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Winter is the best time to get to know an area and the animals that inhabit it.  For most of the 
year leaves and grasses help to camouflage birds and the animals residing in our wild lands.  
When the leaves fall, and snow then covers the ground, our chance of observing local wildlife 
increases dramatically.   Wildlife not only becomes remarkably more visible this time of year, 
but tracks left in the snow give us a chance to know what wildlife is present, in which direction 
they are heading and how long ago they have passed by this place.  If the snow is light, simple 
waterproof hiking boots will be sufficient for my outing.  Once winter snows have settled to the 
ground in earnest however, I rely on using my snowshoes.   
 
Much of my interest in tracking came from once reading a very informative book by Tom Brown 
titled “Tracking”.  In his book, Tom describes watching animals engaged in some type of 
activity, then visiting the activity area to observe the type of tracks that were left.  He eventually 
became legendary for his search and rescue efforts.  Not only was he able to follow actual tracks, 
but also by observing these tracks, he would form a picture of the person making them, including 
their health, and even their state of mind.  By doing this he was able to take shortcuts while 
following someone who had been lost for several days by predicting their path and then 
intercepting it, thereby saving much time in the process. 
 
Following tracks has fascinated me and I have learned that following them will often tell a story 
about the animal’s activities during the day.    Following pheasant tracks after a winter storm in 
the sagebrush country of eastern Washington, allowed me to see where the pheasant slept, fed, 
met up with other birds and then separated from them.  Roosters have much larger feet than hens.  
On one occasion I followed old tracks, blurred by the previous day’s sun, and watched them 
become crisper, fresher tracks, indicating the bird was close at hand.  Closely spaced tracks with 
occasional penetration into the snow indicated the bird was feeding, while large spacing in the 
step often means that I have been spotted and that the pheasant is running from me.  Frequently 
my following tracks indicating running will lead me to their hiding places.  Other times, wing 
imprints in the snow reveal that they have elected to take flight as their defensive strategy.   
 
There have been many interesting wildlife event stories that I have been able to observe in the 
snow including following a grouse as it wound its way through the forest. Later I saw coyote 
tracks merge with those left by the grouse.  Eventually the coyote tracks indicated a sprint, 
culminating with a leap in the air as the bird took flight. There were no feathers scattered on the 
snow.  This time the grouse was successful in its escape. 
 
Cougar tracks in the snow have always fascinated me.  Cougar are so elusive during most of the 
year that I rarely see them, but their winter tracks give me an opportunity to know more about 
them. I have observed cougar tracks which revealed them chasing a squirrel around a tree and 
eventually capturing it.   Following a different track lead me to where a cougar had dug up a 
recent deer kill and fed upon it.  Tracking yet another cougar showed them following an elk herd 
while looking for sick or injured animals.  My most sobering tracking incident however was 
when I discovered that the cougar tracks that I followed intersected tracks that I just recently 
made.  This told me that the cougar I had been trailing was now following me, by making use of 
tracks I had just left in the snow.   


