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   Tracking is perhaps one of the oldest and most primitive (primary) forms of woods 
lore still available to us. It is surely the oldest form of inscribed information (literally) 
upon the earth. Like all lore though, one must spend a considerable amount of time 
grasping the rudiments before the deepest secrets reveal themselves to the inquiring 
mind. 
     According to Earnest Thompson Seton, the tracker ,while learning this art & science 
“…slowly deciphers the letters and reads sentences of the oldest writing  on earth – a 
style so old the hieroglyphs of Egypt, the cylinders of Nippur, and the drawings of the 
cave men are as things of today in comparison; a writing indeed that is older than 
mankind, the one universal script.”  1 
 

                  
 
                       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                              Primitive Woods Lore  
 
    The foot, and footprint or track, of the North American porcupine (Procyon lotor) as a 
wonderful example of this most ancient of scripts! Notice the tell-tale pebbled grain 
bottom to the plantigrade foot, along with the asymmetrical curved toes with their rather 
prominent nails. Even the palm pads are distinctly visible in their bulbous nature from the 
fused heel pad, showing up clearly in the track – not always so clearly distinguishable in 
the field. A clear record of the lore (from the Old English leornion to learn, and the Old 
High German lēra doctrine) that awaits any interested party who ventures into the woods 
on a regular basis, and is intent upon learning that which the woods have to teach! 



    Is there still some wisdom for us to find today within this universal script? 
    I believe there is.  
    Tracking, in its origins as an art & science, was a necessity for insuring individual, and 
group, survival. Today I would consider its acquisition, as a skill, an important element of 
real lore, imparting some of the most useful insights for our survival upon the planet!  It 
may be the first step toward a level of awareness that is characterized by the Native 
Americans as our “original instructions”. This may mean many things to various people, 
but to me that means an awareness that illuminates the dark, and brings folks a little 
closer to the camp fire where we are able to delight in the telling of each other’s stories. 
Each of our tracks and trails tell a story, and collectively they embody a wisdom that 
constitutes our greatest lore    
    Paul Rezendes, citing Thoreau’s dictum that we are sleepwalkers claims that this skill 
may be another kind of survival knowledge – if not the most important!  And that we 
might get to know ourselves a little bit better. “The more intimate we become with other 
lives, the more aware we are of how those lives connect with and effect our own. There 
may be only a few obvious connections at first – two animals in the same woods, hearing 
the same sounds, smelling the same smells – but as we track the animal further, we find 
that its trail is our own trail. As it moves, it affects its environment, and thus changes us. 
There is no separation; its fate is our fate. We are tracking ourselves in a sense.” 2  
     

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                   A Matter of Identity 
 
    The domestic dog track on the left shares many attributes of its wild cousin, the 
coyote (Canis latrans) on the right, such as four toes, rectangular shape, visible 
claws, yet notice the tell tale H imprint of the dog vs. the X pattern of the coyote 
between the digits and the metacarpal (heal) pads. Splayed toes & heavy registration 
of claws likewise lends the dog track its separate, and unique, personal identity. 



    Mark Elbroch, author, tracker and wildlife consultant (who is doing more than anyone 
today in North America  to re-establish tracking as a true scientific discipline) says that 
“tracking is field ecology” and “offers holistic lessons in natural history, animal 
behavior, biology, and ecology in such a manner that knowledge is unconsciously 
absorbed and lasts forever.” 3 
     One of our greatest native sons, Henry David Thoreau, as a reporter of snowstorms 
and woods lore to a readership of “not very wide circulation” had the following wisdom 
to impart when coming across a fox trail winding its way across the pond one morning: 
 
   “Here is the distinct trail of a fox stretching a quarter of a mile across the pond. Now I 
am curious to know what has determined its graceful curvatures, its greater or less 
spaces and distinctness, and how surely they were coincident with the fluctuations of 
some mind, why they now lead me two steps to the right, and then three to the left. If these 
things are not to be called up and accounted for in the lamb’s Book of Life, I shall set 
them down for careless accountants. Here was one expression of the divine mind this 
morning. The pond was his journal, and last night’s snow made a tabula rosa for him. I 
know which way a mind wended this morning, what horizon it faced, by the setting of 
these tracks: whether it moved slowly or rapidly, by the greater of less intervals and 
distinctness, for the swiftest step leaves a lasting trace.” 4     
 
 

                          
      

    This knowing the mind of another is an exceptional accomplishment that perhaps 
deserves greater attention from us in respect to the wealth of lore waiting for our 
recognition and consideration.  
 

 
                  Red Fox Calling Card 
   The eloquent, as well as classic, set of red 
fox (Vulpes vulpes) tracks in early winter’s 
snow! Note likewise the difference between 
this canid and that of its relatives (the 
domestic dog and the coyote). This is 
nature’s writing at its finest. A wealth of 
information for the naturalist at large, 
providing information on species, direction 
of travel, and state of mind. 
   Note the detail of the chevron shaped heal 
pad in the front foot (lower right), and the 
just barely recognizable imprint of the rear 
heal pad (upper middle). The positioning of 
the toes, or digits, nail marks, and relative 
spacing between these marks are all part of 
learning the fundamental ABC’s of animal 
tracking.   



    
 
 
   A full understanding of human evolution would require a study of community evolution 
as the product of ecological interactions. We must see the human as apart of the 
ecological community and that our evolution goes hand-in-hand with it too! It’s story is 
our story. 
    Within the ‘hunting hypothesis’ in regards to the evolutionary picture, the art of 
tracking as practiced by contemporary trackers of the Kalahari, is a science that requires 
the same intellectual abilities as modern physics and mathematics. 
    Within the evolution of hunting, simple progressions of techniques are seen within  
 
   
 
 
  
      Louis Liebenberg, tracking specialist and Executive Director of CyberTracker 
Software (pictorial icon based software used with GPS for collecting tracking data in the 
field) has been intimately involved with learning and distilling the wealth of lore 
contained within Bushman culture, as practiced through the art & science of tracking, for 
the past twenty years. Along with the development of a comprehensive tracker training 
evaluation program, to give both cultural value  and scientific credibility to this most 
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                                           The Fluctuations of Mind 
     This is a typical stopping pattern in a canine trail called the box stop. The alternating 
direct registering prints are a common pattern of movement when the animal is searching 
for food; being an energy conserving gait which allows the animal to cover the most 
amount of ground for the least expenditure of energy. Often referred to as a “base-line” 
gait, any deviation from it will indicate a fluctuation of mind. In this case, something caused 
the animal to stop and assess its environment. A sure window of insight into animal 
behavior for the tracker, and one clue within a multitude of track & sign data waiting for 
those wishing to reconstruct this bit of woodslore.  



ancient Bushman skill (lore), he has long been observing endurance running and 
persistence hunting by the !Xo and /Gwi bushman of the central Kalahari. He suggests 
that endurance running may have played an important role in the evolution of the human 
form and that, “persistence hunting is so effective that it may have helped select for the 
excellent thermoregulatory system, bipedal posture, and long strides that we all 
possess.”5 The success with this universal hunting method depended upon two important 
factors, namely  the tracking abilities of the hunters and the technological development of 
weapons and traps.6 With success rates as high as 80% (much higher than results with 
bow & arrow) the development of this collaborative hunting technique, lead to universal 
methods that were surely important hominid adaptations. Liebenberg says, “There is 
good reason to suspect that as intelligence increased in hominid evolution, the shift into 
cultural evolution begins to have more of a defining role than biological evolution. With 
such, the evolution of hunting, and thus by default the skill of tracking, went hand-in-
hand with the growth if intelligence.” 7 
    Is it possible that further leaps in intelligence, from both a cultural and biological 
perspective, are accessible to us through the revival of this ancient lore? Given that such 
huge advances have apparently been made in the past, we might just find that the real 
prize has yet to be discovered! 
 

 
 
   So entertain then this image of an African Bushman hunting game on the Kalahari 
Desert. He does so by undertaking this “hunt by running”, where he literally engages an 
animal by running it to death. This involves anywhere from two to five hours of running 
for up to 20 miles throughout the 120 degree heat of the day, over terrain that even during 
the best of conditions would require a sophisticated set of skills relative to tracking and 
trailing game. Pursuit through scrub brush  amidst an animal trying to lose itself within 
the herd make it highly difficult to track accurately even under the best of conditions, 
never mind attempting this while in full running pursuit! Even brief reflection upon this 
phenomenon is enough to stimulate a sense of awe, of feats that marvel and rival those of 
mythological heroes. Even more remarkable though is that if one were to cast this feat in 
such a light, the Bushman would be somewhat perplexed at such thinking for to him it is 
something rather commonplace and normal. If we were to follow this phenomena closely 
we would hear an aboriginal explanation of eventually “entering into the mind of the 
animal, and thus becoming the animal. The tracker is no longer trailing the animal – he 
is the animal, and thus steals its energy as he hunts.” 8  A definite “knowing the mind of 
another”. What then is the cause for such a common place, every day, casual 
perspective?  
    It is the result of prolonged exposure and immersion into the lore of a particular place. 
A working out of a worldview that many would dismiss today as purely primitive, yet we 
may discover upon closer analysis that contained within these primary interactions with 
one’s environment  are  a wealth of lore which may very well point toward a wholly 
different working paradigm for the future. As the author Elizabeth Marshall Thomas says, 



“it demonstrates, perhaps better than any other bit of acquired information, the profound 
environmental knowledge of the Old Way.”9 
       In an era characterized by an egocentric, hedonistic view of how to celebrate life, 
where identity is so dependant on what one can own and consume, the Bushman’s 
experience is certainly foreign, yet it allows us an alternative perspective. A very primary 
(primitive) one at that! When so much of what needs to change within us is based on the 
seemingly simple notion of how to develop an ethic toward the living world; there is 
much to be aware of here. To be sensitive to the needs and rights of “other”, or to place 
oneself in your neighbor’s shoes (so much easier said then done), suggests that this 
“primitive” event , where one actually becomes “other”, beckons us to pay greater 
attention. We may discover something very valuable about ourselves; as Paul Rezendes 
reminds us “There is no separation; its fate is our fate. We are tracking ourselves in a 
sense.” 10 
 

                                       
 
      Luis Liebenberg cites three stages in the evolution of tracking:  
 1) Simple – following footprints. 
 2) Systematic – tracking that involves the systematic gathering of information until a 
detailed indication of what the animal is doing is created. 
 3) Speculative – tracking which involves the creation of a working hypothesis; it involves 
steps #1 and #2(such as detailed knowledge of the animal and its terrain).  
    The first two are based upon inductive-deductive reasoning while the third is based 
upon hypothetical-deductive reasoning and is thus a new way of thinking 11 (paradigm 
shift). 
     Because the third level of tracking – that of hypothetical-deductive reasoning – 
“entails above average scientific intellectual abilities, it is unlikely that modern (third 
stage) tracking developed before the evolution of the modern intellect and that the 
selective pressure for modern tracking may have been at least partially responsible for 

 
              Predator vs. Prey 
 
     This telling tale of an eastern coyote 
(Canis latrans) literally on the heals of a 
white tailed deer (Odocoileus 
virginianus) is a “tale of attention”; in 
fact, our very future may well be 
wrapped up in the quality, and degree, of 
attention we pay to our own collective 
story! Inscribed  woodslore that tells one 
of the most ancient of tales. As Paul 
Rezendes says: 
       “Tracking may be a very good way 
to learn how to pay attention to our own 
existence.” 
 



the evolution of the modern brain.”12  The ability to make a creative leap in our thinking 
– to hypothesize a realm of potential and possibility – marks a significant evolutionary 
step. Further growth, as evolutionary development and/or as intellectual shifts within 
contemporary paradigms, await us still I believe. Moreover, it is through a revived 
interest in, and a renewed value for “woodslore” that our true track may lay. 
    Liebenberg also makes note of the evolution of art seemingly running parallel to that of 
science, and containing great cultural adaptive value. An example being the role that 
story telling, as a medium for shared survival knowledge has within hunter-gatherer 
subsistence patterns. Much of what we today consider as art would not be practical to the 
hunter-gatherer lifestyle. Yet art achieved incredible levels of sophistication non-the-less 
through the development of stories. Stories that brought indigenous peoples into a much 
closer relationship to, and understanding of, the landscape and all its inhabitants, that 
their very survival was so dependent upon.  
    Tracking is thus not strictly empirical because it also involves the tracker’s 
imagination. The visual and verbal arts, as mediums of information exchange, become 
intellectual abilities every bit as important as science, within the biological and cultural 
evolution of man.  
    Tracks as the signature language of the animal. 
    Art as the signature language of Man. 
    Science, as in Tracking, being a dialog between the two. 
 

 
 
 
     Catherine St. John 13 reminds us “that the artist builds a bridge between the world of 
habitual seeing to genuine insight” and that “human expression helps us to understand 
the complexities of life.” The art & science of tracking is a form of seeing and knowing. 
It is a language, and a great evolution of stories that lead us to our most time honored, 
and precious lore of the land. 

 
   On Wings of Thought 
    The story of who, what, 
where, when, and why are 
all laid out upon this 
southwestern exposed 
slope along a mixed 
hardwood hilltop in New 
England.  
    A wind-swept packed 
surface of three day old 
snow bears the imprint of 
the weighted departure of 
the Wild Turkey 
(Meleagris gallopavo). 
Tracking as both Art and 
Language! 



    Liebenberg says “in hunter-gatherer societies there were no clear-cut demarcations 
between science, art, folklore, myths, religion or social relationships, since all aspects of 
their culture were intertwined with one another in a way that made them inseparable.” 14 
Woodslore, whether as the art & science of tracking or as the wealth of information 
through the myriad forms of expression being shared today, is worth our payment of 
greater attention and enhanced awareness. It may very well be the discipline in which we 
are in the greatest need of relearning.  
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                 Two Trails Converged 
     Converging trails of the White Tailed Deer 
(Odocoileus virginianus) upon a New 
Hampshire hilltop in mid-winter.  
 There are no clear-cut demarcations between 
science, art, folklore, myths, religion or social 
relationships when in the woods and fields. It all 
becomes inseparable. These trails can serve as a 
reminder that the art of tracking & the science of 
tracking can themselves converge within us as 
“a writing indeed that is older than mankind, the 
one universal script.”   
    Trails need not always diverge, they can 
likewise lead us to the warmth of the fireside 
where we once again sit close and revel in the 
telling of such grand tales! 
 


