
 
 

Bobcat 
Lynx rufus 
  
Have you heard a yowling noise in some of the more remote forest preserves of the Chicago River system? 
It could be a bobcat. Long absent from the Chicago region, this shy, elusive cat may be moving back into 
the area. 
 
The bobcat’s most recognizable attribute is its short, “bobbed,” tail that is about six inches long, tipped with 
black on the upper surface. The bobcat also has short, black tufts of fur on the tips of its ears and a ruff of 
long fur along the cheekbones that hangs down to give the impression of a wide face. The rest of the 
bobcat’s coat ranges in color from gray to brown to red, with dark streaks and spots on the body and bars on 
the forelimbs and tail. Female bobcats are smaller than males, but both are twice the size of a housecat. 
 
The bobcat remains solitary except for breeding, actively defending territories that range from one to 120 
square miles in size depending on prey availability. In Illinois, the typical range for males is about eight 
square miles, and three square miles for females. 
 
The bobcat has the greatest range of any native North American cats, ranging from Southern Canada to 
Northern Mexico and across most of the continental United States. Bobcats prefer to live in woodland 
habitats, but will happily live in deserts, swamps, or mountains. Across Illinois and the Chicago River 
system, the bobcat was plentiful at the time European settlers moved into the area. The bobcat was often 
observed hunting rabbits, squirrels, birds, rodents, insects, and deer. 
 
As settlers began converting natural habitat into expanses of highly-modified cropland, the bobcat 
population dropped across Illinois. Extensive hunting also contributed to their decline. Soon, the bobcat 
became restricted to habitats in the southern third of the state, as well as some populations in the far 
northwest of Illinois. Bobcats remained in southern Cook County until the 1850s. In 1977, the bobcat was 
placed on Illinois’s first state threatened list, and subsequently protected from hunting and trapping. 
 
With a closed hunting season and ecological restoration efforts that restored degraded habitat, Illinois 
bobcat numbers began to rise. In 1999, bobcats were delisted from the Illinois threatened species list. 
Today, the estimated population in the state is more than 2,250 individuals, although this is still restricted 
mainly to the southern parts of the state. However, there have been confirmed sightings of a bobcat in 
Waterfall Glen Forest Preserve, which is near the Sanitary and Ship Canal and Des Plaines River. As we 
work to increase habitat quality in protected areas, we may start to see more resident bobcats. 
 
Can we expect to see bobcats everywhere in the Chicago region in the coming days? It’s doubtful, as the 
bobcat still depends on large areas of wild habitat and good prey availability, neither of which is present in 
the more developed areas of Northeast Illinois. And while bobcats may be aggressive towards other bobcats, 
they are shy and retiring around humans. In any case, be sure to keep your eyes and ears open around the 
forests and neighborhoods of southern Cook County. You may catch a rare glimpse of a species that was 
once plentiful throughout the region. 
 

  


