WILDLIFE & HERITAGE

LIONS IN OUR MOUNTAINS?

'The Mystery of Cougars in Maryland

Do mountain

lions roam the
wilds of Maryland?

This is an unsolved mystery.

istorically, mountain lions once
inhabited the wilderness of our state.
Also known as cougar, puma, or
panther, these native big cats lived throughout
Maryland when the first colonists arrived. As
Maryland was settled, the forests
were cleared and our mountain
lions started to disappear. The
early settlers shot the big cats

because these predators killed
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deer and livestock. Cougars were
feared and thus, persecuted. By
the mid-1800s, the mountain
lions had disappeared from all but
the remote mountainous areas of
western Maryland.

In the late 1800s, the last of
Maryland’s remnant population
of cougars is thought to have
disappeared. At that time, the
white-tailed deer population (the
principal prey species of this big
cat) was reduced considerably by
market huntersand homesteaders.
Also, the extensive forests in
western Maryland were logged
for lumber and charcoal. The
combination of these two factors,
plus the continued persecution of
this “vermin,” made it nearly impossible for the
species to survive. This same scenario was played
out throughout the Appalachian Mountains and
elsewhere in eastern North America.

The eastern cougar was declared an endangered
species by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service in
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1973. In the 1970s, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service tried to confirm the presence of eastern
cougars in the Appalachian Mountains, but was
not able to do so. The only remnant population
in the eastern part of the continent is the
endangered Florida panther.

Today, we still receive reports of mountain
lions, cougars, and even black panthers in
Maryland. All the other states in the east receive
similar reports. Is there a remnant population of
mountain lions in Maryland? That’s a $64,000

question.

Carnivorous Cats

Mountain lions are the largest member of the
cat family in North America. An adult cougar
can weigh 150 pounds. They stand 22 feet tall
and their bodies are 4 to 5 feet long with long
tails adding another 2 to 3 feet to their length.
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Adult cougars are tawny in color with no spots.
No black cougars have ever been documented
from North America.

Cougars are the number one large predator
in the western United States, occurring from
the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean.
This western population is expanding eastward,
with confirmations in Kansas, South Dakota,
and Texas. The only known population of
cougars cast of the Mississippi River is in
Florida, where less than 100 animals persist.
There have been a dozen or so confirmations

of individual cougars in the east,
but no known populations have
been documented. Northern
Delaware was the location of
confirmed cougar sightings in
2002, but it is believed that

those animals had escaped from

captivity.

Do these
predators
-
persist?
The Cougar Network is an
organization that tracks verifiable
cougar sightings. They consider
two types of confirmations.
One type is when a cougar is
captured or recovered dead,
DNA evidence is found, or
photographs are unquestionably
that of a mountain lion. The
second type of confirmation is
when tracks or other physical
evidence are verified by qualified
professionals.

In Maryland, we receive a dozen to two dozen
reports a year from citizens who see, hear or
find signs of cougars. Or so they think! Reports
come from throughout the state, though most

come from western Maryland or the suburbs



of Baltimore and Washington. All reports are
logged into a database. The Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) has received over 150
reports in the past seven years. Many sightings

are a glimpse of an animal darting across the

road or into the woods, most without the aid of
binoculars or camera.

Here are a few examples of reports received:

Saw what appeared to be a large black cat.

The animal was walking along the shoulder of
the road. It was distinguishable from a dog by
its long tail that curved up at the end. It also
lacked a long snout that most canines possess.

Saw a large car the size of a German
shepherd or larger dog walking down the

trail. It was much too large to be any other
type of normal cat and it was not a bobcat.
It had a long tail and was yellowish/brown
in color. The tip of the tail was very round
and was white on the tip.

A large animal bounded across the road. It
was abour the size of a large dog, but had
a gait of a cat. It moved very quickly and
Jjumped over a roadside guard rail.

Though it would seem fairly easy to identify
a full-grown mountain lion, is it? It’s hard to
misidentify an adult bald eagle, but it happens
all the time. We receive reports of bald eagles
that turn out to be osprey, hawks, black-backed
gulls, and even pigeons.

Disappearing Act
Evidence has also been provided, but none that
is conclusive. Many times we receive photos
of tracks or, on occasion, casts of tracks. Our
technicians have also gone and looked at tracks
thought to be that of mountain lions. Most turn
out to be canine tracks, either of dogs or coyotes.
Though canine tracks usually show their claw
marks, and cat tracks usually do not show claw
marks, there are exceptions. Proper identification
requires attention to details.

On rare occasion, someone video tapes or gets
a photo of a “cougar.” I have seen five such videos
in the past 15 years. In two, it was relatively
easy to determine that the animal in question

was not a cougar. However, one video taken by
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a landowner in Garrett County cannot be ruled
out completely. We concluded that the animal
appeared to be a “big cat” though we could not
confirm it to be a mountain lion. That video was

later shown on Maryland Public Television and

the interview that aired along with the footage
of the big cat raised some doubt.

Another video from Garrett County showed
a cat that appeared to be large walking along a
hedgerow. Unfortunately, the lighting was less

than ideal and we were not able to positively
identify the animal. Most recently, we received
a digital video clip of an animal that might be a
cougar or might be a deer. The image quality was
too poor to positively identify the animal.

If mountain lions were
extirpated from Maryland
by the start of the 1900s,
then what are people seeing?
Recently, someone reported
seeing a mountain lion at the
site of a fresh deer kill. One of
our technicians investigated.
He found the dead deer
covered by leaves, which is
characteristic of a cat kill.
He placed a trail camera at

the site and got great photos of a bobcat during
the night.

Coyotes dashing across the road can be
mistaken for mountain lions. They are tan in

color with long tails. Fishers in western Maryland

can be misidentified as black panthers. Even large
house cats can be mistaken for cougars in poor
light or at a distance. Many of the reports turn
out to be dogs or large house cats.

Could there be a mountain lion or two
roaming the wilds of Maryland? Sure there
could be. It is not hard to find mountain lions
for sale on the internet, though it is illegal to
possess one in Maryland. We have trapped
alligators, caimans, and wallabies from the wild
in Maryland, so it is not inconceivable that a
former pet cougar could be out there.

In the case of mountain lions, it will be
hard to distinguish between a former captive
animal and true native cat. Before we tackle
that question, one must be documented with
conclusive evidence in Maryland. Keep your

eyes open! <

Glenn Therres is a Program Manager with
DNR’s Wildlife and Heritage Service.



