


  PART ONE


  THESE HAVE HAIR


  1. WHITE-TAILED DEER PERSONAL ADS


  Years ago, a colleague of mine, eager to jump-start his love life, began placing and answering personal ads in a newspaper. Let us just say that they led in interesting and sometimes shocking directions. Adirondack white-tailed deer seek relationships in similar fashion. They place their own personal advertisements, of a sort. Other deer answer them, a certain amount of jousting and mating goes on, and the following June or thereabouts, does deliver fawns.


  For whitetails, the courting season begins in earnest in early fall. That’s when testosterone levels rise in the males. Bucks that were downright sedate all summer, fixated mainly on food, begin to engage in what appear to be mock battles with sapling trees. Generally, the bigger the sapling, the grander and more powerful the buck. Where antlers push against a trunk, bark is rubbed off. These abrasions are known as “buck rubs.”


  Bucks create rubs about the same time that the velvet, or fuzzy skin, that covers antlers as they grow begins to tatter. As bucks continue to work out on young trees, the last bloodstained bits of velvet fall away. Further rubbing polishes the antlers, and scent is left on the trunks.


  Does, reading the nuances of the woods like some of us scrutinize newspapers or Facebook pages, take note of buck rubs. Their hormone levels rise in autumn, too. By examining and sniffing these telltale signs of the season—the first salient personal ads of the whitetail rut—does learn about the bucks that made them.
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  Meanwhile, as a whitetail buck, urged on by testosterone, engages trees in combat, his neck muscles grow bigger and stronger. His expanded neck may partly be a result of the hormones themselves and partly a response to increased exercise. One way or another, a stout link between head and torso helps a buck prepare for what follows: male-on-male conflicts, which involve lots of butting. The stronger his front end, the more likely a buck is to come out ahead in a shoving match.


  Another white-tailed deer personal ad is the scrape. This is a bare patch on the forest floor, raked clear by a buck with his front hooves. He chooses the spot, which is almost always under overhanging branches (more about those in a moment), and paws the ground until soil is exposed. Then he positions himself over the scrape, squats, and, to use a polite term, “makes water.” He also makes a minor mess of himself in the process.


  In this way, a buck washes scent from tarsal glands, located on the upper insides of his hind legs, down to the ground and into the soil. He is composing, in essence, a personal ad. This one might be translated, roughly, as follows:


  “Strong handsome male, sure to be a good father (at least in the sense of passing on traits desirable in offspring), seeks strong attractive female for passionate short-term relationship. Leave response here.”


  If you walk up to a scrape (mature bucks make dozens of them) and give it a sniff, you’ll detect an intense pungency rising from the ground. To a fellow deer, this bouquet delivers personal information loud and clear. Rival males take notice. And so do does.


  Mature does visit scrapes and, with noses far more sensitive than yours and mine, gather information. Often, but not always, a doe lingers, anoints the scrape in much the same way its maker did, and posts a reply. The next time a buck makes a pass through that part of his territory, he reads the message with his nostrils. He may also pick up messages left by rivals. Bucks are not averse to publishing personal ads on each other’s groomed turf.


  A doe also sniffs the branches above a scrape. While the buck cleared that particular patch of ground, he likely rubbed his forehead on twigs and sturdier branches that grew overhead. Between his eyes and just above them, a buck has glands that produce sweat and pheromones. The pheromones represent, in essence, yet another kind of personal ad, delivering or reiterating information to does about the scrape’s maker.


  Find a scrape in the woods, as skilled hunters know to do, and look just above it. You’ll likely find broken twigs. They testify, perhaps, to the fervor of the buck that budged and battered them with his forehead. The twigs may be wet, even if the weather has been dry. Bucks often lick twigs in the process of scraping and scent-marking.


  Does moving through the woods leave scents and messages of their own. Bucks, stalking them, take note. The news posted by females changes over time. First, it tells of prospective mothers not yet ready to step over the threshold of the whitetail’s impromptu version of matrimony. Later, as mature does enter heat, or estrus, generally sometime in November, the messages grow urgent. From this point on and for several days thereafter, does and bucks sleep little if at all.


  Of course, it’s all for a good and wholesome cause. To maintain a population of beautiful, graceful deer in the woods, there has to be romance. And the romance must play out in the whitetail’s time-honored way—through placing personal ads. Big, dominant bucks and robust, healthy females post the most compelling messages, and they do most of the breeding. Twenty-eight weeks later, more or less, after the snows of winter have come and gone, generally between late May and the Fourth of July, fawns make their debuts.


  2. THE ELUSIVE ADIRONDACK MOOSE


  Tracks—big tracks—in the mud demanded our attention. A group of us were hiking into the McKenzie Mountain Wilderness Area, near Bloomingdale, when we looked down in astonishment. At our feet lay evidence of a horse-sized stalker, perhaps one approaching 1,000 pounds. In shape, the prints were cloven and looked like those made by a deer. But the length, breadth, and depth of these impressions suggested a maker the size of a horse. Any one print could have held the bowl of oatmeal I’d eaten for breakfast.
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  The horse, of course, was actually a moose, a beast every visitor to the Adirondack Park, and every resident, has heard about but few have seen. Perhaps the track maker had been the moose that neighbors of ours had chanced upon a few days earlier. It was a bull, recently parted from his disposable antlers. He had been wading up to his hairy chest and belly in a sun-warmed pond.


  We never saw the moose that made the tracks we saw that day, nor did I get lucky on the one other occasion (up to that point in time) on which, in the Adirondacks, I had gazed into a similar series of footprints. As my Adirondack grandfather, a master of colloquialisms, might have put it, the world’s largest deer had skunked me.


  Truth is, looking for a moose in the Adirondack Park in 2003 was like searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack. Granted, the needle might stand seven feet tall at the shoulder, measure nine feet from the tip of its enormous nose to the end of its miniscule tail, carry antlers weighing more than sixty pounds, and bristle with hair. But the haystack is enormous—six million acres—and the needles are scarce. According to Al Hicks, then the wildlife biologist keeping track of moose for New York State’s Department of Environmental Conservation, moose numbers were likely rising at an annual rate of 10 to 15 percent, but the total count was still probably less than 200.


  In the Maine woods, the situation was conspicuously different. Hicks suggested it offered a glimpse of the probable Adirondack future. In Maine, a few hundred moose used the twentieth century to good advantage, romancing themselves into a population of 29,000 or thereabouts. People saw moose often in Maine, collisions with automobiles were frequent, and a hunting season had been opened. Year after year, tourists crowded into the state to get looks at these appealing but ungainly symbols of northern wilderness.


  My own most memorable encounter with the Goliath of eastern ungulates occurred in Maine. I relish the thought of repeating it one day in the Adirondacks. I was standing on the rocky shore of a lake deep in the woods. Suddenly branches snapped behind me. I glanced over my right shoulder and saw a cow moose breaking out of the trees. In her wake, nose-to-hindquarters, plowed a monstrous bull, the six-foot-breadth of his antlers slicing through the balsams. As I stood trembling, the two clumped past me, so close that I could smell their musky odor, which was almost pleasing. I had a camera with me and tried to take a photo. The long lens I was carrying had a minimum focusing distance of eighteen feet, and the moose were closer than that. Knowing I was in a dangerous situation, I spoke soft and soothing words, often a good idea in the presence of large and unpredictable animals. To my relief, they clumped away without incident.


  How to increase one’s chances of glimpsing an Adirondack moose? I asked the human being perhaps best equipped to supply the answer. “First of all,” said Al Hicks, “the eastern half of the Adirondacks would probably be best. That’s where we hear about the most sightings. I’m thinking about the area around Speculator and Perkins Clearing, the east side of Lake George, the woods in Clinton County north of Loon Lake, and the Moose River Plains.” Hicks emphasized that a moose seen in a particular place today likely won’t turn up there tomorrow. Moose move. He told of an Adirondack animal that walked from the Adirondacks to Rochester. There the moose was darted and tranquilized and trucked west to Newcomb. After its release, the wanderer set off again. This time it walked and swam to Algonquin Provincial Park in Canada. There the Adirondack expat died and was identified.


  Hicks told me the best time to look for a moose was very early in the morning, at first light. Ninety percent of the sightings reported to him are of moose crossing roads, so Hicks advised aspiring moose watchers to get out early, drive cautiously, and keep eyes peeled. “If you absolutely had to see an Adirondack moose,” he added, chuckling, “the thing to do would be to get in an airplane on a bright sunny day in early January, fly over timber company land, and look for areas of active logging. Moose are more easily spotted in cleared areas. Fly low, circling, looking for tracks. When you find them, keep circling until you see a moose.”


  If you’re one of the lucky hikers who comes face-to-face with a moose in the woods, stand calmly and don’t approach. A moose isn’t an animal you want to frighten at close quarters. As you pause, staring, the moose may well do the same. In all likelihood it’s ruminating, in both meanings of the word. Let the moose size you up, note your scent, and tiptoe off when it’s ready. In the meantime you’ll probably find yourself agreeing with Al Hicks. “The moose is very dramatic,” he said, “a neat animal, a great asset to the Adirondacks.”


  3. MOOSE IN WINTER


  Given their sheer bulk, the wooliness of their dark winter coats, and the astonishing length of their shapely chorus-girl legs, one would expect moose to take northern winters in stride. So it may come as a surprise to you, as it did to me, to learn that the largest of the world’s deer struggles through the cold and deep snow just like the rest of us.


  Size, certainly, stands in the moose’s favor. There’s an old rule in zoo-geography, Bergmann’s rule, which states that individual animals within a species tend to get larger the farther they live from the Equator. Canadian robins are bigger than South Carolina robins, for example. However, Bergmann’s rule doesn’t always hold. As the distinguished nature writer and experimental physiologist Bernd Heinrich has pointed out, the world’s smallest songbird, the golden-crowned kinglet, lives in some of the world’s coldest places, including the Adirondacks. Still, on the whole animals that live where it’s cold tend to be big. Bulk seems to offer an advantage at low temperatures because the bigger you are, the smaller the ratio of your surface area to core volume. The smaller the ratio, the less readily you lose heat.


  So the moose is big, up to 1,200 pounds and more in the Far North, and approaching 800 pounds or so in our part of the country. How about its extra-extra-large fur coat? That’s a good thing, too. The moose wears long underwear consisting of dense fur that’s soft and fine. Over that it sprouts an outer coat of guard hair, coarse and straw-like in winter. If we were talking about house insulation, we’d say that those hollow hairs have a high R-value. These and the thick underfur keep the moose so warm that if temperatures rise too far, moose are forced to splash in water or wallow in snow to keep from overheating.


  Which leaves the legs. Here lie the problems of the moose in wintertime. A moose has cloven-hoofed limbs several feet long that allow it to move through snow of moderate depth far more readily than a white-tailed deer can. Yet even for the lanky moose, there’s a limit. It’s reached somewhere around thirty inches of powder. Beyond that, a moose struggles.


  And depth is only the half of it. The nature of the snow plays an important role, too. A moose does best in packed powder. But if there’s been a thaw and a refreeze, and the snowpack forms a crust, a moose can find itself in a bad way. In hard and brittle snow, gray wolves, where and when they’re present, sometimes get the better of a moose, especially if it’s old, sick, run-down, or all of the above.


  Moose deal with snow in a variety of ways. They plow trails by walking back and forth over favorite paths. This makes the going easier. Hard-packed snow is what a moose likes best, although sometimes in areas where gray wolves and mountain lions prowl, loose powder may work to a moose’s advantage. A moose that stands six or seven feet at the shoulder has legs much longer than those of its adversaries.


  Because moose favor packed snow, they are sometimes attracted to roads and cross-country ski areas. In such situations they pose dangers. To people unfamiliar with the big animals, a moose feeling threatened looks relaxed and easygoing. Typically, it stands still, looking nonchalant until the moment it strikes out with one of its legs. A kick is potentially lethal. If you ever meet a moose on a road or trail, keep your distance.


  Like deer, moose often gather in so-called “yards” in winter. These are often located on south-facing slopes and in places where winds keep snow depth shallow. A moose yard often has twelve to fifteen animals in it. Good feed also helps determine the location of a yard. In winter, moose tend to eat a mix of hardwoods such as willow, poplar, ash, birch, alder, dogwood, viburnum, ash, and hazelnut and softwoods such as balsam fir, hemlock, American yew, white cedar, white pine, and white spruce.


  The dietary needs of moose in winter are astounding. A single animal might consume fifty or sixty pounds of rough and hearty fare in a day. Food is consumed meticulously, one twig, bud, or evergreen sprig at a time. Moose have a couple of nifty tricks for acquiring winter meals. When the snow is deep, they sometimes kneel, front legs bent back on themselves. This gets their short-necked bodies down to where the food is. A moose will also straddle a sapling tree and walk forward, pushing the tree down as it goes and feasting its way to the top.


  Since moose breed in the fall, a cow moose that’s pregnant eats for two throughout the winter. Prospective moms burn up stored fat more quickly than prospective dads, so they’re especially prone to starvation. Disturbances that force them to burn extra calories can prove fatal. And so, if you’re lucky to see a moose in the snow, admire it at a distance.


  4. GONE YESTERDAY, HERE TODAY, GONE AGAIN TOMORROW?


  Adirondack moose milk, moose yogurt, moose cheese, moose chocolate, moose ice cream, and low-impact moose-back saddle trips. . . . I used to lie abed nights, dreaming entrepreneurial dreams of moose-based products. Yet the prospects dim. Just when I thought I had a sure-fire formula for making a home-grown Adirondack moose-mint (more about this later), Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) wildlife biologist Al Hicks tells me to find another horse-sized animal to bet on.


  Global warming is coming. Indeed, global warming, climatologists tell us, is here. And the moose, which reigns supreme in cold climates but withers in warm, may soon go back where it came from.


  The dire prediction comes just three decades after moose started returning to the Adirondacks, wandering in from New England and Canada. Moose had vanished from the region in the mid-1800s, victims of overhunting, habitat destruction and perhaps disease.


  According to Hicks, best-case climate-model scenarios predict a Philadelphia-like climate taking hold in our region over the next generation or two. If this happens, the state’s moose herd, which the state DEC says has grown to about 500 animals, will likely peak, decline and disappear.


  Exactly why the moose flourishes in, and only in, the wreath of spruce, fir, birch and willow that wraps around the cold, snowy forests of the northern Northern Hemisphere remains an open question. Numerous factors come into play. Among them are the presence (and absence) of plants moose like to eat, which is to say, broadly, soft, mineral-rich aquatic plants in summer and a high-roughage diet of woody plants in winter; the long legs of the moose, which give it an edge over deer in snow; and the fact that a moose is large, dark and woolly. Thick heat-absorbing pelage serves the world’s largest deer well in cold weather. In warm, the moose’s coat inclines the animal to overheat. Parasites pose problems, too. They’re moderate in number in cold climes, but when moose head south, they pick up lots of hitchhikers.


  The most lethal form a grim trio: a liver fluke, a tick that can infest moose in literally staggering numbers and drive them to rub off all their hair, and a brain worm known to science by the tongue-twisting name Parelaphostrongylus tenuis.


  Sketched on paper, the brain worm’s life cycle looks like a Rube Goldberg device for self-propagation. Let’s begin our look at it inside a white-tailed deer’s brain. Here the parasite may reach three inches in length, but perhaps because of acquired resistance, it generally does little harm. When the alien matures, it sheds eggs into the deer’s bloodstream, which carries them to the lungs. The deer coughs. Up come parasite eggs. The deer swallows them and ships them down its GI tract, from which they emerge unharmed. Land snails make contact with the poop and pick up the parasite eggs. When a moose eats a plant with an infected snail on it, the parasites hatch out and head for the moose’s brain. There the cycle begins spinning anew.


  Studies suggest that moose older than two years are relatively immune to brain worm but calves are highly vulnerable. Of course, without calves a population will crumble.


  The thinking of Hicks and his DEC biologist colleague, Chuck Dente, is that the more mild our Adirondack winters become, the more deer we’ll have. The more deer we have, the more moose will suffer from brain worm, flukes and ticks. No biologist can predict exactly what will happen, and when. But the future for the Adirondack moose looks uncertain at best. Hicks says he wants to be optimistic. Like me, he’s the middle-aged father of young children. He’d like them to inherit an Adirondack Park, he says, that still harbors the hooved Goliath.


  If the Adirondack moose does hang on, history suggests it might live up to my business plan. In Europe and Asia, moose nurtured by humans from their suckling days have made loyal, affectionate mounts and milking animals. Granted, they also kill a passerby with a well-placed kick, head-butt, or sideswipe now and again, but this is also true of horses and cattle.


  According to biologist Valerius Geist, a cow moose can produce 440 pounds of milk during the four or five months she’s in season. The milk, says Geist, is considerably richer than the milk produced by dairy cows.


  Today we chuckle at the idea of moose being anything but great gawky icons of wilderness. But Geist’s comprehensive and supremely readable Moose: Behavior, Ecology, Conservation (Voyageur Press, 1999) makes it clear that there’s more to the animal than meets the eye. “In the dense coniferous forests and bogs that cover much of northern Europe and Asia,” he writes, “a rider on horseback cannot outrun a rider on a moose—as Russian general Jermak Timofeitsch found out when he began the conquest of Siberia on behalf of Czar Ivan the Terrible in the sixteenth century.”


  Hicks ended our telephone conversation with a challenge. “Beat the drum,” he said. “Let’s get going and do all we can about climate change.”


  Amen. And hey, anyone for a glass of moose milk?


  5. A WILD CAT CHASE


  Bobcats? Canada lynx? Mountain lions? Opinion varies widely in the Adirondacks regarding the status of these big wild cats, all natives of the region. Bobcats turn up dead and occasionally pose for photos and videos, so their presence is established. The other two are problematic. Some are underwhelmed by the lack of documentary evidence to support the presence of lynx and mountain lions. Others claim to have seen one yesterday—or they know a biologist or naturalist or DEC employee who has seen one, or thinks she or he has.


  One thing is certain. Wild Adirondack felines must do what every North American carnivore needs to do: hunt, kill, meet, mate, raise offspring, retreat to a den in harsh weather, urinate, and defecate. None floats over the landscape like a hovercraft. Big cats leave tracks, lots of them, as they cover ranges stretching out over dozens of square miles, or hundreds. They leave other signs, too: scat, scrapes, kills, scratching posts, and more.
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  Courtesy of Biodiversity Heritage Library.


  As fallen leaves start to molder and snow begins to flutter out of the sky, it’s an excellent time to think about what wild cats we have and might have, and to get outdoors and seek evidence of their presence.


  During the Adirondack winter, bobcats, which have relatively dainty feet, move and hunt with difficulty in deep snow. Look for their tracks in shallow powder, in light snow that lies on top of a hard crust, and along roads and well-traveled trails. All cats have retractable claws. It’s rare to find claw marks in bobcat tracks. Tracks of a bobcat’s size (about two inches or so long and wide) with claw impressions in them are likely the work of a fox, fisher, or marten.


  Much of the winter diet of Adirondack bobcats comes from white-tails killed along the edges of communal gathering places, or deer yards. Even though a beagle-sized bobcat can kill a full-sized deer, long hard winters are hard on bobcats. Hunger sometimes drives them near humans and to stalk livestock and poultry.


  The Canada lynx, believed by most biologists to be extirpated from its old Adirondack range, could possibly make its way here from Canada and far northern New England. When it does, or if it’s here already, the lynx, like the bobcat, will succumb from time to time to the temptation of attacking farm animals and pets. A lynx is woollier and more long-legged than a bobcat. It looks bigger, but its weight is nearly the same. When trying to differentiate between the two, focus on the feet. Bobcat paws are relatively dainty and similar to a housecat’s. Lynx paws suggest Ping-Pong paddles. They’re broad, richly haired, and handsomely adapted for walking on snow. In a bobcat’s tracks you can nearly always make out the individual toe-pads. In a lynx’s, the pads tend to be obscured or partly obscured by hair. A lynx track is just plain bigger, too—about four inches long and wide, which is to say nearly double the size of a bobcat’s. While a bobcat rarely moves through deep snow, a lynx travels over it freely, much like the snowshoe hares it hunts and devours.


  As for the mountain lion (my favorite name for a cat with scores of them), if it lives in the Adirondacks or merely passes through, as one North Dakota male did not long ago on its way to a fatal 2011 rendezvous with a Hyundai in Connecticut, there will be tracks and other sign to be found. During the snowy months we should be on the lookout for wide-ranging prints traversing miles of territory. The tracks of adults measure more than three inches long and across, with the straddle, or width of trail, measuring between eight and eleven inches. The stride of a mountain lion ranges from about thirteen inches to twenty-eight, compared to the bobcat’s five to sixteen.


  If you find cat tracks in the snow, and those tracks measure more than three inches long and wide, you may be on to something exciting. Take out your camera or cell phone and take pictures. Most of us don’t carry a yardstick or meter measure into the woods, so be sure to place something in the photo that you can measure later. Scale is vital if you want your discovery to be taken seriously. Photos that show stride (distance between tracks in the direction the animal is moving), straddle (width of the animal’s walking pattern), and the tracks themselves are important. If you find bits of fur or scat and can bag it, collect the stuff and bring it home.


  Look for other markings, too. If you’re correct in judging that you’ve found cat tracks four inches or so long and wide, the animal that made them could have been a lynx or mountain lion. But there are differences to look for. Mountain lions sink into deep snow and often leave drag marks with their bellies and tails. Lynx tend to move on top of the snow and leave no drag marks.


  If lynx and mountain lions really do roam the Adirondacks in the twenty-first century, they must be leaving abundant evidence to prove it. Let’s get out there, and if there’s proof to be had, let’s find it.


  6. THE MISSING LYNX


  Take a bobcat, stretch its legs, and draw out its ear tufts. Then pound its feet until they’re broad and flat, wash away most of its spots, and blow dry. Now the fur stands thick and fluffy. What have you got? Meet the animal biologists call the Canada lynx, or Lynx canadensis.


  “The lynx,” wrote Clinton Hart Merriam in an 1884 monograph on Adirondack mammals, “is, and so far as I can learn, has always been, a rather rare inhabitant of the region. It is most often met with on the Champlain or eastern side of the Woods, but is nowhere common.”


  Since Merriam’s time, the bobcat’s lanky boreal cousin has grown ever more scarce in Adirondack forests, perhaps to the point of nonexistence. The prime causes for the decline were suggested by a well-organized but ultimately unsuccessful 1989–1992 attempt by SUNY-ESF biologists to restore the population. Eighty-three adult lynx, relocated from the Canadian Northwest, were released. Automobiles killed many, some were shot as nuisance animals, and a great many crossed the Blue Line and kept on going. One walked all the way to Maryland. Biologists searched for lynx in the High Peaks in 1998 and 1999 and failed to turn up a single animal. Today, New York’s Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) considers the animal extirpated in the state.


  What have we lost? The lynx, still abundant across the spruce-fir forests of Canada, is a compact, solidly built cat adapted for hunting in dense woods and deep snow. A lynx looks bigger than a bobcat but weighs about the same, which is to say, around fifteen to twenty-five pounds. The heftiest weigh thirty-five pounds or more. The most conspicuous differences are the lynx’s longer legs, longer ear tufts, and snowshoe-like feet.


  John James Audubon wrote that the lynx’s “toes [are] thick, so completely concealed by the fur that the tracks made in the snow by this animal do not show distinct impressions of them. . . . Their tracks are round, leaving no marks of the nails unless the animal is running.”


  As we know from Merriam, Adirondack lynx were rarely seen in the nineteenth century, although in prehistoric times, when the mountains were colder and snowier than they are today, they surely abounded. Even Verplanck Colvin, the great pioneering surveyor of our mountains in the nineteenth century, may have never seen an Adirondack lynx. The only mention in his writings that I’ve come across appears in a speech he gave on January 4, 1876. Colvin described seeing the “large, bold foot-prints” of a lynx on the southern slopes of Mt. Marcy. The cat had been “rabbit hunting,” a deduction Colvin made after finding the footprints superimposed on tracks made by snowshoe hares.


  The relationship between the lynx and the hare seems to be a close one. While predators are often said to be “keystone” species and lauded for controlling numbers of prey, in most situations biologists find that cause-and-effect actually works the other way. Prey abundance (or the abundance of relevant plants when talking about herbivores) regulates the number of predators. And so, as snowshoe hare populations rise and fall in a natural rhythm that may span nine to eleven years between peaks, lynx numbers go up and down accordingly.


  We speak of “lone wolves,” but wolves are rarely alone. Solitude is much more a specialty of cats, the African lion a notable exception. Male and female lynx generally live apart except at breeding season in late winter. Then they court noisily, mate quickly, and separate. The kittens are born after sixty days’ gestation in spring or early summer. Blind and helpless at birth, they nurse for two or three months and stay with their mothers through their first winters. Trackers sometimes report evidence of a family of lynx hunting cooperatively, but this seems an exception rather than the rule. A healthy lynx, if it can avoid cars and dogs (which easily outrun them), may live ten to twenty years.


  I’ve only once seen a lynx in the wild, and it was not far outside the Adirondack Park. One snowy day my wife, Debbie, and I were driving to Burlington, Vermont, to sign copies of my book Kangaroo Dreaming at a bookstore. Running late, we had no time for wildlife watching or anything except getting there. As we approached the causeway leading from Grand Isle to the mainland, on the road’s righthand shoulder, we spied a large, freshly dead cat, feet up. The animal was far too large to be someone’s beloved pussycat. It had prominent tufts at the ends of its ears. We tried to talk ourselves into it being a bobcat yet couldn’t. The paws were problematic and exciting. They looked like furry ping-pong paddles. I was tempted to throw the carcass in the back of the car so we could show it to someone official, but there was no time to spare. We drove off, talking of nothing else.


  After dark, Debbie and I drove that way again, eager for a second look. It was not to be. The lynx was missing. Surely someone had made off with it.


  While lynx are believed extirpated in the immediate country surrounding the Adirondacks, biologists know that predators roam widely, especially when mates are scarce and in winter when hunting grows difficult. It’s likely that from northern New England and from across the Canadian border a lynx wanders into the Adirondacks now and again. Will the cats ever return in significant numbers to breed and to feast on our periodically abundant snowshoe hares? Time will provide the answer. We hope we live long enough to hear it.


  7. FINALLY, A BOBCAT


  All my life I’d craved a good look at a bobcat. In thirty years of searching for them in the Adirondacks, as well as hunting with binoculars for the beagle-sized wild cats from Maine to Wyoming and Florida to Texas, I’d glimpsed the elusive, night-stalking prowler only twice. Each sighting lasted no more than a snap of the fingers. Just a flash of fur of the right size, shape, color, and pattern, and the cat was gone. I’d seen one twice, yes, but that was just a technicality. I hadn’t had anything close to a satisfying ogle.


  On more than a dozen occasions I’d identified bobcat footprints, but as a tracker, I’m hardly an expert and struggled to trust myself. No doubt I overlooked bobcat tracks at other times, mistaking them for something else, and no doubt I also convinced myself that red fox tracks with little or no claw imprint were made by the Adirondack cat I desperately wanted to see.


  Then, at long last, my luck changed.


  I was laboring in an outbuilding, hammering out a piece of writing, when my wife, Debbie, shouted to me over an intercom. She was in the kitchen of our house, looking out the window while cooking dinner just before dark, and she was hyperventilating. “Ed, there’s a cat on the ground near the bird feeder. I’m not sure what it is. I think it might be a bobcat!”


  From the nearest window in my studio 200 feet away, I could see, with the application of a little imagination, something larger than a big housecat, hunched over near the bird feeders. It was brown and hunkering over something on the ground. I craved a better look, so I tried hooting like an owl. The thing looked up. It was an animal, all right. I desperately wanted to convince myself it was a bobcat. Yet the light was poor and the distance great, and all I could tell myself for sure was “maybe.” I wanted to march over for a better look but knew I’d scare the animal off and ruin Debbie’s chance for a fabulous sighting.


  Meanwhile, Debbie locked the intercom on broadcast mode and gave the play-by-play. Positioning herself in front of the kitchen sink because the window above the faucet looked straight out on the whatever-it-was, she explained that our son, Ned, then two-and-a-half, had joined her in the vigil.


  Debbie said that the thing was definitely a cat, but too large to be a housecat. It was sandy brown all over, except for the face, where there were dark streaks. The ears were bigger than a housecat’s and ended in points. The fur seemed thick and woolly. For such a powerful-looking animal, the feet appeared surprisingly small and delicate.


  Trapped in the studio, I knew even a creak of the door would almost certainly scare the animal away. Frustrated, I stayed put. “Deb,” I cried, after she’d restored two-way communications. “The tail, the tail! What about the tail?” Debbie did her best to examine the animal’s backside. This was easier said than done. The cat faced her, straight on, blocking any view of its rear. This was frustrating. A short, or bobbed, tail would have clinched the identification.


  Debbie grew more and more excited. So did Ned. “Dada, a bobcat!” he said at least six times. By this time, Dada was feeling sorry for himself. At two-and-a-half, Ned was enjoying a view of a bobcat far superior to anything his naturalist father had achieved in fifty years of trying.


  When Debbie and Ned told me they’d had their fill, I eased open my studio door and slipped out. Quietly as I could, I crept toward the bird feeder, one cautious step at a time. When I arrived, the cat had dematerialized. Debbie told me that it had lingered until I was a few feet away, then faded into the woods. Our Pontiac Vibe had blocked my view of its exit.


  The bobcat, she explained, didn’t bolt. In making its escape, it sauntered. And she and Ned had seen what they needed to see: a naturally bobbed tail, the feature that gives North America’s most wide-ranging wild cat its name.


  Luckily for me, this wasn’t the end of it. The following morning, I put out a tin of sardines. It seemed that sardines I’d placed in the vicinity a couple of weeks earlier, hoping to encourage visits by an ermine I wanted to photograph, were the lure that had brought the bobcat into view. Those sardines were now gone, so I put out fresh, aromatic ones. No sooner had I placed the fish in the snow and returned to the kitchen than Debbie began shouting.


  I couldn’t make out her words. Didn’t need to. The excitement in her voice told the story. Hurrying to the kitchen window, my grateful eyes took in a bobcat, its powerful muscles (a bobcat, small as it is, can take down a deer) rippling beneath a generous coat of fur. Only a few feet beyond the glass, this native cousin of lions and leopards ambled along the path that leads from our woodshed to the kitchen door. Without meaning to, I’d spilled a little sardine oil directly beneath the kitchen window. This proved fortuitous. For twenty or thirty seconds, the bobcat paused to savor the fragrance and lap up the fishy snow.


  There was a swagger to the cat’s walk when it started up again. It strutted to the south end of the house, then hooked left and east. Debbie, Ned, and I regrouped on the porch. From there we watched the bobcat pad down to the dead-end road we live on, cross a one-lane bridge over the Saranac River, and set off downstream along the north bank. Watching every stride, I felt such pleasure I could hardly stand it.


  Why? The bobcat shouldn’t have been a big deal. The animals are relatively common. Unlike the mountain lion, whose sustained presence in the Adirondack Mountains is questionable, and the lynx, which seems absent but may wander in from Vermont now and again, the bobcat is a widespread, undeniable presence. Yet few see it. I suppose the bobcat may be more secretive than its larger, hungrier cousins and harder to spot as a result of its compact size.


  Being difficult to get a look at undoubtedly helps explain why the bobcat hangs on in the Adirondacks while its larger cousins have vanished or nearly so. Early settlers felt threatened by 200-pound mountain lions, I suppose, in a way they never did by twenty-five-pound bobcats. It didn’t hurt, either, that bobcats were able and willing to capture and eat a wide variety of prey. Today, the modest home ranges of bobcats limit their contact with automobiles, and that, I’m guessing, also abets their lingering. Just knowing bobcats are out there, even if we almost never see them, is more than half of the fun.


  8. WHAT BEARS WANT


  In spring, when black bears wipe sleep from their eyes and crawl out of hibernacula, one would think they’d be monstrously hungry. After all, months have passed since their last suppers. They’ve been cooped up in rock crevices or jammed beneath wind-thrown trees, week after wintry week, hibernating or not hibernating (depending on which biologist you talk to), burning up body fat, with no woodstove or pantry for comfort. Upon emerging at the end of winter, it would seem natural that the first order of business for a bear would be scaring up a major feed—say, wolfing down a meal of frogs, or fish, or garbage, or a backpacker’s dehydrated beef stroganoff and granola bars.


 [image: chpt_fig_004]


 Courtesy of Biodiversity Heritage Library.


  Lou Berchielli, a DEC wildlife biologist who knows Adirondack black bears better than just about anyone, and who I had the pleasure of speaking with, told me the truth is otherwise. “They’re not really hungry when they come out,” he said, “unless they had a bad year and went into winter carrying too little body fat.” After a lean summer and fall, Berchielli explained, bears will sometimes emerge in spring and head straight for bird feeders or dumpsters or groves of beech or oak trees where they enjoyed their last big meals. “They have good memories.”


  When a bear is ready to eat, its appetite leans in directions you might not imagine. Typically, the big carnivore heads for wet areas that turn green nearly as soon as the snow begins to melt. There it dives into a vegetarian smorgasbord of grasses, sedges, the buds of willow and ash, marsh marigolds, the roots of Jack-in-the-pulpit, and, if the bear lives in the Adirondack banana belt, skunk cabbage.


  It seems odd that black bears, which are carnivores by ancestry, should spend so much time feeding on plants, but that’s the nature of the beast. In fact, all the world’s bears are largely herbivores. The lone, notable exception is the polar bear. It gorges on seals, the occasional small whale, narwhals, walruses, sea ducks, fish, and the occasional two-legged primate. A black bear has a formidable set of teeth, it’s true. But look at them closely and carefully, and you’ll find a set of chompers much like your omnivorous own. The carnassial teeth of wolves and dogs look like steak knives. Those of black bears are by comparison blunt.


  What else do bears’ hearts desire in spring? They seek out beehives and, ignoring stings, mine them for honey, honeycomb, and caviar-like larvae and pupae. They raid wasps’ nests, too. I once watched a black bear dig up and devour a subterranean yellow-jacket colony. It was quite a drama. The bruin would charge in for the next mouthful, then retreat as the wasps jabbed it mercilessly around the lips and eyes. Then the bear would dart in again. It kept this up until an empty hole, a crater, yawned where the nest had been. Black bears also rip apart logs for grubs and, not averse to dining on red meat when it’s easily obtained, dig up mice and chipmunks. They’ll seize a fawn or moose calf if they can find it. What’s more, if opportunity advertises itself, a hungry bear will sometimes take a calf, pig, sheep, housecat, or miniature poodle.


  Bears enjoy treats put out for birds, too. “Black oil sunflower seed may be the most favored bear food of all,” DEC wildlife biologist Ed Reed told me. Reed warned that bird feeders can encourage bears to come near human dwellings, which isn’t a good thing. Where bears are active, bird feeders must be taken down in early spring and not put out again until bears retire to their dens in autumn. Berchielli pointed out that the black bear is not an aggressive animal by nature, but when feeders, garbage, or other easy pickings habituate it to the presence of people, it becomes dangerous.


  In summer, bears climb wild black cherry trees, just about ubiquitous in Adirondack hardwood stands. There they find comfortable limbs or forks on which to sit and rake in fruit-laden branches with their fore-paws and claws. Raspberries, blackberries, blueberries, and huckleberries are also favored. In autumn, fatty protein-rich nuts such as acorns and beechnuts complete the job of fortifying bears for long, energy-sapping winters in their dens.


  Sooner or later, a bear also thinks about romance, at least if it’s a male or a female without cubs. Berchielli says mating in the Adirondacks may begin as early as May or not happen until September. Seeking females, males will travel almost tirelessly, roaming within or beyond home ranges that may cover a hundred square miles.


  What else do bears want? They need places to sleep. Berchielli says younger bears, which are more vulnerable to attack by predators such as coyotes and bobcats, tend to sleep up in trees, while older, larger bears will often sleep at the base of a tree on the ground. When the weather turns hot, a heavy coat of black fur becomes a handicap. Then a bear will scratch the soil bare and sprawl across it, cooling its belly on moist earth.


  Wild bears tend to be most active in early morning and evening, sleeping much of the rest of the time. Bears living near humans often become night-active. It’s these bears that sometimes break into parked cars to raid coolers and perform Olympic-caliber gymnastics in order to haul down the suspended food bags of backpackers. You can’t blame the bears. Nature made them hungry, curious, nimble, and clever. As we do, they do what comes naturally to them—or unnaturally, depending on the circumstances.


  As relative newcomers in Adirondack bear territory, with more lifestyle options, it’s our job to store food in secure canisters, take down bird feeders, lock up garbage, and do whatever else it takes to ensure life, liberty, and peaceful coexistence for all.


  9. LOATHE ’EM OR LOVE ’EM: ADIRONDACK COYOTES


  In the spring of 2000, my wife, Debbie, and I took up year-round residence on eighteen Adirondack acres. Naturalists, we immediately set about inventorying the wildlife. Among our first records were coyote tracks, marking a practical, energy-conserving course through deep snow. Not long afterward, on a spring night, we stood out in the cold, listening to a chorus. We’d heard coyotes yipping and wailing like that in southwestern deserts and in woods a half hour’s drive north of Manhattan, but taking in the concert from our own doorstep represented something new and exciting.


  When I see or hear coyotes in the Adirondacks, I’m always reminded of my mother’s father, Burdett Brownell, longtime mayor of Northville, a village in the southern Adirondacks. “Grampy” trapped widely in southern Hamilton County in the 1920s and 1930s. Disliking competition in the woods, he had little appreciation for predators, yet I remember him speaking with tender concern about the “wolves” he used to encounter in the back country. They’d cut their pads on icy crusts, leaving trails of blood, and Grampy felt sorry for them.


  Grampy enjoyed friendly debate, so as a smart-aleck teenager I didn’t hesitate to point out the flaw in his story. By the time he was running his trapline, wolves had been absent from the Adirondacks for a quarter century. I’d learned this from a book. “Bush-wah,” he’d say. “I saw them, plain as day.”


  And so he did, I now realize. The animals were not, speaking in terms of likelihood because the evidence is long gone, gray wolves or eastern timber wolves. They were almost certainly “brush wolves,” which most of us today call coyotes.


  The story of the eastern coyote, and the Adirondack coyote in particular, seems to change almost as often as the weather. In Grampy’s day (he died at seventy-three in 1978, weeks after I graduated from college), Adirondack coyotes were often called “coy-dogs.” Labeling the new arrivals hybrids between coyotes and domestic dogs held a certain appeal, especially for those eager to destroy them. Game laws protect full-blooded species but generally ignore half-breeds.


  Eventually, scientists put the “coy-dog” out of business. Studies of captives showed that the animals bred true, meaning they produced offspring of generally uniform appearance, rather than some that looked like coyotes and others that looked like schnauzers. Behavioral studies showed that on the few occasions when coyotes and dogs hooked up to produce offspring, the bitches whelped in winter, the worst possible time for survival, the males failed to provide child support, and the hybrid bloodline was extremely unlikely to endure. More recently, DNA studies confirm an absence of dog DNA in eastern coyotes.


  By the late twentieth century, Adirondack “coy-dogs” were widely recognized as genuine coyotes, which is what they had been all along.


  Well, sort of. As many a biologist, hunter, trapper, and naturalist has suspected, the top dog in the Adirondacks today looks a good deal like a wolf. Coyotes I’ve seen on the plains and deserts of Texas weigh between thirty and forty-four pounds on average and feed mostly on lagomorphs, rodents, and carrion. Adirondack coyotes, by contrast, can exceed fifty or sixty pounds and feed regularly on white-tailed deer.


  What then is the Adirondack “coyote”? According to Bob Chambers, retired professor of wildlife ecology and management at the SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry (ESF), skull analysis shows the animals to be somewhat intermediate between typical coyotes and wolves. Even more suggestive, he said, tissue samples gathered from ninety Adirondack coyotes by hunters point to “ancestral connections with the Algonquin wolf type.” The relatively small wolves of Algonquin Provincial Park in Ontario, closely related to coyotes, are, according to Chambers, “essentially the same” as the red wolves that once ranged across the eastern forests of the United States.


  Lovers of certainty howl at the hedging biologists do when talking about wolves and coyotes, but there’s no getting around it. The differences between types of wolf and coyote manifest themselves not in black and white, but in shades of gray. Some biologists argue, in fact, that wolves, dogs, and coyotes represent a single, highly variable and adaptable species.


  The idea isn’t as crazy as you might think. Canid taxonomists such as Robert K. Wayne of the Zoological Society of London argue, for example, that gray wolves and domestic dogs, which differ by only two tenths of 1 percent of their mitochondrial DNA, represent one species. Accepting this finding, mammalogists now classify domestic dogs as wolves. The scientific name of a basset hound and a gray wolf are the same: Canis lupus. Coyotes differ from gray wolves and dogs by about 4 percent of their mitochondrial DNA. Given that wolves, dogs, and coyotes can freely interbreed, and their matings produce fertile offspring, the divisions between them may not be as significant as long believed.


  Still, behavioral and morphological differences incline most biologists to view gray wolves, Algonquin wolves, and coyotes as separate species. Adirondack wild canids seem most closely allied to coyotes, so that’s the pigeonhole in which we put them. In terms of the sounds they make, the label fits. I’ve sat around campfires in Texas and heard coyotes yipping and wailing, and I’ve caught the same act in the Adirondacks. To my ears, the voices sound much the same.


  Eager to hear a seasoned perspective on Adirondack coyotes, I spoke with retired Adirondack guide, pilot, and conservationist Clarence Petty, born in 1905. Petty, 101 at the time of our conversation, had spent much of his life in the North Woods, and his memory remained sharp.


  “Coyotes crossed the ice in 1922 near Malone,” he said. “From that time on, they became common, although I never saw a coyote track in the central Adirondacks until several years later.” Petty’s ideas dovetail pretty well with those of biologists, who tend to think that coyotes moved into the Northeast via lowland corridors such as the St. Lawrence Valley. They likely began arriving in earnest in the early twentieth century after eastern wolves had been hunted, trapped, and poisoned into nonexistence.


  Petty trapped the back country near his home in Coreys from 1911 to 1925, which was before coyotes became abundant. After he gave up trapping, Petty continued to be active in the woods. There he watched coyotes appear and multiply. “Nobody complained about the doggone things until they got pretty numerous. They didn’t seem to gang up on deer at first, but later they did.” I asked Petty if he thinks coyotes pose a threat to the Adirondack deer herd. “I doubt very much,” he said, “that the number of deer they kill is great.”


  Petty’s last comment raises an important question. How many deer do coyotes kill? And what about other animals? “Coyote” and “sheep” go together in the minds of western ranchers, so I decided to start my hunt for an answer by speaking with a North Country sheep farmer.


  Roger Hastings and his wife, Linda, live on 200 acres just outside the Adirondack Blue Line near St. Regis Falls. They run 140 sheep on the property. Roger Hastings told me he’s the fifth generation in his family to work the same piece of land.


  “Anybody that has livestock has trouble with coyotes,” said Hastings. “You have to keep on top of it. We have guard dogs and high-tensile electric fence with about 7,000 volts running through it.” I asked about the dogs. “They’re Great Pyrenees,” he said, “great, big, white long-haired dogs, a male and a female, and they stay with the sheep all the time.” Hastings said he doesn’t try to shoot coyotes, although he feels their population is too high. “It’s very hard to kill them,” he said. “They’re too smart. They watch you and learn your whole routine. Prevention is the thing.” Does he hate coyotes? “No,” he said. “They’re beautiful animals, highly intelligent, and that’s all you can say about them.”


  To gain insight into the relationship between Adirondack white-tailed deer and coyotes, I spoke with Bruce Landon, manager of 21,000-acre Bay Pond Park, a private inholding near Paul Smith’s. Before fears of chronic wasting disease led to a controversial ban on deer feeding, Landon and his staff supplied supplemental feed to about 400 whitetails. In the last years of the program, Landon said, coyote numbers were high, but as far as he could see they had little or no effect in reducing deer numbers. When the feeding stopped, deer numbers fell. So did the numbers of coyotes. “The prey,” he said, “seems to control the predators rather than the other way around.” Landon, who clearly loves white-tailed deer, said, “I personally enjoy hearing coyotes, and I have an appreciation for what they’re doing.” He agreed with my comment that predators in great measure created the whitetail. The deer’s long nimble legs, big ears, wide eyes, and acute senses all evolved in response to the animals that hunted them.


  Still, the idea that Adirondack coyotes are slaughtering too many Adirondack deer is heard often. A longtime trapper I spoke with, but who asked not to be quoted by name, expressed certainty that high coyote numbers keep deer populations low. When coyotes were bountied and hunted and trapped year-round, he said, their populations stayed low. In his view, the lifting of the bounty and the shortening of the coyote season precipitated a decline in deer numbers, one that hurts businesses catering to hunters.


  Bob Chambers, who has studied Adirondack coyotes perhaps more extensively than anyone, listened respectively to what I’d heard from others, then kept my phone line humming.


  He explained how early studies of Adirondack coyote ecology, such as those conducted by Bill Hamilton of Cornell University in the 1950s, found snowshoe hares to be the main prey item. Later work, however, including studies he and others conducted in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, found that deer had become the heavily favored staple in the coyote diet. About half the venison they consumed came from fawns. Chambers said that during these same years, whitetail numbers rose steadily and hunters continued to bring in a substantial deer harvest.


  Yet nothing involving coyotes is clear-cut. “Some counties,” Chambers told me, “did not have a dramatic rise in deer numbers as coyotes grew numerous.” In Hamilton County, for example, where the forest cover is dense and snow piles up high and lasts long, Chambers said “estimates of deer numbers remained fairly flat. Where deer reproductive rates are low, coyotes may help limit them. But in places such as St. Lawrence County where deer range is generally good and coyote numbers are high, coyotes don’t seem to hold down the population.”


  Chambers doesn’t believe that putting a bounty back on coyotes would be a good idea, or even that it would reduce their numbers. “It’s been pretty well demonstrated in the western states,” he said, “that the harder you hit coyotes the faster they reproduce. Studies show you must remove 70 percent of the coyote population annually to reduce their numbers, and as soon as you stop, they rise sharply again.” He noted that during the years coyotes were bountied in New York, their numbers in most places expanded dramatically. Deer numbers climbed steeply, too.


  Scientists such as Chambers and ESF assistant professor Jacqui Frair, who in cooperation with the DEC is laying the groundwork for a five-year statewide study of coyote ecology, take a cautious, data-based approach to coyotes. The rest of us, on the other hand, tend to let our fears and desires color our views.


  At our house, we rejoice in the presence of coyotes, and not just because we like hearing their banter in the dead of night. In the years we’ve lived here, we’ve seen the apparent number of deer go up and the health of native plants decline. Despite fencing, deer also devour apple, plum, cherry, and sugar maple trees as fast as we can plant them. One spring, every pink ladyslipper orchid on our road, and there are usually dozens of them, was gnawed to a frayed stem by whitetails. Coyotes? They’re welcome at our place.


  10. RED FOX, GRAY FOX
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  Courtesy of Biodiversity Heritage Library.


  Although they’re only distantly related, they might as well be cousins. One’s a redhead, the other tends toward gray. One skulks and trots along the ground, while the other does both those things and climbs trees besides. They’re both members of the dog family, or Canidae. Vulpes vulpes, the more familiar of the two in my corner of the Adirondacks, is known as the red fox, and Urocyon cinereoargenteus, often but not always the shyer of the pair, is commonly called


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  11. WHO IS THAT MASKED MARAUDER?
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  12. MY FAVORITE MARTEN


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  13. THE DARK PHANTOM OF THE NORTH WOODS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  14. THE WILD, WILY ADIRONDACK OTTER


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  15. THE ADIRONDACK “DEVIL-BEAR”


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  16. SKUNKED AND NOT COMPLAINING
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  17. COLD COMFORT FOR HARES
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  18. FREQUENT FLIERS
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  19. THE PORCUPINES OF SUMMER
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  20. HOW THE ADIRONDACK MUSKRAT GUARDS ITS MUSK


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  21. HOW RED SQUIRRELS PASS THE WINTER


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  22. A LITTLE RODENT OF EXCEPTIONALLY GOOD TASTE


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  23. THE WILD, WEIRD, ADIRONDACK OPOSSUM


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  24. ADIRONDACK SHREWS CAN’T BE TAMED


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  25. PUTTING ON WINTER WHITES


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  26. WHO HIBERNATES, WHO DOESN’T, AND WHY


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  27. MERRIAM’S MAMMALS OF THE ADIRONDACKS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  


   



  


   



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  28. LAST BUT NOT LEAST, THE BOG LEMMINGS
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