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CHASING THE ELUSIVE BY
CAT OF THE NORTH Nancy Skarmeas

W

ill Staats walks hundreds of miles through
the Great North Woods each year. In the

fall, he spends long days carefully tracking deer.
In the winter, he hikes snow-covered woods laying traplines, or snowshoes through dense forests
in Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom tracking bobcats.
Come spring, Staats is still on the move, walking the mountainsides collecting shed
antlers from remote moose-wintering sites. And this is just in his time away from
full-time work as a wildlife biologist at Fish and Game’s regional office in Lancaster.
Without a doubt, Staats knows the North Country, knows its rivers, lakes, mountains
and forests, and, of course, its animals – the moose, bear, deer, bobcat, coyote, fisher,
fox, beaver and marten that populate this wild country.
One animal has eluded Staats throughout his long career – the Canada lynx. For
decades, the lynx has been missing from New Hampshire’s forests, but the cat has
never been far from Staats’ mind. He knows the type of dense spruce/fir forest the
lynx favors, and knows that the cat thrives in areas of deepest snowfall. He knows
that the species is well-established just over the border in Maine, and he’s even found
a few sets of tracks in the North Country. The lynx has proven elusive, but Staats
never stopped believing that one day the cat would reveal itself.
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lynx or bobcat?

S

imilar in size and appearance, the Canada lynx can be difficult to distinguish from the
more familiar bobcat. Learning the subtle differences between the two cats can aid

the observer when trying to identify one or the other. Below are a few key traits to note:
1. Large, thickly furred paws of the lynx contrast with the normal size of the bobcat’s.
2. The tail on the lynx is wholly tipped with black; the bobcat’s tail is black above and
white or pale below.
3. The black ear tufts are longer on the lynx.
4. Note the strong “sideburns” that adorn the side of the lynx’s face.
5. The bobcat sports more pronounced spots on its coat than the lynx.
Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis)
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On a sunny day in June 2011, his patience was
finally rewarded. Driving along a quiet Pittsburg
logging road, Staats rounded a slight bend and came
upon a lone lynx sitting in the road ahead. He stopped
his truck, quieting his excitement to a steady calm as
he watched the cat. The lynx returned his gaze, then
rose and walked into the dense woods. Staats followed and, standing just inside the edge of the forest,
watched in awe as the cat silently moved away.
Though lynx once roamed New Hampshire forests
from the White Mountains to the Canadian border,
by the 1960s these secretive animals had seemingly
disappeared from the state. Recent large-scale efforts
at habitat conservation in the North Country had
already stirred some optimism about the lynx’s return,
and Staats’ sighting further raised hopes. When, just
months later, deer hunters came upon four lynx kittens in Pittsburg, and shortly after, the same four kittens were filmed by a nearby remote camera, people
across New Hampshire were captivated. Suddenly it
seemed possible that, after more than fifty years, the
lynx was indeed poised to once again become part of
the North Country landscape.

Built for Snow Travel
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Bobcat (Lynx rufus)
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The Canada lynx is a medium-sized cat with
a grizzled, gray coat that fades to near white on its
belly, legs and feet. Adult lynx weigh 15-30 pounds
and are not quite three feet in length. Though similar
in size and appearance to the more familiar bobcat,
the lynx has a few distinguishing features. Its short
tail and pointed ears are tipped in solid black, and the
sides of its face are adorned with lush, black-streaked
sideburns. The lynx also moves with a distinctive
gait, rocking as it runs, thanks to back legs that are
noticeably longer than those in front. And then there
are the lynx’s wide, thickly-furred paws. Lynx tracks,
surrounded by a prominent fur halo, measure up to 4
inches wide, while tracks left by a bobcat look like
those of an oversized housecat.
Lynx breed in early spring, and kittens are born by
the start of summer. Litter sizes range from two up to
as many as five, depending upon the abundance of
food. Adult lynx are solitary animals that eat squirrels, mice and voles, but their primary source of food
is the snowshoe hare. The lynx’s long legs and wide
paws make it perfectly adapted for hunting hare in
deep snow, giving it an advantage over other predators, including the bobcat, which, while abundant in
central and southern New Hampshire, is ill-adapted
to hunt in areas of higher snowfall. Without the
snow, however, the lynx loses its edge and the more
aggressive bobcat wins out. As a result, lynx are most
abundant in Canada and Alaska, where deep snows
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A lynx will range hundreds of miles in search of
food, and with Maine’s population estimated between
600 and 1,200, it is expected that the occasional adult
lynx will find its way into New Hampshire. Mothers
with kittens do not roam, however, and state wildlife
experts feel certain that the kittens seen in 2011 were
New Hampshire born and bred. But why now, after
half a century, would lynx be returning?
The answer traces back to the 1970s and 80s in
northern Maine, when an insect infestation led to
extensive clear cutting of the state’s forests. After a
clear cut, northern forests regenerate in predictable
ways. About 20 years on, trees stand 10 to 15 feet
and grow tightly together, surrounded by thick undergrowth. By the 1990s, this is exactly what large tracts
of Maine’s northern forests looked like. This is also
what prime snowshoe hare habitat looks like – plenty
of cover on the ground and enough tree density to
shield the rabbits from airborne predators. Through
the 1990s, Maine’s hare population expanded and lynx
found plentiful hunting. Females had larger litters and
lynx wandering down from Quebec found food and
stayed, growing a thriving, stable population.
Forests, however, are living, growing things; as
trees mature, undergrowth thins and the snowshoe
hare loses its niche. Speculation is that with Maine’s
forests maturing, lynx are ranging further in search
of prey, some finding their way into far northern
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What’s Good for the Hare
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are reliable. The northern U.S. represents the southernmost portion of the lynx’s range, and the animal’s
presence here is tenuous at best. Though the lynx is
found in small populations in 14 northern and mountainous states, the species was listed as threatened
in the U.S. in 2000; in New Hampshire, the lynx has
been listed as endangered since 1980.

From top: This trail cam image of lynx
kittens helped confirm their presence
in Pittsburg, New Hampshire, in 2011;
snowshoe hare, the lynx’s preferred
prey, thrive in the regenerating forest
habitat of northern New Hampshire;
furred fore and hind feet and long legs
make the lynx a fast and effective
winter predator.
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lynx Protection Zone
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New Hampshire Fish and Game
established a Lynx Protection Zone
(yellow shaded area). This is part
of an ongoing effort to make New
Hampshire a more hospitable place
for the Canada lynx to call home.
Special trapping regulations have
also been implemented to minimize
accidental capture of the lynx.

New Hampshire, where biologists are hopeful that
they are finding the habitat they seek. Several of
the 2011 lynx occurrences were within the 25,000acre Connecticut Lakes Natural Area (CLNA) in
northernmost Coos County. Established in 2002 as
a result of the International Paper lands sale, the
CLNA is owned and managed by Fish and Game.
About 15,000 acres of the parcel is protected and left
to natural succession, the remainder is actively managed to maintain diversity of wildlife and habitat.
Within the CLNA is a wonderful variety of terrain,
including areas of young, dense spruce/fir forests
rich with snowshoe hare.

Surveys Underway
Even before the recent lynx sightings, N.H. Fish
and Game had received a small amount of funding
from the US Fish and Wildlife Service to begin limited lynx surveys in the North Country. And shortly
after the news of the summer sightings, Fish and
Game raised an additional $18,000 by reaching out
to the nearly one thousand donors to the Nongame
and Endangered Wildlife Program. When the lynx
kittens, as if on cue, decided to show themselves, all
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the planning and survey efforts shifted into a higher
gear. State wildlife biologists stepped quickly into
action, knowing that before they could make a plan
to support returning lynx, they needed to determine
just how many of the cats were in the state and where
exactly they were finding suitable habitat.
In January of 2012, teams began surveying for
lynx over 250 miles of North Country forests. The
unseasonably mild weather made the task difficult.
Surveys require sufficient snow to run snowmobiles
and should ideally be completed within 24 hours of
a snowfall for fresh tracks to be visible. Between
January and March, teams were able to perform surveys on just five days. Covering between 50 and 60
miles a day and traveling at speeds around 20 mph,
the biologists scanned the route for fresh tracks.
Each track was identified, measured, photographed
and its location recorded. The result? Four sets of
lynx tracks were documented in two North Country
towns on the Maine border, enough to establish the
lynx’s presence.
Subsequently the tracks of three lynx traveling
together were found by Will Staats and fellow biologist Jill Kilborn during a timber stand review in the
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Connecticut Lakes Natural Area, possibly made by
the same kittens filmed in the fall. Further surveys are
planned for this winter. Previous routes will be resurveyed and new routes established. Biologists hope
to include some backtracking in this year’s surveys,
looking for fur or scat samples that could provide
DNA evidence, which would allow them to identify
and monitor individual lynx. If the winter weather
cooperates, a much fuller picture of New Hampshire’s
lynx population will begin to emerge by spring.
For now, Fish and Game is doing what it can to
make the state more hospitable to lynx. Additional
Fish and Wildlife Grants have been applied for, and
biologists are familiarizing themselves with federal
regulations surrounding the handling of a threatened species. On a practical level, Fish and Game
has established a Lynx Protection Zone in northern
New Hampshire, and special trapping regulations are
in place to minimize the potential for the accidental
capture of lynx. New Hampshire officials are also
considering how they can best collaborate with their
colleagues in Maine and Vermont, aware that habitat
connectivity across northern New England will be
essential to lynx survival.
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Clockwise from top left: Classic Canada lynx habitat – dense spruc/fir forest with deep snow
– note the snowshoe hare tracks in the foreground; N.H. Fish and Game biologist Will Staats
observes some fresh lynx tracks in the snow; the most notable difference between lynx and
bobcat tracks is the size – the larger lynx track (left) spans about four inches from toe to heel.

Hopeful Outlook
The lynx that Will Staats saw in June of 2011
might well have been a harbinger of things to come,
of the long-awaited day when the lynx returns to
claim its historic role in the state’s ecosystem. Only
time will tell. Today, there are mostly questions. Will
returning lynx find enough suitable habitat? Will
milder winters drive lynx further north? What is the
best way to manage forests to maintain a healthy lynx
population?
This winter, biologists will be back out on their
snowmobiles, searching for tracks, collecting
samples, and gathering data. This data will eventually lead to some answers. But for now there is great
excitement, along with the fervent hope that the
lynx kittens that captured the state’s imagination in
2011 will be first among many generations of New
Hampshire-born lynx to hunt, breed and thrive in our
northern forests.

Nancy Skarmeas is a freelance writer from Hopkinton,
New Hampshire.
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