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On May 16, as a fitting tribute to his 28 years of 
dedicated service as Director of the Massachusetts 
Division of Fisheries and Wildlife , wildlife 
conservationists, sportsmen, and a large number of 
invited dignitaries, and representatives from state, 
federal and private conservation organizations 
gathered to formally rededicate the former 
Westborough Wildlife Management Area as the 
" Wayne F MacCallum Wildlife Management 
Area". This exceptional 900+ acre area in central 
Massachusetts is managed for a host of wildlife 
species and habitat diversity, contains large amounts 
ofhighly productive "edge" habitat, and like all WMAs 
is open to the public for hunting, bird-watching, 
fishing, trapping, hiking, and other wildlife-healthy 
activities. Come out for a visit and enjoy the view 
from the new Field Headquarters highlighted in this 
issue. 
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We would like to publish more of your comments 
on our magazine articles and your questions and 
photos about wildlife as a regular feature of the 
magazine. [fyou would like to submit your comments 
and requests electronically, please do so on our 
Facebook page (Facebook.com/MassWildlife) or 
at our e-mail address(Mass.Wildlife@state.ma.us) 
and reference the issue (#2,2015 in this case) so we 
know you are willing to have your comment and our 
response published and shared. We look forward to 
hearing from you! 
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FEATURES 
A NEW FIELD HEADQUARTERS HABITAT 
FOR MASSWILDLIFE 4 

- Michael Grant and Marion E. Larson 
MassWildlife 's new Richard Cronin Building in 
Westborough is a public destination with spectacular 
views and the most advanced "zero net energy" design 
and electrical/ heating/ cooling systems available today. 

MOUNTAIN LIONS IN MASSACHUSETTS 14 
-Tom French 

When it comes to Mountain Lion sightings, trying to 
distinguish fiction from fact is impossible without solid, 
verifiable evidence, but it 's hard to accept that our eyes 
and brains sometimes play tricks on us .. . 

BRING ON THE BOWFIN ! 28 
- Peter G. Mirick 

Most Massachusetts anglers have never even heard 
of the Bowfin, but this prehistoric, well-toothed 
gamefish, now found in selected waters, grows to 
more than 10 pounds and fights like a gladiator. .. 

Director's Editorial 2 
Faces of Conservation 38 

On the Cover: Buttonwood Park Zoo in New Bedford 
is where you can see this adult Mountain Lion (Felis 
concolor). She was acquired as an orphaned kitten 
from Oregon, while her male companion was an or
phaned kitten from South Dakota. The latter location 
is where a road-killed cougar originated before his 
record book 1800-mile travels came to an end in CT 
in 2011. At 100 pounds or more, stealthy and heavily 
muscled, Mountain Lions are well adapted to range 
widely in search of large prey. Note the back of the 
ears are dark-colored. Bobcats have distinct white 
patches edged in black on the back of their ears. 

Captive cougar photographed with a Nikon 70-200 
mm lens from outside the enclosure with assistance 
from Zoo personnel. Photo © Bill Byrne 
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Editorial 

EYE TO THE FUTURE 
On May 26th I was appointed by the Fisheries 

and Wildlife Board as the new Director of the 
Division of Fisheries and Wildlife. I am very 
grateful to the Board for giving me this ex
traordinary opportunity. I soughtthis position 
and responsibility for three main reasons: 

(1) The opportunity to work with the dedi
cated staff of the agency. MassWildlife's staff 
is widely recognized as one of the most com
mitted and effective groups of conservation 
scientists in the country. The professionalism 
ofthis staff ranks MassWildlife among the most 
highly educated agencies in state government, 
with 70% of our employees having college 
degrees, and almost 40% having advanced 
degrees. Our staff is well prepared to meet 
current fisheries, wildlife, and natural resource 
conservation challenges, as well as those that 
must inevitably lie ahead. 

(2) The opportunityto work forthe Fisheries 
and Wildlife Board, a body that has consis
tently advocated for science-based fisheries 
and wildlife management, insisted on hiring 
the most qualified staff, and has always been 
willing to make the hard choices necessary 
to protect the state's natural resources. No 
conservation professional could ask for a more 
supportive group of supervisors. 

(3) The opportunity to serve the citizens 
of the Commonwealth, a state with a long 
history of commitment to natural resource 
protection and management - and an enviable 
record of success. 

As the 15th Director of MassWildlife, I over
see an agency with a strong foundation and 
resources that include over 200,000 acres 
of land under our care and control, a new 
zero-energy field headquarters building, a 
stable financial foundation, and a diverse 
and committed staff. I would be remiss 
if I did not give credit to former Director 
Wayne MacCallum, who in large measure was 
responsible for building the agency that we 
have today. As we go forward, we will build 
on this foundation. I see the agency playing 
a critical role in advocating the importance 
of the conservation and management of our 
natural resources, as well as the importance 
of healthy wildlife resources, to the quality 
of life enjoyed by our citizens, and therefore 
to the strength of our state's economy. 
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As we lead this public discourse, we must 
continue to appreciate and recognize the 
important role that hunters, anglers, and 
trappers have played in conservation and 
recognize their ongoing, absolutely crucial 
contributions. Among those contributions are 
almost 27,000 acres of land that have been 
protected through the Land Stamp program, 
thanks to an additional license fee imposed by 
our sportsmen on themselves. The Common
wealth's hunters and anglers have served as 
the bedrock of conservation in Massachusetts 
and across the country. America's conserva
tion legacy, which emerged from the vision 
of Teddy Roosevelt and others, resulted in 
large part from their experience as hunters 
and anglers. This is still valid today. 

Building on this strong support, we must 
broaden our base to include others with an 
interest in effectively managing our natural 
resources. This includes such groups as Mas
sachusetts Audubon, The Nature Conservan
cy, The Trustees of Reservations, local and 
regional land trusts, agricultural interests, 
and the development community. MassWildlife 
has long experience working with diverse 
groups, and we must continue to expand 
these interactions. The agency must remain 
central to the discussion on the future of the 
Commonwealth's landscape, and particularly 
the public's perception and appreciation of 
wildlife. We need to build a formidable force to 
defend the importance of our natural resources 
which we hold as a public trust. 

As the new Director, I would like to share 
with you several important initiatives that I 
hope to focus on over the next several years: 

We must expand our engagement with a 
broader public on agency programs through 
social media and active consultation with 
suburban and urban communities on the 
importance of managing wildlife using the 
best available science. Building on the suc
cess of our Angler Education Program and 
our Professional Development Program for 
Educators, we need to expand new programs 
such as Archery in the Schools and work to 
expand hunting, fishing, and recreational 
shooting opportunities. We must make Hunter 
Education more accessible to a diverse and 
changing public. 



We need to continue our aggressive pro
tection of endangered, threatened , and 
special concern species through flexible, 
solution-based regulations. Our regulatory 
framework needs to be based on a model that 
is driven by and evaluated on conservation 
outcomes. Engagement with the development 
communities and environmentalists must be 
based on good faith, with a goal of practical 
solutions. 

We must continue our ongoing efforts in land 
protection. Protection of habitat is the single 
most important action that can be taken to 
insure the long term viability of our wildlife 
populations for us and all future generations. 
Along with that focus on the future, Mas~
Wildlife must also continue to be a leader 1n 

understanding the impacts and implications 
of climate change on the fauna and flora of 
our state and provide guidance to communi
ties on practical, local actions and adaptive 
strategies to address the challenges ahead. 

We must also begin to increase our invest
ment in habitat management and stewardship 
over the next decade if we are to protect the 
natural resource values of the lands we have 
purchased. MassWildlife's recent Key Sites 
study demonstrated that some properties that 
were purchased to protect specific natural 
communities may not be meeting that goal 
due to lack of management. Our conservation 
science tells us that there is a serious imbal
ance in the types and age structure offorests 
in many areas of the state, a situation that 
we are - and must continue - addressing. We 
must provide leadership on this issue and use 
our forestry science and management exper
tise to influence management decisions on 
private land and protected lands owned by 
cities, towns, and other conservation orga
nizations. We have to serve as advocates on 
this issue with the general public to foster 
the development of the understanding that 
active, science-based management is essential 
if we are to protect these critical resources. 

A fi nal area where we need to actively engage 
the public overthe next decade is the question 
of how our society reacts to the abundance 
of wildlife species in urban and suburban ar
eas, and to identify effective and acceptable 
management approaches. Biologists of my 
generation came of age when our focus was 
on saving and restoring species. While this 
is still true in many cases today, we are also 
faced with overabundance. In suburban and 

urban Massachusetts, population levels of 
some species such as Black Bear, White-tailed 
Deer, Coyote, Wild Turkey, and Beaver are near, 
at, or beyond their highest historic levels. 
These population trends will likely continu.e 
unless a practical management framework 1S 

implemented. . .. 
This situation represents a slgmficant 

challenge to our agency: We must develop 
an understanding of the public's perception 
and tolerance of increasing wildlife popula
tions and the management actions that are 
necessary to ensure these species' future as 
renewable and sustainable natural resources. 
Many wildlife professionals fear that these 
species - all important elements of the state's 
fauna and natural systems - will become pests 
in the public eye as citizens feel threatened 
or aggravated by their increasing presence 
in populated areas. Finding answers will re
quire close collaboration with cities, tow~s, 
and private land owners to develop creatlVe 
solutions. 

While there are challenges ahead, I believe 
the future looks bright, and I look forward 
to working with hunters, anglers, trappers, 
environmentalists, and all citizens to fulfill 
our public trust responsibility to the people 
and natural resources of the Commonwealth. 

b~ __ 

Jack Buckley, Director 
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by Michael Grant and Marion E. Larson 

Our new Field Headquarters is not only a state-of-the-art model 
of current zero-net-energy technology and an enormous step 
in enhancing our ability to conduct professional wildlife 
research, but it is also a public destination that offers an 
indoor trout pool and multiple viewing sites that will enable 
anyone to witness the seasonal splendors of the newly 
dedicated Wayne F. MacCallum Wildlife Management Area. 

"Is this the Division of 
Fisheries and Wildlife office?" 

'~m I in the right place 
to buy a fishing license?" 

"Wow, this is some building!" 
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The reactions of wide-eyed visitors 
stopping in to purchase a license, find 
wildlife information, attend a meeting, 
or deliver a package are completely 
understandable . The new Richard 
Cronin Building housing MassWildlife's 
Field Headquarters staff is , to borrow 
a cliche, a completely different animal. 



Apart from the name and the building's 
hilltop site overlooking nearly a thousand 
acres of wildlife management area land , 
the expanded and energy efficient new 
headquarters building differs from the 
outmoded and space-constrained build
ings that had served as DFW's former 
Westborough headquarters since 1976 
in almost every respect. 

The history of MassWildlife's Field 
Headquarters in Westborough began in 
1955 when the staff relocated from the 
Phillips Lab in the former CCC camp at 
Upton State Forest to Boulder Cottage at 
the Lyman School for Boys. While today it 
looks like a decrepit ruin near the bottom 
of the hill on which the new building is 
perched, it was there that the term "Field 
Headquarters" (FHQ) was first applied. In 
1976, due to space and infrastructure con-

Photo © Bill Byrne 

straints, the staff moved to the Overlook 
Cottage, a three-story brick building later 
renamed the Richard Cronin Building 
(after the former Director of the Division 
of Fisheries and Wildlife). Built in 1932, 
the Overlook was originally constructed 
as a Division of Youth Services dormi
tory within the Lyman School complex. 
Although the initial renovation provided 
it with labs and public display areas, by 
the 1990s these were gone, converted to 
office space by necessity to accommodate 
a growing staff. The only meeting room 
was a library that could barely seat 25 
people for meetings. 

Storage and display space continued 
to decrease during the next decade, and 
eventually three trailers (without plumb
ing or restroom facilities) were installed 
on the grounds to provide additional 
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space for essential personnel. Within 
the adjacent Cronin Building, however, 
there were only three small bathrooms 
to serve 90 staff members and visitors . 
The old facility didn't meet modern safety 
codes or building standards , the electri
cal, plumbing, heating, and ventilation 
systems were ancient, the furnace was 
inefficient and unreliable, and there was 
no air conditioning or fire-suppression 
system. During major rain events, leaks 
and flooding were common. The building 
was deficient in terms of public accessi
bility, and there were no handicapped-ac
cessible restroom facilities at all. Hazard
ous materials , including asbestos and 
lead-based paint, were also among the 
building's many imperfections. 

Efforts to secure funding for a new 
Field Headquarters (FHQ) started in 
the year 2000. Between 2000 and 2011, 
three extensive building studies were 
conducted by two different architectur
al firms. These studies explored every 
possible option from renovation of the 
existing building to the construction of 
a new zero-net-energy building. Finally, 
in late 2011 , the Division received word 
from the Department of Capital Asset 
Management & Maintenance (DCAMM) 
that a new building would be funded: one 
of just three such projects selected by 
former Governor Deval Patrick's Zero Net 
Energy Building Task force. Ours would 
be the first public sector, zero net energy 
office building to be constructed in the 
Commonwealth! 

Within a matter of months, temporary 
office space had to be secured and staff 
would have to pack up 40 years worth 
of accumulated files , materials, and 
equipment, all while still conducting 
the agency's crucial day-to-day work 
and operations. Staff succeeded in this 
hurried accomplishment, and by Sep
tember, 2012, FHQ had de-camped to 
resettle temporarily in an industrial park 
in West Boylston. The old brick building 
was demolished (a bittersweet moment 
for some) and in its place, a completely 
new and contemporary building was 
constructed. Incredibly, the new Rich
ard Cronin building was move-in ready 
within the planned 2-year construction 
schedule. This was due in no small part 
to the extraordinary energy and effort by 
the Division's Deputy Director, Dr. Mark 
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Tisa, who oversaw the entire building pro
cess from design through building con
struction and completion. Following the 
move in September, the Richard Cronin 
building was re-dedicated in December, 
2014, within weeks of the anniversary of 
the ground breaking ceremony held two 
years before. 

The goal was not only to design a build
ingthat met the needs of staff and visitors , 
but also to construct a highly sustainable 
building powered by renewable energy 
(achieving zero net energy) and certified 
at the LEED Gold level. LEED (Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design) is a 
set of rating systems for the design, con
struction, operation, and maintenance 
of green buildings, homes, and neigh
borhoods. Buildings can qualify for four 
levels of certification (Certified, Silver, 
Gold, Platinum) based on a point system 
distributed across six categories, includ
ing Sustainable Sites, Water Efficiency, 
Energy and Atmosphere, Materials and 
Resources, Indoor Environmental Quality 
and Innovation in Design. 

To be truly "zero net energy," the 
building would have to produce as much 
energy on-site - from clean, renewable 
sources - as it consumed. To achieve 
that standard, the building design had 
to reduce the amount of energy used as 
much as pOSSible, while also using the 
most modern technology available to pro
duce energy. Compared to similar-size, 
conventionally designed buildings, the 
DFW Field Headquarters would reduce 
annual energy use by 65%. As one of the 
first large scale, zero net energy buildings 
in Massachusetts (and indeed, the entire 
nation), it powerfully demonstrates that, 
today, environmentally sensitive, large 
scale , zero-net energy buildings are 
possible in this region of the country. 

The building accommodates approxi
mately 120 employees, including about 90 
MassWildlife employees who worked at 
the former Field Headquarters building. 
The agency also closed an office trailer in 
Ayer and relocated five employees in the 
Hunter Education Program to Westbor
ough. In addition, nine employees from 
the Department of Fish & Game's Office 
of Fishing and Boating Access, working 
in outdated office space in Brighton, were 
relocated into the new facility. 



The Exterior: Rooftop 
Power, Parking, and 

Landscaping 
Visitors who have been coming to the 

old FHQ for many years comment that the 
approach to the new building provides a 
completely different experience. Perched 
majestically on a hilltop horizon, the new 
FHQ is big: 45,000 square feet compared 
to the old FHQ at less than 10,000 square 
feet. The look is very contemporary 
with roof lines somewhat reminiscent 
of Colonial saltbox designs , only on a 
much larger scale. Optimizing solar en
ergy production, the long, south-facing, 
rectangular 2- and 3-story rooftops are 
completely covered with highly efficient 
290-kilowatt solar panels glinting in the 
sun. 

It was important to MassWildlife that 
the site remain as open as possible, so the 

lighting Controls 
wi Daylight Sensing 

Dedicated Outdoor Air System 
wi Heat Recovery & 
Displacement Ventilation 

goal was to avoid ground-mounted solar 
arrays and install solar panels only on the 
roof. The design team eventually identi
fied ultra-high efficiency panels with a 
rated efficiency of 18 watts per square foot 
(20+% more efficient than other high-ef
ficiency models) that allowed exactly 
that and could be incorporated into the 
roof in sufficient numbers to provide all 
the power necessary to meet our annual 
energy needs. Because the array produc
es less power during the winter months 
when the sun in Westborough is low and 
the sky is often overcast, the array will 
produce less power than the building 
uses during mid-winter months. At those 
times, the building draws power from 
the electrical utility's grid, to which it is 
connected. However, these periods are 
offset by power production in the sunny 
summer months when the array typically 
produces asurplus of energy, and the sur
plus is fed back into the grid through an 

Natural Ventilation 

Skylights for 
Daylighting 

" , 

Photovoltaic Array 
wi Inverters in 
Roof Well 

. , 

Although cloud cover, daylight length, and snow accumulation can result in seasonal 
~nergy «eficits,. on an annual basis the building's high performance systems and 
Innovatwe deSign features actually allow it to produce more energy than it uses 
a truly monumental environmental achievement. ' 
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Underground storm water retention is facilitated by rock-filled splash trenches that, 
like the surrounding habitat landscaped with wild plants, will age and develop its 
own increasingly diverse collection of resident flora and fauna. 

interconnect agreement with the utility. 
The building's orientation reduces solar 
heat gain in summer, maximizes useful 
solar heat gain in winter, and provides 
day lighting to the building's interior, a 
combination that reduces power usage 
for heating, cooling, and lighting. 

The building's l1-inch thick walls are 
comprised of structural insulated panels 
composed of high R-value rigid foam in
sulation between two sheets of oriented 
strand board (OSB). Exterior walls are 
clad with durable, fiber-reinforced ce
ment panels in a color palette featuring 
warm browns and burnt orange. Window 
size and placement were carefully de
signed to take advantage of wide views 
and to increase daylight within the office 
space, further reducing energy use. The 
windows are triple glazed with a low 
emissivity coating and plastic thermal 
breaks that interrupt heat loss at the 
frames. Many of them open, manually 
or automatically, allowing fresh air and 
breezes inside. 

The sustainable site and landscape de
sign incorporates underground stormwa
ter retention and a natural look through 
the use of rock-filled splash trenches 
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and cascading, site-excavated boulders. 
The grounds feature low maintenance, 
natural-looking plantings of wild flora 
and foliage - more than 40 species in 
fact - with natural swales , shrubs and 
trees, a butterfly garden, and a wetland 
planting. An outdoor classroom/seating 
space and lawn provides opportunities 
for hands-on teaching and practice of 
outdoors skills. On the east side of the 
building, a patio overlooks sweeping 
views of the Wildlife Management Area 
and includes picnic tables and sufficient 
space to comfortably accommodate a 
large group. 

The adjacent parking area is expanded 
to accommodate staff and visitors with 
deSignated accessible, low emission ve
hicle and car pool parking slots. What 
you don't see beneath the parking lot 
are twenty 440-foot deep wells that are 
all part of a closed loop ground-source 
heat pump system, more often referred 
to as a "geothermal" system. More on 
that topic later, but for now let's take a 
virtual tour of the new Cronin Building, 
a place that will serve as a destination 
for visitors and conservationists for de
cades to come. 
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Stepping Inside - Welcome 
to the Main Floor 

As you approach the glass-walled 
main entrance, you may see swallows 
swooping among the wooden beams of 
the overhanging roof, waxwings feeding 
on berries, or bees busily pollinating 
some of the flowering shrubs. At night, 
the sidewalks are lit with solar fixtures 
- except when there is a record-breaking 
accumulation of snow. There were some 
periods this past winter when all that 
could be seen of the sidewalk fixtures 
were soft, glowing orbs in the windblown 
snowdrifts. 

Once inside , you find yourself in a 
soaring, sky-lit atrium that includes 
gentle ramps and steps down from 
the entry toward a double-height 
glass wall and an expansive view of 
the wildlife management area. This 
is the "public" space of the building; 
visitors can purchase a license at the 
expansive reception desk, browse 
the grab-and-go publications rack, 
or watch seasonal videos featuring 
staff activities and events on a large 

screen in a comfortable waiting area. 
The sound of cascading water from a 
small, indoor pond housing live trout 
fills the space , bringing the outdoors 
inside. Look for wildlife tracks etched 
in the tile floor that add a playful and 
educational element to the space. 
Exhibit space was designed in niches 
along the wall ; one currently features 
Junior Duck Stamp artwork . 

Locally sourced and produced wood 
products from MassWildlife's proper
ties are also on display. Black Cherry 
handrails on the ramps, walkways , and 
stairwell came from a habitat manage
ment cut on the Stafford Hill Wildlife 
Management Area in Cheshire. The new 
library behind the reception area also 
features wood from MassWildlife lands 
- oak flooring that came from a timber 
cut on the Phillipston WMA. (Details 
about the processing of this wood and 
how wildlife benefited from these cuts 
were published in the 2014 Fishing, 
Hunting and Trapping Guide.) Exterior 
window walls were painted a near-white 
color to maximize reflectivity and reduce 
glare, while accent colors were used to 

O: _ «<=-d.OIU-________ ~ 

The public space inside the main entrance features mUltiple video screens showing 
seasonal staff activities, Black Cherry railings sustainably harvested from the 
Stafford Hill WMA, a publications rack, and an expansive reception desk where 
licenses are sold and all sorts of wildlife and fisheries information is dispensed. 
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brighten shorter end walls , framing the 
main spaces with color. 

The main floor includes a multi-purpose 
room that can accommodate 150 people, 
two other classroom-size meeting spaces, 
small group meeting rooms, and the li
brary. All are equipped with audio-visual 
equipment. Adjacent furniture storage 
and catering spaces support these first 
floor public spaces and allow them to be 
used flexibly for a wide variety of educa
tional and other purposes. Indeed, in the 
short time since the move-in, meeting 
space has been utilized for many con
servation and building-related meetings, 
mini-conferences , and workshops. The 
main floor houses staff from the Infor
mation and Education section and the 
Hunter Education Program. 

Two wet bench field research labora
tories provide well-equipped, open and 
daylit workspaces for Division biologists. 
In each lab, a central lab table allows staff 
to work safely on large animal specimens. 
Desk and counter space on the window 
walls allow staff to take notes , peer into 
microscopes , or write reports . Maple 
veneer cabinetwork at the perimeter 
of each lab provides ventilated storage 
for files, research equipment, and lab 
chemicals. An enclosed fume hood, along 
with under-cabinet linear ventilation at 
sink areas and adjustable snorkel-type 
exhaust ventilators that can be maneu
vered over the lab table protect staff from 
chemical and biological fumes during 
procedures involving fish and animal 
specimens. In the Wildlife Lab, a necropsy 
table with integral water rinse, operat
ing-table-lighting, and epoxy flooring 
allows safe, efficient dissection of wildlife 
specimens. A new "deer track" - a heavy 
duty overhead track that runs from the 
loading dock to the lab table at the center 
of the Wildlife Lab - allows easy trans
portation of large wildlife specimens, 
even moose and bear, from truck bed 
to lab. A walk-in freezer and refrigerator 
for various and sundry specimens, two 
accessible showers, and an elevator are 
the final amenities of note on this floor. 

A trout pool with cascading stream 
adds a wonderful aesthetic touch to 
the main floor and provides staff and 
visitors with natural background noise. 
10 



The Office Floors 
The second floor space is airy, open to 

the atrium, and loft-like. A walkway bridge 
connects work space for the Wildlife, 
Fisheries, and Natural Heritage and En
dangered Species Program section staff. 
This connecting space, a vast improve
ment over staff dispersal on several floors 
and trailers , encourages integration and 
cross-collaboration -- a process that 
began in the temporary West Boylston 
space where all staff office space was on 
one floor. Curving green spindles below 
the handrails mimic grass or cattails 
bending in the wind. Winged light fixtures 
hang from a ceiling that is also punctured 
with several circular sky lights. On this 
floor, mid-height cubicles and manager 
offices fill the space. A light-filled lunch/ 
break room provides spectacular views 
to the north and east of the wildlife man
agement area. Spotting deer, turkeys, 
hawks, herons, and bluebirds has become 

part of the regular routine in this space, 
and a set of binoculars is always at the 
ready. Long time employees speculate 
that the wildlife was there all along, it 
was just that the old building's design 
didn't lend itself to wildlife and outdoor 
views! (This theory is further reinforced 
when people who regularly came to the 
old building have commented that they 
had no idea the view even existed.) The 
Office of Fishing and Boating Access 
staff occupies the far end of this floor. A 
GIS lab and two other mid-size meeting 
rooms complete the second floor plan. 

The third floor offers more traditional 
enclosed office space. It houses the Di
rector's office with a waiting/ reception 
area (featuring more WMA-harvested 
oak flooring), the Deputy Director and 
Commissioner's offices, another mid-size 
meeting space, and work stations for 
the Realty, Finance, and Administrative 
sections and other staff. 

Wildlife and Fisheries labs in the new building provide staff biologists studying 
everything from moose to moths with state-of-the-art research facilities, w.hile a 
walk-in freezer and refrigerator allow for short- or long-term storage of specimens. 
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Multiple classrooms and meeting spaces are equipped with ,,!-odern electronic 
projectors, smart boards, and comfortable, rearrangeable seatmg. 
The Mechanicals - Heating ing in cold weather, and with addi~ion~l 

, heat added , allow the system to mamtam 
Cooling and Power stable target temperatures around 72° in 

Production summer and 68° in winter. The e~ergy 
The "mechanicals" are the necessities 

of any office building habitat. The reliably 
unreliable oil furnace and radiators in the 
old FHQ were mysterious in their own way, 
but venturing into the mechanical systems 
space in the new building seems like a visit 
to a space station. Tubes, pumps, pipes, 
spinning graphite wheels in glass enclo
sures, multitudes of gauges, and other 
highly technical equipment fill one part 
of the basement. Visitors and employees 
overwhelmed by the technology have 
compared it to a nuclear submarine power 
plant, but Doug Burdick, the DCAMM "me
chanicals go-to guy," takes it all in stride 
and notes that the physical footprint of 
the heating and cooling system takes up 
only 25% of the space of a conventional 
heating/cooling system in a similar sized 
standard office building. 

Remember those 20 deep wells sunk 
over 400 feet under the parking lot? 
This is part of the geothermal system, 
an advanced high-performance heat
ing and cooling system that utilizes a 
ground-coupled heat exchanger to take 
advantage of the steady, relatively warm 
55 degree temperature of the earth. Water 
and glycol-filled tubes , some of which 
can be seen in the basement, pump the 
consistent heat of the earth into the build-
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needed to pump the water-glycol mix and 
to add the heat is far less than the energy 
other types of systems (such as oil-fired 
boilers) use to create the same warmth. 

In a reverse of this process, the interior 
of the building is cooled in the summer 
months by transferring that heat into the 
water within the tubes, and then cooling 
that water by running it through the wells 
below the parking areas. This makes for a 
highly-efficient cooling system compared 
to other commonly used systems. Gone 
are the days when a staff member had to 
think about pulling on or pulling off layers 
of clothing when meeting in a different 
part of the building! 

Modern sustainable buildings are tightly 
sealed and tested to ensure that air infil
tration, asource of heat loss, is minimized. 
Still, there is a need for air exchange. To 
provide fresh air when weather precludes 
opening windows, a ducted system brings 
in fresh air from outside. Through the use 
of heat recovery wheels at the point where 
the ducted fresh air enters the building, 
heat from warm indoor air leaving the 
building is transferred to cool incoming 
fresh air (winter mode), or the reverse 
(summer mode) , so that the energy used 
to heat and cool the indoor air is not 
wasted when that air is exhausted from 



Live plants in the atrium add to the outdoor atmosphere of the indoor space. 
the building. One woman who visited the 
new building took immediate note of the 
air quality. When visiting the old FHQ her 
asthma symptoms would flare up, but in 
the new building she didn't experience 
any discomfort and was very impressed. 
Some of the windows are opened and 
closed by computer, sometimes giving an 
office worker a start when a soft whine 
signals window movement. 

A Jewel in the 
MassWildlife Crown 

Centrally located in the state, the new 
Cronin Building is sure to be a public desti
nation offering new spaces for wildlife-and 
conservation-oriented meetings, work
shops, teaching, outreach and educational 
experiences for years to come. Perched 
on the prow of its hilltop site overlooking 
the wildlife management area's woods, 
fields and ponds, with its solar panel 
array shining in the sun, the new Field 
Headquarters offers the sportsmen and 
sportswomen, wildlife conservationists, 
and other citizens of the Commonwealth 
a new locus of educational, sporting, and 
environmental resources. As one of the 
Commonwealth's and the nation's first 

large-scale Zero Net Energy Buildings, 
the new Cronin Building will serve as a 
model for future highly energy efficient 
and environmentally friendly buildings. 
It is a fitting embodiment of the conser
vation goals and stewardship mission of 
the Division of Fisheries and Wildlife and a 
resource for the people of Massachusetts. 
Stop by and visit us and see for yourself! , 
Michael Grant, AlA, NCARD, LEED, is an 
architect with Architerra, Inc. , with exten
sive expertise in educational, residential, 
commercial, and large scale planning 
projects. He holds degrees from Harvard 
Graduate School of Design and the Univ. of 
Virginia School of Architecture. Architerra, 
Inc., is a Boston-based architecture, com
munity design, and development advisory 
firm established in 2004 and dedicated to 
sustainable design and smart growth. 

Marion E. Larson has been Chief of 
MassWildlife's Information and Education 
Section since 2012. Her career with the 
Commonwealth began in 1984 as an Envi
ronmental Police Officer. She transferred 
to Mass Wildlife after six years to follow her 
main interest in environmental education. 
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Mountain Lions 
in Massachusetts 

Distinguishing Fiction from the Facts 
by Tom French 

The fact that individual Mountain Lions have occurred in the state 
from time to time in recent years is supported by tangible evidence, 
including DNA. But despite many reported sightings every year, the 
reports are either not supported by any evidence, or the evidence 
proves the report to be a case of misidentification. The lack of evidence 
conflicts with the widely held public perception that the Bay State 
is home to a resident population of the big cats. So, why do so many 
people believe they have seen a Mountain Lion? 

14 



The Mountain Lion (Puma concolor) 
- also called puma, cougar, catamount, 
panther, painter, and a few other creative 
monikers - once ranged throughout 
most of the North American continent. 
Its range still extends most of the length 
of North and South America, but, with 
the exception of a severely endangered 
and genetically corrupted subspecies in 
Florida (the Florida Panther), this cat is no 
longer believed to exist in viable popula
tions anywhere in the United States east 
of the Mississippi River. Populations in 
many western states are thriving and ex
panding their ranges, however, and some 
individuals are making their way East. 
The best current North American range 
map can be viewed at www.cougarnet. 
org/sites/original/bigpicture.html. 

When the Pilgrims arrived, the Moun
tain Lion was the most wide-ranging 
species of mammal in the western 
hemisphere. It was found from what is 
now Atlantic Canada west to southern 
Alaska, and south to Argentina and Chile. 
It was known by different names in differ
ent regions (particularly among Native 
American tribes, many of whom revered 
it, while others believed that sighting or 
even hearing it was an evil omen) but it 
was all the same animal. In the early days 
of European settlement, any animal that 
competed with the colonists for game, 
damaged crops, or was considered a 
threat to livestock or to the settlers 
themselves, was killed. Several colonial 
states offered bounties for "catamounts" 
in the eighteenth century as a means to 
encourage settlers to do their civic duty, 
and the practice followed settlement as 
it marched across the country. 

The last Massachusetts Mountain 
Lion was killed around 1858. The last 
documented individuals in the entire 
Northeast were killed in New Brunswick, 
Canada, in 1932, and Maine in 1938. 
When the federal Endangered Species 
Act came along, the Eastern Cougar 
(Puma concolor cougar) , the subspecies 
of Mountain Lion that originally occurred 
in the Northeast, was among the first 
animals listed. However, in 2011 , the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
concluded that the Eastern Cougar was 
already extinct even before it had been 
listed as Endangered in 1978, and on June 
17, 2015, a proposed rule to formally delist 

the Eastern Couga r was published in the 
Federal Register. That subspecies of the 
Mountain Lion is clearly gone, and likely 
has been since well before the middle of 
the 20th Century. 

But is there any solid evidence that 
other subspecies of the Mountain Lion 
occur in Massachusetts today? Certainly 
there is some. In 1997, John McCarter, 
a professional tracker and tracking in
structor, was hiking inside the Quabbin 
Reservation in New Salem when he came 
across a mound of dirt he immediately 
recognized as cat sign, presumably the 
work of a local Bobcat. Scat buried in the 
mound was nearly an inch in diameter and 
appeared too large for a Bobcat, however, 
and when he found another mound con
taining scat that was nearly a foot long, he 
started to get excited. Searching the area 
meticulously, he soon found the covered 
remnants (entrails) of a beaver covered 
in a typical "cat cache". The cache was 
nearly 8 feet long (gigantic for a Bobcat 
cache) and was in close proximity to 
the remains of a beaver's jaws. (For a 
detailed account of this discovery see 
The Quest for the Eastern Cougar by 
Robert Tougias, 2011 .) DNA from the scat 
samples confirmed they were produced 
by a Mountain Lion. We do not know 
the origin of the individual that left the 
scat, but given the DNA proof, it seems 
likely that other undetected or poorly 
documented individual Mountain Lions 
have visited our state. 

To date, the only other confirmed 
evidence of a wild Mountain Lion in 
Massachusetts was found on March 4, 
2011 , when Steve Ward, a DCR forester, 
discovered and photographed a track 
trail in the snow crossing a frozen cove 
near the southwestern end of Quabbin 
Reservoir. The tracks were fresh and 
the photos , which were of excellent 
quality, were examined in great detail 
by professional tracking experts from 
Massachusetts, Virginia, Vermont, and 
Wyoming. These experienced trackers 
unanimously confirmed that the tracks 
were made by a Mountain Lion. While 
these confirmed tracks , along with the 
DNA associated with the beaver carcass 
in 1997, validate the fact that individua l 
Mountain Lions have visited our state 
in recent years , the evidence does not 
support the widely held public percep-
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Taken at Buttonwood Park Zoo in New Bedford, this photo captures the powerful 
musculature backing the Mountain Lion 's huge front paws. Those paws are armed 
with long, sharp, retractable claws that are used to grab and hold prey that is 
typically dispatched with a bite to the back of the neck or throat. Note long tail, 
short muzzle, and relatively small size of the head in comparison to the body: all 
characteristics to look for during a sighting. 
16 
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DCR Foresters Steve Ward and Randy Stone (pictured) went to considerable effort 
to photograph and protect a track trail Ward discovered in the snow at Quabbin on 
March 4, 2011. Thanks to the quality of the documentation, tracking experts were 
able to confirm the tracks were made by a Mountain Lion, making this one of only 
two cases where evidence of one of the big cats in the wild in Massachusetts has 
been confirmed. It is very possible that the individual that made these tracks was 
the same one struck and killed by an SUV in Connecticut about three months later. 

tion that there is a resident population asp?Q = 483778) . The DNA profile of this 
of these cats in Massachusetts. animal showed that he had come from a 

The young adult, male Mountain Lion 
struck and killed by a SUV on the Wilbur 
Cross Parkway in Milford, Connecticut, 
early on the morning of June 11, 2012 , 
provided absolutely irrefutable proof 
that a wild Mountain Lion, at least 
occasionally, can make its way to New 
England. With the aid of modern DNA 
analysis technology and the availability 
of a camera in every cell phone, the story 
of this animal has been pieced together in 
a way that would not have been possible 
just a few years ago. Ten days before its 
death, this cat was photographed about 
35 miles away in Greenwich, Connecti
cut. The photo was poor, but DNA from 
a scat sample later confirmed this was 
the same animal killed on the parkway. 
DNA analysis also matched this animal 
with scat, hair, and a blood sample 
from one location in Minnesota, three 
in Wisconsin, and one in Lake George, 
NY (see www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view. 

population in the Black Hills of South Da
kota and dispersed through Minnesota, 
Wisconsin, probably through the Upper 
Peninsula of Michigan to Ontario, and 
back south through New York to Con
necticut; a journey of about 1,800 miles 
that took about one and a half years. 

Over a period of a year and a half, 
this one wild Mountain Lion left DNA 
evidence in at least four states from 
hair and scat, as well as identifiable 
tracks, trail camera photos, photos 
from sightings, and finally, a body. It 
is also very possible he was the one 
that left the tracks at Quabbin three 
months before his demise. If a single 
animal could scatter that much reported, 
verifiable evidence, imagine how much 
would be available for discovery if a 
population actually existed in New 
England! 

Continued, page 20 
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.Mountain lion iJ'acks 

Tracks are among the most common forms of verifiable evidence of Mountain 
Lion sightings, so it helps to have some idea of what to look for. Both the front 
(left) and rear paws of this animal are typically wider than long. Most examples 
are more than 3 inches long and 3 1/ 4 inches wide, and both parameters may 
exceed 4 inches on larger specimens. The arrangement and size of the toe pads 
are quite asymmetrical, particularly on the front feet, and the heel pad, with three 
rear lobes, appears very large in relation to the size of the toe pads. These fea
tures are obvious in the Mountain Lion tracks below, in mud (FL) and sand (CA). 
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Among wildlife species, the tracks of Bobcat and Coyote are the two most commonly 
reported as Mountain Lion. While a Bobcat track displays the same round, clawless, 
felid shape, it will always be smaller than a Mountain Lion track (top left) that 
is typically at least 3 inches wide. Coyote tracks (top right), like those of other 
canids (including domestic dogs), tend to be elliptical in shape, almost always 
display symmetrical toes and claw marks (the felid's claws are normally retracted, 
as shown below), and typically display a pyramid, rather than the curved ridge of 
a felid, between the toes and the heel pad. For a detailed look at Mountain Lion 
track and sign, see the book Tracking and the Art of Seeing by Paul Rezendes. 
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Continued from page 17 

Another young Mountain Lion killed 
in Chicago in 2008 had also come from 
South Dakota, and had dispersed over 
1,000 miles. Typical dispersal distances 
of young males are about 100-300 miles. 
While young Mountain Lions, dispersing 
east from expanding western popula
tions, are being reliably documented in 
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, Missouri, 
Arkansas, and Louisiana, very, very few 
make it as far as New England. 

Misidentification 
The majority of people in Massachu

setts who report having seen a Mountain 
Lion are absolutely certain that they 
have, but in truth, what they saw was 
probably not a Mountain Lion. Since 
nearly everyone who takes the time to 
report a mountain lion sighting is being 
completely honest and is very confident 
that they know what they saw, they are 

generally not happy to have the validity 
of their report questioned by a doubtful 
biologist. Seeing the real thing is always 
possible, but a sighting of a genuine Moun
tain Lion in New England is so rare that 
it is the wildlife equivalent of winning a 
jackpot in the MegaMillions lottery. If the 
observer claims to have seen a Mountain 
Lion more than once, it is nearly certain 
they have not. 

This is why tangible evidence is so 
important. Only with something tangible 
like a photo, a set of tracks , hair, or drop
pings, can biologists make conclusions 
based on the facts available. This is 
why most sightings are dismissed. Since 
nearly everyone now carries a cell phone 
with a camera, and the use of high quality 
trail cameras has skyrocketed, more and 
more reports are being accompanied by 
a photo. Especially over the past two or 
three years there have been increasing 
numbers of photos of Bobcats identified 
as Mountain Lions. In Massachusetts, 

This young adult, male Mountain Lion was struck and killed by a SUV in Milford, 
Connecticut on June 11, 2012. It provided absolutely irrefutable proof that a wild 
Mountain Lion, at least occasionally, can make its way to New England. This one 
cat left DNA and/ or photographic evidence of its presence in at least four states 
during its 1, BOO-mile journey. If Massachusetts was supporting an actual population 
of these predators, evidence of their presence would be readily available. 
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Due to its tawny coloration and the quality of the 
photo, this animal, photographed in a backyard, 
was reported as a plausible Mountain Lion sighting 
in Auburn, MA. However, when the image was 
enlarged, right, the short tail, neck ruff, and other 
body features clearly show it to be a Bobcat. 

Bobcats have been significantly increas
ing in numbers and spreading eastward 
(see Massachusetts Wildlife No. 4, 2014) . 

Twenty years ago, many observers re
ported seeing black panthers, sometimes 
even noting a little white on the animal's 
chest. These sightings coincided with the 
growing abundance and range expansion 
of the Fisher, which is also commonly 
called "fisher cat" or "black cat". Inter
estingly, as Bobcats have become more 
common, the number of Mountain Lion 
reports received by MassWildlife has 
continued to outnumber reports of 
Bobcats. Even though most observers 
are usually adamant that they know the 
difference between a Mountain Lion and 
a Bobcat, the photos they provide prove 
to be photos of bobcats . 

When tangible evidence has been 
available, most often from a photo of the 
animal or its tracks, sightings reported as 
Mountain Lions in Massachusetts have 
actually turned out to be a variety of 
other species , most commonly Bobcat, 
but also domestic cat, Coyote, domestic 
dog, Fisher, and even River Otter. Some of 
the most difficult photos to review have 

been of house cats that were backlit so 
they were just silhouettes with nothing 
in the photo to use as a point of reference 
for size. The observer will sometimes 
insist the animal was a very specific 
weight or size, such as "150 pounds" or 
"larger than a German Shepherd". With
out something in the picture for scale, 
even a 10 pound house cat can look to 
be 100 pounds. The more difficult cases 
are the ones in which a very poor photo 
is submitted. If the observer did not eas
ily recognize the animal they saw, their 
belief is that it must be something rare , 
rather than any of the more common and 
more likely mammals that are found in 
Massachusetts. In reality, the simplest 
and most likely explanation is usually 
the right one. 

The Fallibility of 
Eye-Witness Accounts 

So, how do we so often misinterpret 
what we observe with our own eyes? As 
we all look at the world around us , what 
we see is a collaboration of our eyes send
ing data to our brains, and our brains pro
viding us with an instant interpretation. 
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Unfortunately, the old cliche that "the 
worst witness is an eye witness" is fairly 
accurate. If the information provided by 
our eyes is incomplete, unfamiliar, out 
of context, or lacks a point of reference 
for size or shape, our brains instantly 
fill in the blanks or create a plausible 
interpretation based on our individual 
experiences, expectations, and beliefs. 
This interpretation by our brains is our 
reality. In familiar day-to-day activities, 
this system serves us very well. Unfor
tunately, our brains are easily tricked. 

The creativity of our brains allows us 
to look up at the clouds and envision the 
ever-changing shapes of all manner of 
animals and other familiar objects. This 
actually is an example of how our brains 
can take what we see in the cloud, which 
in detail has absolutely no resemblance 
to an animal, and by ignoring the details, 
smooth out the lines and imagine the 
shape of something familiar. In this case 
we are aware of what our brain is doing, 
and we call it imagination. Sometimes 
looking at a track in the snow is a very 
similar process. We envision the track 
of what we think most likely fits our 
expectations, a Mountain Lion, and see 
if we can make it plaUSibly fit . If so, our 
expectations are fulfilled, even though, 
in reality, the track was made by a dog 
or Coyote. An example of this occurred 
in Winchester two winters ago when 
tracks in snow were misidentified as 
having been made by a Mountain Lion. 
This "discovery" was eagerly accepted by 
the public and media, but got little press 
when it was soon proven false. 

In court, the judicial process depends 
on the honesty of witnesses. It's a crime 
not to be honest when providing sworn 
testimony. However, psychologists have 
long known that the observations and 
memory of witnesses are often unreli
able. Memory is subject to distortion 
and contamination from the very be
ginning by an unconscious process of 
gap-filling, editing as the story is told, 
and influences of suggestion, and it gen
erally deteriorates over time. When we 
recount a story about anything, no one 
really wants to hear absolutely every
thing that was observed, so we recount 
a narrative that hits the high spots that 
we feel are relevant. Investigators query 
the witness for more information in the 
22 

hopes of learning about some detail that 
the witness did not think was important, 
so was left out of the original story. 

The very act of questioning can change 
the story. In one experiment, research 
subjects were asked about a car accident 
that took place in a video they had just 
seen. When the cars were said to have 
"smashed" into each other and the sub
jects were questioned, they reported with 
certainty that they had seen broken glass 
at the scene, when no glass had actually 
been present. Stories are generally told 
for a purpose, and we tailor the story 
somewhat for different listeners. If the 
story is about a fish we were proud to 
catch and the point of the story is that 
the fish was fairly big, we err by reporting 
the upper limit of our own estimate, and 
as we continue to emphasize this same 
point, the size of the fish increases with 
the telling until it is significantly exag
gerated; thus the cliche of a "fish story". 

All of these editorial changes become 
part of our memory of the events, which 
is our reality. People will defend the ac
curacy of their memories, and their hon
esty, vigorously, but studies in criminal 
science have shown that the accuracy of 
a person's memory is not correlated to 
a witnesses' confidence in its accuracy. 
Witnesses may hold to a false memory 
as strongly as they would to a true one. 
They are not being dishonest, because 
the edited memory has become their 
honest recollection of the events. This 
phenomenon holds true for our memory 
of the details of an event we witnessed 
under good conditions, as well as events 
in which our brains have incorrectly 
interpreted a momentary observation. 

Blame the Skeptics 
State fish and wildlife agency biologists 

are often accused of being completely 
closed-minded about reports of Moun
tain Lions, automatically rejecting all 
such reports as impossible. In support of 
this belief, it is said that so many people 
could not be wrong about just this one 
species. There is no other animal in the 
Northeast for which there are so many 
eye-witness reports , and for which almost 
none are confirmed. The assumption is 
that Mountain Lion reports are singled 
out for rejection, and that reports of other 



species are usually accepted by biologists 
as accurate. People are always hopeful 
that what they have seen is something 
unusual , rather than just common and 
mundane. Their identifications are also 
influenced by the names of species that 
are given attention in the press and on 
nature programs. 

As a result of this phenomenon, most 
dead hawks, but especially Cooper's 
Hawks, reported to MassWildlife are 
reported as Peregrine Falcons. The vast 
majority of dead Bald Eagles reported 
from highways are actually Canada 
Geese. Many harmless milksnakes are 
reported as rattlesnakes, and when 
asked if a rattle was seen, many callers 
emphatically say "yes". When questioned 
more carefully, the person will sometimes 
insist that they not only saw the snake 
vibrating its tail (which milk snakes do) 
but that they saw the actual structure of 
a rattle at the end of the tail. 

People who report unusual sightings 
to MassWildlife almost always provide 
the report along with a confident iden
tification of the species they saw. If the 
bird is picked up injured or dead, or was 
photographed, we find that the caller was 
sometimes right, so we take all such calls 
seriously. But often the reported identifi
cation is a mistake. Some of the mistaken 

identifications are quite understandable. 
A Peregrine Falcon and a Cooper's Hawk 
are very similar in many ways to all but 
the experienced bird watcher. 

The evidence suggests that people who 
report having seen a Mountain Lion are 
even more adamant that they know what 
they saw. Reports of Mountain Lion sight
ings, even by people considered reliable 
observers, can only be considered leads 
unless they are accompanied by some 
form of tangible evidence. Observers 
range from average citizens with little 
knowledge of nature, to sportsmen with a 
lifelong history of tromping around in the 
woods, to "credible observers," including 
law enforcement officers, naturalists, 
and even professional field biologists. 
Everyone, despite their knowledge and 
background, can mistake what they saw. 

One of MassWildlife's experienced bi
ologists, Bill Davis, had a quick view of 
an animal that crossed some distance 
in front of his vehicle on a dirt road on 
the Prescott Peninsula at Quabbin. This 
11,000 acre peninsula is off limits to the 
public and is arguably the largest, albeit 
artificial, wilderness in Massachusetts. It 
has been the site of numerous reports of 
Mountain Lion sightings. Bill had gotten 
a short, but not entirely fleeting, view 
of the animal in broad daylight, and his 
mind had "registered a short muzzle, light 
brown coat, and rope-like tail." Was it a 
Mountain Lion? 

Stunned and puzzled by what he had 
just witnessed, he sped up to try to get 
a second look at the creature. He had 
patiently and skeptically listened to many 
similar sighting accounts himself during 
the course of his career. When he got to 
the spot where the animal had crossed, 
he stopped the truck, grabbed his bin
oculars, and hopped up on a stone wall 
to glass the very open forest. He saw a 

Bill Davis, one of Mass Wildlife's veteran 
field biologists (shown here with a 
chemically immobiliz ed cow moose), 
had a brief sighting of an animal on 
the Prescott Peninsula at Quabbin that 
would still puzzle him today had he not 
been able to follow up the sighting with 
a better view of the animal through 
binoculars. 
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Coyote looking back at him; a Coyote with 
a case of mange that had left the animal 
with an abnormally short-furred coat and 
tail that made the tail appear completely 
out of character for the species. 

When the animal ran off, Bill went 
back to examine the area where it had 
crossed the road and found its tracks. 
It had crossed at an angle away from 
him; hence he hadn't seen the entire 
extended muzzle, but only a portion of 
it , so it had appeared shorter and round
ed . "My mind had made the assumption 
that the animal crossed perpendicular 
to the road ," he said. "Now that I had 
firsthand experience, I understood how 
easily circumstances could lead to the 
misidentification of a common animal. 
The tail was the most obvious field mark 
that registered, and it was totally out of 
context with anything I was familiar with." 

Bill had seen many Coyotes before, 
but as is true for everyone, his brain 
had done its job of instantly analyzing 
and identifying what his eyes had briefly 
seen. Since what they had observed did 
not add up to what his experienced brain 
believed a Coyote should look like, it had 
simply filled in the blanks to fit another 
perceived alternative. 

Vetting the Evidence 
Media outlets, in an effort to attract 

public attention, routinely print mislead
ing and exaggerated reports of wildlife, 
which, if taken as truth, would lead almost 
any reader to believe that Mountain Lions 
are common all across New England, 
including in Massachusetts. Simple 
hearsay reports of sightings from the 
public, including misidentified photos, 
are reported as fact , sometimes with 
claims that they have been "confirmed". 
I don't remember a single case in which 
any media outlet has ever published 
a correction to an article reporting a 
Mountain Lion sighting when they were 
later informed that the purported animal 
in the photo was actually a Bobcat. Many 
of the "eastern cougar" groups, much like 
the Sasquatch and UFO organizations, are 
not much more rigorous in their vetting of 
sighting reports, yet give the appearance 
of being scientific. Many Mountain Lion 
reports have been "confirmed" by some 
of these groups without meeting any 
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scientific standard. A few groups, like 
The Cougar Network (www.cougarnet. 
org/}, do have good standards of rigor 
and are reliable sources of information. 
Actual peer-reviewed scientific journals 
would welcome articles on the subject 
that are truly science-based, but there 
is not yet much science to report on 
Mountain Lions in the East. 

One study, however, has yielded data 
from eastern Canada. An article pub
lished in the Northeast Naturalist in 2013 
reported 22 confirmed DNA records 
of Mountain Lions in Quebec and New 
Brunswick, Canada, from 1992 through 
2009. Three of these samples were ob
tained from killed specimens and 19 were 
acquired from hair collected from a series 
of baited scratching posts (some of these 
are thought to be duplicate samples from 
the same individuals). One big surprise 
was that of the 16 samples in which the 
mitochondrial DNA could be assessed to 
determine the animal's geographic origin, 
six (37.5%) had DNA profiles from South 
and Central America. That is clear evi
dence that those animals were of captive 
origin, or the offspring of formerly captive 
animals. Of the remaining 10 samples, the 
authors concluded that they could not 
determine if the animals were of North 
American origin, came from captivity, 
dispersed from western populations, 
or represented local individuals that 
were members of an original, remnant 
population. 

Regardless of their origins, if these 
animals reproduce in the wild they could 
become another source of dispersing 
juveniles. To date, the evidence supports 
the rare occurrence of a few escaped or 
released captive Mountain Lions, and a 
very few legitimate, wild-born individuals 
that at this time probably all represent 
long-distance dispersing animals ; most , 
if not all , being males that began their 
wanderings as juveniles. 

Trying to determine the validity of 
Mountain Lion reports is further com
plicated by fairly frequent, deliberate 
hoaxes. These hoaxes are most often 
photos of real Mountain Lions , but they 
were taken somewhere in the core of 
Mountain Lion habitat in the West, and 
were posted on the internet. These hoax
es can be particularly convincing when 
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the person calling MassWildlife is also a 
victim of the hoax. The typical scenario is 
someone whose relative or friend shares a 
photo of a Mountain Lion that they claim 
to have seen in Massachusetts. The caller 
realizes how important this documented 
record would be and feels a responsibility 
to report it. So, the caller is completely 
honest and sincere, and also a victim. 
Sometimes when the caller is shown the 
same photo in its original use, they are 
very embarrassed and angry with the 
person who drew them into the story. 

Some examples of photos used in hoax
es of Massachusetts Mountain Lions can 
be seen in their original context at the 
MassWildlife website Mass.govjDFWj 
Mt-Lions-hoax.ln one example of a fairly 
sophisticated hoax, the genuine skull 
of what appears to have been a captive 

Photo hoaxes are fairly 
common and the people 
who submit them are 
often victims of the hoax 
themselves. The photo at 
left was sent to Mass Wildlife 
and was purportedly taken 
in Colrain, MA. It is actually 
a poorly doctored copy 
of a genuine (and much 
publicized) trailcam photo 
(below) taken in Michigan. 

Mountain Lion was used 
as evidence to support an 
elaborate story of a carcass 
found in the Quabbin Reser
vation. As the story went , 
only the skull was collected 
when the carcass was found , 
but the following year a 
careful search of the area 
by another person yielded 
two additional bones from 
the supposed scattered 
carcass. These were an ulna 
and a foot bone. 

However, the ulna is clear
ly from a different and larger 
individual than the one 
the skull belonged to, and 
after supposedly being in 
the woods for a year and 
scattered by scavengers, the 
bone was perfect, without a 

single scratch. It has the distinct yellow
ing of an old antique and the smooth, 
shiny surface so typical of a bone from a 
university classroom, polished by years 
of handling by thousands of student 
fingers. Anyone who has found the shed 
antlers of deer knows just how quickly 
mice, squirrels, and porcupines gnaw 
on the surface of any bone or antler left 
in the woods. Fortunately, these bones 
were given to the Museum of Comparative 
Zoology at Harvard University and could 
be closely examined. 

Conspiracy Theories 
While hoaxes present us with chal

lenges, the conspiracy theories we hear 
regarding Mountain Lions would be 
downright humorous if some people 
didn't actually believe them. Like many 
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The female Mountain Lion at Buttonwood Park Zoo exhibits the rear leg muscles 
that allow this cat to make leaps up to 40 feet in length and 15 feet in height, a 
crucial ability for a predator that feeds primarily on deer. Females are commonly 
around 100 pounds; males may reach 150 pounds or more. Always keep in mind 
that these cats are BIG: Body length is typically 5-6 feet, not including the long tail. 
conspiracy theories or urban legends, 
most of them rely on the same basic 
scripts and have been attributed to a 
wide range of state and federal wildlife 
agencies in many states across the East. 

The most common ones claim that the 
agencies have long been aware that there 
is a well established, breeding population 
of Mountain Lions distributed throughout 
New England, but if the agencies admitted 
the cats were here, it would destroy the 
existing deer management programs and 
current forestry practices, and/or the 
agency would immediately be forced to 
list the Mountain Lion as endangered, 
which would require recovery programs 
that the agency could not afford, and/or 
the agency would be pressured by the 
public to eliminate these large cats as 
quickly as possible. 

The truth is that even if there was a 
Mountain Lion population in New En
gland, none of these assumptions would 
be true. There is plenty of prey available 
for Mountain Lions, including deer, and 
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most of our publicly-owned forests are 
healthy the way they are already being 
managed. Unless a species is listed 
federally as endangered or threatened 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(which Mountain Lions dispersing from 
western populations are not) our listing 
guidelines developed for the Massachu
setts Endangered Species Act (MESA) 
recommend against listing species that 
are expanding their ranges into the state. 
That is why Moose and other species that 
have recently returned to Massachusetts 
on their own were never listed. 

However, even without being listed, 
killing or harming any Mountain Lion 

For information on how to report a 
Mountain Lion sighting or evidence, 
as well as more information on the 
species, please go to the MassWild
life Mountain Lion web page at Mass. 
govjDFWjMt-Lions. 



that does show up in the state is already 
unlawful. In Massachusetts , all species 
of wildlife are legally protected unless a 
statute or regulation says otherwise. So, 
if someone shoots a Pine Marten, Badger, 
Nutria, kangaroo, or anything else that 
our state laws did not contemplate and 
don't specifically allow to be killed, that 
person has broken the law. 

Another conspiracy theory even goes 
so far as to claim that the state secretly 
released Mountain Lions at Quabbin to 
control deer before hunting was allowed 
there. Whenever I hear this claim (and 
fortunately it is rare) it is hard not to laugh 
out loud. Does anyone really believe that 
the staffs of multiple state agencies could 
actually keep a secret like this? We aren't 
CIA operatives. We are wildlife scientists, 
and as such, we have learned enough 
about predator/prey relationships to 
know that Mountain Lions would not prey 
on enough deer to accomplish the deer 
population reduction that was needed 
at Quabbin. 

Get the Evidence 
Long ago, the birding community real

ized that not all reports of bird sightings 
are reliable. Among birders, there is a 
wide range of experience from the casual 
"feeder watcher" to the obsessed "lister", 
and the same set of complexities of skill 
level, fleetness of the view, mental gap 
filling, and the desire to see the unusual 
and unexpected are all in play. In Mas
sachusetts, the MARC (Massachusetts 
Avian Records Committee) was estab-

lished to create reporting standards and 
then to review reports of rare birds and 
birds seen at unusual locations or times. 
These reports include a written account 
and, more and more often, photos. 

The MARC brings credibility to state 
bird records, and has been responsi
ble for protecting the integrity of our 
bird literature from contamination by 
the many incorrect identifications that 
would otherwise confuse the record. 
The Committee also reviews old records 
to purge misleading data, to the extent 
pOSSible, from the literature. The Cougar 
Network, a nonprofit research organiza
tion dedicated to studying cougar-habitat 
relationships and the role of cougars in 
ecosystems (www.cougarnet.orgl), has 
set similar reporting standards for Moun
tain Lions, and for the same purpose - to 
ensure that only confirmed reports that 
hold up to scientific authentication go 
into the official record. MassWildlife has 
adapted The Cougar Network's standards 
to evaluate any reports we receive. 

Mountain Lions really are expanding 
east, and in time they may once again 
be as common as the public is being led 
to believe they already are. However, 
for now, real Mountain Lions in Massa
chusetts are very rare, so we are very 
interested in examining any evidence of 
their presence that becomes available, as 
well as learning of any sightings without 
evidence that can be investigated and 
perhaps validated. Fortunately, when 
Mountain Lions are present, they are not 
bashful about using well worn game trails, 
so keep monitoring your trail cameras 
and help us watch for the next big cat 
moving through. '" 

Dr. Tom French has served as Mass Wild
life's Assistant Director responsible for the 
Natural Heritage and Endangered Species 
Program for the past 31 years. He has a 
broad interest in natural history, having 
authored articles on a wide range of top
ics, including raptors, ravens, sea birds, 
turtles, snakes, shrews, whales, beetles, 
slugs, and the conservation of rare species 
and their habitats. This article grew out of 
three decades of fielding wildlife calls from 
the public and trying to interpret what the 
caller had seen. 
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by Peter G. Mirick 

Commonwealth anglers now have a new trophy category 
to pursue, a Jurassic gamefish with lots of teeth and the 
muscle, size, and aggressiveness to give even a bass or 

pike fanatic pause for thought. 

It isn't all that often that a new species 
is added to the list of fishes eligible for 
awards under the Massachusetts Fresh
wate r Sportfishing Awards Program 
(MFSAP). The last naturally occurring 
(although non-native) species added to 
the list was the Common Carp. It went on 
in 1979 after decades of being considered 
a so-called "trash" fish that was almost 
universally loathed , and, when caught, 
likely to be cast up on the shore and left to 
rot. (Even today it remains one of just two 
fish species that can legally be taken in 
Massachusetts with archery equipment, 
a subject of some contention we will leave 
for another day.) But times were changing, 
a growing number of anglers had come to 
respect and admire the carp's sporting 
qualities , and they requested recognition 
for the very largest freshwater fish that 
could be caught from our waters. 
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While anti-carp prejudice can still be 
found lingering among a small minority 
of the Commonwealth's anglers , now 
there are literally dozens of organiza
tions promoting carp and carp fishing 
worldwide. Carp are easily the number 
one species entered in the MFSAP's new 
Catch & Release category, and always 
rank high in the Catch & Keep category. 
There are professional carp tourna
ments with top purses that rival those 
of the professional bass circuit. And, 
of course, there is now a multi-million 
dollar industry that revolves around 
designing and providing carp fishing 
equipment and baits. Unless you were 
fishing back then, today it's hard to con
ceive that if you'd asked most Bay State 
anglers 50 years ago if the carp was a 
gamefish, they would have laughed out 
loud at the very idea! 
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Given the angling history of carp in the 
last half century, it is easy to imagine that 
the newest addition to the list of eligible 
species recognized by the MFSAP - the 
Bowfin (Amia calva) - will be enjoying 
similar popularity and fame in just an
other decade or two; maybe in even less 
time thanks to the advent of social media. 
While most Massachusetts anglers have 
never caught one of these prehistoric 
battlers - and in fact many anglers have 
never even heard of this fish and wouldn't 
know one if they caught one - the Bowfin 
is gathering an ever-increasing number of 
fans who admire its outstanding fighting 
qualities , exotic appearance, large poten
tial size, interesting life history, and its 
propensity to strike baits and lures. To 
those already hooked on Bowfin, adding 
it to the list of eligible species validates 
that it is finally getting the respect it has 
always deserved. 

Since the carp was added to the list of 
fishes eligible for awards, three additional 
species, all of which are strictly hatch
ery-produced resources that depend on 
stocking for maintenance, have also been 
added: Tiger Muskie in 1984, Broodstock 

Salmon in 1993, and Tiger Trout in 1999. 
Since Broodstock Salmon was recently 
removed from the list because the fed
eral hatchery/stocking program that 
provided these surplus behemoths is no 
longer in operation, it was an opportune 
time to add a new species to the list . Rich 
Hartley, who heads up the MFSAP, had 
been hearing requests from a few anglers 
to add the Bowfin, but he had also heard 
some concerns. Chief among them was 
the apprehension that by promoting this 
non-native species - currently restricted 
to the Taunton and Connecticut rivers, 
some of their tributaries, and a handful 
of lakes and ponds where it was clearly 
introduced without legal authorization 
- he would be encouraging anglers to 
illegally stock and establish it in other 
locations and river systems. 

So let's make this clear right up front: 
It is absolutely illegal to transport and 
release ANY live fish (other than the 
specifically designated baitfish species) 
anywhere but in the water from which 
they were originally taken. Penalties for 
ignoring this regulation are significant. 
We can't do much more than that to dis-

~ --~------------------~-
Like the Bowfin, the Common Carp was once considered a trash fish, but today it 
is revered by many anglers as an important and desirable gamefish. 
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courage the introduction and spread of 
n~)O-native species with the potential to 
dIsrupt and/or spread disease into our 
established freshwater fisheries and 
while l1!0st of those fisheries are popu
lated WIth non-native species (including 
Largemouth Bass , Smallmouth Bass 
Bluegill, Black Crappie, Channel Catfish' 
White Catfish, Brown Trout, Rainbo~ 
Trout, Lake Trout, Northern Pike, Walleye, 
etc.) that does not mean that introducing 
a new species will have no impact on 
them. So even if you discover that you love 
Bowfin, don't make the mistake of trying 
to tr~nsfer a few into your local fishing 
hole 10 hopes of establishing them there. 
Enjoy them where they are. The fact that 
they are geographically limited to just a 
couple of large river systems makes them 
that much more desirable as trophies to 
add to your fishing experiences. 

Living Fossils 
The Bowfin is the last of a great and di

verse fish lineage that ranged worldwide 
in both fresh and saltwater systems a 
~~uple hundred l1!il.lion years ago. Today 
It IS the last SurVIVlOg representative of 
its family, found naturally only in the 
freshwaters of central and eastern North 
America from Canada to the Gulf of Mexi
co, and including the Mississippi drainage 
~nd the Great Lakes. It occurs naturally 
~n .New ~ngland only in Vermont, where 
It IOhablts Lake Champlain and its trib
utaries. While it retains some relatively 
primitive features , the broad range and 
abundance of the Bowfin indicates it has 
e~olved to compete quite successfully 
WIth ~ore modern contenders, particu
larly 10 warm, muddy, shallow habitats. 
One of its old but valuable features is a 



valved opening from its throat to its air 
bladder, a characteristic most modern 
fish lack. The Bowfin has perfectly fine 
gills that it uses for respiration most 
of the time, but if high temperatures 
and stagnant conditions lower oxygen 
levels in the water to the point where 
conventional gill breathers must either 
leave or die, the Bowfin simply rises to 
the surface and gulps in air to meet its 
oxygen needs. 

of the back. The tail , or caudal fin, is very 
rounded in silhouette, and while many 
authorities assert the Bowfin was named 
for its dorsal fin 's resemblance to a bow, 
it seems just as likely that it was the 
curved sweep of the tail that reminded 
someone of a drawn bow. The head is 
bullet-shaped - somewhat reminiscent 
of a salamander's in fact - with a row of 
sharp, pegged teeth running the length 
of the upper and lower jaws. The skull 
is solidly built, an internal helmet that 

The Bowfin's body is tubular in shape is heavier than that of most fish , and 
with a long, spineless dorsal fin that un- includes a primitive gular plate (again 
dulates along more than half the length lacking in most modern fish) that spans 

Bowfin aren 't always easy to find: A day on the Connecticut River Oxbow in June 
with two anglers fishing live bait and a large assortment of recommended lures 
resulted in only this single fish, a nice 26-inch female that took a live, medium shiner 
fished about 3 feet under a bobber. Note long dorsal fin, rounded tail, cylindrical 
body and salamander-like head. Great fighter, but unfortunately, not good eating. 



A male Bowfin caught in the Nemasket River in late spri,!g exhibits the a./m?st 
fluorescent green fins that males acquire during the spawnmg season. The mSidf! 
of the mouth often turns the same shade as the fins , and the eye-spot near the tQlI 
also becomes more prominent in color. Males guard their nests and fry aggrf!ss{vely, 
and, like bass, will attack almost any lure or bait tossed near them at thiS time. 
and reinforces the two sides of the lower limitless , and while its relatively large 
jaw. There are two nostrils on the front geographic range accounts for some of 
of the head that sport peculiar, tube-like this diversity, surely there are other fac-
extensions and presumably increase the tors in play. Common monikers include 
owner's perception of various scents. mudfish, grindle , cottonfish , cypress 

trout, dogfish, and, down in the bayou 
Most specimens are olive to brownish country of Louisiana, chou pique, but 

gray, often with mottling, and males and there are literally dozens of others. It is 
sub-adult females typically sport a black not considered good eating in most of its 
spot near the upper base of the tail. This range, which helps explain why it was 
"eyes pot" is thought to be a distracter of considered a trash fish until the advent 
sorts that fools potential predators into of modern sport fishing (where the fight 
attacking the tail instead of the head, is of far more consequence than table 
presumably giving the owner a better quality). My fishing buddy Mark Cerul-
chance of escape. During the spawning Ii of Mashpee, who has tried Bowfin, 
period , it is surrounded by a yellow- reports that it "tastes OK, but has an 
ish-to-orange halo as pretty as that on odd, mealy kind of texture," and at least 
any butterfly. Interestingly, the tail spot one source reports that the "cotton fish" 
is typically absent or very faint on adult name does not refer to the fact that the 
females , implying it is not there solely for species is common in cotton country, 
survival advantage, but also functions in but rather that chewing the meat results 
sex recognition, perhaps to help prevent in the sensation of having a mouthful of 
the pugnacious males from mistakenly at- cotton! If the Bowfin itself is somewhat 
tacking females . The fins , interior mouth unpalatable, however, it is redeemed by 
parts , and sometimes even the entire the quality of its dark brown or black 
bellies of males in full spawning mode roe. The Bowfin's eggs are commercially 
take on garish, almost fluorescent , lime harvested in some southern states and 
green hues ; just another factor that adds the resulting product competes quite 
to the panache of this species. successfully with traditional caviar on 

The numbers of colloquial names 
applied to the Bowfin seem almost 
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the international market for gourmet 
commodities. 
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Bowfins spawn in the spring in much the 
same manner as bass and sunfish. When 
water temperatures reach the upper 50s, 
lower 60s , males acquire their extraor
dinary spawning colors and begin to 
construct nests in shallow water, clearing 
an area 1.5-3 feet across. Nests are often 
congregated in specific areas, often built 
under logs, stumps, or other cover, and 
are usually in well vegetated zones. Males 
guard their nests , and females visit the 
nests , usually at night , to spawn. 

The externally fertilized eggs are sticky 
and adhere to the bottom of the nest. 
Spawning can be hard on the females, 
who may deposit more than 50,000 eggs 
in a season even though most nests con
tain only 2-5 thousand eggs. Obviously 
females tend to spawn in more than one 
nest, and most nests contain the eggs 
of more than one female. Like female 
sharks during mating, female Bowfin 
often sustain bites from their aggressive 
mates. Still, their contribution is over 
once the eggs are deposited. Not so for 
the males, who must guard the eggs 
for 8-10 days until they hatch, and will 
then guard the resulting fry for several 
additional weeks. 

Upon hatching, the helpless fry utilize 
an adhesive organ on their heads that 
allows them to hold their positions on veg
etation and other structure in and around 
the nest until they develop mobility in 
7 to 9 days. At that point they resemble 
little black tadpoles. They school up and 
begin to wander around in shallow water, 
feeding for the first time in their lives. The 
male remains with this black cloud of fry, 
keeping it together and guarding it from 
potential predators. These male guards 
can be fearless and very pugnacious , and 
have been known to bite even wading 
swimmers and fishermen perceived to 
threaten their young. fishermen take 
advantage of their guarding instincts 
(just as they do with bass and other 
sunfish) and often deliberately target 
fish guarding their nests or schools of 
fry. A cast to such a fish, regardless of 
the lure or bait, is almost guaranteed to 
result in a strike. 

Limited studies indicate that Bowfin 
populations have poor recruitment in 
most years, though the factors respon
sible remain unknown. The data indicate 
that once in a decade or so, conditions 
are apparently ideal and recruitment is 

~ ________ -3~ ______________________________ ~~~_ 

Shallow, mud-bottomed, slow-moving or still water offers the best habitat for Bowfin. 
When such waters become too anoxic to support most fish, the Bowfin simply 
switches from gill-breathing to air-breathing, a very useful survival mechanism. 
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excellent, producing a large year class 
that ensures the population will remain 
viable. Whether or not our local Bowfin 
populations fluctuate this drastically is 
not yet known, and since their introduc
tion was obviously quite recent, they are 
still in the colonization stage and unlikely 
to exhibit the same dynamics as well 
established populations. 

Bowfins grow rapidly and at a length 
of around 4 inches switch from their 
"baby" diet of mostly insects and tiny 
crustaceans to fish . They reach sexual 
maturity in 2-3 years and may live for 
10-12 years in the wild. Females tend to 
grow a little larger than males and, at least 
in southern regions, can attain weights 
in excess of 20 pounds and lengths over 
40 inches . In our more northern, colder 
waters, a 10 pounder pushing 3 feet in 
length would beaspectaculartrophy, but 
a fish well in to the teens is not beyond 
the realm of possibility. Most adults in 
our area appear to be in the 16-28 inch 
range with average weights of 2-5 pounds. 
Anglers who manage to land one weighing 
6 pounds or more (4 pounds for the youth 
category) or with a length of 26 inches or 
more are now eligible for Massachusetts 
Sportfishing Awards. 

Fishing for Bowfin 
We don't have a lot of experience fish

ing for Bowfin in Massachusetts. The 
first documented specimen from our 
state was taken from Lake Onota in 1974. 
We don't know its origin, but since the 
Northern Pike population in that body 
of water was purportedly introduced 
from Lake Champlain, it is plausible the 
Bowfin came from the same source. The 
species began turning up in quantity in 
the Connecticut River and elsewhere in 
the 1980s, however, and we speculate 
that these fish were more likely aquari
um releases or possibly liberated from 
commercial markets offering live fish for 
food. Short of conducting DNA analyses 
on these fish, we may never know where 
they originated. 

A specimen was recorded from the 
lower Merrimack River in the 1980s, but 
the species apparently failed to thrive 
there, at least in the section of the river 
within our borders. The first Bowfins 
we are aware of in the Taunton River 
system showed up in OW. Field Park in 
Brockton in 1996, and in a short period 
of time they also began appearing in the 
Taunton River and at least three of its trib-

The author finesses a crankbait along a stretch of the Connecticut ~iver Oxbow, 
a prime fishing location for Bowfin. When male Bou:fin a~e defen~mg nests an~ 
young in the spring, they will readily strike crankbatts, sp.mnerbatts, and plastlc 
worms, as well as the more traditional live and chunk batts that work all year. 
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utaries : the Nemasket, Three Mile, and 
Mill rivers. If you want to catch a Bowfin 
in Massachusetts, the Taunton and Con
necticut basins are the places to go, and 
based on very limited fishing reports , 
the Taunton system, and particularly the 
lower Nemasket, may provide a bit more 
ideal habitat and a slightly higher chance 
of success. The Oxbow in Northampton, 
attached to the Connecticut, is probably 
the best bet in that region and the only 
place where Bowfin are commonly taken 
through the ice in Massachusetts. 

After interviewing several anglers who 
have taken Bowfin in the Commonwealth, 
plus reviewing much of the fishing lit
erature available on this species, it is 
possible to offer a few tips on how to 
target these powerful, predatory fish. 
First off, their diet consists primarily of 
fish , crayfish, insects, and frogs. Observ
ers report they are ambush predators 
that sight, then stalk, their prey. They 
use their long, undulating dorsal fin for 
propulsion when approaching potential 
meals, allowing them to close the dis
tance almost imperceptibly, with minimal 
movement, until they get within striking 
distance, whereupon they attack with 
great speed and ferocity. This is likely 
how they approach a live shiner under 
a bobber, the only technique that has 
worked for me so far. This does not mean 
they won't strike a lure going past them, 

however, just as a pickerel or bass will 
do. Bay State anglers have taken them on 
all manner of artificial lures , with the top 
choices being crankbaits, spinnerbaits , 
and plastic worms. What I am unsure of 
is whether or not artificials are all that 
effective other than during the breeding 
season when males guarding nests and 
young are compelled to attack. 

The fact that Bowfin are demersal or 
"bottom-loving" fish , like most of our 
catfish, suggests that the best habitat 
to scout for them is shallow, sluggish, 
mud-bottomed water with plenty of 
weed beds. On rivers , this means coves , 
oxbows, and similar backwaters. Dave 
Souza, patriarch of a fishing family that 
has produced a two-time MFSAP Master 
Angler (Jake Souza) , told me his crew 
began catching Bowfin by accident while 
targeting catfish on the Taunton River on 
summer evenings. They have had the best 
luck using chunk bait: 1-I .S-inch squares 
of pumpkinseed sunfish or shiners fished 
on the bottom. He reports that maintain
ing a tight line is crucial, as Bowfin have 
tough mouths and can be more tentative 
feeders than most people would expect. 
His crew misses the fish on about 30% 
of "takes" despite their proven angling 
skills. 

Dave reports he gets the best Bowfin 
action - at least in his area, using chunk 
bait - from August through September, 
fishing in the evenings from roughly 6:00 
to 9 :30 PM. His chunking success appears 
to validate a much-repeated observation 
that Bowfin usually spend their days 
loafing in cooler, deeper water, then head 
into the shallows to hunt for food in the 
evening. Most authorities classify them 
as crepuscular in their habits (meaning 
they are active in the hours around dawn 
and dusk) while others classify them as 
nocturnal. Personally, I look at the size 
of their eyes in relation to the size of the 
small eyes on a truly nocturnal species 
- the Brown Bullhead for example - and 
I think crepuscular is probably the most 
accurate label. But like bass , which also 
move into the shallows to feed with the 

An added bonus to fishing for Bowfin 
is the possibility of hooking other 
trophies. Our fishing buddy, Todd 
Matera, hooked two northern pike on 
our Bowfin expedition in June. 
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coming of evening, Bowfin can be caught 
at any time of the day or night. 

Recommended equipment is pretty 
much what you would expect to use 
when pursuing fish that can reach over 
10 pounds in size. Spinning, spin-casting, 
or bait-casting gear used for bass fishing 
is fine for throwing lures , but if you are 
going to use live or chunk bait, go with a 
longer-than-usual rod of 7- 9 feet to help 
maneuver fish out of weeds , particularly 
if you are fishing from shore instead of 
a boat. Line should be 8-12 pound test 
to handle both the fish and the masses 
of weeds that often pile on with them 
during battles. Using a leader is a personal 
choice, but keeping the Bowfin's nasty 
array of teeth in mind, some anglers use a 
6-18 inch strip of fine wire or braided line 
between a terminal swivel and the hook. 
Most anglers who pursue Bowfin with 
lures don't bother with a leader, betting 
the body of the lure will end up mostly 
outside the Bowfin's mouth and leave 
the line beyond the reach of those teeth. 

Be prepared for a tough battle: Bowfin 
have very supple bodies that allow them 
to turn on a dime ; they are known for 
sudden, powerful surges ; and they are 
apt to get a second wind just when you 
think they have given up, exhausted, and 
are nearing the boat or shore. A net or 
Boga Grip is highly recommended; you 
certainly don't want to try "lipping" a fish 
equipped with the Bowfin's dentition! To 
extract hooks , needle nose pliers, fishing 
pliers, or a large pair of hemostats are 
recommended for the same reason. 

With little Massachusetts Bowfin fishing 
experience to draw on, here's my sum
mary of advice: Fish shallow, generally in 
less than 8 feet of water and preferably 
in less than 4 feet of water, with mud 
bottoms and scattered weeds. Peaksport 
will be found in the late spring and early 
summer, during the spawning season, 
by fishing actively with live bait fish or 
artificials. These will draw strikes, day 
or night , from highly aggressive, colorful 
males guarding nests and young. Expect 
average sizes to fall in the 2-4 pound 
range, as most fish will be males which 
are smaller on average than females , 
but it is certainly possible to catch a big 
female at this time. 
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If you really want to target a trophy 
Bowfin, one that will get you over that 
magic goal of 6 pounds , your best odds 
are likely to be when waters reach peak 
summer temperatures in August and 
September. The big females have fully 
recovered from spawning stress by this 
time and are feeding heavily to put on 
weight for egg production. Fish for them 
late in the day and into darkness with live 
baitfish or chunk bait (Golden Shiner, 
Pumpkinseed , Fallfish, Yellow Perch) , 
much as you would fish for bullheads, 
White Cats, or Channel Cats. 

Don't be afraid to experiment. We look 
forward to seeing what our anglers come 
up with for techniques , times, baits, and 
equipment to catch this new, ancient 
gamefish, and have faith that there will 
be some surprises . So get right out there: 
After all, the very first Massachusetts 
Bowfin that qualifies for a Catch & Keep 
Sportfishing Award and is taken to one of 
our offices for official identification will 
automatically be the new state record! 
If that's you, enjoy your fame, but try 
not to get a swelled head: It's very likely 
the record will be broken multiple times 
this year, and probably for several years 
to come. t 
Addendum: As we went to press, we 
received a Facebook photo of a nearly 
JO-pound Bowfin caught from the 
Housatonic River in Berkshire County, 
so it looks like Bowfin anglers may have 
another destination option. .. 



FACES g: CONSERVATION 
Auburn Sportsman's Club Bird Banding Station 

A few of the dedicated members of the Auburn bird-banding crew with a shared 
passion for birds and bird conservation, left to right: David Helie, Leicester; Helen 
Blazis, Grafton; Mary Sharkey, Thompson, CT; Mattie Vandenboom, Auburn; 
and Dr. Sarah Reich, Auburn. 
Bird-banding requires great dedication, apprenticeship, and perseverance, yet its 
participants rarely hear the praise they deserve for providing the data that allows us to 
monitor the population trends of myriad bird species across our continent and beyond. 
So our Faces of Conservation choice this issue is the crew of steadfast volunteers who 
operate a bird banding station at the Auburn Sportsman's Club. It is thanks to them 
and their cohorts in the North American Bird Banding Program (jointly administered 
by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) and the Canadian Wildlife Service since 
1923) that we can study the movements, survival, and behavior of birds. 

Mark and Helen BIazis of Grafton have run this banding station for decades with 
the assistance of other permitted bird-banders. They stretch mist nets in strategic 
locations on the club grounds to catch migrating songbirds. After each bird is 
carefully extracted from the nets , it is placed in a small cloth bag and taken to the 
club picnic tables where the banders identify, measure, weigh, and then finally place a 
sequentially numbered metal band around the captured bird's leg before releasing it . 
Band numbers from previously banded birds are also recorded , providing information 
on longevity and migratory movements. The data collected has contributed to long
term avian research (see Massachusetts Wildlife No.1 , 2004) , but beyond that, this 
crew has provided a special bird conservation experience for thousands of students, 
families , and other interested community members in the greater Worcester area. 
We think that's pretty special. 

During the spring and fall migration periods, the Auburn banding station operates 
most weekends (weather permitting) and is open to the public. It's an exceptional 
opportunity to get up close and personal with some of our most colorful and vocal 
songbirds as they journey to and from North America and Central or South America. 
Contact auburnbirdbander@aol.com for more information. Thank you to the Auburn 
Bird Banders and the Auburn Sportsman's Club for your conservation contributions! 
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A fine specimen of an adult , male Bowfin (Amia calva) - taken, in this case, from the 
Oxbow off the Connecticut River in Northampton - displays the heavy skull. tubular 
body shape, long dorsal fin , and rounded tail (caudal fin) that are among the chief 
identification features of this ancient species. The eye-spot near the tail is a fairly 
reliable indicator of the sex, as adult females typically lack the spot, although it is 
usually present on sub-adults of both sexes. A tough, voracious predator that can 
reach weights of 10 pounds or more, this newly recognized Massachusetts gamefish 
is currently thriving in the Taunton and Connecticut river systems, 

Photo © by Bill Byrne 
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