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THE LEARNING CIRCLE: NOTES, THOUGHTS AND PROJECTS

I. DEER, DEER
And more deer. That was our focus November 15 when we met at Malibu Creek State Park to study movement and behavior of black-tailed deer through their tracks, signs and the animals themselves. 

It’s invaluable just to watch animals because their social interactions and movement gives us trackers great raw material. Up to sixteen deer congregated under the giant Valley oak near where we do our Basic Tracking and Plant Uses classes. In previous years I’d seen twice as many, but in our recent plant class there we’d noticed that this particular oak was dropping fewer acorns than usual this fall. 

A couple of interesting patterns emerged though. First, while deer came and went in varying combinations, one group of three – a doe, yearling and fawn – always stuck together; they arrived as a group and left as a group. Second, every deer cycled its feeding attention between the oak and the open meadow, where we saw them browsing. (In prior years I’d watched the deer simply parade back and forth from day beds to the oak and back.) Though there had been some October rains, new forb growth had barely begun and so we wondered what the object of their intensive meadow feeding was. Several times we watched, anchored the deer’s location with our eyes, and went over to see what was browsed.

To our surprise, it was almost entirely new green grasses. Why a surprise? Because black-tailed deer are not really grazers, like elk or cattle; they generally prefer broad-leafed plants. 

The traffic of this many deer many times per day created a chaos of tracks in the meadow’s grasses. Was it possible to pick out an individual deer’s trail? Well thank you Group of Three, because we watched them walk away from us, two on one side of a giant rye grass plant and one on the other, and yes we were able to isolate their fresh tracks by size and stride, for a while anyway.

Breeding time for black-tailed deer in the Southwest varies from September through November according to different studies. Clearly there was no breeding behavior in what we observed, but had we come before or after the rut? Well one three-point buck appeared briefly a couple of times, joining the feeding group under the oak, and a two-point buck also hung around. Remember that bucks’ hormones race for a month before the breeding season, timed to be ready in the brief hours an individual doe is receptive. So, no hormone-driven behavior meant that the rut was already past.

We spent a couple of hours following deer trails and runs to map their destinations and purposes. We found which bedding areas were being used, which were water access trails exclusively and which were pass-through areas only – a good map of fall deer activity. 

Next March, before fawning, we will return with a Spring Deer Tracking class. If you join us you’ll help us discover patterns in a different season. And, we will work more on individual track ID as well as use satellite photos to plot what we find.

II. HUMAN TRACKING

Sure, tracking is tracking when you get down to technique, and some specialized techniques are overstated at times. However, those of us who learned tracking primarily in the milieu of animals can pick up a lot from those who came to tracking from the search-and-rescue point of view.

In October, at an annual conference of the International Society of Professional Trackers, I was fortunate to meet a veteran SAR person, Robert Seiden, who gave a clinic about track documentation and preservation. I highly recommend Rob’s book, Foundations for Awareness, Signcutting and Tracking (2009). Rob exhibits a perfect combination of focus and flexibility, as SAR trackers must have, because no time can be wasted yet they have to make sure they are honest and direct about what they see.
A couple of examples from Rob’s clinic and his book:

· When you record tracks, go from the least intrusive to the most intrusive methods. That is, photograph first, from big view to close, then draw, then measure (measuring can accidentally mar part of a track) and finally make a plaster cast. When you draw and measure, don’t be restricted to a standard list such as overall length, arch width, toe section length etc. Instead, measure and record everything that will help you identify a track positively in the field including the number of tread lines per inch in the sole area as one example.

· According to Rob, SAR tracking requires constant attention and reevaluation. For example, make a judgment about the age of the target track, but keep evaluating your own tracks in different substrates, as well as other evidence (tracks beneath or on top of the target’s, for example) to revise your judgment as you’re tracking. 

· Remember that tracking skills can be used in every part of a SAR operation. They can narrow a search area, follow a trail, verify or eliminate possible clues that searchers find, and even help determine what had happened (by backtracking) after a subject or victim has been found. Even when hundreds of rescuers have trampled an area, some evidence will be left, because Rob estimates that a lost person will make 2000 tracks in a mile. 

Order his excellent book at the Natural Awareness Tracking School, www.trackingschool.com.

Earth Skills offers a Human Tracking Introduction on May 15, 2010. See our schedule. 

We wish you good learning in the field and hope to see you in a class.
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