


Prepared by Henry Mann, Nature Enthusiast/Naturalist 
for the Pasadena Ski and Nature Park.

Winter is not a cold barren expanse of snow and dormant trees. There is still much 
activity in the woods and along the trails. Winter birds are probably the most obvious, 
but anyone who takes the time to read the messages in the snow and on the trees 
and shrubs will be amazed at what nature has to say even in the dead of winter.

This presentation provides a few examples of winter observations along the ski and 
snowshoe trails. Look for them and others on your outings. Better yet, photograph 
them, especially those that are unfamiliar and which might provide some interesting 
discussions back at the chalet. Photographing tracks in the snow is a real challenge 
even for the most experienced shutterbug, but with the right lighting and exposure 
anyone can sometimes get lucky.

If you have photos of other winter nature observations along the PSNP trails, please 
submit them. They could be included in a future revised and expanded version of this 
or other programs.

Photos by HM unless otherwise credited. Thanks to those who offered their photos.



Snowshoes are essential for nature observation in winter



One of Nature’s watchers rarely observed or even noticed by skiers or snowshoers.



Some common Snowshoe Hare sign along the trails. Unlike us, bunnies have built-
in snowshoes on their hind feet. Compare size to Loonie.



A typical “Bunny Factory”. Raw material input = bark; manufactured output = pellets.



Heavily browsed Red-osier Dogwood shrub. Which twig (A or B)was 
browsed by a moose and which by a bunny? How can you tell?
(clue: moose only have front teeth on their lower jaw)

A B



Two tracks commonly seen along trails. In loose fresh snow hoof prints are 
usually indistinct, but in soft wet snow differences become obvious. Which is 
moose and which is caribou? 



Caribou droppings are small, usually 1 cm in length, while moose pellets are  
often over 1.5 cm. Also the round-tipped, splayed toes are clues to “who did it”.

moose



A small herd of Caribou in late winter



Both male and female caribou grow 
antlers. Males shed their antlers in late 
autumn, while females retain their 
antlers until late spring. The female 
photo below was taken in spring 
probably after one antler had already 
fallen.

Photo by Wally Skinner

Photo by Wally Skinner



Snowshoers and skiers often may only catch a fleeting glance of moose even 
though they are always in the area as evidenced by their winter tracks in the 
snow and on the trails. Lower right photo of a young male with small antlers.

Photo by Andrus Voitk

Photo by Wally Skinner



Moose sign: Left: upward scraping of lower jaw teeth on Red Maple bark, a preferred 
species. Right: rubbing of antlers on a young Balsam Fir tree trunk.



Evidence of the Ruffed Grouse is 
relatively common. Occasionally 
snowshoers will be startled by the 
noisy explosion of a flushed bird 
from the trail edge.



Pine Marten tracks are large for 
the animal’s size (larger than a 
Loonie) and when trotting are 
often in offset pairs.



A Pine Marten visit to the chalet



Sometimes Marten can be seen up 
in trees, even in owl nest boxes.



The Weasel (Ermine) belongs to 
the same family as the Marten and 
the loping two-footprint pattern is 
similar, however each print is 
smaller than a Loonie.



Like the Snowshoe Hare, the Weasel changes its coat 
colour to white in winter making it very difficult to spot 
and photograph. This one decided to investigate a bird 
feeder and was nicely captured photographically in the 
act.

Photo by Andrus Voitk

Photo by Michael Burzynski



Both fox and coyote tracks can be 
seen in our woods. Tracks are dog-
like with prominent claws, and 
generally in a straight line when 
traveling in a walk or trot. Fox prints 
are up to 5 cm across; those of a 
coyote up to 7 cm across. The stride 
distance of coyotes is also greater 
due to their larger size.



Red Fox as seen from ski chalet.  Photo by Lynn Applin



The wily Coyote

Photo by Michael Burzynski



Although Black Bears and their tracks are not likely to be encountered in winter 
when they normally hibernate, they are known to inhabit the Pasadena area.

Photo by Michael Burzynski



River Otter slides are sometimes noted in the snow. In deep snow, especially on slopes near 
brooks, these short-legged mammals seem to enjoy sliding rather than walking or running.



A summer photo of 
the winter snow 
sliders. River Otters 
have streamlined 
bodies, short legs, 
hairy webbed feet, 
and are excellent 
underwater 
swimmers. They feed 
on fish and other 
aquatic organisms. 
They are usually 
most active at night. 
Lower photo of 
winter otter on ice.

Photo by Wally Skinner



Another forest watcher often unseen by skiers and snowshoers.



Often, however, for these extremely 
common, active, and hungry forest 
dwellers, we are the watchers as they 
take over custody of the bird feeders



Red Squirrel sign abounds 
throughout the winter, from 
tracks, to cone middens, to 
Black Spruce cones dropped 
from tree tops to be gathered 
for lunch at the middens
sites. Middens are on raised 
areas for visibility of 
approaching predators (foxes, 
coyotes, martens, etc.)



On a light cover of soft flaky snow, this Masked Shrew trail 
becomes very noticeable.



Various small “mouse-like” herbivores in addition to shrews are 
active in winter, often beneath the snow layer (Deer Mice, Voles, 
etc.). Sometimes tail dragging can be seen in soft snow.

Deer Mouse

Meadow Vole



Five small mouse-like mammals that frequent the PSNP woods.

15 cm

Study Skins Left to Right: Meadow Vole, Red-Backed Vole, Deer
Mouse, House Mouse, Masked Shrew



Besides actual bird sightings (see 
Notable Nature IX: Winter Birds) 
evidence of their shelter, nesting 
and feeding can be readily 
observed.



Plant Galls are abnormal growths often 
caused by insects or fungi. These are a few 
that can be noted along our trails: A, 
kidney-shaped gall of Blueberry; 
B, Raspberry stem gall; C, tongue galls of 
Speckled Alder “cones”; D, Willow stem 
galls; E, Willow “cone” gall. C is a fungus 
caused gall, the others are caused by 
insects.

A B C

D E



Some other common galls:  A, Big Bud Gall of 
Speckled Alder; B, Spruce Gall on White Spruce; 
C, Witch’s Broom Gall of Black Spruce caused by 
the tiny parasite Dwarf Mistletoe D, (the tiny 
brown stubs growing on spruce twigs). 

A B

C

D



Another common Witch’s Broom gall in our woods occurs on Balsam Fir and is 
caused by a fungal parasite.



Abnormal growths known as Burls occur on tree 
trunks. Their cause is uncertain. The wood of the 
burl is contorted into interesting grain patterns 
and is a favorite for the turning of wooden bowls, 
plates, and other woodworking crafts.



A variety of Lichens occur on tree trunks and branches. These are composite 
organisms composed of algae and fungi growing together for mutual benefit. 
Together they can grow in exposed habitats where neither could alone.



A variety of lichens on an old tree stump.



A careful observer will note the 
evidence of fungi everywhere, 
especially on old dead trees and 
branches. For a more detailed 
account of this group see Notable 
Nature XII: “Winter Mushrooms”



Several small plants can be 
noted growing on tree trunks, 
Cushion Moss (left) and a Leafy 
Liverwort (below).



Unlike White Spruce which drops its cones in 
fall, Black Spruce A), Larch (B), and White Pine 
(C) retain their cones in winter. The cones of 
Balsam Fir (D) shatter, leaving only the upright 
central stalks (“candles”) in winter.

A

B

C

D



Conifers have a bark which oozes resin when damaged. Black Spruce (left) 
produces a sticky resin sometimes chewed as a gum in olden days (Spruce 
Gum, Frankincense, Frankum). Balsam Fir (right) produces an aromatic resin 
in bark bladders (Canada Balsam)which has antiseptic properties and other 
uses. It is very difficult to remove from skin and clothes.



Some deciduous trees 
and shrubs exhibit male 
and/or female catkins on 
their branches in winter. 
Here illustrated are 
those of Speckled Alder 
(A), Beaked Hazelnut (B) 
and Yellow Birch C.

A

B C



On a warm winter day when the temperature 
edges above zero, you may see these Winter 
Crane Flies on the snow of the ski trails. Several 
other insects as well as spiders may be active 
outdoors in the snowy winter season.



Strange tracks in fresh snow.
Could it be: 
Donald Duck on steroids ???
The Mad Trapper ???
Aliens ???
Or ???

Some Oddities
(Next five slides)



Most skiers never notice the “Skull Maples” along the Lone Pine Trail.
This is a horse skull, not a moose skull. How can you tell?



Winter nature can be fun for all!



Believe It Or Not:

Other strange observations 
photographed along the 
PSNP trails, including a 
novel way of estimating 
Marten track size when no 
tape measure was 
available!
And why would someone 
want to cool their port? 
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