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    Preface

    We hope that this assemblage of documents—and the opportunity it affords to read, analyze, and decide for oneself—will propel the public discussion about cougars past its current stalled state. Arguments over where a cougar comes from and what human-defined subspecies it may or may not be, while reflecting legitimate concerns for preserving unique genomes, have become arcane and academic. The important questions about eastern cougars are not scientific, they are cultural—and some would even call them spiritual. How will we as a society respond to the possibility of cougars in the East?

    The literature of cougars in eastern North America is enormous. We have tried to select the most influential or representative documents in the realms of both science and culture but have inevitably left out many important works. Except for occasional minor changes in format such as paragraph indentations, the selections are presented exactly as they appeared in the sources, including misspellings, odd capitalization, and use of obsolete terms. Our sources are somewhat biased to the mid-Atlantic states, because we are both originally from that region, but we feel that the selections accurately mirror the widespread attitudes and practices of their times.

    

    Historic Range of Cougars in Eastern North America
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    SOURCE: Young, Stanley P. and Edward A. Goldman, The Puma: Mysterious American Cat. Washington, D. C.: American Wildlife Institute, 1946 © 2004 Chris McGough, Meghan Gemma, Melanie Benda, James Madison University Geospatial Data Lab, Harrisonburg, VA
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    Identity:

    What Is an Eastern Cougar?

    When Christopher Columbus sighted the New World in 1492, Europeans had accumulated thousands of years of experience with wolves and bears. Small cats were familiar in the form of the European wildcat and the somewhat larger lynx. But the big, tawny cat that silently stalked the woods of the New World was unlike any animal known in the Old.

    Cougars (Puma concolor) are native only to North, Central, and South America. They ranged at the time of Columbus from the shores of the Caribbean islands where he landed to the coast of British Columbia, and southward all the way to the windswept plains of Patagonia. Avoiding only tundra, which offers no cover to an ambush predator, cougars claimed habitats as varied as mountainsides, swamps, and deserts.


    

    FIRST ENCOUNTERS

    It was only natural that the earliest explorers described what they saw in terms of what they had known in Europe. Amerigo Vespucci scooped Columbus by being the first to give a name to the New World animal we know today as cougar—actually two names, beginning the long, confusing history of multiple names for this cat. On his first voyage in 1497, skirting the Caribbean coast of Central America, Vespucci saw a land “full of animals, few [of which] resemble ours excepting lions, panthers and even these have some dissimilarities of form.”

    Those dissimilarities of form would be ignored for many years. Columbus, too, in a 1503 letter to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain about his fourth and final voyage to the New World, named lions as one of the animals he saw along the coast of Central America: “I saw some very large fowls (the feathers of which resemble wool), lions, stags, fallow-deer and birds.”

    What Columbus and Vespucci meant by lions and panthers were the medieval images of African lions and Asian leopards. These animals were last encountered in the flesh by Europeans during the Crusades several centuries before Columbus sailed. In medieval iconography the lion was seen as both noble and brutal; the panther was beautiful and treacherous. Over the course of the next three centuries, cougar folklore absorbed all of these ambivalent images and developed unique twists of its own.

    Cougars are almost magically elusive, able to appear and disappear with hardly a trace. This characteristic made early settlers uncertain about the kind or number of cats that lurked on the frontier. It also made understanding the cat’s behavior extremely difficult, and what is not understood is often loathed. The cougar’s secretive nature even made many Native Americans uneasy; the cat seems to have been generally respected but not necessarily beloved.

    In the centuries of initial exploration and settlement, the cougar received a plurality of names like no other mammal: mountain lion, panther, painter, Indian devil, red lion, deer tiger, catamount, wildcat, puma, and cougar (the last two are derived from Native American names, of which there must have been hundreds, perhaps thousands, to correspond with the diversity of native cultures). More than half a century after Columbus and Vespucci offered the first names for the new American cat, M. John Hawkins, Esq., added several more while exploring Florida in 1565: “Of beasts in this countrey besides deere, foxes, hares, polcats, conies, ownces, and leopards, I am not able certeinly to say: but it is thought that there are lions and tygres as well as unicornes; lions especially” (Sparke, in Burrage). Ownce (ounce) is an Old World term that referred originally to lynx but had broadened to include leopards. French explorer Rene Goulaine de Laudonniere added yet another name in his 1587 account of four voyages to Florida: “Beasts well known here are ownces, luserns and a certain kind of beast that differeth little from the lion of Africa.” Lusern (lucern) was also an Old World term for lynx, and perhaps referred to the American bobcat. The bobcat has a short tail and is less than half the size and weight of a cougar but to this day remains the source of much confusion about the larger cat.

    Cougars are distinguished from African lions in several ways: They are physically unable to roar due to a different throat structure, are significantly smaller, and lack the tuft at the end of the tail and the prominent mane of the males. Nonetheless, early explorers continued to ascribe African lion qualities to American cougars. The first doubts about lions may have been raised by William Strachey in 1612, although his manuscript, Historie of Travell into Virginia Britannia, was not published until 1849:

    
      Lyons I will not positively affirme that the Country hath, synce our people never yet sawe any, howbeit in their discoveryes to the Man-goagues they did light once upon twoo skynns, which by all the Judgements in the Fort were supposed to be Lyons skyns, and this last yeare myself being at the Falls with Sir Thos. Dale I found in an Indian howse certain Clawes tyed up in a string which I brought awaie, and into England, and they are assured unto me to be Lyons Clawes.

    

    Doubt of the existence of lions was also recorded in New England by author Thomas Morton in his 1632 New English Caanan, in which he wrote that such a snowy climate could not support lions. Two years later, however, William Wood published in New England’s Prospect a poem describing the region’s animals that began with the phrase “The kingly Lyon.” After eight more lines of rhythmic mammalian inventory, Wood broke into prose to describe the roaring that he attributed to the lion:


    
      Concerning Lyons, I will not say that I ever saw any my selfe, but some affirme that they have seene a Lyon at Cape Anne which is not above six leagues from Boston; some likewise being lost in woods, have heard such terrible roarings, as have made them much agast; which must eyther be Devills or Lyons; there being no other creatures which use to roaring saving Beares, which have not such a terrible kind of roaring: besides, Plimouth men have traded for Lyons skinnes in former times.


    

    Referring to the Old World belief that jackals hunted prey for the benefit of lions, Morton continued: “But sure it is that there be Lyons on that Continent, for the Virginians saw an old Lyon in their plantations, who having lost his Jackall, which was wont to hunt his prey, was brought so poore that he could goe no further.” John Josselyn also cited the jackal theory in his 1672 publication, New England’s Rarities Discovered, in which he reasoned that a jackal-like animal in the woods was “a shrew’d sign that there are lions upon the Continent.” In 1669, Nathaniel Shrigley listed lions, panthers, and leopards as native animals in A true relation of Virginia and Maryland; with the commodities therein, and in 1682 Thomas Ash added to that list when he stated, in Carolina, or a description of the present state of that country, that planters must often share their hogs with tigers.

    The lack of a mane was explained in 1649 by Adriaen van der Donck in New Netherlands, the future New York, who stated that lions were “only known by the skins of the females, sometimes brought in by Indians for sale; who on inquiry say, that lions are found far to the southwest, distant fifteen or twenty days, in very high mountains, and that the males are too active and fierce to be taken.” Gentlemen in the colonies sometimes sent skins back to friends and family in England that they labeled as lions.

    As decades passed and no maned lion was ever caught, the name panther became more common throughout the eastern U.S., sometimes corrupted to “painter” by backwoods folk. John Banister, the first English university-trained naturalist to visit America, mentioned panthers in his 1679 letter home and used that term exclusively (Ewan 1970). Yet John Clayton, the great Virginia botanist, in a 1694 account published in Philosophical Transactions, added yet another name when he wrote, “I never heard of any lion, they told me of a creature killed . . . which I conceived to be a sort of pard or tiger.” Pard was a term of Greek and Persian derivation referring to the leopard.

    Despite the confusion generated by all these Old World names, the remarkable English naturalist John Ray, considered the greatest taxonomist prior to Carl Linnaeus, was able in 1693 to designate the roe-colored cat as a unique American species that he named the cuguacuarana, a native Brazilian name. The word “cougar” is derived from it and by the 1760s was in use in the form of “couguar” in Europe. “Cougar” was in common use in the eastern U.S. at least by 1812, when Virginian William Nelson wrote to his friend St. George Tucker about some cougar bones that had been found in Williamsburg.

    

    SCIENTIFIC ESTABLISHMENT

    From the earliest days of European exploration in eastern North America, accounts of cougars contained biological truths embedded in untruths. One of the most persistent themes concerns the behavior of cougars toward humans. In both cougar folklore and natural history, there are two distinct motifs: cougars as mild, even cowardly, and cougars as blood-thirsty predators that readily attack humans. In The History and Present State of Virginia, the first American colonial history to be published by a native son (albeit in London, in 1705), author Robert Beverley wrote that hunting bears, panthers, and wild cats yielded “pleasure as well as profit to the sportsman” but reassured readers that these animals were not dangerous to people: “All these creatures ever fly from the face of man, doing no damage but to the cattle and hogs.”

    John Bartram, the brilliant field botanist from Philadelphia, reinforced Beverley’s assessment in a 1738 letter to his influential English natural history patron Peter Collinson, and also sounded a refrain that would echo throughout cougar lore—that of cougars following people:


    
      Panthers have not seized any of our people, that I have heard; but many have been sadly frightened with them. They have pursued several men, both on horseback and foot. Many have shot them down, and others have escaped by running away. But I believe, as a panther doth not much fear a single man, so he hath no great desire to seize him; for if he had, running from him would be a poor means to escape such a nimble, strong creature, which will leap about twenty feet at one leap.


    

    The debate over whether cougars are inherently dangerous to humans continues to this day, and is further documented in Chapter 3.

    John Lawson, a surveyor in North Carolina, did not address the threat of cougars to humans in his 1709 History of North Carolina, but he was clear about the threat to livestock: “This Beast is the greatest Enemy to the Planter of any Vermine in Carolina.” His accusation gains credence from his accurate observations about cougar behavior, comprising perhaps the best field description to date:


    
      He climbs Trees with the greatest Agility imaginable, is very strong limbed, catching a piece of Meat from any Creature he strikes at. His Tail is exceeding long; his Eyes look very fierce and lively, are large and of a grayish Colour; his Prey is Swine’s-Flesh, Deer, or anything he can take; no Creature is so nice and clean as this in his Food. When he has got his Prey he fills his Belly with the Slaughter and carefully lays up the Remainder, covering it very neatly with Leaves, which if anything touches, he never eats any more of it. He purrs as Cats do; if taken when Young is never to be reclaimed from his wild Nature. He hollows like a Man in the Woods when killed, which is by making him take a Tree, as the least Cur will presently do.


    

    Lawson’s brief description appeared in recognizable form in natural history books by other writers for more than a century. “As for lions,” Lawson continued, “I never saw any in America, neither can I imagine how they should come here.”

    The realization that cougars were not lions was by now widespread. William Byrd II, scion of a wealthy Virginia plantation family, expressed some lingering tension between myth and reality when he wrote History of the Dividing Line in 1728 (not published until 1841):


    
      The Indian killd a very fat Doe, and came across a Bear, which had been put to Death and was half devour’d by a Panther. The last of these Brutes reigns absolute Monarch of the Woods, and in the keenness of his hunger will venture to attack a Bear; tho’ then ’tis ever by surprize, as all Beasts of the cat kind use to come upon their Prey—As formidable as this Beast is to his Fellow Brutes, he never has the confidence to venture upon a Man, but retires from him with great respect, if there be a way open for his Escape. However, it must be confesst, his Voice is a little contemptible for a Monarch of the Forrest, being not a great deal lowder nor more awful than the Mewing of a Household Cat.


    

    So much for the mighty roar of the lion. In a footnote to this passage, Byrd thought to clarify the confused identity of the American cougar but merely perpetuated the confusion of Old World identities: “Some authors who have given an Account of the Southern Continent of America wou’d make the World believe there are lyons when in all likelihood they were mistaken, imagining these Panthers to be Lyons.”

    In the same era, many of the increasing number of books published by New World travelers told tales about animals that thoroughly confused Old and New World ideas. In Journal of a Voyage to North America, for example, published in 1761, author P. de Charlevoix described a cat called the carcajou with a tail so long it twisted three times around his body and who lacked a sense of smell so that he depended on three foxes to hunt for him. This description of what was probably meant to be a cougar was repeated by several other authors, including Jonathon Carver in his very popular Travels through the interior parts of North America in the years 1766, 1767, and 1768, which by 1781 had already sold out three editions. Carver described both “the cat of the mountain” and the carcajou in ways that commingled traits of cougars and bobcats. Other authors continued to meld more accurate descriptions with age-old themes of blood lust attributed to the panthers of the Old World.

    The thread of scientifically minded observation was picked up by Mark Catebsy in his 1731 Natural History of Carolina, Florida, and the Bahama Islands. Although Catesby did not include a drawing of a panther in his book, he listed it among other beasts of the same genus but of a different species than animals of Europe. By the time Catesby was writing his tome, panthers and other large animals were already being pushed to the far edges of settlements, as described by Virginia botanist John Clayton in a letter to his estate manger in England in 1739: “Panthers, Buffaloes and Elks and wild cats are only to be found among the mountains and desert parts of the countrey where there are as yet but few inhabitants.”

    By the mid-1700s, works of classification and taxonomy became a torrent. One of the first major compendiums of natural history, Histoire naturelle, generale et particuliere, published in 1761 by French naturalist Georges Louis Comte de Buffon, included a chapter on “The Couguar.” Buffon published a supplement in 1766 that contained a chapter on “The Couguar of Pennsylvania.” In 1771, as Buffon’s work was being translated into English, Linnaeus published his famous taxonomy in which the cougar was given the species name Felis concolor, the cat of one color. Citations to Linnaeus and other authors are given for the cougar in William Smellie’s 1812 English translation of Buffon, Natural History, General and Particular. Differences among cougars from different locations were being recognized, a hint of the subspecies taxonomy to follow. Buffon’s chapter on “The Couguar of Pennsylvania” is given here:

    
      The jaguar, as well as the couguar, inhabits the warmest regions of South America. But there is another species of couguar (of which we have given a figure) found in the temperate climates of North America, as on the mountains of Carolina, Georgia, Pennsylvania, and the adjacent provinces. The drawing of this couguar was sent me from England by the late Mr. Colinson, with the following description: if it is exact, this couguar must differ greatly from the common kind.

      [image: ]

      “The couguar of Pennsylvania,” says Mr. Colinson, “differs much from the couguar of Cayenne. . . . His limbs are shorter, his body much longer, and his tail is also three or four inches longer. But, in the colour of the hair, and the form of the head and ears, they have a perfect resemblance to each other. The couguar of Pennsylvania,” adds Mr. Colinson, “is an animal remarkable for thinness and length of body, shortness of legs, and length of tail. The length of the body, from the muzzle to the anus, is five feet four inches; and that of the tail is two feet six inches. The forelegs are one foot long, and the hind-legs one foot three inches. The height of the body before is one foot nine inches, and one foot ten inches behind. The circumference of the thickest part of the body is two feet three inches.”1

      Mr. Edwards, who, for skill in the art of drawing, and knowledge of natural history, merits the applauses of all lovers of science, sent me some engravings, which corresponded with the drawing communicated by Mr. Colinson.


    

    Buffon’s 1766 supplement also included a chapter on one of the most mysterious aspects of cougar folklore, “The Black Couguar.” Sightings of black cougars are frequently reported today in eastern North America, but despite all the cougars ever killed—including more than sixty-five thousand taken during government predator control programs in the West beginning in the late nineteenth century—no black specimen has ever been scientifically confirmed. The one credible North American reference to a black cougar is by reputable author Claude Barnes, who in his 1960 book, The Cougar, or Mountain Lion, wrote that the only black cougar he had ever personally seen was the skin of a cat killed by a hunter in Colorado. That skin has disappeared into history. Another reputable author, Jim Bob Tinsley, included a photo of a black cougar killed in Costa Rica in 1959 in The Puma, Legendary Lion of the Americas (1987).

    Buffon’s chapter described the black cougar as quite small and known only in particular areas of South America and offered an explanation: “This black couguar may be the same animal which Piso and Marcrave call the jaguarette.” This reference could possibly be to the jaguarundi, a small American wildcat that exists in both a red and black phase. Biologists today believe that fishers and other animals are confused for a rare cougar form apparently limited to Central and South America. White cougars have also been reported, but far less often than black cats, and again, never verified. In an 1891 report to the U.S. National Museum (part of the Smithsonian Institution), Frederick True wrote: “The occur-rence of albino Pumas in the Alleghany Mountains and in New Mexico has been reported, but not authoritatively.”

    Shortly after Buffon and Linnaeus published their works, a 1792 book published in Great Britain entitled The animal kingdom, or zoological system, of the celebrated Sir Charles Linnaeus, by Robert Kerr, assigned the name Felis concolor couguar to the cougar known in eastern North America. Except for the change in genus from Felis to Puma by the American Society of Mammalogists in 1993, Puma concolor couguar remains the scientific designation for the variant, or subspecies, of cougars that originally lived in eastern North America north of Florida. Accounts of cougars based on experience in eastern North America appeared in many natural history books, such as George Ord’s “North American Zoology”(published in Guthrie’s Geography in 1815), Thomas Bewick’s A General History of Quadrupeds (1824), Richard Harlan’s Fauna Americana (1825), and John Godman’s American Natural History (1826). Constantine Rafinesque’s 1832 article in the Atlantic Journal and Friend of Knowledge was one of the more accurate of a burgeoning number of popular as well as scientific magazine pieces on zoology in general or cougars in particular. Some authors listed several species of cats, reflecting the continuing confusion over the many names of the cougar, but perhaps also reflecting regional differences by the adaptablecat.

    By the mid-1800s, many Americans were moving westward, and cougar stories from western territories began to swamp the knowledge of eastern cougars, which by now were becoming quite scarce. One of the last major descriptions of cougars in the East based on personal experience was written by the famous naturalist and artist, John James Audubon (with coauthor John Bachman) in Viviparous Quadrupeds of North America (1846). (Audubon also painted the eastern cougar.) Their account is a combination of the hunting stories that were extremely popular at the time with serious natural history.

    The excerpt below shows that Audubon and Bachman dealt correctly with some of the most persistent motifs that by then had become fixed in cougar folklore—attacking sleeping humans (in some stories, a sleeping human is not attacked but covered with leaves), following and attacking horses while humans are riding them (many stories have the human dropping food or clothes one by one to distract the threatening cougar), acting in a cowardly yet bloodthirsty manner, and crying like a child (or a woman being murdered). The theme of cougar numbers declining in the East is also persistent. Only the mention of adult cougars hunting in pairs is completely erroneous; cougars are usually solitary except for mothers with young and siblings who have just left their mother. It would take the development of radio telemetry in the 1970s, when wild western cougars were treed, tranquilized, and fitted with radio tracking collars, before the habits of cougars were more thoroughly understood.


    
      Description

      Body, long and slender; head, small; neck, long; ears, rounded; legs, short and stout; tail, long, slender and cylindrical, sometimes trailing; fur, soft andshort.


      Colour

      Body and legs, of a uniform fulvous or tawny colour; under surface, reddish-white; around the eyes, grayish-yellow; hairs within the ears, yellowish-white; exterior of the ears, blackish; lips, at the moustache, black; throat, whitish; tail of the male, longer than that of the female, brown at tip, not tufted. We have seen several specimens differing from the above in various shades of colour. These accidental variations, however, are not sufficient to warrant us in regarding these individuals as distinct species. The young are beautifully spotted and barred with blackish-brown, and their hair is soft and downy.
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    Paintings of a male and female cougar by John James Audubon, from his Viviparous Quadrupeds of North America.

    
      Habits

      The Cougar is known all over the United States by the name of the panther or painter, and is another example of that ignorance or want of imagination, which was manifested by the “Colonists,” who named nearly every quadruped, bird, and fish, which they found on our continent, after species belonging to the Old World, without regard to more than a most slight resemblance, and generally with a total disregard of propriety. . . . [T]he Cougar . . . is but little more like the true panther than an opossum is like the kangaroo! Before, however, entirely quitting this subject, we may mention that for a long time the Cougar was thought to be the lion; the supposition was that all the skins of the animal that were brought into the settlements by the Indians were skins of females; and the lioness, having something the same colour and but little mane, it occurred to the colonists that the skins they saw could belong to no other animal!

      The Cougar is found sparsely distributed over the whole of North America up to about latitude 45°. In former times this animal was more abundant than at present, and one was even seen a few miles from the city of New York within the recollection of Dr. Dekay, who speaks of the consternation occasioned by its appearance in Westchester County, when he was a boy.

      The Cougar is generally found in the very wildest parts of the country, in deep wooded swamps, or among the mountain cliffs and chasms of the Alleghany range. In Florida he inhabits the miry swamps and the watery everglades. . . . This species at times attacks young cattle, and the male from which our drawing was made, was shot in the act of feeding upon a black heifer which he had seized, killed, and dragged into the edge of a thicket close adjoining the spot. The Cougar, is however, generally compelled to subsist on small animals, young deer, skunks, raccoons, &c., or birds, and will even eat carrion when hard pressed by hunger. His courage is not great, and unless very hungry, or when wounded and at bay, he seldom attacks man. . . .

      Dr. Dekay mentions, that he was told of a Cougar in Warren County, in the State of New York, that resorted to a barn, from whence he was repeatedly dislodged, and finally killed. “He shewed no fight whatever. His mouth was found to be filled with the spines of the Canada porcupine, which was probably the cause of his diminished wariness and ferocity, and would in all probability have finally caused hisdeath.”

      The panther, or “painter,” as the Cougar is called, is a nocturnal animal more by choice than necessity, as it can see well during the day time. It steals upon its intended prey in the darkness of night, with a silent, cautious step, and with great patience makes its noiseless way through the tangled thickets of the deepest forest. When the benighted traveller, or the wearied hunter may be slumbering in his rudely and hastily constructed bivouac at the foot of a huge tree, amid the lonely forest, his fire nearly out, and all around most dismal, dreary, and obscure, he may perchance be roused to a state of terror by the stealthy tread of the prowling Cougar; or his frightened horse, by its snortings and struggles to get loose, will awaken him in time to see the glistening eyes of the dangerous beast glaring upon him like two burning coals. Lucky is he then, if his coolness does not desert him, if his trusty rifle does not miss, through his agitation, or snap for want of better flint; or well off is he, if he can frighten away the savage beast by hurling at him a blazing brand from his nearly extinguished campfire. For, be sure the animal has not approached him without the gnawing hunger—the desire for blood; engendered by long fasting and gaunt famine.

      Some very rare but not well authenticated instances have been recorded in our public prints, where the Cougar at such times has sprang upon the sleeper. At other times the horses are thrown into such a fright, that they break all fastenings and fly in every direction. The late Mr. Robert Best of Cincinnati, wrote to Dr. Godman, that one of these animals had surprised a party of travellers, sprung upon the horses, and so lacerated with its claws and teeth their flanks and buttocks, that they with the greatest difficulty succeeded in driving the poor creatures before them next morning, to a public house some miles off. This party, however, had no fire, and were unarmed.

      A planter on the Yazoo river [Mississippi], some years ago, related the following anecdote of the Cougar to us. As he was riding home alone one night, through the woods, along what is called a “bridle-path”(i. e. a horse-track), one of these animals sprang at him from a fallen log, but owing to his horse making a sudden plunge forward, only struck the rump of the gallant steed with one paw, and could not maintain his hold. The gentleman was for a moment unable to account for the furious start his horse had made, but presently turning his head saw the Cougar behind, and putting spurs to his horse, galloped away. On examining the horse, wounds were observed on his rump corresponding with the claws of the Cougar’s paw, and from their distance apart, the foot must have been spread widely when he struck the animal.

      Another respectable gentleman of the State of Mississippi gave us the following account. A friend of his, a cotton planter, one evening, while at tea, was startled by a tremendous outcry among his dogs, and ran out to quiet them, thinking some person, perhaps a neighbour, had called to see him. The dogs could not be driven back, but rushed into the house; he seized his horsewhip, which hung inside the hall door, and whipped them all out, as he thought, except one, which ran under the table. He then took a candle and looking down, to his surprise and alarm discovered the supposed refractory dog to be a Cougar. He retreated instanter, the females and children of his family fled frightened half out of their senses. The Cougar sprang at him, he parried the blow with the candlestick, but the animal flew at him again, leaping forward perpendicularly, striking at his face with the fore-feet, and at his body with the hind-feet. These attacks he repelled by dealing the Cougar straight-forward blows on its belly with his fist, lightly turning aside and evading its claws, as he best could. The Cougar had nearly overpowered him, when luckily he backed toward the fire-place, and as the animal sprang again at him, dodged him, and the panther almost fell into the fire; at which he was so terrified that he endeavoured to escape, and darting out of the door was immediately attacked again by the dogs, and with their help and a club was killed.

      Two raftsmen on the Yazoo river, one night encamped on the bank, under a small tent they carried with them, just large enough to cover two. They had a merry supper, and having made a large fire, retired, “turned in” and were soon fast asleep. The night waned, and by degrees a drizzling rain succeeded by a heavy shower pattering on the leaves and on their canvas roof, which sheltered them from its fury, half awakened one of them, when on a sudden the savage growl of a Cougar was heard, and in an instant the animal pounced upon the tent and overthrew it. Our raftsmen did not feel the full force of the blow, as the slight poles of the tent gave way, and the impetus of the spring carried the Panther over them; they started up and scuffled out of the tent without further notice “to quit,” and by the dim light of their fire, which the rain had nearly extinguished, saw the animal facing them and ready for another leap; they hastily seized two of the burning sticks, and whirling them around their heads with loud whoops, scared away the midnight prowler. After this adventure they did not, however, try to sleep under their tent any more that night!

      We have, given these relations of others to show that at long intervals, and under peculiar circumstances, when perhaps pinched with hunger, or in defence of its young, the Cougar sometimes attacks men. These instances, however, are very rare, and the relations of an affright-ened traveller must be received with some caution, making a due allowance for a natural disposition in man to indulge in the marvellous.

      Our own experience in regard to the habits of this species is somewhat limited, but we are obliged to state that in the only three instances in which we observed it in its native forests, an impression was left on our minds that it was the most cowardly of any species of its size belonging to this genus. In our boyhood, whilst residing in the northern part of New York, forty-eight years ago, on our way to school through a wood, a Cougar crossed the path not ten yards in front of us. We had never before seen this species, and it was, even at that early period, exceedingly rare in that vicinity. When the Cougar observed us he commenced a hurried retreat; a small terrier that accompanied us gave chase to the animal, which, after running about a hundred yards, mounted an oak and rested on one of its limbs about twenty feet from the ground. We approached and raised a loud whoop, when he sprang to the earth and soon made his escape. He was, a few days afterwards, hunted by the neighbours and shot. Another was treed at night, by a party on a raccoon hunt; supposing it to be a raccoon, one of the men climbed the tree, when the Cougar leaped to the ground, overturning one of the young hunters that happened to be in his way, and made his escape. A third was chased by cur-dogs in a valley in the vicinity of the Catskill mountains, and after half an hour’s chase ascended a beech-tree. He placed himself in a crotch, and was fired at with duck-shot about a dozen times, when he was finally killed, and fell heavily to the ground. A Mr. Randolph, of Virginia, related to us an amusing anecdote of a rencontre which he and a Kentuckian had in a valley of one of the Virginia mountains with a Cougar. This occurrence took place about thirty years ago. They had no guns, but meeting him near the road, they gave chase with their horses, and after a run of a few hundred yards he ascended a tree. Randolph climbed the tree, and the Cougar sprang down, avoiding the Kentuckian, who stood ready to attack him with his club. The latter again followed, on his horse, when he treed him a second time. Randolph again climbed after him, but found the animal was coming down, and disposed to fight his way to the ground. He stunned him with a blow, when the Cougar let go his hold, fell to the earth, and was killed by his comrade, who was waiting with his club below.

      From all the conversations we have had with hunters who were in the habit of killing the Cougar, we have been brought to the conviction that a man of moderate courage, with a good rifle and a steady arm, accompanied by three or four active dogs, a mixture of either the fox-hound or grey-hound, might hunt the Cougar with great safety to himself, and with a tolerable prospect of success.

      This animal, which has excited so much terror in the minds of the ignorant and timid, has been nearly exterminated in all our Atlantic States, and we do not recollect a single well authenticated instance where any hunter’s life fell a sacrifice in a Cougar hunt.

      Among the mountains of the head-waters of the Juniatta river [Pennsylvania], as we were informed, the Cougar is so abundant, that one man has killed for some years, from two to five, and one very hard winter, he killed seven. In this part of the country the Cougar is hunted with half-bred hounds, the full-blooded dogs lacking courage to attack so large and fierce-looking an animal when they overtake it. The hunt is conducted much in the manner of a chase after the common wild-cat. The Cougar is “treed” after running about fifteen or twenty minutes, and generally shot, but sometimes it shews fight before it takes to a tree, and the hunters consider it great sport: we heard of an instance of one of these fights, in which the Cougar got hold of a dog, and was killing it, when the hunter in his anxiety to save his dog, rushed upon the Cougar, seized him by the tail and broke his back with a single blow of an axe.

      According to the relations of old hunters, the Cougar has three or four young at a litter. We have heard of an instance of one being found, a very old female, in whose den there were five young, about as large as cats, we believe, however, that the usual number of young, is two.

      The dens of this species are generally near the mouth of some cave in the rocks, where the animal’s lair is just far enough inside to be out of the rain; and not in this respect like the dens of the bear, which are sometimes ten or twelve yards from the opening of a large crack or fissure in the rocks. In the Southern States, where there are no caves or rocks, the lair of the Cougar is generally in a very dense thicket, or in a cane-brake. It is a rude sort of bed of sticks, weeds, leaves, and grasses or mosses, and where the canes arch over it; as they are evergreen, their long pointed leaves turn the rain at all seasons of the year. We have never observed any bones or fragments of animals they had fed upon, at the lairs of the Cougar, and suppose they always feed on what they catch near the spot where they capture the prey.

      The tales related of the cry of the Cougar in the forest in imitation of the call of a lost traveller, or the cry of a child, must be received with much caution, and may in many of their exaggerations be set down as vulgar errors. In a state of captivity, we have never heard the male uttering any other note than a low growl; the female, however, we have frequently heard uttering a kind of mewing like that of a cat, but a more prolonged and louder note, that could be heard at the distance of about two hundred yards. All the males, however, of the cat kind, at the season when the sexes seek each other, emit remarkable and startling cries, as is evidenced by the common cat, in what is denominated caterwauling. We have observed the same habit in the leopard, the ocelot, and in our two species of lynx. It is not impossible, therefore, that the male Cougar, may at the rutting season have some peculiar and startling notes. The cries, however, to which persons have from time to time directed our attention, as belonging to the Cougar, we were well convinced were uttered by other animals. In one instance, we ascertained them to proceed from a red fox which was killed in the hunt, got up for the purpose of killing the Cougar. In other cases the screams of the great horned, the barred, or the screech owl are mistaken for the cries of this animal.

      The female Cougar is a most affectionate mother, and will not leave her young cubs, unless occasionally to procure food to support her own strength; she therefore often becomes very lean and poor. The female we have figured, was in this condition; we procured one of her cubs and figured it, presenting its beautiful spots, seldom before noticed. The other made its escape.

      The whelps are suckled by the dam until about half grown, and then hunt with the old ones (which generally go in pairs) until the mother is with young again, or the young ones find mates for themselves, and begin to breed.

      The period of gestation of the Cougar is ninety-seven days, as has been ascertained at the Zoological Society of London. (Proceedings, 1832, p. 62.) In the Northern and Middle States, the young are produced in the spring. In the Southern States, however, where the animal is supplied with an abundance of food, and not much incommoded by the cold, the young have in some instances been discovered in autumn. . . .


      Geographical Distribution

      This species has a wide geographical range. It was formerly found in all the Northern and Eastern States, and we have seen a specimen procured in Upper Canada. The climates of Lower Canada, New Foundland, and Labrador, appear to be too cold for its permanent residence. In all the Atlantic States it was formerly found, and a few still exist in the less cultivated portions. It is occasionally shot in the extensive swamps, along the river courses of Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, and Louisiana; it is found sparingly on the whole range of the Alleghanies, running through a considerable portion of the United States. . . .


      General Remarks

      The variations of size, to which this species is subject, have created much confusion among our books of Natural History, and added a considerable number of supposed new species. After having examined very carefully very many specimens, both in a prepared state, and alive in menageries, procured in most parts of North and South America, we have arrived at the conclusion that the Cougar of North America and the Puma of our Southern Continent are one and the same species, and cannot even be regarded as varieties.


    

    After Audubon wrote his description, tales of cougars in the East began to fade, although many were captured in local and county histories published toward the end of the nineteenth century, and by writers hired in the 1930s by the federal Works Progress Administration to preserve rural heritage. Books of natural history written for many eastern states in the late 1800s tended to describe cougars as a native animal already or soon to be exterminated by the press of human population. Frederick True’s aforementioned 1891 statement about albino cougars was embedded in an eighteen-page chapter on “The Puma, or America Lion,” in which he gave a state-by-state list of cougar occurrence: “On the Atlantic coast of North America the species has apparently not been found in the States of New Hampshire, Rhode Island, New Jersey, or Delaware. On our northern boundary I find no mention of its having been found in Michigan or Indiana. In Ohio it was extirpated prior to 1838, and probably more recently in Illinois and Indiana. The Puma has retired before the advance of civilization, and in many of the more thickly populated States it is improbable that even stragglers could be found at the present day.”

    Ernest Thompson Seton, an extremely popular wildlife writer in his day, agreed in his 1929 book, Lives of Game Animals: “In the Eastern States, [the cougar] is virtually extinct. If there is a pair of Cougars in the Green Mountains, Vt., now, it is the highest possible number. If there are six pairs in the mountains between the Catskills and Georgia, I should be agreeablysurprised.”

    True’s geographical assessment and Seton’s numbers were cautiously challenged in 1976 by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist Ronald M. Nowak in his report “The Cougar in the United States and Canada”: “By about 1900 a significant population still was present in southern Florida, but it apparently declined steadily until the present. There is evidence that certain other populations also survived or became re-established in the central and eastern parts of the continent, and that there may have been moderate increases since the 1940s.” Nowak’s statement reflects the increasing number of reports of cougars in the East. This phenomenon began to catch the attention of popular writers, as described in the next section.

    By the early twentieth century, the practice of natural history was fracturing into specialized areas of biological science. Cougars, like most animals, as well as plants, were increasingly identified by particular morphological characteristics, meticulously measured and compared, believed to have evolved in particular localities. The taxonomy of cougar sub-species (a number ranging from twenty-seven to thirty-two) in North, Central, and South America that grew out of this approach would be challenged in the twenty-first century. In Chapter 3, geneticist Melanie Culver explains her DNA analysis that suggests decreasing the number of subspecies to six.

    The seminal description of the eastern cougar subspecies can be found in the 1946 book The Puma, Mysterious American Cat, by Stanley P. Young and Edward A. Goldman:


    
      Type locality.—Pennsylvania.

      Distribution.—Extinct. Formerly eastern United States as far north as Maine and to southern Ontario and Quebec. Doubtless intergrading to the southward with coryi. [i.e., Felis concolor coryi, the Florida panther].

      General characters.—A medium sized or rather large, dark subspecies. Similar to coryi, of Florida, but cranial characters, especially the anteriorly more convergent zygomata and narrower, flatter nasals, distinctive. Similar in general to hippolestes, of Wyoming, but smaller, and skull differing in detail.

      Color.—“Body and legs of a uniform fulvous or tawny hue . . . Ears light-colored within, blackish behind. Belly pale reddish or reddish white. Face sometimes with a uniform lighter tint than the general hue of the body.” De Kay (1842: 47).

      Skull.—Similar to that of coryi, but less elongated; nasals narrower and flatter; zygomata more widely spreading posteriorly, turning more abruptly inward and converging anteriorly; postorbital processes shorter; jugal less extended posteriorly; auditory bullae usually smaller, bulging less prominently below exoccipitals; dentition about as in coryi. Compared with that of hippolestes, the skull is somewhat smaller, less elongated; zygomata more strongly bowed outward posteriorly, more abruptly turned inward and converging anteriorly; nasals broader posteriorly, and narrower, less widely spreading anteriorly over nares; auditory bullae smaller, bulging less prominently below exoccipitals; dentition about the same.

      Measurements.—Emmons (1840: 35) gives the “whole length” of one of the largest individuals, presumably male, from New York as 9 feet (= 2,743 mm.); tail of a male, 2 feet, 3 inches (= 686 mm.); tail of a female, 1 foot, 9 inches (= 534 mm.). Skull. (Two adults, sex unmarked but obviously females, from the Adirondack Mountain region, New York, respectively): Greatest length, 184,—; condy-lobasal length, 168.7, 165; zygomatic breadth, 134.5, 127.8; height of cranium, 66.4, 62.5; interorbital breadth, 35.8, 35.9; postorbital processes, 73.2, 71; width of nasals (at anterior tips of frontals), 16.4, 14.5; width of palate (across interpterygoid fossa), 27.8, 295.8; maxillary tooth row, alveolar length (front of canine to back of carnassial), 55.8, 54.3; upper carnassial, crown length, 22.2, 20.3, width, 10.9, 10.7; lower carnassial, crown length, 16.7, 15.2; upper canine, alveolar diameter (antero-postero), 11.8, 10.9.
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