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T

he Bittersweet Trail, named for the Bittersweet shrub
that was once common here, is a 1.5 km loop trail
that winds through an Oak-Pine forest and returns via
the banks of the Old Ausable River Channel. Stairs,
benches and look-outs ensure a leisurely walk that will
require a minimum of forty-five minutes of your time.

This interpretive guide will introduce you to some of the
32 species of mammals that have been found in Pinery
Provincial Park to date. Watching mammals requires
dedication and countless hours of observation to result
in a sighting. This is because many species of mammals
are most active when humans are least active - at nighttime. When searching for mammals, consider night-time

to mean any time from dusk
through till mid morning. Of the
mammals that are active during the
day, most of them are inactive
during the middle part of the
afternoon; therefore the hours
between 12 pm and 3 pm are
perhaps better spent trying to
identify wildflowers.

...mammals
are inactive
during the
^dle part of
te afternoon...

C

You will soon learn that much of the time you spend
searching for mammals will involve identifying mammal
signs such as scats (droppings), tracks and burrows.
Learning and identifying mammal signs can be very
rewarding, especially when you are privileged enough to
see a mammal as a result
of your observations.
As you begin your trek,
keep your eyes focused
for mammal signs, your
ears tuned for sounds,
and your mind open for
new adventures.

Red Squirrels feed on nuts, seeds, berries,
fungi and sometimes other mammals.

Bittersweet Trail

Post 1: What's in a Name?

Eastern Chipmunks are a familiar sight in Pinery and they possess
characteristics that identify them as members of the mammal group.

M

ost of us are very familiar with mammals. In
general, we are introduced to this group of
animals at an early age and from then on most people
can pick a mammal out of a crowd. But what is it
that makes a mammal a mammal? There are several
characteristics, or things in common to all species of
mammals found on Earth. Two of the most
recognizable things are that all mammals have hair or
fur and that, uniquely, mammals nourish their young
with milk. Take a minute to think of examples of
mammals and their characteristics; you might come
up with some examples that do not seem to fit with
the rest of the group, but indeed all mammals are
alike in some ways.
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As mentioned, Pinery is home to 32
species of mammals. While that
might not seem like very many
when you compare it to the 800
plant species in the park or the
thousands of insects species, it is an
impressive list since there are only
78 species of mammals in all of
Ontario.

...Finer
home to 32
species of
lammals.

Pinery contains many different habitats or areas with
a supply of food, water, shelter and space, for
mammals. Within each habitat, mammals often play
an important role in maintaining a healthy balance.
As you walk the trail and learn about each species in
this guide, consider what roles they might play and
what type of habitat they need to survive.

An an mal is a mammal if it...

i

has hair (at least for part of its life).
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is nourished with milk by its mother.

3

has a muscular diaphragm for breathing.

4

has a lower jaw made of two bones.

5

has red blood cells that have no nucleii.
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has warm blood
(birds also have warm blood).

Bittersweet Trail

Post 2: Night Gliders

The large eyes of Southern Flying Squirrels gather light at night, when
the squirrels are most active.

S

quirrels are a very familiar sight in Pinery; Grey
and Red Squirrels are perhaps the most frequently
encountered mammals in the park. They have a
distant cousin, however, that is a lot more secretive
and quite difficult to see. The Southern Flying
Squirrel is a small squirrel that has developed some
very unique survival tactics.
To begin, flying squirrels are completely nocturnal,
meaning they are only active after dark. Most squirrel
species around the world are diurnal, meaning they
are active during the day. There are many possible
reasons to explain why a mammal is nocturnal. Two
common arguments are that at night you can find
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food that may not be available during the day (e.g.
moths) and that there are fewer predators active at
night.
Perhaps the most fascinating survival tactic is what
gives flying squirrels their name — only they don't
really fly. Rather, they glide from tree to tree. They
are equipped with loose skin folds along the sides of
their bodies (called patagia) that, when stretched tight,
form a gliding wing on which to soar. They can steer
and control their descent with a flattened tail.
Their diet consists of just about anything as they are
omnivorous. Throughout the season, they will feed
on a variety of insects, berries, mushrooms, seeds, other mammals and
baby birds.
Flying squirrels are solitary, except for
when they breed, in April and
August, and during the winter. Once
winter begins, groups of Southern
Flying Squirrels huddle together in
tree cavities to share warmth.
Loose folds of skin allow

If you venture out after dark, some
Southern Flying Squirrels to
glide from tree to tree.
keen observation might result in a
fleeting glimpse of a Southern Flying Squirrel. In the
blink of an eye, you might see a small white rectangle
zip overhead as you drive or walk along one of the
park roads or trails. Also keep your ears tuned to high
pitched, short squeaks in the tree tops. Flying squirrels
communicate with each other and warn other squirrels of predatory owls with these bursts of sound.
Bittersweet Trail

Post 3: A Long Tale About
Two Coats

Longtail Weasels are sleek predators that often hunt in the underground
burrows of small mammals.

V

ery few mammals migrate and most of them live
the majority of their lifespan in one area. As a
result, mammals have had to adapt to deal with the
challenges of the changing seasons. On a warm
summer day, it's hard to think about winter, but
preparation for winter is going on all around you.
Some species, like bears and ground squirrels,
hibernate and avoid the hardest time of year. Others,
like the Longtail Weasel, seem not to be affected at all
by winter. In the fall, their coat changes to pure
white except for a black tip on their tail. Their white
fur conceals them well as they leap and bound on and
beneath the snow in search of a meal; the black tip is
thought to draw a predator's attention away from the
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weasel's head. The change in the colour of their coat
is about all that is different for weasels in winter; they
hunt and forage without much concern for the cold.
During the summer, Longtail Weasels sport a coat of
rich brown fur on the upper parts and golden orange
beneath. This colour combination gives them
excellent camouflage as they dart about grassy
meadows in search of prey. Longtail Weasels are
mostly nocturnal but they will venture out during the
day if prey is scarce. They can easily subdue prey
larger than themselves; however, they usually feed on
mice, voles and squirrels. Since Longtail Weasels feed
on chipmunks, more weasels are seen when chipmunks are abundant in Pinery.
Weasel signs are not uncommon; you might come
across small, black, twisted droppings perched on the
top of a log, or perhaps their paired tracks leading
you off in all directions during winter. Keep your
eyes open and you may be rewarded with a sighting.

When mammals, like this Longtail Weasel, die, they are quickly
recycled back into the ecosystem as nutrients for other organisms.

Bittersweet Trail

Post 4: Live Fast,
Die Often

Deer Mice are always alert to the possibility of attack by a predator from
above.

I

f you return to Pinery in the winter, a trip along
one of the park's ski trails will often cross paths
with a set of tiny footprints with a line running
between them....a tell tale sign of a Deer Mouse.
The tracks are left by tiny hind feet and the line by
their tail dragging along the snow for balance.

Deer Mice have a very wide range in North America
and are one of the most successful species of mice.
You can easily detect their presence in winter as they
are one of very few rodents to forage on top of the
snow. This habit puts them at risk of being eaten by
many predators. One such predator is the Great
Horned Owl, and when teased apart, many owl
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pellets contain Deer Mouse skulls.
Deer Mice are found just about
everywhere in Pinery.
Unfortunately for them, they
occupy the bottom rung of the
food chain and many other animals
eat them.
Female Deer Mice reproduce
several times a year and have up to Owl pellets immersed in soapy
can be teased apart to
9 young per litter. This fast repro- water
reveal bones and fur.
ductive cycle means they can quickly
increase in numbers should food become available.
Young mice are on their own just three to five weeks
after birth and quickly establish their own territories.
Once they have a territory, they develop a strong
homing ability and can return to their burrows even if
moved more than a kilometre away - a pretty amazing
feat when you learn that deer mice are just 1 4 - 2 1
cm in total length and weigh in at under 35 grams.
Deer Mice are named for their similar appearance to
White-tailed Deer; they have white under-parts, black
eyes and tawny brown upper-parts. That
combination serves them well as they dart about in
search of seeds, nuts and berries, perfectly
camouflaged against the forest floor.
Many people are not fond of mice but here in Pinery,
and in many parts of North America, they play a vital
role in maintaining a healthy forest ecosystem.

Bittersweet Trail

Post 5: The Barking Dog

Coyotes are shy, intelligent creatures that are seldom encountered in the
park, despite the fact that they are routinely heard howling at night.

T

he Coyote is a small wild dog, weighing between
10 and 22 kg. Despite its small stature, it is a
very interesting mammal. If you were in this area
prior to 1920, you would not have encountered any
Coyotes, which makes them one of Pinery's most
recent additions.
Coyotes originated in the extreme southwestern
regions of North America and, following the
eradication of wolves, expanded into unoccupied
territories. The Coyote now inhabits an impressive
range that spans from Mexico to Alaska and eastward
to Quebec; this is in spite of persecution from
humans in the form of bounties. One of the first
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records for the Coyote in Ontario came from
Thedford, just a ten minute drive from Pinery.
Coyotes feed mostly on small mammals, but will also
eat ailing White-tailed Deer, carrion (dead prey),
reptiles, amphibians, berries, nuts and vegetation.
Their varied diet is one reason why they are so
successful.
Coyotes generally live alone, but may run in small
packs or family groups, especially when they hunt
larger prey like White-tailed Deer. To communicate
with other pack members, Coyotes howl, yip and
bark. Coyotes are believed to make the widest variety
of sounds amongst wild dogs, earning the scientific
name of Canis latrans - the barking dog. You can
easily imitate their sounds by barking, yelping, howling and generally making noise. You don't have to be
gifted to talk to Coyotes as they have been known to
howl in response to lawnmowers, chainsaws and
crying babies. If you are a little shy, you can participate in a group howl during interpretive programs
with a naturalist, where
Coyotes may answer back.
Intelligence and adaptability allow the coyote to survive where other mammals
have not. Judging from
their past success, Coyotes
will remain part of Pinery
for some time to come.

Coyotes are much smaller than their wolf
cousins and have a more slender snout.

Bittersweet Trail
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Post 6: The Washer

Raccoons often seek shelter during the day high in tree canopies, away
from predators.

S

ome mammals have been unable to adapt to the
presence of humans. Others have adapted more
than we would like! One such example is the
Raccoon. Raccoons have been able to adapt to the
presence of humans in remarkable ways, which is
probably due to their ability to thrive in just about
any environment.

In the wild, Raccoons live a hard life as they compete
with each other and other species for food, shelter,
and space. Raccoons are perhaps one of the best
examples of an omnivore and eat berries, nuts, seeds,
insects, mussels, frogs, bird eggs, mammals and fish.
During the summer Raccoons often feed near water,
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foraging at the bank. While there,
Raccoons engage in an interesting habit
of swishing their paws around in the
water. This behaviour earned them the
scientific name of Procyon lotor - lotor is
Latin for washer. Scientists believe that
a Raccoon's sense of touch is better in
water, allowing them to find food.
Pinery is taking steps to separate wild The facial markings of Rac.
.
i
A
coons are thought to be for
animals and garbage in the park. A
camouflage.
Raccoon can easily find triple the number of calories in a garbage or cooler than it would
normally find in a night of foraging in the wild.
Sadly, once a Raccoon discovers human food and
refuse, they never return to feeding on natural foods
completely. It should also be noted that a campground full of garbage and coolers can support many
more Raccoons than a natural area of the same size.
This means more of an impact on frog, clam, insect
and bird populations due to higher predation rates.
When you visit natural areas like provincial parks,
consider yourself a guest. It is very important that
you prevent animals from discovering food in your
cooler, tent or trailer. Raccoons can damage your
property and become aggressive if they believe you
have something to offer. Please be a responsible
camper and store your food and garbage in the trunk
of your car at all times. When you return to your
campsite, imagine you have keen eyesight, an amazing
sense of smell and the ability to open zippers, flip
latches and turn knobs. Are you Raccoon ready?

Bittersweet Trail
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Post 7: White-tailed Deer

White-tailed Deer bucks grow antlers each year. A layer of skin called
velvet nourishes the antlers as they develop throughout the summer.

L

ike the Coyote, White-tailed Deer are relative
newcomers to Ontario. When Europeans First
began to settle Ontario, Wapiti (Elk) were far more
common than deer. Since that time, humans have
created new habitats that favour deer. As a result,
there are now far more deer in North America than
at the time of European settlement. This is obviously a credit to a strong survival instinct and
adaptation on the part of deer.

To many, a chance encounter with a deer is the
highlight of a trip to Pinery. Deer are interesting
creatures that run fast, jump high, grow antlers and
communicate with scent. We could discuss many
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aspects of deer biology here; instead, let us take a
different view and think of them as lawnmowers.
Deer are large animals weighing in at up to 115 kg
and they eat a lot. Typically, deer can eat 2 - 3 kg of
vegetation each per day, the equivalent of a black
garbage bag full of clippings. During the summer,
when trees and shrubs are in full leaf, this is not as
much of a problem since plants usually grow twice as
many leaves as necessary. In winter,
deer browsing can have devastating
effects on the forest. Such was the
case in Pinery, where browsing reached
catastrophic levels in the mid 1990's.
Soon after, plant species began to disappear, birds that nest in shrubs began
to decline, and deer began to starve.
Park biologists had to step in and
reduce the number of deer in the park.
To some, this was a difficult thing to
understand since deer are attractive
and shy creatures. It is interesting to
think about how deer would be seen if
they had small eyes, scales instead of
fur and a strong odour. This is not to
make light of the dilemma we all face
with deer overpopulation, but to try to
put the problem in a different context.

Newborn fawns rely upon
their camouflage for protection until they are able to
travel with their mothers.

Following the fall mating
season, antlers are quickly
shed by bucks, thereby
lightening their load.

Deer are interesting, well adapted and valued contributors to the greater Pinery ecosystem. To learn more
about them, please inquire at the Visitor Centre.

Bittersweet Trail
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Post 8: The One and Only

Red Bats most frequently roost alone in trees. This Red Bat is preparing
for a night of foraging above the forests of Pinery.

O

f only eight species of bats found in Ontario,
four are recorded from Pinery. They are: Big
Brown Bats, Little Brown Bats, Red Bats and Hoary
Bats. Bats as a group are remarkable animals as they
have adapted to become the one and only group of
mammals that can truly fly. Several other mammals,
like the Southern Flying Squirrel, can leap and glide,
but only the bats can fly. To do this, the structure of
their front limbs changed and their finger bones
became elongated. Thin skin is stretched between
the bones to create a wing, and their arms do the
flapping.
Bats generally have good vision, about equal to a
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human, but use their sense of hearing to catch their
prey. Thankfully, the majority of the noises that bats
make are too high in frequency for us to hear. Be
glad, because if we could hear them, it would sound
like the trees were full of smoke alarms! As bats
search for prey, they scream loud bursts of sound,
sending sound waves through the air. When the
waves of sound strike either an insect, or an obstacle,
they bounce back to the bat's ears. This system of
sending and receiving sounds is called echolocation.
Bats will emit bursts of sound at between 5 and 200
pulses per second; a bat emitting a pulse at an insect
1 metre away will receive an 'answer' pulse in six
milliseconds!
Bats have long been featured in myths and horror
stories. In reality they are shy, misunderstood
creatures with interesting features. If you are walking
this trail at dusk, look skyward above the river and
keep your eyes, and thankfully not your ears, tuned
for bats.

Amazingly, this photograph captured a mouthful of food in the midst of
being swallowed by this Red Bat. Bats are captured to allow scientists
to study their habits, reproduction and feeding tactics.

Bittersweet Trail
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Post 9:

Stars in an Otherwise
Dark World

Star-nosed Moles navigate through their world with a ring of soft, fleshy
tentacles and rely much less on their poor eyesight to aid them.

you consider all the mammals found in
Pinery, one stands out as a star - the Star-nosed
Mole. At just 75 grams, this chipmunk-sized mole is
seldom seen; in fact many of the park records come
from finding dead moles.
Star-nosed Moles live in underground feeding
tunnels, searching for earthworms and insects. In
such dark and dirty places eyes are of little use, so
through time Star-nosed Moles developed a ring of
22 soft fleshy tentacles on their noses that allow them
to feel their way around. Their tentacles are
extremely sensitive and they work both in the soil and
under water, as they often swim. They are able to
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move each of their tentacles
independently and can collapse
them when not in use. All
of this means that Star-nosed
Moles are able to interpret
their surroundings with great
accuracy.

Star-nosed
Moles are
able to
nterpret their
surroundings
with great
accuracy.

,.

Every adaptation has advantages
and disadvantages. The StarMBBBBBBHBBBII
nosed Mole's body structure
increases its chances of
survival underground. The trade-off is a decreased
ability to move on land. Specialized limbs allow the
mole to dig extremely quickly, but make for clumsy
movement on the surface. Although they do have
very small eyes, their ability to see is limited, further
reducing their chances of survival if they are caught
above ground.

Bittersweet Trail
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Post 10: The Business of
Beavers

Beavers can modify their surroundings to create habitat for themselves,
an ability that very few organisms beside humans can boast.

I

f you asked an engineer to design you an underwater mammal, odds are that they would come back
with something very similar to a Beaver. This is
because Beavers are amazingly well designed. Since
Beavers are members of the rodent group, many
people assume that they are just overgrown rats. On
the contrary, they are perfectly adapted for an aquatic
life and are responsible for creating habitat for
countless numbers of other species. You should also
know that, based upon sheer numbers, rodents are
the most successful group of mammals on the planet.
Beavers have thick, insulating fur that allows them to
swim and stay active even during the middle of
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winter - much like a wetsuit. Their large, webbed
hind feet serve as propulsion devices to push them
through the water - like swim fins. Protective flaps
close off their nostrils and ear openings when under
water - like nose and ear plugs. They have a unique
third eyelid that is see-through and closes over their
eyes during dives; called a nictitating membrane, it is
crucial to their ability to find food underwater and
serves as a pair of goggles. Finally, they have a special
pair of lips that can seal off their
mouths when underwater, but still allo
them to chew with their front teeth.
When you put all of these adaptations
\
together, you can easily tell that Beavers *
are very well adapted to life in water.
^
In addition to all of their physical
adaptations, beavers also have some very
unique behaviour as well. Beavers do
not just look for ponds to live in — they
Beaver 'chews' are common
create them! Amazingly, Beavers have
c1
•
on this trail, look for fresh
an acute sense ot hearing when it comes ones in the fall as Beavers
to running water; the sound of gurgling PrePare for winter,
water flowing through a narrowing in a stream drives
them to build massive earthen dams. They will toil
away constructing dams out of sticks and mud
gathered from the area near the dam. Entire family
groups maintain the dam and help with ongoing
repairs. The aim of building the dam is to ensure
that their pond becomes deep enough to prevent it
from freezing solid in winter. When Beavers create
ponds, they not only create habitat for themselves,
but also for frogs, salamanders, insects, birds, plants

Bittersweet Trail
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and countless other species.
Once a suitable pond has been formed, Beavers
construct stick and mud lodges for shelter that have
underwater entrances and elevated feeding and
sleeping platforms. In most areas of Ontario, these
lodges are constructed in the middle of a Beaver
pond; however, here in Pinery, Beavers usually build
their lodges against the bank.
We could easily write an entire guide book on just
Beavers. If you would like to know more please ask a
naturalist. In the meantime, there are Beaver signs all
around you: gnawed tree stumps line this side of the
channel; there are the remains of a Beaver lodge just
up-stream from this post; and, in most years, there is
a dam holding back water under the bridge just down
stream.

Fresh, leafy branches on a dam indicate that Beavers are active in the
area, and that the dam is being reinforced as the water level rises.
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Post 11: In Your Hands

The park's trails are excellent places to see mammals, but a quiet paddle
up the river allows you to move along silently as you search.

I

magine traveling back through time and then sitting on a dune and watching eons go by, as you
waited to return to the present. You would see Lake
Huron rise and fall, sand dunes grow into towering
hills, fires sweep through the Oak Savanna and
countless species of mammals quietly meander by
your vantage point in the forest. Imagine a bear
ripping apart a rotting log to get at the grubs inside;
or a wolf pack running like a river of fur through the
trees on a cold winter day; or squirrels 'growing' misplaced acorns into towering oak trees.
It would be so very quiet.

Bittersweet Trail
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Then the sound of an axe would echo through the
oaks and a canoe would paddle by in the Ausable
River. Slowly more and more people would come to
pass you by and eventually, someone would sit down
beside you and ask "what are you looking at?"
Today, close to half a million people come to Pinery
each year. Sadly, they can no longer see a bear at a
log or hear a lone wolf howling in the distance; both
are species that were unable to adapt and live
alongside Pinery's most influential mammal - humans.
Without a doubt, humans have had a very profound
influence on the park - from changing the course of
the Ausable River, to logging the rolling hills, as well
as today's impact from the thousands of people that
visit the park.
Many of us have come to cherish visits to Pinery, but
we must remember that humans have the ability to
determine the future for wildlife, both inside and
outside the park. Some of the mammals discussed in
this guide have developed a capacity to live in the
presence of humans. Others may not be able to
cope, especially as parks become more popular.
Please act responsibly towards mammals whenever
you encounter them, here at Pinery or near your
home. You can add to conservation efforts in many
parks throughout Canada and the world. Remember
that the safety and future of Pinery's mammals are in
your hands. If we ensure wild mammals can live
amongst us, our grandchildren, and theirs, will be able
to find a quiet spot on a dune, sit down, and watch.
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Post 12:
e sincerely hope
that your walk
with this guide has
raised some
un-answered questions
about mammals in
Pinery.

W

Please speak to a
naturalist at the Visitor
Centre or at an
interpretive program for
more information about
mammals or other
aspects of the park that
interest you.
If you wish to keep
this guide, please pay
for it at the trailhead.
Your payment covers
the cost of production
and supports the
projects of The Friends
of Pinery. If you prefer
to recycle this guide
so that others may use
it, please place it in the
box at this post.
If you would like to
learn more about the
Friends of Pinery Park,
or to become a
member, please inquire
at the visitor center or
visit
www.pinervpark.on.ca.
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