
WILD CAT 
Story and p ho to s OF THE NORTHby Robin O'Connor 

H a v e y ou ev er s k ie d o r 
sno ws h oe d throu gh a northern 
for est and dis cov er ed lar ge, 

ro u nde d tra ck s set at a trot o n th e sur
face of th e sno w? Curi ou s, yo u fo l
lo w ed th e t rack s and not iced th at 
th ey , in t u rn, fo l lowed tr ail s left by 
sno ws hoe har es. Th e tr ac ks we ave d 
throu gh thi c k wi l lo w and alder, th e 
snow w as soft and d eep , but yo u w ere 
p er sistent. Pe rhaps yo u saw an ic y 
d epre ssi on two or thre e f e et 
long-evidenc e that a w arm body had 
lai n down lon g e no ug h to m e lt th e 
sno w slig ht ly. Lookin g furth er , yo u 
saw that th e o ccupant o f th e d epres
sio n had tak en seve ra l b ounds toward 
a w el l-tr av el ed hare tr ail. Th er e w er e 
few sign s of a strugg le, j ust some b ead s 

of blood-soak ed snow, a smal l gut 
pi le, w hit e fur, and a rabbit 's foot, th e 
sign of a lu ck y lyn x . 

Th e Canadi an lyn x (Lyn x canade nsis) 
is th e only cat n ati ve to Ala ska. Thi s 
lon g-legged , sh o rt -t ai led cat mea sur es 
36 to 40 i nc hes lon g as an adult and 
w eighs 20 to 35 pounds. The lynx can 
b e di stin gui shed f ro m it s close relativ e 
th e bob cat (Lynx ru fus) by the lon g 
tufts on th e tip of eac h ea r, a com
p letely bl ack -tipped t ail , very large 
furry feet , and buffy-gray fu r speck led 
with indistinct da rk spots . In contrast, 
th e bobcat h as short er ear tufts , black 
on only th e top of the t ail , sm aller fe et , 
and much more distinct sp o tt i ng on 
th e fur. 

The lyn x's sight and hearing are 

sharp . On e st udy indicat ed th at a lyn x 
ca n see a har e at 1,00 0 feet and a 
mo use at 250 feet. It s sense o f sme ll is 
not keen and is pr ob abl y no t impo r
tant in lo cat i ng pr ey . Th e large feet of 
the lyn x serve as snows hoes and allow 
it to tr avel swift ly over deep snow in 
searc h of pr ey . 

Lyn x occ u r t h ro ughout Alaska, ex
ce pt o n t he A leutia n Islan d s, th e 
Kodiak A rc h ipe lago, t he isla nds of t he 
Bering Sea, and som e of t he island s of 
Pri nc e Wi lli am Soun d and Sout heast 
A laska . Th ey are found thro ug ho ut 
most of Can ad a, th e nor th ern U n ited 
States, and as fa r sou th as t he Co l
orado Ro ck y M ountai ns. Basically , the 
rang e of th e ly nx is t he same as that of 
its m aj or pr ey, th e snows hoe ha re 
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(Lep us ame r ic an us) , and when har es 
hav e ex p and ed t hei r range, so hav e 
ly nx . Th e ra nge o f t he lyn x has re
main ed rel at ivel y cons ta nt throu gh out 
t he p ast ce nt u ry wi t h some expa nsio n 
w hen lyn x pop u latio ns we re h igh . In 
1965 (a y ear of lyn x ab u nda nce and 
har e scarc it y), an Alaska D epa rtm ent 
o f Fish and Game bio logist saw o ne 
ly nx feeding o n a car ib o u at t he edge 
of th e arc t ic ice east of Pt. Barrow. 
U sually, though , ly nx inhabit the more 
o pe n aspe n and birch co mm u nities 
w it h b rushy u nd e rst o ries of willow, 
alde r, hi gh bush c ran be r ry , and wild 
ro se, o r rip ari an areas havi ng an ab u n
d an ce of w i llo w . 

Litt er size see m s to be i nf lue nced b y 
age an d nutrition of t he m o th er , b ut 
ave rages ab o ut fo u r kits . Th e k its 
resemble domestic k it te ns at bi rt h . 
Th eir eyes ope n abo ut two weeks afte r 
bein g born , and t hey co nt i n ue nu rsin g 
u ntil abo ut f ive weeks of age . Th e 
yo ung rema i n wi t h th e moth er 
throug ho ut t he w i nter, and she co n
tinues to provide food for th em. Th ey 
acc o m pa ny her i n hun t in g and t ravel
in g, acq u i ri ng t he ski lls and habits 
n ecessary to hunt o n t hei r own . By the 
fo llowing March, t he kits ' p e rma ne nt 
teeth hav e erupted , m o st sJs.e leta l 
growt h is co m p lete, and they are 
read y for th e so litary life of an ad ult. 

M an y tr appers and reside nts of 
A laska reali ze that lynx an d snowshoe 
har e populations peak every n i ne to 
eleven years . Reco rds of ly nx f urs p u r
c hased over a 206-year period by the 
Hudson 's Bay Compa ny i n Canada 
reveal p er sistent , reg u lar cycles of m a
jor am p l it u d e du ri ng t h is enti re per iod. 
Bec au se sn o w sh o e h ares ca n m ake u p 
as much as 95 pe rce nt o f th e lyn x ' s 
d iet, popu lat io n levels of lyn x f l uc t uate 
i n respo nse to the cycl ic ab u nda nce of 
hares w it h t he lyn x pea k laggin g o ne 

o r two years behind the ha re peak . 
When the h ar e popu latio n " c rashes," 
t he nutritio nal st ress impose d o n the 
lyn x cau ses a d ec rease in rep rodu cti o n 
and survival , and as a resu lt , the lyn x 
po p u lation " c rashes" also . Populat ion 
f l uc t u at io ns a re not sy nc h ro no us 
throu gh ou t A laska; t he b roa d t w o-t o 
fo u r-year pea ks i n lyn x f ur ex po rts 
probably refl ect lyn x pop u lat io n peaks 
in different areas. Presentl y , lyn x and 
har e p opulati on s in In t eri o r Al aska are 

increasing and sho u ld peak w ith in the 
n ex t few yea rs. 

T he ly nx is an economically impo r
tant fu rbea re r in Alaska . T rap p in g 
pressure o n t h is cat is in f lu en ced by 
th e m ar ket va lue of its pe lts, t he size of 
t he lyn x popu latio n, and sometimes 
t he availabi lity of ot he r emp loyme nt. 
Th e silky, lu xu ri ou s lyn x pe lt is c u r
re nt ly a favorite fu r of Euro pean 
fashion d esign ers . Ti gh tl y regul at ed 

Co n ti n ued on n ex t pag e 
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The snowshoe hare is the primary prey of the lynx. (Leonard Lee Rue photo)

sales and export of some of the larger
endangered or threatened cats has
also increased the demand for lynx. As
a result, fur buyers have paid trappers
up to $1,200 for a rare "blue" lynx
pelt. The average price for the com
mon lynx pelt last winter was about
$250.

What are the effects of trapping on
lynx populationV Could we trap them
to dangerously low levels? Some trap
pers believe that when lynx numbers
are low, it takes too much time and ef
fort per animal to make lynx trapping
profitable, and they make fewer sets
specifically for these cats. This re
duced trapping pressure allows the
lynx to multiply for several years, and
the numbers bounce back to a level
again worth trapping. They believe
that this self-regulating system,
therefore, does not diminish lynx to
dangerously low levels. Others believe
that by trapping lynx during their
cyclic low, the population is reduced
enough to curtail the following peak. I
hope that current research will help us
understand better the effects of trap
ping on lynx populations.

Two sources of information allow us

to keep track of yearly change in lynx
populations. Since 1977, trappers
have been required to have every lynx
pelt "sealed." The pelt is sealed when
an ADF&G representative attaches a
locking metal tag to it. Measurements
of the pelt are taken, and we record in
formation on where, when, and how
the animal was trapped. A sealed pelt
signifies that ADF&G has a record of
that individual animal. Since it is illegal
to possess a lynx pelt that has not been
sealed, we obtain information from
nearly every trapped lynx. In addition,
ADF&G sends out a yearly survey to
trappers in Interior Alaska asking
whether they think the populations of
lynx, snowshoe hares, and upland
game birds are increasing, the same,
or decreasing and whether they are
higher, the same, or lower than last
year.

We would like to know what part
reproduction plays in regulating the
rise and fall of lynx abundance and
how this is influenced by the availabili
ty of snowshoe hares. Nutrition has
long been known to affect many
phases of the mammalian reproduc
tive cycle, including ovulation, fer-

tilization, implantation of eggs,
prenatal and postnatal survival of
fetuses, and lactation. I have been ex
amining data from 3,761 female lynx
carcasses that ADF&G purchased from
Alaskan trappers between 1961 and
1971. There appears to be a correla
tion between showshoe hare abun
dance and lynx reproduction. During
years of hare abundance, females
breed first, on average, at 10 months
of age. In addition, more eggs are
released from the ovary, more fertil
ized eggs implant in the uterus, and
more kits survive. In contrast, when
hares are scarce, many female lynx are
22 months old before they breed for
the first time, litter size is smaller, and
prenatal and postnatal mortality is
higher.

The Alaska Department of Fish and
Game has two additional research pro
jects planned that will increase our
knowledge about lynx. This fall we will
be developing lynx census techniques
for estimating lynx abundance.
Because this feline is so rarely seen,
we will rely heavily on information
from tracks in the snow, trappers, and
the activities of radio-collared lynx to

Continued on page 44
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