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Mr.

Walking down one of the
aisles at the Montrose Library,
I spied a book I haven't read
since ... well, a very long time.

Wind in the Willows was
first published in 1908, and
our local library has three cop-

Adaptations to their jaw
structure combine with ex-
tra strong muscles to give
these predators a power-
ful, swift bite when encoun-
tered. One researcher found
they are powerful enough

ies. Among the pages are the
adventures of Rat and Mole
“simply messing about in
boats” The escapades of Toad

QOutdoors
By Paul Zaenger

to leave teeth marks on the
iron of a spring trap.

As burrowing mammals.
badgers are also equipped

are here; and the wisdom and
stability of Badger.

The book jumped off the shelf at me.
sure enjoyed Kenneth Graham’s book — it’s
a short read — but Badger seemed to reach
me more this time.

One of my first encounters with a bad-
ger was not far from the South Rim
Campground at Black Canyon. Out on an
early morning foot patrol, I spotted a white,
brown, and black-furred creature waddling
along on one of the loops in the road.

It was uninterested in me; I'm sure it was
searching for a morsel. After a brief snort at
me, it strode off in a manner that was half
trot, half waddle. I followed it, knowing
these creatures can be cantankerous.

It turned on me with a growl and a clack-
ing of its teeth. I'm sure I was seven times
its weight and many more times its size. Yet
the badger acted as though it would give
me a charge. Courage is not uncommon
in the natural world, but this animal was
startling.

Badgers have reason to be nervy, as two
adaptations have made them formidable.
Their skulls have a pronounced sagittal
crest. It's a bony ridge on top of the skull to
which the jaw muscles are attached.

with great digging muscles.
The front feet have noteworthy claws for
loosening earth, and the toes are partially
webbed for better scooping. After a suitable
amount of excavating has been done, they
shift gears and the rear legs push the dirt
backwards and out the hole.

And they have a nictitating membrane
This is a clear layer that acts as an inner
eyelid. It covers the eye to keep dust out
and moisture in. It gives this mammal
an edge when pursuing prey below the
ground’s surface.

Badgers are pretty clever hunters. They
might lurk within a squirrel’s burrow for an
ambush when the rodent returns, or they
might use human-made features to cloak
their movements. They will eat almost
anything — insects, reptiles (rattlesnakes
seem to be on the menu), birds, mammals,
and if in need of some roughage, they have
been known to eat berries and nuts.

They usually dig after their prey, but re-
search shows that they team up with coy-
otes to catch their targets. The coyote might
chase its quarry underground. The badger
goes after it, forcing the first one out an-
other hole for the coyote, but catches the
other rodents that are still below ground.

Badger and his courage

Badgers prefer open meadows and sagebrush plains for their homes. One North Rim ranger
at Black Canyon saw one of these secretive creatures a couple of times late this summer. (Photo

courtesy of National Park Service)

Estimates suggest that coyotes are one-
third more likely to succeed in catching
prey this way.

But if a coyote is that hungry, why not
just eat the badger? Badgers are smaller,
slower, and offer more to eat than a cou-
ple of mice. Remember that surly attitude?
They are fierce creatures that can stand up
for themselves. Mark Twain had it right
when he wrote, “It’s not the size of the dog
in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the
dog”

This might have been the kind of bold-
ness that another ranger encountered on
the Rock Point Trail years ago. The bad-
ger was snarling and chomping at him.

It rushed him and then retreated. His
thought was that maybe we should relo-
cate the badger away from the visitor area.
My thought was, yeah — you go ahead and

grab him.

Badgers are committed by their dar-
ing and have carved out a place on earth.
We can all take a lesson from Mr. Badger’s
playbook. The mindset we bring to our
approach with others is what matters.
Ambling away is sometimes the best strat-
egy, yet somehow badgers become more
than they would be by their courage.

Or as he says in Wind in the Willows,
“The Wild Wood is pretty well populated
by now; with all the usual lot, good, bad,
and indifferent ... It takes all sorts to make
aworld”

Paul Zaenger has been a superviso-
ry park ranger at Black Canyon of the
Gunnison National Park since 1993. Other
park assignments include Mount Rushmore
National Memorial and Glen Canyon
National Recreation Area.

Hiking with

ANNE JANIK

FRriENDS OF YOUTH AND NATURE

Fresh air, exercise, family bonding,
and exploring nature are just some of the
benefits of hiking with your children.

If you are at all uneasy about this fam-
ily outing, here are a few tips and tricks
that will help you have fun and ensure
your kids will want to go again and again.

For the kick-oft hike, pick an easy and
interesting trail, go slow, and be enthused
— it’s contagious! A destination hike can
motivate kids to keep going to reach an
endpoint — an overlook, cave, rock art,
or waterfall. When you reach that point,
have lunch, a special treat, or a fun activi-
ty like an energizing jump into a swim-
ming hole. Also, at the end of your hike,
have a good refreshing treat waiting in
the cooler. Plan lots of stops to observe
and play.

The best kid-friendly hikes usually in-
volve scrambling over rocks or boulders,
wading through shallow creeks, or walk-
ing around a lake. Your kids can practice
skipping stones, discovering aquatic bugs
under wet rocks, naming wildflowers, or
spying fish darting about. Definitely have
dry socks and shoes at the car.

Glance off-trail and look around of-
ten. A shiny object can get a curious
child off course — that’s a good thing!
Observation is a great skill, and improves
with practice. The more you look, the
more things you will see. Point out a liz-
ard scurrying in the shade of a rock, a
strange sound in the forest, the soft feel
of moss on a log, the earthy scents of a
decomposing log. Guide your children’s
interaction with nature and try to appeal
to all their senses.

A hike can combine the best parts of
being in nature — freedom, adventure
and discovery. Take breaks often. Pick a
boulder or a log to rest, enjoy the view,
and have a snack — the best part of a
hike. Pack lots of light snacks, like nuts,
protein bars, and fruit. Surprise your kids
with a few unexpected incentives to keep
them going like Skittles, gummy worms,
or Smarties. Take more water than you
think your family will drink and drink it
often.

Remain upbeat through the melt-
downs and whines. Your kids will feed off
of your energy, but be flexible. Change
your plans if things are not working out.
Remember that you are trying to intro-
duce your family to a nature outing; they
won't want to go again if they aren’t hav-
ing fun. When boredom sets in, distrac-
tion is the name of the game, and there
are lots of trail games to keep everyone
occupied and hiking. Your family is also
having fun together!

Here are a few to keep in mind.

* Who doesn’t love a scavenger hunt?
Make a list of items everyone has to find
such as four different shades of green,
something smooth, rough, or wet; some-
thing blue; an animal track or animal
sign; something made by humans.

* Guess the animal: Take turns think-
ing of an animal; everyone asks questions
to figure out what that animal is.

* I Spy: You pick something along the
trail and give hints until kids guess it.

* A fistful of sounds: With a minute of
silence and eyes closed, each person tal-
lies all the sounds they hear using their
fingers. After a minute, eyes open, and
everyone sees who has heard the most
sounds.

Children 101

Kids playing in a sunflower meadow on the Grand Mesa National Forest (Submitted Photo/Ryan

Fricke)

Let them talk — ask questions about
their favorite animal, place, food, or
game. Share stories. Enjoy this priceless
bonding time. Life is busy; but when you
are unplugged and surrounded by nature,
this is a perfect time to just let your kids
talk while you listen. They will love this
undivided attention from you, and what
they have to say may surprise you!

Some additional trail tips:
* Keep a simple first aid kit in your
pack.
* Dress in layers, and have rain gear
for everyone.

* Keep track of the time; make stops,
but keep moving so you can get to your
destination.

* Know before you go. Check the trail
and weather conditions. Cancel your
plans if the weather is not working in
your favor.

For more outdoor safety tips, trail game
ideas, and hiking trails, visit the Friends of
Youth and Nature website: (www.friend-
sofyouthandnature.org). FOYAN is a
non-profit that promotes opportunities for
youth and families to go outside, experi-
ence outdoor activities and explore nature.
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Friend

We have a large window in
a rec room located along the
back of our house that over-
looks the creek bottom and
farm fields behind us. I love
to sit there and watch the
wildlife. With binoculars,

or feral

mountain lion or bob-
cat types, but the house
cat variety. The popula-
tion seems to grow ev-
ery year and it got me
to study on the situa-
tion and see what is go-

I watch and study every-
thing from geese, ducks and
pheasants, to deer, fox and
prairie dogs. Many of the
pictures I have used in arti-
cles over the years were shot

Tips
from the Posse
By Mark Rackay

ing on.

Sometimes these cats
you see belong to a
neighbor. The cat is out
doing the “cat thing”
and will most likely re-

overlooking this area.

Technically I am working when I am
in that room, studying animals. My
wife refers to it as “goofing off” When
she confronts me about it, I try in vain
to explain my actions. She utters some-
thing about my studying with my eyes
closed and then laughs herself silly as
she exits. I find her evil chortle very
unladylike and plan on telling her so
next chance I get.

One of the critters I see more
and more of lately are cats. Not the

turn back home to a
warm bed and bowl of cat food. Some
of these cats however, are strays that
have been lost or abandoned by care-
less owners, and others are actually fe-
ral cats.

Feral cats are unsocialized and tend
to be somewhat fearful of people, try-
ing to keep their distance. They usu-
ally live in groups called colonies,
and share a common food source and

See FERAL page 9
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territory. The colony may include re-
cently abandoned cats or those who
were recently lost by their owners.

Feral in a cat is a behavioral charac-
teristic and not a biological one. An
outdoor kitten can be born feral, tak-
en indoors and socialized as a family
pet. It takes longer to bring around a
feral cat so a great deal of patience is
important.

The older a kitten born in the wild
is, the more difficult it is to domesti-
cate them. A full-grown adult cat that
was born in the wild may take years to
socialize, if ever.

True feral cats avoid contact with
humans. They will be difficult, if not
impossible to approach. Most often, a
feral will crawl, crouch, hide and stay
low to the ground with their tail pro-
tecting their body.

A feral cat will not make eye con-
tact like a domestic cat will. Speaking
to the feral will usually go unanswered
with no purrs or meows. Caution
should be exercised when approaching
because they can lash out and be ag-
gressive if cornered or threatened.

If you encounter a cat that is dirty
and its fur is a mess, something that
looks like it is wild, it is probably
someone’s lost or abandoned pet. A fe-
ral cat will probably have a clean and
well-kept coat because the cats in a fe-
ral colony groom each other.

Feral behavior will increase with
each successive feral generation. The
more feral generations from a once so-
cialized ancestor, the wilder that cat
will be. The amount of human contact
a cat has can also influence just how
wild he or she may become.

The important thing to remem-
ber is that no matter how long a cat
may live in the wild, it will never be-
come wildlife. While they live outside

year-round and exhibit wild behav-
ior, very few subsist on hunting alone.
The vast majority relies on some form
of human-based food source, such as
dumpsters or trash cans or food bowls
of pets left in the yard. If a cat is mew-
ing and begging for food from you, it
is probably a lost pet and not a feral.

A further concern is not only the
number of cats released and aban-
doned, but also their amazing fertili-
ty rate. It is estimated that a single pair
of feral cats can grow to a population
of 10,000 within five years. In some lo-
cales, the feral population exceeds the
number of domestics.

The Humane Society estimates that
there are 30 to 40 million feral cats liv-
ing in colonies throughout the United
States. These wild-cat colonies have
coexisted with humans for over 10,000
years.

All is not peaceful with the fe-
ral cat populations. The IWRC,
Education and Resource for Wildlife
Conservation Worldwide estimates
that up to four billion wild birds are
killed by feral cats each year in the
United States.

Transmission of infectious diseas-
es from feral cats to wild species has
become an emerging threat for wild-
life conservation. There are shared
infectious agents between domestic
cats and wild cats, such as pumas and
bobcats.

The removal of feral cat colonies
always stirs up the emotions of the
community. Most people do not sup-
port the use of euthanasia to remove
them. People still view the wild tabby
as someone’s former pet, and right-
fully so, aside from a few generations.
Remember, they are not wildlife.

Some jurisdictions practice a ster-
ilization program. These programs,
called trap-neuter-release (TNR) have
been used in large metropolitan areas
with somewhat contradictory results.

Some studies of the effectiveness of
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This colony of feral cats lives behind a business on South Townsend Avenue. They were very
skittish and would not let me approach for a picture. (Special to the Montrose Daily Press/Mark

Rackay)

TNR programs show an effective rate
with as little as a 55 percent neuter
rate, while other studies show without
neutering 100 percent of females suc-
cess will not be attained. Many ecolo-
gists suggest that TNR is not effective
at reducing, and ultimately, remov-
ing feral cat populations, especially

if contact with owned cats cannot be
prevented.

There is no real answer to the feral
cat problem. We have to look back at
ourselves, because people have caused
this problem. I will continue studying
wildlife from my perch in the back-
room of the house. My wife does not

realize that occasionally, I have to close
my eyes to properly absorb what I have
seen. I have tried to explain it but she
just doesn’t get it.

Mark Rackay is a columnist for the
Montrose Daily Press and avid hunt-
er who travels across North and South
America in search of adventure and
serves as a director for the Montrose
County Sheriff’s Posse. For information
about the posse call 970-252-4033 (leave
a message) or email info@mcspi.org

For outdoors or survival related ques-
tions or comments, feel free to contact
him directly at his email elkhunter77
@bresnan.net
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(5:59) *** Hot Fuzz (2007, Comedy) Simon Pegg, Nick Frost, Jim Broadbent. Grisly ~{(:02) ** The Girl in the Spider’s Web (2018, Action) Claire Foy. A computer hacker | Power “Inside Man” Vincent holds Tariq | Vida “Episode (:36) Slaughter-
D ) 351528 STZP || idenis rocka sleepy Brifish village. R’ [cc) must recover stolen nuclear weapon codes. 'R’ (cc) hostage. (cc) 16" (cc) house Rulez ®'
(5:18) %% Role Models (2008, Com- | %% Fast Times at Ridgemont High (1982) Sean Penn. (:32) *** Friends With Benefits (2011) Jusfin Timberlake, Mila Kunis. Complications |(:26) ** Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life (1983,
UB| @ | 341|535 STZENC edy) Seann William Scott. R’ (cc) California teenagers enjoy malls, sex unﬂ rock n’ roll. R’ unfold when two friends add sex to their relationship. R’ (cc) Comedy) Graham Chapman, John Cleese. 'R’ (cc)




