
A Winter Walk at Knight’s Pond and Blueberry Hill

One can travel around the pond 
and forest noticing little but one’s 
own thoughts.  That’s perfectly 
fine; just being outside is a good 
use of anyone’s time.  

Getting a general impression of 
shapes, patterns, colors, and 
atmosphere is wonderful as well.  

However, some sights make you 
want to find out more.  Who 
made these tracks?

You can figure out which species you are seeing in winter.  You just have to look a little differently than at 
other times of year.  In some ways, a snow-covered, leafless landscape lets you identify more than when 
summer leaves obscure details. 

Read through this guide to get an idea of the animals and plants you’d find on a winter walk.  A map at the 
end shows where the numbered items were found in winter, 2014-15.  You could print out the list at the 
back and bring it along on your walk to see if you find these features yourself.



In winter we have the chance to see evidence of many animals that are well hidden at other 
seasons.  Tracks in the snow are the most obvious signs.  A great start in identification is to 
notice whether the animal left footprints in a walking, hopping, bounding, or waddling pattern.

1. Dogs and foxes are from the same Canid family.  
They are walkers and trotters:  alternating steps in a zig 
zag.   

The print is from a Red 
Fox if there’s a bar 
instead of a round pad at 
the back.  

t’s fun to follow a Red 
Fox’s track through the 
woods or across the ice 
and imagine what he was 
up to.  Look for places the fox marked his territory by 
urinating on high points like logs or tufts of vegetation. 

You might find fox scat, which is darker and ropier than a dog’s because the fox isn’t eating kibbles made 
of grain, but rather prey with blood and 
bone.  

You might even find a fox den.



2. Porcupine quills are such good defense that the 
porcupine can be a waddler — it doesn’t have to put 
energy into rushing to protection.  

The tracks are fat and little pigeon-toed.  Stray quills are a 
giveaway.  Follow the tracks to find a den, likely to be 
close by.



3. Pairs of tracks at a diagonal characterize bounders.  Depending on the width of the paired 
tracks, this could be a Weasel, a Mink, or an Otter.

Hoppers put their front feet down first and then swing their back feet around ahead of the front feet. 

4. Studying these hopper tracks, you might think Grey Squirrel, Red Squirrel, or Chipmunk.  First 
you could cross off Chipmunk, because they hibernate and aren’t above ground until spring.  A Grey 
Squirrel’s hind foot (the print in front) is about 5 cm long; a Red Squirrel’s is about 2.5 cm long.



5. Hopping tracks with a dragging, skinny tail mark mean a White-footed Mouse.



6. Snowshoe Hares are hoppers we aren’t likely to notice in the summer, but whose doings we can 
see well in the snow.  Their tracks look like — guess what — snowshoes.

    

The prints on the 
right look narrower.  
Could this be the 
New England 
Cottontail Rabbit, a 
species 
endangered in 
Maine due to 
habitat 
fragmentation and 
the regrowth of 
forests?  A DNA test 
of the scat would 
tell for sure.

 Unforgettable fact:  hares and rabbits are eat their scat to reprocess the nutrients (“coprophagia”).



7. Sometimes marks in the snow reveal a bird’s activities.  Here a large predator, probably a Red-tailed 
Hawk, pursued prey, likely a rodent. 

The bird also drank from a nearby seep.



8. Winter’s quiet makes easier to hear the occasional calls of a Pileated, 
Hairy, or Downy Woodpecker.  In these woods you also have a chance to hear 
a bird whose range recently expanded into Maine with the warming climate:  
the Red-bellied Woodpecker.  Click this link to hear its call, and then go 
listening in the woods.   
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-bellied_Woodpecker/sounds

9. The resident woodpeckers find insects 
in trees even in the dead of winter.  Far 
from being unsightly waste, dead trees are 
bird restaurants, and the excavated cavities 
make nesting sites for many other bird 
species.

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Red-bellied_Woodpecker/sounds


10. A stand of Hemlock trees serves as a “deer yard,” a winter refuge where deer can browse and 
shelter from wind and the deepest snow.  The many tracks show that the deer have stayed a while.  

Saplings are ragged where the deer have eaten the 
tips.



11. The pond has 
several Beaver lodges.  
Some of the lodges have 
beavers inside, waiting 
out the winter in rooms 
they have constructed 
above the water, eating 
bark from sticks they 
have stored.  The 
beavers insulate the 
lodge with mud, and their 
body heat keeps the 
temperature inside the 
lodge above freezing.  
With careful looking, you 
might see the condensed 
breath of the beavers 
escaping from the lodge 
peak. Sometimes the 
beavers will swim under 
the ice to get to sticks 
they have stored.

12. A Red Squirrel caches food in tunnels under the snow and sometimes leaves debris outside.



13. You can find dried 
flowers in the dead of winter 
on Witch Hazel.

14. Witch’s Broom is rampant twig growth, 
found here on Highbush Blueberry.  A fungus 
carried to the bush by a Balsam Fir causes the 
sprouting.

15. Fungus is also the cause of Beech Bark Disease.  Healthy Beech tree bark is smooth.  When a 
certain non-native insect pierces the bark, a fungus can invade, producing rough patches and eventually 
killing the tree.



16. Bark can be all you need to identify a tree in winter.                                 

Grooves with red inside mean Red Oak (a common species in Maine).    
Narrow, peeling plates mean Shagbark Hickory (an unusual species this far north).                                   



Sometimes you just have to guess at what you have found.

? ? ?   What do you think this is?

Even if one can’t identify something, it’s enough just to be outside enjoying winter’s  shapes and patterns.



See how many of these you can find on your winter walk.

A trotter, a hopper, and a bounder.                                                                                                                         

Signs of animals eating.

                                             
Bark, birds, and, blue skies.



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
You will always find something it takes winter to appreciate.



Locations of sightings in winter 2014-15:

1. Fox
2. Porcupine
3. Mink
4. Grey Squirrel
5. White-footed Mouse
6. Snowshoe Hare
7. Red-tailed Hawk
8. Red-bellied Woodpecker
9. Woodpecker tree
10. Deer yard in Hemlock
11. Beaver lodge
12. Red Squirrel
13. Witch Hazel
14. Witch’s Broom
15. Beech
16. Red Oak and Shagbark Hickory

                                         by Karen Herold


