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INTRODUCTION

New York’s wildlife has always played an important role in the history of the human beings inhabiting the state. Native Americans depended on birds, mammals, and fish for sustenance. Early Europeans hunted and trapped in the region both for food and for profit.

Although the state’s wildlife is still an important resource for trappers, hunters, and fishermen, wildlife is also increasingly important for its intrinsic, aesthetic value. Though the age-old practice of hunting and fishing is the most obvious example of how wildlife can enrich our lives, for many New Yorkers the opportunity to simply observe wildlife and experience nature also serves to enhance our existence.

In more recent history the pursuit of wildlife has evolved to encompass more benevolent activities such as bird watching, wildlife photography, etc. In fact, the numbers of Americans who enjoy these “non-consumptive” forms of wildlife-related recreation today exceed the numbers of those who hunt and fish, and the range of wildlife-related interests and activities has broadened considerably. In addition to the previously mentioned bird watching and wildlife photography can be added the activities of herpetology enthusiasts (reptiles and amphibians), freshwater aquarists, and lepidopterists (moths and butterflies), to name a few.

With interest in wildlife and nature continuing to grow throughout New York, the need for a single, simple reference to the state’s wildlife has become evident. There are available a number of excellent books that deal specifically with New York’s birds, reptiles, mammals, fishes, etc., but there are none that combine all the state’s wildlife into a comprehensive, encyclopedic reference. This volume is intended to fill that niche. It is hoped that this book will find favor with school librarians, life science teachers, students of field biology classes, and professional naturalists as well as with the general populace.

As might be expected with such a broad-spectrum publication, intimate details about the natural history of individual species is omitted in favor of format that provides more basic information. In this sense this volume is not intended for use as a professional reference, but instead as a handy, usable, layman’s guide to the state’s wildlife. For those who wish to explore the information regarding the state’s wildlife more deeply, a list of references for each chapter appears in the back of the book and includes both print and reliable internet references.

Embracing the old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words, color photographs are used to depict and identify each species. Below each photograph is a table that provides basic information about the biology of each animal. This table includes a state map with a shaded area showing the species’ presumed range in the state, as well as general information such as size, habitat, abundance, etc. The taxonomic classification of each species is also provided, with the animal’s Class, Order, and Family appearing as a heading at the top of each page.

The range maps shown in this book are not intended to be regarded as a strictly accurate representation of the range of any given species. Indeed, the phrase “Presumed range in New York,” which accompanies each species range map, should be literally interpreted. The ranges of some species in the state may not be well documented. The range maps, for some species in this book may be regarded as at best an “educated guess.” Furthermore, many wide-ranging species are restricted to regions of suitable habitat. Thus a lowland species like the Beaver, while found statewide, would not be expected to occur on the top of a mountain. Additionally, other species that may have once been found throughout a large geographic area may now have disappeared from much of their former range.

The compilation of species range maps is always a challenging endeavor. That challenge is further complicated by the fact that animals like birds and bats, possessed with the ability of flight, are capable of traveling great distances. Many species of both birds and bats are migratory and regularly travel hundreds or even thousands of miles annually. It is not uncommon for these migratory species to sometimes appear in areas where they are not typically found. The mechanisms of migration and dispersal of many animals is still a bit of a mystery and the exact reason why a bird from another portion of the country (or even from another continent) should suddenly appear where it doesn’t belong is often speculation. Sometimes these appearances may represent individuals that are simply wandering. Other times it can be a single bird or an entire flock that has been blown off course by a powerful storm or become otherwise lost and disoriented. Whatever the cause, there are many bird species that have been recorded in the state that are not really a part of New York’s native bird fauna, and their occasional sightings are regarded as “accidental.”

On the other hand, some species may appear somewhere in the state once every few years dependent upon weather conditions or availability of prey in its normal habitat. Although these types of “casual species” could be regarded as belonging among New York’s native bird fauna, their occurance in the state is so sporadic and unpredictable that deciding which species should be included as a native becomes very subjective. The point is that the reader should be advised that while all the bird species depicted in this volume can be considered to be members of the state’s indigenous fauna, not every bird species that has been seen or recorded in New York is depicted in this book. However the reader can be assured that if a species is widespread, common, or otherwise likely to be encountered or observed, that species has been included in this book; as have most of the rarer and less likely to be seen species.

For readers who wish to delve into more professional and detailed information about the vertebrate zoology of New York, the list of references shown for each chapter in the back of this book should adequately provide that opportunity.

—Scott Shupe, 2017


CHAPTER 1

THE FACE OF THE LAND

— THE NATURAL REGIONS OF NEW YORK —

Defining and understanding the natural regions of New York is the first step in understanding the natural history of the state. Man-made political boundaries such as county lines and state borders are meaningless to wildlife, whereas mountains, rivers, or lakes can be important elements in influencing the distribution of the state’s wildlife.

The major considerations used in determining and delineating natural regions are such factors such as elevation, relief (topography), drainages, geology, and climate. All these are important elements that can determine the limits of distribution for living organisms. It follows then that some knowledge of these factors is essential when involved in the study of the state’s natural history.

The study of natural regions is known as Physiography, which means “physical geography” or literally “the face of the land.” While the terms geography and physiography are closely related and sometimes used interchangeably, geography is a broader term which includes such things as human culture, resource use, and man’s impact on the land, while physiography deals only with elements of geography created by nature.

The term used to define a major natural region is “physiographic division.” Physiographic divisions are subdivided into smaller units called “physiographic provinces.” There are several major physiographic divisions across the United States and Canada, and portions of three affect the state of New York. The three major physiographic divisions of New York are the Appalachian Highland Division, the Central Plains Division, and the Atlantic Plains Division. See Figure 3 on page 4.

Elevation and topography are the major defining characters of the three main provinces affecting New York, with the highest elevations and greatest topographical relief occurring in the mountainous areas of the Appalachian Highlands Division, which encompasses most of the land mass of the state. Just to the west of the Appalachian Province Division, the Interior Plains Division covers the rest of western New York. Finally, the Atlantic Plain Division is represented in New York by Long Island.

Each of New York’s three major physiographic divisions are further divided into smaller “physiographic provinces,” which are then divided again into even smaller “physiographic sections.”

Figure 3 on page 4 is a map of the eastern United States showing where the major physiographic divisions of the eastern half of the country occur. Figure 4 on page 5 show how these major divisions in New York are subdivided into physiographic provinces.

Some appreciation of theses various divisions and provinces is helpful when it comes to discussing the distribution of some of the vertebrate species of New York. Many species may occur in only a few of the regions defined by the maps on the following page. Some may even be found in only one (or even a portion of one) of these regions. Thus the range maps given for some of the species depicted in this book my reflect one or more of the natural regions shown on the maps that follow on the next three pages.
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Figure 1.

The counties of New York.
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Figure 2.

The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation Regions.

Three of the major physiographic divisions shown on the map on page 4 occur within the borders of New York. The Appalachian Highlands Division, the Interior Plains Division, and the Atlantic Plains Division.

Figure 4 on page 5 shows how each of these divisions are subdivided into smaller Physiographic Provinces.

In the Appalachian Highlands Division the Appalachian Plateau Province is shown on the map above in bright green. The darker green depicts the Ridge and Valley Province, pea green the Piedmont Province, yellow the New England Province, and blue the Adirondack Province, for a total of five provinces arising from the Appalachian Highlands Division in the state of New York.

The Interior Lowlands Province subset of the Interior Plains Division is in west central New York (dark purple).

Brown depicts the Coastal Plain Province of the Atlantic Plain Division, which in New York is represented only by Long Island.
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Figure 3.

Map of the eastern United States showing where the major Physiographic Divisions occur.
Map adapted from original produced by USGS.
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Figure 4.

Map of the eastern United States showing the smaller units of the major physiographic divisions. These are the Physiographic Provinces that are contained within each major division. Map adapted from original produced by USGS.
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Figure 5.

Map of New York showing a close-up view of the how the three major physiographic divisions are subdivided into physiographic provinces and where each of those provinces occur in New York.

Table 1 below provides another reference for the discussion of the physiographic divisions affecting New York and their respective physiographic provinces. It should be noted that most of the provinces of the major divisions occur outside the boundaries of the state of New York. Those provinces that occur in the state of New York are shaded. Five of the six provinces of the Appalachian Highlands occur in New York, while only one province of the other two divisions occur in the state. See Figures 3 and 4 on previous pages for a visual representation of the table below.
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A written description of each of the physiographic divisions occuring in New York and their respective provinces follows:

Appalachian Highlands Division

This range of mountains, plateaus, and upland areas runs 1500 miles from Newfoundland in the north to central Alabama in the south and effectively divides most of eastern North America. These mountains constitute the second largest mountain range in the continental United States and are also one of the oldest uplifts in North America. There are a total of six smaller provinces within the Appalachian Highlands Division. The provinces that affect the state of New York as as follows:

The Appalachian Plateau Province

This is a region of older mountains that have been heavily eroded over time to produce a high plateau region that is moderately to highly dissected by rivers and streams. The entire region extends from northern Alabama to central New York and occupies the largest land mass of any of the physiographic provinces in New York. Historically this region was nearly completely covered in mature forests and the area is still mostly a heavily wooded region and most of the state’s forests occur here.

The Piedmont Province

The Piedmont Province is a low plateau region on the easternmost slope of the Appalachian uplift constituting what amounts to the foothills of the Appalachian Mountain range. The Piedmont runs from east-central Alabama northeastward to New York, but only a tiny tip of the region reaches into the extreme southeastern corner of the state (see Figure 5).

The Ridge and Valley Province

This province consists of a narrow band of alternating ridges and valleys that generally have a northeast to southwest orientation. Running from Alabama to New England, for much of its length the province is sandwiched between the low hills of the Piedmont and the higher elevations of the Appalachian Plateaus (except for in the central Appalachian Highlands Division where it lies between the Piedmont and Blue Ridge provinces). In New York it separates the New England Province from the Appalachian Plateau in the south and east, and in northern New York lies between the New England Province and the Adirondack Province.

The Adirondack Province

Endemic to the state of New York, the Adirondack Province contains the states highest elevation on Mt. Marcy. The region is well known for its boreal forests and numerous glacial lakes, as well as for the six million–acre Adirondack Park.

The New England Province

This province is contained mostly in New England to the east and northeast of the state of New York. The map on the previous page shows where this province is located in New York (in yellow). Historically this region consisted mostly of forests.

Atlantic Plains Division

The Atlantic Plains Province is divided into two provinces, the Coastal Plain and the Continental Shelf of eastern North America, which is located offshore beneath the Atlantic Ocean. The portion of the Atlantic Plain Province that occurs on land is the Coastal Plain Province.

The Coastal Plain Province

This region stretches from Cape Cod in New England to the Mexican border in south Texas, a distance of about 2200 miles. Most areas are below 500 feet in elevation. This province extends hundreds of miles inland in the Mississippi Valley. In New York only the islands of the state occur in the Coastal Plain Province.

Interior Plains Division

This is the largest physiographic division in the eastern half of the United States. It includes much of the Great Lakes region, the midwestern states, and the Great Plains region. This area includes the most geologically stable region of the United States. It is a vast plain with only moderate relief created by glacial activity and erosional action of streams dissecting the land. Only a small portion of the state of New York is affected by this division. The portion that extends into New York is the Interior Lowlands Province.

The Interior Lowlands Province

The Interior Lowlands Province is a vast area of geologically stable bedrocks. Here the earth’s crust has been little affected by the forces of plate tectonics that uplift mountains and plateaus. Most of the area is a relatively flat plain and where this province affects New York it has been subjected to the impacts of glaciation. The region of New York included in this province consists of a broad swath of land in western New York bordering lakes Erie and Huron. Relief here is slight to moderate and usually associated with the actions of rivers and streams, although in some regions glacial deposits of sand and gravel may have also contributed to its topography.


CHAPTER 2

ECOREGIONS OF NEW YORK

The maps provided in the previous chapter pertain to the “face of the land” aspects of America’s and New York’s natural regions. The natural topographical features of the land play an important role in determining which types of animal species live in a given area, and many species are adapted for life in a particular region, be it plains, mountains, or lowlands. But when it comes to ecoregions, an additional set of criteria comes into play. The most notable being the assemblage of plant species in a given area. Indeed, the ecoregion maps in this chapter are largely a reflection of dominant plant communities. However, many other factors are also involved in creating specific ecoregion. Included in that list of additional environmental factors are such things as precipitation amounts and temperatures (i.e., climate), soil types, geology, and hydrology.

The maps shown in this chapter are similar in many ways to the maps that depict America’s physiography. In fact in some instances they are nearly synonymous. This close relationship should come as no surprise to students of natural history. Landforms, elevation, waterways, etc., have a significant impact on many of the factors that go into creating a particular ecoregion.

The ecoregion models used here are produced by the United States Environmental Protection Agency. It should be noted that in ecology, as in the study of most other scientific disciplines, different opinions exist among experts as to the definition of a particular habitat or ecoregion (such as types of forests). Man’s understanding of the earth’s ecology continues to evolve and not every ecologist adopts the same model or criteria in describing habitats and ecosystems. Moreover, different models may be used by different researchers based on the needs of their particular research subject.

The Environmental Protection Agency recognizes a total of fourteen “Level I Ecoregions” in the United States and Canada. Each of these Level I Ecoregions consists of several progressively smaller divisions, known respectively as Level II Ecoregions, Level III Ecoregions, and Level IV Ecoregions. The state of New York falls within two of North America’s Level I Ecoregions. The regions impacting New York are known as the Eastern Temperate Forest and the Northern Forest (also known as Boreal Forest).

Figure 6 on the following page shows where the Level I Ecoregions of the North America occur. Maps on the following pages show how Level I Ecoregions are divided into Level II Ecoregions, and how Level II Ecoregions are subdivided into Level III Ecoregions. Each subsequent ecoregion has its own assemblage of plant and animal species, with that assemblage being influenced by all the factors that go into creating that particular ecoregion.

Since each ecoregion has a collection of organisms that live within that ecoregion, the range maps for some of the species depicted in this book may reflect the location of a particular ecoregion. Organisms that are dependent upon the smaller ecoregions generally tend to be more susceptible to threats, whereas organisms that are less specialized and capable of thriving in the larger ecoregions are generally much more resilient.

The designation of New York’s two ecoregions as forest habitats is based on the state’s naturally occurring wildlife habitats, i.e., the historical natural conditions found in New York prior to the changes wrought by European settlers. Obviously, today much of New York is no longer forested. Prior to European settlement, the percentage of forest cover was probably in excess of 90 percent. Even today the New York Department of Environmental Conservation estimates that as much as 63 percent of the state is covered in forests. Compared to other eastern states contained within the Eastern Temperate Forest Ecoregion, New York has retained a significant amount of forest. Ohio for instance has gone from being 98 percent forest (prior to settlement) to less than 30 percent today. Thus New York is truly a state consisting mainly of forest ecosytems.
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Figure 6.

Level I Ecoregions of North America.
Adapted from original produced by the Commission for Environmental Cooperation.

Note: Ecoregions endemic to Mexico are not labeled.

Nearly all of New York’s forests today are regenerative woodlands, although some small areas of old growth still exist in the Adirondack region.
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Figure 7.

The Level I Ecoregions of the eastern United States.

There are 3 Level I Ecoregions east of the Mississippi River. Blue is the Boreal Forest, green is the Eastern Temperate Forest, and purple is the Tropical Wet Forests of the Everglades region in south Florida. Note that the state of New York is impacted by two Level I Ecoregions (Eastern Temperate Forest and Boreal Forest).

Both of New York’s Level I Ecoregions are divided into progressively smaller ecoregions that more accurately reflect subtle ecological differences between regions. Figure 8 on the next page shows how the Level I Ecoregions of New York are divided into the Level II Ecoregions. Examination of that map will show that the Northern Forest Level I Ecoregions is divided into the Level II Ecoregions known as the Mixed Wood Sheild and the Atlantic Highlands ecoregions. Only one of these, the Atlantic Highlands Ecoregion, occurs in New York.

Meanwhile the Eastern Temperate Forest Level I Ecoregion is divided into five Level II Ecoregions. Of these, two occur in New York. The Level II Ecoregions found in New York are known as the Mixed Wood Plains and the Southeast Coastal Plain, the latter of which occurs in New York only on the state’s islands.

An even more finely tuned view of the ecoregions of New York is obtained by examination of the Level III Ecoregion map shown on the following page (Figure 9). Going beyond that are Level IV Ecoregions, which are even more finely tuned to the natural phenomena that goes into ecoregion designation. Among those considerations are both biotic (living) and abiotic (non-living) systems. The natural conditions involved in the abiotic aspects are such things as physiography, geology, climate, soils, and hydrology. Biotic conditions considered are plant communities and resident animal life. All these various elements are taken into consideration in ecoregion designation.

The New York Department of Environmental Conservation publication Ecological Communites of New York State, using a different, much finer model for the state’s ecoregions, breaks down the various habitats of the New York into scores of ecological communites. By comparison, the ecoregion designations shown in Figures 6 through 9 are rather coarse examples of the state’s natural communities.
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Figure 8.

The Level II Ecoregions of the eastern United States.

The Level II Ecoregions that occur in New York are the Atlantic Highlands (Level I Northern Forests), the Southeast Coastal Plain and the Mixed Woods Plains (Level I Eastern Temperate Forest).

Among the things that are readily apparent when viewing these maps of the naturally occuring regions is the fact that they have little or no relationship at all to political boundaries such as state borders or county lines. This is true both with the maps showing the physiographic provinces and for those showing the various ecoregions. Close examinatin of the maps however will reveal some correlations between physiographic and ecoregion designations.

The level III Ecoregions on the map above are further refined into Level IV Ecoregions. With each subsequent hierarchical refinement the natural phenomena used to designate the ecoregion (physiography, soils, plant and animal species present, etc.) become more narrowly defined.
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Figure 9.

The Level III Ecoregions of New York.

For those readers interested in a closer examination of the ecoregions of the state, the United States Environmental Protection Agency produces a series of downloadable PDF files of the ecoregions of North America. Included in the series of PDFs is a poster with a map and written definitions of New York state’s level IV Ecoregions. Additionally, the publication Ecological Communities of New York State, produced by the New York Natural Heritage Program and the New York Department of Environmental Conservation, provides an extensive scientific assessment of the various habitats occuring in the state.


CHAPTER 3

THE MAMMALS OF NEW YORK

— THE ORDERS AND FAMILIES OF NEW YORK MAMMALS —

Note: The arrangement below is a reflection of how the orders and families of mammals appear in this book and may not be an accurate representation of the phylogentic relationship of the mammals.

Class - Mammalia (mammals)

Order - Didelphimorphia (opossums)








	
Family


	
Didelphidae (opossums)







Order - Carnivora (carnivores)








	
Family


	
Procyonidae (raccoons)





	
Family


	
Ursidae (bears)





	
Family


	
Felidae (cats)





	
Family


	
Canidae (canines)





	
Family


	
Mustelidae (weasels)





	
Family


	
Mephitidae (skunks)







Order - Artiodactyla (hoofed mammals)








	
Family


	
Cervidae (deer)







Order - Lagomorpha (rabbits and hares)








	
Family


	
Leporidae (rabbits)







Order - Rodentia (rodents)








	
Family


	
Sciuridae (squirrels)





	
Family


	
Castoridae (beaver)





	
Family


	
Erethizontidae (porcupine)





	
Family


	
Muridae (old world rats and mice)





	
Family


	
Cricetidae (new world rats & mice)





	
Family


	
Dipodidae (jumping mice)







Order - Soricomorpha (shrews and moles)








	
Family


	
Soricidae (shrews)





	
Family


	
Talpidae (moles)







Order - Chiroptera (bats)








	
Family


	
Vespertilionidae














	
Class - Mammalia (mammals)





	
Order - Didelphimorphia (opossums)





	
Family - Didelphidae





	
Virginia Opossum - Didelphis virginiana
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Presumed range in New York





	
Size: About 2.5 feet from nose to tail tip. Males can weigh up to 14 pounds, females are smaller.





	
Abundance: Common. This is one of the most common medium-sized mammals in much of America.





	
Variation: Opossums can be quite variable. In most the fur is grizzled gray. Mostly white or mostly black individuals can also occur, along with a cinnamon color phase. Albino specimens like the one shown on top right are quite rare.





	
Habitat: Virtually all habitats within the state are utilized, including suburban and even urban areas where there is enough vegetative cover. Opossums are more common in areas altered by humans, such as farmlands and in the vicinity of small, rural communities. They are less common in areas of true wilderness.





	
Breeding: This is North America’s only member of the mammalian subclass Marsupialia. In marsupial mammals the young are born in a highly undeveloped stage and continue their maturation in a special pouch on the mother’s belly. Young Opossums are born as embryos only twelve days after conception. The newborn babies are just over .5 inch in length. At one month they are about the size of a mouse. Litters are large (up to 13) and 2 litters per year is common.





	
Natural History: Opossums are one of the most successful medium-sized mammals in America, which is somewhat surprising given that they are slow-moving, rather dim-witted animals that rarely survive beyond two years in the wild. They are mainly nocturnal and eat almost any palatable plant matter (seeds, grains, fruits, berries) and any type of meat they can catch or scavenge. They are known to kill and eat venomous snakes and have a strong resistance to pit viper venoms. They are well known for faking death (playing opossum) when stressed. They have strong nocturnal tendencies but they are sometimes active during the day, especially when breeding. When hard pressed they will climb to escape. In trees they use their prehensile tail to compensate for their somewhat clumsy climbing. Their greatest enemy today is the automobile. Thousands are killed nightly on highways across America. Opossums have the distinction of having more teeth than any other mammal in America. Their upper canines are often visible protruding from beneath the upper lip, giving them a rather sinister appearance. Although they are quite shy and innocuous around humans, they can give a good account of themselves in a squabble with other medium-sized carnivores. They are known to sometimes get the better of raccoons when competing for a food source. The naked ears and tail of the Opossum is vulnerable to frostbite. As a result, specimens from the northernmost portions of their range often have the top of their ears and distal portion of the tail frozen off, resulting in blunt-tailed, nearly earless specimens.














	
Order - Carnivora (carnivores)





	
Family - Procyonidae (raccoon, ringtails, coatis)


	
Family - Ursidae (bears)





	
Raccoon

Procyon lotor


	
Black Bear

Ursus americanus
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Size: Up to 2.5 feet in length. Weighs 15 to 30 pounds. Record 62 pounds. Females are smaller than males and northern populations generally attain a larger size than southern populations.


	
Size: Four to five feet in total length. Males can weigh over 400 pounds, females are smaller, averaging under 200. In New York the average adult male will weigh about 300 pounds. By far the largest carnivore in New York.





	
Abundance: Common to very common. Can even be found in urban and suburban environments, especially if there is adequate cover in the form of trees and shrubs.


	
Abundance: Fairly common in suitable habitat. Today’s population in New York is estimated to be around 8000 bears.





	
Variation: There is little variation among most specimens. A few black individuals occur occasionally. Most resemble the photo above. Some mammalogists recognize up to 25 subspecies across North America; only one occurs in New York.


	
Variation: Despite their name, Black Bears may be black, cinnamon, chocolate, blond, blue gray, or even white. New York specimens are invariably black in color. Cinnamon is the second most common color and occurs widely in the west.





	
Habitat: Found in virtually every habitat in the state. Wetlands, stream courses, and lake shores are favorite haunts. Raccoons are adaptable animals that can thrive even in cities. In some regions of America they can can actually be more common in suburbs and city parks than in remote wilderness.

They are very common on Long Island.


	
Habitat: Throughout their range in North America, Black Bears utilize a wide array of habitats. In the deep south they use swamplands and woodlands, in the far north they are found in both boreal forests and tundra. In New York they are most common in remote wilderness but they are increasingly being seen in proximity to human-altered habitats.





	
Breeding: Breeds in late winter with an average of 4 (maximum of 8) young born two months later (April or May). Young begin to accompany the mother on foraging trips at about two months. They are on their own by five months. Mortality among the young can be high.


	
Breeding: Breeds in summer but development of the embryo is delayed until fall. 1 to 3 cubs are born in January or February in the female’s winter den. Twins are common. Newborn cubs will weigh only about a pound. Females will typically breed only every other year.





	
Natural History: Raccoons are omnivores that feed on a wide variety of crustaceans, insects, amphibians, reptiles, small mammals, and eggs as well as grains, berries, fruits, acorns, weed seeds, and some vegetables. Although they are mainly nocturnal, they are often active by day, especially in morning and late afternoons. During particularly harsh weather they may den for days at a time. Summer dens are often tree hollows while old groundhog burrows may be used during the winter. The Raccoon is an important game animal harvested for its fur and to a lesser extent as food. When populations reach a high density they may be subjected to epidemics of canine distemper. Rabies is also well known among raccoons but it rarely poses a threat to humans.


	
Natural History: Young male bears will disperse for sometimes hundreds of miles, and are the first individuals to colonize a new area. A variety of plant and animal matter is eaten. The annual mast crop (acorns and nuts) is one of the most important food items in preparing for a winter hibernation that can last five months. Bears enjoy a keen sense of smell and rely more on the sense of smell and hearing than on eyesight. Most of New York’s bear population resides in the Adirondacks and in the Catskills. Generally speaking, Black Bears do not pose a significant threat to humans, but attacks on humans can occur, sometimes with fatal consequences. Bears that have been fed by humans or have access to human garbage can become particularly dangerous.














	
Family - Felidae (cats)





	
Bobcat

Lynx rufus


	
Canada Lynx

Lynx canadensis
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Size: Length up to 39 inches. Weighs 15 to 35 pounds. Maximum of about 45 pounds. New York specimens are typically about 20–25 pounds for males and about 15 pounds for females.


	
Size: Length up to 37 inches. Weighs 15 to 35 pounds. Maximum of about 45 pounds. No information is available on the size of New York specimens due to the fact that they are so rare.





	
Abundance: Uncommon in New York.


	
Abundance: Extremely rare in New York.





	
Variation: Several subspecies occur in America but there is little variation in New York. Some specimens have more pronounced spotting to their fur and males are about one-third larger than females.


	
Variation: There is no variation in this species in New York. Some experts consider the population of Lynx found in the Canadian province on Newfoundland to be a distinct subspecies.





	
Habitat: Remote wilderness. Mountains, forests, swamps, and bogs are sanctuaries for the Bobcat in New York.


	
Habitat: Boreal forests are the preferred habitat of the Lynx in North America today.





	
Breeding: Most breeding occurs in winter or spring with an average of 3 or 4 young born two months later. Young Bobcats begin to forage with the mother by late summer and may stay with her for up to a year while perfecting hunting skills.


	
Breeding: Most adults will breed at about two years of age. Breeding occurs in February and March and the kittens are born in April or May. 3 or 4 young is typical but litters as large as 6 have been recorded.





	
Natural History: Strictly a meat eater, the Bobcat’s food items range from mice to deer. Rabbits and Snowshoe Hares are a favorite prey, as are squirrels, young turkeys, and songbirds. In New York Whitetail Deer are an important element in the diet during winter months. Most (perhaps all) of the deer killed by Bobcats are either young deer or adults that have been weakened by the stress of harsh winter weather. Hunting is by ambush or by stalking to within close range and making an explosive attack. Although mainly nocturnal, Bobcats can be abroad at any time of day. Their home range can be from one to several square miles and males have larger ranges than females. Scent-marking territory with urine and feces is common. In captivity Bobcats have lived for over 20 years, but the estimate for wild cats is 12–14 years. In New York the Adirondack and Catskill areas are strongholds for this species. Although Bobcats are uncommon animals in New York, their populations are increasing and the NYSDEC has a management plan for the species that calls for a stable population of up to 8000 animals statewide. In New York the Bobcat is regarded as a game animal and a fur bearer.


	
Natural History: The Lynx is a true boreal species and its occurance in the eastern United States is largely restricted to the Level I Ecoregion known as “Boreal Forest” (see Figure 6). This cat is adapted to life in cold, snowy climates. It has exceptionally long legs and oversized “snowshoe-like” feet. Both are adaptations for moving through deep snow. Its primary prey is the Snowshoe Hare, and the range of the Lynx in North America closely approximates the range of its primary food. Any type of small mammal or bird may be eaten, and even Whitetail Deer are sometimes killed if they are small enough or debilitated by deep snow and winter starvation. At one time the Lynx probably occurred in New York as a breeding population. Today New York represents the southernmost fringe of this species range. No confirmed breeding is known in recent times in the state, but rare sightings of this animal continue. Dispersing males travel long distances and it is reasonable to assume there will always be a few Lynx wandering into northern New York. A resurgence in Bobcats in New York may preclude the establishment of Lynx, as some evidence suggests the Bobcat is able to out-compete the Lynx.















	
Family - Canidae (canines)





	
Gray Fox

Urocyon cinereoargenteus


	
Red Fox

Vulpes vulpes


	
Coyote

Canis latrans
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Size: Length 32 to 45 inches. Weight up to 15 pounds.


	
Size: Length 33 to 43 inches. Weight up to 15 pounds.


	
Size: Length up to 49 inches. Average weight about 35 pounds.





	
Abundance: Fairly common.


	
Abundance: Fairly common.


	
Abundance: Fairly common.





	
Variation: As many as six subspecies range across North America. Two occur in New York: U. c. borealis in northern NY and U. c. cinereoargenteus elsewhere in the state.


	
Variation: Red Foxes can occur in several different color phases. New York specimens are typically red. Two other color phases known as the Silver Fox and the Cross Fox occur farther north.


	
Variation: Very dark (nearly black) individuals, tan, blond, and reddish specimens are know to occur. Most specimens in New York will resemble the photo above.





	
Habitat: Primarily a woodland animal that is more common in the forested regions of the state. Tends to avoid expansive open regions but may thrive where there is mosaic of woodland and farmlands.


	
Habitat: Although habitat generalists, Red Foxes shows a preference for open and semi-open country over deep woods. They enjoy edge areas and ecotones and have adapted well to suburban areas that have some trees and brush.


	
Habitat: Coyotes have adapted to all habitats in New York. They are probably most common in the Adirondacks and in the Mowhawk and St. Lawrence River Valleys, but they do occur statewide including in surburban areas.





	
Breeding: Dens in a burrow, hollow log or rock cave. 4 pups is usual but up to 7 is known.


	
Breeding: About 4–5 young are born underground, often in an old groundhog burrow, but they will dig their own hole.


	
Breeding: Coyotes are able to breed before their first birthday. Litter size (2–10) varies with availability of prey.





	
Natural History: The Gray Fox is the only American canine with the ability to climb trees. Insects are important food items in summer, with mice and rabbits becoming more important in winter. When grapes, persimmons, and other fruits are ripe they will eat them almost exclusively and in fact this is the most omnivorous canine in America. Home range can vary from a few hundred acres to over a square mile, depending upon habitat quality. Unlike the Red Fox that can be found as far north as the Arctic Circle, the Gray Fox is a more southerly animal and ranges southward into South America. Gray Foxes have lived for up to 14 years in captivity, but the average lifespan in the wild is only a few years.


	
Natural History: The Red Fox is one of the world’s most widespread mammals and is found in Europe, Asia, north Africa, and Australia (introduced) as well as throughout North America. They are adaptable, opportunistic omnivores that will eat everything from grasshoppers to grapes. Scavenging carrion is also common. Their fur is such a good insulator that they can sleep atop a snow bank without melting the snow beneath their body. These are important fur-bearing animals and are today often reared in captivity on “fur farms.” Red Fox populations in New York have probably increased since European settlement and subsequent clearing of forests for agriculture. Summer coat is paler than the luxurious winter fur.


	
Natural History: The Coyote is a relative newcomer to New York, having begun their invasion from the west about a half century ago. Today they range from the Pacific to the Atlantic. They are now the top predator in much of the state, occupying a niche once held by the wolf and the Cougar. They are extremely intelligent, adaptable canines that quickly learn to thrive in almost any environment. In rural areas where hunters abound they are extremely wary, but in urban areas or protected lands they may become quite bold around humans. The characteristic yipping and howling of these vocal canines has become a common nighttime sound in America. Mostly nocturnal, but also active by day. The longevity record is 18 years.















	
Family - Mustelidae (weasels)





	
River Otter

Lontra canadensis


	
Fisher

Pekania pennanti


	
Marten

Martes americana
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Size: Length 35–45 inches. Males can reach 30 pounds.


	
Size: Male can reach 4 ft. in length and 12 lbs. Female half that.


	
Size: Male to 27 inches and 3 lbs. Female 24 in. and 1.75 lbs.





	
Abundance: Fairly common.


	
Abundance: Uncommon.


	
Abundance: Uncommon.





	
Variation: As many as seven subspecies range across North America. There is very little variation in New York populations.


	
Variation: Exhibits significant sexual dimorphism with females only half the size of males.


	
Variation: Females smaller than males. Fur varies from yellowish or reddish brown to black. Darkest in winter.





	
Habitat: Any unpolluted aquatic habitat in the state may be suitable for River Otters. They are always in association with rivers, lakes, swamps, or creeks.


	
Habitat: The Fisher is a forest species that prefers closed canopy woodlands and avoids open areas. The bulk of the range today is mostly in the far north.


	
Habitat: Another forest species that lives mainly in mature conifer forests. In the eastern half of North America lives mostly within Boreal Forest.





	
Breeding: 2 or 3 young are born in an underground den often dug in a stream bank. Births are usually in the spring or summer.


	
Breeding: 2 or 3 young is typical but can be more (up to 6). Nuptial den is usually a hollow in a tree. The male plays no role in rearing the young.


	
Breeding: Breeding occurs in the summer but implantation of embryos is delayed and the young are not born until the following spring. 3 kits is average.





	
Natural History: River Otters are semi-aquatic mammals that possess fully webbed toes and waterproof fur. They are excellent swimmers that prey on fish, frogs, crayfish, turtles, and small mammals. Their fur is highly valued, a fact that lead to their extirpation from much of New York and most of the eastern United States by the late 1800s. Re-stocking programs by the NYSDEC begun in 1995 have been successful and today these endearing animals can once again be found in most areas of the state where suitable habitat exists. Although there may still be parts of New York where they may not yet have colonized, it is reasonable to consider their range today as being nearly statewide. River Otters are classified as a game species by NYSDEC and limited trapping of Otters is allowed today in the northern and eastern portions of New York state.


	
Natural History: By the early 1900s Fishers were nearly extirpated from New York by fur trappers and the loss of closed canopy forests as a result of logging and land clearing. The species did manage to hang on in the Adirondacks and individuals trapped there were used by NYSDEC to re-stock other regions of the state. The Fisher climbs well but is not nearly as agile in the trees as the Marten and hunting is done on the ground. Like most mustelids it is a solitary animal. All types of small mammals and birds may be prey, with Snowshoe Hares being a major food item. It is one of the few predators known to regularly kill and eat porcupines and is that animal’s greatest natural enemy. The Fisher is regarded as a furbearing game species and trapping is allowed in areas of the state where the species is most abundant.


	
Natural History: In many respects the Marten can be regarded as a smaller, more nimble, and more arboreal version of the Fisher. The American Marten is related to the famous furbearer known as the Sable (M. zibellina) of Russia and northern Asia. Like that species, the fur of the Marten is luxurious and highly valued in the fur trade. This fact along with rampant logging that occurred in North America during the 1800s decimated Marten populations across most of the continent. They have semi-retractable claws like a cat and are excellent climbers. Feeds mainly on small animals, but also some berries and nuts. One of their favorite foods is the widespread Red Squirrel, as is the Red-backed Vole, both of which are species that are common in mature coniferous woodlands. Marten trapping is allowed in much of New York State.














	
Long-tailed Weasel

Mustela frenata


	
Ermine

Mustela erminea
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Size: Adult males in New York average about 16 inches total length and weigh about 8 ounces. Females average 13 inches in length and weigh about 4 ounces.


	
Size: Males can reach 12 inches and as much as 4 ounces. Females are about 6 to 9 inches and generally will weigh in at around 2 ounces.





	
Abundance: Uncommon.


	
Abundance: Uncommon.





	
Variation: All weasels exhibit sexual dimorphism in the size of adults, with females being significantly smaller. Long-tailed Weasels in New York turn white in winter but otherwise there is no significant variation in the pelage color of New York populations. Several subspecies are recognized in North America and populations in the southwestern United States have white or creamy markings on the face.


	
Variation: Sexually dimorphic in size of adults. Males are nearly twice the size of females. Pelage turns all white in winter except for a black tail tip. Some mammalogists recognize as many as 19 subspecies of Ermine in North America, but there is only one subspecies in New York (M. n. cicognanii). There is no significant variation in pelage colors of New York populations except for seasonal molts.





	
Habitat: Occupies a wide variety of habitats but shows a preference for a mosaic of habitats near stream courses.


	
Habitat: Occupies remote northern forests and brushy edge areas, marshes, and forest openings.





	
Breeding: Mating occurs in mid-summer but embryo development is delayed until the following spring. 4 to 5 young is typical and babies have white fur.


	
Breeding: Mates in summer and experiences delayed implantation of embryos with young born the following spring. Litters number from 4 to 9.





	
Natural History: Long-tailed Weasels are known for being, on a pound per pound basis, one of the world’s most ferocious predators. Although their prey includes animals as small as insects, they will also take prey the size of a grown Cottontail Rabbit. Mice, voles, and other rodents, along with shrews and small birds, make up the bulk of their non-invertebrate diet. Of these, voles are a favorite prey and may make up as much as one-third of the diet. They have also been known to scavenge the dead bodies of large animals such as deer. These highly active mammals have a high metabolic rate and they are active by both day and night, consuming up to a third of their body weight in a day. When an animal is killed that is too large to consume at one meal, they will cache the remains and return to finish it later. The range of this species is from northern South America to southern Canada and includes nearly all of the United States, but in many areas the population densities are quite low.


	
Natural History: Feeds mainly on small mammals like chipmonks, shrews, and mice. Will eat almost any kind of small vertebrate as well as insects and earthworms. Small enough to fit into the burrow of small animals like chipmonks, voles, etc. When hunting Ermine investigate hollows and crevices of trunks and stumps as well as enter the burrows of other small animals like mice and voles. They are good swimmers and climbers, so virtually no micro-habitats within their foraging range goes unhunted. They are even known to sometimes hunt in rodent tunnels beneath the snow in winter. Like all weasels, the Ermine has well-developed musk glands and scent probably plays a role in helping these solitary animals find mates. Ermine sometimes go by the name Short-tailed Weasel. Ermine range across the entire north half of North America but like other weasels they are seemingly never common and they are perhaps the least well known of New York’s wild carnivores.














	
Family - Mustelidae (weasels)


	
Family - Mephitidae (skunks)





	
Mink

Mustela vison


	
Striped Skunk

Mephitis mephitis
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Size: Large males from western New York marshes can reach 23 inches and 3.5 pounds. Females 20 inches and 1.5 to 2 lbs.


	
Size: Average length 23–31 inches, of which as much as a foot can be the tail. Average weight about 8–10 pounds.





	
Abundance: Fairly common.


	
Abundance: Common.





	
Variation: Males are twice as large as females. Pelage color varies from light brown to very dark brown. Mink from northern regions tend to be darker than animals from the deep south. Mink ranchers have developed a wide variety of colors ranging from white to solid black.


	
Variation: Varies considerably in the amount of white in the dorsal stripes. Typical adult (shown above) has two distinct stripes down the back. In some individuals these stripes can coalesce and create a solid white back. In others, the stripes on the back may be absent entirely (see inset photo).





	
Habitat: Usually found near water. Swamps and marshes are the primary habitat. Found in both brackish and freshwater marshes. Also frequents creeks, rivers, and lake shores. In winter when marshes freeze over it may move into nearby woodlands.


	
Habitat: Striped Skunks are found in all habitats in New York except for permanent wetlands, but they are most common in mixed habitats and edge areas. The presence of at least some woodland or brushy cover somewhere within the home range is desirable, as is a source of permanent water.





	
Breeding: 3 to 6 young are born in an underground den that is often an old muskrat house. Young begin to hunt with mother at about two months.


	
Breeding: Breeding occurs in late winter. Litter size averages 3 or 4 but can be as many as 10. Weanlings follow the mother in single file while foraging.





	
Natural History: Mink are well known for their luxurious fur. Most mink fur sold in America today is from captive, farm-raised mink. Mink are excellent swimmers and will catch fish in stream pools. They are strict carnivores that feed heavily on amphibians and crayfish during the summer. In winter their diet turns to mammal prey such as rabbits and rodents. Muskrats are a favorite winter food of the large males who kill their formidable prey with a bite to the back of the neck. As with other members of the Mustelidae family, mink have well-developed musk glands that produce a distinct musky odor when the animal is excited, breeding, or marking territory. The range of the mink extends from the southeastern United States all the way to Alaska, including most of Canada. They range thoughout the state in New York.


	
Natural History: The Striped Skunk’s distinctive black and white color is almost as well known as its primary defense, which of course is to spray an attacker with its pungent, foul-smelling musk. The musk can burn the eyes and membranes and its odor is remarkably persistent. They can effectively project the musk up to about 15 feet and the odor can be detected hundreds of yards away. A direct hit to the face from the musk glands can cause debilitating nausea and temporary blindness. Striped Skunks dine mainly on invertebrates and as much as three-fourths of their diet consists of insects and grubs. They possess well-developed front claws for digging and a powerful sense of smell for locating buried grubs, worms, etc. Also eats baby mice, eggs, and nestlings of ground-nesting birds. They can be particularly damaging to nesting turtles as they sniff out the nest and consume eggs.















	
Order - Artiodactyla (hoofed mammals)





	
Family - Cervidae (deer)





	
Whitetail Deer - Odocoileus virginianus





	
Buck


	
Doe


	
Fawn
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Presumed range in New York





	
Size: Males up to 40 inches high at shoulder. Females about 20 percent smaller. Mature males can weigh nearly 300 pounds, females up to 150, though most are smaller. Deer from the northern states like New York have larger body size than those in the southern United States. This is due to a phenomena known as “Bergman’s Rule.” Larger bodies lose heat less rapidly due to the smaller ratio of body volume to surface area, thus in colder regions mammals with a larger body size tend to survive better.





	
Abundance: Very common. Perhaps least common in the Adirondack region.





	
Variation: There are as many as thirteen different subspecies of Whitetail Deer recognized in mainland North America, plus several more island races. The New York subspecies is the Northern Woodland Whitetail Deer, Odocoileus virginianus borealis. Young (fawns) exhibit a pattern of white spots that fade with age. Adults have reddish brown color in the summer and grayish in the fall/winter.





	
Habitat: Found in virtually every habitat within the state and increasingly common in urban areas. Favorite habitats are a mix of woodland, brushy areas, and weedy fields, especially near farmlands. Successional areas such as regrowth of woodlands after fires or logging is also a prime habitat. In New York, deer are more common where there is a mixture of agricultural land and woodlands and increasingly in suburban neighborhoods. They are least common in mature, unbroken forests.





	
Breeding: Breeding begins in early fall and may continue into the winter, with the peak breeding season occurring in November. 1 to 2 (rarely 3 or even 4) young are born in the spring or early summer following a six-and-a-half-month gestation. Females (does) usually bear their first offspring at two years of age. The first pregnancy typically results in a single fawn, the second pregnancy usually is twins and the third through fifth twins or triplets (rarely quadruplets). Young lie hidden for the first few weeks and are left alone much of the time. The female will visit the hidden fawn about once every four hours to allow nursing, then moves away to avoid attracting predators. At about one month of age the young will begin to follow the mother and stay close through the summer and into the fall.





	
Natural History: Bucks (males) shed their antlers each year in late winter and regrow a new set by fall. Growing deer antlers are among the fastest growing animal tissue known. While growing, the antlers are covered in a spongy, fuzzy skin called “velvet.” Antlers grow larger each year, up to about six or seven years of age, when they begin a gradual decline. Whitetail Deer are browsers and they feed on a wide variety of forbs, leaves, twigs, buds, crops, and mast (especially acorns). Although they are sometimes destructive to farm crops like corn or soybeans, they are an important game animal in New York with as many as 220000 harvested in 2015 for food and sport. The maximum lifespan is 20 years, but most are dead by age 10. State wildlife agencies like the NYSDEC are charged with the responsibility of protecting and managing the state’s wildlife populations. In New York, this means taking into consideration not only the health and well-being of the state’s deer herd, but also the cultural aspect of providing food and recreation for the state’s hunting population. Additionally, considerations such as crop depredation by deer to the state’s farmers or impacts on auto insurance rates by deer-auto collisions must be a part of the calculation. Thus determining how many deer of what sex should be harvested annually involves taking into consideration many factors. Happily, this animal represents one of the world’s great wildlife conservation stories. Nearly wiped out by the early 1900s, the Whitetail Deer is today is perhaps as numerous in America as it was during the time of Daniel Boone. At present, the population in New York may exceed a million deer, up from a low of only a few thousand a century ago. In recent years these animals have begun to invade urban areas where deer hunting is restricted. In towns and cities they can become a nuisance.














	
Family - Cervidae (deer family)





	
Moose

Alces alces
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Presumed range in New York





	
Size: In New York mature males (Bulls) can weigh as much as 1200 pounds. They stand 7.5 feet tall at the shoulder and are 10 feet in length. Females are smaller but can still weigh 800 pounds. Bulls in their prime can have antlers that are five feet across. Animals from the western half of the continent are even larger. The largest Moose (from Alaska and northwestern Canada) can weigh as much as 1800 pounds and have an antler spread well over 6 feet. They are the largest member of the deer family and one of the largest land mammals in North America.





	
Abundance: Rare in New York. Restricted mostly to northern New York.





	
Variation: Sexually dimorphic. Males of course have antlers most of the year. Professional mammalogists recognize four different moose populations (subspecies) in North America. The moose that inhabits portions of New York state belong to the subspecies americana, often called the Eastern Moose.





	
Habitat: Moose in New York are primarily a boreal forest species. Regenerative forests with large amounts of browse are preferred, as are swamps and shallow lakes with abundant aquatic vegetation. These wetland habitats are utilized mostly in summer with drier mixed conifer-hardwood forests used in winter. Forest clearings created by fire or logging are heavily used.





	
Breeding: Breeding activity begins as early as September. During the “rut” bulls will become vocal and emit a bellowing call to attract any nearby cows. Additional rutting activity by males includes slashing saplings and bushes with the antlers. Fights between bulls are usually brief but can on rare occasions become intense and result in injury to one or both males. Following mating the cow will give birth eight months later in late May or June. A single calf is typical, with twins being uncommon and triplets quite rare. The young calves nurse for up to six months and will usually remain with the cow until she drives them off just before giving birth to her next calf.





	
Natural History: Moose are holarctic in distribution and are found across all of northern North America, northern Europe, and northern Asia. In Scandanavia they go by the name “Elk.” Cow moose will sometimes vigorously defend their young and they have been known to attack humans who get too close to the young with deadly consequences. Likewise, bull moose in the rut may become very agressive towards any large animal in their immediate vicinity. Most of the time however they are placid animals. The massive antlers of a mature bull are shed by mid-winter and re-grown every year. To accomplish this remarkable growth the moose must consume prodigous quantities of browse. Up to 40 pounds may be consumed daily. In many areas of their range willow and alder are favorite foods but a wide variety of tree leaves are eaten during summer months. They also love aquatic plants which grow in shallow lakes, beaver ponds, and swamps and will submerge the entire head to reach plants beneath the surface. Leaves, stems, and roots are all eaten. During winter the buds and bark of the terminal branches of deciduous trees and shrubs are eaten along with the needles of conifers such as balsam fir. Additional food items include mosses, lichens, and mushrooms. Except during the breeding season or in the case of a cow with calves, moose are mostly solitary animals. Wolves, where they are present in the ecosystem, are the biggest natural enemy of moose. In New York, Black Bears are a major threat to the young calves. But the biggest threat to moose in New York today is probably the parasitic nematode known as “Brain Worm.” This devasting disease is harbored and spread by Whitetail Deer.














	
Order - Lagomorpha (lagomorphs)





	
Family - Leporidae (rabbits and hares)





	
Eastern Cottontail

Sylvilagus floridanus


	
Snowshoe Hare

Lepus americanus





	[image: images]
	[image: images]



	
[image: images]
Presumed range in New York


	
[image: images]
Presumed range in New York





	
Size: Adult length about 14 inches. Weight up to 2.5 pounds.


	
Size: Total length about 16 inches. Typical adult weight about 3 pounds.





	
Abundance: Generally very common but subject to localized cyclical population fluctuations.


	
Abundance: Fairly common. Populations in many areas are cyclical on an approximately 10-year cycle.





	
Variation: No variation in New York, but at least 12 very similar subspecies of this wide ranging rabbit are recognized across the United States by some mammalogists.


	
Variation: Summer pelage is brown. Winter is solid white except for black tips on the ears. Transitional fall pelage is shown in inset photo above.





	
Habitat: May be found in virtually any habitat within the state except for permanent wetlands. Most common in overgrown fields and edge areas. Fond of briers, brushy areas, and tall weeds.


	
Habitat: Boreal forests are the primary habitat. Within this ecosytem they favor areas with dense understory. They will move between primarily conifer woodlands in summer to mostly deciduous woodlands in winter.





	
Breeding: This is the most prolific of the several rabbit species in America, some populations in the south produce up to seven litters per year with as many as 5 young per litter.


	
Breeding: Capable of breeding at about one year of age. Averages about 3 young per litter and multiple litters per year is common.





	
Natural History: In the spring and summer Eastern Cottontails feed on a wide variety of grasses, legumes, and herbaceous weeds. Briers, sapling bark (especially Sumac) leaf buds, and other woody materials may make up the bulk of the diet in winter. During periods of deep snow they will spend the day burrowed under the snow and emerge at night. These rabbits are prey for many predators including foxes, coyotes, bobcats, and hawks and owls, especially the Great Horned Owl. The life expectancy for a Cottontail is not high, and only about one in four will live to see their second birthday. Populations are known to fluctuate, and during years when their numbers are highest good habitat may support up to nine rabbits per acre. They are an important game animal and their flesh is regarded by many as being highly palatable. Another species of Cottontail, known as the New England Cottontail (Sylvilagus transitionalis), is a very rare resident in a small area of extreme southeastern New York along the Connecticut border. The differences between the two species are indistinguishable to the lay observer.


	
Natural History: The name Snowshoe Hare is derived from the exceptionally large, heavily furred hind feet which act as natural snowshoes and allow this hare to move easily atop deep, powdery snow. The transition from brown summer pelage to all white winter pelage seen in the Snowshoe Hare is an adaptation used by a number of mammal species that live in regions where snow covers the ground all winter. In the Adirondacks region of New York a rare and engimatic all black color morph of this hare is known. Summer foods are all types of greenery including grasses, clovers, ferns, and forbs such as the Dandelion. In winter the diet switches to bark and buds of a wide variety of both conifer and deciduous trees. As the snow gets deeper, the hare, moving across the top of the snow, feeds higher and higher into the branches. Like other members of the order Lagamorpha, these hares eat their own droppings (coprophagy). This trait allow for maximum extraction of nutrients. Populations show a cyclical pattern over a 10-year period, with numbers gradually increasing to a high density then crashing suddenly.















	
Order - Rodentia (rodents)





	
Family - Sciuridae (squirrels)





	
Groundhog

Marmota monax


	
Eastern Chipmunk

Tamias striatus


	
Red Squirrel

Tamiasciurus hudsonicus
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Size: Length 16 to 26 inches and weighs from 6 to 9 pounds.


	
Size: About 10 inches in length and weighing about 4.5 ounces.


	
Size: Total length 12 inches. Tail 5 inches. Weight 6 ounces.





	
Abundance: Common.


	
Abundance: Common.


	
Abundance: Common.





	
Variation: Individuals vary in color from brown to grayish, reddish, or rarely, nearly black. Most specimens in New York resemble the specimen shown above.


	
Variation: There are several subspecies nationwide and two occur in New York. The differences are very subtle. All New York Chipmunks resemble the specimen shown above.


	
Variation: Summer pelage is duller and less red and the prominent “ear tufts” are only seen in fall and winter squirrels. Otherwise there pelage color is remarkably consistant.





	
Habitat: Fields and woodland edges. They require some open ground within the vicinity of the burrow for foraging, as well as higher ground that is above the floodplain for locating the burrow.


	
Habitat: Deciduous forests in upland areas are the preferred habitat. It avoids wetlands and is fond of rock outcrops, stone fences, etc. Can be common in urban parks and suburbs.


	
Habitat: Like most tree squirrels, this is a forest species. Any type of northern forest may be inhabited, including deciduous and mixed, but conifer forests are where they are most common.





	
Breeding: Mating occurs in March or April with 2 to 4 young typical. Only one litter per year. Young remain underground until weaned at six weeks.


	
Breeding: Breeding occurs in very early spring with young born about a month later. Litters average 3 to 5 but can be as many as 8.


	
Breeding: Capable of producing two broods per year. 3 to 5 young is typical. In years of good mast crops they may produce larger litters of 7 or 8.





	
Natural History: These large ground squirrels dig extensive underground burrows where they retreat from danger, spend the night, and overwinter. They accumulate huge deposits of fat during the summer and fall, which sustains them during winter hibernation. During this time their metabolism slows dramatically with as few as four heartbeats per minute. They will sometimes climb small trees and bushes in springtime to eat swelling tree buds, but their primary diet is forbs and grasses. Also known by the name “Woodchuck.” Their empty burrows are used as dens by a wide variety of animals, making them an ecologically important species. As they avoid extensive forests, they have benefited from human activity.


	
Natural History: While they are excellent climbers, chipmunks are true “ground squirrels,” sleeping, rearing young, and wintering in an underground burrow which they dig themselves. They also will use rock crevices or hollow logs. They become less active in winter and will remain below ground living on stored nuts and seeds for long periods during harsh weather. Although Chipmunks are fairly common in much of New York they are usually absent from expansive open areas and areas of extensive agriculture. Like other squirrels, the Chipmunk is a vocal animal but its voice is less raspy, sounding at times like the chirping of a bird. Longevity is reported to be as much as eight years, but very few in the wild survive that long.


	
Natural History: Like most tree squirrels, the Red Squirrel is diurnal in habits. While most people find them to be endearing little animals, others regard them as pests and there is a widespread myth among squirrel hunters that Red Squirrels will attack and castrate the males of the more desirable (from the hunter’s point of view) Gray Squirrel. Red Squirrels will store huge piles of conifer cones, usually at the base of large tree. These piles are known as “middens” and they can attain an enormous size. Piles 15 feet across and 3 feet high have been recorded. The range of the Red Squirrel includes all of Canada except the arctic and the Great Plains, and all the northern United States and south in the Appalachians to Georgia.















	
Gray Squirrel

Sciurus carolinensis


	
Fox Squirrel

Sciurus niger


	
Southern Flying Squirrel

Glaucomys volans
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Size: 19 inches in total length. Weight about 18 ounces.


	
Size: Length 23 inches from snout to tail tip. Weighs about 28 ounces.


	
Size: Length from 8 to 10 inches and 2–3 ounces.





	
Abundance: Very common.


	
Abundance: Uncommon.


	
Abundance: Fairly common.





	
Variation: At least six subspecies occur in the United States and some are quite variable. Melanistic (black) populations can be found in some areas of New York and albino populations occur in a few locations. Some New York specimens may have reddish brown tails but most resemble the specimen pictured above.


	
Variation: There are a total of 10 subspecies nationwide and they range in color from solid black to reddish to silver-gray. S. n. rufiventer (reddish phase) occurs in New York. Most are like the specimen shown above, but a variety of color morphs may be seen in other regions.


	
Variation: Two identical species of Flying Squirrels occur in New York. Pictured above is the Southern Flying Squirrel. The very similar Northern Flying Squirrel (Glaucomys sabrinus) is an identical but slightly larger version with browner fur and a more grayish belly. It can reach 14 inches in length.





	
Habitat: Prefers mature deciduous forests but also found in mixed coniferous forests and second growth areas. Can be common in urban parks and lawns.


	
Habitat: Prefers open forests with trees widely spaced. Can be common in swamps. Prefers edge areas, overgrown fence rows, etc. over extensive woods.


	
Habitat: These little squirrels are dependent upon trees and live only in woodlands. They will live in suburbs if sufficient mature trees are present.





	
Breeding: Breeds December through February and again in June/July. 4 to 6 young per litter.


	
Breeding: Produces 4 to 6 young twice annually, breeding in winter and again in summer.


	
Breeding: Only one litter per year with up to 6 young. Nest is usually within a hollow in a tree.





	
Natural History: Feeds on nuts, seeds, fungi, tree buds, and the inner bark of trees as well as bird eggs and hatchlings. May sometimes even eat carrion. Like most rodents they will gnaw bones or shed deer antlers for calcium. Well known for burying and storing nuts. Frequently calls with a raspy “bark,” especially when alarmed. Builds summer nests of leaves in tree crotches. Winter dens are in tree hollows. During severe weather may be inactive for several days. Poor mast years may produce mass migrations. Gray Squirrels are extremely athletic little animals and exhibit remarkable agility in trees. They are strictly a woodland animal and require a source of mast for their survival.


	
Natural History: Fox Squirrels wander frequently into open areas and spend more time on the ground than Gray Squirrels. Their home range may be ten times larger. They are generally less common than the Gray, rarely reaching the population densities of their smaller cousins. They feed on the same foods of nuts, seeds, buds, berries, etc. But the diet of Fox Squirrels also often includes the seeds of pine cones. Barks and chatters when disturbed but is overall less vocal than the smaller squirrel species which occur in New York. Although widespread across the United States, New York represents the northeastern edge of this species range in North America.


	
Natural History: Nocturnal in habits. Leaps from tree to tree and glides using flaps of skin between front and hind legs like a parachute. Flattened tail serves as a rudder while gliding. Feeds on nuts, seeds, fruits, fungi, lichens, tree buds, insects, bird eggs, and nestling birds as well as mice. Flying Squirrels are gregarious animals and several may share a den. Southern Flying Squirrels are more common in southern New York, while the northern species is mostly in northern New York, but both do occur statewide. Flying Squirrels in rural areas sometimes invade homes and attics where they can become a noisy nuisance as they scramble about in the wee hours. Longevity for captives is 10 years.














	
Family - Castoridae (beaver family)





	
Beaver - Castor canadensis


	
Beaver dam
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Size: Up to 43 inches in total length. Can weigh up to 65 pounds. 35 to 50 pounds is average.





	
Abundance: Common. Least common in uplands but is present in valleys and along stream courses in mountains.





	
Variation: The American Society of Mammalogists recognizes 24 subspecies in North America. The status of Beavers in the eastern United States is difficult to determine due to re-introduction programs using transplanted Beavers from many regions of the country.





	
Habitat: Beavers are thoroughly aquatic mammals that to a great extent create their own wetland habitats. To construct their ponds and waterways they require the presence of a stream or spring run with constant or near constantly flowing water which can be dammed. Streams that are subject to fierce flooding or with exceptionally powerful flows are avoided in preference for more easily contained water flows. In addition to creating their own habitats they will use lakes, rivers, swamps, marshes, and large, deep creeks. In rivers and lakes the lodge or den is often a burrow into the bank of the lake or river. In dammed streams or swamps and marshes a stick lodge typical of the one pictured above is usual. Although they are found throughout New York in the Appalachian Highlands they are restricted to river valleys, bottomlands, and stream courses.





	
Breeding: Mating takes place in mid-winter with the young being born about four months later. There is only one litter per year. Baby beavers are quite precocious and are born with well-developed fur and eyes that open immediately. Four or five young, called kits, is typical. In ideal habitats more young may be produced. Young beavers are usually weaned in just two/three weeks, but the young Beavers will remain with the family for up to two years before striking out on their own to find new territories. Adult beavers may mate for life.





	
Natural History: Beavers are primarily nocturnal in habits, but they may be active at dawn and dusk. In remote locations where human intrusion is absent, they are observed active during the day as well. They feed mostly on the inner bark of trees, with willow being a dietary mainstay. They will also consume sedges and other aquatic vegetation, but in winter live almost exclusively on bark. The dorsal-ventrally flattened tail is hairless and scaly and along with the webbed hind feet provide these animals with powerful swimming tools. They also possess enlarged incisors which grow continually throughout life and are used to gnaw through trunks and fell trees. Most trees cut by Beavers are small saplings which are used as food, but they will also cut large trees up to two feet in diameter to open the canopy and promote the growth of new food sources. These largest of the North American rodents are famous for their dam-building abilities and they will also build elaborate living quarters known as “lodges.” After many years of use these lodges may become up to 15 feet across and can house an entire extended family. They have underwater entrances for protection and a hollow “room” that is above the waterline and lined with wood chips or grasses. Other species such as Muskrats and mice may take up residence within these lodges. At one time Beaver fur was one of the most valuable natural resources in America and the pursuit of Beaver fur led to the exploration of much of the continent. Within a few decades they were nearly exterminated by trappers. They can sometimes be a pest when their dam-building activities flood farmers fields, but their wetland-creating activities benefit many scores of wetland wildlife species. In fact, the Beaver is one of the most significant players in local ecosystems throughout North America and their value to the overall ecology would be hard to overstate.















	
Family - Erethizontidae (porcupine)


	
Family - Muridae (old world mice and rats)





	
Porcupine

Erethizon dorsatum


	
Norway Rat

Rattus norvegicus


	
House Mouse

Mus musculus
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Size: Maximum adult size is 50 inches in length and 40 pounds.


	
Size: Length can be as much as 15 inches and weigh up to 12 ounces.


	
Size: Adults about 6.5 inches and weigh about .75 ounce.





	
Abundance: Uncommon.


	
Abundance: Very common.


	
Abundance: Very common.





	
Variation: There is no significant variation in this species in New York.


	
Variation: None in the wild. Domestic forms can be brown, gray, black, or white.


	
Variation: Wild specimens show no variation, but domesticated laboratory mice come in a variety of colors.





	
Habitat: In New York the Porcupine inhabits coniferous forests and mixed conifer-hardwood forests. Pure deciduous stands are also heavily used.


	
Habitat: This highly adaptable rodent can live virtually anywhere, including as a stowaway on ships, which is how it immigrated to America from Europe.


	
Habitat: A highly adaptable and successful rodent that usually associates with human habitations and man-made structures, also lives in the wild.





	
Breeding: Mating occurs in the fall. Single baby is born in the spring. Young are very precocial and born fully furred. Quills harden an hour after birth.


	
Breeding: The fecundity of the Norway Rat is legendary. From six to eight litters per year with up to a dozen young per litter is possible if abundant food is available.


	
Breeding: Broods can number from 5–12. Young females begin breeding at six weeks and can produce 14 litters per year.





	
Natural History: Except for gnawing shed deer antlers for minerals, the Porcupine is a true vegetarian. In summer they feed on a wide variety of tree leaves and buds as well as doing some ground feeding on forbs and grasses. In the fall mast is added to the diet. In winter they subsist mostly on the inner bark of tree branches. During harsh weather they may seek refuge in a tree hollow or rock crevice for a few days at a time. But their heavy winter fur provides remarkable protection against the cold and they have been known to “ride out” a blizzard perched high in a tree! The quills of the Porcupine are legendary and are more than an adequate defense against most predators. The Fisher, a large member of the Weasel family, is the only predator known to regularly kill Porcupines. The flesh of these animals is said to be palatable.


	
Natural History: Also called the Brown Rat, this species has followed man to every corner of the globe. They are responsible for an almost unimaginable degree of human suffering. Throughout the history of human civilization these rodents have destroyed crops and stored foods while spreading devastating diseases, most notably Bubonic Plague and Typhus. It is the rat’s fleas and lice that are the actual vectors of these diseases. Though less of a threat to modern societies, these rats still shadow the human species. They are common in both urban and rural settings. In cities they live on human garbage, in rural areas livestock food and crops. The common laboratory rat is an albino domesticated version of this animal that has somewhat redeemed the species for humans as an experimental animal for medical and scientific research.


	
Natural History: The House Mouse has adapted to living in close proximity to humans and today they are found wherever there are people throughout the world. As their name implies, they regularly enter into houses where they can become both a pest and a health hazard. They live both in cities and farmlands. Like the Norway Rat the House Mouse originated in Eurasia and traveled around the world as a stowaway on sailing ships, eventually populating the entire globe. These mice are primarily nocturnal and their food includes nearly everything eaten by humans plus insects and fungi. Domestic versions are the familiar “white mice.” Given maximum litter size and 100 percent survival of each subsequent generation, two mice in one year could result in 1800 mice! Snakes are perhaps the best means of natural control of these mice.
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