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Good morning. I was wondering if the attached is a fisher 
cat? There were two of these young animals on my deck 
yesterday evening. They were very playful with each other. 
I suspect they are young. There was no food involved : My 
wife was hanging laundry and it seems as if they followed 
her onto the deck. I thought it odd that they came up five 
steps just to play on the deck. As you can see, I was just 
inside the slider and it did not seem to bother them. After a 
while, I knocked on the slider and the two ran up and stood 
on their hind legs scratching at the glass. Thanks for any 
information you can provide. Thanks! 

Larry Harnett 
Townsend, MA 

Continued, page 36 

Find us on 

Facebook 
The Division of Fisheries and Wildlife is pleased to 

announce the launch of its new Facebook page! By 
liking the page at www.facebook.com/masswildlife. 
you will receive updates about MassWildlife activities, 
events, research projects, hunting and fishing reg
ulations, tips on living with wildlife, and more. As a 
follower of the page, you will be able to communicate 
with MassWildlife staff and ask them all of your wildlife 
questions. MassWildlife looks forward to building a 
vibrant and engaged community of outdoor enthusiasts 
who wish to share their experiences and ideas with 
others. MassWildlife's website, www.mass.gov/mass
wildlife, remains your primary source for news and 
information about the agency, but the new Facebook 
page will provide yet another avenue for those who 
wish to stay connected to wildlife events, activities, 
and initiatives taking place across the Commonwealth. 
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GHOST OF THE WINTER DUNES 4 
- Mark Wilson 

A small, grayish sparrow collected on a beach in 
Ipswich in 1868 would prove to be a scientific enigma, 
but today most ornithologists agree that the Ipswich 
sparrow is a race of the Savannah sparrow ... 

THE HUNTER'S CAT 
- Peter G. Mirick 
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The bobcat is among the most elusive and difficult-to
observe predators in Massachusetts. If you could follow 
one for a year, the life path it would lead you on might 
go something like this ... 

WINTER ADVENTURE ON THE PARKER RIVER 
NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE 28 

- Artie Jackson 
There are few winter destinations offering as many 
birding and wildlife viewing opportunities as Plum 
Island. Pick a windless day for comfort, go beyond the 
beaten path, and you may be rewarded with the sight 
of a magnificent snowy owl. .. 

Director's Editorial 2 

On the Cover: In the fading light after sunset an adult female 
bobcat (Lynx rufus) pauses for a moment to scan the ledge 
below for prey and possible threats. She likely continued to 
follow this familiar contour within her home range for hours 
that evening, and probably covered 2-4 miles before she 
settled into another den or terrestrial lay later in the night. 
At least one of her 9 month old kittens still remained in the 
area when this shot was taken in early spring. The cat was 
photographed with a Nikon 400 mm lens on tripod, 1/200 sec., 
f:5.6, FX, @ ISO 5000. Ph © B'II B oto C I yrne 
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An Overdue Increase in the Duck Stamp 
In 2015, the cost of the Federal Duck 

Stamp will be $25. The $10 increase from 
the current $15 was championed by Ducks 
Unlimited, the Teddy Roosevelt Conser
vation Coalition, and other sportsmen's 
and conservation organizations. The 
Duck Stamp fee increase is one of the few 
pieces of legislation that enjoyed strong 
bipartisan support in the current (113th) 

Congressional session. As the country 
knows, this Congress has been almost 
completely gridlocked and it is being 
called a "do-nothing" Congress. That the 
Duck Stamp increase was passed is a trib
ute to the grassroots support of sportsmen 
and sportswomen in both parties. 

The $10 increase will be dedicated to 
purchasing conservation easements to 
permanently protect wetlands that are 
important to waterfowl and other water 
birds. The pressures on wetland ecosys
tems are an inevitable consequence of 
our economic growth, which virtually 
mandates that we manage and enhance 
our remaining wetland habitat if we ex
pect to maintain diverse and abundant 
populations of waterfowl, water birds, 
and associated wetland wildlife. 

Sportsmen have historically been and 
clearly continue to be the driving force 

Editorial 
in providing money and political support 
for wildlife conservation. Their efforts and 
money have enabled the United States 
to develop the most successful wildlife 
restoration and management programs 
in the world. This is especially true with 
respect to waterfowl. In the early years 
of the Great Depression, "Ding" Darling, a 
duck hunter and nationally syndicated po
litical cartoonist, drew a constant stream 
of bitingly satirical cartoons depicting 

The Parker River National Wildlife Refuge is one of 11 in the state that largely 
owe their conservation to the funds provided by the sale of federal Duck Stamps. 
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the plight of waterfowl that resulted from 
the destruction of the nation's wetlands. 
These cartoons proved to be a catalyst for 
inciting public pressure to address the is
sue through the establishment of wildlife 
refuges ; refuges that would specifically 
ensure that enough wetlands to sustain 
our waterfowl resources would not be 
drained or plowed under. Waterfowl hunt
ers strongly supported the imposition of 
a national duck-hunting fee to raise the 
funds for refuge acquisition. 

Even in the midst of the worst de
pression in our country's history, the 
grassroots support was so widespread 
that, in 1934, Congress passed - and 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
- the Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act. 
The act required the annual purchase of 
a "Duck Stamp" by all waterfowl hunters 
16 years of age or older. The money raised 
from the Duck Stamp was dedicated to 
the purchase of federal refuges placed 
under the management of the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. 

The money raised from the sale of Duck 
Stamps has enabled the federal govern
ment to protect over 6 million acres of 
land. That's an area larger than the state 
of Massachusetts! The first federal refuge 
in Massachusetts was the Parker River 
National Wildlife Refuge, featured else
where in this issue as a wildlife viewing 
destination. It was established in 1941. 
Other refuges have subsequently been 
established throughout the Common
wealth. In order of establishment, they 
are Monomoy (1944) , Great Meadows 

(1944), Noman's Land Island (1970) , 
Thacher Island (1972), Oxbow (1974), 
Massasoit (1983) , Nantucket (1995), 
Mashpee (1995), Silvio O. Conte (1997) , 
and Assabet River (2001). All told, these 
refuges encompass about 15,300 acres, 
of which 79% of the cost was paid with 
Duck Stamp dollars. 

Today, there are 561 federal refuges with 
at least one in every state. Duck hunters 
have paid for 40% of this federal refuge 
system, a system that has conserved not 
only waterfowl habitat , but also the habi
tats of hundreds of other species. These 
properties are enjoyed by the general 
public for many reasons from hiking and 
wildlife viewing to fishing, boating, and 
swimming. All because duck hunters not 
only "talked the talk," but also "walked 
the walk." 

There have been eight increases in the 
cost of the Duck Stamp since its creation 
in 1934, with the last increase occurring 
in 1991. The 22 + year period from 1991 
until now is the longest interval that the 
cost of the Duck Stamp has not increased. 
The buying power of the Stamp dollars 
has decreased about 40 %. Given the 
constant loss of wetland habitat that 
we are experiencing, the increase in the 
cost of the Duck Stamp is good news for 
the future of waterfowl and waterfowl 
hunting in this country, and , as always, 
the benefits will accrue to all. 

;t/~v'~~ 
Wayne F. MacCallum, Director 
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Rare, inconspicuous, highly specialized in its winter habitat preferences, 
and breeding only on one small, isolated island in the North Atlantic, the 
Ipswich sparrow, first collected in Massachusetts, was an enigma to early 
ornithologists. If you want to see one, now is the season ... 

by Mark Wilson 

Go winter walk any barrier beach in 
Massachusetts, up where the high beach 
meets the rising dunes of sand and beach 
grass. If you're alert , or just plain lucky, 
you might see a pale mouse-of-a-bird 
scoot or weakly fly over the sand, dis
appearing quickly as it runs through or 
drops into the dune grasses. Though you 
may have come to the beach looking for 
charismatic birds such as snowy owls 
and snow buntings, what you may have 
stumbled across is one of Massachusetts' 
more enigmatic birds, a ghost of the 
dunes, the Ipswich sparrow. 

If the beach you happen to walk is Crane 
Beach in Ipswich, MA (now managed by 
the Trustees of Reservations) you might 
pass the place where Charles Johnson 
Maynard raised his shotgun 146 years 
4 

ago on December 4, 1868, and collected 
a sparrow that he did not recognize. Back 
then, standard ornithological practice 
was to collect bird specimens by shoot
ing them. Early birdmen didn't have the 
advantage of sharp, bright binoculars and 
scopes or detail-revealing telephoto lens
es and fast digital cameras . Documenting 
a bird sighting meant collecting the bird. 

Maynard , a competent naturalist, 
studied his specimen in detail , but soon 
realized he couldn't identify the sparrow. 
He shipped his precious discovery to Pro
fessor Spencer Fullerton Baird, the first 
curator at the Smithsonian Institution. 
Baird thought the bird resembled a worn, 
frayed type specimen of a Baird's spar
row collected by John James Audubon 
in July 1843 along the Yellowstone River. 
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But Baird's identification of Maynard's 
specimen would prove erroneous . 

Maynard collected two more specimens 
of the pale sparrow from Ipswich, leading 
him to suspect the birds were not va
grant visitors from the western prairies, 
as a Baird's sparrow would have been. 
Unsatisfied with Baird's identification, 
Maynard published his own conclusion 
in 1872. He declared that his sparrow 
from the sand hills of Ipswich was indeed 
a new species, which he named Ipswich 
sparrow (Passerculus princeps). However, 
neither Maynard nor any other birdman 
of the time could say where the Ipswich 
sparrow nested after it disappeared from 
its winter haunts in the early spring. 

The first possible answer to this vexing 
question was provided by ornithologist 
Robert Ridgway in 1884. Ridgway had 
examined a set of large sparrow eggs in 
the collection of the National Museum in 
Washington, D.C., that had been collected 
in 1862 on Sable Island, an isolated, 13 
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square mile sickle of sand located more 
than 100 miles off the coast of Nova Sco
tia. The eggs were larger than Savannah 
sparrow eggs and Ridgway concluded 
they were from the Ipswich sparrow. Not 
long after Ridgway's examination of the 
eggs, C. Hart Merriam obtained a breed
ing specimen of the Sable Island "gray 
bird" from a missionary based on Sable. 
The specimen proved to be an Ipswich 
sparrow. Further hard evidence came 
in 1894 when Jonathan Dwight, Jr. paid 
a summer visit to the remote island and 
found Ipswich sparrows nesting on the 
heaths and dunes. Years later, research 
on Sable revealed the sparrows have up 
to four broods in a season with as many 
as 6 eggs in a clutch, though fewer eggs 
are the norm. 

Here in Massachusetts, don't even think 
of trying to see an Ipswich sparrow at 
an inland location. The sparrows rarely 
wander far from the coast, though they 
sometimes turn up in coastal lawns or 
short grass fields. Winter counts of Ips-

Fall blooms of seaside goldenrod frame ideal habitat for migrating and wintering 
Ipswich and Savannah sparrows. 
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wich sparrows cluster along the coast of 
the eastern US from Maine (not too many) 
to Cape Cod (more Ipswich sparrows) 
to Long Island and New Jersey (lots of 
Ipswich sparrows) to the mid-Atlantic 
states (numbers dwindling southward 
to not many in the southern Atlantic 
states). By "many Ipswich sparrows", 
think of low double digits like 12 or 20. 
We're not talking starling or migrating 
tree swallow abundance, where numbers 
might approach seven figures. 

Audubon Christmas Bird Counts that 
separately record Ipswich sparrow (IPSP) 
and Savannah sparrow (SASP) sightings 
read like a Who's Who of east coast 
Christmas Bird Count circles (2013 data): 
Bath, ME CBC: 1 IPSW, 0 SASP; Cape Cod 
MA CBC: 4 IPSP, 35 SASP; Nantucket MA 
CBC: 4 IPSP, 9 SASP; Martha's Vineyard 
MA CBC: 5 IPSP, 38 SASP; Long Island, 
Montauk NY CBC: 10 IPSP, l1SASP; Cape 
May NJ CBC: 11 IPSP, 71 SASP; Ocean City 
MD CBC: 11 IPSP, 211 SASP; and Cape 
Charles VA CBC: 20 IPSP, 68 SASP. Note 
that the Savannah sparrow (Passerculus 
sandwichensis) counts nearly always 
outnumber the Ipswich sparrow counts. 

Massachusetts, its coast nicely en
dowed with barrier beaches from 
Salisbury Beach State Reservation out 
to Provincetown, and continuing down 
around the outside of the Cape along the 
National Seashore and southwestward to 
the southern coast, hosts good numbers 
of Ipswich sparrows in late fall and win
ter. But the retiring sparrows are easily 
missed and certainly undercounted on 
Christmas Bird counts. 

In this dayof multimedia, and despite an 
abundance of excellent field guides and 
online resources, identifying an Ipswich 
sparrow can still be tricky. Discerning 
subtleties and nuances among the family 
Emberizidae (towhees and sparrows) 
whose members can be frustratingly 
similar, not to mention fidgety and hard 
to observe, is made all the more difficult 
when wind whips and snow flies. Birders 
have to know what to look for to make a 
positive identification. 

Ipswich sparrows have pale pink bills, 
are streaked and grayish on their backs, 
and are paler and larger than Savannah 
sparrows with fine streaking on the chest 
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and flanks. Some show a yellow patch in 
front of and/or above the eye, but that 
can be a hard feature to see in winter. It's 
almost like the time these birds spent in 
the summer sun and salt spray of their Sa
ble Island nesting grounds has bleached 
them out. They look as though they've 
been put through the laundry wash a few 
times too many, like a favorite faded shirt. 
Even their pink legs have the pale look of 
bubble gum that's been chewed too long. 

All of this is not to say the Ipswich 
sparrow isn't worthy of your attention. 
Just don't expect the eye buzzing color 
of a scarlet tanager or the in-your-face 
iridescence of a wild turkey tom. Think 
pale, straw colored dune grass, white sand 
dunes, and foggy beaches. That will set 
the color scheme of your search image as 
you look for your first Ipswich sparrow. 

Species to Subspecies 
The Ipswich sparrow has been consid

ered an identifiable race or subspecies of 
the Savannah sparrow by the American 
Ornithologists Union since 1973 because 
Ipswich and Savannah sparrows inter
breed. It is part of a species that can 
claim the title "king of guises". 

Teasing apart the subspecies of Savan
nah sparrows (named after Savannah, 
Georgia, where the type specimen was 
collected by ornithologist Alexander 
Wilson; not for the savannah habitats 
they often inhabit) can frustrate even 
experienced, sparrow-hardened birders. 
Depending on your perspective, the Sa
vannah sparrow group is a polymorphic 
mess or a taxonomists' delight. Even re
nowned ornithologist Alexander Wilson 
misidentified (here's that mis-IO theme 
again) a pale sparrow, now thought to 
have been an Ipswich sparrow, as a male 
Savannah sparrow back in the mid-1850s 
on the New Jersey shore. 

Above, an Ipswich sparrow perches 
on beach grass seedheads. Below, a 
typical eastern Savannah sparrow 
darts onto the sand from the cover of 
seaside goldenrod leaves. Both of these 
birds use similar winter habitat, but note 
that the Ipswich sparrow, a race of the 
Savannah, is paler, larger, and shows 
less yellow near the eye than its cousin. 



© MarkWilson PhotQS C 



Grass-covered barrier beach dunes provide the preferred winter habitat for Ipswich 
sparrows. This specimen, perched on a seedhead, has selected a seed to crack open. 

Savannah sparrows range from the 
arctic to the tropics and vary as widely 
in appearance as their distribution is 
broad across the United States. Go to 
southern California and you'll find Beld
ing's Savannah sparrows skulking year 
round in saltmarshes , looking streaked 
and dark brown, almost black on the 
streaked chest. Away from the marsh 
and on the mudflats or dunes you might 
find the "Large-billed" Savannah sparrow 
(restricted in range to southern California 
and northwestern Mexico) , that sports a 
noticeably longer beak and fainter streak
ing on the underparts. DNA work suggests 
these sparrows may deserve species 
status, but the jury is still out. Savannah 
sparrows that breed in Alaska's Aleutian 
Islands are large like Ipswich sparrows, 
but look like "typical" eastern Savannah 
sparrows according to The Sibley Guide 
to Birds (i .e ., not gray and pale) . 

Adding to the diversity (or confusion, 
depending on your perspective) , Savan
nah sparrows come in varying shades 
of gray and reddish brown. Arthur 
Cleveland Bent listed 16 subspecies of 
Savannah sparrows in his seminal 22 
volume Life Histories of North American 
Birds and that was when the Ipswich 
sparrow was still considered to be a 
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separate species! Trying to decipher a 
Savannah sparrow's plumage for hints 
as to its provenance quickly becomes 
an exercise in frustration. 

One factor that can add to a birder's 
frustration is that the quality of printing 
in a modern bird field guide can affect the 
way a bird is perceived and identified. I've 
heard several birders recently complain 
that in the second edition of the popular 
The Sibley Guide to Birds the color plates 
were printed too dark. For a pale Ipswich 
sparrow depiction, that can be slightly 
misleading. Bird guides using photos 
instead of painted illustrations can be 
even more misleading because variables 
in lighting, season, posture, wind, air 
temperature, and a camera's color bal
ance, not to mention post processing of 
a digital photo, can affect how the bird 
looks in print. 

Confused yet? 

How to See One 
If you want to see an Ipswich sparrow 

in Massachusetts, try walking the same 
stretch of barrier beach and dunes that 
Maynard trod a century and a half ago. 
Go in late fall or early winter. Perhaps 
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you'll find yourself winding around and 
over the dunes on sandy, hard-to-walk 
trails. Push on. You just might encounter 
an Ipswich sparrow or two. 

Identifying one comes down to this : 
Your first glimpse will probably come as 
the bird flushes ahead of you in the beach 
grass. Take those few fleeting moments 
to see its grayish form before it drops 
out of sight in the swaying grasses . Or 
perhaps you'll glimpse the bird running, 
rail-like, just as it slips through the dune 
grass and from sight. Of course, this being 
winter, your eyes will likely be watering 
and blurred from the cold northeast 
wind blowing off the ocean, but try to 
get a clear glimpse of the tail of your 
fleeing sparrow. You probably will have 
to accomplish this with the naked eye 

because you won't have time to get the 
binoculars on a flushing sparrow. 

Is the tail notched and relatively short 
by sparrow standards? Yes? Good. Asong 
sparrow (Melospiza melodia) will have a 
longer tail that's rounded, not notched , 
assuming the tail is closed. If it's fanned or 
open, the tail of an Ipswich sparrow looks 
squared off, not like a song sparrow's 
rounded fanned tail. Your bird could be a 
Savannah sparrow of course, but they are 
darker and more richly colored than their 
Ipswich brethren. If your first impression 
upon seeing your flushing sparrow is that 
you just saw a pale ghost kick up ahead 
of you, you can be confident you have 
the right bird. Dryer lint is awfully close 
in color to an Ipswich sparrow. 

~ ~----------------------------------------------------------~~~ 
In the winter light of afternoon, with a snow fence in the background, a snowy owl 
wolfs down a Savannah sparrow that it just caught in the dunes of a barrier beach. 
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Not all Savannah sparrows are easy to identify. This one is too dark and heavily 
streaked to be considered an Ipswich sparrow, yet it is too light in color to fit the 
field guide description of an eastern Savannah sparrow. Could it be a hybrid of a 
mainland Savannah breeding with a Sable Island Ipswich sparrow? The jury is still out. 

On rare occasions you might luck 
out and find an Ipswich sparrow that's 
intent on feeding on seeds in the wrack 
line or on the seed heads of Ammophila 
beach grass . Preoccupied with food 
procurement, the bird might allow a clos
er-than-usual approach, giving you time 
to study or photograph its pale beauty. 

Are Ipswich sparrows endangered? The 
International Union for Conservation of 
Nature lists the Savannah sparrow as 
"least concern". For now, the dune-loving 
sparrow's status doesn't sink to "near 
threatened" or "vulnerable" status. Con
sidering that Ipswich sparrows nest on 
a shifting, narrow, 26 mile long strip of 
sand and rock in the middle of the ocean, 
that sea levels are on the rise, and that 
these birds winter on the East coast of 
the United States where development 
pressures are intense, one might infer 
that Ipswich sparrows are more vulner
able than Savannah sparrows at large. 
For the moment, though, the population 
seems stable. 

Based on Sable Island census figures, 
spring numbers of Ipswich sparrows 
vary between 1,250-3,400 birds, while the 
population swells to 5,000-14,750 birds at 
the end of the breeding season when the 
young have fledged . Of course, migrating 
off their remote ocean bound island nurs-
10 

ery must be hazardous for young, inex
perienced birds. Fickle weather can pose 
dangers to adults as well. Sable Island sees 
more fog than any other land location in 
Canada (averaging 1,144 hours/year) . And 
brutal East coast gales, blizzards, and ice 
storms can make winter a trying time for 
this tough little sparrow. 

Ipswich sparrows are unique in that 
they nest only on Sable Island, yet mostly 
winter on a long swath of heavily pop
ulated and developed coast stretching 
more than a thousand miles from Maine 
to Georgia. Some Ipswich sparrows 
overwinter on Sable Island according 
to Jonathan Dwight, who in 1894 spoke 
with Sable Island residents that told of 
overwintering "gray birds," proving just 
how hardy these sparrows are. Consider 
that more than 350 ships have wrecked 
on the wind blasted shoals and shores 
of Sable Island, earning the island the 
nickname Graveyard of the Atlantic. For 
the Ipswich sparrow, a more appropriate 
island nickname just might be Nursery 
of the Atlantic. ..... 

When wildlife journalist Mark Wilson isn't 
out parting the beach grass looking for 
Ipswich sparrows, he 's tending 15 owls that 
his wife Marcia and he use for educational 
programs. 
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by Peter G. Mirick 
Photo © Bill Byrne 

The bobcat (Lynx rufus) is one of our most beautiful and secretive 
native predators, the only indigenous, wild cat presently breeding in 
Massachusetts. While most encounters are a brief glimpse of the animal 
crossing a road, sightings in backyards and neighborhoods, as well as 
under deer hunting stands, appear to have increased substantially in 
recent years, indicating not only that our bobcat population is growing 
in both numbers and range, but also that this animal, once believed to 
be a "wilderness" species that couldn't tolerate human encroachment, is 
adapting to suburban habitats. What follows is a fictional account, based 
on published research and the observations of wildlife trackers, of how 
a Bay State bobcat in a semi-rural area might live. 

It was an hour or so before dark when 
the cat lifted her head from the warm curl 
of her belly, licked her nose once with 
her raspy pink tongue, and stared out 
into the dimming twilight. She had eat
en well that morning, having consumed 
a gray squirrel that had been paying 
more attention to finding acorns under 
the snow than potential dangers lurking 
along the edge of the woods. Each time 
the squirrel had burrowed its head into 
the snow, sniffing for nuts it had shoved 
into the duff the previous fall , the cat had 
crept a little closer and stopped again, 
flattening herself behind whatever cover 
was available. Her careful stalk eventu
ally shortened the distance between the 

animals to less than 20 feet , and when 
the rodent again stuck his nose to the 
earth, she had sprung, reaching him in 
two bounds and snapping his skull in 
her jaws before he could know what had 
befallen him. 

But now the mid-winter cold was 
seeping back into her, already starting 
to awaken her hunger again. She rose 
to her feet and arched her back, then 
extended her front legs to stretch her 
lithe body in the little den amongst the 
boulders where she often slept. She 
yawned luxuriously, displaying the four 
sharp canines that were her main means 
of dispatching prey. A few months shy of 

11 



5 years old, still in her prime, she crept 
cautiously out of her little den and jumped 
to a convenient vantage point atop the 
rocks to take a look around . She neither 
saw nor smelled anything amiss , heard 
no possible prey or potential enemies , 
and so she jumped down and padded 
away through the light dusting of snow 
without a look back. 

car-struck deer that had staggered into 
the woods and died) she might remain 
more or less stationary for two or three 
days as she repeatedly fed on the carcass. 

Her coat was relatively short, but dense, 
and most people who compared its feel 
with the textures of furs from the dozen 
or so other Bay State furbearers would 
judge it the softest, if not necessarily the 

The zigzag route she followed was very warmest , most beautiful, or colorful of 
familiar. It loosely conformed to the bor- the bunch. At this time of year her fur 
ders of her home range, but there were was at its longest and densest , protecting 
assorted side loops and deviations she her from the abrasions of ice and snow 
might or might not investigate depending and insulating her from the cold. It was 
on the season and availability of prey. a pale grayish brown along the back 
While her range encompassed approxi- and sides, much lighter in shade than 
mately 4 square miles, less than half the her reddish-brown summer coat, and 
size of a typical male's , the entire route liberally sprinkled with small dark spots 
that she covered at least once or twice and smoky, indistinct bars that broke her 
a week was over 9 miles long. It was her outline and provided surprisingly effec-
habit to cover 2-3 miles on any given day, tive camouflage. Her underparts and the 
moving for a few hours around each dawn insides of her upper legs were whitish and 
and dusk, then sleeping in a suitable den spotted, while her eyelids, the underside 
or lay for several hours. But if she caught of her 6-inch tail, and a patch on the back 
or found a substantial meal (such as a of each ear were grayish white. Her short 

There are considerable differences between the bobcat's winter and summer coats. 
This cat, caught walking on a log (classic behavior for the species) in the spring, 
is shedding its lighter-colored, longer winter coat to reveal a darker, shorter, more 
reddish and more heavily spotted summer coat. 
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Regardless of the season, the bobcat's coat, as on this Berkshire cat, provides it 
with surprisingly effective, smoky camouflage that helps allow this shy and elusive 
predator to approach prey undetected and avoid discovery by potential enemies. 
"bobbed" tail (from which the species 
derives its common name) was barred 
with black on the top, the last bar being 
broad and giving the tail a black tip when 
viewed from above or the side. 

She had lived within and defended her 
territory from other female bobcats for 
the better part of the last four years , 
having discovered and settled into it a 
few months after she had left her mother 
to begin life as an adult . It had expanded 
a little in size during previous summers 
when she had kittens to support and 
train, but had shrunk again each winter 
when her grown , surviving young had 
set off for life on their own. Now, with 
only herself to feed and plenty of prey 
available in the form of rabbits, squirrels, 
and ground rodents , she didn't need to 
expend the energy to mark and defend 
a larger area. 

She was naturally secretive, a habit that 
helped protect her from the attentions 
of avaricious coyotes and human hunt-

ers. People and coyotes were the only 
animals she feared , but the latter did 
not attack her except to try to steal her 
kills . The wild canids did not consider 
her a potential meal because she would 
have cost them too much in energy and 
injury to overcome, if they could, indeed, 
even manage to overcome such a fierce , 
powerful, and well-armed fellow predator. 
Plus, she was a master of escape and 
could easily ascend into the tree canopy. 

Although she had hunted successfully 
among the birdfeeder-equipped houses in 
a small subdivision encompassed by part 
of her territory, she felt insecure there, 
and typically moved around its edges, 
rather than into the midst of houses. Yet 
(although she was quite unaware of the 
fact) a daughter she had raised two years 
ago had established her own territory in 
a highly developed area nearly 30 miles 
to the East , and had largely maintained 
the secrecy of her existence despite the 
abundance of humanity and dogs , plus 
a near-reliance, at least in winter and 
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Once thought to be a "wilderness" 
animal that could not tolerate human 
encroachment, bobcats are in fact 
adaptingjust fine to suburban habitats, 
where they find ample supplies of 
human-subsidized rodents and birds. 

early spring, on the prey-concentrating 
attributes of well-stocked birdfeeders. 
These bait stations provided her with 
a steady supply of careless squirrels, 
chipmunks, mice, and even a mid-sized 
bird now and then, most of which were 
taken in the hour of dawn when there 
were few human eyes open to witness 
her hunting skills in action. 

The offspring of this daughter, born in a 
little patch of steep, rocky woodland be
tween two residential streets, would like
ly be even more tolerant of humans and 
more reliant on artificial prey attractants 
than their mother. The species, which 
ranged over much of North America and 
thrived in mountain, forest , swamp, and 
even desert habitats , was simply adapting 
to changing habitat conditions. In New 
England, as elsewhere, bobcats had found 
that the pattern of human development 
produced the scattered patches of forest , 
field , edge, and abundant food resources 
that suited them just fine. 

~ 

It is the natural proclivity of bobcats 
to be solitary, secretive, and shy. They 
seem to prefer only their own company 
with two notable exceptions: when mem
bers of the opposite sex are attracted 
to each other briefly during the mating 
season and may actually spend a day or 
two in each other's company; and when 
mothers dote on their kittens and train 
them for months until they are capable 
of independent survival. 

The incessant marking of borders and 
regular checking of scent posts for ol
factory sign of other bobcats allows the 
individuals sharing territorial borders to 
communicate without personal contact: 
Like texting teenagers, they keep tabs 

A bobcat scratches the underside of a 
log to leave scent in a place protected 
from the weather. The area beneath the 
log may well be used as a lay where the 
cat loafs or watches for prey to appear. 
14 

Abundant prey (a vole in this case) and 
adequate habitat have allowed bobcats 
to adapt to suburban neighborhoods. 

on each other without acknowledging 
the presence of one another. This allows 
them to avoid most physical disputes. 
When presence is acknowledged, it is 
generally for reproduction or territorial 
battle (and even then, usually through 
threat displays rather than physical 
contact) but there are occasional excep
tions, such as when mothers encounter 
grown daughters whose territories hap
pen to border their own. In such cases 
(not uncommon, since maturing female 
offspring, unlike males , tend to establish 
their territories close to their mothers') 
the cats typically relate to one another 
in peaceful recognition, if not with much 
of anything that could be construed as 
genuine affection. 

While females regularly marked the 
borders of their territories, males were 
even more obsessed with the task. In 
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Male bobcats will vigorously claw small 
trees in the vicinity of their territorial 
borders to provide visible scent posts. 

addition to defecating and spraying 
urine at set border locations (typically 
on small stumps, rock faces , and the 
undersides of leaning trees) they also 
clawed tree trunks to leave both visual 
and olfactory scent posts. They had to 
guard against frequent incursions by 
bordering males, maintain knowledge of 
the whereabouts and receptiveness of the 
females that lived within the borders of 
their territories (and sometimes beyond) 
and , of course, find and kill enough prey 
to sustain their larger bodies and supply 
their energy needs. 

But they had to test one another, as 
males of many species often will, and if 
a receptive female could be intercepted 
on a neighboring male's territory, the risk 
of an altercation might well be ignored. 
When the males encountered each other 
they raised their fur, engaged in threaten
ing posturing, and issued low, prolonged 

A bobcat sprays pungent urine into the frozen laurel behind it to leave a scent 
marker that, among other things, informs other bobcats that the territory is occupied. 



growls of such deep and intimidating 
pitch that they might have arisen from the 
chests of African lions. Physical battles 
were rare : A male on his own territory 
has a major psychological advantage and 
a rival will usually back down without a 
claw or tooth being called into play. But 
when physical battles did occur, typically 
instigated by the presence of a receptive 
female, they were loud, bloody affairs that 
often left both combatants with signifi
cant, sometimes fatal, wounds. 

~ 

As the cat padded along at a leisurely 
walk she continually scanned ahead with 
eyes and ears. She immediately froze 
if she caught any movement such as a 
blowing leaf or a ground-scratching bird. 
She paused often. Unless she was making 
a turn, stopping to observe, or leaping 

The front foot track of a bobcat in 
snow is round, lacks claw marks, has 
asymetrical toes, and a 3-lobed heel 
pad. Canine tracks lack these features. 

up to an observation post, as she lifted a trail that appeared composed almost 
each front foot the trailing rear foot was entirely of identical tracks. This habit of 
planted directly into the track left by the "direct register" (or "perfect walking" as it 
front foot. The result, in snow at least, was is sometimes known) , is also common to 

Oozing indifference, an adult female bobcat walks past an adult male. The two 
likely share portions of their territories, but like texting teenagers, bobcats keep 
tabs on one another without acknowledging the presence of one another. This 
presumably allows them to avoid what would otherwise be regular physical disputes. 



If a bobcat has the option to walk an elevated path, it will almost invariably do so. 
the foxes and often the coyote. It is one of She tended to favor an elevated path 
many track features that novice trackers as she walked, and if there was a fallen 
quickly learn to recognize. It applied very tree trunk, rocky ledge, or stonewall 
well if she was walking, but if she picked available, that was the path she took, 
up her pace, her tracks began to double almost as if she wanted to avoid getting 
register, with the back paws coming down her feet dirty. The habit was especially 
ahead of the front tracks. prominent in winter, when it appeared 

Her tracks were just a bit less than 2 
inches wide- almost three quarters of an 
inch smaller than those of the big male 
whose territory overlapped her own, but 
half again as large as an average house
cat's. The 4-toed tracks could be distin
guished from those of a dog or coyote 
because they lacked claw marks, were 
round or slightly wider than long, and 
the toes of the front feet, like the fingers 
on a human hand, were slightly asym
metrical in length and angle. (There are 
other differences as well : See Tracking 
and the Art of Seeing by Paul Rezendes 
or various online sources.) 

she didn't like to put her feet in snow if 
she could avoid it. She tended to favor the 
same elevated paths at this time, likely to 
be windswept of heavy snow, along with 
shorelines, exposed rock ledges , and the 
often-bare patches found beneath conifer 
stands. She even used roads occasionally 
to avoid deep snow, though only at night. 
This habit of walking where she would 
not leave tracks, seemingly whenever 
possible, was confounding to trackers, 
and made even more perplexing because, 
when she had to travel in deep snow, she 
often chose to walk precisely in the tracks 
of other animals, especially deer and 
coyote, whenever they were available. 

17 



Very young bobcats such as this 6-8 week old kitten, above, 
rarely leave heavy cover, but as they get older (like the 3-4 
month old, right) they start to follow their mothers on hunts. 
Bobcat kittens spend a minimum of 4-6 months under the 
tutelage of their doting mothers who teach them, by example 
and through much practice, how to find and kill a variety of 
prey species. Note the pearly white patches on backs of ears 
- used as guiding beacons when following each other at night. 

At almost 20 pounds and about a yard 
long, she was big for a female , but still less 
than half the weight of the 4-foot, husky 
male that shared part of her territory 
and had sired two of the three litters 
she had given birth to in as many years. 
Now, with the mid-to-late winter breeding 
season fast approaching, she was giving 
both her own and his scent posts more 
attention than usual. She lingered in the 
part of her territory they both shared. She 
marked her scent posts more frequently. 
His signs - obviously clawed birches and 
maples, plus sprays of great olfactory 
intensity - became plentiful. One night 
their paths converged, and then there 
was such caterwauling and screaming 
that even the local raccoons thought it 
best to remain in the security of their 
dens for the duration. 
18 

It was the kind 
and volume of 
sound (and may
be this was exactly 
its purpose) that 
no creature with 
intact self-preser
vation instincts 
would desire to in
vestigate. On this 
night it turned the 
paths of a hunt
ing fisher and two 
foxes, spooked a 
great horned owl 
(who would later 
kill and eat one 
of the resulting 
kittens) , and in a 
house more than 





200 yards away, a woman awoke, lis
tened, and poked her snoring husband 
in the side. 

"Hank!" she whispered, "Wake up! 
think it's one of them fisher cats!" 

~ 

It was a testament to her adaptability 
that the bobcat had killed and eaten 
many kinds of prey during her life - mice, 
moles, shrews , squirrels, mink, skunks, 
muskrats , opossums, deer fawns, a half 
dozen species of birds, eggs, snakes, in
sects, even fish. But the animals she ate 
the most were cottontails and snowshoe 
hares. As a young adult, the female's 
success rate per rabbit/ hare capture 
attempt had been less than one-in-ten 
a measurement of her inexperience and 
the superb escape talents of lagomorphs. 
Now, however, her kill rate was close to 
one for every three or four attempts, 
partly because she had gotten that much 
better at pursuit and anticipating rabbit 
escape maneuvers , partly because she 
had learned not to attempt a chase unless 
the odds of success were in her favor. 

She. habitually used several lays and 
huntlOg beds at scattered locations 
around her territory. They were safe, 
open places to loaf, nap, or lie in wait, 
and not enclosed like her dens. Two were 
located on elevated rock ledges , one was 
under a dense spread of mountain laurel 
on the side promontory of a steep little 
hill, and another was 10 feet off the ground 
~eneath the large, angled limb of a par
tlallytoppled whit.e pine. She spent many 
motIOnless hours 10 these locations wait
ing for ambush opportunities, although 
she stood occasionally to stretch her 
muscles and adjust her viewing angles. 
Her lays all shared several features: They 
provided concealment from prey and 
enemies, protection from weather and 
eminent views of game trails. Essentially, 
they were all comfortable, concealed 
perches from which she could silently 
ambush prey or instantly disappear into 
heavy cover. 

On this morning, however, she was not 
in a lay. She spotted the snowshoe hare as 
she walked up behind a gap in a stone wall 
and crouched, scanning the little vista of 
laurel and oak her position afforded her. 

20 

It was cold and calm at that hour, cold 
enough that each breath she expelled 
was momentarily visible. Her whiskers 
facial hair, and perhaps the small tufts of 
hair on the tips of her ears informed her 
that she was in a good hunting position 
facing directly into a barely perceptibl~ 
breeze, and, searching for any movement 
upwind, she saw the hare lope from the 
cover of a patch of laurel trunks to behind 
the upturned umbrella of roots at the 
base of a hemlock blow-down. 

Ayounger cat might have waited for the 
hare to reappear on the other side and 
so missed the opportunity, as she h~rself 
had done once or twice, but she was now 
an experienced adult, an expert hunter 
and killer, and she flashed across 30 yards 
and leapt onto the trunk of the fallen tree 
as silently as an owl, then peeked over 
and between the shield of roots. The hare 
oblivious to her presence, yet always o~ 
aler~, chewed on buttonbush sprouts, 
leavlOg the twig ends cut as neatly as if 
by a knife or hatchet. He quickly lowered 
hiS head to cut each twig near the ground, 
then immediately raised it to watch for 
danger while he chewed. 

Her tail extended straight behind her, 
the cat worked her back toes and claws 
into the bark of the trunk in the classic 
preparatory manner of all felids about 
to launch, and sprang. Her momentum 
carried her just over the edge of the root 
shield, across the lO-foot shallow crater 
its upturning had left behind, and still 
yet another few feet to within an easy 
leap of the hare. As she made that sec
ond leap - as quick on the first as that 
of a fleeing leopard frog's - her left rear 
foot slipped slightly in the loose leaves 
and the hare began to react. Surprised, 
confused, and desperately frightened , 
he launched straight into the air, purely 
on reflex. She landed just a little short of 
her intended, still-ascending target , but 
her legs were long, her reactions swift, 
~nd s~e had the claws of her right paw 
IOtO him before he could hit the ground, 
her left's before his frantic kicking could 
find escape purchase. She clasped him 
to her, bit him quickly behind the head 
as ~er re~r claws simultaneously came 
up IOtO hiS flank, and snuffed his death 
scream and frantic kivering before they 
could even begin. . 





It was good not to draw attention: Meat 
was valuable and the coyotes always 
had their ears on. And unlike those 
omnivorous canids, she was an obligate 
carnivore: She couldn't supplement her 
diet with berries and other fruits . 

It was a big hare and she fed on it for 
two days. After initially licking most of 
the blood off the fur, she had carried 
the carcass, straining and stiff-legged 
to hold it clear of the ground, into the 
cover of a nearby hemlock grove. She 
almost always dragged her larger kills 
into hemlock or other conifer stands 
before she consumed them. She didn't 
like to be exposed to observation, plus, in 
winter, such habitats were a little warmer 
and had less snow on the ground than 
surrounding areas. 

She licked the fur on the hare's belly 
with her abrasive tongue and soon bared 
a patch of skin. Using the fur-cleared 
area as a starting point, she opened the 
carcass with the scissor-like cutting teeth 
on the sides of her jaws. She removed the 
innards that would otherwise quickly 
spoil the meat , and either ate them, or, 
as she did with the colon and stomach 
in a habit that may have helped her 
avoid some parasitic infections , carried 

them off and left them as mysterious, 
disembodied offerings in the leaf litter. 
(A murder of crows discovered and ate 
them the following morning.) Then she 
ate choice muscle, as much as she could 
comfortably hold , scraped needles, 
sticks, leaves, and hair from a circle 
around what remained of her kill to 
loosely cover it up, and ambled off a few 
dozen yards, sleepy and satiated, to curl 
up under the dense, ground-sweeping 
bough of a young hemlock. 

When she awoke the following morning 
in the predawn, she walked a half mile to 
her nearest regular scent post, scraped 
out a shallow depression in the loose dirt 
at the intersection of two game trails, and 
defecated prodigiously. Her scat was 2-6 
inches long, less than an inch in diameter, 
and segmented. An experienced tracker 
could have identified its maker by the fact 
that it was not twisted , had blunt rather 
than pointed ends, was packed with lots 
of hair from her last kill , and contained 
no seeds or substantial bone shards that 
were common in coyote droppings. Some
times, as in this case, it was deposited in 
a premade, shallow scrape, and it might 
or might not be casually covered with 
a scatter of dirt and dead leaves raked 
from an arc around it. 

Bobcat kittens typically remain with their mother well into the fall, and sometimes 
right through their first winter, long after they have grown to full size. The burly 
cat at right is the mother of these two winter-coated youngsters. 
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Her evacuations completed, the cat 
retraced her steps and fed again, leaving 
at last a couple hours after sunrise. Even 
though her hunger was gone and her belly 
heavy, she moved on for another mile, 
stopping twice to mark her boundaries 
with urine, and once to observe a doe 
and her grown fawn as they pawed for 
the dwindling supply of acorns. Aside 
from the largest bones and teeth, some 
scattered patches of fur and skin, and 
the temporary security that filled her 
stomach, nothing remained of the hare. 

~ 
The cat was so secretive, so adept at 

slinking away unheard and unobserved at 
the approach of people, that she had only 
been seen by two humans in her entire 
life. One was a little girl who had awak
ened at dawn one morning and stared 
wide-eyed out her bedroom window at 
the apparition of a large (by her stan
dards) wildcat perched like a gargoyle 
on the stone deck that overlooked the 
backyard. The cat had turned its head 
and looked straight into her eyes before 
suddenly bounding across the yard and 
into the woods. 

The other was a college biology profes
sor who had spotted her at the side of a 
road on a summer afternoon, far enough 
ahead so he could come to a stop and 
observe. She ran across the road, halted 
in the short vegetation on the other side, 
and turned to look back. He was elated 
to see three kittens pop up on the side 
where the cat had been, but then, real
izing what was about to unfold, became 
alarmed at the approach of a truck from 
the other direction. He flashed his lights 
to warn the other driver, but the truck 
barely slowed as the kittens made a dash 
for their mother. Wanting to avert his eyes 
from the imminent tragedy, the professor 
watched anyway, and was immensely 
relieved to see the last kitten leap safely 
past the approaching tires with less than 
an inch to spare. 

When the little girl told her mother 
about the "big brown wildcat" in the 
backyard that morning, she was assured 
that it must have been a large house
cat she had seen. Later, however, the 
worried mother had asked a friend if it 
was possible that there were mountain 
lions in their town, and was told, quite 

erroneously, that there were, and that 
the friend knew several people who had 
seen one. "Oh my God," said the mother 
to her friend , "I think Katie saw one in 
our backyard this morning!" 

The little girl grew up and always re
tained her memory of a big cat sitting 
on the stone rampart, looking back at 
her with those fascinating eyes, and 
when she was 23 years old and thumb
ing through a magazine at the dentist's 
office, she opened a page and beheld her 
childhood vision, and so at last knew her 
animal. As for the professor, he told his 
bobcat encounter story to his children, 
and later to his grandchildren, and such 
was its simple intensity that they were 
still telling his story to their children 
and grandchildren (perhaps with some 
embellishment) long after he was gone. 

~ 
As winter gave way to spring, the bobcat 

grew rounder and her belly hung lower 
as her young developed. She killed and 
consumed more prey than was her habit. 
At the height of spring, a couple of months 
after mating, she gave birth to four kittens 
in the warm den of a hollow beech log 
that had fallen in the middle of a dense 
patch of mountain laurel. She had used it 
for the same purpose the previous year. 
The kittens, each about 10 inches long 
and less than a pound in weight, were 
revealed to be well furred and spotted as 
she, purring the while, licked them clean 
and ate their placentas. Their eyes would 
not open for another 10 days. 

She remained in the den with her young 
for two days, nursing and cleaning them, 
but soon her hunger overcame her pro
tective instincts and she began to go on 
hunting excursions for several hours at 
a time. The kittens mostly slept during 
her absences, but once their eyes opened 
they began to explore, at first the inside 
of their den, and then the area around the 
entrance where they were soon playing 
with each other and loafing on every sun
ny day and warm evening. If they heard 
any strange noise, however, or the shadow 
of a crow or raptor passed over them, they 
instantly vanished into the den. 

Unlike the male, the mother bobcat had 
never killed an adult deer, although she 
had scavenged off of the male's deer kills 
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on occasion. He was a master at taking 
deer in winter, mostly by stalking them 
in their beds, but on two occasions he 
had ambushed them from above, drop
ping once from a perch on a leaning tree, 
and once from a rock ledge. He killed 
them quickly with rapid, powerful bites 
to the spine and base of the skull, or, if 
circumstances prevented that angle of 
attack, crushed their throats and jugulars 
like a lion. 

The male appeared to have no interest 
in his offspring, and the mother would 
have attacked him had he appeared in 
their vicinity, but some researchers have 
speculated that male bobcats will occa
sionally leave kills in the territories of fe
males they have mated with, presumably 
to supplement the food supplies of their 
mates and young. Whether this was true 
or not did not matter to the female - she 
would find enough food in any case - but 
now, in the maturing spring, she scouted 
the fields and marsh edges of her valleys 
for newborn fawns. She hunted where 
she saw or scented does, and when she 
was lucky she found the wonderful little 
spotted things, curled up and helpless, 
and quickly bit into their brains and 
dragged them into thickets for privacy. 
They would have been a windfall at any 
time of year, but now, with the energy 
demands of lactation upon her, they were 
seasonal treasures that allowed her to 
spend more time with her young kittens, 
less time hunting. 

~ 

The kittens were about a third the size 
of adults by the time summer arrived, and 

SEASON Total Hunt Trap 
03/04 42 36 6 
04/05 45 38 7 
05/06 37 19 18 
06/07 34 29 5 
07/08 49 40 9 
08/09 52 46 6 
09/10 48 40 8 
10/11 59 60 12 
12/13 96 74 22 
13/14 92 70 22 
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the mother began to take them with her 
on hunting excursions. They would not 
be entirely weaned for another month or 
so when they were about half as big as 
her, but they were already eating meat 
she regurgitated for them, and would 
soon begin to take their own prey. For 
now, however, their bumbly, incautious 
presence essentially eliminated her 
ability to take most "large" prey, as no 
rabbit or hare would be left unaware of 
their approach. Further, if they were out 
in daylight, the presence of five bobcats 
on the landscape was a spectacle that 
the crows and jays couldn't fail to miss, 
and their location was loudly and con
tinuously reported to all within earshot. 

It was during one of their first evening 
hunting forays that a great horned owl 
took the smallest of the kittens. They were 
following their mother in single file, each 
relying on the white beacons on the ears 
of the one in front to lead them onward 
and keep them together in the darkest 
sections of the forest's thickets. The little 
one had lagged behind, and the raptor 
had struck silently and swiftly, instantly 
killing the kitten as its powerful talons 
punctured heart, lungs, and liver. 

The mother did not immediately realize 
her smallest was no longer with the rest , 
and in any case, given its instantly fatal 
wounds, no intervention on her part could 
have saved its life. She found the spot 
where the owl had killed it - the carcass 
was already being consumed in a nearby 
pine tree - and she called and searched 
for it for a little while. She did not linger 
for long, however. Most animals do not 
spare much time for mourning: They 
have to get right back to the dictatorial 
imperatives of survival (as did humans 
until we learned how to grow and store 
surplus food). Her surviving young were 
her priority. 

They traveled slowly, mostly because 
the mother cat did the leading and she 
was meticulous in scouting out each 
new vista for danger and prey before 
allowing her often ram bunctious charges 

The hunter/ trapper harvest of bobcats 
in Massachusetts has been trending 
upward for more than a decade as the 
population has grown in siz e and range. 
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Rodents and grasshoppers beware: A mother bobcat (foreground) takes her three 
nearly grown kittens through a field during a hunting foray. While the short tails are 
obvious on the two lead cats, the third cat demonstrates how easy it is - particularly 
if the sighting was momentary - to imagine it had the long tail of a mountain lion. 

to expose themselves. She captured 
and wounded small prey items - voles, 
chipmunks, mice - then dropped them 
for her young to play with, kill, and eat. 
She had no concept of cruelty or mercy, 
and provided the partially incapacitated 
prey so her young could learn, through 
trial, error, and observation, how to safely 
catch and kill them. 

The kittens often lost (and were some
times bitten by) the prey items in the first 
few weeks she took them on hunting ex
cursions, too clumsy and inexperienced 
to master the new game, but as the sum
mer progressed into fall, their increasing 
maturity - combined with lots of practice 
pounces, mock battles, and other forms 
of earnest play - began to hone their 
coordination, and they gradually became 
more adept at hunting. She stopped pro
viding them with food unless she made a 
big kill , but still took them hunting with 
her (or perhaps she simply tolerated 
them following her), sometimes in fields 
for grasshoppers and mice, sometimes 

along the swamp edges for rabbits and 
hares, and with the incentive of empty 
bellies they learned how to move silently, 
to stalk, and eventually, to kill. 

When fall gave way to winter, her pa
tience with kittens had begun to fray. Her 
male kitten now outweighed her by a few 
pounds, and the two females were almost 
identical to her in size. An experienced 
observer could still differentiate between 
the adult and the kittens by subtle differ
ences in their faces (even a grown kitten 
has a "baby-faced," less prominent snout 
than an adult), but in less than a year they 
would all be essentially indistinguishable. 

Not long after the first snowfall in De
cember, the male of the litter left the fam
ily. He would head east for 20 miles, dis
cretely avoiding territorial disputes with 
two mature males during his week-long 
journey, before he found a suitable vacant 
territory where he could settle. It had 
been held by another male for almost a 
decade, but the former owner had passed 
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The chicken keeper found 
her peering out at him from 
beneath the coop, "saw the 
quills in her jaw, deduced 
the situation, and allowed 
her to keep her prize without 
reprisal ... " 

away recently due to the cu
mulative effects of age and 
multiple parasitic infections, 
and the new male had soon 
sprayed the former's scent 
posts as his own. Two other 
young-of-the-year bobcats, a 
male and a female , would wan
der into the same area during 
the following weeks. The new 
owner attacked and chased 
the male from the vicinity in 
short order, but allowed the female to 
remain unmolested. Part of the territory 
she would eventually establish would fall 
within his own, and in time she might 
bear his kittens. 

~ 

The two female kittens remained with 
their mother longer, but sometimes went 
off on solo hunts when they were hungry 
and their mother, satiated with a recent 
kill, had no desire to hunt. Before the start 
of the breeding season one encountered a 
porcupine on a trail and, smelling odent, 
attempted to bite it. An experienced 
adult can sometimes manage to kill a 
porky without serious consequences, 
particularly in deep snow, but even for 
them it is a serious gamble and usually 
not attempted unless the hunting has 
been very poor indeed. The kitten's fast 
reflexes allowed her to dodge the worst 
of the blow from the porcupine's tail, but 
part of her face absorbed more than a 
dozen quills that luckily missed her eyes. 

The instantaneous pain caused her to 
abandon the attack immediately, and 
she spent the next several hours trying 
to rid herself of the barbed, ratcheting 
needles in her face , gums, and paw. She 
was only partially successful. Three days 
later, having failed to secure a meal due to 
the debilitating pain from the tormenting 
quills, she was beginning to starve. She 
wandered out of her mother's territory 
searching for anything she could eat, and 
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on the fourth night after her wounding, 
found herself drooling over the smell and 
noises of a large concentration of birds. 
They were in an enclosure protected by 
wiry mesh, but she was able to pull a sec
tion of it off the wood frame and enter the 
enclosure to a cacophony of bird noise. 
She quickly grabbed a flapping bird and 
took it under the cover of the enclosure 
to eat it in seclusion. 

The chicken keeper came out of his 
house and found the young cat staring out 
from under the coop at him, too famished 
and weak to leave its meal even in the 
interest of self preservation. To his credit, 
he saw the quills in her jaw, deduced her 
desperate situation, and allowed her to 
keep her prize without reprisal. He did, 
however, reattach the wire the next day 
so she couldn't take any more hens. The 
cat was seen by several informed neigh
bors in the weeks ahead as she lingered 
in the area, mostly collecting mice and 
rats around horse barns, but eventual
ly she moved on, having survived her 
wounds and hunger thanks in large part 
to the mercy of one crucial, uncontested 
chicken dinner. 

~ 

As mating season came around again, 
the mother cat became increasingly im
patient with her remaining daughter, who 
had lingered with her far longer than any 
of her previous young. As her belly again 
began to grow with a new batch of kittens, 
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Her next litter already showing in her belly, a mother bobcat displays aggression 
toward a kitten from the previous year. Some litters are born late and so have to 
remain with the mother right through the winter (which is likely the situation in 
this case) but by the time spring arrives, every mother's patience starts to run out. 
she began to snarl whenever the daughter 
approached. One evening a month before 
she would have kittens again, the mother 

awakened to find her daughter had finally 
left, probably a little better trained and a 
little more experienced than her siblings 
for having remained with her mother so 
long. She would eventually establish a 
territory bordering her mother's , and, at 
the age of 5 - the same age her mother 
had been when she was born - she moved 
back into her mother's vacant territory 
and ensured the continuation of the clan, 
along with the continued alertness of the 
local rabbits and hares... ~ 

The author offers special thanks to Bill 
Byrne, Joseph Choniere, Paul Rezendes, 
and Stephen DeStefano for sharing their 
expertise and experience in tracking and 
observing bobcats. 
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Sure it's cold out there, but if the sun is out, the wind is 
gentle, and you dress accordingly, there are few places along 
our coast that offer as many enjoyable birding opportunities 
as this location ... 

The Parker River National Wildlife 
Refuge is located on the southern end of 
Plum Island, an 8-mile long north-south 
oriented barrier island in northeastern 
Massachusetts. It is a beautiful, quiet 
(especially in winter) coastal habitat with 
a 6.3 mile long pristine sandy beach, sand 
dunes , and shrub land on the eastern 
side ; and expansive salt marshes , grassy 
fields , and scattered forested areas on 
the west. There are numerous walking 
trails , boardwalks to beaches, observa
tion towers/decks to observe the beach 
and marsh areas, and a visitor center. 
The refuge is located along the Atlantic 
Flyway and was established in 1942 as a 
habitat for migrating birds. Many species 
of waterfowl, shorebirds, songbirds, owls, 
and other birds of prey are common at 
various times of the year. 

Last winter there were many reports 
of snowy owls along the shore in eastern 
Massachusetts. As an amateur nature 
photographer, I wanted to photograph a 
28 

snowy owl. I planned a midweek trip to 
the Parker River National Wildlife Refuge 
on March 11 , 2014. It was forecast to be a 
beautiful sunny day with temperatures 
in the mid-50s, very warm compared to 
the recent frigid winter weather. 

When I arrived in the late morning, 
there was about 6 inches of snow in the 
marshes and thickets that line the sides 
of the narrow, two lane road that bisects 
the refuge. My plan for the day was to 
drive to the middle of the refuge by the 
Hellcat Wildlife Observation Area, take 
a nearby boardwalk across the dunes to 
the beach, walk the beach to the southern 
end of the island by Emerson Rocks , take 
a boardwalk back across the dunes to the 
observation tower near Stage Island Pool, 
then walk back along the snow covered 
dirt road lined with marshes and grassy 
fields to my starting point at the Hellcat 
Wildlife Refuge parking lot , about a 7 
mile round trip. 
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til watched her circling low over the field for several minutes, staring intently at 
the ground [inset]. Then she swooped in for the kill. She flew off carrying an 
unlucky critter. " 

Soon after passing the visitor center 
near the entrance, I took my first photos 
of the day, a northern harrier hunting 
over the marshy fields on the mainland 
side of the island. I stopped and watched 
her circling low over the field for several 
minutes, staring intently at the ground. 
Then she swooped down for the kill. She 
flew off carrying an unlucky critter. Anice 
photographic start to the day, for me. 

I parked at the Hellcat Wildlife Observa
tionArea parking lot and took the nearest 
boardwalk across the dunes down to the 
beach. I walked the 3.5 miles along the 
beach to Emerson Rocks. I didn't see 
a single person. It was a beautiful day, 
around 55 degrees and a light west wind. 
I was wearing only a flannel with sleeves 
rolled up. I didn't see any owls or other 
creatures along the beach, except for an 
occasional seagull flying by and ducks 
swimming well offshore. The beach is 
beautiful. 

Near Emerson Rocks, I took another 
boardwalk back across the dunes to the 
snow covered, closed road that runs down 
the middle of the island at the southern 
end. I walked toward the observation 
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tower near Stage Island Pool. As I ap
proached the observation tower, I noticed 
something white within the railings on the 
observation deck, maybe a pile of leftover 
snow on the upper deck? As I got closer 
I realized it was a snowy owl. He let me 
walk within 20 or so feet of the tower, so 
I took a couple of photos of him within 
the railings atop the tower. We stared at 
each other for several minutes, then he 
flew off over the marshes. I had seen my 
first snowy owl and he was beautiful! 
After he flew off I walked to the top of the 
observation tower. There was a huge 6- or 
7-inch owl pellet which contained lots of 
small bones and fur. I left the owl pellet 
for the next visitor to examine. 

I began my return trip along the snow/ 
ice covered road to the parking lot at 
Hellcat Wildlife Observation Area. Along 
the way, there are salt water mashes, 
grassy fields and clumps of trees , so the 
walk was very pleasant and picturesque. 
I saw several other birds of prey in the 
distance hunting over the fields and 
marshes. Two of them may have been 
osprey, hovering for several minutes 
high above the ground, staring down. 

continued, page 34 



"He let me walk within 20 or so feet of the tower, so / took a couple of photos of 
him within the railings atop the tower. We stared at each other for several minutes, 
then he flew off over the marshes [below] ." 

Right: "There was a huge 6- or 7-inch 
owl pellet which contained lots of small 
bones and fur. / left the owl pellet for 
the next visitor to examine." 

c: 
o 
'" "" u 
~ 
~ 
:;: 
@ 

B o 
.c 
"-

31 



Snowy owls are adapted to hunt and breed on the arctic tundra, but 
varying numbers move south in "irruptions" of varying intensity nearly 
every year, presumably in response to prey abundance (and not, apparently, 
prey scarcity) in their native habitats. During the big "flight years" birders 

Photo © Bill Byrne 
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flock to coastal areas 
to observe and photo
graph them. Because 
t hey seek tundra-like 
habitats, the owls 
tend to favor coast
al areas, airports, 
and sometimes even 
agricultural fields. 
For an interesting, 
fact-packed overview 
of snowy owls and 
the decades-long re
search to understand 
t heir movements to 
and from Massachu
setts, visit: 

www.massaudubon.orgjget-outdoorsjwiLdLife-sanctuariesj 
bLue-hiLLs-traiLside-museumjsnowy-owL-projectjmigration-maps 
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continued from page 31 

Unfortunately, they were too far away to 
photograph or positively identify. 

When I reached the Hellcat Wildlife 
Observation Area parking lot , I walked 
along the path to the nearby observation 
tower. After 7 miles of walking on the 
beach and closed road, I still had not 
seen a single person. There is much more 
(still not much midweek in winter) foot 
traffic in this area, since this is where 
the plowed road ends and most people 
don't seem to explore beyond the plowed 
road. I met several people who said there 
was a snowy owl in the marshy area just 
beyond the observation tower. Thesnowy 
owl was standing on a log about 300 
feet away in the tidal marsh. He seemed 

For further information: 
Parker River NW Refuge website: 
www.jws.gov/rejuge/parker river/ 

Refuge brochure: 

www.jws.gov/uploadedFiles/Region 5/ 
NWRS/North Zone/Parker River Complex/ 
Parker River/GeneraIBrochure.pdj 

Refuge map: 

www.jws.gov/uploadedFiles/Region 5/ 
NWRS/North Zone/Parker River Complex/ 
Parker River/ParkerRiverMap.pdj 
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unbothered by the gathering group of 
birders and photographers watching him. 
Now I had seen and photographed two 
snowy owls. I considered my late winter 
adventure a total success. 

I went back to my truck, made a peanut 
butter and jelly sandwich and started my 
ride home. Going down the road to leave 
the refuge I had to stop for several minutes 
as a rafter of 10 turkeys marched down the 
middle of the road past me. Wild turkeys 
are not the prettiest birds, but they are 
just one of the many species often seen 
at Parker River National Wildlife Refuge. 

Just outside the refuge there are large 
salt marshes and grassy fields on the sides 
of the roads. About a mile from the refuge 
I noticed a snowy owl on the ground in a 
field about 50 feet from the road. A group 
of around 10 photographers and birders 
gathered over the next 15 minutes. The 
owl seemed unfazed by the attention, 
and the "crowd" was very polite and did 
not encroach. Some of the people were 
local residents who said they have seen a 
large number of snowy owls throughout 
the winter. This is the best snowy owl 
photo I took that day, showing his yellow 
eyes . After a few more minutes a gust of 
wind blew a piece of paper toward him 
and he flew deeper into the field . They 
really are quite picturesque flying off 
with their 4 - 5 foot wingspan, and blend 
in quite well with the snow and marsh 
grasses. 
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Wild turkeys 
are commonly 
spotted on the _ ........... 
refuge. 

As the third 
snowy owl of 
the day flew off 
during mid-af
ternoon , and 
with my goal of 
photographing 
a snowy owl 
realized , I was 
quite pleased 
with my late win
ter adventure 
at the Parker 
River National 
Wildlife Refuge. 
I saw and/ or pho
tographed three snowy owls, a northern 
harrier successfully hunting, a rafter of 
wild turkeys, several other birds of prey 
(probably including osprey) , several 
species of waterfowl and shore birds, as 
well as many songbirds. I had a relaxing 
3.5 mile walk on a deserted, pristine, 
sandy beach and enjoyed the late winter 
warm weather. The Parker River National 
Wildlife Refuge is an ideal place to ob
serve and photograph many species of 
birds in their natural habitat. During the 
winter, the refuge is particularly quiet 
and beautiful when snow adds another 
dimension to the spectacular beach, 
dunes and salt marshes. Last winter, 

the presence of many snowy owls made 
exploring the refuge even more alluring. 
There's no telling what treasures will 
await us this winter! ~ 

Artie Jackson is a recently retired research 
meteorologist and amateur nature photog
rapher. He enjoys photographing wildlife 
in the woods, beaches and wildlife refuges 
of Massachusetts and New England, as 
well as in our National Parks. Recent 
photographic journeys include an 8-day 
rafting trip through the Grand Canyon and 
a JO-day road trip circumnavigating the 
spectacular scenery of Iceland. 
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Continued from inside front cover 
1 wish we had the space to show a few more 
photos of your charming visitors. The animals 
are definitely fisher, and 1 concur with you that 
they are young-of-the-year examples (which 
explains why they are so unafraid; essentially, 
they are young, innocent puppies exploring 
their world for the first time). 1 suspect they 
have left their mother only very recently, or 
perhaps they are still with her and she was 
waiting somewhere in the background. If they 
are already weaned (as it appears) they may 
have been quite hungry. 1 think food is most 
certainly what they were hoping to find. It al
ways amazes me that so many people believe 
that fisher are ferocious, dangerous animals, 
when in fact they never attack people (except 
in extremely rare instances when infected 
with rabies) and are generally quite amiable 
and curious when young. Adults usually react 
to humans by leaving the area immediately. 
Please note that "fisher-cat," while in common 
vernacular use in New England, is not a proper 
name for this species. The fisher is a mustelid 
(member of the weasel/otter family) and al
though it has semi-retractable claws and can 
climb trees as well as a cat, it is not related to 
the felids. Thanks for sharing I 

PG.M. 

Hi MW: I was out for a walk the other day 
when I came across this baby snake. I live in 
Pittsfield so I have seen my share of garter 
snakes. But this did not look like one. Plus it 
was aggressive. Even when I tried snapping a 
picture of it , it would coil up and try to bite. A 
friend of mine said it looks like a baby rattle
snake. But I know we don't have them in the 
Pittsfield area. Can you help me identify it? 
Thanks, 
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Brandon Kinnas 
Pittsfield, MA 

This is a really neat example of two separate 
aspects of this species. It is, indeed, a common 
gartersnake (Thamnophis sirtalis), but your 
example is a "spotted phase" individual. This 
means the solid black stripes running on either 
side of the central yellow/white stripe that 
extends the length of the backbone are broken 
into two lines of alternating, squarish spots. It 
is believed that this pattern evolved to provide 
camouflage from aerial predators (raptors), 
and it appears to be more common in coastal 
and other areas where vegetation is generally 
low. The more common solid-stripe pattern 
is believed to be more effective camouflage 
against terrestrial predators (raccoons, faxes) 
because it provides the illusion that the animal 
is stationary when it is actually moving through 
fallen leaves or vegetation. Consequently, the 
spotted pattern is generally not common in 
areas (such as yours) where forest is the pri
mary habitat, yet it still persists in the genome 
of the species, providing adaptability if habitat 
conditions change. (1 have never seen a review 
of specimens from the period, but 1 would love 
to know if the spotted phase increased in abun
dance during the colonial period when most 
of Massachusetts was stripped of its trees.) 

The other aspect of the species your photo 
demonstrates is its propensity to bluff, puffing 
up its body to look as dangerous and formi
dable as possible. Garters typically resort to 
this option when cornered, or, as 1 suspect 
is the case with your example, they are not 
warm enough to function at full capacity and 
therefore cannot use their first choice option, 
which is to flee at top speed. 

PG.M. 

Saw this interesting iridescent blue black 
beetle yesterday. His abdomen was so much 
larger than his thorax. Know what it is? 

Ann J. Barker 
Tyngsboro, MA 

This is a female Short-winged Blister Beetle 
(Meloe angusticollis), sometimes called an 
Oil Beetle. 1 typically encounter them in late 
summer/early autumn, but adults are also 
found in the spring. They have a somewhat 
complicated life history that depends on ex
ploiting the nests of various species of solitary 



bees. Some other species feed on grasshopper 
eggs. Adults are vegetarians and the females 
are about twice the size of the males. Males can 
be identified by a distinctive crimp and bend 
on each antennae that aids them in mating. 
The blister beetles get their name because they 
release an oily substance from their leg joints 
when handled or otherwise alarmed. This oil 
contains a chemical agent called cantharidin, 
which can cause blistering on the skin and poi
soning when ingested (a serious problem for 
horses that inadvertently eat the beetles when 
the insects are caught up and incorporated into 
hay bales). This chemical is also produced by 
a few other kinds of insects, the most notable 
of which is probably the Spanish Fly (Lytta 
vesicatoria), which is actually an Old World 
beetle. Cantharidin extracts from this species 
have been used as supposed aphrodisiacs 
since ancient times because the poison irritates 
and inflames the urinary tract. Dosage would 
be crucial, however, as ingested cantharidin 
can easily prove fatal. My advice on blister 
beetles is don 't handle them with bare hands, 
even if they play dead (which they do). Re
action to their excretions is highly variable 
(not unlike most allergies) so handling them 
is about equivalent to playing with poison ivy. 

PG.M. 

Is this a snakehead? I was fishing for snapper 
bluefish in my kayak on the Weweantic River 
in Wareham last summer and caught this 
unidentified small fish. I was using a small 
metal jig with a fly teaser, fishing in the tidal 
area of the river north of the Route 6 bridge. 
I had caught a few bluefish, a small fluke, 
and then I caught this fish. It was about 8 to 
10 inches long. I thought it might be a snake
head. Any help on identifying would be great! 

Brian Woodard 
Wareham, MA 

Our fisheries biologists identify your mystery 
fish as an Inshore Lizardfish, Synodus foetens. 
I am not familiar with this species and have 
never caught one, but that is not surprising giv
en that Massachusetts is at the very northern 

extreme of a range that extends to the Gulf of 
Mexico, throughout the Caribbean, and south 
to Brazil. It is, as the name implies, a fish of 
relatively shallow waters (90 feet or less) and 
it lives mostly on the bottom on sand or mud 
substrates. The lizard moniker comes from the 
slender shape and pointed snout of this small 
fish (the largest specimens top out at around 
16 inches), not to mention that it has a mouth 
full of needle-like teeth. Snakeheads are more 
blunt-faced, somewhat resembling a bowfin 
in profile. The lizardfish is considered quite 
rare north of North Carolina, but with climate 
change ongoing, there is a good possibility that 
it will become more common in our waters as 
time goes on ... 

PG.M. 

Hi MW;I was hoping you might be able to 
identify this little guy and tell me about his 
strange behavior. I was hiking in Chesterfield, 
NH when I came upon a caterpillar bent com
pletely backwards. He/she was sitting on top 
of a mailbox that contained trail maps for the 
Madame Sherri Forest. When I closed the 
mailbox I noticed the caterpillar. I had to snap 
a photo because I'd never seen one bent like 
this before. It was definitely alive because I 
watched it move. Thank you. 

Julie Byars 
Townsend, MA 

Our top entomologist, Dr. Mike Nelson, offers 
this reply: "Your curious caterpillar is actually a 
sawfly larva. Sawflies are stingless wasps with 
larvae that feed on vegetation and resemble 
the caterpillar of a moth or butterfly. The spe
cies you photographed is the Introduced Pine 
Sawfly (Diprion similis). More information 
is available here: http.//bugguide.net/ node/ 
view/13619. Many sawfly species bend their 
head backward when disturbed." 

I think this is likely an attempt at snake 
m~kry PGM. 
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Plenty of piscatorial skill gathered at MassWildlife's new "green" Richard Cronin Field 
Headquarters building in Westborough in November. They received gold pins and 
plaques that designated them as the individuals who caught and registered the largest 
examples of freshwater fish in the Massachusetts Sportfishing Awards Program in 
2013. Awards are currently offered in two classes - youth and adult - and plans are 
underway to add a new "catch & release" award class in 2015. The two Angler of the 
Year winners who caught the greatest variety of trophy fish in each class were Mark 
Mohan, Jr. of Pembroke, Mass. (adult) and Jake Souza of Berkley, Mass. (youth), both 
of whom are in the front row behind their standing trophies. Photo © Bill 
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