
Published in The Mountain Neighbor April 2007 Issue. Archived issues can be found at www.mtnneighbor.com/archive.html

The Wi ld  S ide

The Ghost Cat

The mountain lion is known by many names depending on region: cougar, 
panther, puma, catamount, mountain screamer, painter, devil cat, and ghost 
cat.  Thousands of years ago, they ranged from southeastern Alaska to Tier-
ra del Fuego. Today, after almost being hunted to extinction, an estimated 
30 thousand remain in the continental U.S., with their populations mainly 
confined to mountainous states or provinces between the Yukon and Central 
America. Considered vermin and a threat to livestock, in 1889 the federal 
government posted a bounty on mountain lions. At up to 50 dollars per lion, 
by 1900 they had been effectively eradicated east of the Mississippi river. 
Bounties remained active in  western states until the 1960’s and early seven-
ties. Sightings are on the increase in the east, and an endangered remnant 
subspecies of panther survives in southern Florida.

I was lucky enough to witness one of these at Myakka River State Park, Fla. 
one scorching afternoon, trudging through the sand two miles each way, in 
search of roseate spoonbills. Something slipped onto the path ahead of me. At 
first, I thought it was a golden retriever, surely not a rare Florida panther. He 
stayed on the trail as long as I walked at his speed. As soon as I tried to close 
ground for a better picture, he vanished into the thick palmetto brush.

The largest cats in North America, a male’s territory can extend to 175 square 
miles. Hunting mostly at night, they can consume one mule deer per week. 
Females give birth to 1-6 young between late winter and July. Born with blue 
eyes, they lose their spots at 12-14 weeks in time to tag along on hunts. They 
will spend one to two years with their mother. A sure sign of the cats are piles 
if dirt called “scrapes.” Other mountain lions, upon coming across them, will 
usually turn back in the direction from whence they came. A solitary predator, 
they generally avoid people and other cougars.

Theodore Roosevelt described mountain lions 
as the “lords of stealthy murder.” They often 
attack from the rear, administrating a power-
ful bite to the neck, sometimes disemboweling 
their prey with their hind claws. Of the 100 
recorded mountain lion attacks in the U.S. and 
Canada since 1890, sixteen have been fatal. In 
1991, Scott Lancaster was jogging near his high 
school in Idaho Springs when taken by a cougar. 
On the western side of Rocky Mountain Park, 
in 1997, ten year old Mark David Miedema was 
killed by a mountain lion. Attacks have been re-
ported at Flagstaff Mt. and Roxborough State 
Park.

If you encounter a threatening mountain lion, face him and appear as large 
as possible. Wave your arms and make threatening sounds. Back away slowly 
and never run. Don’t stare them directly in the eye as this could be perceived 
as a threat. Playing dead only sometimes works with bears! Fight with every-
thing you have if attacked using sticks, rocks, and anything at your disposal to 
defend yourself. A mountain biker, at Walker Ranch, recently used his bicycle 
to fend off an aggressive mountain lion.

Your likelihood of being killed by a mountain lion is infinitesimal compared to 
the cliché lighting strike or bus mishap. When I first moved into lion country, 
and life was simpler, the “ghost cat” would appear in my mind during evening 
trips to the outhouse.  Now, with the plumbing situation improved, I just 
hope to see one again, albeit from a distance.
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