
another clue to  
unlocking the  
mysteries of the  
world around us.  
Left behind, it is  
a tantalizing  
suggestion of a  
wild life well lived, of prey eaten, berries gorged, and territories 
marked. There is even a seasonality to it. Bear scat found in late 
March is a juicy reminder to bring bird feeders in, and a moose’s 
cow-patty-like plop announces that summer is in full swing. 

As a detective of this living world, I add scat to my collection  
of intriguing evidence that helps me better understand how the  
more-than-human world lives. I read all the scat-centric research 
I can find, like an antiques collector who pays attention to  
estate sales. With new DNA technology and the use of trained 
scat-detecting dogs, the hidden lives of animals might very well 
become known not through direct observation but rather from 
analysis of their waste. My kind of news!

My friends and relatives support me in this admittedly earthy 
pastime. I’ve been gifted poop bingo, books on animal farts, and my 
favorite, scat from exotic locations. Alongside my snowshoe hare 
and moose scat sits a jar of hippo scat, and tucked between several 
bobcat samples in a fancy jar that once held artichoke hearts rests 
tiger scat from Nepal. I may be the only person in history to boast 
that a sweetheart once gave me a long, twisted rope of fisher scat for 
Valentine’s Day. Dreams do come true!

But my most splendid prize of all came from a summer camper 
many years ago. At the end of a week filled with tracking deer,  
searching for chipmunk burrows, dissecting owl pellets, and  
examining otter scent mounds, this camper presented me with a 
beautiful handmade wooden box. I could see the effort he had put 
into it. Each side was decorated with detailed drawings of acorns  
and leaves and, with help from his grandfather (a local woodworker), 
the box was elegantly constructed with pegs rather than nails. I was 
impressed by his thoughtful gift. But then he whispered, “Open it! 
Open it!” Lifting the top off, I noticed a tiny glass jar set in the center 
of the box. As I pulled the jar out, his face stretched wide with a  
knowing grin. There was the true gift — ball python scat.  •

I come from a family of collectors. My mom tucked 
away an entire collection of 1948 Brooklyn Dodgers autographs. 
She was passionate about this collection, and as a child, I remem-
ber her holding Jackie Robinson’s autograph like a precious gem.

My grandmother collected coronation tea sets. On her mantle, 
she proudly displayed her finest find, a teacup featuring the 1936 
coronation of Edward VIII. He reigned for less than a year as King 
of the British Empire, abdicating the throne for the love of Wallis 
Simpson, a divorced American. My grandmother coveted this cup.

I, too, cherish collections. As a child, I started small, first with 
stuffed animals and then on to stickers. My adolescence was filled 
with obscure punk rock albums, and now my home displays a  
never-ending collection of rocks and minerals, tucked into every nook 
and cranny. But for almost 30 years, I have been squirreling away 
a most astounding and useful collection — a collection that, when 
shared, garners smirky giggles and, in some circles, elicits disgust.  
This collection has given rise to several nicknames around town:  
some folks call me The Princess of Poop or The Sovereign of Scat.

Some people might be offended by these titles, but not me. It 
makes me smile, just like it makes my students smile. They can’t 
believe I am sharing cute little glass jars, neatly labeled, of animal 
droppings. The room always falls silent as I pull out a jam jar of 
bear scat. I ask them to look at it as they pass it gingerly around the 
circle. I hear the conversation, punctuated by squeals and giggles: 
“Look! Are those apple seeds and skins?” Or, “Hey, I see some shiny 
bits of bees!” And, “I can’t believe this is actual poop!”

 Scat is a real-life window into the bear’s life. It reveals nuggets of 
insight if only we are brave enough to look at it. The bear’s actions 
are made clear when one student murmurs, “Omnivore! That bear 
ate everything.” As the jar travels from student to student, it’s like 
a special club we’ve all joined. I teach them an old poem I heard at 
camp: “If you really want to know what an animal eats, take a good, 
hard look at what it excretes.” It’s our secret password, a chant to tuck 
away for the rest of our lives. We grin knowingly at one another and 
crinkle up our noses. It makes me love my work even more.

Scat is so basic, so elemental. When I’m teaching animal tracking, 
predator-prey relationships, or the life stories of New Hampshire 
mammals, investigating scat reveals the animal’s inner life —  
how clearly a predator is unveiled or a food chain unlinked. Scat is 

(S)Tools of the Trade
by Susie Spikol, Community Programs Director

An earlier version of this essay appeared in The New England Journal of Environmental Education.
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My wife and I have lived on Antrim Road in Hancock 
for 25 years, long enough for three beloved  
Jack Russell terriers to share our home, one after 

another. We bought the location, not the house, hoping  
that the qualities that made our neighborhood a walking  
destination would remain unchanged. Flanked by Harris 
Center conservation easements on both sides, that was  
guaranteed for at least a small part of the local landscape.

For most of the last quarter-century, the SuperSanctuary 
grew to our west and northwest, with thousands of acres added 
in Nelson, Stoddard, and Antrim. That changed in late 2023, 
when Monadnock Paper Mills decided to divest of its large 
land holdings in east Hancock. 

Through the combined efforts of the of the Harris Center, 
The Conservation Fund, and NH Fish and Game, that land 
is now protected, creating a 750-acre island of conserved 
open space — but the momentum to protect the character of 
that part of Hancock continued. General Lessey, who died in 
2023, left instructions for his beloved Antrim Road farm to 

be protected upon his death. The Lessey conservation 
easement closed last August, helping to narrow  
the gap between the SuperSanctuary and the  
Monadnock Paper land. 

Inspired by this emerging greenbelt, James  
Meltzer and his wife Cindy Amidon worked with  
the Harris Center to put their beautiful 113-acre 
property under easement. Their land includes 4,000 
feet of road frontage on Brimstone Corner Road, 
Antrim Road, Birch Road, and Shady Lane, and 
almost 1,500 feet of frontage along Clark Brook,  
a tributary of Moose Brook. The roads bordering  
the easement create a scenic destination for local 
residents to walk their dogs. I know this because  
our current Jack Russell, Jiggy, throws himself at  
the door every time someone walks by, and a lot  
of people walk by. 

But perhaps most importantly, the Meltzer 
conservation easement is a critical piece in a jigsaw 
puzzle that bridges the gap between the Monadnock 
Paper land and the larger SuperSanctuary. A bobcat 
(or moose or bear) can now walk from Bennington 
to the Washington town line without ever leaving 
conserved land. Hopefully bobcats and their wild 
brethren will be around for the long haul. Thanks 
to the actions of people like Jim Meltzer and Cindy 
Amidon, it won’t be for lack of a place to call home. 
If you see Jim and Cindy while out walking your 
dog, please thank them for their foresighted and 
generous decision to protect their land.  •

BRIDGING THE GAP: 

Easement Protects 
113 Acres in Hancock
by Eric Masterson, Land Program Manager
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Since 2007, the Harris Center has trained and coordinated  
more than 2,500 Crossing Brigade volunteers, who  
have patrolled for amphibians on 175 nights, collectively 

providing safe passage for more than 100,000 individual frogs  
and salamanders in the greater Monadnock Region alone. Our  
volunteers have also identified nearly 200 amphibian-crossing 
hotspots in 75 towns.

Celebrating a Salamander Crossing Brigade Milestone

Spotted 
salamanders 
can LIVE FOR 
20 YEARS  
or more.

105,574
Live

20,334
Dead

by Brett Amy Thelen, Science Director & Nate Marchessault, Staff Ecologist

©
 M

alachy D
uggan

EFFECTIVENESS OF 
N. Lincoln Street Closures

Amphibian Mortality Rates
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The SPOTS ON SPOTTED 
SALAMANDERS are unique 
— like human fingerprints. 
Through a special research 
project, we track these 
patterns at select crossings 
and have identified nearly 40 
individual salamanders that 
have been moved to safety on 
more than one occasion.

Wood frogs, spring peepers, 
and gray tree frogs survive the 
winter by FREEZING SOLID! 
Their heartbeat and breathing 
stop entirely, and they simply 
wait in suspended animation 
for spring to arrive. 

© Megan Jacobs
© Brian Gratwicke

t WOODCOCK 
(spring courtship display at dusk)

t RED-BELLIED SNAKES 
(hunting for slugs on rainy nights) 

t BARRED OWLS 
(hunting for amphibians)

NON-AMPHIBIAN SPECIES  
Commonly Seen on Crossing Nights
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CONSERVATION
SUCCESSES

LAND PROTECTION  In 2008, the 
Keene Conservation Commission 
protected land abutting one of 
our crossing sites because of its 
importance as amphibian habitat.

ROAD CLOSURES  A decade later, 
the Harris Center began working 
with the City of Keene to close 
two crossing sites to vehicles on 
migration nights — the only “Big 
Night detours” in the Granite State.

UNDERPASSES  Now, the 
Harris Center, City of 
Keene, and NH Fish and 
Game are planning New 
Hampshire’s very first 
amphibian tunnels.

Total 
number of 
amphibian 
species 
recorded 16

© Adobe

Average  
number of  
migration  
nights 
per year 10
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What if spending time in nature didn’t require a detailed plan or even a destination?  
That question sits at the heart of MicroExploring the SuperSanctuary, a new  
book by Phil Brown, the Harris Center’s bird conservation director, and  
Ignacio Oreamuno, a Hancock-based adventure guide.

MicroExploring: Finding Wonder in the Familiar

Phil and Ignacio’s friend-
ship grew through  
years of exploring the 

SuperSanctuary together — 
on foot, by canoe, and with 
their families. During the  
pandemic, those outings became more intentional: 
simple, local adventures that helped them connect, reset, 
and stay grounded. As they returned to the same places 
again and again, something shifted.

“The more we wandered close to home, the more we felt 
it: this was a new kind of exploration,” they write. “Closer. 
Slower. Quieter. It didn’t have a name. So we gave it one: 
MicroExploring.”

In 2022, they began leading guided MicroExploring 
walks, introducing people to hidden gems across the 
44,000-acre SuperSanctuary. Participants reported feeling 
better mentally, physically, and emotionally. On one of 
those outings, a conversation with children’s publishing 
and audiobook producer Tim Ditlow sparked the idea 
for a book, and the project quickly took shape.

An excerpt from the introduction explains how  
MicroExploring the SuperSanctuary differs from other 
guidebooks:

It’s not just about where to walk, but also how to 
walk. It’s not about conquering peaks; it’s about  
noticing what’s underfoot, overhead, and all around 
us. It’s about restoring something most of us have 
lost: a deep, sensory connection to the natural 
world. It’s about discovering trails and small patches 
of woods, brooks, wetlands, and fields right where 
we are. It’s about moving slowly, paying attention,  
engaging all the senses, and allowing ourselves to feel 
joy, curiosity, and awe. It’s about finding meaning not 
in faraway wilderness but in the everyday wild…. 

MicroExploring is the intentional, ongoing  
exploration of the nature and geography within a  
short radius of our homes — often no more than  
a ten- or fifteen-minute walk, bike, or drive away.  
It’s guided by wonder, not agenda. It’s the art of  
noticing what’s right in front of us….The best part  
is that MicroExploring is for everyone and can be  
practiced anywhere. Regardless of your experience 
level — whether you’re a seasoned hiker or a curious 
beginner — MicroExploring offers you a doorway.

MicroExploring the SuperSanctuary is a love letter  
to the SuperSanctuary, blending natural and cultural  
history with personal reflections. The book features  
15 nearby routes — from easygoing walks to more  
challenging hikes and even a quiet paddle — each with 
maps, practical details, seasonal highlights, and insider 
tips. You’ll also find prompts and “MicroExploring  
Practices” designed to help you slow down, pay attention, 
and build a lasting connection with the natural world.

“The most important commitment you can make as a 
MicroExplorer is to challenge [the idea]...that you are 
too busy to take time to spend in nature each week,” 
write Phil and Ignacio. “When your mind insists there’s 
no time because you are busy and stressed, that’s exactly 
when you need it the most.”  •

About the Book
Author-signed copies of  
MicroExploring the SuperSanctuary  
are available at the Harris Center, the  
Toadstool Bookshop in Peterborough, and 
online at thedreamcatchers.co/microexploring.  
Stay tuned to the Harris Center events calendar  
and The Dreamcatchers website for upcoming  
MicroExploring programs.

by Michelle Aldredge, Communications Director

©
 O

riana C
am

ara  🅮 
Edw

ard Joseph Low
e (fern)



Harris Center for Conservation Education 
83 King’s Highway 
Hancock, NH 03449

(603) 525-3394  |  harriscenter.org

You can help ensure a grand future for the  
Monadnock Region by naming the Harris Center  
as a beneficiary in your will or estate plan through 
our planned giving program, the Bobcats Forever  
Legacy Society. Anyone can make a bequest, and  
no amount is too small.  
For more information,  
contact Jeremy Wilson  
at (603) 525-3394 or  
wilson@harriscenter.org.

Forever
LEGACY SOCIETY

Bobcats
HARRIS CENTER
PLANNED GIVING

TICKETS: $25 each / 5 for $100
uLearn more and see full rules at harriscenter.org/canoeraffle 
Tickets are available at the Harris Center office and select events.

Hand-built Cedar Wood Canoe 

RAFFLEDRAWING:  
Harris Center Annual Meeting 
September 19, 2026

To benefit the Harris Center’s camp scholarship program        You do not need to be present to win!
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