow, snatch a ruffed grouse from
its snow nest, and catch spawning fish from a stream. Rodents are a main-

I stay, and, as wolf biologist Farley Mowat proved (even to the point of
living on a diqt of rodents himself), large carnivores can lead normal lives

i on a diet oFnothing more than voles and mice, with an occasional meal
of insects and carrion.

Like most carnivores, wolves eat a variety of plants to get vitamins and
' minerds. Grass, flower tops, mushrooms,'and lichens may all be eaten,

but ripened berries are especially favored for their high sugar content.

: MATING HABITS

, Gray wolves mate in February and March, but only the leader, or "dpha,"

male and female, which mate for life, will breed. Other pack members,
usually offspring and relatives, dont mate within the parent pack but
instead leave to establish their own families at one to two years of age. All

' 
pack members are submissive and loyal to the dpha pair. \7hen the preg-
nant alpha femde goes off to a prepared den in April through June to
deliver as many as 14 pups (7 is arrerage), the entire pack will support her
while she cares for the newborns. Food is delivered by the alpha male
until pups emerge at one month, but no other pack members are allowed

, close to the den.
' Once pups become active, pack members mke turns baby-siming while

the alpha female leaves to join in nighdy hunts. All pack members are very
protective of her young, even to the point of fending offhungry bears that
might make a med of the pups. Adults returning from a hunt are mobbed

' by pups that lick and bite at their mrszzles and throaa to stimulate regur-



gitation of panially digested meat, which is then re-eirren. Pups continue
to nurse through their first srunmer, dweloping their hunting skills on
rodents under the watchfi.rl eyes of guardian adults. Predation upon wolf
pups is light, thanks to the protection provided by adults, but bears, espe-
cially the huge brown bears, can and do ear them. Pack members continue
to watch over and feed pups until the following spring, when tht'll have
grown sufficiendy to participate in hunts or tren strike out on rheir own.
The average life span is thought to be 10-18 years.

SEASONAL HABITS

Timber wolf packs are nornadic, venturing hundreds of miles in search of
food, the dpha male leading his followers wiri keen senses and the axpe-
rience of past years. Routes, like those of bears, are well established in the
range of a veteran pack, and often follow the trails used by yarding deer,
elk, and moose, or, in the Far Nonh, the migratory routes of caribou. The
only time a pack really setdes into one place is for a month or so between
April and early July, when an alpha female gives binh and the pups are
too weak to follow the adults. Dens, usudly unlined scavations in a hill-
side or (sometimes) in a smdl cave or crwice, always seem ro be.sited in
an area where the rodent population is high, which makes hunting forays
away from the denned femde and her helpless young less necessary.

A wolf pack on the atack is one of the most awe-inspiring sights in
nature. In the classic example of gray wolf tactics, a quick chase after a
group of feeding deer determines which animal is weakest, and that
animal is cut out from the rest. Slashing canines rip at tendons in the
victim's hind legs, hamsuinging it, and when it falls a quick death is
administered by crushing its windpipe between powerfrrl jaws anchored
by sharp teeth.

Volves dso employ a number of fairly ingenious traps for cornering
large prey. In midwinter, a pack may deliberately herd a moose cow and
her cdf onto a frozen lake or pond, where crusted, win&wept snow and
ice place hooves at a serious disadvantage. Teamwork keeps the adult
moose on the defensive, but the real target is her calf; if it can be fatdly
wounded, its mother will have no choice but to leave the carqrs. Other
hunts may use naturd terrain features such as rodsy cul-de-sacs to drive
prey to an ambush point, where other pack members wait to bring down
the weak and injured.

Pacls are territorial, and, although ranges may overlap where the
hunting is good, groups tend to avoid one another; confrontations are
rare orcept under starvation conditions.'Wolves in general dont den but
rather setde in one place to sleep away the daylight. In winter they curl
into bdls atop the snow and cover their noses with warm, bushy tails,
welcoming the added insulation of a lalar of falling snow. Fierce winter
storms are weathered in this manner, but normally at least one pack
member will be awake and on the lookout for danger (or opportuniry) ar
all times. Solitary wolves select sleeping places that offer effecdve con-



cealment, but larger pacls may use the safery of their numbers to bed in

more open terrain.

TRACKS

The first thing a tracker should know about wolf tracks is that theyte

sometimes indistinguishable from those of certain large dogs, panicularly

the husky breeds. Both have four toes with nonretractable claws on each

foot, and both walk weight-forward on their toes, but the red confusion

comes from their both having identically shaped front and hind pads.

The front foot of a timber wolf is noticeably wider and longer than its

rear foot, with a roughly arrowhead-shaped heel pad and two lobes point-

ing rearward on either corner. A wolft rear heel pad is slighdy smdler

than its front pad, also triangular, and has three prominent lobes at its

rear, one at each corner and one in the center. This also describes the feet

of a malamute.
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Gray wolf trachs, 4t/t to 43/z inches lnng longfront feet hrger tban hind feet. Note heel
pad shapes, which may be identical tu tonze domestic dog breed^s.

Generally speaking, adult wolf tracks are longer and wider than those

of a similar-size dog, a characteristic that gives them snowshoelike sup-

port when pursuing deer in deep snow. Front feet average 4 to 5 inches

from claws to heel by about the same width. But there are big dogs and

small wolves, and wolves' habit of using trails dready broken by dogsleds,

' snowmobiles, or deer can make tracking them confi,rsing.

I The biggest difference bemreen dog and wolf tracks is where they're

r found. 
'\7olf 

country is typically far from civilization, while dogs rarely

: stray far from their domestic habitat. In fact, a dog suanded in the remote

i territory of a wolf pack is in moftal danger, because hungry wolves have
' on occasion eaten man's best friend.

i nt a normal wdk, the front and rear feet from opposite sides print

, together in staggered pairs, with the front feet often registering in and

; slighdy behind the hind prints. The stride is a rather larrl<y 2G30 inches,

O
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Typical mongrel dog nachs.

with a narrow straddle of 4 to 6 inches that prints tracks dmost in a
straight line. Since most of the animalt weighr is pressed onto its toes, the
heel pads may r'egister faindy or not at all on hald ground. Unlike cats,
which wdk with claws rerracted, the claws always print ahead of the toes
in any canid species.

At an easy trot, the wolfs track pa4ern changes only slighdy: All four
feet now print individudly but in staggered pairs, with one rear foot reg-
istering behind and to one side of the opposing forefoot. The stride
remains 2G30 inches, and the animd achieves a speed of roughly 15
mph at what essentidly amounts to a fast walk.

At a fut run-3G-35 mph-tracks show the familiar "rocking horse"
gait, but with a design that seems unique among wild canids. Three feet,
one front and two hind, come down together, with the other forefoot
prindng 8 to 10 inches behind. Usudly the forward uio of macks will print
in aVshape, with the forepaw registering beween and just bbhind rhe rear
paws. lraps benveen track sets may be from 6 to more than 8 feet.
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Typical scat samples of wild canids, Since diets are simikr, physicat characteristics ,
ouerlap.

SCAT

The droppings of wolves, coyotes, and foxes are remarkably similar, ,
owing to their shared bloodlines and similar diets. Feasting on the rich '

meat oF a winter-killed deer can result in smooth, doglike scat, cylindri- '

cal and deposited in coil form, sometimes segmented or broken. Its
diameter averages lVz ro 2 inches. Size can help you identify a scat i

deposit, but remember that there are small wolves and big coyotes, and l
bear scat can be identical to wolf scat

In midsummer, after winter-weakened deer have been culled and ,

fawns are too fast to catch, rodents of all types become a snple of the wolf '
diet, along with a few plants and ripening berries. Scat takes on irregular '

segmented or cigar shapes, 5 to 7 inches long by about 1% inches in
diameter, containing large amounm of animal hair and bits of bone. Plant
fibers may dso be present, and deposia will likely have raspberry seeds :

and chokecherry pits. ,,

SIGN

Much gray wolf sign is in scent forin, invisible to humans but easily :

detected by "lower" animals. As with all canids, dominant male wolves
frequendy mark the same trees or other prominent landmarks with urine i
during their stay in a seasonal territory. 

'W'e 
cant smell these scentposts I

from even a few feet away, but we can see the trail left by a pack that trav- ,
els this route at least once a day. '

Scentposts and scat deposits are also marked by a stiFlegged scraping ;

of front and rear feet, first one side then the other, against the forest floor. l
This ritual, which most of us have seen dogs perform after they've uri- I

nated or defecated, is intended to scrape the feet clean of any trace of ,
waste scent. The acdon leaves four distinct scrape marks, each about a ,
foot long and always nelc to a scentpost or scat deposit.

Rnp Fox



, Carrion partially covered with dirt and grass or snow is another wolf
, sign, but one you should never approach. Bears will also camouflage a

, partially eaten carcass, sometimis after appropriating it from a wolf pack,
and until the bones have been picked clean a bear will dways be nearby
ready to defend its cache. A carcass partially camouflaged with snow in
midwinter most likely belongs to a wolf pack, which probably wont
defend it against a human-but keep your distance anyway.

, \Tolves and coyotes also tend to chew off part of a deer or moose leg
then carry it to a place where it can be gnawed in peace. Coyotes are
rarely strong enough to crack large leg bones to get at the fatty marrow

r inside, but wolves can. Toothmarla left by wolves are normally wider
than those made by coyotes, resembling shdlow, rounded gouges aboqt

; yq inchacross and less than I inch in t*g,h.

: VOCALIZATIONS
' Few animals anywhere have a more complex s,ptem of audible communi-
; cations than the gray wolf Barking seems relatively unimponant-many
; individuals are incapable of barking$ut dl gray wolves use a variety of

, yelps, whines, and growls, frequendy accented with body language, to
. communicate with others in the pack Submision to a more dominant
, p".k member is displayed through a low crouching or cowering stance
r accompanied bywhining and repeated attempts to lick the stronger wolf's
: face. A pack member may refuse to yield to the alpha mde (usually over

: food) with a showing of teeth, laid-back ears, a raised line of fur dong its
spine, and vicious-sounding snarls and growls, but usually in concert witl

I a submissive posture. Despite appearances, members of a pack seldom
, harm one another, because each member is a vital part of the whole; a mil-
, itaryJike hierarchy is needed to maintain discipline, howevet and an
, alpha male must frequendy assert his authority with growls, stiFlegged
' posturing, and perhaps a paw thrown over tle submissive's back.
; 'Wolves 

are best known for their howling, which is a language in itself
, The howl of the gray wolf is generally a long monotone and lacls the yap

, ping that usually precedes a coyote howl. The wening begins with a
: communiry howling session precipitated by barks and yelps from various
r pack members. Soon the entire pack is howling, with a drawn out'booo-
' oooooh" that to me resembles a strong nonh wind moaning through
. leafless winter uees. Even pups, stirred by the deep instinct to hunt, will

join in. Commund howling doubdess has a practical purpose, but it
looks like a pep rally.

A hunting pack sometimes splits up to cover more ground, and
scouts broadcast their positions to one another through the "lone wolf"
howl, a low moaning sound that lasts only a few seconds and fades away
smoothly. A successful scout-one that finds an unclaimed deer carcass
or needs help in bringing down an injured animal-will use an "assem-
bly'' howl, a low throaty monotone sometimes punctuated with barks
or yaPs.
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C O Y O T E  ( C A N I '  L A T R A N "

To cowboys, Indians, and all kinds of woodsmen, ihe coyote has long
been a qmbol of werything wild and free. Its common name derives
from the Nahuad word cqtotl. The Kiowa called it "the ffickster," a com-
pliment to its cunning, and several tribes knew it as "God's Dog" or "the
limle wolf" But when the uncharted frontier that the early setders knew
was parceled out to create farms and ranches, the coyote was presented
with an irresistible abundance of easily caught chickens, goats, and sheep.
Cows are far too big for coyotes to prey upon, but young cdves were
sometimes aken on open range. Predadon was never more than light,
considering the coyote's numbers, but stockmen were quick to add the
litde wolf to their roster of species to be orterminated. Animals were shot,
uapped, and poisoned-the last two methods killing a lar$e number of
other species a5 wsll-and many states paid subsantial bounties on their
hides. tilfhen I was growing up in nonhern Michigan, the state offered
rewards of $25 for dead males and $50 for females; today this has been
amended to the more economical shoot-on-sight status.

Despite more than a c€nrury of persecution, the coyote has thrived,
largely because less adaptable competitors, such as the wolverine, wolf, and
mountairi lion, have disappeared over much of their original ranges, leav-
ing the more resilient coyote with an abundance of prey. Tod"y, co.yotes
are easily the most important predators in the United States, providing
vitaf protection against the legendary fertiliry of rodents and other small
mammds as well as cleaning up carrion in places where deer have over-



populated to the point of starvadon. Farmers and ranchers are grudgingly
learning to live with this wild dog, erecting predatorproof chicken cooPs
and guarding sheep with the proven protection of sheepdogs.

Coyotes are responsible for most "wolfl' sightings in places where
there are no wolves. The confusion is understandable, but there are sev-
eral differences between the two species. Coyotes are typicdly less than
half the size of timber wolves, with an average adult weighr of 3045
pounds and a shoulder height of 23-26 inches, compared to 26-38
inches and 60-130 pounds for the wolf Coyotes are dso more trimly
built, with a comparatively thinner waist and a narrower face that ends in
a somewhat pointed snout tipped with a small nose. Both species have
bushy, black-tipped tails roughly l-ly2 feet long, but note that gray
wolves trot or run with tails held horizontally to the ground while coy-
otes tend to keep their tails fully down. Only among domesticated dogs
and cats do we see tails held aloft; to do so in the wild would definitely
alert prey.

Another source of confusion is the wide variation in colors and mark-
ings found among coyotes and wolves. Some are grizzled gray
(particularly in winter), some are plain gray, som€ are reddish brown, and
some may be a combination. Belly, chest, and legs are generally a lighter
color, as with the wolf, and some coyotes do indeed resemble wolves from
a distance.

Muddying the water still funher is the "coydog," the offspring of a

domesticated dog and coyote. Coydogs are generally sired by dogs that
share at least some of the coyote's physical characteristics (pointed ears,
bushy tail, thick fur, and so on), and the resulting gene combinations can
create a real identity crisis-for us, not them. The coyotet willingness to
interbreed with similar species may also hasten the extinction of the red
wolf (Canis rafus), a small and very much endangered wolf of eastern
Texas and Louisiana that may soon disappear through hybridization.

HABITAT AND RANGE

fu proof of their remarkable adaptability, coyotes are found throughout
Nonh America south of the fuctic Circle, from Alaska to Mexico and
even into South America. Coyotes have been sighted in all49 continen-
td states, but are rare in that portion of the United States southeast of a
line extending from lower New York southwest to Louisiana.

The coyotet normd habitat is as varied as its range. Forests, desert,
swamps, mountains, and prairies all support coyote populations, so long
as they dso support an abundance of prey animds. Coyotes may or may
not be nomadic, depending on the food situation, but radio-collared
individuals have been known to travel as much as 400 miles, most of it
at an easy trot of 25-30 mph, in search of new habitat.

Note that, although no wild canid is a threat to humans, the coyote,
being "top dog," as it were, has been known to overpoPulate in some
areas. And when a species overpopulates, nature typicdly culls out the



Distribution of coyote (Canis latrans).

weak with a fatal disease-one that may involve threats to humans. An
incident that occurred near my home involved a thriving coyote popula-
tion that over the course of wo ro three years virnrally wiped our morc
rhan a dozen square miles of prime rabbit country-their own wintering
grounds. Then for two consecurive Aprils there were incidenm of a rabid
coyote wandering through the yards and outbuildings of local residents
(both animds were mercifirlly dispatched). An animd in the agonilang
latter'stages of rabies has no fear of anything and may aitack il
approached, ffansmitting the disease attew throu[h its bite. The classic
frothing mouth probably wont be seen, but any animal that shows no
fear, seems disoriented and jumpy, or has a matted, greasyJooking coat
should at least be given a wide benh and reponed ro local authorities.

FOODS

Like most wild carnivores, the coyote is an opportunistic,hunter that may
orploit almost any food sourc€. Rodents are a mainstay of its diet, and the
litde wolf can enist on a diet iolely of mice and voles if it has to (it rarely
has to). Severd people have told me about seeing coyotes 'hcting sick" in
the middle of a snow-covered field or meadow, particularly during the
lean months of February and March. They had acrually witnessed one of
the best mouse catchers in the world at work. Mice, moles, and voles
travel under the snow through grassJined runnels, safe from most preda-
tors but detectable to the..y"rCr keen nose and amazingly sharp hiaring.'With 

more $liry than a wolf, longer legs than a fox, and uncanny accu-
racy, the coyote listens for the sound of movement under the snorv,
cocking its head ro pinpoint it first with one ear then the other. At the
right moment it pounces, jumping high into the air to derrelop enough



downward force for its front paws to punch through to the prey, pinning

rhe vicdm hard against the ground. Foxes also hunt rodents this way, but

their shorter legs limit their effectiveness as winter snows deepen.
\with a top speed of 40 mph, the fasrest running speed of dl North '

American .*iat, coyotes may also hunt whitetails and mule deer or erren i-

pronghorn calf, but pronghorn morhers are comparatlvely large and ,

extremely protecdve, with sharp hooves and a running speed even coy- ,

otes cant approach. ,

Rabbits and hares are other staples of the coyote diet, and the canids

, often spend the lamer pan of winter almost entirely within the swamps

i and brush country where these animals live. Rabbitq and hares are nimble ,

I and able to turn on the proverbial dime, but their 30-mph running speed ,

: is no match for Godt Dog. The old rabbit trick of diving into water, so

; effective for eluding bobcats, seldom deters a coyote' which can leap more i

I fr* 14 feetto snatch it from the water, In deserr or prairie country t"!- ,
, bits and hares are simply run down before *t.y .1t reach the safery of a :

hole or burrow. ,

r during *re night.



MATING HABITS

: Coyotes mate from late February to April, with breeding periods begin-
: ning later in the North than in the South. Females mate as early as one

yar of age, males at one to two years. Pairs may mate for several years to
, life in areas where the population is low, with adults becoming more
, polygamous as the gene- pool grows. Lifemates constitute a smal pack,

sometimes supplemented by one or two grown oftpring, which gives'
, them the combined srength necessary to hunt larger animals such as deer.
r In contrast with many other species' violent mating battles, mde coy-
i otes seldom fight among themselves, paftly because of their more or less
I monogamous nanues and partly because females outnumber males by

roughly four to one. Pairs join together several months before the mating
' season, generally in late summer or early fall, giving them time to ger used

to each other. Once formed, the bond between male and female is virtu-
ally unbreakable until at least the following spring, and few males arrempr

: to challenge it. Breeding is initiated by the female; males are sterile for
eight months, from May through December. She signals her readiness
with a hormonal scent and by pawing at the malet flanks, either ro srim-

, ulate him or to aggravate him into compliance.
' Females den in early April or May to give birth to a litter of I to 19

pups. Large litters are indicative of a well-fed mother, while small litters
1 generally mean food is scarce. Dens may be sheltered rock crwices or
; small caves, but are usually excavated into tle lee side of a hill, sometimes
i by enlarging an existing badger or fox den. Dens may extend inward

more than 5 feet, with a deceptively small entrance opening into a larger
binh chamber. The male is never far away while his mate is denned, and
brings her rodents and whatever food is available from the surrounding
area. Bears and especidly mountain lions sometimes prey on newborn
pups, but both adults will put up a fight vicious enough to discourage
even large predators.

At about one month, pups venture from the den to play, learn, and
grow and at least one adult, somerimes a grown sibling, will be with the
pups at all times. \7hen pups are weaned at summert end, they'll already
be proficient at catching rodents, frogs, and other small prey. At one ro
two years, pups strike out to find mates, and the cycle begins again.

SEASONAL HABITS

Even though they may range several hundred miles to follow the dvail-
ability of prey and other foods, coyotes tend to be very territorial about
the place theyte strying at the time. They prefer not to make trails, but
usudly travel already established pathways of deer, bears, and even
humans. Scat deposits left along regular uails, especidly at intersections,
serve as warnings to other coyotes drat an area is taken. So do scenrposts,
periodicdly freshened with urine and identifiable in winter as yellow
stains atop the snow. Boundaries are generally respected by orher coyotes,
but hunger may prompt individuals to raid another's cache when times



get lean. Fighting ciln ensue, with males doing most of it, but intruders

i..rn ,rrrr,rt of themselves in anothert territory and normally withdraw.

Coyotes never den excePt to give binh, preferring to remain in the

open where their keen noses qln constandy sample the breeze for preda-

tors, prey, or mates. The classic image of the lone coyote sitting high atop

a hill is accurate, because mates may sPlit uP to cover more ground, and

keeping to the higher eler"ations offers a bemer vantage point. If carrion

or lrtg. prey is detected, the lone coyote will call for its mate with a howl.

TRACKS

Coyote tracks are, or course, doglike, having four toes tipped with nonre-

tractable claws on each foot, but the heel pads of the front and especially

outer two being narrower and extending fanher back. This arrangement is

unlike that of the wolf or red fox, and can be distinguished from the gray

foxt by the coyote's larger heel pad. The coyote's front uack is very similar

to the hind track of a gray wolf, but about half the size.

The hind foot of a coyote is dso unique. Its heel pad prints as a

roughly circular shape, with two forward-pointing crescents emerging

from either side at the middle, like the wings of a handlebar mustache.

No other wild canid leaves such a ffack, and since most of the coyote

tracfts I've seen have been rather flat footed-surprising for such a fast

nrnnsl-the distinctive Pattern may register even on Packed dirt.

At a casud wdk, all four feet register independendy in a slighdy zigag

form. The stride is lLl5 inches, with a straddle of about 4 inches. At a

30-mph trot, which a coyote can maintain for miles, the track patrern

changes to show the front and hind feet from opposite sides printing

together in pairs, the hind foot ahead of the front; the stride runs 15-17

FnoxrH txo

cryote na*s; 2 to 2t/z inchcs hng. Note unique$ wingcd hbes at eithn sidc of hind

becl pad..
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, inches between pairs. At a 40-mph dead run, both hind feet print in stag-

i gered pairs ahead of the front feet, which print one behind rhe other. All
; four prints register as a group, with 8 to lZ feer between sets.

I SCAT

. Coyote scat sometimes defies positive idendfication.'Vhen the diet con-
i sists largely of rich venison or berries, scat may be a black liquid or
i semisolid mass, sometimes containing seeds or cherqy pits. \vith a more
, normal diet of rodents and small animals, which are eaten whole, scat will

be cylindrical, segmenred, and filled with hair and perhaps a few small
, bone fragments. Individual scar measures 3 to 4 inches in length with a
I diameter of about I inch.
' Unfornrnately, the same description can apply to the scat of small
, wolves, foxes, and even bobcats, all ofwhich share similar diets and often
, produce identicd deposits. A scaaering of such droppings ofvarious ages

; along an established trail (usually not of the .oyorot making), especiJly
' at trail junctions, probably indicates an active coyore rerriro-ry but pori-
i tive idpntification will most likely require finding tracfts or other sign.

SIGN

, rn. coyotet mosr important sign, the scentpost, is invisible to the human
, nose and eye unless snow covers the ground, but not undetectable in any
' season. Prominent trees, rocks, and even hiking-trail signs along an active
i coyote trail may become regular scentposts, *h.r. rhe dominant local
i mde routinely asserts his ownership claim with urine. Like dl canids,
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coyotes "wipe" their feet after urinating or defecating to rcmove traces of ,

scent. Thesi scratch marks, with the loose grass and sod thrcwn behind '

terrain. i
piles of rabbit fiu and, more rarely, porcupine quills are probably the :

work of coyotes, dthough bobcats and hungry foxes also Prey on these ani- I

mds. fuain, head, feet, and even hide are eaten' leaving only a scattering .

of fur (conuast this with the black bear's habit of leaving a Prey animd's .

hide with feet and head anache$. Deer qucasses with heavily chewed rib ,

ends and joints showing the puncture marls of canines, as opposed to the ;

scrape marks of rodentieeth, are a definite sign of canid gnawing. Piles oF ;

deei hair left atop the snow, sometimes with hooves Present, indicate that :

several animals dismembered a carcass and spirited off bones that were

later cracked open to get at the fatty marrow inside. .

VOCATIZATIONS

coyote howling is much higher pitched than that of the timber wolf, l
witir a distinctive yapping not made by wolves. Sharp barks threaten :

intruders that come too near a claimed kill or den site.

Like wolves, coyotes begin their nightly forays with a howling session I

prey hCI been found. i

G  R A Y  F O X
( U N O C Y O N  C ' N E R E O A R G E N T E U i l  I

The gray fox is our largest native fox (the slighdy larger red fox is a

European imrnigrant), with a shoulder height of lLl5 inches and an

aduliweightof 7 to 13 pounds. C-oyotes are nearly twice as largrc and have

comparatively longer legs. The gray fox can resemble the red fox, espe-

cially when the lattei is in its black-and-rust "cross'phas." ol

black-and-gay "silver phase," but grap are distinguished by a grizaed,

gmry cn tover the back, sides, face, and uPPer Poftion of a long (8- to 17-

Itt.-h; b,shy tail. A large white patch under the chin is broken by a band

of rust-colored fur that forms a narrow border benveen the white chest

i *d belly and the darker back.

; the gray fox is unique amThe gray fox is unique among canids for irs abiliry actually to climb

trees, using nonretractable, cadike claws. It isnt agile enough to Pursue



Gray Fox

prey through a tree's branches, nor does it pounce from them onto vic-
tims; rather, it uses its climbing ability to elude feral dogs-probably its
main predator-and other carnivores rhat consider it food. It seljom
climbs vertically, but can scamper swiftly up a leaning trunk and some-
times will nap well out of reach of other predators.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Gray foxes are found mosdy in the easrcrn united states, and are

All canids have some vegetation in their diets, but the gray fox is the
most omnivorous among them. Berries, cherries, and grapes are seasond



favorites, and areas where these fruits are ripening are likely places to find

gray foxes or their sign.

FOODS

As with bears, it would be quicker to list what gray foxes wont eat.

Theyre good hunters, pouncing on rabbits from hiding, snatching birds

from branches, digging out rodents, and, of course, eating any carrion

nor yer claimed b/Iilg.r carnivores-many of which also eat gray foxes.

But meat may be only a smdl palt of this litde canidt diet, particularly

in summer and fall, when fruits, nuts, and berries become abundant'

Because it can, the gray fox often foogo in the uPPer branches of fruit-

ing trees to get at foods inaccessible to niost competitors. Black cherries,

Airerican plu-r, pincherries, and serviceberries are wild favorites, but

orchards and vineyards may dso be visited for apples, sapes, pears, and-

other fruits. t|Vili 'tnegetation eaten by g^y foxes includes a variety of

grasses, clovers, berries, and flower tops.

MATING HABITS

Gray foxes mate in February and March. Males and females are polyga-

mous, particularly where populations are strong, joining together. in

aurum; and parting when kia (pups) are about four months old, in late

July 
""d 

August; both a/utts then seek out new mates. Femdes outnum-

ber mdes by about three to one' so fighting over mates is rare'
pregnani femdes den just prior to bearing two-to-seven f!"d, 

helpless

yo,*glA" with wolves and coyotes, the male doesnt den with his mate but

rath.i stands consant guard over her during this apecidly dangerotrs

time, bringing rodents *d oth.t food from nearbywhile the new mother



r is occupied with nursing. Gray foxes usudly have several dens in a single

", 
erea, ready to move inro kits and all, if the original den is disrurbed.

, At one monrh, fox kirc leave the den; they're weaned ar three months
, and by four months hunr well enough to feed themselves. \)7hen males

, *d females go their separare ways in early autumn, rl,e mostly grown kits

, begin to wander on longer forap away finm their mother until finally, in
' late fall, they strike out to establish their'own territories. Those still iun-

ning with the mother when shet ready to breed again are driven off Kits
: that survive the first 10 months of emancipation will likely find mates the

following autumn.

I SEASONAL HABITS

, Aside from their abiliry to climb trees, gray foxes are notable for denning
, throughout the winrer. Again, dens may be excavared into the side of i
: dirt hill, usually from the existing den of another animal, but will most
: likely take the form of a hollow tree, rock crevice, or a hollow under the

roots of a large standing tree. Culverrs and other man-made shelters may

, dso be used in places with light human activity during the winter. An
, individud srarded from its den may nor rerurn ther., Ld most adulrc

i Agray fox's territory changes with the seasons to allow it to follow avail-
. able foods. From spring through summer, when its diet consists of new

sional squirrel, so fields, marshes, and swamp edges offer good foraging
possibilities. In deep winter, the gray fox's diet becomes suictly meat in the
North, but includes at least some vegerarion in im southern lange.

TRACKS

Gray fox tracks are rypicdly doglike; the animals have four roes on each
foot, fixed claws, and large heel pads. Most striking are the sharp, catlike
claws at the end of each toe. Because of their downward curvaure, gray
fox claws normally print closer to the toes than.do those of other."i*.
The front paws are obviously larger than the re,r, measure about 2 inches
long by lvzinches wide for the former and ryzby rvt for rhe lamer.

The front tracks of the gray fox look similar to r}'ose of the coyote,
with three distinct rounded lobes at the rear, .but are about hdf the size.
The heel pad of a gray foxt front foot is comparatively smaller, printing
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Gralt fox tracks; 1r/z to 2 inches long. Notc uniqae$ wingcd hbes at either si'dz of rear
heel pad.

with a wide gap between it and the outer toes, whereas the coyote's front

heel pad prints very close to its outer toes. Theret litde danger of con-

fi.rsing gray fox prints with those of the red fox, which generally has

shortirioes, differerit-shaped heel pads-with a distinctive ridge across

each-and more fur on the feet.
The gray foxt rear heel pad is also unique. Like a coyotet, it has three

promin;nt rounded lobes at the rear of each hind foot, and like the

Loyote's, the outermost rwo normally print only a paftial oudine, appear-

ing as crescent-shaped 
'wings" on either side of the center lobe. This type

of heel pad print is unique to the gray fox and coyote, but the crescents

in a coyote print point forward, toward the toes, while those of agray fox

point rearward. On hard ground, crescents may not aPPear' and the heel

pad may print only as a dot.
The rack patterns of a walking gray fox reveal a rather long, l0- to

l2-inch stride beween the front and hind prints. They appear in a

slightly zigzagline, with rhe hind prints registering ahead of the oppos-

ing front prints. The front claws show clearly, registering closer to the toes

than with other canids. The straddle is a narrow 3 to 3Vz inches.

At a trot, t}re front and hind feet print in distinct pairs, with the hind

tracks registering just ahead and to one side of opposing foreprints. The

stride, oi distance benveen pairs, is lLl2 inches. The toes are dug in

especially deep, often with a small fan of kicked-up soil behind, and heel

pads may register lighdy or not at all.

At 
"'firll 

*rr, ^ Bray foxt track Pattern is typicdly canine, with the

hind feet printing in staggered pairs ahead of the front feet, which print

one directly behind the other. The distance between sets of front and rear

tracks shows leaps of 4 to 6 feet, with din or snow kicked up behind.
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: Vhen tracking the gray fox, bear in mind that it's a small, lightweight i
, animal, about a quarrer the size of a coyote, and newly emancipated ,

young weigh only about 7 pounds. Prints will be light even on wet r""d .
, or thick mud, and tracks left in dew-wet din or sand will disappedr r
I within a few hours of sunrise.

SCAT

, since all canids, as well as bobcats and lynx, share very similar diets- '
: consisting largeh of rodents at eny time of year-they also share nearly ,
I identical scat characteristics. Other than through obvious size differences
' (wolf scat would never be mistaken for kit fox scat), at times itt impos- ;
I sible to tell gray fox droppings from those of a red fox, swift fox, small ,
: coyote, or even bobcat. In all cases, the scat may be cylindrical, abow2Vz ,
, inches long by Yz inch wide, and is often tapered to a point at one end, ,
, segmented, and filled with fine fur. The toughest idendfication puzzles
i are most common from winter into spring, when diets consist mainly of I
, mice and voles, but they can usually be solved by reading tracks and .
; other sign left in the area.
, From'summer through fall, the largely vegetarian gray fox feeds on a ,
' variery of planrc, berries, fruits, and nuts as they ripen, and traces of *rese '
: are often presenr in scat deposits. Grass and orher plant fibers, seeds, and :

i recognizable plant material are typicdly present to a grearer degree in gray ,
j' fox scat than in that of other canids. In areas wherothe fox diet consisa ,
: mainly of berries from midsummer ro aurumn, its scat will likely be a :
, black liquid containing seeds of fruits and berries-species the fox inad-
: venently helps propagate.

;  SICN

i since even its larger canine cousins prey upon it, a gray fox has reason ro
keep afirly low profile. It does identify its te'itory through scat deposits :

i along regular trails, especially at boundaries and intersections, but again, I
, they may be indistinguishable from those of other carnivores. ,
. Scentposts dong regular routes are recognizable in snow country as

yellow stains melted into the hardpack, usually at the base of a tree, rock, . .

r or signpost. Foxes intruding on anothert territory particularly males,
, may announce their presence by simply squatting and urinating as they :
' pass through. \Therever they are, scenrposts are nearly always accompa- '

, nied by obvious scrape marks on the ground where the animal wiped all '
i four feet to remove traces of odor.

, Gray foxes may also mark scentposts with their claws in the manner
, of cat', and maybe for the sarne reasons. IFpresent,'claw marks can be ver- ,
, tical, diagond, or occasionally horizonrd, but are dways furrowed down '
' or back toward the animal.

Gray fox dens are conspicuous, especially in winrer, when tracks and ,
other marks record the animdt passing in snow. Fresh dens can be iden-
tified by a spray of loose soil spreading from the enuance. F-stablished i



dens normdly will have a number of gnawed bones, feathers, and bits of r

fur around the entrance, but feces and urine are dwap kept at least sev- ,

eral yards away. i
Foxes, both gray and red, are also known to cache Prey too large to eat :

in one meal by partidly covering the carcass with din, snory, or pine nee- ;

dleemuch tt 
" 

b."t might tr'' to conceal a deer. The fox will remain i

close to its prize, eating from it until itt gone or until a larger predator i

comes along to claim it. .

vocALIzATroNS j

Fcxes dont howl like coyotes or wolves, but they do communicate with ,

a wide variery of high-pitched yaps, barls, and growls. In accordance with ,

its low-profiie lifestyle, the gray fo* it ott. of the least vocal animals in the ,
forest, one that only the most dedicated tracker is likely to hear. Spring '

dens are good places to listen to the yelps and barks of an adult pair com- 1
municating, as well as kit calls and the sharp barls a mother uses to ;

command them to of.ty. Newly joined pairs may play noisily, probably :
more so as the late-winter breeding season draws near, but such carefree ,

behavior is likely resuicted to remote wildemess. .

R E D  F O X  ( V U L P E '  V U L P E "  '
Bener known than the gray fox, the red fox is fabled as the embodiment :

of all that is sly and cunning. For centuries, children have beeh taught in ,

6iry ales *i ."rtootrs to regard red fox characters with suspicion and ;

distrust, and even well-intentioned kids' Progrems i.nd literature cant :

seem to resist tlpecasdng foxes as shifty villains. :
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;
i In truth, the red fox is no more crafiy than other wild canids, and cer-
i tainly less so than the coyore. Its repuration for cunning came from the
, Ota Vorld "sporr" of hunting foxes with hounds whiL on horseback.
i Being a strong runner, with superb agiliry and canine intelligence fired by
I the terror of pursuing dog packs, the red fox provided a merry chase ro
r the ruling gentry. But when noble advenrurers to the New \7orld tried
i hunting the native gray fox, they found it a disappointing game. Unique

I among canines, Nonh Americat gray fox can and usually does climb trees
' to escape pursuit, which made for a short chase in untamed wilderness.
: Such impudence from a fox was intolerable, and in the mid-1700s red
i foxes were shipped over from England to remedy the situation. These
; immigrants found rhe New Vorld to their liking and promptly escaped
i into the wild, where theyve been thriving ever since.
; V/hile shy and mosdy nocrurnal, red foxes are bolder t}ran grays, and
; farmers long ago coined the phrase "a fox in the henhousd' to describe

; {ry situation in which a predator wanders freely among trapped, helpless
I victims. Red foxes were labeled poqltry poachers mainly because they
i werent very good at it. Foxes lack the manual dexterity needed to cope
. with the intricacies of chicken wire and larches and frequently got caught
, in the act, while more successful chicken thieves, such as weasels and
; (especidly) raccoons, were seldom seen.

; \(,i.h large mdes weighing up to 14 pounds and standing 16 inches at
i the shoulder, red foxes are only slighdy larger than their native gray cousins.
, Both have lithe hdio and long, bushy tails, but the red fox is apdy named
1 for its thick, rust-colored fur, broken by a pronounced st.ip of *irite that
i extends from the underside of the mrz"le, down the chest, and along the
I belly to the tail. Gray foxes also have white undersides with some red fur,
i but their coloring is predominantly gruAed gray. An uncommon col-
i oration that causes confirsion is the "silver phase," in which a red fox
I inorplicably grows a light, silver-gray -"t .o.ru..ted by prominent black
i eius and a darker underside. Even more confi,rsing is the 'tross-phase," in

; which gny, red, and black fur are interspened over the entire body.

: HABITAT AND RANGE

, Since its introduction to the eastern United States nearly 300 years ago,
: the red fox has thrived, becoming even more widespreai than either the
r coyote or the gray fox. A creature of the forest, it avoids the open prairies
, *d deserts in an area extending sourh from western Monrana to Arizona ,

i ""d 
east from California to Oklahoma. Excluding these areas, though,

, red foxes are found throughout the contiguous U.S., in all of Canada, ,
i and in all but the northernmosr reaches ofAlaska. \rirh thicker fur rhan i

1 the gray fox and furry snowshoelike feet, theyte right at home in any I
I northern forest, and their range overlaps dl but the most frigid places in ,
, that of the arctic fox. :

; Habitat requirements are essentially the same for red foxes as for grays:
i trees, high ground for denning, water, plenty of cover, and a thiiving ,



Distribution of red fox fr'ulpes vulpes/.

rodent population. Because im thick fur dlows it to curl up and sleep on

th. rrro* lik a husky, the red fox may range deep into frozen swamps_and

marshes to catch rabbits and feed on winter-killed deer (gray foxes, which

den all winter, keep to higher ground). In such places fi.y* llkety t9 b:

very alert, b.""*1.*.oyoa.i wolv.es, and bobcats consider foxes food.

FOODS

fu with other wild canids, rodents are a staple of the red fox diet at any

time of the year, and open grapsy areas where mice and voles live are

always a part of its seasonal territory. A seasonal behavior prompted by

human dier hunters is the tendency of foxes to asociate gunshots with

food (the engails of a field-dressed deer); a few times, I've arrived at the

qucass of a deer Ite shot to find a red fox ruggng at its hide. As with

other canids, a hard winter Favors red foxes because it kills offweak and

injured herbivores, panicularly yarded deer, which then become a feast.

Tire liale fox is no danger to any deer not dready dead, and it will quickly

relinquish any carrion io a latger predator, but deer yards are good places

to observe red foxes in snow country.

Red foxes dont eat as much vegearion as gray foxes do, but they're

fond of berries, fruits, acorns, and other nuts, and where these seasond

treats are found youll likely see sweet-toothed reds. They may also visit

such areas to get prey animds attracted by the fruit. Rabbil are stdked

and pounced irpon from hiding, and the red fox is known for its am?[z-

ing ability to catch binds.

MATING HABITS

Red foxes mate over a period from January to March, with those in the

South madng earlier than those in the Nonh. Pairs meet in early aunrmn

i ' n g
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and get to know one another for a period of severar weeks before actually
mating. Pair members of either sex may be only six to eight months oli,

laving been born the prwious spring. Lik gt"y foxes, a"pair may mare
for severd years running in places where pop,il"iion, ,r.lo*, but in mosr
*T 

".pSt 
stays together only until the children are grown.

Red fox kia are born after a gestation period of jJst 52 deys.A suit-
able den is preparid severd daln beforehand, often from 

"' 
oirtirrg

badger or other eanhen den. Dens are usually sited in terrain *h.r. u.gl
etation is sparse, an indication of the red foxt visual acuiry; dens usualiy
have several smdler esqrpe holes. caves, crwices, *d, i.r, frequ.ntly,

!9llow lcigs are also employed. Litter sizes range from l to 10 kits, wirh
6 being average, and the number of young boin is probably determined
by the availabiliry of food-better-fed prr..rt, *., oi.ourr., h.drhi.r.

Kits remain in the den with the mother for about one month, nurs-
ing continuously while the father hunts for food to bring back to the den,
y"dly regurgitated from his own stomach contents.-Aft., recovering
from givilg binh, the female may join her mare on local forages, but sh!
remains close to the den, as does the 6ther.



Hlt.tn

Reil fox trachs; 2 to 2t/z incbes hng, front paws hrger tbdn.hind. Note inuertcdV'

tlnita ridge aros heel pads offoni and hind pawt and heatry fur'

horizontally across all four heel pads. This ridge normally shows in any

defined tr".L, (snow, mud, or wet sand) and is unique among Nonh

American canids.
At a normal walk, the red fox has long been noted for its "dainty''

ffacls, which print almost in a straight line. The front and hind feet print

in pairs, hind foot ahead of forefeet, and the distance beween tracla in

these pairs ranges from 10 to 12 inches. The stride, or distance from one

p"i, to th. ne*i is l7-L9 inches. The suaddle is narrower than with other

ianids, ranging from 2 to 3Yz inches and justifyi"g l!. 
r9d foxt reputa-

tion for teaii"! a single row of domed prints, much like the perforations

on a sEmP.
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Remember that red foxes have €r(ceprionally hiry feet---<specidly
front feet-thar protect their pads from cold and increase rhe area cov-
ered by each parv, in effect grving them snowshoes. fuctic, kit, and srvift
foxes also hive hairy feet, but lack the distinctive ridge found across a red
foxs heel pads. The result of such hairy paws is a track thac may seem
blurred, with distinguishing characteristics muted or in some cases
obscur.ed dtogether. A closer look at such tracks will usually reveal lines
imprinted by the hairs, and sooner or later that identi$ring heel pad ridge
will appear.

SCAT

The difficulty of differentiating among scat deposits within the canine
family continues with the red fox. \7ith a balanced diet of rodents, birds,

as in gray fox scat. vhen the diet consisrs mostly of carrion-an
unclaimed deer carcass, for o<ampleJeposits may be nearly blackwith a
pronounced lack of hair. The commonly held belief that red fox scat is
lighter in color than gay fox scat becausethe lamer species ears more cher-
ries and benies is a good rule of thumb, but isnt alwaln reliable.

Red fox territories are determined by the availabiliry of food, so you

:an €x<pect a fox you've been seeing for months to simply disappear
because berries are ripening somewhere or because winter h.r proid.d 

"good supply of carrion in the deep woods. Regulady patrolled trails are
established to lay out the boundaries of seasond terrirories, and these
trails are marked at intervds with scat deposits, especidly at inrersections.

SIGN

Red foxes are nororiously good bird catchers. They pounce on grouse
hidden under fresh snow, grab nesting ducks, and seem especidly good 

"tsnapping up blue jays. coarse wing and ail feathers are pulled offwith



the teeth and discarded, sometimes dong with the feet or beak. Birds are

often carried to a different location before th.y* eaten, so a pile of feath-

ers doesnt always mark the kill site.
Tirfu of rabbit fur may also mark the feeding, if not the kill, site of a

red fox, but remember that gray foxes, coyotes, and bobcats also prey

upon rabbits. Identifiable uacls are sure to be present in an area with so

foxes may have similar mounds near their own dens.

Keep in mind that the red fox's white-tipped tail is bushier than that

of other canids, and sometimes drags in deep. snow or mud. The same is

true of the gray fox, but the markings are less conspicuous'

VOCALIZATIONS

Vocally, the red fox is typically canine, uttering avariety of barks, growls,

and even a scream. It isnt nearly as vocal as the coyote or wolf,, but indi-

viduds do make more noise than the gray fox.

Most commonly heard is the red'foxt bark, a sharp soprano that

sounds much like the barking of a small dog. Different barks aPPear to

have different meanings; it seems Preffy ceftain that red foxes use barking

to signal their position to mates or wandering ki6, much as coyotes and

wolves use their own howls.
You'll hear a variation of the bark if you aPProach an active den too

closely in spring. This call, which obviously indicates distress, begins as a

high-pitched bark but ends in a prolonged scream that some hikers have

said scared the pants offthem. M"yb. thatt what it was meanr to do.



wr rD CATS
(FELIDAE)^

12

S MY I2-YEAR-OLD NEPHE\7 and I stepped from the
cedar swamp onro an abandoned railroad grade that first week

ofApril, we did so cautiouslp having learned that many normally reclu-
sive animals traveled its more remote stretches out of convenience.
vith standing warer still frozen and trees barren, our long-range
human eyesight was for once an advantage-particularly when aided by a
mini-binocular.

As it turned out, optics were unnecessaryr as soon as I had a clear view
down the grade I could plainly see a large, buflcolored animd with its
nos€ to the ground, not 200 yards distant. The loose, rolling gair identi-
fied it as a qlt, and when it tromed to within 150 yards of our hiding place
there was no doubt that it was an adult mountain lion. As it turned to
enter the swamp, clearly showing its long tail, Josh exclaimed, "Thatt a
mountain lion!" He hasnt stopped tdking about it since, and I've no
doubt the tde of our sighting will be told-with inevitable embellish-
msnl-lsng after I ve depaned.

Like wild cats the world over, North America's seven native feline

coarsely.textured rongues whose main purpose is to rasp mear from bone.
"catlike agiliry" "catt eyes," and 'cat-footed" 

are just a few of the many
phrases we've chosen to express our awe of feline traits.

Like canids, felines have four roes on each foot, but whereas canine
tracks always show claws, cats keep their most porenr weapons sheathed
by retracting th:m into the toes, an abiliry few orher animJ families pos-
sess. Not only does this keep the claws sharp, but it also eliminates the
scraping noises characteristic of fixed claws. Cat claws curve sharply
downward and end in very keen points, even on large animals. Few ene-
mies are willing to face these natural sabers, but their designed purpose is
to hold prey firmly while a lethal bite to the neck is delivered wiih the
r36



i elongated upper and lower canines-which are also curved inward to I

: provide a surer grip.
: 

' 
Vild cats share a disdain of eating animds already dead, so baiting :

them into Grmera range by using carrion or slaughterhouse scraPs T".y
nor work, excepr perhaps on old or injured individuals. Most other llestt- ,
eaters (bearr, .oyoa.r, *e"s.lr, and so on) will respond to the smell of i

dead meat, but cats prefer to kill their own food, a trait possibly devel- i

oped to safeguard against food poisoning' :
The feline abiliry to see in all but total darkness is well know1. M:* i

prey animals have eyes thar face to the side, but cats have eyes that face i

ior*"rd, giving them binocularvision and the depth perception necessary i
,o 

"...rr"i.ly ;,rdg. distance. All cats have good noses at moderate dis- ,

rances, b,rt ih.i. hearinp while directional and very precise at close rTge' I
isnt as keen as a coyoteb or a whitetailt at longer distances. lo"g :
whiskers, another common rrair, are thought to help cats navigate

, thro,rgh dark, confined areas and perhaps determine wind direction, but ;

all we-can really know is thar cars seem disoriented without them. ,
i The three wild cats covered in this chapter-th! P"T",,lynx' and :

; bobcat-are most common in the United States and Canada. It may take .

, dme and patience to find and observe these reclusive, mosdy nocturnd :

, animals, b,rr yon should have no trouble idendfying the species when you i
i ,po, o.re. Asid. from being much larger than the other two, the moun- '
' 

,"i' lion is t1e only specieJwith a long tail, proportionally much like that'

: of a house cat. Bobcats and lynx have only residual "bobbed' tails, 2 to 6 I

, inches long. Lynx are slightly smaller than bobcats and are becer suited I

, ro life in the extreme Nor1h, harring very thick fur and large furry feet that I

: work like snowshoes in deep snow. The bobcat's tawny coat is lighter than ,

that of the grayish lynx 
".ti 

mottled with darker brown spots, dthough r
: these 

"r.nti*"y, 
noticeable, and it lacks the long tufts of fur.that.stick ,

I up like *,".r.r". from the lynxt pointed ears. Tiacks, too, qln be identi- I

: n.a with some certainty. (Refer ro the tracks section of the species in i

' question for details.)

M O U N T A I N  t I O N  O R  P U , v l A
,  ( F E L I '  C O N C O L O R I  ,
, Alro known variously as the cougar, painter, panther, and catamount, the l

I pu-" is officially the second-largest cat in North America. ks bigger I

, co.rrin, the jaguar (120L300 pounds), hasnt been sighted north of ;

I M.*i"o ,in". Vorld \flar II. \i7ith an adult body weight of 75-275

I pounds and a body length of 6 to 7 flet the puma is a.formidable preda- I

, io, .rpo' larger g"r"., especially whitetails and mule deer. Its heavy, i

: blackltipp.d i"il iln r"g., 2 to 3 feet long and serves as a balancing aid I

, whgn footing is precarious.

, HABITAT AND RANGE

, A, orr. time there were mountain lions throughout the wilderness areas of I
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: Mountain Lion

. NorthAmerica, but unrestricred hunting and the species' own inabiliry to
i coexist with civilization have made it viriudly extinct east of the Rockies.

, Today, mountain lions inhabit roughly one-third of the western United
r States, ranging from the southern tip of Alaska into Mexico and spread-
' ing inland to the Roclcy Mountains and throughour southern Texas.
' There are isolated populations in l,ouisiana, Alabama, Tennessee, and the
i southernmosr rip of Florida. The range ro the north includes most of
; Manitoba and possibly extends southward into northern Minnesota.
: As this range shows, few wilderness areas are geographically unsuitable
' for the versatile puma, but populations are definitely limired by the
; expansion of humankind. The cats have on occasion been known to
; regard small, lone humans as prey, and when suburbia intrudes into their
i domain, such problems have historicdly been resolved ro pumas' detri-
: ment. As a result, mosr mountain lions are found far offthe beaten track
' in terrain where people seldom go. Hollywood's image of a puma lying in
, wait on a rocky ourcrop in mountainous country is accurate, but these
i opportunistic hunters are equdly at home in hardwoods, swamps, and

dmost anyplace else where they can eat regularly and not be bothered.
i I must also mention that in recent years rhe mountain lion's range has
: increased unnaturally at the hands of well-meaning but misinformed
, humans. After a few tragic encounters between native puma and
, encroaching humans in nonhern California and Oregon, it was decided
I at an officid level to reinstate a legal hunting season on the cars. In
: response, some animd-rights rypes illegally live-trapped an unknown
i number of pumas and transponed them to different srates (Minnesota,
, 

'Wisconsin, 
Michigan, and probably Pennsylvania), where they were

: released, all or most of them alone. Accredited biologists agree that such
: unsupervised transplants generdly do more for the human conscience

. th* they do for displaced mountain lions.
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Distribation of mountain lion or puma (Felis concolor/.

FOODS

Discounting the jaguar, mountain lions are the only predators in North
America capable of ackling a healthy adult whitetail or mirle deer with a
real chance of success. With a sprint'speed of 45-50 mph, an adult
mountain lion can outrun a healthy deen but the chase must begin at
close range and the deer must be brought down quickly, or the cat will
tire and be left behind. Smdl deer are the cat's'main prey, and, like all
predators, they tend to take down animals that are too injured or weak to
put up a fight. By culling the weak and leaving the strong to breed again,
puma, like wolves and coyotes, acnrdly contribute to the health of a hend.
Contrast this with the human philosophy of killing the strongest and
leaving the weak

Mountain lions may take an elk or moose calf if the oppornrnity pre-
sents itself, and spring binhing places for deer of dl tlpes are likely to
attract the big cats from Far away. Thrill dso kill and eat a variery of
smdler animals, such as marmots, foxes, coyotes, an occasiond beaver,
and even porcupines, if times are lean. Small rodents are eaten as are
grasshopperc and other insects in season, but the pantler is designed for

i deer hunting, and decr make up most of its diet.
i As mentioned earlier, cougars and cats in general tend to avoid eating
i carrion unless an individual is too weak to hunt for itself A ruottg
i instinct to hunt is necessary when ,h. pory is sometimes larger than thl
i predator, and nature has seen to it that cats derive specid pleasure from
i the *periencc. Rare, "unexplained killing otgo," in which mountain
i lions have killed several penned shrep or newborn fawns without eating
i them, are most likely examples of this hunting instinct gonc wild upon

i :* 
* was simply too easy.



MATING HABITS .
Mountain lions of both sexes lead solitary lives, except during a brief two-
week mating season when pairs meet, breed, sometimes play and hunt i
together, then go their separate ways after the female becomes prcgnant. r
Mating generally takes place in February and March, dthough theret no i
defined breeding time when dl cougars are fertile. Beyond breeding no ,
bond exists between ttrates; femdes decisively drive males away when r
their part in procreation is done, and males go offto seek out new mates I
as opportunistically as they do game.

One to six kirtens are born in May or June in a grass- or mosslined :
den located well away from potentid dangers. Because most of the pumat r
current range encompasses rocky terrain, dens are typically found in iso-
lated crevices or small caves. 

'\J7hen 
the habitat is a lowland forest or

swamp, dens may be sited in large hollow ffees, in bear dens from the Pre- ,
vious winter, or in secluded thickets. Never approach a suspected puma i
den closely until after August.

Newborn puma kittens are small, blind, and helpless, with yellowish r
tan fur and black spots that make them resemble miniature jaguars. Like ,

all of the more intellectually advanced species, baby cougars develop
slowly and are wholly dependent on their mothers for food and protec- ,
tion for their first year. Kittens are weaned at one to two months and :
roam with their mother thereafter. By six months the spotted baby coat I

has been replaced by the tawny fur of an adult, and young will have ,

learned to catch small prey. Adult mountain lions need fear only humans, i

but until kittens are a year old and weigh 75-100 pounds, they may fall ,

prey to bears, wolves, coyotes, and even eagles and hawks. At one yeer, ,

males rypically strike out to establish their own territories and find mates, :

but femde young may remain with their mother for two years. Hangers- 1
on are driven offbefore t}re mother mates again. i

Since females outnumb.. -i., by roughly three to one, compedtion
for mates is seldom heavy, and fights between individuals for any reason
or in any season are rare. A preference for killing their own prey prwents 1

food fights, and if two adult males should meet over a female in heat,
dominance is nearly always established through body language, such as
an erected mane of hair along the spine, a showing of fangs and claws, i
and perhaps a Few swipes at the air to instill fear in an opponent. All ,
species of cats are loathe actudly to fight one another, because combat ;
benveen two such well-armed adversaries is likely to prove fatd for both
in the unforgiving wilderness. 

.
SEASONAL HABITS .

fu with other large predators, the puma's seasond range and habits are i
determined in large pan by weather and the seasond movements of its ;
main prey, deer. In early spring, when deer in the North are weak from a I

long, lean winter and flock to open places for the first taste of green veg-
etation, you can bet that resident mountain lions will be patrolling I



i

, somewhere between their bedding and feeding areas. And when deer

; move to their isolated winter yards, the big cats follow. Most hunting is

; don. at night, because deer tend to be nocturnal, but both the cats and

i their prey may be active at any time of day in places reladvely free from
i human intrusion.

i Unlike wolves and coyotes, mountain lions dont actually trail prey by
i scent but rather wander freely bemeen places frequented by these ani-
; mals, sometimes covering as much as 25 miles in a single night.\tr7hen a

; young or otherwise weakened deer is located by airborne scent, the cat
r stdks to within 30 feet with a low, slinking crouch. From t[ere, the puma

1 takes two leaps of as long as 20 feet to land on its victinis back, where

i sharp, curved claws dig firmly into flesh to provide a sure grip while long

i f""f deliver afaal. bite to the neck. Kills must be made swiftly, because,
; although a cougar can outrun a deer over short distances, the cat tires
i quickly, and if a fleeing deer makes it to thick cover it will probably be
, lost in a mazs of trails and scents.

TRACKS

Each member of the cat family has a track with unique characteristics
that serve to identify its species, and even a furly undefined panial print
can yield positive identification. Like thosq of most fourJegged marn-
mals, a puma's forepaws are noticeably larger than its hind, measuring 3
to 3Vz inches long; hind paws average between 2Yz end 3 inches. Claws
never show in tracks unless the cat is nervous or agitated. Unlike those oF
deer, or even animals that cannot retract their claws, cat tracks are "soft,"
meaning they have very little impact on the ground and rnay be virnrally
invisible on packed earth, crusted snow, or, of course, rock. But not wery
track is thus; patience and an e)re for detail, along with a solid knowledge
of the species' normd habits and habitat, are the order of the day when
tracking any wild feline.

Hrxu Fnoxr

fuma trachs; front, 3 to 3r/z inches hng hind 2h to 3 inchcs long. Non shape of

front hccl pad and lach of claw marlu; front paws aw noticrdbb hrycr than hindfrct
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:. Mountain lion nach pattems.

, lypi.d of fourJegged animals designed for speed, most of a pumds
; weight is held on its toes when it wdks, especidly while stalking, and its

r heel pads may not touch the ground.'When they do, however, a moun-
tain lion's front heel pad is unique (see the illustration), with three
distinctive lobes to the rear and two smaller but equdly distinctive lobei

, to the front, just behind the two middle toes. The hind heel pads also
, have three clearly defined lobes to the rgar and nvo small lobes to the fore,
, but the heel pad itself is asymmetrical and nearly formless.
, The wdking track pamerns of a mountain lion vary considerably with
' the rype of terrain. Most regular in appearance (but rarest in'occurrence)

are paired tracks left on a flat, even surface, in which the hind feet print
ahead of and to the inside of the opposing front feet. The stride beween
paired tracks runs to about 20 inches, with a straddle of roughly 4 inches,
but either of these measurements is subject to ocreme variation as the
catt dmost rubbery gait conforms to changes in terrain.

A cougar carries is heavy tail in a wide U shape that curves back
upward at the tip, and at a normal wdk in several inches of snow, the low-
ermost pomion may leave drag marks between each print. Since cougars
are t}re only species in snow counry with a tail long enough to drag, such

, marlcs are positive identification.
In deep, loose snow, where cats, like humans, find wdking a real strug-

, gle, an animd may elect to move ahead in leaps, placing dl four feet
together and jumping forward as much as 20 feet to land with the feet

, together, then leaping again. In this paftern, the forefeet print one ahead

r of and one behind the rear feet, which print together between them.
Conveniently, this pa$ern is also rypiol of the species' running gait.



Mounuin lion scat, 4 to 6 incha hng. Deet hair is pttdominant, somctimes uith rab-
bit and rodcnt far and bones.

SCAT

Mountain lion scat often closely resembles that of most species in the dog
and cat families. In places where puma coexist with wolves, which dso
make venison a major part of their diets, scat from the two species may
be identicd. But mountain lions prey upon decr to a grearer oftenr rhan
any other predator. The scat deposits I've seen have contained an abun-
dance of deer hair at all times of ycar, which means the cats were taking
down relatively hedthy midsummer deer when most other predators had
rurned their attentions to smdler, easier prey. The scat of coyotes, bob-
cats, and wolves rl*"y= contains a greater percentage of rodent hair and
bones, rabbit fur, and insect pars than the scat of cougars at eny time of
year. Nearly all deposits are found in places 'tuhere loose soil can be
scraped over the scat in a lazy attempt to hide its odor.

Mountain lion scat is generally cylindrical in shape, irregular, seg-
mentd, and tapered to a point at one or both ends. An average scat
msrsures between 4 and,6 inches long by | rc lrhinches in diamerer, and
scat size is a good indication of the animal's size. \folf scat is similar in
shape and appearance, but, again, cougar scat contains an abundance of
rough deer hair at dl times of )ryar.

SIGN

Vhile mountain lions dont roam as *id.ly as do coyotes or wolves, they
have seasond territories they patrol regularly, And as with other preda-
tors, the sizes of those territories are determined primarily by the seasonal
movements of the cougars' prey, namely deer. Tieils are regular and well
used, particularly in deep sno$' or thick under$owth where travel is



resfficted. Ti'ails are somewhat trough shaped and between 10 and 12 i
inches wide; the gende way grasses or other plants are pressed down at l
their bonoms reflecs a, very light tread. This can be imponant to a

tracker, because, while deer leave high-impact trails that can remain visi-

ble for months, a mountain lion's trail may be overgrown a couple weeks 
'

after being abandoned
Scat deposits are probably the most reliableway of determinirg if a ;

trail is active, and scentposts where scat is deposited regularly are ;
common along a trail's length. Older deposits bleached white from age ,
alongside deposits still wet or even warm give a good indication of how ;
long and how often a trail is used. Preferred sites are areas of loose soil,
including cinder railroad grades and seldom-used din roads. You can dso

age scat deposits by *re claw marks left during a cat's cursory attempt at

covering them, and it should be noted that claw marfts are generally made ]

while the animal is facing the direction it intends to travel. '

Claw marls left on tr!e, arrd stumps are another sign marking a cat's

territorial boundaries. These claw marks ate, of course, larger and higher ;

or smaller and lower depending on the size of the animal, but those left i

by * adult cougar will be 34 feer above the gtound and about Va inch :
wide. Aspens seem to be the trees of choice, but hardwoods are occasion- ;

ally clawed; evergreens are avoided because of their sticky sap. Bear claw I
marks are much higher, wider, and deeper, and not nearly so vertical as

those of the mountain lion. ;
Claw marks are frequently accompanied by a spray of urine against the :

clawed ffee or on a prominent landmark nearby. Both mdes and females

mark their territories in this manner, and the odor of those urine-spaaered ,
scentposts is unmistakable to anyone who's owned a house cat. Depend- 

'

ing on wind direction, temperature, and how recently the scentpost was :
anointed, you should be able to smell the generically pungent aroma of i
cat urine at several feet to several yards, and possibly follow it to a well-

clawed boundary marker.

VOCALIZATIONS

Anyone who's ever been annoyed by domestic cats fighting for mates or ,

territory in the middle of the night can affest to the amazing vocal range i

common to members of the feline family. The cougar has a deeper, more :

throaty voice than its smaller cousins, but dl cats hiss, spit, pur, mewl, i

growl, yowl, and cry like a lost child. The classic mountain lion snarl heard I

in virtually wery movie theyte appeared in is just one of a kdeidoscope of .

feline vocdizations that scientists have only begun to decipher. The msk is i
made even more complor by the fact that much communication is also I

done through visud sign (claw marks), scent, and body language. ,'W'e 
do know that purring is a voluntary sound made by a cat when it's

content, but also when it's injured or in pain. A nursing mother will purr '

as her kimens suckle, but so will a mountaifl lion laid up with its ribs ;
stove-in from a flailing hoof, i



'\(i'e 
also know that the "meod'sound common to felines is a distinct,

two-part message. The first part, the "me," denotes something benveen
friendship, as between a mother and her kiftens, and cautious acceprance,
as between prospective mates on their first meeting. The 'b#' sound,
sometimes used done, drawn our to a wail, or in conjunction with a lov
growl, is a warning for intruders to keep their distance. A nrdtching tail
is another sign of agitation, while laid-back ears, bared fangs, and a low
crouch are warnings that the animal is prepared to defend its position.

Most sensational are the eerie wailings and spine-tingling moans that
echo through the night during mating season, especially when compet-
ing mdes meet over a receptive female. All wild Nonh American cars can
sound downright spooky during their brief mating seasons, and puma
wails have been likened to a child crying, a woman's screarn, and rhe
screeching of someone in terrible pain.

B O B C A T  ( F E L I '  R U F U "

The bobcat or wildcat is easily the most resilient and adaptable species of
North American feline. Despite encroachment by civilization, trapping,
hunting, and the species' own aversion to humans, the bobcat has always
found space enough to make a living and has never been endangered over
most of its range.

Officidly the thirdJargest cat in North America (if you counr the
jaguar), adult bobcarc can weigh in at 15 to 70 pounds, with specimens
becoming progressively larger the fanher north you go. Shy and seldom
seen by humans, the bobcat is as much a hunter as any wild feline, capa-
ble of taking down prey as large as whitetails and as small as mice.

As its common narne implies, the bobcat has a shon "bobbed" rail, 3
to 7 inches in length with wo or three darker horizontd bars and a black
tip on the upper side only; the underside is uniformly white. In summer
the bobcat wears a reddish brown coat moftled with its trademark brown
spots, but some individuals have rust-colored coats that appear to be one
color. In winter its coat becomes thicker and darker, but retains a more
red-brown hue than the gray-brown winter coat of the slighdy smaller
lynx. The bhck tufts of fur at the ear tips are much smdler and less promi-
nent than those of the lynx. Some believe these tufu help enhance the cat's
hearing, but if so, it's probably not in ew^y humans can comprehend.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Bobcats once roamed throughout the United States and wesrern
Canada, and despite the growth of civilization they still occupy most of
this range. Theyre faidy common in the lower 48 states, excepr in south-
ern Minnesota, Visconsin, and Michigan; all of Illinois, Indiana, and
Ohio; the interior of California; and the section of the East Coast from
New Jersey to Maryland. Their northern range covers most of Alberta,
with populations extending into all of Canadat sourhern provinces.
Places now devoid ofbobcats are said to have been overtrapped during



Bobcat

the fur boom, but it's probably no coincidence that these same places are
highly urbanized.

It has also been said that the bobcat's original habitat was scrubland,
but in truth the limle wildcat is at home in vinually any warm to moder-
ately cold environment offering good cover, a steady supply of prey, and
enough room to avoid contact with humans. In some remote farming
areas, bobcats have learned to prey upon unguarded livestock as large as
sheep, but such forays are rare and have never posed a significant threat
to ranchers.

A bobcat's home range is determined by available terrain and the abun-
dance of prey within it-and the latter, of course, depends on the species
of plant life present. Based on my own experiences with them in the
North, bobcas require a minimum of I square mile, about the same as a
whitetail. Being predators, the cats do follow the seasonal movements of
prey, sometimes extending their range but seldom relocadng altogether.
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Distribution of bobc'at (felis rufirs).

FOODS

A bobcatt main source of nourishment is fresh meat, and itt well
equipped for hunting. In late winter it may take down an injured or
starving snowbound deer much larger than itselfl but most meds are
smaller and less spectacular. Just as the bear has compensated for a pow-
erfi.rl but clumry body widr the abiliry to digest almost anything organic,
a bobcat makes up for its singular diet with hunting prorvess matched by
only a few land predators in the world. It may eat only flesh, but the fare
includes gasshoppers, frogs, voles, squirrels, rabbits and hares, foxes, an
occasiond spawning fish, birds, and even cave bats. Grasses are occasion-
ally nibbled, but sparingly, *d probably only as a vitamin source.

Except in the most remore places, bobcaa hunt only at night, leaving
their well-hidden dens at dusk to travel established trails in search of
oppornrnity and returning in the dim hours of early morning to sleep.
The prey is mainly rabbits and hares, upon whose.populations bobcats
and especially lynx depend gready, but almost any animal within bobcats
abilities may be considered fair game.

Like lynx, bobcats frequently lie in wait for passing prey on a tree
branch severd feet above the ground, usually near awell-traveled animd
trail. Like other forest cats, a 

-bobcat 
can sprint quickly enough to catch

rabblts and young deer (does typically wont defend their young), but
only over short distances. To hedge its bets, a bobcat relies mainly on
stealth to get within pouncing range on the ground. In any case, once it
gets its claws into a prq animd, the drama dmost always ends with a
fad bite to the neck. Smdl prey such as mice or squirrels are eaten on
the spot or, if the cat is a mother with young kitrens, taken back to the
den. Larger prey such as deer are panially-usually barely-covered over



with snow or forest debris. Unless prey is very scarce, bobcats will not

eat carrion.
: \(hile bobcats share a typicdly feline aversion to water, they're fut,

, excellent swimmers and dont usudly hesitate to follow prey into a pond

, or marsh. In early spring and autumn, the remote lakes and ponds
around my home in northern Michigan, most of them surrounded by

r thick cedar swamps and marshes, are alive all night with the cries of nest-

; ing or resting Canada geese, as bobcats prowl in seerch of opportunity.

i They'll dso take a young beaver in late spring if they can, but both beaver

: parents are very protective, and an adult beaver, which may outweigh a
, bobcat, can be very dangerous when threatened.

MATING HABITS

' Bobcats mate in early spring, in February and March, with cats in the

, 
Nonh breeding later than those in the South. In.the Deep South, where

, temperatures are mild all year, females may breed again in September or

. October, producing two litters of one to seven kittens ayear (four is aver-

I age in all climates). Gestation takes three months, with spring kittens

: born mosdy in the last week of April and the first week of May. Denning

, places vary with terrain but include caves, rock crevices, large hollow logs,

' deserted coyote and black bear dens, and brushy thickes.

, Kinens are born blind and, like all the most intelligent mammals,

; develop slowly, leaving the den for the first time at about six weeks of age,

, but staying close to the protection it offers undl about three months.

r Until this time they may be preyed upon from many directions, but

: probably the greatest danger comes from owls, hawks, and other large

i birds of prey. Kittens stay with the mother for their first year (six months

; in southern climes, where mro litters e year are born), wintering in a

. secluded den. Males are generally first to strike out on their own, but

r year-old femdes may have to find their own dens in fall because they, too,

; afe Pregnant.
l Unlike his canine counterparts, a male bobcat plays no part in the pro-

, creation process beyond the act of breeding. In fact, males and females are
i downright unfriendly toward one another s(cept when their hormones

: are raglng. \Vhen a mde, who is physiologically ready to mate all year,
, detects the scent of a female in estrus, he tracla her down and begins a
, so-called courtship ritual that may last several days before the female
; becomes comfonable enough to allow him to mount her. Mating takes
. place for two to three days, undl the female, who seems to know instinc-
: . tively when shet pregnant, ends the affair with bared fangs and a swipe

: or two of a well-clawed forepaw. Taking her hint, the disenchanted mde
' sets o..i,o find another mate before the season ends.

, Competition for females among bobcats is light, primarily because

, females outnumber males by about three to one. If nryo adult males do

i meet over a single ovulating female, the contest is usually limited to
posturing, bared teeth, and growls. Badei between such well-armed



opponents would not be conducive to survivd of the species. For one

thing, the winner would probably be in no shape to mate' l

SEASONAL HABITS

leave to patrol well-established routes, using trails not of their own

making. (Rr yor may recall from chapr er 2, many species use the same

trails out of sheer convenience.)

, In summe! a bobcatt nighdy hunting route most likely will follow
' well-worn deer trails, which are dso used by rabbits, porcupines, and other

, animals that feed on the same tyPes of vegetation in the same places.

, Ro.rt., may :vary as opporruniry dictates, but precisely the same places will

, be marked'with urini, claw marks, and scat wery wening to reinforce the

I fact that this territory has been claimed. Bobcats typically respect each

: other's claims but add their own' scent as a son of calling card'

, 
'When 

winter snows deepen sufficiently to send deer into the seclusion

i ease as a rabbit or hare.

: TRACKS

: Like all felines and canines, bobcats have four toes on each foot (five if

| ,o, count the single dewclaw on each ankle). The paws are generally

r more round than tf,ose of wild canids, with the toes more widely spread,

, and tracks lack claw marks. The front and hind feet are approximately the

, same size, measuringlVzto 2 inches long, with the width nearly equd to

: an uneven circle.

' nt a normd walk, the bobcat's track patterns vary with changes in- ter-

: rain. On even ground, the hind tracks print close to or inside the front

"_tritF-.
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Bobcat nachs; I to 2 inches hng, as utide as thq are lnng. Note that front and hind
feet are approximately the same size, unlike finx or puma.

tracks-a common and probably learned trait among animals whose sur-
vival depends on stealth. Being able to see the forefeet allows their precise
placement where ,h.ill make the least noise, and an abiliry automatically
to place the hind foot on that same spot helps ensure near-silent walking
on most terrain. The straddle is 6 to 7 inches; the stride 16 to 18 inches.

On uneven ground, which pretty much describes all of a bobcat's nat-
ural habitat, the walking track pattern becomes nearly patternless, with
each foot printing in accommodation to terrain changes. Tiacks may be
superimposed upon one another, side by side, or one in back of the other.
It follows, then, that the stride and straddle are also variable.
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a
walking nach paaerns. Note exffeme uariation.
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Lytx and bobcat scdt. Scat from either species is indistinguishabh fron the otht due to
near$ idcntical dicts.

SCAT :

Bobcat scat closely resembles fox or coyote droppings in shape and size, .
being gcnerally cylindricd and segmented, but usually contains an abun- .
danoe of rabbit fur. The scat of carrion-eating canids contain a wider :

variety of hair, including deer, rabbit, and rodent. ,

A typical bobcat scat measures ftom 2 to 6 inches long by roughly I :

inch in diameter. Because scat deposits dso serve as scentPosts to oudine

their owner's territory where you find one, youll probably also find sev- :
eral more of varying ages within just a few feet. Fresh deposits are dark ,
brown to black, growing lighter with age, and findly bleaching to white ,
just before disintegrating into the eanh. Bones from small birds and ,
rodents, which are swallowed whole, are prevalent throughout. ,

One sure way to tell bobcat scat frorn-that of smaller felines is by the r
scratch marls left in the soil around its perimeter, which the cat makes in .
a perfunctory attempt at covering it. Some deposits may be covered over ,
completely again with the tellale claw marfrs noft to them, but those left ;
as scentposts are purposely left mostly uncovered. Unlike those of the ,

cougar, which most often scratches from the direction it departed, bobcat i

chJ marks tend to be from dl directions and cannot be used as a direc- .
tion-of-travel indicator. i

SIGN

Like all territorid mammds, a bobcat marks its territory as a warning to :
intruders. But in this case the marla arent obvious or sometimes even vis- i
ible, because much of a catt claim to territory is scent borne. Scat ':

scrntposts, described abone, are one of the visible boundary signs bobcaa .

*., b-u, urine is also used by both males and females to further mark their ,

territories. Bobcats (ike dl cat species) back up to a convenient tree, ,,

stump, or bush in their territories, raise their tails, and literdly spray the i



landmark with strong-smelling urine. You wont acqully see this type of ,
scentpost unless it was freshened just minutes before or unless rheret ,
snow on the ground, but as any cet lover can attest, feline urine is .
o<tremely pungent. If I m our rrylng ro cut cat sign in warm weather- ,
when finding a track on the forest floor is mosr difficult-I rely heavily :
on my nose to lead me to scentposts. Once IVe located a srrong-smelling i
scentpost, I know where to concentrate my effons, because its owner's r
rail has to pass right by it.

Another visible but less obvious bobcat sign is claw marla in the trunk i
of a ffee, usually a softwood such as an aspen or cottonwood, dmost ,
never a pine or cedar because of their gluey sap, or sometimes in a fence i
post. Bobcat claw marts are normally 2 to 3 feer above the ground ard ,
consist of three or four long, parallel scratches running almost verticdly .
down the trunk. Unfortunately, the scratching posts of a bobcat bear claw ,
marks identical to those of a lynx or even an immarure mountain lion, ;
and in places where these species overlap, scrarching posrs cannot be used r
for positive identification. 

:
YOCALIZATIONS i

For the most part, a bobcat makes the same variery of sounds as an ordi- '
nary house cat, a vocabulary made up of mewing, meowing, purring, ,
hissing and spitting when threatened, growling, and yowling. fu with :
other cats, its "meov/' is actually rwo' messages, each of which is some- ,
times used individudly. The "me" ponion is a statement of peacefi.rl ,
intent, while the "ov/' part carries a warning that personal space should
nonetheless be respected. The former is common beween mothers and ,
their kittens, while the latter, often prolonged into a growl, might be .
heard between a pair of rival males. ,

Most starding is the bobcat's screarn, emitted when the animd is ;
frightened or cornered and sometimes accompanied by what has been ;
described as a "cough-bark." r

But most eerie are the various yowls and wails heard-mostly from .
mdesiuring the brief, late-winrer mating season. These mating calls :
have been likened to the cryrng of a lost child, which apdy describes the ,
ones I've heard, and many a novice camper has spent a sleepless night ,
after hearing them echo mournfirlly through a dark woods. ,

I Y N X  ( F E L I '  L T N X )  .
\fildlife biologists cant seem to decide what the scientific name of this ,
close cousin of the bobcat should be: The cat has been known as Felis 

'.

lynx, Felis canadznsis, Llnx canadensis, and Lynx lynr, depending on whose ;
word you take. :

Human politics and semantics aside, the lynx is a fascinating wild cat :
that symbolizes the spirit and freedom of the wilderness as much s any :
animal on the planet. At 12 rc 4O pounds, itt slighdy smaller than a :
bobcat, but its longer legs, bigger paws, longer ear tufis, large tufts at rhe i

.  - - - -  * - * -  - -  -  * . ,  -  _  i



jowls, and gray-buffcoat of long firr once prizrd,by fur traders can make

it appear larger.
But unlike the bobcat, whose populations have never been endan-

gered and yhich appears actually 1o be_ increasing i* 
t1g:' the lynx

harbon an absolute aversion toward civilization. As its phpical charac-

teristics indicate, the lynx has always had a more northerly range than the

bobcat, although the species do overlap. Its most dangerous threat @mes

from human expansion. \X/hen I was growing uP in nonhern Michigan,

the lynxwas a frequent neighbor at remote campsites (one actudly came

into camp one night), but now itt found only in the most inaccessible

forests and swamps of the statet uPPer peninsula.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Even when the first explorers came to the New'World, the secretive lynx

was a rare sight, and if an adventurerwasnt hardy enough to endure long,

bitterly cold winters with snow deep enough to make horseback uavel

impossible, he'd never see one. Lynx are stricdy'creatures of northem

forests and swamps, where their abilities to withstand subzero temPera-

tures and run atop deep snows match tlose of their main prey, the

snowshoe hare.
frd"y, lynx are found in northern'Wirconsin, Michigan' Maine,

Vermoni, New Hampshire, and uPstate New York. To the west theyre

found only in Montani, Idaho, and Utah, where they keep to the high

mountain foresa. Fanher nonh the caa become more plentiful' dthough

never common, occupying almost dl of Canada, excePt for southern

Albena and Saskatchewan and the west coast of British Colurnbia. In the

Far Nonh, lynx cover all of Alaska CIcePt the Alaska peninsula



Distribation of Ir"* (Felis lynx).

FOODS

Like all cets, lynx are srricdy mear earers. Their pr€y is virnrdly identicd I
to that of the closely related bobcat, but whereas the bobcat relies heavily i
on the snowshoe or varying hare (Lqu dmticanus) as food, the lynx is i
utterly dependent on the little hare for survival. Snowshoe populations i
are qrclical, peaking once every decade then plummeting as the stress of i
overpopulation qluses a sharp curtailment in mating (a natural means of ,

naturd bdancc qrme to be, but it seems to work well for both spccics. i
Lynx are more arboreal than bobcats, spending much of their ,i*. i

apparently laung on overhead tree limbs waiting oppomrnistically for a i
med. Owing to their longer legs, lynx can run futer tfian bobcas, rcach- ;
ing speeds of up to 30 mph or more, but only for Yt mile or so. i'Winter-weakened 

deer, mice, foxes, and other prey animds are taken i
from time to time, but only the snovrshoe hare provides a sufficiendy i
steady supply of food to sustain the lynx. i

Uke all Nonh American wild cats, lynx have a nanrral aversion ro
eating carrion, prefering to kill their own prey. If food is scalce, the caa
maylower themselves to scavenging, dthough arclitarylynx mayharrc to
compete with packs of wolves and coyotes for.a deer qucass.

fterrNlc HABrrs
Lynx mate over a pcriod of about three weeks, from mid,March to early
Aptil. Mating rituals are essentially the same as for bobcas, wirh solitary
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adults coming together for breeding PurPoses only, then going their sep-

arate ways. Pt gt *t females search out a small cave, rock crevice,

overhung rock ledge, or hollow log ro use as a binhing den, while males

continue to chase breeding femdes until mating season ends. As with

other cats, the males take no paft in rearing the young, and in fact may

kill kiaens left unprotected.
Lynx kirens ar; born in May through July. Litter size is usually two

kiftens, sometimes three if snowshoe hares are especially abundant, and

: sometimes none at all if the hare population is in a cyclical decline.

i Kic.rm winter with their denned mother for their first winter, nursing for

, on. month then switching to meat brought back by the mother. At first,

i prcy is broughr to the kittens dead, but after three months the mother

i *iti begin biinging in rodents and other smdl prey that are merely

I injured. This may seem cruel by human standards, but it's a necessary

i Enercise if the young are to learn to kill for themselves, and all American

i cats-including house cats--do this. A mother wont intervene on the

i kittens' behalf when live prey is brought to the den, and if an animal

; .ropo she'll simply catch another and let them try again.

, 
gV spring, lynx kiaens will be hunting with their mother btit are still

i d.p..rdittt on het for food until midsummer' when males rypically strike

; oui on their own. Femde kittens may remain with the mother until early

I autumn, but are driven off forcefrrlly if necessary to free her up to mate

i "g"i". 
Kittens mate the following year.

SEASONAL HABITS

Lynx spend more time in the trees than other American wild cats, lying .

silently above animal trails on overhanging limbs for hours, a hunting ,
technique adopted to conserve precious calories in their often frigid habi- '
rat. A iyr,* -"y pounce from its perch onto prey, especidly newborn

fawns or seriously weakened adult deer, but in most cases an overhead i

perch simply prwides a superior vanrage point, as does a bow huntert ,

lreertattd. 
'When 

passing prey is spotted, the cat's usual method is to ;

descend and stdk to within range.'$(rith longer legs than a bobcat, the ,

lynx is a match for most prey in a short foofface, but, like all cas, it relies ;

more on stealth than on speed.
At all dmes of year the lyrxt main source of food is the snowshoe hare. .

From spring through autumn the cats roam oPen marshes, beavel ponds, I
and forest glades to catch hares feeding on green plants, and, ofcourse, .

any rodens, Fawns, red squirrels, or beaver kits they may happen uPon' '

The same big feet and long legs that make them fast runners over snow :

also make th.- po*.rfill swimmers, and lynx dont hesitate to enter :

water in pursuit of prey. Unless an individual is very old, sick, or injured, j

lynx will not eat carrion in summer.
In winter, when deep snow forces many animds to restrict movements '

to a few packed uails, both the lynx and the snowshoe hare can travel rel- ,

atively ,rnhindered because of their broad, snowshoelike feet and long,' i



powerfiil legs. Even on deep hardpack, an adult lynx can overtake the
hare's top speed of 30 mph, although borh animals are short-distance
runners. A snowshoe can turn on the proverbial dime, however, instandy
changing direction with leaps of 12 feet or more, and not every chase
ends wirh a fatal bite ro the hale's neck.

As snow deepens, the cats frequent brushy areas, again following the
hares as their diet turns ro buds and bark of sraghorn sumac, raspberry
willow, and cherry. In late winter, when the weakest deer are on their last
legs, lynx include whitetail and mule deer yands in rleir daily patrols, but
the 40-pound feline wont tackle such large prey unless it's nearly dead.

TRACKS

Lynx have four toes showing on each foot, but unlike the case of bobcats,
their front paws are obviously larger than their hind (see the illustration).
Although an adult lyrx is 25 percent smaller than a bobcar, its feet are
nearly twice as large. The paws are as wide or wider than they are long,
because of the widely splayed toes. The claws are normally kept retracted
unless the animal is agitated, and tracks are usudly obscured ro some
degree, even on mud and snow, by the heavily furred soles.

Lynx trachs; 3 to 4 inchcs hng. Front feet are krger than hind; both fcet haue uifuly
sgkyed to.es and almost formhss heel pads. Tiachs in snou sometimes-obscured fu thich
fur on soles.

In many instances, the track patterns of a lynx will exhibir an unprc-
dictabiliry common among cars, dl of which place their feet in
accordance with terrain and stealth. At a normal walk on even ground,
the lynxt stride and straddle are vinudly identical to a bobcat's, at 14 to
16 inches and 6 to 7 inches, respectively despite the fact that the lynx has
longer legs. And while many animals increase their stride length in deep
snow to compensate for the more difficult wdking, a lynx's stride re'mains
virnrally unchanged, an indication of the ease with which it can travel

WM
W
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Vrr.x (DruP Sxow)

Lynx track pattcrfls 4s they might appcur dt 4 normal walh through mud (top dnd

snow (bonom) :

Ar a run, the hind feet print nearly beside one another horizontally, i

with the forefeet printing behind in a nearly vertical Paftern' one ahead of i

the other. The distance 6.*...r each set of four prints averages 44 feet. 1,

SCAT

Lynx scat is vinually identical to the bobcat's in size, shape, and texture, ,

bei.rg roughly cylindrical, segmented, and filled with fur throughout. I

Smal-l rodents are swallowed irrhok, and their undigested bones malbe I
irr.uia.rr.., but rabbit hair is predominant in all scat samples. In the few I

fi".o *h.i. bobcat and lynx populations oyerlap.., positive identification :

fy r.", alone is almost i-posibi.; the- only smdl difference is that lynx I

.r, -or. rabbits and hares, and their droppings reflect this' .

SIGN

once again, lynx and bobcat sign are nearly i&ntical. Most obvious ,14 :
human-tracke r are a cat's scitching trees, where it sat back on its :

haunches and clawed the trunk as a territorial marker, much as does a i

house cat. Selected trees ar€ usually sofrwoods such as poplar' aspen' and ;

birch, because claw marks are meant to be visible markers, and these tf€es I

display th.m b.tt., J* do rough-barked varieties. Conifers ar. ne".t i

ur.d * scratching trees (at least not more than once) because of their '

sticky sap. claw marla srarr 3-4 feet up a trunk and extend several inches ,

ro more than a fooido*n*ard in parallel sets of four, although the out- l

ermost claw may make only a hint scratch' ;

i ty* ,tro -"rk their territories by sPraylng qrees and bushes with i

, strong-smelling urine, usually near trees theyve clawed but seldom on ;

th. ri,,,. .rurrf. In winter, such sprryings are visible as yellow stains on ,

i .t. ,"o*, but in summer th.y can bestbe detected by a strong' musky I
' 

feline odor. ,

I 

-_iy* 
eat small prey on the spot unless itt being taken back to denned ;

i f.i".irr, but larger'prey is cached by covering it haphazardly with forest I

I



debris or snow and marking the surrounding area with urine. Tiacks sur-
rounding a panidly consumed qucass identify its owner, which will
return periodically to finish eating it unless deposed by larger carnivores.

VOCALIZATIONS

wailing, that of a mating lynx sounds like the rest of the childt f"-ily
joining in. It's tough to describe these yowls, growls, and wails, errcepr ro
say that you'll nwer forget them once you've heard them.

Another interesting feature of the lynxt voice is its abiliry to sound as
though itt coming from somewhere else. The lynx is nature's own ven-
triloquist, and more than a few old-timers have admitted to having the
dickens scared out of them by wailing cats that seemed to be everywhere
at once.
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HE \7EASEL FAMILY IS A diverse group of animals whose
members include such unlikely relatives as skunks, otters, wolver-

ines, and badgers. Sizes within this familyvaryconsiderably from less than
2 ounces for the least weasel to more than 40 pounds for the wolverine.
All are mosdy or entirely carnivorous and well adapted to their habitats,
but some, such as the black-footed femet of our western plains and the
wolverine of the northern forests, have been poisoned, trapped, shot, and
generally persecuted into extinction over much of their original ranges.

'Weasels 
have five clawed toes on each foot, smdl round ears, short

legs, and low-slung, humped bodies-some longer or stouter than others.
All species have a pair of anal scent glands that secrete powerful odors
used in social and sexud communication, hence the family narne,
"Mustelid." Among skunks, these glands have evolved into effective dis-
tance weapons (historyt first tear gas aerosol) that only a few swift birds
of prey can overcome.

For as long as there have been farmers in the New'lUforld, weasels have
had an often justified reputation as killers of livestock-a problem clat
has largely disappeared with modern predatorproof construction meth-
ods. 

'S7hen 
farmers began pushing back virgin forests, wolverines saw

litde reason to pursue fast, sometimes formidable preywith dl those help-
less sheep and goats available. Smaller weasels apparendy felt the same
way about chickens. Blameless individuals such as the badgea pine
marten, and fisher werc trepped for their useful pelts, and the black-
footed ferret of our western plains was nearly poisoned out of existence
in our unsuccessfi.rl war to exterminate coyotes.

W O T V E R I N E  ( G U L O  G U L O I
This most infamous of weasels is the familys largest member, with an
official weight of 1842 pounds. Its scientific narne means "glutton," an
dlusion to thq insatiable appetite of this typically hyperactive weasel.
Some Native American tribes called it "skunk bear," because of its musky
odor and the two wide, yellowish stripes running horizontally along each
side of its body. The classic Sturz Bearcat automobile derived its name
from a description common amongwhite trappers, who hated wolverines

r59
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for their cunning in stealing bait from ffaps---{ven rraps meant for
them-without getting caught. Even less endearing was rheir habit of
eating already-trapped animals, marking anything they couldnt eat with
foul-smelling urine thar not only destroyed the pelt but also made it nec-
essary to boil eveqy tainted trap before it could be used again. But no
animal is more diabolical rhan man, and a great many wolverines con-
tributed their thick, oily fur to make water-repellent parkas.

HABITAT AND RANGE

lVhen I was a boy and camped alone in rhe deep woods of nonhern
Michigan, I can recall spending an anxious night after hearing on my
transistor radio that local conservation officers had reponed a pair of
mating wolverines headed in my general direction. Twenry years lateq a
prominent Detroit newspaper carried a full-page excerpr of some fellowt
doctoral dissertation for the universiry of Michigan, which argued that
the \wolverine State had never been home to wolverines because the habi-
tat was "wfong."

The truth is, wolverines once inhabited most of the nomhern United
States and Canada, before trapping, poisoning, and the whine of chain
saws drove them into the most remote norrhern regions. Although
theyve always preferred a colder climare, rhe primary reason for their
continued disappearance is loss of habitat. A single adulr wolverine
requires up to 1,000 square miles of undisturbed wilderness in which to
live, and such vastness is getting scarce in modern North America.

Today, wolverines are found in few of our lower 48 stares. There are
small populations in nonhern vashington, cenffal oregon, and easrern



Distribution of woluerine (Gulo gulo)'

Cdifornia; slighdy stronger populations inhabit the Rocky Mountain

range from Montana down tlrough Vloming and into C-olorado. In the

Northwest, there are good numbers of them.north through British

Columbia, the Yukon Territory and all of Alaska, and they entend east

through most of the NonhwestTerritories, nonhern onario' and north-

.ttt q1tCb... It's no coincidence that these are dSo the most untouched

and vast regions of wilderness on the continent.

FOODS

Although wolverines ale pfimarily carnivores, their gluttonous and

opponunistic diet also includes insects, firuits and berries, eggs, and roots

dig up with their powerful, semiretractable claws. Frogs, snekes, rodents,

and spawning fish are eaten as theyre encountered, and wen an occil-

siond bird will f"ll ptqy to always-hungry bearcaa.
As a hunter, the wolverine is less than impressive. Its shuffling run of

about 20 mph isnt sufficient to chase down most Prcy, its eyesight is

poo6 and its hearing is only fair. It bdances these deficienci€s, horn'evet

with an extremely serrsitive nose, a powerful body, vicious claws and
'teeth, 

and a ferocious willingness to fight thatt unmatched among Nonh

American animals. It cant catch a deer under normal conditions, but it

will eat carrion, and an adult wolverine has both the will and the weapons

literalli to take kills away from fu larger cernivores such as mountain

lions and evcn brown bears. Tangling with a determined wplverine is like

fighring ebuzz saw, and few largs Predators are hungry enough to risk

certain itjnry over a kill.
In deep snow the wolverine comes into its on'n. Its big feet allovv it to

nrn atop inow deep enough to bog down hoofed animals, and when its



1 tireless nomadic habits bring it upon a snoubound deer, elk, or even
I moose, chances are good the wolvirine will make a kill. Vhile it might
i seem incredible that a 4O-pound bearcat could kill a moose 30 times ia
, size, remember that a sntw-stricken deer's most potent weapons, its
i hooves, are trapped. In such cases a wolverine ea$ all it can, then taints
i the remains with foul-smelling urine that repulses other carrion eaters. Ir

' -"y return to feed again, imtune to its own smell, but will probably
: continue on its way before the corrupted carcass has been consumed,
' which accounts for its reputarion as a wastefirl killer.

; MATING HABITS

I For most of the year awolverine is as solitary as any animal, but even the
i orneriest species has to mate ro survive. A single male shares his vast ter-

ritory with two ro four females, and with so much real estare ro cover, pair
, members need considerable time to find one another. For this reason the
, species has an unusually long mating season, which mns from April to
, September.
, The actud mating of a pair is briefl lasting only a few days before the
, t*o pan. The male will then set our ro find another mate, taking no parr
, in the rearing process. The impregnated femde simply conrinues about
i her business; the fertilized egg remains alive but in suspension inside her
, uterus, and delayed implantation occurs in January. f fooa is scarce and
: the would-be mother isnt sufficiendy well fed, the pregnancy will spon-
: taneously abort.
: Once implantation occurs, embryos develop rapidly, and the expec-
I tant mother must find a secluded binhing den where she and her young
' can be safe during their short period of vulnerabiliry. Den sites vary witf,
i terrain, but may be under the roots of blown-over trees, in rock crevices
I or smdl caves, inside large standing stumps, or in abandoned black bear
i dens. Sites are chosen with defense as well as shelter in mind and have
; only one enffance.
i Gestation takes about three months, with rwo ro five young born from
; late March through April. Indicative of a highly dweloped species, wolver-
; ine young mature slowly, staying with their mother for t'wo years before
, striking out to establish their own territories; young males are usually the
I first to leave. Predation is light, owing to a wolverine mother's fierce pro-
I tectiveness, with the greatest danger coming from large birds of prey.

: SEASONAL HABITS

. 
'W'olverines 

are constandy on the move in search of food, mostly car-
i rion, and can cover up to 200 miles in a single dry, a nomadic lifestyle
i that makes trailing thise reclusive animals 

".ry 
diffi.,rlt. unlike the cases

; of many other species, an abundance of food isnt sufficient to keep
i wolverines in one place for long, and the drive ro.move on in search of
I more food is strong, which probably indicates an evolutionary process
, that included much smrvation.



1 oppott.ttt might inflict serious i"j"ry.

i 
"F-..pt 

foi pregnant females, wolverines dont den, regardless

places frequented by humans.

TRACKS

Like all weasels, wolverines have five toes on each foot, dthough the small

roes on the insides of both the front and hind Paws-{PPosite our own

any doubts about an animd's identity (see the illustration)'

At a walking or trotting gait (the lamer is mo$ common), track PaEerns
vary as th. terlin d.-*dr, but on.regular surfaces the pamern tends to

1 Wnl. a wolverine is too slow to be a hunter in the conventiond sense,

Fnoxr

Woluerine na*s; front, 4r/z incbcs hng hind 3r/z inchcs long. Hccl pd rnal not rcgis'

to onfirm grooid Nott wi&fi sphycd mcs and longchw*

t
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', Voluerine trach patterns.

i

: be one forefoot printing 3 to 12 inches behind one hind foot, followed by
, a side-by-side pair of front and hind uacla 3 to 12 inches ahead of thai.

i ft. straddle, measured from rhe outside ofone track to the outside of the
i next, averages 7 to 8 inches. As you c:rn see, even on flat ground there's
i considerable variation among track patterns at a casual gaiti
I et a fut ffot, rrack p"tto.r, generally show the frJnt and hind feet
i priniing in slighdy staggered pairs, the front Foot ahead of the hind. The
I straddle remains about 8 inches, but the stride, or distance benveen track
; pairs, varies from 5 ro 35 inches.
j Moving at an easy, mile-eating lope, which the animal can maintain
r for hours, the pamern shows one forefoot printing behind paired front

I *d hind tracks, with the last hind foot printing ahead of the pair and the
i paaern repeating itself every 18 inches or so.

; 
T!.. firll-speed gallop of a wolverine shows all paws registering indi-

j ldually in a staggered line, with both forefeet printing behind both hind
, feet. A complete set of all four tracls measures about 40 to 65 inches
i long, with more than 3 feet between sets. The stride runs 8 to more than
r 12 inches.

, Even without clear tracks, the wolverine's uail is indicative of ia
r species. Perhaps more than any other animal, wolverines tend to mean-

:
i SCAT

i 
'wolverine 

sqlr might easily be confi.rsed with that of the gray wolf or
i mountain lion: All are roughly cylindrical, segmented, tapered to a point
i at one or both ends, and orhibit bits of bone with copious deer and



voluerine scat, 4 to 6 inches long. Contains a aaiety offur, hairs, and small bones. i

sffategy is to link scat with tracks and other sign' 
l

S IGN

VOCALIZATIONS .

Ifwolverines have even a rudimentary language, itt unknown. Their."tl: I
seem to consist of liale more than rn"tlittg and gowling interspe*d 

;
with grunts and snorts. 

,

B A D G  E  R  f i A X I  D E A  T A X U "  i

Although half rhe size of a wolverine, the 8- to 25-pound. badger has ,

,,."rty ih. ,*-. feisry disposition and natural weaPonry and exudes the ;

same, if slightly t.o po.'.rr,, skunklike aroma from paired anal musk i
i
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sl*& when agitated. I once saw all three characteristics close up while
driving a remote din road, where I encounrered a female with a pair of
two-month-old babies, just standing to one side as if expecting a bus.
Naturdly, I pulled right up beside rhem, and the four of us rt"n.d at each
other across a distance of less than l0 feet. The youngsters standing on
either side of their mother were her miniat,tt r.pli""., and I 

-was

impressed by the way all three stood their ground and obrtirr"t.ly refi,sed
to go around -y car, even though they obviously intended ro cross the
road. \il7e stared for what seemed like several minutes, and not one of the

The American badger gets its narne from a smaller European cousin
that wears a similar "badge" of white markings on its black ftce, one on

Phpicdly, the badger is unique, with powerful but stubby legs hold-
ing up a very wide, squat body. Its thick fur, once pizrd for shaving



rilVhile most mustelids adapted to life in the forest (otters took to the i

water), the badger dweloped a powerfrrl body, long sturdy claws for dig- .
ging, and a disposition that demands resPect from even-much larger i

..rnivoro. Thus armed, it left the trees and learned to make a living in :

wide open spaces, where its abiliry to dig several times faster than a man :
with a-shovel not only enabled it to escape Potential enemies but also ,

made it a formidable predator of gound squirrels and other burrowing :

animals. Able to disappear underground in a spray of flying {irt within I

seconds, the badger ltas long been cursed by horsemen of the western

plains, who must-keep a constant eye out for the holes it leaves, lest they '

and their mounts go sprawling.
Although badgers are ground dwellers, they dso live in forested areas, :

but only where there are open meadows or fields and the water table is I

lo* erro,rgh to permit burrowing at least several feet deep. Home territo- i

ries are g.t.*Xy quite small, because this large weasel isnt well adapted i

to traveling territories range from just a few acres to about I sqtrare mile. r

The badgert home range appears to have changed litde over the cen- :

turies, despite encroachment by civilization. Today, it occupies more than i

hdf of the United States from Michigan down through Ohio in the East, ;

west to Illinois, 3nd south through Texas. Its western range includes wery :

state errcept the heavily forested areas of 
'Washington 

and Oregon. In the :

Nonh, ii ranges across the southern Portions of British Columbia, I

Albena, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. . r

brushes, is buff colored on the back and interspersed with grizzled goy

vertical suipes erctending in a random Pattern dorvn to a completely griz-

zled underiide. Most distinctive are the black-and-white striped tace,

short round ears, and pointed, slighdy upturned snout.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Distribution of badget (Tirxidea tat(usr'



FOODS

One ofthe more interesting legends abour rhe badger is its appalenr parr-
nership with the coyote, which often shadows the burly, clown-faced
weasel as it digs out burrowing rodents, stationing itself at an intended
victim's escape exit as the badger orc:rvates the front entrance. In truth,
while theres no animosiry between the nrvo specie-which nonetheless
avoid dose contact-thryre not paftners; coyores have simply learned
that this practice often nets them a fue med.

Badgers probably include some roo$, fruits, and berries in their diets,
but, like dl weasels, they subsist primarily on flesh. The species is vinu-
dly incapable oFclimbing trees, but it does sometimes qrpture birds, and
is a strong enough swimmer to pursue waterfowl and their eggs. A nest-
ing goose or swan feisry enough to defend its eggs will probably become
a meal itself

Snakes of all varieties are dso a favorite seasonal food, and badgers are
renowned for the ceprcity of their tough, loose hides to absorb rat-
desnake bites with apparenr impuniry; the animals are only vulnerable to
bites on their unprotected noses. Insects, frogs, and fat-rich grubs are dso
eaten in season.

In winter, badgers continue to subsist mainly on rodents, but they
wont nrrn down an easy med of carrion and are capable of appropriating
deer or other carcasses from smdler carnivores. Badgers cache uneaten
prey or portions of large prey by buryrng them under eafth or snow.

MATING HABITS

Solitary most of the year, badgers mate in late iummer, usually July and
August but perhaps as late as September in the Deep South. Males seek
out femdes, the tanhest they may ever travel, but figfrts benveen rivals are
rare and seldom violenr, because females outnumber mdes by roughly
three to one. Acnral breeding may last only a few days before the two
part, with ejected males leaving to find another mate before the rut ends
and femdes foraging voraciously to put on body fat to help nourish the
babies. The fenilized eggs remain in suspension before anaching them-
selves to the uterine wall in January (delayed implantation), where they
then develop quickly. If an impregnared femde isnt sufficiendy hedthy
and well fed, the eggs will abort. Gestation lasts three monrhs, with nvo
to five blind but fully furred young born in a deep, underground winter
den in March or April. The liaer size depends largely on how well fed a
mother is; the largest liaers are born to the healthiest morhers.

Male badgers play no parr in the binhing or rearing of their young,
but badger mothers are among the best in the animal world. Babies nurse
for their first trro months and mothers are fiercely protective. After being
weaned (which understandably coincides with the development of teeth),
babies accompany their mother on foraging errcursions, learning to dig,
hunt, and kill by watching what she does. Young stay with their mother
until late summer, dispersing in lateAugust or September. Mdes are r'?-



ically first to leave the family group, striking out to establish their own l

territories, but they probably *ottt br..d until their second yeat, esp.- 1
cially if there are many other adult males in the region. 

'
1

SEASONAL HABITS I

Badgers are active throughout the year, although in very cold winter

weather or blizzards they may lay up in snug dens for several days at a

time. As the mosr powerfirl and capable digger in North America, the

badger is merely inconvenienced by deep snows or frozen ground. An

..,"blirh.d territory is generally well dotted with previously excavated

burrows-something horseback riders know only too well-so easy shel-

ter is always available.
Badgers living in snow country have an advantage not enjoyed by

most other carnivores that remain active through winter, in that they have

the natural tools necess ary to reach hibernating ground squirrels, mar-

mots, and rodents in their deep subterranean dens. [n crude terms, these

hibernating animals provide a steady, easily obtained supply of fresh meat

until spring. Carrion is also eaten, but, although a badger can hold its

own againsi most aggressors, it seldom picks a fight unless very hungry.

One exception to this.nrle occurs in spring, when hungry badgers

sometimes invade the dens of smaller animals, including foxes, to Prey on

helpless young. Frequendy they wen occupy dens vacated by owners off

on foraging trips, waiting Patiendy until the unsuspecting Prey rerurns

then pouncing on it. Their sffong musky odor probably makes this an

ineffective hunting method.
Left undisturbed, badgers may be acdve at any time of day or night,

but in places frequented by humans, theyte normally mostly or entirely

nocturnd. They poie no threar to humans unless provoked (and even

then you can simply outrun the clumsy weasel), but pet dogs have been

known to make them extremely aggressive.

TRACKS

fu much as those of any animal, badger tracks are distinctive, both in

shape and pattern. Like all weasels, they have five toes on each foot, and

the front paws are noticeably longer and wider than the hind. Measured

from claw tips to heel pad, the front Paws are 2Vz to 3 inches long by

about 2 inches wide. The hind paws average 2 to 2Vz inches longby lVz

inches wide. The toes of the front feet are nearly twice as long and wide

as those of the hind feet, with the smallest toes inside, opposite our own

arrangement. The claws of the front feet are excePtiondly long-uP to I

inch or more for the three center toes-and distincdy angled toward the

inside, or smallest, toe. The claws on the hind feet are much shorter, trsu-

dly less thanVzinch. All toes and claws generally print in any identifiable

track, with the least weight being applied to the innermost (litde) toe.

The heel pads of the front feet are boomerang shaped, with the apex

pointing forward, toward the toes. Those of the hind feet are unique,
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: Badger nachs; front, 2t/z to 3 inches hng; hind, 2 u 2t/z inchcs hng (minus chws).

t Notc ckws run diagonal to toes, lt resuh of the badger! toed-in walh; rcar heel pads arc
: scgregated.

i showing four separate sections, with the largest center section appearing
; in a rough heart shape (see the illustration). The areas benveen the pads
, 

""d 
the toes are well furred, a feature that often shows in uacls.

I Badgers have only two gaits: a normal walk and a clumsy, shambling
i trot of about l0 mph, which rh.y.rtt maintain for short distances. Both

i sa'" exhibit ah extreme toe-in panern for all four feet thatt unlikely to
; be confi.rsed with that of any other animd in Nonh America,
i The badger's track patrern is noted for being quite variable, but a
i prototypical pattern left during a casual walk on a level surface, such as
i hardpack snow, shows front and hind paws on the same side printing

; atop one another, sometimes with the front track superimposed on the
I hind, somerimes the reversg. The toe-in angle of dl four feet averages
: ZS-lOdegrees.
i Most of the dme, a badger's track patterns are far less predictable,
I regardless of gait or terrain. Front and hind feet may print atop one

G:r3,e3r
,O



another in either orrder; one ahead of the other in either oder; side by
side; individually; or in any combination. The stride and straddle dso
reflect this variability, ranging from 6 to more than 12 inches for the
former, 4 to 7 inches for the lamer.

Remember that the shon legs and waddling galt of a badger cause it
to leave a sometimes easily identified trail .t"ough grass, and especidly
through snow. Even without clear tracks, though, the animalt toe-in
stance and long front claws may be evident, and its low-slung body leaves
a uough-shaped trail similar to that of the porcupine, but lacking the
broomlike brush marks made by a porlry's swinging tail.

SCAT

Vhile badger trails are distinctive, badger scat is not. I wish it were oth-
erwise, but badger droppings are identical to those of many other
carnivores with similar diea and body weigha. Individual deposits may
range froq 2 to more than 6 inches in length, have diameters of roughly
I inch, and contain masses of rodent hair with bits of bone.

Nor do the locations of scat provide cenain identification, dthough.it
appears to tne that badgers dont share the habit offoxes and bobcats of
defecating in precisely the same place repeatedly. The only red difference
is that badgers tend to be meticulous about burying their scat, while bob-
cats make only a perfunctory effort to conced it and foxes none at all. In
any q$e, positive identification can be made only in concert with other
badger sign.

SIGN

The most identifiable badger sign is its den, or the excavated burrows of
its prey, which may at times be one and the same. Entrances to these
burrows conform to the shape of their maker, being roughly ovd shaped
and wider than they are long. The size, of course, varies with the badger,
but den entrances average about 8-12 inches wide, with a height of
slighdy more than hdf the width. More so than foxes and other bur-
rowers, badgers tend to pile excavated earth in a single mound in front
of their den entrances, and usually there will be recognizable traclrs in
that loose soil.

Beyond its elliptical doorway, a badger den can be positively identified
by ratdesnake ratdes scattered around the enuance. This is, of course, no
help in the many badger habitats where ratders dont exist; thbn, other
clues include bones, fur, broken eggshells, and other inedible castoft scat-
tered around the den's front.

VOCALIZATIONS

Badgers are qpically silent unless threatened, and most creatures have
litde inclination to threaten them. The only sounds that I m aware they
mikc are the variety of hisses, growls, and snarls mentioned at the bqttt-
ning of this section.
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R I V E R  O T T E R  (  L U T R A  C A N A D E N ' I ' I
I met my first river otters several years ago while hacking a trail through
dense willow and cedar branches on the bank of a wide stream running
through thick swampland. It was a hot day, and sweat made the many
scrapes and scratches I'd received sting like the devil. The going wouldve
been easier farther away from the thick undergrowth that always borden
wilderness waterways, but I knew that my best chance of seeing some-
thing redly cool would come from sticking to the streambanks.,

Sure enough, I was squirming between abrasive young cedars when I
heard splashing direcdy ahead. I dropped to hands and knees to crawl for-
ward cautiously, but my cover was already blown. \7hen I peeked up ovet
the waist-high sawgrass, I was greeted by five river otters sitting upright
on their haunches in the shallow water, staring right at me. I wasnt quite
fast enough to get a photograph before all five simply vanished beneath
the water, but I sure took home a terrific memory.

Riaer Otter

HABITAT AND RANGE

\While most weasels are land carnivores, the river otter and its much larger
seagoing cousin, the sea oner (Enhydra lunis), have adapted to an
amphibious life with a vengeance. The difference in size-l I to 30
pounds for the river otter versus 25 ro 80 for the sea otter*is most likely
an adaptation to different environments, prey, and enemies. Aside from
their habitats and sizes, the most obvious difference between the two is
coloration: a silvery gray throat and longer tail for the river otter, and a
yellowish or grayish head and neck for the sea otter. Sipilarities include



Distibution of ian otta (lutra canadensis/.

the thick, dark brown fur once prized by uappers, prominent gray-w,hite
whiskers, webbed feet, smdl round ears, and a black bucon nose.

Thre to- their name, river otters are found -"i"ly around rernote
strearns and rivers, but you may also find them around rdatively undh-
turbed inland lakes, watery marshes, and beaver ponds. Territorics are
extremelyvariable, ranging from less than I square mile to more than 50,
depending on the arnilabiliry of food, human intrusion, and the species
own population density.I7hile unregulated trapping took a hory toll on
otters until the 20th cennrry, these dap toxic air and water polluants-
especially mercury and other heavy metds that collect in fish-are
blamed for wreaking havoc on some populations. The good news is that
river otters seem ro be making a comeback, and some think they may be
wolving a resistance to man-made poisons.

Today, river otters are gone from most of the interior regions of the
lorrer 48 sates, dthough there arc small, isolated populations in a few
places. large, atablished populations are found in the Northwest from
nonhern California through \Tashington, extending easrward .h-"gh
Montana, Idaho, and V!'oming. To the nonheast, otrerr are found in
northem Minnesota,'\UTisconsin, Michigan, and up the Easr Coast from
New York to Maine. Their southern range includes Louisiana,
Mississippi, Tennessee, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, South Carolina,
Nonh Carolina, andVirginia. Otters occlrpy most of Canada, cxccpt for
Albcrta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. Thcir rangc dso entends to dl but
the.nonhernmost portion of Alaska.

FOODS

Oners are stricdy carnivorous, and their repuation for hunting cxpcnise
is due at least in part to their b.irg perhaps the most playful land animals



in the world. Vhile other predators must spend dl or most of their
waking hours in pursuit of prey, river otters are such efficient hunters that
getting a full belly occupies only a small pan of their days, leaving plenty
of time for amusement. Fish make up most of an otter's diet throughout
the year, and only the very largest, such as sdmon or sturgeon, are
immune to the otter's sharp teeth and incredibly fmt swimming speed.
"Sport" fish such as bass, pike, and ffout are occasionally eaten, but
slower-moving 'tras[r" fish-suckers, carp, chubs, and bullheads-are
more easily caught and thus favored. Based on my own observations,
sport fishermen who blame otters for depleting gamefish populations will
find the true culprits in a mirror. Smdl catches are typically eaten while
the oter floats on its back, while larger fish are hauled onto shore or the
ice of a frozen lake to be eaten.

Crustaceans such as cla-ms, snails, and, especially, crayfish also make
up a large part of the river ottert diet. Unlike the sea ottet which often
uses a rock to crack open mollusk shells, river otters usually open fresh-
water clams by simply pulling the hdves apart. Crayfish are eaten whole,
as are frogs and snakes.

Mammals are preyed upon as well, and ofters constitute the only seri-
ous threat to beavers. Adult beavers, which may weigh up to four or five
times as much as an ofter, are safe enough, but beaver young (kits) are fre-
quendy snapped up in lightning-fast attacks if they venture too far from
the protection of parents or older siblings. Even the feisry muskrat keeps
its distance, and will probably sit tight in its sueambank den when otters
are in the area.

On land, the otter isnt nearly so nimble as its smdler cousins-the
fisher, mink, and ermine-but it can run quite well despite its webbed
hind feet. Rodents are snatched from hiding places under logs, waterfowl
nests are raided for eggs in spring, and ducklings, goslings, or svvan
cygnets are safe only when far from the water. Even chipmunls and red
squirrels are sometimes driven into the water, where they become easy
prey for the torpedoJike otter. In a nutshell, an otter considers almost any
creature small enough to be handled as prey, if it can be caughc

MATING HABITS
'Where 

populations are stable, otter pairs may mate for life. Two to i
three otter young are born in an enclosed den during March or April. i
Immediately after giving birth, females mate again, carrying their ferdl- i
ized eggs in a state of suspended animation until January, when they ;
attach themselves to the uterine wall and begin developing. If an expec- i
tant mother isnt fit enough to nourish her developing embryor, th.y j
spontaneously abort. i

Birthing dens vary. M*y are in enlarged muskrat dens in the side of 1
a strearn- or lake bank, some may be in hollow logs or stumps, and occa- I
sionally dens of gray or red foxes are appropriated, even though ,h.y i
might be several hundred yards from water. In a few instances, aban- i



doned beaver lodges have also served as ided otter dens, and these may
be used year after year. Dens are lined with sticks and grasses.

Otter young are born blind but fi.rlly furred. Although parents spend
most of the year together, the father is driven offby the mother just prior
to denning. After 10 to 12 weeks, the mother leads her young out for a
swimming lesson, during which tired babies often rest and sometimes
nap atop their floating mother. At four months, young are weaned, and
at six months the father is allowed to return, although he contributes litde
to his oftpringt upbringing.

At eight months the young disperse to establish their own territories
and find mates, and during this time wandering youngsters, already quite
capable of fending for themselves, maI be seen far from water. Males
sometimes fight for females with much chittering, squealing, and
snarling, but injuries are rare.

SEASONAL HABITS

In snow country the best-known otter habit is its penchant for sliding
along snow or icy surfaces on its belly. Because these highly efficient
hunters have so much time on their hands, so to speak, and so many avail-
able cdories to burn, sliding suely is done jyst for fun. Natural inclines
are often used for "sledding," somedmes by groups, but level surfaces
work, too. The usud procedure begins with a good running start, fol-
lowed by a strong push-offwith all four feet and ending with a slide, with
front legs rucked under the body and hind legs trailing behind. Speeds of
15 mph can be achieved, with slide lengths reaching 20 feet or more.

Since fish make up a large pan of omers' diets at all times of year, their
presence in a given area often coincides with annud spawning runs: suck-
ers in April and May, pike and some species of trout from May through

June, and small salmon and fall-spawning trout from October through
November.

In frozen lakes and ponds, you qn sometimes detect otters by the fish-
ing holes they make through the ice. The average diameter of these holes
is about 2 feet or less, and, like seals, otters keep them open through con-
tinuous use; an active hole in ice severd inches thick wasnt dug through
all that ice, but simply kept clear as the ice thickened around it.

Ice holes are generdly over shallow water, no more than 5 or 6 feet
deep, because, although an otter can remain submerged for five minutes
or more, it isnt a deep diver, and most of the fish it preys upon are shal-
low-water bomom feeders. (Remember, too, that otters, beavers, mink,
and muskrats all use the layer of air trapped under ice to extend the time
they can stay beneath it.) \7ith their thick, oily coat of wateqproof fur,
otters are impervious to the effects of cold. Fish too large to be eaten in a
single bite are brought onto the ice, where roving coyotes frequendy do
their best to appropriate them and ravens wait for scraps. Once again, fol-
lowing the sign and sounds of hungry winter scrvengers can often prove
productive for a dedicated wildlife observer.



Otters have little to fear from larger carnivores,.because few would
waste energy chasing such elusive prey, and fewer still are hungry enough
to accept the serious bites a cornered otter will almost certainly inflict on
its attacker's nose. One exception I've seen myself is the bobcat; which at
least occasionally catches otters on solid ground, probably pouncing from
hiding, and eats them.

\7ith the exception of near-term mothers-to-be, otters seldom den
except in the fiercest weather, or when a recently matured adolescent is
on the move to establish its own territory. Acceptable sleeping places
include thick branches or logs overhanging the water, secluded brush-
piles, or almost any spots that are both defensible and escapable. In any
season, most of a river otter's sleeping time is probably spent taking short
caEnaps.

Since otters can usually be counted on to relocate away from a habi-
tat where the scent of humans becomes common, those observed in the
wild may be active ar any hour, and they actudly seem to prefer going
about their business in the daytime. In the few places where otters and
people live together, mostly in national parlc, the animals may become
stricdy nocturnal.

TRACKS

Like dl members of the weasel family, river otters have five toes on each
foot, but unlike land weasels, they have webbing beween the toes of the
hind feet. The downside of this is that webbingrarely prints, and then
only in soft mud or wet, loose snow. In coastal areas where river and sea
otters coexist, remember that sea ofter tracks are about twice as large and
shaped differendy, and that the webbing of their hind feet usually regis-
ters in a track

The front tracla of the river omer measure 3Vz to 4 inches long by 3
to 3Yz inches wide. All five toes normally print, arrayed in a widely spaced

, Riaer otter trachs; 3 m 4 inches long forepaws slightly krger than hind. Note widt

1 spacing oftocs and distinctiue heel pads.
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ffiRiuer otter trach pancrn, running in sofi mud.

i semicircle, with short claws showing. The pad behind them leaves two
; distinct impressions.'What would be, in human terms, the ball of the foot
: prints with four identifiable lobes in a clear track; the heel shows as a
' lighter, ovd-shaped mark behind it (see the illustration).

i The hind racks have generally the same dimensions as the front, but
' the features of the two are readily distinguishable. The pad behind the

toes prints as three distinct lobes, with the largest in the center. Again, dl
: five toes generally print, but the smdlest, innermost toe prints by itselF
, well behind the others (see the illustration). The webbing between the

; rear toes seldom prints definably, although a close look may reved the
. curved line of the webbing's edges running beween the toes.

i In deep snow, the otter exhibits the humpbacked jumping gait
, common among long-bodied weasels (looking rather like an inchworm).
, Its tracks will likely be indefinable at the bottom of the trough left by its
: sliding body, but dl four feet print together as the otter travels over snow
, in leaps, landing usually with its forefeet direcdy ahead of its hind. This

produces what appear to be pairs of elongated tracks printing side by side,
, with the distance benrreen each pair running beween I and 2 feet; the
, tracks look as though rh.yd been left by a longJegged biped.

. l" any other medium at any other gait, expect the river ottert track
: patterns to be variable and always changing, with both front and hind
i tracks likely to print in almost any pattern imaginable. At a walk, prints
, tend to register individudly in a staggered formation, but this doesnt
: occur reliably enough to be a factor in identification. Complicating mat-
: ters is the omer's tendency to change gaits regularly intermittendy
, walking, leaping, and running. The easiest way to determine an ottert

, gait from its tracla is by the dismnce left beween sets of four tracks,
: which averages 12 to more than 15 incfres at a running galt.

r SCAT

i River otter scet is among the most easily identified of any animd, espe-
, cially in warm weather, but many outdoorsmen see it without knowing

, what it is, or even that itt scat. From spring through autumn, otter ssrt

r is commonly found along trails (rarely of their own making) near the
i edges of riverbanls or lakeshores, and its most disdnguishing feature is its
i slimy consistency and green color. "shapeless" most accurately describes
i these semiliquid masses, which may be deposited on grass, forest humus,

, downed logp, or fallen uees that ortend into the water. Closer inspection

r will reved fragments of crayfish shells, fish scales, and a few rodent hairs.



Apparendy, a mosdy seafood diet is very rich and lacking in what theTV
ads call "dietary fiber."

A more solid form of scat appears in winter, when offers become sur-
prisingly efficient rodent hunters, despite their smdl ears and webbed
hind feet. Follow any otter trail through snow and youll likely see both
the places where its maker dove under snow after a rodent (or to elude an
enemy), and dark, brown-black scat deposis that are hard to miss. Scat

rypically contains as much hair and bone as that of the coyore, bobcat, or
fox, and has generally the same physical characteristics: Itt segmented in
lengths of 24 inches, roughly cylindrical, and has a diameter of Vz inch
to slighdy greater than I inch. Ti'acks are always the best way to identify
scat, but I've noted an occasiond streak of green slime in winter scat that
seems unique to otters, dong with some fish scdes.

SIGN

The most obvious otter sign is the slide. These troughlike depressions
pushed severd inches into the snow and extending up ro 20 feet are
common sights at otter wintering grounds. A slide in deep snow aver-
ages about I foct wide, and the extenr to which it has been compacted
by sliding bodies is an indication of how much ofter acrivity is taking
place in the area.

Snow slides also have warm-weather counterparts. River otters love to
roll and slide, and if snow isnt available, grass makes an acceptable suh.
stitute. They'll slide on their bellies down grassy banks, leaving obvious
trails offlaaened grass, and level grassy areas frequendy show flamened
places where otters have been rolling ftom side to side. Be careful nor to
confuse summer slides with the wider dragging trails made by beavers
hauling tree branches down ro a pond or sffeam: Otter slides average 8 to
l0 inches wide; beaver slides are more than a foot wide.

Like beavers and muslcats, river otrers mark their territories, but
where those aquatic rodens construct sometimes elaborate scentposts of
mud, sticks, and grasses, otrers use simple rufts of wisted grass marked
with scent from their anal glands. These obscure scentposts are easy to
miss, although their locations are fairly obvious from an otter's ground-
level perspective. From a human perspective, theyre often made more
noticeable by nearby rolling places and slides.

VOCALIZATIONS

River otters are quite vocal and capable of a wide variery of sounds. The
most common one I've heard is a repeated guttural grunting, which some
have describcd as a'thuckle." The meaning of this sound, if it has a spe-
cific meaning, isnt clear, because it's heard among groups of omers as well
as from solitary individuals talking to themselves as they meander dong.
A hi$r-pitched whisde serves as a long-distance gathering call.

Mothers with young make soft clucking sounds to reassure them, but
a whole range of barks, grunts, growls, and yips is also heard. Easiest to



positively identify is a sharp, barking chirp-an alarm signd and a com-
mand for youngsters to gather close to the protection of Mother.

Male otters make the most and the loudest noises during the early-
spring mating season. The whole spectrum of otter sounds can be heard
at this time, but batde cries between mating males (whictr seldom actu-
ally figh$, are high-pitched, prolonged chitterings that can be heard at
some distance through the woods.

M I N K  ( I A U ' T E L A  V I ' ' O N )

No fur-bearing animal in the world is better known than the mink, and
none has had greater commercial value. Its fur is long and lustrous, per-
haps the silkiest in the animal world, and until recendy owning a mink
coat was the dream of every civilized woman.

The problem is, with an average weight of lVz to 3Vz pounds, it takes
a lot of mink to make a coat. The limle weasels have never been endan-
gered, despite centuries of trapping, but difficulry in obtaining sufficient
numbers of pelts has always guaranteed a premium price for mink gar-
ments. \7ild mink are still trapped today and there's still a market for

i Mink



pelts, regardless of antifur sentiment, blt the majority of mink accessories
nowadays are made from ranch-raised animals.

Adult mink have a body length of 12 to 20 inches, with a thickly
fi,rred tail 5 to 9 inches long. Fur colorir-rg is uniform, ranging ftom
chocolate to very dark brown, with white patches under the chin and on
the chest, sometimes with spots of white on the underbelly. Two cousins
are the long-tail weasel (Musteh fvnau) and the arboreal pine marten
(Maras americana). Differences with the long-ail weasel include the
weaselb shoner body length of 8 to 15 inches; its shoner, lighter-colored
fur; and its underside, white from chin to tail. The manen, orAmerican
sable, has dark brown to almost yellow fur with a darker underbelly and
tail, ind a distinctive patch of orange-buff fi.u extending from each side
of its neck down over its chest. Theret litde danger of confusing the mink
with the fisher (Manes pennantfi, which is similar but lacks the white
chin patch and may be six times larger.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Mink are creatLlres of the forest but, like omers, alwap live near water.
Th.y can climb ffees, but seldom do, instead making their living on the
ground nsu streambanks, marshes, and ponds.

Not suqprisingly, mink are encellent swimmers, ,ho"gh not to the
same degree as otters. Thick, oily fi.u makes them immune to the effects
of cold water, and they hunt as well and as often in the water as they do
on land. With such an effective coat of insulation combined with an abil-
ity to uavel easily across deep snow, theyte at home in vinually any
environment that offers both trees and water.



Currently mink range across dl but the arid southwestern ponions of
the United Sates, habitats that lack the trees and water mink need to sur-
vive. Mink are absent from an area extending from Texas to southern
California, north to Nwada, and generally easward to Kansas. They're
common throughout Canada and Alaska, ranging nofth to the Arctic
tundra, where only a lack of forest prwents them from making a living.
The species is far from endangered, despite the value of its pelt and the
fact that many experienced outdoorsmen have never seen one of these
elusive weasels in the wild. Mink generally avoid any chance of contact
with humans, but there are always a few incidents of marauding mink
snatching an easy med of chicken, eggs, or rabbit from farmers.

FOODS

Mink are stricdy carnivorous and partial to wetland habitats; crayfish,
fish, and snails form much of their diets (clams appear to be too difficult
for them to open). Frogs, hatchling turtles, turtle and bird eggs, and
flightless waterfowl young are eaten in season, while frogs and newborn
snapping turtles provide easy meals in snow country with mink diving
through maintained holes in ice-covered ponds to dig these hibernators
from their muddy beds.

Mink are also efficient land predators, and no mouse, vole, shrew or
mole is safe at any time of year. Typical bundles of weasel energy, they
roam constantly during their waking hours, nosing under logs, into
stumps, and among brushpiles for any opponunistic meal that reveals
itself by sight, sound, or scent. In deep snow, mink trails are often punc-
tuated by the marfts of sudden dives beneath the surface to Pursue
rodents; the mink sometimes emerges as much as 15 feet from where it
went under. Mink frequently invade winter cottontail dens under brush
and fallen trees and may appropriate them as their own. Red squirrels are
preyed upon, but not chased above the ground unless a mink can traP
them on a branch overhanging open water. Small prey is generally eaten
where killed, but larger pieces are usually hauled by the neck to a nearby
den, where theyte cached under dirt and forest debris and eaten at
leisure. Mink will eat carrion, but must relinquish any claim to foxes and
coyotes-which also eat mink.

fu both species are so well adapted to dud environments, it seems
only natural that mink should have evolved the same predator/prey rela-
tionship with muskrats that between, for example, lynx and
snowshoe hares. Their abiliry to escape into and under water keeps the I
to 4-pound muskrats safe from most predators (otters take a few), but an
adult mink can outrun them on any terrain, and taking to water is no
protection against a hunter that swims and dives as well as they do.
Muskrat dens in the sides of streambanks are invaded and frequendy
appropriated, but the species' high mortality rate to mink and other car-
nivores is offset by the fact that muskrat females can produce severd
limers of up to I I young per year.

exlsts



MATING HABITS

Vhile the mink shares many traits with irc much larger'cousin, the river
otter, sociabi'liry isnt one of them. Two adult mink of either sex can be
counted on to scrap like prizefighters upon meering, with males being
particularly vicious toward one another in any season.

But mink must overcome this antisocial artitude to mare, and they do
so in January and February. Mating is initiated by females coming into
heat, and the old adage, "breeding like minks" (I'm paraphrasing), is
appropriate to describe the polygamous narure of both sexes. 

'\Thereas

females in most species mate with only one male per season, male and
femde mink alike take a number of panners in a single mating season.
Some believe that males eventudly settle on one mare, but the point is
moot because adults have nothing to do with one another beyond the act
of procreation.

Pregnant females give binh to three to six young in April or May.
Birthing dens may be existing muskrat burrows, hoflow logs, or even
abandoned beaver lodges. \Wherever they are, birthing dens are lined with
a soft floor of feathers, fur, and grasses to help keep the blind and naked
newborns warm during the first, criticd weeks.

Suckling mink develop quickly, peeking out of the den at abour one
month and gradually gathering enough strength to accompany their
mother on her hunts. At five to six weeks, when young have the begin-
nings of sharp teeth, motler weans them. Theill stay close to her
throughout the summer monrhs, learning to hunt on land and water and
relying on her for protection from foxes, bobca6, and, especially, hawks
and owls. Each of these predators dso takes adult mink, but such afear-
less and ferocious opponent is never tleir first choice.

In September or October, young mdes born the prwious spring are
large enough and smart enough to fend for themselves, and they strike
out to establish their own territories. Mdes usudly mate in their first year,
competition permitting. Young females may remain with their morher
well into winter, but will definitely be ejected before she mates again.

SEASONAL HABITS

Mink are perhaps the closest thing to peqpetud motion in the animal
world; they're dways on the move, hunting, fishing, and apparendy just
planng at times. They have an otterlike tendency to slide on their bellies
over ice and snow, especially down slippery slopes, but mink slides are, of
course, always correspondingly smaller and shoner.

While it's true that mink tend to use dens for giving binh and l"ymg
up in a panicularly good hunting spot or during an especially bad storm,
it's dso true that they rarely hang out in one place for more than a day or
so before moving on. Since they neverwander far from water, and because
muskrats are their natural prey, mosr mink dens are repossessed muskrat
homes dug into the side of a bank, with entrances 4 to 6 inches in diam-
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Mink trdchs, I to 2 inchcs tong front fect hrger than hind. Notc oftet litth tocs, lihe
thumbs.

prey, the number of predators, and competition from other mink, but

probably never orceeds 2 square miles.

TRACKS

Like other weasels, mink have five toes on each foot, with the smdlest ,
inside roe printing lighdy or not at all on firm ground. Like those of the ,

wolverine, a mink's claws are semiretractable and usually, although not ,

dways, register in tracks. Since mdes are larger than females, their tfacks I
are correspondingly larger, but the claim by some traPPers that a recog- i
nizable diff.rence exists betriveen male and female mink tracks has never ,

been proved to my satisfaction. .
A minkt front feet are noticeably larger than its hind, averaging about ,

1% inches long for the former ,nd IVz inches for the latter; widths are '
about the same as lengths. The heel pads of the front paws leave an ,

inverted-V impression, and the rear heel pads are also distinctive (see the I
illustration). Note that the inside toes of each foot are not only tlre small-

e$ bur also are oftet below the others, like thumbs. In soft mud or snolv'
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mink tracks reveal the animdt furry soles, which sometimes blur track
features in winter.

In deep snoq a mink's trail shows the nvin-dot patrern comnion
among long-bodied weasels that travel atop the snow in a sort of inch-
worm fmhion. In this gait, the fronr feet come down first, with the hind
feet then brought fonward to land mosdy behind the front tracks. Their
long bodies and short legs give mink the humpbacked running gait most
folks associate with weasels, as well as the characteristic paired macla that
look as if theyd been left by a longJegged biped. The straddle averages
2Vz to 3r/zinches, with the stride, or distance between pairs, ranging from
I to 2 feet, but adjusting wirh changes in rerain. The win-dot pattern is
unique to weasels, and is usudly linked by a broken, troughlike depres-
sion left by the body.

At a run on more solid ground, track patterns are somewhat variable,
but in every case, the hind feet land in front of forefeet, all four tracks
print in some type of close group, and track sets are well separated.

Two running patterns are most common: The first is a slower run, in
which all four feet print in a slighdy staggered line running diagonally to
its maker's direction of travel. The distance between sets is about I foot.

At the second, a fast run, all four feet again print independently but
take on an irregular box-shaped pamern, with the forefeer registering in
pairs well behind more widely spaced, paired hind tracks. The distance
between track sets increases to more than two feet.

SCAT

Mink scat isnt radically different from that of other small predators,
including foxes, skunls, and, somerimes, bobcats. It's usudly cylindrical,
4-5 inches long, segmented, and black in color when fresh. Muslrat fur
and bone fragments are predominant, along with those of smaller rodents
and often fish scales and fragments of craFfish carapaces. Segmenrs are

: 
'veasel 

scat. scat usual[t shows far, hairs, and small bones. Baning dffirences in size' and minor uaiations in diet, these wmphs are characteistic of ail weasels, including
! shunhs.



typically held together by strands of fur, and often double back on them-

selvesinaUshape.
A lighter-colored form of mink scat exhibits the same characteristics

but contains an abundance of feathers, indicating a diet of binds. Close

inspection will reveal the feathers of wrens, tits, sparrows, and other plen-

tiful swamp birds--most of them snatched from sleeping perches at

night-as well as the undigested down, feathers, and bones of young

ducks and geese.
It's imponant to remember that, although mink scat is easily confrrsed

with that of foxes and some other carnivores, the mink doesrit share their

habit of staking out and patrolling a regular territory with scentposts

freshened routinely. Individual scat deposits are the norm' and likely

places to find them include beaver lodges, hdf-submerged.logp, large

iocks or downed ffees on shore, or other prominent landmarks.

SIGN

The most common year-round mink sign is its den, which can tell you a

great deal about tlte owner. Mink c"n dig their own dens but seldom need

Io; instead, they set up housekeeping in existing muskrat burrcws, often

forage underwater through holes that are maintained and uscd repeatedly

to keep them open, from the first freeze until spring. Hole diameters cor-

topot d to the iittle weasel's size, averaging about 4 inches, and are easily

disiinguished from the much larger holes (10 inches plus) of oters.

,VOCALIZATIONS

of a stalking human.
Anotheisound that mink make is a purring noise, much like a house

qrt, generated when the animal is content, as a mother suckling her babies.

This sound is low and quiet, and usudly qrnnor be heand in the wild.



i - l

i  E R r v l l N E  O R  5 H O R T - T A | r  W E A 5 E t  i
( I A I ' ' T E L A  E R I A / ' N E A '  

i
: Anyone who has heard of a mink coat has doubtless also heand of ermine i
i stoles and collars. \white ermine, with ia distinctive black-tipped tail, is i
i 

"lso 
the traditional trim for robes worn by European royalty. , ,

I This tiny weasel weighs just I'vz to abour 
-6vz 

ounces, with males j
, almost rwice as large as females. Yet im thick white winter coat has known I

i ":1ly 
s: yl. populariry as that of the mink. Individuats of the long- i

' tail weasel (Mustek frmat) species dso turn white in winter, and their ,

, coat, with a white underside from chin to tail, and white feet. The least ;
, weasel weighs only l% to rlt ounces, about one-third the size of an :
, ermine. The long-tail weasel, of course, has a longer tul-3r/t to 6Vz :
r inches compared to l3/+ to 3Yz inches for the ermine--and is also about ,

I
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into the woods.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Ermine have never been endangered, despite uapping and poisoning

by farmers, but their rangp is definitely limited to northern forest regions'

They cover all of Alaska and C-anada et(cePt southern Alberta and

saskatchewan, and qtend south thlough Minnesoa to northern lowa,

east through Michigan to c-onnecticut, and nonh to Maine. In the'west,

where *oL non*dlte ermine lirre, their range e$ends down the Pacific

coast to nonhern cdifomia, east to'wyoming, and nonh through west-

em Monana.

I"V
r.7 !

Distribation of mninc or sho*mihd wcascl (Muxela erminea/'

L



FOODS

Ermine, long-tail weasels, and least weasels are suictly carnivorous, and ;
wierever they live, rodent numbers are kept within manageable limits. ,
voles, mice, rars, frogs, insects, and many kinds of sm.ll ,rr"fo are eaten, i
dl of them killed when the ermine leaps onto their bacls with all rou, ,
feet, followed by a lethd bite to the base of the victim's skull.

Birds are also taken, usually at night as they K)ost or nest. Ermine are ,
comfortable traveling-atnong tree branches, and their ability to leap ;
nearly 4 feet bodes ill for birds roosting too close. to the gro,rnd. Egg, 

".. ,favored when available, and most smallir birds are no -""r.t for thiireisw .
weasel, which will happily eat them if they come within reach. 

' 
:

MATING HABITS

Ermine are unusual among weasels in that both parents take an active role ,
in rearingyoung. Adults mate in midsummer, usually in July, but females ,
carry fenilized eggs in stasis until January, when they either 

"ma.h 
them- ,

selves to the uterine w{land begin dweioping o, 
"r. 

abomed, d.p.rrding ,
upon the mothert health.

Tlree to nine young are born in March orApril in a firr-, feather-, and j
grass.-lined binhing den rhat may be located under a rock, in a hollow ,
log, inside a thick brushpile, in an appropriated gopher hole, or b.n^r..r, i
the walls of an outbuilding. Dens dways it"rn -ot .han one exit and are i
usually equipped with several.

_ 
Ermine-young are born tiny, blind, and covered only with a fine fi:zz. 

',,

They dwelop slowly compared to mo$ smail mammis, with their eves ,
opening at about 35 days, and are totally dependent on Mother,s milk'for j
two mon*rs. At about- six weeks they venture outside the den, playrng i
Tfi *r 

..r.try rypi.d of their tribe, and begin eating prcy U..gh, t; ,
S.T by both parents. Mdes are probabry-nw., aio*.i insi& the ,
binhing den, but when the young are mature enough to roam, Mother :
and Father play an agtive role in feeding and protectlrrg them. j

. 
Parents s-tay together until September, goir€ their selarare ways when i

$e 
y.oung disperse to establish their own te'itories. The same pur ^ey ,

breed again in the folfowils mating s.,*on, but sexually -"rrri. yorrni ,
are ejected to avoid inbreeding.

SEASONAT HABITS :

Tiaits common to all long-bodied weasels, from the ofter ro the least ,
1,reasel, are s_uperabundant energy, an insatiable appetite, and an almost ;

i frantic zest for living. The ermine oremplifies those traia, with its cease-
less wandering throughout a small home territory that seldom exceeds 2
acres. Ermine young recendy ejected by the parents may be seen wander-
ing more or less aimlessly from late r,t-rn.i through autumn, searching
for a suiable territory to call their own. Those withltablirh.i;;;;il l
patrol fi:T 

.a"t 
and- night-mostly night if humans are nearby_and,

i despite afairly meanderi-ng trail, cover 
"iot 

of g-rr;J. il;;#g, ;d ii



of up to 2 feet, and dives into deep snow are puncuate(
sometimes in one of perhaps many dens, and frequen'
that are pinned to the gound in a pounce, then dispat
ing bite to the back of the skull.

Ermine and their close cousins are almost cocky at
deep snow at the approach of a human only to reapp(
feet away, regarding the intruder intendy before disap
snow again. Sometimes this is repeated several dmes, '

of energy alternately disappearing and popping up
places undl it tires of the game and leaves.

Vhile most of their prey is captured on the ground
at navigating tlrough tree branches, and sometimes ta
nesding birds or eggs, or red squirrels cornered in a tree-
Gray squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis) litters, born in sprinl
in hollow tree trunls and lea-fr nests among tree limb
sonal foods, although a much larger gray squirrel moth
ground may convince a litde weasel to mov€ on to easj

Like dl weasels, ermine erc very good swimmers,
fr.ogs, baby ducks, or small rodents into the water. Th
poles in spring.

TRACKS

Ermine have five toes on each foot, with the smallest t
The small toes print lightly or not at all, even on gooc
such as mud and snow, although the hind feet are likely
est. AII four feet are the same size, averagjng about l3/+
inch wide, with furry soles that help obscure print de
winter when coats are thickest. )Vhen heel pads do ;
those of the hind feet show as triangles of dots, someti
a uack, with the peala of the triangles pointing forwa
of the CIpecidly thickly furred forefeet print only ligh
more or less shapeless dot.

In deep snow, ermine exhibit the Familiar nvin-dot
tern common among long-bodied weasels, where the fi

Hrxp Fnr

Emrine trachs; fmnt I to lth inches long bind [t/z to 2 inches h
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but sometimes the other end is blundy rounded. The drawback to these :

little differences is that they arerit always reliable, and sometimes scat

from the two weasels is identical. i
Ermine are more conventiondly territorid than most weasels because ]

th.ir r*g. is so small, and scat deposits are freshened regularly at.estab' :
lished ,Jrr,por* around its perimeter. You may alsg find accumulations I

near, but never inside, dens where ermine have holed uP to wait out a I

blizzard,or severe rainstorm. Sharp-eyed hikers often find scat left at ttrc :

side of a trail or din road, usually beside or on a tree, stumP' ot rock, *d i
these sometimes prove to be regularly used scenrposrs. The late olT I. :
Murie noted thaiermine scat is often found near coyote scat, but while '

this is obviously some sort of territorial behavior, its meaning isnt clear' :

SIGN ,

It stands to reason that the smaller an animd is, the les noticeable its sign 1

will be, and it palzs to think small when looking for ermine sign. In winter, :
the most obvious sign is its trail, twin dots partially connected by long &p :
marl6 over the rrrrf".. of the snow. At intervals along these trails you might ,

find scat and an occasional clear track, but perhaps most notable are the ,
.diving holes'left in fresh snow, where an ermine dove under after prey, to

oop. * owl or fox, or jtst for the fun of it. Shon-tail weasel holes range ,

from 2 to 3 inches in diameter; long-tail 3 rc 4 inches' I

The same measurements hold true for summer dens, whose entrances

Prey or carrion that proves too large for an ermine to haul to a nearby I

den is cached after the animal eats its fill, and will be revisited until it has I

been either consumed or appropriated by a stronger carnivore. Caches are j

panially covered with bitstlgrass, leaves, sticks, and din, and frequendy i
^h"rr. 

,* deposits within a few yards of them, left as a territorial claim. 
:

VOCALIZATIONS ;
Ermine are more vocal than most members of the weasel family because i

mates ravel together for a longer time, and because both parents take l
- - - - - -  - - 0

paft in rearing yo,tttg; in a nuchell, ermine have someone to tdk to more I

than most of their cousins.
Aside from this, ermine share pretry much the same range of cdls as

other weasels, including chirps, whistles, hisses, snarls, and screams. They

also chatter when excited, sexudly or otherwise.
you can often coax ermine (and mink) into poking their heads out of

a den by making a smdl squeak like a rodenr, and some predator calls

that mimic rabbits will accomplish the same thing.



RACCOON
(PROCYON'DAE)^

14
R A C C O O N  ( P R O C Y O N  L O T O B '

\/hen I was a boy, I hunted raccoons both to put meat on the f"-ily
dinner table and for the money I got from selling the tube-skinned pelts
to a local furrier. I was the oldest of six kids in a household where most
processed food was labeled'I-ISDA," so fishihg and hunting had a more
serious intent for me then than they do today. I had no dog and simply
snuck close enough to send the coons up a tr€e, where my trusty
Remington 580 single-shot .22 dispatched them swiftly with pelt-saving
head shots. The meat, which tastes a bit like mucton, was never a favorite
of mine, even after removing as much of its rancid-tasting ftt as possi.
ble-a necessary step before cooking.
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Itt also necessary to understand thal wild raccoo* *,tyl-*.:ti*I

;'.'rr-i;;;Jft ,r,o*r,butexceptionallvt::gh*d,!t:t:: j-*::

:lTil.ffii*i ;;;;;*'d" i * "'" trrelwtrif s'-: tf.Tl::*::
il,:l::1?nr?r"""* into deep water where rhJcoon activety uied to

|  . f  f  , t 2 )  l ' A  r t ' ^ n r  a n

ffi#,#:i";;; hunr raccoons anymore, bur if t"oto,.t1Jir.i

autoloading .zz; r rr"d-i" ,.lo"d thar old single-shot of my boyhood too

Raccoons are generally creatures.of the forest':ltttt st^tl*|T^t: 
ii::

xr#'#"ffi Tiil;u*,.1.'kableadapt"o,lty_11t:*
[:'J f# ffi ;; ;;;ffi;"rt anvwhere o:q' fT tT':^*:l
Hu,.:TJi"gr"*rJ H"tii"t n'uiv alwavs l""t"dn-1 *::;:::oesert' ilrl(r ruElr ru 

,,oft'lt' and insects are found
sffeatn, pond, or lake where crustaceans' I

. t r---^ E-^^L rlaan urtrtpr is orobably even more important m
;;;'d;;;.-Fr.rh, clean water is probably even more important m

often at a fast run.

Anyoneoldenoughtowatchcaftoonscanrecognize-theraccoon'sdis-
tinctive mask ,hort?"", and fluft ringed tails' In red life' the raccoon

weighs (ofiicially) ft;;it;t a8 pogds' although I've taken two that

,.".i.d',,.*ly 60 ;;il; i"l' "ia r"*'r.* n 
1;*,;;fi[t+f;:-rili

t 2 to more than 3 feet' with etai7

:o six dark stripes' The raccoont thick

he infamous Lhck mask around the

ue also common fur colors' As is the

ndividuals are generally larger in the Nonh'

Closelyrelated to the'*oon 
"" 

thJco"timundi' or just coai(Nasua

naua), and the ringtail (Bassariscus autas)' both of which are much

r smaller and more;ffi;rilffi1.;*auo,tt of which occur well south of

i the burly raccoon's nonhern range'

TT,NT:IET AND RANGE



i determining suitable raccoon habiat than trees. Their home territory ,
. :""g:s. 

from about r/z to I square mile, depending on the availabiriry .r .
, food, but emancipated youngsrers might wander for miles. ,, Raccoons are comfortable living close to humans-raiding gardens, ,
I carrying off chickens,. stealing .ggi 

"nd 
strewing ,rnpror..rj "gub^g, 

,
, everywhere. These and other social infractions make rhem a n,risance Ir, ,
i rural areas, bur in suburban communities they can be aggressive and dan- ,

gerous when rhey lose their fear of humans. Even worse, when
populations grow beyond manageable limits, nature culls out some of the ,i weaker individuals with the horrible disease of rabies.

I The current range of raccoons covers nearly all of the lower 4g ,a",o, 
'

._o.pt the plains of Montana, \wyoming, -i p*, of Kansas, and the '
1 deep deserts of fuizona and Nevada. Theyie .o--on in the sourhern- ,

most portions of canada, from British columbia through euibec, but :
. they srop well short of canada's northern interior, and tlere L .ro rac-

coons in Alaska. To the south, the species reaches fu down into Mexico,
' seemingly as capable of living in a subtropical jungle as in nonhern hard-

woods. From its range we can conclude that rheiaccoon, with its thick .I fur but hairless soles, is poorly adapted to exrreme cold, and that a per- i
; manent water supply and trees are essential factors in its choice of habitat. ,

FOODS

fu with bears, it would be easier to list what a raccoon wodt eat than to ,
itemize a diet thar includes just abour anything organic, but here are a few r

, g".-pl.r: fro_gs, tadpoles, crayfish, clams, rrrik rl i.r..cts, gnrbs, berries, ;
, fruits, roots, flowers, mice, rats, voles, and carrion-th.l"ttl onlv if food
, is scarce. And as many suburban- and rural-dwelling humans know, '
i coons are also very much atracted by the spicy smells ofpeople food, and
i are masters at opening garbage cans. A flexible trash can with a lock- ,

, 9:*_" lid is a good defense, although they'll eventually learn to open it. ,
i under no circumsrances approach a wild raccoon; the tamer it afpears, .
1 the more likely ir is to attack in defense of food or young. ,

, Probably the mosr common image of a feeding r"..ooi is ofone at the ,
, waterside, "washing:'its food before consuming ii. Indeed, the word bto, 

t,

l in is scientific name translates to 'the 
washer." In realiry a raccoon ,.wash-

, i1d'its food is kneadingand tearing at the flesh (fruit or animal) in search :
: of indigestible or possibly dangerous marerials, such as bone fragm.rrt , ,
' pits and seeds, arrowheads, or shor pellets. Few other carnivores-can doI this; because they dont have the raccoont remarkably dexterous, fingerlike ,
, toes and so must swallow small prey whole, excreting indigestible -"m., ,
, later. Raccoons arent finicky earers, as some beliwe, they're just utilizing ,
; their naturd intellilence and tools to make life a bit easier. 

" ,,

Raccoons' affiniry for water makes streambanks and shorelirre, good i
, places to look for the mostly nocturnal animals ar sunset and before"sun- i
i rise. Beachcombing is a favorite way ro forage for clams and crayfish, and i
i turde eggs or hatchlings are preferied deftJcies from May to July. 

,,



: -  i;
1 Frr-.rs often strongly dislike raccoons because they help themselves i

I fr..Iy to chickens, ,"bbi-6, eggs, and garden produce. I dispatched one on i

th. iamily farm after it had run offwith 24 chickens and roosters.in less ;

than a month. A mother raccoon with young can seriously damage ]

maturing corn crops by breaking down stalks ro ger al the_ears; often a i

.or.fi.li provides eno.rgh fooiand room for slrreral individuals *d I
families to feed in harmlny. Predatorproof enclosures can Protect tmdl I

livestock, but crop damage continues to be a problem'

MATING HABITS

Raccoons mate from December through February, later in the North

than in the South, to match the binh of one to sev€n kits to the onset of

owls, the most dangerous predators uPon young raccoons' keep an eye

SEASONAL HABITS

Raccoons of borl sexes are solitary. Because mothers spend all summer

and autumn raising young, a gathering of raccoons is dways a family

group. In a wholly natural environment, they may be seen foragingat ary

ime^of d"y, but most raccoons living near humans are stricdy nocurnd'



. The species' common name is a distortion of the Algonquin a-roo-
I coon, which means "scratches with hands," and, as wiih most Native
; American'narnes, it appropriately describes this animalt most distin_
I guishing characteristic. Possessirri ,r..rly the same manual dexreriry as
r monkeys, raccoons can grip and carry offitems (including my binocu-
, lars, one time), or manipulate catches, locks, and doorkiobi that are
I beyond the means of other animals. As mentioned previously, garbage
; c?.os are frequently raided, and even cabins are invaded and-loited 6'v
: the masked bandits.

' . 
Raccoons have permanent, year-round dens. Most are below ground,

i whether in a dry culvert or under the roots of a ffee, and provide a cool
j pl".e to sleep away the heat of a summer day. The animals never hiber-
i nate, but during pardcularly cold or harsh weather may lay up in a cozy
j q." for several days at a dme, until the wearher improves o.h.rnge, drives
; them out to forage.
: Although they dont sleep away rhe winter monrhs, raccoons are other-
r wise remarkably like bears in their diets and habits. They claw open rotting

, 
wogd and turn over rocks and logs ro ger at spiders, worms, and grubi

i and the same late-summer berry patches that attract bears also drai ,a.-
: coons. And, like bears,.raccoons are strongly driven in late summer and
, autumn ro put on a layer of fat against the coming ofwinter, gaining about
: 25 perent of their original body weight. August through october is a
i god time to observe raccoons of all ages, as their urgent *.d,o faten up
, makes them more active than at otheitimes of vear]
I

I TRACKS

. rirc weasels and bears, raccoons have five toes on all four feet, each
; tipped with a shorr, sharply curved claw. And like bears, porcupines, and
; humans, they walk plantigrade, or flat footed, with the entire surface of
i each sole making contacr with the eanh. Contrast this with the natural
i tendenry of deer, canids, and most fourJegged animals to walk on their
; toes, ready to flee or give chase instantly. ,a flat-foot d walk always indi-

; catgs nro things abour any species: It has litde fear of natural enemies,
, "ttd 

it cant run fast. fu with other flat-footed species (the exception is
: humans), a raccoon's smallest toes are on the inside, acting 

"lmost 
.s

, thumbs and printing more lighdy than the other four.
A raccoon's forefeet are nearly handlike, with long "fingers" that give

eacl-r foot a length of 2 rc 2Yz inches. Note that th. tJes 
"rJ 

rriribly *id.,
at the tips. on mud and snow in panicular, toes are often widely splayed
to increase rhe amount of surface area *rey cover, thus providi"j -or.
support on soft surfaces. On firmer surfaces, raccoons-Ifu. -or.-pla"ti- ]
grade species-exert mosr of their body weight downward o" th. j
outsides of the soles of all four feer, so a paniallrack may show gnly a j
faint oudine of the outer edges

The rear feet, which 
"rr.rlg. 

3 ro 3r/zinches long and strongly ro.-- '
ble our own, cover enough area by themselves ,i ,rrppo* Ih. .oorr'. i



-

HtnP Fnoxr

Raccoon track: front, 2 to 2t/z lnches lnng; hind, 3 to 3I/z inches hig. Nou long fin'
ger-lihe toes that prouidt near-hunun manual dexteity

weight on soft surfaces, so the splayed-toe characteristic isnt as common

in liind prints. The toes of a raccoont hind foot are far longer than ou1 1
o*n, ,lrrrort qualifying as fingers, and are tipped with sharply pointed' i

sharply .u*.i 
"h*, 

that help make it one of the best tree climbers in i

North America. i
RaccoonS have another trait common among flat-footed species, from 1

apes and bears to humans: Their normal S"it it a relatively slow, shuffling ,

walk in which the sole of each foot skims the eafth as closely as the ter- i

rain permia. Such an ea,sy, dmost lazy walk dlows omnivores thoroughly j

.o ,.ou, their territories while conserving calories, which might better be

utilized as winter fat.

species is.

,*

*

t
qF
Rnccoon walhing nach pattern as it might appcar
tcr indiui&ul!.



At a run, raccoons 
ldopt the "rocking horse" gait common among

most quadrupeds, in which hind feet land ahead and to the outside o-f
foreprints in sets of four, usudly individud, tracks. Running speeds
depend on an animal's size and weight, but 15 to 18 mph is proLab$
average, which means an adrenaline-charged human can easiiy ourrun a
coon in a fair race. The stride at a full nrn may reach 3 to 4 feet, but
remember that this animal isnt a long-distance nrnner, and it will fre-
quendy slow to a walk or, if pursued, rurn ro fight or climb a ffee.

SCAT

Raccoon scat is fairly distinctive. Deposits generdly consist of nvo or
three individual segments lvz to 2 inches long by roughly Tn inchin
diameter. The color is dark brown to black; oid., dep*its turn white
with age. The texture is rough and irregular, showing seeds, bits of bone,
some fur, pans of crayfish carapaces, and an occasional feather.

- Raccoons patrol their rypicdly smdl terrirories regularly, and, like
bobcats and coyotes, th.y establish scat scentposts that 

"o 
ft rh.tt.d daily

at dusk and dawn.

Raccoon scat. btdiuidual scgments lt/z n 2 incbcs.hng ofim showing veds. ;
i

j
SIGN J
The best place to begin scouting for raccoons in any habiat i, 

"t 
th. j

waterside. From the first warm days of spring to the first hald freeze of i

Ei l ,  I



sandy portions of these generic trails will often reveal clear trackt' Td ,

;i;;"* moss will holithe recognizable outline of a raccoon's foot for :

as much as a day. :
.When 

theyi. excavared, raccoon dens are always found on high ,

ground, but hollow standing trees .are 
the best places to.look for active '

i.n, i., any forest environnient. The entrances are usually located well I

above gro,rrrd, out of reach of larger carnivores that might eat the young 
i

while Mother is away foraging. The trunks of den trees will show many

scratch marks from ih. 
"t.irr 

of climbing coons; these are fairly obvious I

on smoorh-barked beech or poplar trees but require closer inspection_ on ;

rough-barked oaks o, -"pl.r. ih. b"r.r of den trees are usually marked I

by iccumuladons of scat around their bases' :

VOCALIZATIONS

Raccoons are generally silent, but they do have a broad range of calls' No ,

.". ,-.dry ktJ*, *hat th.y -ean, but different sounds aPPear.to have

specific applications. once, while lying camouflaged at the edge between '

forest and field, I was approached by a mother coon with three young- ,

sters in tow. None *r, 
"*.. 

of my presence' and when they came within '

10 feet I began ro wonder just how the morher might react if she sud- ,

;;"ry f.""d"h.rr.lf face ro face with a man. \When I rose to shoo the '

Amrry off with quiet hisses and hand waving, the mother' 
1 {o":.8st:t

h.rr.i[ sent the fr-ily up a hearby tree with a sharp' high.pitched bTf' 
.

then joined them. They ruined my deer hunt, but I did get to hear 1wi{e I

vaietyofchirps,charterings,andsharplittlebarksfromallfouranimds'
I also heard a soft purrinfsorr.rd, much more audible than a cat's purr,

that seemed the equivalent of baby talk'

Raccoons can be quite loud. One

a family out foraging, I saw another a

group. The mother reacted with awa

io*ed by screams and much chaftet

broke and ran Past mY hide with r

*"t irrg high-pirched warbling noises punctuated by shrill screeches. i

r
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V I  R G  I  N  I A  O P O ' ' U M
( D '  D E  L P  H  I '  V '  R G '  N ' A N A )

M*y think the all-American opossum belongs to the rodent f"*ily
because of its pointed snout, beady eyes, and naked, radike tail. Actudly,
this sole North American species of marsupial is more closely related to
Australia's kangaroo, wombat, and bandicoot. 

'With 
adult weights rgach-

ing14 pounds and a body length of up to 2l inches (sans til), opossums
are far larger than any rat, and their 50 sharp-pointed teeth-more than
any other land mammal in Nomh America-in no way resemble the
gnawing incisors of rodents. Other visual differences include grryish to
brownish to almost white fur, normally grin)ed; an unusual pink nose;
nearly naked pink-tipped ears; and a sharply pointed snout with lonfi
white whiskers. 

'\trThatever 
the body colot the head is dways lighter col-

ored, even white.
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Another real difference is the opossumt long pde, prehensile tail-

one that c:rn wrap around *d gftp objects. This abiliry dlows the animd

to use it as a fifth "hand" to hang from uee branches, like some monkqrs

and unlike rodents.

HABITAT AND RANGE
t

Vhen I was growing up in northern Michigan, there were no Possums;
it was commonly believed that the winters were too cold for them to sur-

vive. By the early 1980s, it became obvious that this th*ty was flawed,

and as of this writing opossums are found up to the northernmost tip of

Michigan's lower peninsula, despite sweral recent winters of record.

breaking cold. As the late great Olas Murie predicted in his book, A Ficld

Gaidc n ,4ninal Tiack, way back in lg54, "Undoubtedly [opossums]
will eventudly occupy the greater pan of the country CI(cePt the coldest

and the most arid regions."
In fact, the opossum origindly occupied only a few states in the

American Southeast. It was nwer popular as fur or meat, dthough it has

served as both, and this-<ombined with a diet that includes almost any-

thing organic-has dlowed populations to enpand. The animals are not

well adapted to cold weather, but in the Far North they've learned to den

up during cold spells and subsist largely on the carrion of winter-killed or

road-killed animals.'Weather nowithstanding, possums are capable of

making a living in virnrdly any tyPe of habitat, from oak forest to cedar

su/amp to brushland, so long as the terrain provides suitably secure den-

ning places. In most cases, their homc territories are. near oPen water.

Tod"y, opossums occupy the eastern half of the United States from

South Dakota down to Ttxas and well into Mexico, entending easuvard

to the Adantic Coast but stopping in entreme southern Maine. Isolated

Di*ibution of Wrginiz oPostam @idelphis virginianus).



, populations are also found in Wfoming, New Mexico, and along the
r Pacific Coast of California, Oregon, and 

'W'ashington. 
Except for the

i southern peninsula of Ontario, berween Michigan *d N.* Yorh none
; are known to live in Canada. Yet.

.  FOODS

, Opossums can and do eat almost anphing digesdble, which hCI caused
: humans to label them "garbage eacers." In ruth, opossums do relish the

spicy scraps found in garbage cans, and they frequendy venture close to
houses to raid these food sources under cover of darkness. Unlike the case
of raccoons, howwer, closed uash containers are usually beyond opos-
sums' abilities. Their weakness for garbage makes them relatively easy to
bait into camera range with inexpensive table scraps.

In a more natural environment, the opossum's diet is as varied as any
omnivore's, consisting of insecrs, bird and runle eggs in spring, crayfish,
small rodents, berries, fungi, fruits (especially apples), f"rm crops (espe-
cially corn), frogs, snakes, and road-killed animals not claimed by larger
carnivores. In snow counry, most of irs diet comes from winrerkills, the
bodies ofwhich it may actually inhabit, using the rib cage as a remporary
den while stripping meat from the carcass.

As a hunter, the opossum is beaer offscavenging. Its nose is very keen,
but its eyesight is poor, its hearing is only fair, and it runs too slowly to
catch anything faster than a mouse or a snake.

MATING HABITS

Like rodents, opossums are prolific, with femdes bearing up to three lit-
ters of lI to 14 kits per year. There's no fixed breeding season; mating is
prornpted by the scenr of females coming into estrus. Opossum kits are
born in a sheltered den just 12 to 13 days after the female becomes preg-
nant, but as marsupials, their birth is actudly a rwo-stage process. Blind,
hairless, and about the size of a honeybee, each of the so-called "living
embryos" makes its way independendy from the birth cand, climbing
along the mothert fur until it reaches her belly pouch. Once rhere, new-
born kits crawl inside and attach themselves to one of I I to 13 nipples,
where they remain for the next rwo monrhs. Those that dont find a
nipple, or are too weak to make the journey (mothers wont help them),
die of starvation.

After about 60 days, the youngsters emerge from their mother's
pouch, still smaller than newborn kittens but ready to begin eating solid
foods. Helpless, they ride about on Mother's back for their first few weel6
in the oumide world, but development is swift thereafter, with kits strik-
ing out on their own ar three to four months. The life span is thought to
be about seven years.

One of the more ridiculous myths about possums is that mdes mate
with femdes through their nostrils. This oudandish beliefl which persists,
sterns from the male's unusual forked penis, but the truth is drat mating



occurs in a conventional manner, with males mounting receptive females
from behind.

SEASONAL HABITS

Opossums are most hmous for'playing possum," a surprisingly effective
defense against predators more commonly seen in insects and lower ani-
mds. 

'When 
a predator attacks, or somedmes even approaches, an

opossum may just fall over on its side or back, tongue lolling out one side
and eyes closed, and may wen defecate to make itself smell dead. In some
cases these feigned fatdities can last for hours.

Often, though, a surprised possum will make a show of ferocity, open-
ing its mouth to show its many teeth, drooling, and hissing loudly. If this
doesnt worh it will play dead. And if playing dead doesnt stop a preda-
tor from trying to eat it, the opossum will fight-but only as a last t€sort,
because it cant run fast enough to escape, and even a large specimen is no
match for most carnivores in a fight.

trf opossums are territorial, it isnt apparent. Scat serves probably to
warn intmders that an area is taken, but the meanderings of most opos-
sums are dicated dmost entirely by food, or perhaps sex, and there seems
lirde emphasis on proprietorship of land. Like most animals, they may
follow already established mails out ofbonvenience, abandoning them at
the first hint of trouble, sometimes by retreating up a tree. Roadways are
frequendy crossed repqtedly at the same point, and the same shorelines
may be revisited often, but an opossumt travels are dictated more by its
nose than by ̂ y territorid instinct.

i The classic opossum image is of a nocturnd animal, but this isnt

i always the case. Those living in close proximity to humans, feeding not

i only upon our crops but also upon the rodents that plague us, may be

I active exclusively at night; in a wilderness setting, however, they may dso

i move about by day, particularly in winter when food is scarce.

TRACKS

The most commonly heard description of opossum tracks is that theyie
"star shaped," an dlusion to the e:<tra wide spread of the animalt toes.
There are five toes on each foot, front and hind, but possum tracks are
unique, and there's litde danger of confusing them with those of other
2O-toed animals such as raccoons or weasels.

Thi front tracls of the opossum mq$tue lVz to 2 inches in length,
with an average width of 2 inches, or slighdy wider than they are long,
because of the widely qplayed toes. The three center toes are longer than
the nvo outer toes, with both of the laaer being almost identical in length
and thicknCIs (in contrast with most other four-footed animds, which
feature the smallest toes on the inside). All five toes are dpped with short
claws that show in tracks, ,h""gh not prominendy.

But the opossum's hind feet are what make identifying is tracks a sure
thing. As with the forefeet, the three center toes are longer than the outer



Hrno

Opossum trachs; front, I t/z to 2 inches lorry; hind, 2 to 3 inchcs hng. Note th,umblihe
toer on each foot.

toe on either side, but in this instance they print side by side, like pickets
in a fence, rather than being splayed. The outermost toe is nearly as long,
but itt widely separated from its neighbors. The innermost resembles a
thumb, and like our own thumb, itt opposable (see the illustration),
printing fu to the side and sometimes pointing backward. Note dso that
the rounded tip of the inside hind toe has no claw, while the other four
are tipped with short claws that show in a clear track.

Since opossums are slow moving by design and have limle to gain from
running, nearly all of their track panerns reveal a walking gait. In a
normal paffern, the front and hind tracks on each side tend to register
side by side in pairs, with the front track to the inside, much like the rac-
coont. Depending on terrain and walking speed, tracks may be
superimposed, or sometimes the forefeet print in front. The length of the
stride, or distance between pairs, averages 7 inches but may range from 5
to as much as 1l inches. The stride averages about 4 inches.

. . t-[,s;

thumblike toe of hindfoot; allfrur

i
scAr i
Opossum scat varies with diet. Most samples are segmented, vaguely I
cylindrical, and irregular in shape. Segmens from adults rypically mea- i
sure I to 2 inches long by Y, inch in diameter, and are sometimes i
connected by fur or fiber. The color and consistency dso vary with diet, i
from soft and blackwith visible seeds throughout to brown and firm with ;



Oltossum scat. Segntents t/z to 2

inches hng.

an abundance of rodent and animal hairs, or any combination in

beween. old scat pales with age, turning white after about a week before

crumbling back inio the eanh. Of course, this description also applies to

the scat o? **y other species, including coyotes, bobcats, and foxes, so

you should never base an identification on scat samples without addi-

fields, streambanfts, and berry patches.

SIGN

opossums are low-profile animals in that they dont go- 9ut 
of their way

to make their presence known to other animals, even of the same species.

If they have scentposts oI other territorial markings that can be detected

by humans, I dont know what theY are.

Nevertheless, they do leave sign, and probably the most noticeable of

these are dens. \fiti their shon claws and relatively delicate "fingefs,'

opossums are Poorly equipped for digging, so in most cases dens are

made from the abandoned homes of other animals, most notably the gray

to a seasonal food source.
other sign includes crayfish quapaces, left at a shoreline, grasshopper

legs, and biis of rodent fi.rr. The problem is that dl of these are common

sign of a number of other animds as well.

VOCALIZATIONS

Opossums have a limited vocabulary. Theyte silent most of the time but,
j *h.n faced with a potenrial enemy, hiss loudly and may emit a not-very-

i intimidating gowl.
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B  E A V E R  ( C A ' T O  R  C A N A D E  N ' I ' )
No animal has more influenced the development of North America than
the beaver. Narure's own consffuction worker, this large aquatic rodent
changes the environmenr ro suit its own needs, building dams to insert
large ponds in the middle of small streams and, as a side effect, providing
habitat for many other species. Fish that cant live in fast-moving water are
brought in as eggs stuck to rhe feathers of waterfowl, rhemselves drawn to
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Beavers have also had a real impact on the growth of civilization in

North America, and some of the most Powerfirl financial empires on the

continent owe their beginnings ro trading in beaver pels. Beave$ afe

narive only to North Am.tica, and, because the first European explorers

had never seen an animal that could acrually build houses and fotge a

habitat suited to iis needs, the first rePorts sent back home were exagger'

ared, to say the least. According to these often ridiculously illustrated

records, beavers were intelligen; near-human bipeds living together in

villages on lakes ,h.yd created, with humanlike socid structures that,

acc;rding to some, included beaver chieft wearing feather headdreses'

Some oi.ho. tall tales doubdess were inspired by the beaver's large size:

Adults rypic"lly weigh fron 45 to 60 pounds, but in the past, weights of

up to 110 pounds were fairly common.^ 
The ,r*h fin"ily won out, but that spelled even more trouble for the

beaver. Renaisance-era Europeans created a huge demand for its thick,

lustrous pelt, while trappers and frontiersmen soon redized the pracdcal

value of war-, r,""r.qpioof coats made of beaver skins. Top hats worn by

Abraham Lincoln and other l9th-century notables were dso called

"b€avers," an obvious allusion to their construcdon.'W'orse sdll for the

big rodent, its flesh, especially the flat, fatry tail, were considered delica-

cii (the meat r.r very good). By the 1900s, beavers had been trapped to

octinction in many areas; demand for pelts subsided only when mapping

regulations *ere implemented to protect remaining stocks and beavers

became unaffordable.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Beavers alwap live in some sort of flowingwaterway' from small lowland

creeks that can be backed up to form a pond to rivers as largg as th5

Mississippi. But unlike the muskrat and otter-the latter is the beaver's

most imporhnt enemy-a beaver also needs trees, especially poplar'

sp€n, and birch. Thae species, along with a few shrubs such as willow

and viburnum, provide the food -d b,tildittg materials necessary for

beavers to live.
Despite being driven to endangerment i*t l few d;cades ago' the

beaver l, ,roo, found almost everywhere in the lower 48 states o(cePt



north, beavers are at home in all but the northernmost regions of Canada,
and occupy about one-third of Alaskat southwest. T"d"y, beavers not
only have made a comeback, but also have overpopulated areas where
natural predators have disappsared, causing problems when their dam-
building activities flood power lines and human habitats. Unfortunately,
trapping is very hard work, and antifur rhetoric has damaged the pelt
uade to the point that trappers themselves have become endangered.
Rather than protecting the species, andfiu forces have placed control of
beaver numbers in the hands of government agencies, whose idea ofpop
ulation control historically has been limited to poisoning and shooting,
which benefits rio one.

FOODS

Unlike most members of the rodent order, beavers are strict vegetarians.
They eat a variety of aquatic and land planm in season<attail shoots,
pond lily roots and stems, violets, and planain*but the beaver's main
source of food is trees. Food trees, naturally are those most often found
dong streambanla: poplar, aspen, cottonwood, basswood, and white,
silver, or yellow birch. Aspen and poplar are mainstap all year, but shrubs
such as river willow are also imponant, and occasionally pine, maple, or
cedar is felled-the latter apparendy more for construction purposes than
for food.

One prevailing myth is that beavers eatwood, but a quick look at their
cuttings reveds that they eat only the bark of younger, smooth-barked
trees. Tiee trunks too heavy to move are gnawed clean where they lie;
branches are hauled to the safery ofwater after being cut into manageable
sections of 6 to 8 feet in length, depending on their diameters. The beaver
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sis upright on its haunches like a prairie dog and gips a section of limb
with nimble, fingerlike front toes, gnawing offbark as we eat corn from
a cob. Limbs are rarely found near the tree they came from unless the
owner was chased off midmed; theyte instead dragged off to be fitted
into some niche in the rodentt lodge or den.

The beaver's abiliry to chew through wood is the stuff of legends. A

rypical adult can fell a l0-inch, 3O-foot-tdl cottonwood in about six min-
utes. It always uses what it cuts, however, and the trees it takes are among
the fastest growing in Nonh America. \{/hile people often regard beavers
as destructive, in a naturd habitat the rodents do only good, by toppling
tall trees that shade out new growth and providing a valuable source of
food for other herbivores that couldnt reach it otherwise.

In late aurumn in snow country beavers cut branches from food uees
and anchor them solidly into the mud at the bottom of the pond.'When
ice covers the pond and hard weather makes land foraging difficult to
impossible, be4vers holed up inside a lodge make periodic trips .h-"gh
its underwater poftal to retrieve branches from this submerged larder.
Limbs are usually brought back inside the lodge, although beavers can
chew under wate! thanla to voluntary muscles that seal the mouth (and

dso the ears and nostrils) behind the incisors. Their underwater food
supply c:rn sustain an entire beaver family till spring.

MATING HABITS

Beavers mate from lateJanuary to early March at a pond new pairs estab-
lished the prwious summer or, in the case of older pairs, perhaps several
summers before. Gestadon.is four months, with up to eight young, called
kits, born in May and June. Litter size largely depends on the availability
and qualiry of food, ultimately represented by the female's phpical
hedth, but four kits is average. Kits weigh about I pound at binh, and
are born frrlly furred with open eyes. They can swim well but not dive at
two weels, and it may be more than a month before newborns dwelop
the breath conrol necessary to swim out of the lodge. \\7hen they do,
youngsters will frequendy be seen hitching a ride on their mothert back
when they dre of swimming. Kits are weaned at about two months and
quickly learn to use their long incisors to gnaw through wood and feed
themselves on bark. .\q

Beaver families are unusually close knit. Parents mate for life unless
one dies, and kits remain with them for two years before leaving to estab-
lish their own ponds. One of the species' odder traits is the way year-old
youngsters not only get along with the previous generation but dso actu-
ally care for and may even defend younger siblings. Because they have so
many baby-siaers, newborn kits enjoy constant acention. This highly
social behavior means that a given beaver pond could boast as many as
18 individuals most of the year, o(cept for a brief period in early spring
when two-year-olds are ejected and the pond matriarch has yet to give
birth to the next generation.



Mdes are usually the first to leave the community, in their second
spring, but femdes follow closely behind. Newly emancipated youngsters
instinctively select a place for their own pond that wont interfere with
their parents' homHxcept where population densities are sftreme.
From late spring to midsummer, solitary adolescents may be seen wan-
dering in dmost any type of terrain (I've wen seen them on a sandy lake
Michigan beach) as they travel 10 miles or morein search of a new home.
Most find a mate along the way, dmost certainly by scent, and the two
work together to find a suitable location for their own pond before
mating in late winter.

SEASONAL HABITS

The beavert unusually strong social structure probably wolved as a
"strength in numbers" fype of natural deFense. M*y predators eat beaver
young, among them otters, hawks, owls, alligators, bobcats,ly*, coyotes,
and foxes. Adult beavers are formidable fighters when threatened;
Captain Meriwether kwis of the l€wis and Clark expedition (1803-06)
nearly lost his 200-pound Newfoundland dog on that journey after a cor-
nered beaver ripped its throat open. But few predators of any size will face
an adult beaver when youngsters are available, and it seems likely that
having so many potential victims could confrrse an enemy long enough
for all to escape.

Spring is the busiest-and most dangerous-time for members of a
beaver clan. Itt imperative that their lodge entrance remain at least a foot
under water to help keep out predators and to keep it below the freeze
line of the pond, and a torrent of melted snow or spring rain poses a seri-
ous threat to the dam. Strong as those mud-and-wood constructions are,
heavy flooding can sweep them away, lowering the pond's water level
dangerously. A breach in their dam creates dmost feverish activity among
the pond's residents, who will abandon their normally nocturnal habis
to repair it in broad daylight. If flooding is too heavy, older members of
the family work cooperatively to exslvate a drainage ditch that circum-
vents the dam on one side, acting as a prcssure release.

Summer is less frantic, although heavy rains are still to be reckoned
with, and most attention is Focused on eating and raising )oung. A
beaver's favorite pastime is llng in the sun and combing through its thick
fi,u with the naturally split claws on im hind feet, spreading an oily secre-
tion cdled "castoreuni' from gl*& located near the anus. Castoreum
gives beaver fur its lustrous and waterproof qualities, and regular groom-
ing is required, especially in winter. Early trappers attributed miraculous
heding qualities to castoreum, and rubbing a patch of fiu containing
those glan& over the afflicted area of a sick persont body was reputed to
cure almost anything.

Beavers are relatively uneasy on land, because, dthough their sharp,
yellow-orange incisors can inflict even fatd injury on an attacker, they
know that any carnivore hungry enough to chance it can easily oaeed



their shambling 6- to 8-mph running speed. Individuals interrupt their

chores frequendy to rise up on their haunches, nose elerated, to te$ the

air for signs of troubl+something a stalker should bear in mind.

In the water, the big rodents are far bolder, and Ive had them swim

by within I 0 feet of my camera lens once they were convinced I posed no

threat.
In winter, beavers are acdve as long as they have open water and

sometimes even after an unbreakable layer of ice seds the pond, rising

from underwater outings to breathe the 3 to 4 inches of air trapped

between it and the water's surface. Cold seems not to affect them at all,

and tree-toppling activity will condnue so long as the animals have a way

into and out of the water.'\Tinter yards of deer, elk, and moose frequendy

include nearby beaver ponds to take advantage of the valuable browse

beavers provide through their tree cutting.

TRACKS

Beavers are ideal training animds for the beginning wildlife observer

intent on dweloping skills, because theyie quite heavy, and so many of

their tracks are pressed into soft mud that shows good detail. Like the

muskrat, beavers have five toes on each foot, but in this case dl are promi-

nent enough to show in a clear mack. The toes of the front tracfts are

normally spread widely, with the center three being longer and thicker

than the outermost toe on either side. On firmer ground, the smallest,

innermost toe may print lighdy or not at all. The front tracks measure 2

to 3 inches, somedmes more.
The toes of the hind feet dso print in a fan-shaped pattern, but in this

case webbing connects each toe to its neighbor right out to the claws. On

snow and mud, some ponion of the webbing should print noticeably;

even when it doesnt, the long toes, with their distinct outward curve and

enlarged knuckle joins (see the illustration), leave clear impressions.

Beauo trachs; font, 2 n 3 inchcs lang hind, 5 n 7 inches long. Note nimbh 'frg*"

offmnt paus. Wcbbing of hindfra, shoum hcn, scbm pinr accpt in sort md"

Fnoxr



Beaaer walhing trach pattem in mud. Note distinctiue shapes offront and bind trachs
and toe-in walhing panern.

Note again that the smdl, innermost toe prints more lighdy than the
other four.

Like bears, raccoons, and humans, beavers are plantigrade, or flat
footed. The elongated hind feet have a distinct rounded heel and an aver-
age length of 5 to 7 inches. An extended toe spread makes them nearly as
wide at the claws as they are long.

The ungainly beaver rarely travels at ar;ry gait but a walk, and its track
paffern orhibits an extreme toe-in stance reminiscent of the badger. The
hont and hind feet of the same side print together in distinct pairs, with
a stride between pairs that varies from 3 to 5 inches. On mud, the
animalt flat, heavy tail sometimes leaves wide drag marks.

SCAT

Beavers are one of the few animals that regularly defecate in water, and
their feces can cause a (usually) mild, flulike infection, which old trappers
referred to as "beaver fever." For this reason, dont drink water anywhere
downstream of a beaver pond without first purifying it.

Beaver scat found on land will almost always be at the water's edge.
Segments are cylindricel,,lVzto 2Vz inches long (sometimes shorter), and
look as if they were formed of compressed sawdust. The diameter is an
indication of the animdt size, with I inch being average for adults. The
color of fresh deposits is dark brown, with lighter-colored bits of undi-
gested wood, turning pale with age. Deposim more than two days old are
rare, because they break down very quickly into a sawdusdike powder.

Beauer scat. Segments are I I/z to 2I/z inchcs long. Scat is seldnm found on knd. as

beaucn arc one of the few animab willing to dzfecate in water.



SIGN

No animal leaves more obvious sign of is presence than the beaver. Most
prominent is its lodge' a conical or dome-shaped construction located in
deep water (3-plus feet) inside the pond. The exterior is a v,ery thick shell
of de-barked branches, mud, miscellaneous wood, even man-made
debris-dmost anything that can be used in its construction will be used.
It may be as much as 20 feet wideat the base by nearly 10 feet high; larger
lodges represent older, longer-established clans. You ll see litde activity
around the lodge itself, because beavers entering or oriting regularly travel
30 or more feet under water before surfacing.

Dams are also conspicuous, of course, and, once €ain, older dams
are larger than recent consmuctions. Their composition is identicd to
that of lodges: interlocking nvigs and barkless branches arranged in a
sffong design so intricate that human engineers have been unable to
duplicate it. The water depth on the upstream side normally runs 4 rc 6
feet, and some dams may be more than 5 feet wide. length, to para-
phrase the old tdage, dwap reaches to the opposite bank, and I've seen
some dams more than 80 feet long. Dams arent watertight but have a
steady flow ofwater running through them dl the time, even though the
topmost surface may be high enough to walk across without getting wet
feet. In fact, surprisingly large spawning salmon and trout often get
upstream through underwater holes in these seemingly impregnable
walls. Contrary to what some believe, beaver dams seldom completely
stop the spawning runs of fish, although they do help ensure that only
the strongest get through to mate.

"Cuftings" are another obvious sign of beaver activity. Toppled trees,
sometimes still attached to their stumps, may be found 50 yands or more
from a stream. Tiees are downed by gnawing an hourglass-shaped groove
around their circumference, resulting in a conical shape at the termind
ends of both trunk and stump. Toothmaiks are evident as win grooves
measuring r/ainchor larger individually, and an abundance ofwood chips
will lie on the ground around the base. Vood chips are also found at the
bun ends of branches that have been gnawed offand taken to the pond.
Tiunks too large to be hauled off are typically stripped of bark over the
course of sryerd days, and poftions left uneaten will draw the animals
back to finish the job.

Beavers can bring down impressively large trees, with trunk diameters
of more than 30 inches. This, combined with the fact that some trees are
cut at a height of 4 to 5 feet above ground, has led to tdes of giant beavers
that no one actually sees. The truth is, these abnormally high grooves
were cut when there was a solid layer of hardpack snow on the ground.

The last tlpe of beaver sign is its scentpost. Scentposts are conical or
dome-shaped masses of nvigs, gass, and mud found around the outer
perimeter of ponds. To activate them, a lsavs1-usudly the dominant
md+raises its tail, backs up to the mound, and rubs cilstoreum from its



and glands over the outer surface. Scented mounds are often small ;
enough to require a bit of searching, but some may be up to I foot tdl :
by 3 feet across at the base. i

VOCALIZ,ATIONS

Beavers are usually silent, but they do have a basic language of sorrs. I :
heard one of their stranger cdls early one summer morning while observ- i
ing a young pair at a new dam. 

.Whenever 
the two were out of sight of ;

one another, one or the other would raise its head as if sniffing the air *d .
emit a high-pitched call I can only describe as "beeeee . . . beeeeee." This ,
unique sound faintly resembles the alarm call of a blue jay, but with a r
slower pace. Thereb also a mallardlike quacking that lve heard from par- ,
ents caring for youngsters. Except for an occasiond grunt uttered while .
an animal is working, I've heard no other calls from adults. t,

Young kits are very vocal, however, making a variety of noises ranging i
from abbreviated whines that sound just like a puppy to calls that sound r
a lot like the honking of a Canada goose, and even a muted ducklike ;
quacking.

The beaver's best-known communication, however, is its danger
warning, made by slapping its wide, flat tail hard against che water's sur-
face. Starding animals suddenly will usudly precipitate an alarm slap,
followed by the disappearance of all the beavers in a pond for a half hour
or more. Ironically, approaching the pond slowly and in full view does-
nt disturb them as much, and if you wait quiedy in a secluded spot,
chances are that starded beavers will reemerge within a hdf hour to go
about their business.



NEW WORTD PORCUPINE
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P O R C U P I  N  E  ( E  R E T H  I Z O N  D O  R ' A T U I A '

Every animd species, including our orvvn, is a direct product of its envi-
ronment. Most followed fairly generic patterns, the predators dweloping
fangs, claws, and sometimes venom for preying on weaker animals, while
prey animds simultaneously evolved the abiliry to outrun, outswim, or
otherwise defeat these natural weapons.

Native only to Nonh America, the porcupine falls into the 'bther-

wise" category. Its common narne translates to "he who rises in anger," an
dlusion to the animalt nearly ideal defense against predators. Instead of
wolving a fight-or-flee approach, it adopted a passive stance, growing an
unusual coat of stiff brisdy fur interspersed with 30,000 spiked quills-
which are redly higl,ly modified.hairs. Each quill is a pointed spike I to '

3Vz inches long covered with microscopic barbs. Quills are concentrated
along the baik and especially on the tail; the head and belly are unquilled.
At a full-speed run of only 3 rc 4 mph, a'porky" seems easy prey for
swift-moving predators, but woe to the carnivore *rat thinks it can kill
this 8- to 4O--pound herbivore with a bite to the spine or neck.

Despite the myths, porcupines qrnnot throw their quills, but they can
detach them from the skin voluntarily as needed.'S7hen anacked, the por-
cupine hunches low and keeps its arched back to the attacker, not out of
cowatdice, but to keep its heavily armed tail in an assailantt face. As the
predator circles, the porky turns with iq and when the attacker lunges for-
ward, itt met by a hard slap and a facefirl of quills. Once embedded, the
hollow, ainight quills expand from the victim's own body heat, causing the
barbs to dig in more firmly. The immediate result is intense pain, followed
by a throbbing swelling. An unlucky carnivore with mouth and tongue
brisding with porcupine quills will die slowly from infection and stawa-
tion, and those luck)' enough to escape with just a few quills sruck in their
flesh usudly wont try atacking a porcupine again. From my own obser-
vations, quills dont actudly work themselves ever deeper into the victim's
flesh, as even some veterinarians believe, but are rather pushed inward as
the frantic animal tries to scrape them offagain$ ffees and the ground.

Yet there are predators with the intelligence to defeat a porcupinet
attemPt to

215

defenses. Coyotes, bob'cats, and foxes will, if food
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Porcupine

knock the waddling pincushion onto its back to deliver a lethd bite to
the underside. But by far the best porcupine hunter is the fisher (Martes
pennant), an l8-pound forest-dwelling weasel that has become scarce in
the face of civilization. Porcupines, on the other hand, have no trouble at
all coexisting with humans. Today, several dmes more porcupines are
killed by cars than by carnivores, and rural dog owners within the porlry's
range have good reason to fear a populadon boom (most house cats are
smart enough to steer clear).

Porcupines can be very destructive. Theyre extremely fond of salt, and
often fearlessly invade outbuildings to eat perspiration-soaked wooden
tool handles. They also like the varnishes used to sed wood-sided houses
and buildings, and one fellow I know had a corner of his cedar cabin col-
lapse after its wooden foundation was eaten away by porcupines.

Ironicdly, humans are perhaps the only predators that can kill a por-
cupine in complete safery-and a porcupine is just about the only prey
an unarmed human can catch. A hard blow across the nose with a heavy
stick will shock the animd's brain, killing it. Conversely, a porky can
absorb severd rounds of buckshot to the body and still climb a tree,
because its very basic brain doesnt register systemic shock the way those



of higher animds do. Hunters who shoot them for meat knou'that head

shots are thc order of the day. The flesh is rich and sffong tasting, with a

faint fishy smell, but quite pdatable if cooked ProPerly.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Porcupines need forest to live; where there are no trees, there are no Por-
cupines. Thees provide food, dens, and escaPe from most predators

capable of killing them, dthough fishers are adept at knocking treed

porkies to the ground, sometimes killing them on impact. A single

animal needs onlj' a smdl area to support it, depending, of course, on the

availability of food; a territory may encompass just a few acres.
' The porcupine's original range has gready decreased since the first

Europeans landed in the New \7orld, the sole reason being the destruc-

tion of forest habitat. ln most places where porcupines still reside, their

numbers have increased due to a lack of predators. Tbday, porcupines

inhabit nearly all of the United States west of the Rockies, ctrcePt for the

west coast of Cdifornia, and they o<tend nonh to cover dl but the north-

ernmost regions of Canada and most of Alaska (from the south), while

ranglng eastward through northern Minnesota, Wisconsin, and northern

Michigan to the New England states. There are, of course, deforested ,
areas within these regions where the porcupine has disappeared.

Distribation of porcapinc (Erethizon donatum).

FOODS

The porcupine is a suict vegetarian, but its diet is rnried and well suited

to a four-season environment. In summbr it fee& on the ground, grazng

on clover, plantain, lupine, dfalfa, and even dnutk obbtg.. It's fond of

apples at dl stages of dwelopment, and will also eat buds, barh blossoms,



and smdl nvigs from the trees, dthough orchard damage is t1'pically slight.
Vhen snow makes ground forage inaccessible, the porkyt lot is

much easier than that of most other herbivores, because not only can it
live on the inner (cambium) layer of bark from many trees, bur it can
also climb to their ropmosr branches. long, curved claws make it an
excellent if slow climber, and it will sometimes spend several days feed-
ing among the branches of one tree. Unfortunately, its favorite winter
food is the bark of the white pine, of great vdue to the timber indus-
try and it sometimes kills trees by girdling them. For this reason porkies
are considered pests in timber-producing states, and often there's no
closed hunting season on them.

Favored spring foods include the first sticky buds of poplar, aspen, and
birch. Here, too, an individual might spend up ro a week feeding in a
single large tree. Note that porcupines seldom ear rhe bark of these rees,
but beavers, elk, and moose make it a regular winter staple.

MATING HABITS

Porcupines mate in October and November. During this dme, pairs of
the otherwise solitary crearures might be found clambering around the
leafless branches of larger trees, grunting and whistling softly to one
another. Theret no ritud combat between breeding mdes, largely
because roughly three out of four porcupines are females, but in thickly
populated places I've seen as many as five adults in a single uee.

Acnrd madng akes place on the ground, and inane jokes aside, the act
is fairly conventional. After a pair has spent a few days getting acquainted,
the female becomes relaxed enough to lower her quills frrlly and dlow the
mde to mount her from behind. They may remain together for scveral
more days, mating frequendy, before paning wa1n, the prq]nanr female
going offto find a den while the mde seeks out another mate.

i Birthing dens may be in rock crevices or small caves, but in most ci$es ;
' are sited in standing hollow trees. Den enrrances are usudly on or near ,
: the ground, often gnawed to the proper size by porkies'shaqp, rodendike r
i teeth, but resting platforms are dways well above the ground. Interest- i
. i"gly, these platforms, horizontal ledges wedged firmly inside the hollow ,
; trunk, appear to be made entirely from the porcupine's own compacted I
, droppings. In many &ses, a second observation hole will be gnawed '
; through the trunk at the same heighr, and it's fairly common in winter .
, to see a denned mother-to-be peering down from her lofty hideour at ;
, approaching humanq. I
: Gestation takes about seven months, extraordinarily long for a small i
, mammal, with a single baby born in May or June. The young are born ,
i frrlly developed, with a coat of short but soft quills, and are delivered ,
, head-first encased in a placental sac. The newbornt quills harden imme- ,

, diately upon contact with air, and within 30 minutes the youngster is a ,
i vinual miniarure of its mother. The baby stays with ia mother until ,
i spring, nursing for the first month; the nvo parr almost as soon as the first .



spring plans appeaf. Growth is rapid for the first year, and newborns I

-"t. th. following aurumn. The life span averages about eight years.

SEASONAL HABITS ;

layer of scat pellets at and inside the den entrances. ,,

TRACKS :

a foot wide and remain visible for several hours after ia passing.

A porcupinet feet are similar to the bear's; the hind feet are long, flat,

"rd 
g.".olly human-shaped, with five toes tipped with long, curved

claws. The forefeet are also flat and elongated but have only four toes, dso

tipped with long, curved claws that make climbing trees almost effortless.
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Poratpine rachs: front' 2 n 3 inchcs hng hind 3 to 4/z inches.long' Nou b1m.yy .
pcbbLd sohs, four ncs onforcfea, fiue oi hindfca, and chws tbat pint well ahead

of na.



At a casual walk, the porkyt usud gait, all four feer print indepen-
dently with the forefeet registering directly back of ttre trina feei in
staggercd pairs on each side. 

'when 
snow or deep sand makes walking

more difficult, the hind feet print in the front ffacks, sometimes direcdy

9l.tgp but usudly overlapping, with the hind feet again registering :
slighdy ahead of the front macks. Nore, however, that on loose surfacei ,
such as snow, sand, or dust, prints may be panidly or wholly obscured by ,
broomlike diagonal sweepings of the tail. I
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Seasonal uariations of poratpine scat.

tapered to a sharp point at one end.

SIGN

diminutive red squirrels.

Auruux
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i The large, sticky buds of aspen and poplar are favorite porky foods
i in early spring, and, again, the ground under these trees wiil be littered

. with firmbled rwigs and buds. Porcupines seem ro regard these buds as :
' a reaf trear, and often can be found foraging 

"-ong 
the branches in .

i broad daylight. oddly, porcupines dont eat the smooth bark of these ,
i soft-wooded deciduous trees, although elk, mdose, and beaver consider ,
r it a winter staple.

one reason that discarded deer, elk, and moose antlers are rarely found
is because porcupines, squirrels, and most rodents devour them for the ,
rich minerals they contain. But porcupines also gnaw the bones ofwinter- ,
killed deer and other large animals for the r".n. .i"ron, and bones showing
chisel-like toothmarks are definite signs of a porcupine in the area. :

VOCALIZATIONS

Perhaps because of ia primitive brain, the porcupine has no real language ,
and spends most of its life in complete silence, even when momally .
injured. The one exception is during the october-November mating ,
season' when breeding pairs 'tommunicare" 

wirh a variery of clicks,
grunts' groans, and whisdes. If any of these sounds has a specific mean- :
ing, it remains undiscovered.
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I N NATURE, .AS IN CIVILIZN|ION, the mosr effective and
I adapable designs are dso the most imitated and enduring. For
example, members of the cat, dog, and human families have successfirlly
adapted to virtudly wery habitat on earth. And since nature left to itself
maintains bdance in dl things, it follows that such remarkably adaptable
predators forced the evoludon of equally remarkable prey animals-not
to mention the extinction of less adaptable species.

Rabbits and hares are perhaps natureb ideal prey. Countering the
swiftness and cunning of more powerfi.rl predators such as the coyote and
bobcat with razor-sharp senses, effective camouflage, and greasy-fast run-
ning speed, thCIe relatively defenseless herbivores prove that ferocity isnt
necessarily the most effective defense. fu proof of their success, rabbits
and hares exist in nearly every paft of the world.

Hares are generally larger than rabbits, with longer ears and longer legs
that dlow them to detect enemies at a distance and outrun them in open
country. Rabbits prefer thick country where they can hide or, if pursued,
vanish among the thickets with a burst of incredible agiliry.A substantial
difference benveen the families is that rabbit femdes (called does; males
are called bucks) give binh to blind, hairless young that require consider-
able anention for their first two weeks of life. Hare young are born firlly
furred with their eyes open, and can hop about within hours of their
birth. Members of both families are good swimmers, but hares often take
to the water when pursued, even irossing rivers, while rabbits avoid
swimming unless pressed hard.

Similarities include a reproductive rate best described as astonishing,
an adaptation against being preyed upon by so many carnivores, includ-
ing most birds of prey; few hares or rabbim live longer than one year in
the wild. Both species are €xcremely sensitive to ground vibrations, and
both may drum a hind leg rapidly against the eanh to warn their fellows
of approaching danger. Neither species is a long-distance runner, espe-
cially not the rabbit.

Despite their radike incisors, rabbits and hares are not rodents but
lagomorphs. Rodents have a single row of incisors, while lagomorphs are



distinguished by a double row of upper incisors, with smdler secondary
teeth direcdy in back of the main incisors.

Adequate coverage of each of Nonh America's eight native rabbia and
three native hares would require a volume in itselfl but those in this chap
ter, the snowshoe hare and a11t. sq6sntail rabbit, cover rhe greare$ range
and are for the most part representative of all rabbits and hares.

' N O W ' H O E  H A R E  O R  V A R Y I N G  H A R E
( L E P U '  A I A E R I C A N U "
The snowshoe is the smdlest American hare, with the shonest ears, and
an adult weight of 2 to just over 4 pounds, compared to as much as 15
pounds for the arctic hare andgYz pounds for the whitetailed jaclrabbit.
Jackrabbits were originally called "jackass rabbits" because of their long, ,
mulish ears, and snowshoes share this comrnon narne even fio"gh ,h.it i
ears are nearly as short as a rabbitt. Their lower sufice area decreases the
arnounr of body heat lost in the snowshoe's often bitterly cold habirat. ;

The name 'snowshoe" 
is derived from the hare's oversize hind feet, .

which are covered with thick fi.u in winter, grving it an ability to nrn atop I
deep snow that only the lynx, its most serious enemy, can match. Its other .

Snoutshoe Harc



HABITAT AND RANGE

Generally considered a creature of the nonhern forests, the snowshoe is

as much at home in sn'amps, thickets, and clear-cuts as the cottontail

rabbit, which shares pan of its southern range. \tr7hile the snowshoe runs

futer than the shoner-Lgg.d rabbits, it too needs cover to elude coyotes

and lynx, which cirn run it to orhagstion in a flat-out race. An old Native

American uick was to chase a hare from one hiding place to another until

it just gave up from orhausdon, a technique Ite tried mpelfl dthough

only once successfully.
Snowshoes are the most widely disuibuted hares in North America,

dthough, as their common name implies, most of that range is to the

north.ln the lower 48 they're found throughout the nonhern Adantic

coast from Maine to New Jersey, with a few entending southward to

North Carolina. To the we$ they range from nonhern Pennrylrnnia

through dl of Michigan, most of 
'S7isconsin, 

northern Minnesota, and

northern Nonh Dakota. Strong populations are found dong the Ro.ky

Mountain range from Monana through nonhern New Mexico, across

through Vashington and Oregon, and southward into Cdifornia and

Neyada. To the nofth, snowshoe hares are common throughout Canada

and all but the nonhernmost tip of Alaska.

FOODS

E*ty species of hare or rabbit has evolved phpical characteristics that

fine-tune it to a specific habiat-the whiteailed iackrabbit of the open

plains, for cnample, has a steady run of 36 mph, blazing shon-disancc

sprins of 45 mph, and a thinner coat than the snorn'shoc hare. But all

species share an ability to digest dmost anyvegetable matter shon of rclid



wood' and it's doubdrl that anywould go hungry if displaced to another's
environment. Every species eaa the ubiquitous clovers, plantains, and
grasses in summer, and few smooth-barked shrubs or their buds are oF
limia as winter fare. Unlike our own amophied nub, the appendix of a

; ries mating, raising youn& and avoiding predators, this being the biggest
j worry. Violets, sedges, cresses, and mushrooms are just a ponion of this ;
i hare's summer menu, while the buds ofyoung nonhern pines and firs are i
i nibbled at year-round, probably for their ."rirtrg"rr. i
I Unlike most animds, snowshoes dont bother ro pur on a layer of fat :
j as insurance against the coming winter. Early mouni"in -.r, who relied ,

j ingness to eat meat. \flhen available, carrion is nibbled on, and mote than ,

i " 
ft* ffappers have cursed the hare's habit of raiding traps baired with 1

i meat meant for carnivorous firbearers. l

I MATING HABITS ,
i snorvshoes mate individudly every month of the year, another example ;
i of the hare's extraordinary abilities to survive almost anphing. Does out- i
l number bucls by five or six to one, but mating bardes are fairly common i
1 among breeding males, which impregnate one doe then immediately ;

i -* on to find another. Combat between rivals resembles a boxing i
i match, with both conrestanrs siaing upright on their haunches, heads far ,

; back to protecr their eyes, batting at one anorher with needle-shap fronr ,
i claws and occasiondly inflicting a painfi,rl bite. Fur is torn our and blood i
i will likely be drawn, bur mating batdes generally end without serious i

injury to either pafiy.
Snowshoe does produce rwo or three litters per y.ear, with as many as

six young in each litter, although four is the norm. Since hare young are
born fully fiured with open eyes, and can run by the end of their first day,
the doe makes no grear effort to fashion a binhing den. In summeG dens
consist of simple saucer-shaped depressions, 8 ro l0 inches in diameter
and 4 inches deep ar the center, lined with grass and fur bitten from the
mothert underbelly as insulation and to er(pose her nipples. In winter,



i
binhing dens are more Protected, often located among the branches of a i
snow-covered fallen tree or sometimes in a hollow log, stump, or culvert. I

The young nurse for about a monrh, growing rapidly, but they dso i

begin eating vegetation soon after binl

diately after giving binh, nursing one I
nent. At four months, the young are re

and leave to find mates. A single pair

could produce more than 3,000 rabbi

the species' health. 
I

sEAsoNAL HABITS i
The snowshoet best-kno$'n seasond change comes in winter, when its 1

mottled-brown-and-black fur is replaced bf a thick coat of white-tipP.d i
hairs that make it very hard ,o ,.. against a background of snow. The 1

color change doesnt occur among han

but in snow country it begins as ead)

months for complete transformadon.
in either direction-brown to whit

win1g1-a hareb coat will be a motd,

are photoperiodic-thar is, prompted by lengthening or shortening i

d"y"-*drometimes hares are surprised by an unusudly snowless winter j

and an unsgasonably early rprirrg, .ither of which leaves it starkly white I

against a dark environment. \7hen this happens,- h3res hide more *d 
i

,ioln 
"bo.rt 

less, apparendy aware of their vulnerability' I
Snowshoes 

"t 
ttf lr.ry territorid under normd conditions, when food i

and mates are in good supply, but neither can they be called social. El.h 
i

adult needs aboui I acre-to live, depending on terrain and weather' but i

individuals trespass freely. Inbreeding is. probably common' and this i

might be a conuibuting factor in the species' lO-year population-cycles: i

Th-eir populations builJ to a peak then experience a sudden an{ sevel 
i

di.-off wery decade. Lynx ptpdations afe so tighdy and orclusively i

intertwined with those of snowshoe hares that they, too, enperience cycli- i

cal fluctuations, lagging one yeff behind the hares' i

Like most animals, snowshoes m

nience when traveling to or from feer

most small animals, the uails thtY.

arent usually their own, but were ma

In winter snowshoe trails becon

have yarded up in one sPot and move

the apdy named snowshoe uavels ab<

lent mobility, the snowshoe establir

inches wide and up to I foot deeP, fi

speed flight from potendd predators. i

Snonmhoes afe active at night, but I dont consider them nocurnd i

because th.y go about their business ar any hour of the-d"y, l"nry 
"P It i

short catnaps in secluded spots that offer easy escaPe from predators. In i



winter these places are usudly near a well-packed trail, and usually in the
same bushy environment where they feed-

TRACKS

Snowshoe hares have large feet for their size, with the hind feer measur-

same sizc but has smaller feet.

€ €
Tnrcxs rx Sxov

distance runs approximarely l0 inches; ;it increases to about 20 inihes at
an easy traveling speed and spreads to 20 Feet or more when the hare is
pursued.'when youietracking any hare or rabbit, remember that they all
can instandr 

9ha1ge direction. If a trail seems to disappear, look closely
at the last tracks for indications that the hind feet were-twistbd; the di.ec-
tion of the twist will be the new direction of travel.

i Snoushoe hare tachs..shadtd areas of trachs indicate portions offcet pressed most hcau-
i ily againx t\grounl. Prints in.moi y.e orten 9Or*ira Oyl"rry,rtir. Ur" riar6
:, sprcad toes of hindfoot, shown h*e with mo* far ominei io shiu dzail.

j snowshoe track pafterns are rypicd of hares and rabbits, wirh the
i forefeet printing 5 to 8 inches behind the hind feet in the sets of all four

j . 
This same pattern applies at most gaits, but you qrn get an idea of the

i !*b speed by the distance beween lts track sets. At a-casual hop, this
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snowshoe harc trrch ptterrc. Top: SIow bop in mow with pattan mcasuing about I I

incha in hngth, wirt -tshb 14 inchcs benacen pattans. Bottom: Fast run in mou or

wa md pitn rn -t 
"iing 

zaz+ itnha hng front fa f.a(1 lclti' d byt f;a' teaps

bcaucn p'anerns, 4L70 inihcs. Notc stiatcd nark ahcd of hindfret in sqw -hopping
gait noi pnsnt in running gait, when aninal is chaing the groutd comphaly

SCAT

Hare and rabbit scat is easy to identify in any season. All is generally

plants, and may be flattened or disk shaped.^ 
Snowshoe pellets are fairly smooth, but a close-up lookrcveals a fibrous

consistency formed of compacted plant matter. The color ranges from

dark brown to dmost black in winter, brown to dark green in su6mer.

Rzbbh atd han scat. Szmpbs shoun appll n all typcs of rabbir ayd' harc1, uith cot-

mnuilpelhn auaaging I/t to % of an iry! in diametn mowshoe harc pelkts meAsut-

i"g %', rh of an {*i ft t 7*t ihat mbbit and harc scat is rarcly sort indicam an

erctremeb fficicnt digatiac rYstcm,

qs
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Like deer, snowshoes deposit scat wherever they happen to be, but
most will be found in small accumulations on uails. Average deposits are
eight to twelve pellets; smdler accumulations are indicative of smaller
individuals, No apparent effort is made to defecate repeatedly in the same
place, which implies no real territorial instinct.

SIGN

Mating places or, more precisely, the places where batdes between rival
mdes took place are usudly defined by disturbed vegetation or snow and
marked by bits of fur. There are no specific sites or tlpes of terrain where
these ritual fights take place, but most I've found were in the rough
grasses of a deep swamp.

- Binhing beds can be found any time of yar.In summer theyte most
often found within secluded thickets, in the form of packed-dorvn,
saucer-shaped depressions lined with leaves, grdss€S, and telkale fur.'winter 

binhing beds are normdly out of sight under snow-covered fallen
trees, brushpiles, or even under barns or cabins.'$Tinter binhing beds also
serve as dens during harsh weather, and can be identified by their packed,
round entrances, about 6 inches in diameter, usually with obvious tracks
leading to them and often with scat deposits around the perimeters.

VOCALIZATIONS

Snowshoe hares are ngrmdly silent, but they do have a limited range of

:al!. Mothers pu* softly while nursing their young, and the youngimit
high-pitched whimpers and whines. Most notable ii the alarm .all,-a pro-
longed squed often called a "death cry," because it's most often heard
when the hare is pinned and being killed by a predator. Note that hares
have a much lower-pitched alarm cry than rabbits do.

E A ' T E R N  C O T T O N T A I T  R A B B I T
( ' Y  L V I  L A G U '  F  L O  R '  D A N  U ' )
Cottontails are often confi.rsed with snowshoe hares when rhe latter is
wearing its brown-and-black summer coat, but several physical charac-
teristics can help you distinguish beween them. Rabbits are generally
smaller than hares, with cottontails weighing2to4 pounds (which in this
instance is nearly identicd to the weight of a snowshoe hare). Comontails
remain rhe same color year-round, having e gi:,zlted coat of gray, brown,
and white, with a rust-brown patch at the nape of the tt..k rh.i, ."r,
and legs are shorter than those of the snowshoe hare, but not obviously
so, and some individuds wear a white blaze on their foreheads.



fustcrr Cottontail

HABITAT AND RANGE

The habitat of the *'..rn cottontail, and related cottontails, consists of

thick brushlands, where its very fut but shon-range sprinting speed can

put enough tenitory between it and a predator to dlow it to hide aFin.

ln such thick territory is grided coat provides effective camouflage in

any ss$on. As with other thick-country animds, cottontails have weak

eyesighU in these habitaa, good vision is less raluable fhan keen hearing

Distribrtion of castnn cottonuil rabbit $ylvilaguis fioridanus).



and an excellent sense of smell, both of which are found among all rab-
bits and hares.

Eastern cottontails are the most common rabbit in Nonh America.
Excepting Maine, they cover the entire eastern half of the lower 48 states,
from North Dakota south through Ti** and inro northern Mexico.
Populations are also found in the brushlands ofArizona and Nevada, the
southern peninsula of ontario benryeen Michigan and New york, and
pans of southern Manitoba.

FOODS

The diet of the eastern cottontail is nearly identical to that of the snow-
shoe hare and other rabbits and hares, depending, of course, on available
vegetation. In a nutshell, rhe cortontail can subsist on dmost any veg-
etable matter. In summer, the most commonly consumed plants include
clovers, plantains, grasses, and cresses. The leaves and buds of aspen,
poplar, willow, and other shrubs are earen as well.

; \fhen snow covers ground forage, a cottontail's diet becomes rougher
j consisting lug./y of bark from yo,rng poplars, cherries, sr,rnacs, *d i"rp-

berries. small nvigs are dso earen, because rabbits and hares can efficiently
digest and metabolize anphing short of solid wood. In any season, this
rabbit's diet consists of vegeation that grows in or near thick cover.

MATING HABITS

Theret no bond berween mating pairs, and as soon as receptive does
become pregnant, bucks move on to find another mate.

Because of their helplessness, rabbit young need more shelter than do
hare young. Birthing dens are found in dense brushpiles, under stacks of
old lumber or abandoned timber, inside hollow logs, occasionally in
groundhog burrows, and sometimes in the crawl spacis of cabins or our-
buildings. Mothers leave their babies periodically ro feed, and most
nursing takes place at dawn and dusk.

Because coaontail does normally outnumber bucks by about five to
one, mating batdes between rival males are rarely seriour, although they
do occur. More serious but less frequent are fights between females,
which are more territorial than mdes.

SEASONAL HABITS

cottontails arent normdly gregarious and might even be categorized as
solitary :xcepr when mating. one exception is following a prolonged
period of harsh weather that forced them to hole up in a proticted din.



After several days of inactivity, these athletic animals seem driven to

gather in small groups of perhaps adoznnindividuds, which can often be

seen frolicking in open spaces, usually near feeding areas.

Vhile eastern cottontails are averse to swimming unless actively pur-

sued, they do enjoy a srunmer dust bath and are seen frequently on the

shoulders of dusry or sandy roads, where they roll around to dislodge

e'rcess fur and parasites. Most of this activity occurs at night, but dusk

and dawn are good times to watch them bathe.
One of the eastern coaontail's better-known habits, especidly among

hunters, is its tendency to run when pursued in a circle 50 to 100 yards

in diameter, depending on the thickness of the terrain and the proximity

of the pursuer. If it can, the rabbit will make for the closest brush and

freae, rely-rng on its effective four-season camouflage to conceal it,

because most fourJegged carnivores can catch it in a flat-out race. But if

the pursuit is too close, the coftontail will return to its own trail in an

attempt to confuse an enemy into taking the wrong path.

TRACKS

Like all rabbits and harcs, eastern cottontails have four toes on each foot.

Foreprins ave:rrge I to lVz inches long and about I inch wide. 
'N7hen

they print clearly, toes appear pointed, without obvious claw marks. The

two center toes are longer than the outer two, with the inside toe being

the smdlest and set fanhest to the rear.
The hind feet are elongated in qpical rabbit fuhion, averaging 3 to 4

inches in length by lVa to lYz inches at their widest. Agqt, the toes reg-

ister as pointed impressions, with the two center toes being much longer

than the outside toes. The smallest toe is on $e inside of the foot, but

this difference isnt dwap discernible, especidly on snow, where front

tracks appear as round holes, hind tracks as oblong impressions.

The uack patterns of the eiutern cottontail are identical to those of

other rabbits and very similar to those of hares, which a(e, of course'

larger, with much larger hind feet. \Vhen the rabbit is siaing, as it might

be while nibbling on food plants, ia front feet print side by side ahead of

Hrno Fnoxr

Eastern cottonuil traths: front, I to Lt/z inchcs hng hind i to 4 inches hng. Sbadcd
areas indican portions offoot pnscd hardcst against the ground Chws gcnozl$t morc
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its toes to run faiter.

SCAT

SIGN

Their characterisric gnawing is rhe most obvious distinguishing sign lift
by eastern (and other) 6666nreils. \7hile hares typically leavi a-single
slanted cur on plants and twigs theyve fed upon, t.bbitr are more delicate
eaters' leaving several small, rodendike tootlmarla on all but the smallest

Eastern cottontdil trach pafierns in shalhu snou. Notc that forepints in rulrning pat-
tern register one behind the other, wbilc those created by a steadj hop are sifu diifu.

and between the hind trach. The straddle ranges from 4 to 6 inches,
growing wider with speed.

Rabbim arent designed for wdking; their normal mode of trarrcl is a
series of hops. This uack pattern registers as the hind feet ahead and to
either side of the forefeet; slower hops sometimes show the forefeet print-
ing direcdy behind the hind feet, like two erclamation points (tt). The
animal's speed can be estimated by the distance betwein sets of four

1a9ks, whi-ch Tish, be as much as 15 feet. Another indication of speed
is the lengh of a rabbit's tracks, which grow shoner as it leans for*ari on



also eat bark in winter, and the surest way to tell the difference between
the two sign is to find identifiable tracks or teethmad<s.

VOCALIZATIONS

Like hares, rabbit mothers sometimes purr or call in soft, dmost inaudi-
ble squeaks to their suckling young. Youngsters themselves emit
high-pitched squeaks that are dso barely audible.

Aside from this, cottontails are nearly always silent encept when being
phpically mauled by predators, in which case they squed loudly in a
voice higher pitched than that of hares.
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$CIURI DAE)

19

HIS IS A LARGE and diverse family of the order Rodenria, a
group whose members are distinguished by one pair of upper and

one pair of lower.incisors, with no canines, leaving a wide gap beween
cutting incisors and chewing molar teeth. More imporrant to a tracker,
all squirrels are distinguished by having five toes on the hind feet but only
four toes on the forefeet.

Beyond these common factors lies extreme diversirp some squirrels are
as small as a 4-ounce chipmunk, others as large x a l4-pound marmot.
Some live in trees, some in underground dens, and many occupy either,
routinely or seasondly. All are vegetarians, although a few, such as the red
squirrel, frequendy eat insecrs or bird eggs. The family name translates to
"shade tail," but while this description is accurate for tree squirrels, it
hardly applies to the neatly tailless prairie dog or woodchuck. Some
hibernate through winter; some esrivare, laying up in warm dens for
more than a week at a time during harsh weather; many, though, are
active year-round. Some of them, namely the flying squirrels
(Ghucornys), were the world's first hang gliders.

Complete cover€e of the nine genera and 63 species of North
American squirrels is far beyond the scope of this book. Those selected
for this chapter arent always representative of all squirrels, but they are
among the most common rhroughout North America, and dl have cer-
tain common behaviors.

F O X  ' Q U I R R E t  ( ' C I U R U '  N I G E R l
A N D  G R A Y  ' Q U I R R E t
( ' C ' U R U '  C A R O L ' N E N ' 1 ' )
Fox squirrels are the largest of tree squirrels, weighing from I to 2Vz
pounds. There are three fairly distinct color phases: Those in the Nonh
are generdly grizzled gray-nrst above and yellow-orange below; those in
the South are black with a white-tipped tail and somerimes a white blaze
on the face; those west of the Rockies are generally rust colored.

Since there are so many similarities between the fox squirrel and its
smaller cousin, the gray squirrel, information in this section applies to
either except where noted. Obvious differences berween the nvo include
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Fox Squinel

Gray Squinel

size and color: Gray squirrels are usually gray above and white below, but
a black phase with white-tipped hairs is common in their nonhern range.
fu might be expected, the gray variety occurs most often in beech forests,
where their coats provide excellent camouflage against the trees' smooth
gray bark; blacls are more often found among maples and oaks, where
black fur against rough black bark accomplishes the same thing. Also,
gray squirrels are about half the size of fox squirrels, weighing I to lVz



pounds. I've also noticed that the black phase has a thinner, less fluft tail
than its gray counterparts, and where hunting regulations are concerned,
*ie nlro color phases are sometimes regarded as separate species.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Fox squirrels are uee squirrels; hardwood forests provide nearly dl their
food. fu such, they're well adapted to a life fff above the ground, eluding
enemies simply by running up the trunk of any nearby tree with
unmatched ease and, if necessary, leaping from one lofry branch to
another with an agrliry that makes wen primates look clumsy.

Distribrtibn offrx squinel (Sciurus niger).

Distribution of gat squinel (Sciurus carolinensis).



Fox squirrels are dso equipped with superb senses. Their sense ofsmell
appears at least as keen as a whitetail's, and, whereas most forest dwellers
have bener hearing than vision, tree squirrel*as most hunters qln

attest-have keen eyeSight. Their hearing is tair, but they can be stalked
more easily in noisy, dr)'-I."f country than can large-eared animals.
Another chink in the squirrel's armor that hunters use to good effect is
the animdt shon attention span; even after shooting one, a hunter need
only sit quiedy for about 15 minutes before other squirrels forget about
him and return to their normd activities.

The range of the fox and gray squirrels in their various color phases
covers most hardwood (oak, maple, beech) forests in the lower 48 states.
Populadon maps in this section show only the range of eastern subspecies,
but close relatives occur throughout the continental United States.

FOODS

Fox and gray squirrels are almost suicdy vegemrians, more so than some
close relatives such as the red squirrel and flying squirel. Favorite foods are
nuts of wery kind, because nuts are rich in faty ofu, proteins, and other
essential nuuients. As Olas Murie once noted, quirrels will freely eirt nuts
theyve never seen before-such as maqrdamia and Brazil nuts--apparendy
being able to discern the food value of these stftnge fruits by their odor.

Most of the squirrel's nut diet consists of less s(otic types: acorns,
beechnuts, hazelnuts, wdnu$, and hard-shelled hickory nuts. Maple
nuts, or sarnaras, are an important food throughout most of the animdt
range, as are many other rypes of buds and seeds. M*y kinds of fungi are
dso eaten, but rarely in great quantities. Raspberries and other berries are
eaten in season, when foxes, coyotes, and bears dlow it, and the tender
bark of many types of sapling rees is eaten as well.

\Vhile squirrels are known for caching food in preparation for winter,
fox and gray squirrels dont hoard nuts as does the red squirrel, instead
burying them individudly 2 rc 4 inches beneath loose forest humus near
the places where they were found. kgend has it that squirrels qln remem-
ber where every nut is buried, but'the truth is that they locate such caches
by smell, often through more than a foot of snow, then tunnel down to
retrieve them. In fact, squirrels probably miss as many nuts as they find,
inadvertendy replanting the forest by placing seeds out of reach of deer
or other animds that might eat them.

Squirels are also known for raiding ripened cornfields. A bushel of
field corn dumped in hardwood forest is guaranteed to attract wery fox
or gi;ary squirrel for hundreds ofyards, and unharvested fields of standing
field corn left as fodder arc sometimes the best places to set up a photog-
raphy blind. Here there are nomble differences between foxes and gmys.
Being larger, fox squinels typi.dly leave the dangerous openness of corn-
field or bait pile carrylng entire ears in their moutls, taking them to a
favorite eating log or stump inside a tree line, where they consume every



eral into their cheeks before retreating to the trees, but often eating corn
where they find it. Note also that fox squirrels eat the entire kernel, while
grays eat only the germ from its inner (pointed) end.

If hauling bait to a squirrel area isnt feasible, you c:m often entice the
animds into the open by using scents. Acorn scent from Buck Stop, Inc.
(designed to lure deer), has worked well for me, especially during poor
acorn hanrests, and walnut concentrate from the supermarket is also a
powerfi,rl attractant.

MATING HABITS

Mating times for both fox and gray squirrels appear to vary, but both usu-
ally mate from October through late November, sometimes into
December; matings occur earlier in nonhern than in southern climes.
Males come into heat before femdes (September-October), and bamles
beween rival males are sometimes vicious, with much biting, wresding,
and a great deal of frantic chamering. By -y own estimation, females in
either species outnumber mdes by about two or three to one, a rather low
ratio that probably e"xplains why mating bardes occur perhaps a month
before actual mating takes place.

In the case of gray squirrels, breeding normally occurs twice a year,
and new mothers mate again from April to June. Fox squirrels arent as
likely to produce a second litter, but some two-year-old femdes may if
food is abundant. Gestation time is three months, with litters of two to
three gray squirrels or two to four fox squirrels born in February and
March and again in August and September. 

'Winter 
young are born in

enclosed dens in hollow ffees, usually with entrances too smdl to admii
most predators, while late-summer young are born in cup-shaped leaf
nests wedged into the crotches of tree branches high above the ground.

Squirrel young are born partially furred but with their eyes closed, and
nurse for about three months, leaving their.mothers just before the next
limer is born. Mdes take no paft in the rearing of the young.

SEASONAL HABITS

F-xcepting the nocturnd flpng squirrels, tree squirrels are active by &y
and sleep at night in cup-shaped nests or less elaborate loafing plaforms
high above the ground. Since their most important predators, the
weasels, bobcats, and foxes, are mosdy nocturnal, these working hours are
probably an adaptation designed to avoid them. Squirrels of both species
are most active at dawn and dusk, but a sharp eye and good binocular can
find them moving among the treetops at any hour of the day (optics are
necessary for detecting hidden squirrels among backlighted branches).
On very hot summer days, both species are understandably less active;
squirrels remain motionless on branches or loafing pladorms to enjoy
whatever breeze is available.

Autumn is the best time to observe tree squirrels, because thatt when
tht're most active, harvesting and caching nuts in preparation for the



coming winter, and, of course, mating. Again, the most active times are
at dawn and dusk, but the drive to stash food keeps them bury through-
out the day. A quiet observer can watch them leaping among tree
branches, nipping offnut-bearing twigs, then descending to earth to bury
or sometimes eat them on the spot.

A noable difference exists between the feeding habits of fox and gray
squirrels: Grap normally eat food where they find it, sometimes curying
individual nuts into a tree where th.y.- feast in safery, while fox squir-
rels employ regular feeding pladorms. These pladorms may take the form
of flat-topped stumps, large fallen logs, or sqmetimes the moss-covered
humps left by decayed fallen trees. In every case, these places will be lit-
tered with nutshell pieces, suipped pinecones, corncobs when arailable,
and other food debris.

TRACKS

All members of the squirrel f"-ily have four toes on the forefeet and five
toes on the hind feet. Moreover, the tracks of dl tree squirrels are virtu-
ally identicd s(cept for size, and distinguishing the identity of fox or gray
squirrels by their tracks done is likely to be impossible.

The forefeet of the gray squirrel average 1 inch long, the forefeet of fox
squirrels about l/z inches, and in both cases tracks are nearly round. The
hind uacks measure 2 to ZVz inches for fox squirrels, lVz to 2 inches for
gay squirrels. On firm ground or when running, the heels of the hind

Hrxp

Fox and gray squhwl nachs in motu showing rypieal trach patton of both: hindfra, 2
to 2/z inches long forcfca, I% to 2 inchcs long. Shadtd anar indican portions offiot
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Fox and gray squinel running trach panerns. Notc that dllfourfca print indepndntlT
fmnt fret pinting almost dircafi bebind hind fret n .fr-t ntin exclamation poinn (!).

feet may not register, leaving an abbreviated track thatt shoner but wider
than front tracks. One interesting trait among fox, gray, and red squirrels
is the way the toes of dl four feet are usually splayed wide in shallow mud
yet print close together in deeper mud and snow.

At a glance, both the tracks and the track patterns of ree squirrels
might be mistaken for those of a very srndl rabbit or hare, especially on
sno% where the entire sole of each hind foot leaves an impression. Like
rabbits, tree squirrels generdly move from place to place with hops that
place foreprins to the rear of hind prints, looking like dual exclamation
points (!!). \(zhile this pattern is typical, s(pect to find the same varia-
tions common to rabbit rails, where the forefeet sometimes print
between and slighdy rearward of the hind feet, sometimes side by side,
and sometimes with one forefoot behind the other. The forefeet rarely
print ahead of or even with the hind feet, but terrain and an animal! gait
produce many variations.'

The length of a track set (dl four feet) varies with its ownert size, but
a workable rule of thumb is 7 to 8 inches for grays and 8 to 9 inches for
foxes. A good estimation of an individual's speed and attitude can be
made from leaps benveen traclcs sets: 8 to 12 inches indicates casual
meandering, 18 to 24 inches is an easy bounding run, and leaps of 30 to
36 inches or more tell of a squirrel in a hurry. The sraddle is roughly 4
to 5 inches for both foxes and grays.

SCAT

You have to look for squirrel scat, because itt almost never obvious
among the deep leaf humus and other debris of a hardwood fotest floo.,
and on snow the smdl segments are likely to melt out of sight. Most of
the deposits I've found have been within a few yards of the base of a usu-
ally large uee, which helps to namow the ssarch area.

'Winter 
scat closely resembles tiny deer scat. The usual form is pellet

shaped, dark brown to black in color and having a gough but fairly regu-
lar sufice. Pellea are typically narrower at one end than the other, and
deposits may contain 8 to 12 of them. The length runs from }/a inch to
V+ inch, perhaps longer for large fox squirels.



Fox and gray squinel scat. Pclhr (l$) % to t/q of an incb long typical of a dry fbroas
wintcr diet Summer droppings (ight) are I/q to ,/z inch tong witb sringr plantfben
indicating a more succulcnt dict.

In summeq when the diets of gray and fox squirrels switch from dry 1
foods to more succulent buds and fruits, scat segments become -or. i
stringy and fibrous, and may be up ro rwice the size of winter pellets, at i
Vs inch to Vz inch long. The color ranges from dark geen-brown to i
brown to black, when ripened berries are in good supply. Segments are i
usually deposited in clusters of 6 to l0 pellets, and many segments exhibir i
a "tail" of plant fibers extending about Vn inch from one end. f

SIGN .

The most obvious gray and fox squirrel sign from August through
October are oak tree "cuttings." Acorns grow in clusters at the end of
fragile, easily broken twigs, and squirrels have found that the easiest
method of harvesting acorns is to nip these rwigs off the parent branch,
then climb down and dispose of each nut individually. \7here acorns are
plentifrrl, squirrels go into a kind of frenry, cuning nut-bearing rwigs in
great quantities and limering the forest floor with conspicuous green oak
leaves. Those not collected by squimels add vduable tatry foods to the
diets of whitetails and a few other animals.

The same qpes of cuaings are occasiondly found in maple or beech
forests, but more often these smaller prizes are simply nipped offand car-
ried away. In either case, rhe work can be identified as a squirrel's by a
stepped cut, made by the overbite between its upper and lower incisors.

'\7hen enough nut-bearing twigs have been cut ro satisry the industri-
ous squirrel, it descends and nips offindividual acorns, earing some right
there and burying others individudly in shdlow holes dug with the

i forefct, then covered and tamped down with the nose ahd forefeet.
Caches are noticeable as small disturbances in the humus, seldom more
than a few yards from t}re parent tree's base.

Also noticeable in winter are the tunnels made by squirrels burrowing
through hardpack snow to reach cached nuts. These tunnels are generdly
round, with diameters of 3 to 4 inches and sprays of loose snorv around
their mouths. In several inches of snow tunnels rarely go straight down
but descend at an angle to the eanh.

Nutshells on the forest floor are another sure squirrel sign, and I've
nodced that, with acorns, the more open the shell the larger the squirrel.



Smaller squirrels tend to nibble small holes and remove the nut meat in

pieces, while larger individuals exPose and remove the entire fruit, leav- :

ing large chunks of shell nearby. E-pty beechnut shells and maple '

samaras are also left by foragrng squirrels, but chipmunks, marmots, and :

gound squirrels eat them as well.
An obious sign of gray or fox squirrel habitation, especidly in leafless '

winter trees, are .h. ."p-tt aped leaf-and-nvig nests they. build into the .
crotches of more or less horizontal branches 15 to 50 feet above the ,

ground. Identifiable as clumps among the upper branches, these are '

,r'rrn-., nests and probably wont be occupied in winter. :
Loafing platforms are even more common in summer' but these are r

dmost flat and much less elaborate than nests, dthough construcdon of '

both is the same. Note that with either nest or loafing platform, haphaz- :

ard construction is a sign that adolescents did the work.

VOCALIZATIONS

If language is an indication of intelligence, then gray and fox squirrels fit

into the category of higher animals. They may have a short attention

span, but the range of identifiable calls they use to communicate is more

elaborate than that of most small animals. Here are a few:

A sharp, high-pitched "kik-ldk-kili' chattered in rapid succession

means potential danger is approaching. If youre an experienced hikec

youte doubdess heard this call often.
A prolonged "ki-i-kik" emiaed in interuals of about nvo seconds is also

an darm call, but of a less urgent nattue-a fox troaing by, for instance.

The "kik . . . kik . . . kili' call is an all-clear signal, telling other squir-

rels that whatever initially caused the alarm has passed on.

Barking is another cdl used by gt^y and especially by fox squirrels. As

the term implies, it sounds like the shorter, high-pitched bark of a small

dog, emitted individually or in a series with several seconds between each.

This seems primarily a mating cdl, and mdes in panicular will perch on

a low horizontal branch, barking out what apPear to be chdlenges, which

may be answered by sweral other males (possibly females, too) in the area.

R E D  ' Q U I R R E t
f i A I A  I  A ' C '  U  R U '  H  U  D ' O  N '  C U  S '

The red squirrel is our smallest and most colorfi.rl tree squirrel. Also

known as the pine squirrel and chickaree, this feisty little bundle of

energy weighs just r/z pound at maturiry. The closely related Douglas

squirrel (Thmiasciurus douglasi) of the Pacific coastal region weighs just

a bit mbre, 10 to l1 ounces.
Size aside, red squirrels look like other tree squirrels, but can be fur-

ther distinguished by a brown to bright rust coat and tail contrasting with

a white underbelly. The tail is tipped with black and seems to be held

doft more than those of other uee squirrels. A wide white ring around

each eye contrasts sharply with the head.
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Rcd Squintl

HABITAT AND RANGE

Red squirrels are tenacious enough to survive in almost any forested envi-
ronment, but in my own orpcrience they're never far from pines,
hemlocks, or other conifers, whose secd-bearing cones constitute a vital
part of red squirrels' diets. Mixed forests with beech, oak, or maple are
dqo appreciated as food sources, but rare is the red squirrel whose terri-
tory'orcludes conifers. Likewise, fox and gray squirrels wont live in a
forest made up exchsively of pines, although either species might enioy
an occasiond pine nut.

Dirtrifution of rcd sqdml flamiasciurus hudsonicus/.



To the east, red squirrels range from the Appalachian Mountains to
nonhern QuCbec south of the Arctic tundra. From eastern Minnesota, the
range covers nonhern Canada, skipping the plains of North Dakota and
Manitoba, and ortending southward along the Rockies into fuizona and
New Mexico. From there they range will inland along the northern Pacific
Coast to cover most ofAlaska The closely related Douglas squirrel occu-
pies most of the southern Pacific Coast where the red squirrel leaves off

FOODS

Red squirrels are the most omnivorous of mee squirrels. Buds, nuts of all
kinds, grasses and forbs (ground plants), and, of course, pine seeds, are
eaten. Unlike grays and foxes, whose main food is acorns, red squirrels
can subsist entirely on pinecone fruim, a naturd way to prevent competi-
tion between them and their larger cousins, but animal proteins are also
welcome Fare. Beetles, grubs, bird eggs, hatchlings, and frogs are eaten fre-
quendy on an opponunistic basis, and even mushrooms dangerous to
man (the amanitas) are regularly nibbled.

Red squirrels are also the only tree squirrels that cache large amounts
of food in one place. Several caches might be scamered around in hollow
stumps and trees and revisited daily throughout the winter.

Red squirrels are veryggressive, and many a suburban or rural bird
feeder has become their exclusive domain. Sunflower seeds make excel-
lent bait for attracting camera-shy red squirrels, as well as larger squirrels
of all qpes. 

'

MATING HABITS

Red squirrels mate from late December through January, and perhaps
again in July or August if food is abundant. Mating rituals are preceded
by energetic chases and fights in treetops and on the ground, mosdy
between rival mdes. Reds are the most aggressive and territorid of the
tree squirrels, and females may dso fight violently among themselves if a
claimantt territory is chdlenged or her young threatened. Females out-
number males by about four to one, so mating competition isrit serious.

Binhing dens are generdly found well above the ground in cracls and
holes in hollow standing trees, their interiors lined with grass, leaves, pine
needles, and maybe bird feathers. The young are born from late February
through April, in limers of three to seven, and they suckle for more than
nvo months. By the time theyte weaned, red squirrel young are com-
pletely self-suffi cient.

SEASONAL HABITS

Like other tree squirrels (flying squirrels being an exception), red squir-
rels are diurnal, or active during daylight. The times of greatest activity at
any time of year occur at dusk and dawn, and legend has it that you c:m
gauge the swerity of a winter'by how frantic red squirrels are in their for-
aging and caching activities.



\)7hile red squirrels afe most often found around conifers, where cones

provide a reliable staple food, autumn food caches may be anywhere near

these trees. Hollow ffee trunks, large stumps, and appropriated wood-

chuck dens are common cache sites, but dmost any enclosed

places-including the exhausts and interiors of abandoned vehicles-

might be employed as stash spots if their locations are convenient to the

squirrels' narurd habitat.
Black bears looking to,put on weight before denning for the winter are

adept at finding and consuming wery scrap of food the little squirrels

work so diligently to cache. One of the forestt best intruder alens, the

chaaering and screeching of antagonized red squirrels tells a tracker that

something large or dangerous (to the squirrels) is moving nearby-avalu-

able clue to the presence of other species.

TRACKS

Red squirrel racks are virtually identical to the tracls of fox or gray squir-

rels, with four toes on the forefeet, five on the hind feet, and prominent

toe tips with claws that show in a clear track. One difference is that nei-

ther gray nor fox squirrels live in eirclusively coniferous habitats, while red

squirrels can.subsist on a diet composed entirely of pine nuts.

Another difference, of course, is track size. Fox and' gtay squirrels may

be more than wice the size and weight of an adult red squimel,.and this

disparity is reflected in the size and depth of tracks. Foreprina run /z inch

to % inch long; hind prins /q, inchto more than 1 inch-up to 2 inches

if the entire foot prints.
Note also the red squirrel's tendency to lean forward onto its toes as it

hops forward in typical squirrel fuhion. Like those of foxes and gra1n, a

red squirrel's hind feet are elongated with a distoned resemblance to the

human foot; unlike them, however, it doesnt usually stand or land flat

i  I;Err Hrxp Rrcxr Fnoxr i' ;
i Red sqainel tmck: front, l/z n Vt of ary incb tong hind, 3/q to f -inrt bng. Tiachs j

i shnti arc as thcy might appear in sofi md, and show grcatcr fuuil tban is nonnally i
I

i foand
, i
L - - * * - - - * - * - * - -
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Red squinel track pattern on snou or loosc soil. Shadzd portions indicatc areas pressed
hardcst downward. Note that tach pattern is typical of tee squirrels, but red squitel is
tbe smallcst of thesc and is always found with pine nees.

footed. In loose snow, the outline of its entire hind foot prints, but on
firmer ground its heels-up stance denotes a very alert animd with the
reflores to disappear in a flash.

Like those of its larger cousins, the red squirrelt track pamern strongly
resembles that of a very smdl rabbit. Moving about in hops, fo-refeet print
close together in sometimes staggered pairs, with hind feet registering just

ahead and to the outside of them on each side. The straddle averages 3 to
3Vz inchs, the track sets are about I foot in length, and the distance
berween track sets is an indication of the animal's speed. Short hops of 8
to 14 inches denote a steady but unhurried gait. Longer leaps, ranging
from 2 to more than 3 feet, tell of greater urgency, such as might be pro.
voked by a hungry bobcat or red fox.

SCAT

Red squirrel scat is similar to that of other tree squimels, and identical to
the scat of flying squirrels. Usudly itt segmented,Ys inch to 7z inch long,
and roughly cylindrical, with an irregular surface. Summer scat is dark
brown to black, soft, and usudly deposited at the base of a den tree.

'Winter 
scat is similar but drier and more fibrous, reflecting the change

in diet from green plants to stored foods.

SIGN

The most prominent red squirrel sign is its summer nest, which resem-
bles the cup-shaped nests of other tree squirrels in shape, but not in the
materids used. Fox and gray squirrels use feaves and wigs from the hard-
woods of their habitat, but red squirrel nests are made of pine needles and



I
strips of bark. Pines are the preferred nesting trees, but nearby witch I
hazels or willows are also used, and smdl trees are sometimes chosen. I've j

noticed that red squirrels prefer to nest closer to the eanh than larger tree i
squirrels do, rypically within 15 feet of the ground. i

A common winter sign are the cuningp left below spruce and hemlock i
trees, as the red squirreli nip off cone-bearing rwigs then climb dorvn to ;

eat the cones or carry them off to a cache site. 
'Where 

red squirrels coex- i
ist with porcupines, which leave the same tyPes of clippings, remember :
that porkies prefer white pines to dl others as winter food, and seldom r
dine on hemlocks or spruces if these are available. Of course the tooth- i
marks of squirrels are smaller and the squirrels, being interested only in '
the cones, leave more cuttings on the ground than do the wig-eating por-

cupines. Fortunately, the red squirrelt discards serve as welcome winrcr

fare for deer.

VOCALIZATIONS

The most obvious red squirrel vocalization is often described as a high-

pitched "chirrrrrrrrrr," a staccato cdl resembling the sound made by

cicadas on a hot day, but louder and with a lower tone. This call is usu-

dly heard morning and evening, seldom at midday, and it seems to be a

territorial claim, because other red squirrels will answer but won't

approach.
Also heard is a sharp bark, similar to the sound a human might make

when sucking the cheek against the molars then releasing it quickly.
These barks are an alarm call; a fast series of them indicates immediate

danger, a slower series less urgent danger. With a bit of listening and prac-

tice, most people can learn to imitate red squirrel barks, and sometimes

the litde animals will approach out of curiosity--<f which they have an

abundance.

W O O D ( H U C K  O R  G R O U N D H O G
(TAA RIAOTA IAO N AXI.

An old mph has it that this marmot (a family of oversize ground squir-
rels) emerges from its hibernation burrow e'rcry.year on Candlemas Day,

February 2, to check the weather. If it sees its own shadow, goes the
legend, the rodent returns to its burrow to sleep for another six weeks,

because it knows thatt when spring will arrive. In fact, theret often a one-

to nvo-week thaw at about this time in southern snolv country and mar-

mots, like bears, somedmes wake up briefly to stretch their legs during

unseasonably warm spells.
; Close relatives of the woodchuck include the yellow-bellied marmot

i (Marmota fhuiuentris) of the western United States and the hoary

i marmot (Marrnota caligaw) of the Pacific Northwest, from Montana uP
j through Alaska. The ranges of these rodents overlap in only a few places,

i but different species are easily distinguishable. The yellow-bellied

i marmot, or rockchuck, is the smallest marmot at 5 to 10 pounds, and can
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Yellow-bellied Marmot

be identified by its grizzledbrown coat with yellow-orange chest and feet,
and the distinctive "collar" of the same color around its neck. The hoary
marmot, so called because of its frostedJooking grizzled coat and white
face, is the largest marmot at 8 to 20 pounds (discounting the larger but



rare Olympic marmot). Voodchucl6, the mo$ widespread bf mannots'

weigh S 6 tlpounds and have predominandy brown coats with gr!1ed

shoildors, a bushy tail 4 to 10 inches long, and dark brown or black feet.

Also, the woodchuck is the only mafrnot that doesnt live in mountain-

orrs country, instead keeping to oPen but dry lowlands.

The woodchuck's cornmon name stems from a generic name'

woochuh, used by the Crec tribe to describe all marmoa. The name has

nothing to do with eating or c}ucking wood, or even with the fact that

woodchucls normally live at the edges of forested areas.

HABITAT AND RANGE

In a sense, woodchucks are the nonhern woodlands version of prairie

dogp, orcept in this case the plains aI€ fields or meadows, and the forests

pt*idr a wider variety of food oPtions. Dens are Pennanent and fairly

elaborate, with 8- to l2-inch entfirnces that belie sometimes rnst interiors. ,

Entrance tunnels may reach deptts of 5 feet and sometimes ercend 3p feet .

or mone, with an enlaqged sleeping chamber, an adjoining defecation ,

chamber (yes, indoor plumbing), and one or more emelgency exits. \U7hen :

scouting possible woodchuck habiaa, bear in mind th+ the animds i

t q"it 
-atiost 

3 feet of high-and-dry ground to live, so oPen srampsgrd ;
bonomlands with a high water table are not good places to look Dry, I
opcn uroods bondering open arqr are the best places 9 fi1d dens, which ,

are frequendy dug trnder large roning lop, or deadfall timber. I
The range of the woodchuck erctends from Tennessee to Delaware, i

nonhward thro"gh Maine, agd across QuCbec and Ontario. To the west I
it runs from fukansas and Kahsas north through Minnesota and eastern ,

Nonh Dakota, as well as throughout the northern hdves of Manitoba, '

Saskatchewan, Alberta, and grltish Columbia, reaching well into the ;

Dittrihtim of castan unodchtwh or groandhog (Marmota monax).



center ofAlaska. Apparently, the only factor limiting woodchuck expan-
sion is the availability of suitable habitat. The species coorists well with
humans; despite having once been considered fine table frre, it has never
been endangered.

FOODS

Most of a woodchuck's diet consists of meadorv planm such as clovers,
alfalfa, plantains, dandelions, cresses, and violets, but it also eats raspber-
ries, blueberries, and beechnuts along with a rrariety of grasses and their
roots. I also suspect that many types of mushrooms and other fungi are
eaten, but so many chisel-toothed rodents nibble on these that Id have r
to catch one in the act to be sure. i

Fruit trees are dso fair game. Although the stocky, squat wood.huck ,
is a ground dweller, its squirrel bloodlines are apparent in its abiliry.to I
climb trees. Serviceberries and wild cheries are eaten, dong with apples r
and other orchard fruits, but woodchucks appear nervous among the I
branches of a tree and prefer foraging on the ground. i

The woodchuck's willingness to live in close proximiry to humans, its
voracious appetite, and its need to dig holes that can break the legs of ,
livestock made it a pesr in fuming areas. An overpopulation can seri- :
ously damage corn, beans, and other crops, or even wipe out a family .
garden. In the woodchuckt defense, its digging habits help aerate the :
soil, making it better for growing crops, and concentrated scat deposits ,
are very good fertilizer. ,

MATING HABITS .

vhen mde woodchucks emerge from hibernation burrows in Februaryor I

March-as late as April in the Far North-they begin fighting one ,
another for territory and femdes dmost immediately. Batdes are noiry and
sometimes violent, with much biting, wresding, squealing, whisding, and r
rapid chaaering of teeth. Sharp, chisel-like incisors can make these battles i
bloody, but weaker contenders rarely continue after first blood is drawn. I

once terrirory has been established, the dominant mde is entided to ,
mate with any adult females in it; aside frcm rejecting immediate family i
members, femdes seem not to care which male impregnates them. After .
a_ brief courtship, the male moves into a femalet burrow and stap for
about a week, the only time these normally solitary animds actudly live ,
together. No other bond is formed between pairs, and males take no part
in rearing the young.

At one month the youngsters open their eyes and begin to crawl about r
the birthing chamber. At about six weeks they emerge from the den to :

l

I

I



forage for solid foods with Mother, and they quickly learn to keep an eye

.,.ttrdly slcyward for birds of prey, the woodchuclis most dangerous

enemy. Like beavers, woodchucks are ferocious fighters when cornered or

when young are threatened, but red foxes, coyotes, and badgers some-

times feel ,tp to the challenge, often appropriating and enlarging the

victim's den for their own use. At two months the youngsters disperse to

establish their own territories.

SEASONAL HABITS
'w'oodchucks 

are diurnal, or active by d"y, and left unmolested will

indulge in a fair imitation of sunbathing on warm days, but always with

" 
,,rrptiringly sharp eye out for danger. If a dangerous predator is sighted

or rcint.d, a woodchuck rypically raises itself erect on its haunches to get

a better look and smell, som'etimes climbing onto a downed log or even

climbing a tree to enhance the view. If approached, a mother sends her

young scurrying for the safery of dre burrow with a sharp, abrupt whis-

tle, tli.n follows herself Once inside, theyre safe from air attacks, and few

land predators can reach them. Those that can are eluded by escaping

through one of perhaps many escaPe tunnels and perhaps uP a nealby

,r.., J.r, of reach of their mosr dangerous land enemies, the.red fox,

coyote, and wolf
The territory claimed by an adult woodchuck is always small, usually

no more than 3 acres, but size is ultimately determined by available foods.

Adulm might have more than one burrow, seldom more than rwo, and

the species; slow, waddling gait ensures that those venturing too far from

the den lead abbreviated lives.
Autumn is when 'chucks are most active, because, like other true i

hibernators, they need to put on as much as 25 percent of their body i

weight in fat reserves for the coming long winter sleep. Hibernation i

b.giN in November or December, when green food plants disappear, and ;
the sleeping animals undergo remarkable metabolic changes. The body i

,.r.rp.r",rri drops from 97"F ro about 40"F, respiration slows to one i

breath each six minutes, and the hean rate decreases from 110 beats per 1

minute to about 4. .

TRACKS

As members of the squirrel f"o,ily, woodchucks have four toes on the

forefeet and five on the hind feet, with toes not quite as long as a tree

squirrel's but ending in the same enlarged "fingenips." In fact, except for

the obvious differerrce in size, woodchuck uacks might easily be mistaken

for those of a giant tree squirrel. Forefeet average lVz to 2 inches long,

hind feet Z to Zyz inches. Yellow-bellied marmot tracls are slighdy

smdler and hoary marmot tracks larger, but dl marmot tracks are other-

wise indistinguishable from one another.
Although woodchucks walk flat footed on level surfaces most of *re

time, theres a tendency toward walking on the balls of the hind feet only,



Lerr Fnoxr

:, Marmot 
"y9 Qll tpt .*t): front, about 2 incbcs hng; hind about 2r/z inches hng.

; Rcarmost half of hind heel pad seldom pinx, leauin[ a partial rach smalhr than]ont
trachs.

toes, so in a rypical track dl the toes and claws show.
\Toodchucks rarely run unless frightened, but meander about with a

slow shambling pace in keeping with their stout bodies. In this track pat-
tern, the-hind feet print direcdy onro or heavily overlap the foreprints, in
stagered pairs on each side. The stride, or distance benveen paiis, is 3 to
4 inches, the sraddle 3vz to more than 6 inches. Note the similarities and
differences benveen marmot and porcupine t'acls, borh ofwhich walk flat
footed and have the same number and arrangement of toes on all four feet.
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; r-rotn^po"*, of castem woodchuh and yellau bcllied marmot. Tbp: uark,.with hind

; fttt[Uy*1b oucrkppingfront trachs, Eotto*, ran,'with allfourfea printing indz-
; pndntb frontfcct rcgistering behind rear tracks.
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Scat samphl cttstern uoofuhuch and ylhw bellicd marmot. Lngtb aaiel with scat
lengths ntnningfro- 2 inchcs to morc tban 4 inches. The wo samples at brt haue
fafud witb age.

SCAT

Scat of woodchucks and other marmots is ortremely variable due to the
animald broad vegetarian diet, which changes with the arailability of sea-
sond planrc, berries, and fruia. \X/hen feeding heavily on green grasses, a
'chucks scat may measure more than 4 inches long and be held together
by long, undigested fibers that produce a very inegular strand, often
larger at one or both ends. Fibers will be visible, with colors ranging from
brown to black (remembet scat samples lighten with age).

More typically, marmot scat resembles that of an adult house cat in
size and general configuration. Scat is generally cylindricd and consists of
several conneced segments that measurc 2 to ZVz inches longby Yz to
more than I inch in diameter, irregularly shaped, and usudly brown or
black in color. Plant fibers are usually evident.

\)7hen scouting for marmots, remember that most scat is deposited
inside the den in a special defecation chamber. This habit probably wolved
as a msurs of minimizing scent that might atract predators, but it also
identifies the marmot as a homebody that spends much time indoors.

SIGN

The most obvicnrs woodchuck sign is the one most'hated by ranchers,
farmers, and horseback riders: its burrow. The main entrances run 8 to
12 inches across and open onto tunnels that are alwap deep enough to
break a hoofed animd's leg. The danger is rnultiplied by one or more less
conspicuous escape tunnels elrcavated to a radius of 15 feet or more.

Recendy dug dens are evidenced by piles of fresh, loose din about
their enuances, but older dens that have been occupied for a couple of
years will have blended back into the landscape, the loose soil washed into

; the earth by rain and melting snow.'W'hen freshly dug soil is present, the

i animal can usudly be identified by clear tracks left in it.



i Note that coyotes, badgers, and, especi ally, gray foxes may converr
i marmot dens to their own use, somedmes aftir eating the original occu-

i p*t. The entrance ro a coyote den will be enlarged to I or 2 feet across.
i Badger holes are distincdy elliptical, with a width of 8 to 12 inches. Fox
r den enffances are also 8 to 12 inches in diameter, but are more rounded

i *d open onto an enlarged chamber just belorv the surface.
i Feeding sign left by marmots is inconspicuous and easily mistaken for

, sign left by rabbits, porcupines, and various chisel-toothed rodents. But
: in tall grass, woodchucks can often be backtracked to their dens along a

, well-packed trail, which branches into lesser used trails leading to farorite
r feeding areas.

: VOCALIZATIONS

' Most often heard is the woodchuck's alarm whistle, an abrupt, high- .
, pitched "rweeeet" that sounds much like a person whistling ttrrough his
, teeth. This whisde is also heard from other marmots, but it's usually ,
r louder and more prolonged, especially from the hoary ^"r-oi. i
. Youngsters respond to it by scurrying for their den, and any other mar- l
, mo$ in the area will be instantly alen for danger upon hearing an alarm '
r whistle. A softer series ofwhistles is uttered by itrt*.d adults rinning for i
, the den.
r occasionally, woodchucks also 'ting." 

I've never heard this call, at ,
i least-not up close, but it has been described as a sharp whisde follorved by ,
: a softer tone and ending with a rapid series of even softer nores. From a
; distance, only the fitrt ti,ro whistles are audible. ,

" 

A loud, fast chatrering of teeth is also a sign of alarm and a warning i
, that the animd is ready ro stand its ground and fight-so beware ofchat- ,
; tering marmots. other sounds of agitation or aggression include hissing, i
: growling, and squealing.



NEW WORLD RAT'
AND MICE rcRICETIDAE)^
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I O COVER COMPLETELY OR even adequately the more
I than 70 native North American rodents is beyond the scope of this

book. That I've elected to cover just one species in this section belies the
cricicd role rodens play in every terrestrid ecosystem on the planet.
Voles, mice, squirrels, and other rodents are a critical food source for
predators ranging from snakes and birds to weasels and wolves. Because
they have so many natural enemies, all species are prolific, with some pro-
ducing several litters per year and most breeding year-round.

Further complicating things, our most abundant species of ram and
mice, the Norway rat (Ri.ttus noruegicus), black rat (Ramu ramu), arrd
house mouse (Mus muscal*) ate- really invaders brought from Europe by
ship centuries ago. Vinually everywhere on the continent, these aggres-
sive immigrants, which have adapted to life in close proximity to humans,
have permanently upset the natural balance by displacing wild native
species, making themselves a staple food of native carnivores. By destroy-
ing predators (especially snakes), humans have frequently caused
themselves red grief; in the mid-1920s, for instance, parts of California
were literally overrun by house mice, which had reached dangerous con-
centrations of roughly 82,000 individuds per acre.

C O r l l / v t O N  , ! t U S K R A T
( O N D A T R A  Z I B E T H I C U "

Although many equate the muskrat with urban rats, this New'World
rodent is more closely related to voles. Names such as "marsh rat,"
"swamp rat," and even its common name all contribute to the misper-
ception of this harmless rodent. Like all New Vorld rodents and unlike
those of the Old 

'World, 
muskras are not parasitic. on humans, nor do

they carry the deadly, highly contagious diseases attributed in panicular
to the Norway rat.

Muslaats differ from rats of anyspecies in several ways. The most obvi-
ous is size; the dreaded Norway rat, that bane of civilization throughout
recorded history, is the largest rat in North America, yet aver4ges only a
quarter the size of the lr/z- to 4-pound muslcat. The muslrat tail is also
different, being uiangular instead of round, with a flat bocom and black,
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. i.dy ter(ture. Most striking, in my opinion, is the muskrat's face, which is
more squared, blunt, and squirrel-like than the faces ofsharpfeatured mts.

Another closely related immigrant, this one brought here intentionally
is the nutria, or coypus (Myocastor coypus), of South America. Like
muskrats, the nutria wears a rich coat of thick brorvn fur of great value to
the fur trade<:rcept in this instance there's more of it, because nuuias
weigh from2 to 25 pounds. Nutrias have escaped captivity and established
isolated populadons in the southern hdf of the United Srates, sometimes
driving out the less agressive muskrats. Aside from size, the most obviors
difference between muskrats and nuuias is the latter's rou4d, sparsely
haired tail. E'en with nuuia pels uking up the slack, approximately l0
million muikrat pelts are sold in the United Sates each year.

In days past, muskrats also had commercid vdue as food, dthough
they were sold under the more acceptable name "marsh rabbit."'lbd"y,
few people have ever tasted muskrar, which is too bad, because the meat
is very good.

HABITAT AND RANGE

Like beavers, anotler distant cousin, muskrats are aquatic rodena that
never live fu from water. They can live on practicdly any freshwater
lakeshore, wet marsh, or riverbank, but beaver pon& provide deep, still
water for these superb swimmers, as well as a lush environment for rhe
grasses, cattails, and sedges they need to live on. Mink, otters, skunls,
raccoons, aqd bobcas-pose ttrre grcatesr danger to aduls, while many car-
nivores regularly invade nests to eat muskrat young.

Despite centuries of trapping, muskrats have never been endangered,
dthough immigrant nutrias have almost entirely displaced them in Texas,
Louisiana, and Florida. The species is found rarely or not at. dl in New



Distribution of common mashrat (Ondatra zibethicus),

Mexico, Arizona, Utah; Nwada, and california, primarily because these

states dont provide the wedands musl<rats require.'With these excePtions'

musl<ras are common through the remainder of the lower 48 states,

nearly all of canada, and all bur the nonhernmost tip ofAlaska.

FOODS

Muskrats are primarily vegetarians, living on a widc variety of wedand

plants, such as caftail shoots, grass stems, sedge -9rt,-Td an.occasional

pond lily root in summer. Parts of these and other food plans floating on

the surhce are a sure indication of muslcrat activity. Terrestrid food plans

holes," but they frequendy appropriate muskrat tunnels as their own.

Like most rodenl Geavers ate one enception), muskrats dso include

at least some animal flesh in their dicts. Clams, crayfish, and frogs are

eaten as are some insects. Preferred feeding sPo6 on shore or sometimes

in shallow water are selected to provide as much security from predators

as possible, and these places will be liaered with clamshells, crayfish cara-

p""o, and frog parts- Favorite feeding spots are used regularly, and are

good places for you to set uP an observation blind.- 
FlOatiing fiurts, or "rafu" of rushes, reeds, grass, and sdgl$, also serve as

ft.di"g pladorms, and are constructd specifically for their maker to rest



i After two weeks, young are fi.rlly furred and can swim and dive with

, STASONAL HABITS

i As.might be-expected from their environmenr, muskrats are superb
i swimmers, able to swim baclsvard or forward with equal ease, although
i not quite with the expertise of ofters, which pr.y on them. at ail agIs.
' Since much of their food is obtained under *"i.r,'"nd because water is a
j means to escape land predators, they dso dive well and can remain sub-
i merged for more than 15 minutes. Even more impressive, they can rerurn
r to the surface after such a long period, take a few quick br."tirs, and sub-
. merge again for an equd amount of time.
r Muslrats are also prefty good tunnelers. In nature they use this dig-
i gi.g ability ,o .*."1rr",.' i.r, and tunnels into streambanks and

Gestation from pregnanry ro binh takes a very short three ro four ;
weeks, with differences in duration probably due to the physical health of r
the mother. Litters may be as large as I I young if conditions are ideal, but i
generdly run about 7.The young are born naked and blind in "houses," ;
which very much resemble beaver lodges but are construcred mostly of 1
cattails, or in orcavated dens in the sides of streambanls, close to-th. i
high-water line. :



TRACKS

Muskrats have five to€s on each foot, front and back, but the innermost

toes of the front feet are so tiny that they rarely register' et'ten in clear

tracla. The toes are dways *id.ly splayed in uacks of both front and hind

feet, but only the hind feet are partidly webbcd. If webbing ever shorn's

in hind tracl$, I havent seen it, even in mud. Fornrnately, uack configu-

rations are sufficiendy distinctive to make a positive identification

without it.

Lsrr HIxP Rrcnr Fnoxr

Mushtat nack: font, I inch to |t/z inches long. Notc acstigial "tbumb," which rarely
pinr. Hitd, 2 to 3 inches long. Rear fra an wcbbed slightly.

The hind feet of the muskrat are much larger than the forefeet, so you

should have no trouble telling them apart. The length of the hind tracla

runs 2 to 3 inches, of the front traclcs I to lVz inches. The innermost to€

of the hind foot prints faindy most of the time (sce the illustration),

making tracks look four toed.
lrtuskraa seldom run, as theyte designed neither for p"rsu11 nor for

flight on land. At a normal walk on *,rJdy ground, most of-an anir.nal's

uack paaerns shorn' the forefet irinting in front of the hind feet of the

r"-. iid. in pairs, occasionally overlapping or printing side by side. The

stride, or distance beween track pairs, averages 3 rc 4 inches.

On snow, where wdking is more difficult for the shortJegged rodent,

traclrs tend to register as e agzet line, with the ft'ont and hind feet on

each side rcgistering in the same.holes. The suide averages 3 inches or

longer, with a distinctive seqpentine trail left between tracls by the drag-

ging ail.

Lsrr HIxo



'fut* -i,rp*- $.-7tn E
Mwhra trach patterns. Tbp: walh in snow, sbowing serpentine trail hfi by dmgtng
tail. Bonorn: run in mud. Note that allfourfeet pint'indiuidually forefeet beT;"l
hindfect, with uil dragging beween leaps.

SCAT

Muskrat scat is usudly deposited in pellet form, or somerimes as a softer
green mass. Deposits haVe a unique configuration in which most pellets
are stuck together lengthwise, a paftern I havent seen in any other species.
Pellets average vs to vn inch long, are generdly green in color when fresh,
growing darker with age, and contain mostly plant fibers.

Like nearly all territorial mammals, muskrats use their own scat as
scentposts to help mark their territorid boundaries. A favorite place is on
a naturd bridge formed by downed trees that span a strearn, or sometimes
on large branches or trunks that extend out over the water at ground
level. In established territories, these scentposts exhibit an accumulation
of scat pellets of varying ages, showing that the rcentpost is active and
freshened regularly. scentposts are good places ro ser up a carnera or
blind, particularly in more remote habitats, but bear in mind that

Mushrdt scat; pellzn % n 3l of an inch hng. Ofien dcposited as a tcrinrial marh on
Iags and otho prominent kndrnarhs in the rodcnti tiampy domain. Note tescmt
shapes and the way pellcx ky sidz by si&, a pattern unique to the mushrat.



muslrrac are compararively shy animals. Disturbing a scenrpost in any
way, or leaving human scent an)'where in the area, is often sufficient to
cause its owner to abandon it.

SIGN

Muskrat sign is varied and obvious once you know what to look for.
. Remember that these rodents seldom venffie far from warer unless seek-
I ing out a new territory so any search for sign can be narrowed down to
j shorelines and streambanla.
i The best indication of a musluat population comes from their sloppy
i eating habits. Cut green grass stems floating atop water prove that a
; muskrat recendy stopped there to have a med, and a redly sharp eye can
; detect the places where those stems were cur. AIso look for floating rafis
i of rushes, grass, carail leaves, and sticls pressed against the shore, again

i *ith fresh grass stems floating nearby. Rafu are created to give the ani-

i ^"h feeding places out of reach of most land predators, allowing instant
i escape into the warer.
i Muskrat "houses" are definite indications of an active population.
i These hollow strucrures are typically located at the shoreline, but always
i in water deep enough to allow their owners ro come and go without leav-
i ing the water or even surfacing. They closely resemble the conicd- or
i dome-shaped beaver lodge, except that they're constructed entirely of cat-
i tails, grasses, and mud, whersas the hatchet-toothed beaver has the tools

to fuhion irs own from srurdier wood.
' Some muskrat houses are smdl, beginning at less than 3 feet in diam-

eter at the base; these are most likely feeding stations for solitary adults.
Others may be as wide as 8 feet across the base and usually contain a
mother with young. In winrer, houses dso provide convenienr access to
the water below rhem, wen though on the surface there might be a layer
of ice several inches thick \7hat with a layer of snow as insulation, rhe
dead-air space inside, and the animd's own body heat, the water beneath
a muslrat house never freezes.

Other muskrat dens are excavated into t}re side of a shoreline high and
dry enough to permit such digging. This rype of den is probably pre-
ferred, although of course its construction is impossible in marshlands,
where most muskrats live. rUfhere excavated dens are found, entrances
average 4 rc 5 incheg in diameter, and lead into a larger chamber.
Scatterings of crayfish and clam shells may be around the doorway, but
remember that mink regularly take up residence in muskrat burrows after
eating the residents and their sign is similar, o(cept that it ryplolby
includes small bones and fur. Note that muskrats are tnrly futidious
rodents, with dens, feeding houses; and rafu kept immaculately clean.

Finally, there are muskrat scenrposrs formed by small clusters of
grasses, Ieaves, and mud ashore that are scented by the animds' perined
(and) glands. This rype of scentpost is smdl, consisting of liale more
than a handfirl of material.



VOCALIZATIONS

I wish I could be more thorough in this secrion, but if muskrats have any-
thing approaching a language, neither my experience nor my research has
discovered it. A cornered muskrat-which with its sharp teeth can'be sur-
prisingly formidable-makes a loud squeaking sound, somerimes
accompanied by chattering and sharp squeds. Unfortunately, this
description applies more or less to calls berryeen a mother and her young,
fighting adults, and muslrats involved in every other activiry I ve wit-
nessed.



INDEX

Alaskan Kodiak bear. Saa brown
bear

"alpha" pair (wolves), 110
American elk,54illus.

foods, 56
habitat and range, 53-56,

55maP
mating habis, 5G57
scat, 60
seasond habits, 57-58
sign,6G{l
ffacks, 58-60 aod, illus.
vocalizetions, 6142

American wild boar, 69:70
foods, 7l
habitat and range, 70,7lmap
mating habits, 72
scet,74illus.,7L75
seasond habits, 72-73
sign,75
tracks, 73-74 and, illus.
vocdizations, 75

animds
bedding areas, 16-17

. determining habia of, I l-12,
22-23,3 l

hunting instinct, 24
preferred environments, I 1-14
scat, l4-15
scentposts, 15-16
trails, 16
vision of,29,3L

Antilocapridae. Sec New l$7orld

antelopes
arctichare,224

"bachelor herds" (pronghorn), 85
badger, 159, 165-167, l66illus.

foods, 168
habitat and range, 167 and nap
mating habis, 168-169
scat, 171
seasonal habis, 169
sign, 171
tracks, 169-L7 l, L7 \illus.
vocalizadons, 171

baiting, 20
Battle Dress Uniforms (BDUs),25
bearcat. Sae wolverine
bears, 89-l 0 6, 9l illu., 99illus.

See ako indiuidual species
"bear ffees," 105
beaver, L4, 206illus., 20(>207

foods, 208-209
habitat and range, 207-208,

2OBrnap
mating habits, 209-210
in Native American legend, 89

. scat, 212 and illrc.
seasond habia, 210-2ll
sign,213-214
territorid behavior, 15, 16
tracks, 2ll-212 end, illus.
vocalizations, 214

bedding areas, lGI7, 88
binoculars, 2l-22
bivy shelters, 32
black bear, 13, 55,90,.9lillus.

encounters with wild boar,7O,
- 7 1

foods, 92-93
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6lack bear (cont.)
habitat and range, 9l-92,

92map
mating habits, 93
raiding of squirrel czches,247
sqt,96-97,97illus.
seasonal habits, 94
sign,97-98
tracks, 95-96 end, illus.
vocalizations, 98

black-footed ferrer, 159
black rat,257
black-tailed deer,47
blinds, hunting from, 3l-33
bobcat, 14, 145, l46illus.

foods, 147-148
habitat and range, 145-146,

l47map
mating habits, 148-149
scat, l5l end illus.
seasonal habits, 149
s i !n ,  151-152
tracks, 149-150, l1\illul
vocdizations, 152

boots,27
, brown bear, 55, 98-99, 99illus.
I foods, 100-101
r habitat and range, 100 and, map
' mating habits, 101-102
' scat, 104
' seasonal habits, 102-103
, sign, 15, 105-106
, tracks, I03-lO4 and illus.
, vocalizations, 106
I "buck rubs," 46,53
, "buck sno11," /17

, bush harc,25

. calls. 20
camouflage, 2+26,32-33

r Canidae. See foxes; wolves
t, czribou,3T
r Castoridae. .Sea beaver
, Cervidae. See deer
. claws, retractabiliry of, 6
i coatimundi,193

collared W@ery, tx, 7 6illus., 7 G77
foods, 78
habitat and range, 77map,7718
mating habits, 78-79
scat, 80, SIillus.
seasonal habits, 79
sign, 81
tracks, 79-80 nd illus.
vocalizations, 8l

common muskrat, 14, 257-258,
258illus.

Foods, 259-260
habitat and range, 258-259,

259map
mating habim, 260
preyed on by mink, 181, 182,

207
scaq 262 i llus., 262-263
seasond habits, 260
sign,263
tracls, 26L--262 and illus.
vocalizations, 264

Coues deer,39
cougar. .Sea mountain lion
cover scents, 18-19
cover sounds, 29
"aydog," Il7
coyote, 14, I l6illus., 116-117

foods, 118-119
habitat and range, I l7-1 18,

I |Smap
mating habits, 120
in Native American legend, 89
relationship with badgea 168
sat,I22
seasonal habits, 120-l2l
sign,722-123
tracls, l2l-I22 end illus.
vocalizations, 123

coypus, 258
Criceddae. Saa New'World rats
"cuttings"

beaver,2l3
squirrels, 243,249

dangers of tracking, 5,16,90,
100, 105, l l5, r94



deer, ix, 37 48, 38illus., 47 illus.,
54illus., 62illus. See abo
indiuidual species

bedding ereas, 17
nearsightedness of, 30
preyed on by mountain lions,

139, t43
denning

bears,94, 102
bobcat, 148
coyote, 120-l2l
gray fox,126
red fox, 132

dewclaws, 43illus., 58, 59 illus., 70
bears, 95
peccaries, 76
pronghorns' absence of, 86,

87illus.
swine,73,74

dog tracks, similarity to wolves',
ll2-ll3 and illus.

Douglas squirrel, 244, 246

Eastern cottontail rabbit, 230,
23lillus.

foods,232
habitat and range, 23lmap,

23r-232
mating hrbis,232
scet,234
seasonal habits, 232-233
sign,234-235
ffacls, 233-234 arl,d, illus.
vocdizations,235

elk. Saa American elk
Erethizontid ae. See New'World

porcupines
ermine, l86illus., l8cl87

foods, 188
habitat and range, I87 and. map
maring habits, 188
scat, 190-191
seasond habits, 188-l 89
sign, 191
tracks, 189-190 end, illus.
vocalizations; 191

excrernent (human), 33

feces. See scat
Felidae. Sac wild cats
ferd hog, 69 illus., 70, 77
FieA Guifu to Animal Ti,acks, A

(Murie),201

fisher, 14,159,180
as hunter of porcupines, 216

"flagtail," 38
flying squirrels, 236, 246
food scents, 19-20
footprints, 8
footwear, 26-28
foxes, 121- I35, l24illus.,

l29illas. See abo indiuidual
species

fox squirrel, 236-238, 237 illus.
foods,239-240
habitat and range, 238map,

238-239
mating habits, 240
scat 242-243, 243 i llus.
seasond habits, 240-241
sign,243-244
tracls, 24I-242 and. illus.
vocdizadons,244

gait, 10 end illus.
"rocking horse," 44, 60, 66, 95,

104,  113,  1 .34,198
"rubberbdling," 52
"stotting," 52

game cdls, 20
Game Finder II, 23
ghillie suits, 26
"Godt Dog," 89, 116
gray fox, 123-124, ll4illu*

foods, 125
habitat and range, 124-125,

125map
mating habits, 125-126
scat, 128
seasonal habits, 126
sign, 128-129
tracks, l2Ll28, 127 illus.



gray fox, (cont.)

vocalizations, 129

gray squirrel, 236-238, 237 illus.

foods, 239-240

habitat and range, 238map,

238-239
mating habirs,240
scet, 242-243, 243 illus.
seasonal habits, 240-241
sign,243-244
tracls, 241-242 and. illus.
vocalizations, 244

gray wolf. Sea timber wolf
grizzly bear. Sre brown bear
groundhog. .See woodchuck

hardwood forests, 8
hercs, 223-230, 224i llus.
heat detectots, 23
hibernation, 94
ho.ty marmot, 249-250, 256
"horrible northern bear," See

brown bear
house mouse,257

"lndian butter," 20
insect repellents, 33

jaclnabbits, 224,225
j"gu*, 79,136, 137
jaguarundi, 136
javelina. Sre collared pecc ry

key deer, 39
Kodiak bear. See brown bear

least weasel, I59, 186
leporidae. Saa hares; rabbits
"licle wolf," See coyote
"loafing platforms," 16, 244
"lone wolf" howl, 115
longtail weasel, 180, 186
lug soles (foowear), 27,28
lynx, 13, I52-I53, l53illus.

foods, 154
habitat and range, 153,l54map

lynx, (cont.)
mating habits, 154-155
scat, l5lillus.,157
seasonal habits, 155-156
sign, 157-158
tracks, 156-157 and illus.
vocdizations, 158

Ma* for the Outdoors
(McDougall),26

margay,136
marmots, 249-256, 250 i llus.
"marsh rat." See common muskrat
Marsupiala. Sea opossums
minerd licls, 20
mini-binoculars, 2I -22

mink, 179 illus., 179-180
foods, 181
habitat and range, l8\rnap,

180-181
mating habits, 182
scat, l$4illus., I 84-185
seasond habits, 182-183
sign, 185
tracls, l83illus., I 83-1 84
vocalizations, 185

moose, 62illus.
foods, 64
habitat and range, 62-64,

63rnap
. mating habits, 6445

preyed on by brown bears, 101
scat,67 end illus.
seasonal habim, 65
sign,6748
tracks, 6546,66i11us.
vocalizations, 68

mosquito netting, 25,29, 33
mountain lion, 39,79, 137,

l38illus.
foods,139
habitat and range, I37-I38,

l39map
mating habits, 140
scaL 143 and, illus.
seasonal habits, I40-I4L



r mountain lion (cont.) "playing possum," 203 ;
, sign, 143-144 "plunge holes" (muslnats), 259 :
: ffacks, l4l-142 and, illus. polar bear, 89
t, vocalizations, 144-145 porcupine, 14,215-217,2l6illus. :
, movements, speed of,29 bedding areas, 17 .
, mud, tracls in, 6 foods, 217-218
, mule deer, 20, 47illus. habitat and range, 216 and, rnap '
' foods, 49 mating habits, 218-219 .
, habitar and range, 4749,48nup scat,220-22l,22lillus. i
: mating habits, 49-50 seasonal habits, 219 .
: scat,52-53 sign,22l-222 i
, seasonal habits, 5A-51 uacks, 219-220 and illus. l
, sign, 53 vocalizations,222
: tracks, 5l-52 and illus. portable blinds, 32-33
, vocdizations, 53 prairie dog,236 :
'  Murie, OlasJ.,51, 191, 201,239 Predatorbl ind,32 ,
, muskrat. Sra common muskrat predator species, lTl4 .
, Mustelidae. Sraweasels extermination of,39
' plants in diet of, 100-101, 110,
, Native Americans, animals and, Il9,125, 147 i
,  39 ,108 ,  116 ,119 ,159 ,  p reyspec ies ,13 -14 ,17  i
', 225,251 Procyonidae. .Sre raccoon
, navigational tools, 16 pronghorn antelope, 9,82-84, .
, New \7orld. antelopes, 82-88, 83illus.
, \3illus. foods,85

, New'World pigs,76illus.,76-81 habitat and range, 84map, :
, New \fbrld porcupines, 215-222, 84-85 :
, 2l6illus. mating habits, 85-86 ,
, NewVorld nts,257-2(A,258illus. scat,87, 88illus. i

N - o - D o r ( c o v e r s c e n t ) , | 8 , 2 6 , 3 3 s e a s o n a l h a b i t s , 8 6
: Norway rat,257 sign, 88
' nutria, ?,58 tracks,86-87,87i1hs. i
: vocalizations, 88
, objective lens, 2l puma. Saa mountain lion ,

ocelot, 136 ;
' ocular lens, 21 rabbits, 223-224,230-235, i
, odors. Sea scents Z3lillul '

Olympic marmot, 251 rabid animals, 118
i open grass areas, 7-8 raccoon, l92illus.,192-193 .
: opossums,200illus., 200-205 foods, 194-195 i
' optics, 20-22 habirat and range, l93map, '
. 193-194 ;

, packed rails, 9, 16 mating habits, 195 i
'; peccary. Sea collared peccary scat, 198 and illus.
; p€rmanent blinds, 32 seasonal habits, 195-196 ,
, pine marten, 159, 180 sign, 198-199 l

i - - -



raccoon (cont.) sand, tracks in,6-7
ffacls, l\7illus.,196-198 scat,ILl5
vocalizations, 199 American elk, 60

rain, effect on tracks, ll American wild boar, 74illus.,
"razorbaclC'hogs, 78 74-75
red fox, l29illus., 129-130 badger, l7l

foods, 131 beaver, 212 and illas.
habitat and range, 130-131, bobcat, l5I and' illus.

l3Irnap brown bear, 104
mating habits, l3l-L32 collared Peccary,80,8lillus.
scat,134 common muskrat, 262illus.,
seasonal habits, 132 262-263
sign,l3Ll35 coyote, lI4illas.
tracks, L32-134, I33illas. Eastern comontail rebbit,234
vocalizations, 135 ermine, 190-191

red squirrel, 16, 24,244,245i11us. fox squirrel, 242-243,243i11us.
foods,246 gray fox, IlLillus., 128
habitat and range, 245map, gray squirrel,242-243,

245-246 243illus.
mating habits,246 lynx, l1Ullus.,157
scAr,248 mink, L84illus., 184-185
seasonal habits, 246-247 moose, 67 and illus.
sign,248-249 mountain lion, 143 end, illus.
tracks, 247-248 end, illus. mule deer, 52-53
vocalizations, 249 porcupine, 220-22I,22lillus.

redwolf, 117 pronghorn antelope,87,88illus.
riflescopes, 2l raccoon, 198 and illus.
ringtail, 193 red fox, ll4illus.,134
river otter, 14,172 and illus. red squirrel, 248

foods, 173-174 river ofter, I77-I78
habitat and range, 172-173, snowshoe hare,229illus.,

l73rnap 229-230
mating habits, 174-175 timber wol[, 114 and illus.
scat, 177-178 white-tailed deer,45 and illus.
seasond habis, 175-176 wolverine, I64-165,l65illus.
sign, 178 woodchuck, 255 and illus.
traclc, l7Gl77 and, illus. scirvenger birds, relationship to
vocalizations, 178-179 predators, 110, 119

roads, tracks on, 9-10 scentposts, 15,ll4
rock, tracks on,9-10 bobcat, l5l-152
rockchuck, 249 common muskrat, 262-263
"rockinghorse" gut,44,60,66, coyotes, l2O, 122-123

95,104, ll3,134,198 gray fox, I28
"rubberballing" git,52 mountain lion, I44

sart ricrrs, 2o ,;'fiJt8g ,32-33



, Sciuridae. Sac squirrels
, scrapes, 4142,56
, sea otter, 172

sex scents, 19
, short-tail weasel. See ermine
, sign, 13-17
, "skunk bear." See wolverine
, skunlcs, 186

slides (sign of otters), 178
snow

' camouflage in, 25-26
: tracks in,7
, snowshoe hare, 13, 16,224 and'. 

illus.
, bedding erex,230
' foods,225-226
' habitat and range, 225 and, map
, mating habits, 226-227

. preyed on by lynx, 153,154,

: L55-t56,227
: scat, 229illus., 229-230
, seasond habits, 227-228
' sign, 230
I tracks, 228-229 end illus.
, vocalizations, 230
r snowstorms, effect on tracks, I I
' Sport \flash, 33
' squirrels, 236-256, 237 illus.,

245illus., 250illus. See ako
indiuidual species

loafing platforms, 16, 17, 244
stallring, 24-30
'stotting" gut,52
straddle, 10 and illus.
suide, l0 and, illus.
Suidae. .See swine
"swamp raL" See common

'musftrat

swamps, 8-9
swine, rx, 69illus., 69-75
tail-drag marls

common muskrar, 261,
262illus.

mountain lion,142
porcupine, 220 and illus.

Thyassuidae. .See New.$(orld pigs

territorial marks, 15-16
black bear, 97
brown bear, 15, 105
common muskrat, 262
lynx,157
mountain lion,I44
timber wol[, t t4

"timber goats," 86
timber wol4, 13, lU8illus.,

108_109
coyote mistaken for, Il7
foods, 109-110
habitat and range, 109 and map
mating habits, 110-111
scat, 114 and illus.
seasonal habits, 1I l-112
sign, I l4-ll5
rapks, ll2-ll3 and illus.
vocalizations, I l5

tracking
dangers of,90, 100, 105, 115,

194
popular mytholory of, I
reading sign, 13-77
tools for, 18-23

"tracking snow," 7
tracks

agJng,11-12
identification of,5-12
losing a trul, 10
specific animds

American elk, 58-60 and
illus.

American wild boar, 73-74
and, illas,

badger, 169-17 1, 17 Lillus.
beaver, xiiillus., 2l l-212 and

illus.
black bear, xillus.,95-96 and

illus.
bobcat, iillu*, 149-150,

l50illus.
brown bear, 103-104 and,

iltus.
collared peccary, ixillus.,

79-80 and il[ur.



tracks (specific animals, cont.)
common muskrat, xjiiillus.,

261-262 nd illus.

, coyote, x, l2l-I22 and illu.
Eastern comontail rabbit,

233-234 and illus'
ermine, 189-190 and illus.
European wild boar, ixillus.
families of , lx-xiiii llas.
fox squirrel, 241-242 and'

illus.
grey fox, 126-128, l27 illus.
gray squirrel, xiiii llus.,

241-242 and illus.
lynx, 156-1 57 and illus.

, mink,xiillus,,l83illus.,
183-184

: moose,6546,66illus.
, mountain lion, l4l-I42 and
: illus..

, mule deer,5l-52 and illus.

, porcupine, xiiillus.,219-220
i and illus.

: pronghorn antelope, xillus.,
', 

86-87,87illus.
; raccoon, xiillus., 196-198,
: 197illus.

red fox; 132-L34, l33illus.
red squirrel, 247-248 and

illus.
river otter, 176-177 and illus.
snowshoe herc, iiiillus.,

228-229 and illus.
timber wolf, I l2-IL3 and

illus.
Vrginia oppossum, iiillus.,

2O3-2O4,2o4illus.
white-tailed deer, rxillus.,

4244 end illus.
wolverine, 163-164 a;nd illus'
woodchuck, 253-254,

254illus.
trails, 16
rail dmers, 22-23
tree squirrels,236
"trickster," the. .See coyote

"Twilight Factor," 21

urine (human), 33
urine scents, l8-19
Ursidae. Sra bears
W light killers, 33

varying hare. Sea snowshoe hare
vegetadon, tracks and, 7-9,13
"Virginia deer," 38
Virginia opossum, 200 i llus.,

200-20r
foods, 202
habitat and range, 2llmaP,

20r-202
matinB habits, 202-203
scAt, 204-205, 205 i llus'
seasonal habits, 203
sign, 205
tracks, 203-204, 204illus.
vocdizadons, 205

'walking Indian," 28
wallows

bears, 98
elk,57,6041
moose, 64
peccaries, Sl
swine, 75

wapiti. Sre American elk
watering holes, 6
weasels, I 59-19 1, l60illus.,

I66illus., 172illus.,
l79illus., l86illus. See also
indiuidual spccies

weight of animals, estimating, I I
white-lipped pecc*y, 7 6
white-tailed deer, 6, 9, 13, 38illas.

foods, 404I
habitat and range, 3840,

39rnaP
mating habits, 4142
scat,45 and, illus.
seasonal habits, 42
sex scents for, 19
sign, 46



white-tailed deer, (cont.)

tracks, 4244 and illus.

vocalizadons, 4G47
wild cats, 136-158, l3\illus.,

l46illas., l53illus. See abo

indiuidual sPecies

wind, stalking tnd,29
wolverine, 159-160, l6oillus.

foods, 16l-162
habitat and range, 160-161'

l6lmaP
mating habits, 162

scaL I6Ll65,l65illus.
seasonal habits, 162-163

sign, 165
tracks, 163-164 md illus.

vocalizations, 165

wolves, 39, lO7 -723, lOS illus.,
ll6ill:als. Sec abo coyote;
timber wolf

woodchuck, 236, 249-25 l,
250ill*s.

foods, 252
habitat and range, 25ImaP'

25r-252
mating habits, 252-253
sc t,255 and' illus'
seasonal habits, 253
sign,255-256
tracks, 253-254, 254illus.
vocalizations, 256

yellow-bellied marmot, 249-250,

250illus.
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