
Rivers and streams assume a surreal beauty in 
winter. Beneath the slabbed layers of ice and 

snow that accrete along the banks, the elements 
interact to create dazzling crystal sculptures. Skiing 
along such wild watercourses is one of life’s great 
pleasures. Why, then, do I find myself returning from 
such excursions suffering from a terrible yearning? 
The affliction, mink envy, is not uncommon in 
humans, but I believe in my case it has assumed an 
unusual form. Yes the fur of the mink is dense, dark, 
and exceedingly lustrous, especially in the early 
winter, but it is not the mink’s coat that I covet, it is 
the little creature’s winter haunts. How I would love 
to be a mink, at least for a little while. 

Tracks provide a vicarious mink experience along 
nearly any stream in winter, and I can come close 
enough to sharing the mink experience on the surface 
of the snow. Mink trails, however, often begin or end 
at small tunnels or crevices, or at the water’s edge. I 
can see something of the splendor of the caverns the 
mink explore, and suspect that if I could see these 
places from a mink’s perspective, the world would 
be sublime indeed. From my perspective the surface 
of the snow opens in rounded windows upon the 
watery world, often several feet below. Sometimes 
the windows are large and reveal deep, inviting 
pools, with water rushing into them over miniature 
waterfalls. Suspended from the ceiling above these 
cascades, tiers of icicles look like ornate balconies in 
a fantasy castle. 

Sometimes the snow windows are small, and 
provide just a glimpse of ice and rushing water far 
below. In other places I can only hear the drama; 
where the water drops in an enclosed chamber, it 
rumbles like thunder beneath my skis.

From this information, I imagine below me 
a world of muted light and damp air with the only 
sound the gurgles and splashes of rushing water. The 
mink hops and slides through mazes of sparkling 
stalactites, moving with ease between water and snow. 
Researchers have found that a mink with a stream or 
river as the core of its territory will claim about a mile 
to a mile-and-a-half of the watercourse as its domain. 
Even within the dynamic world of water and ice, each 
mink must develop a familiarity with the ephemeral 

galleries and grottoes of the world I ski above. 
My image of the mink that make these tracks has 

been shaped by a number of encounters. Once, on a 
ski visit to Popple’s Pond, I saw a mink exploring 
the abandoned beaver lodge. The mink spotted me, 
too, and after expressing some initial concern over 
my proximity (a distance of about fifty yards), chose 
to ignore me once I sat down and pulled out my 
binoculars. For several minutes he explored the snow 
caves created by protruding sticks, then paused and 
scanned the open water below. In the next moment he 
bounded down the stick pile and with a graceful hop 
and insouciant flip of his tail dove into the opening in 
the ice. Bubbles and thrashing roiled the surface of 
the water for just a couple of seconds before the mink 
leapt onto the ice again, shook himself, and gave a 
self-satisfied hop. An eight-inch trout protruded 
magnificently from the little predator’s jaws. The 
mink followed his lunch with a roll in the snow and 
then loped out of view behind a ridge in the ice. 

I encountered another mink one morning as I 
ambled along the shores of Surprise Pond. This mink 
seemed to have detected my approach and was in the 
process of bounding off into the woods. I am testing 
a theory that many animals recognize a friendly tone 
of voice, and assuming the speaker is outside of their 
mandatory flight zone, they will interpret harmless 
intentions correctly. When I spoke in this voice to the 
mink, she paused, looked at me and seemed to relax. 
She then turned and headed back toward the pond and 
began busily exploring the shoreline. After a minute 
or two, she sprang into the pond and sped through the 
shallow water with the same undulations that mark a 
mink’s terrestrial travel. I like to think this encounter 
provided further evidence to support my theory, but 
must admit the possibility that the mink returned to 
the water’s edge when she detected me because she 
felt more secure there.

I see otter tracks along winter rivers, too, and 
while I suspect otters enjoy life even more than mink, 
they can’t go the places mink can go. Otters are hefty 
beasts, more than forty inches long and weighing up 
to twenty pounds. A large mink is half that length, 
and weighs only two pounds. 

The recent storms have brought a bounty of snow 
to my Marlboro backyard, and have buoyed my hopes 
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