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MAKING TRACKS

Tracking is an absorbing study, and late winter/early
spring is a great time to get out into the countryside,

With soft mud and the occasional sprinkling of snow, the
ground is perfectly prepared for your first reading lesson.
Follow Ben McMutt as he reveals where to look and how
to see into nature's wonderful three-dimensional world

-

A clearly defined fox trail through the forest. Phota: Ben McNutt






The Oldest of all Writing
Words, photographs and illustrations by Ben McNultt.

“ All of life is a great chain, the nature of which is known wherever we are shown a single link
of it.”

—  Sherlock Holmes (A study in Scarlet)

The British Isles are full of wildlife, but few of us ever get to see our wild brethren, as they
have learned that humans are best avoided, limiting most of their activities to the evening
twilight and dark hours that follow. Most come and go about their business without us ever
suspecting that they are there, but for those who know where to look and how to see, the
reward is a fascinating insight to their secret lives...

For wherever an animal goes, it leaves behind a transitory trail of evidence - footprints,
feeding signs, and droppings. These are the letters and sentences that make up the subtle
language of tracking.

There is no mystical art to tracking; it simply requires knowledge, practice, patience and ‘dirt-
time’.

Tracking is easiest when the ground is soft after rain or when the terrain is sandy or covered

in snow. In dry weather, you can look for tracks in the mud along streams, along hedgerows and
the transition zones where woodland meets field.

A clearly defined track will give you all the clues you need, such as the size and shape of the
print and the number of toes.

Here are some commonly identified tracks —

Dog Fox Cat

Note the oval shape of the dog track, with its blunt claws (from a lifetime on pavements and
floors) and kidney-shaped heel pad.

Compatratively, the fox track is tear-dropped shaped, with sharp claws. The line drawn
through the fox track clearly illustrates the best way to tell the difference between dog and fox
tracks. The fox has a longer foot, with the inner toes being much further forward than that of
a dog, allowing a clean line to be drawn between the inner and outer toes, without dissecting
any of the toe prints.

By comparison the cat track is round in shape, with no evidence of claws being present. The
key identification feature for all species of cat is the three-lobed heel pad.



Learn to see, looking is not enough. To study the countryside and the ground effectively,
teach yourself to read it like a book. Our western brains have learned to read information by
starting at the top left and finishing at the bottom right, so apply that to the landscape,
scanning it in sections.

Recondition your brain to see into the landscape. We have conditioned ourselves to see our
urban would as being very two-dimensional, spending much of our time looking at pictures,
shop fronts, TV screens and flat walls. The natural world is three-dimensional. As a result we
tend to see the natural landscape as a 2-D screen; don’t, peer into it, looking to the furthest
point you can see.

Do your homework. Research what species you except to find in your area, read about their
habits, what they like to feed on, when are they active, are they solitary animals?

Go out looking for tracks and sign when the sun is low, and always try to keep the track
between you and the sun, to get maximum contrast and definition from shadows.

When you are walking, look several meters ahead along the trail; don't just look at the ground
at your feet. Periodically scan your surroundings and examine the nearby vegetation for
feeding sign. Also look up; very few people ever look up at the canopy, regardless of whether
it made up of bricks or branches.

Stay alert and move quietly — you may get to see the animal you are following, but avoid
getting too close as you can cause disturbance or panic, particularly by approaching young animals.

Most importantly of all — Don’t jump to conclusions; it is very easy to see what you want to
see. Remember that common things occur commonly.

Late winter / early spring is a great time to learn to track, with the soft mud and occasional
sprinkling of snow, the ground is perfectly prepared for your first reading lesson. Tracking is
an addictive and absorbing study; with it comes the primeval excitement of the early hunters,
and the reward of solving the mysteries.

Further reading and resources:

Field Guide: Animal Tracks and Signs (Pocket Nature Guide) by Preben Bang (Author) and Preben
Dahlstrom (lllustrator). Published by the Oxford University Press.

Web site: http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/animals/wildbritain/field guides/animal tracks.shtml




