
 
                                                                                                                                                  Courtesy: Carl R. Sams II 

 
 
 
 

The Cougar In Michigan: 
Sightings And 

Related Information 
 
 

Patrick J. Rusz, Ph.D. 
Director of Wildlife Programs 

Michigan Wildlife Habitat Foundation 
 

A Technical Publication of the 
Bengel Wildlife Center 

 
 
 



 

 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 The report is the culmination of a 2 - ½ year study inspired, in part, by the inquiries of 
Dan Robbins, long-time conservationist and former President of the Michigan Wildlife Habitat 
Foundation.  It was greatly aided by many years of record-keeping by several individuals.  In 
particular, Michael Zuidema (Escanaba, Michigan) provided valuable evidence of cougars in 
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, including records of his own investigations of various sightings of 
cougars, their tracks, and deer-kills.  Mr. Zuidema and Dennis Fijalkowski, Executive Director of 
the Michigan Wildlife Habitat Foundation, had long wondered about the status of cougars in 
Michigan, and both provided lists of potential sources of information.  Contacts they suggested 
eventually led to more than 150 interviews with Michigan residents who provided credible 
cougar sighting reports. 
 
 Others who provided important information included Ryan Holem (St. Charles, 
Michigan) Ed Klima (Crystal Falls, Michigan), Dr. James Sikarski (Michigan State University 
Veterinary Clinic), veterinarian Dr. Dennis Pinkston, Sr. (Flushing, Michigan), Melanie Culver 
(geneticist, Virginia Technological University), and wildlife biologists William Berg 
(Minnesota),  Richard Cumberland (New Brunswick), William Koonz (Manitoba), Michael 
O’Brien (Nova Scotia), Earl Wiltsie (Saskatchewan), and Adrian Wydeven (Wisconsin). 
 

Jon Stuht, retired wildlife biologist and state fur-bearer specialist with the Michigan 
Department of Natural Resources (MDNR), provided guidance in searching historical records, 
and along with Mr. Zuidema and Mr. Fijalkowski, reviewed drafts of this report.  Others who 
reviewed the manuscript included but were not limited to: 
 
Dr. Rollin Baker, retired professor of zoology, Michigan State University Museum; 
Tom Carlson, retired MDNR wildlife biologist long-stationed in the northern Lower Peninsula; 
Dr. Gary Dawson, senior environmental planner, Consumers Power Company, Jackson; 
Michael DeCapita, Michigan endangered species specialist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, East 
Lansing; 
Kevin Doran, wildlife biologist, U.S. Forest Service, Munising; 
Rex Ennis, supervisor and forest wildlife biologist, U.S. Forest Service, Cadillac; 
Ron Refsnider, endangered species listing coordinator for the Midwest Region, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Minneapolis, Minnesota; 
Chris Schumacher, biologist, U.S. Forest Service, Manistee. 
 
 The photograph on the cover was provided by Carl R. Sams, II, and Doug Holem and 
June Rusz ( both of St. Charles, Michigan) also contributed photographs used in this report.  
Word processing was by Beth Elliott. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
CONTENTS 

 
 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND ................................................................................................... 2 
 
TAXONOMY, GENETICS, AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE COUGAR ................................... 7 
 

The Question Of Subspecies .................................................................................................... 7 
Distribution............................................................................................................................... 8 

 
BIOLOGY AND HABITAT PREFERENCES.............................................................................. 8 
 

General Characteristics And Habits ......................................................................................... 8 
Coloration............................................................................................................................... 10 
Diet And Hunting Methods .................................................................................................... 12 
Reproduction .......................................................................................................................... 13 
Spatial Requirements And Dispersal Patterns........................................................................ 13 
Habitat Preferences And Limiting Factors............................................................................. 14 

 
COUGAR DETECTIBILITY....................................................................................................... 15 
 

Sightings................................................................................................................................. 15 
Usefulness Of Tracks For Cougar Monitoring....................................................................... 17 
Other Means Of Detecting Cougars ....................................................................................... 18 

 
COUGARS OUTSIDE MICHIGAN............................................................................................ 20 
 

Minnesota ............................................................................................................................... 20 
Wisconsin............................................................................................................................... 22 
Manitoba................................................................................................................................. 23 
Saskatchewan ......................................................................................................................... 24 
Ontario.................................................................................................................................... 25 

 
CAPTIVE COUGARS IN MICHIGAN....................................................................................... 25 
 
EVIDENCE OF COUGARS IN MICHIGAN.............................................................................. 27 
 

The Upper Peninsula .............................................................................................................. 27 
The Lower Peninsula.............................................................................................................. 41 

 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS.................................................................................... 43 
 
LITERATURE CITED ................................................................................................................. 49 
 



 

 
 
 
APPENDIX A .............................................................................................................................. 55 
 
APPENDIX B .............................................................................................................................. 56 
 
APPENDIX C .............................................................................................................................. 60 
 
APPENDIX D .............................................................................................................................. 63 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 



 1 

THE COUGAR IN MICHIGAN: SIGHTINGS AND RELATED INFORMATION 
 

BY 
 

PATRICK J. RUSZ, PH.D. 
DIRECTOR OF WILDLIFE PROGRAMS 

MICHIGAN WILDLIFE HABITAT FOUNDATION 
 

A Technical Publication Of The 
Bengel Wildlife Center 

 
February 2001 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 Michigan was once home to a variety of animals extirpated or greatly reduced in numbers 
by intensive farming, logging and subsequent wildfires, and in some cases, direct persecution.  
The cougar (Puma concolor) was thought by wildlife officials to have been eliminated by the 
early 1900s.  However, there have since been persistent reports of cougar sightings. 
 
 A quiet controversy has developed about the animal’s existence.  There have been 
hundreds of reported cougar sightings in the Upper Peninsula and a substantial number in the 
northeastern Lower Peninsula.  Some of the witnesses seem very credible; they have included 
foresters and wildlife biologists of the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) and 
other professionals with field biology training.  But some resource managers and others have 
been reluctant to believe the sightings, suggesting that the people simply mistook other animals – 
such as dogs, wolves, or fishers – for cougars. 
 
 The controversy has made reports difficult to review.  Fearing ridicule, some citizens 
have either not reported sightings or have opted to share their stories only with a few, recognized 
“local keepers of cougar information.” 
 
 Evidence other than sightings is scarce and subject to some dispute.  A number of people, 
including natural resources professionals, have followed tracks they believe were made by 
cougars.  Plaster casts were made of one set, and analyzed by “experts.”  Photographs and video 
recordings of cougars in the wild have been obtained.  Yet, there are people who dismiss such 
evidence as either inconclusive or fraudulent.  Those who do not believe cougars exist in 
Michigan usually point to the absence of a cougar carcass, or the lack of reports of cougars treed 
by the hounds of bear, raccoon, and bobcat hunters.  They insist that if cougars existed, even in 
small numbers, over the years, at least one would have been treed and photographed, or killed in 
a car collision or by hunters and the carcass found. 
 

As evidence of cougars has increased, some of the biologists who admit free-ranging 
cougars are found in Michigan have speculated that the animals seen are captive cougars which 
have escaped or been released.  Thus, the source of the animals is another important issue. 
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 The question of whether wild cougars are around is important because of the 
requirements of state and federal endangered species protection laws.  The cougar is currently on 
Michigan’s endangered species list and thus protected under state law.  The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service has a recovery plan for the eastern cougar (Puma concolor couguar) which is 
(curiously) described as both endangered and extirpated on the federal list.  The official range 
map used by the Service indicates the eastern cougar once inhabited the Lower Peninsula of 
Michigan, whereas the cougar of the Upper Peninsula is assumed to have been a non-endangered 
western subspecies (Puma concolor schorgeri).  Therefore, under federal law, if the cougar exists 
in the Lower Peninsula, biologists may have to consider its habitat and other management needs. 
 
 This report summarizes the available information about cougars in Michigan and offers 
suggestions for a more systematic pursuit of questions about the animal’s status.  It seeks to put 
the evidence in the context of recent discoveries about its taxonomy and genetics and what is 
known about cougars in other states and in provinces of Canada. 
 
 Readers will draw their own conclusions about whether cougars exist, and if so, what 
should be done about it.  Wright (1972) noted the reaction of perhaps the most famous wildlife 
biologist of the 20th century to his review of cougar information for one Canadian province: 
“When I first told my then teacher and good friend, the late Aldo Leopold, that there were still 
panthers in the forests of New Brunswick he was as incredulous as everyone else.  Later, after 
we had examined the evidence, his first words were: ‘We must not tell anybody.” 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
 Cougars were once found throughout Michigan.  Wood (1922) gave accounts of cougars 
in Washtenaw County (Figure 1) in the southeastern part of the Lower Peninsula from 1835 to 
1870, when the last one was seen in that area.  Wood (1914 in Young and Goldman 1946) also 
reported past evidence of cougars in Jackson, Allegan, Calhoun, Kalamazoo, Eaton, Mason, 
Ingham, Montcalm, and Oceana Counties in the Lower Peninsula, and in Ontonagon County in 
the Upper Peninsula.  Michigan State University has a skull of a cougar from pre-settlement 
times that was found in Saginaw County. 
 
 Historical records suggest cougars vanished or at least became extremely scarce in 
southern Michigan about the same time elk and turkeys were extirpated in the late 1800s.  The 
last recorded cougar kill in the state was made in late December 1906, near the Tahquamenon 
River in Chippewa County, when according to the January 3, 1907 edition of the Sault Ste. 
Marie Evening News four men caught a five-foot six-inch cougar in a wolf trap. 
 
 By the early 1900s, the Upper Peninsula had been ravaged by wildfires which followed 
extensive clear-cutting.  Major un-cut areas of old-growth forest were confined to the Porcupine 
Mountains (about 31,000 acres of old-growth), the Huron Mountains (about 6,500 acres of old-
growth) and the Sylvania area (about 18,000 acres of old-growth) in Gogebic County along the 
Wisconsin border.  Wildlife management, as a profession, was at best in its infancy, and most 
wildlife records were from a relatively few brief “field surveys” conducted by University of 
Michigan staff.  Some data on predators were obtained from reports of “state warden hunters,” 
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Figure 1.  Michigan counties. 
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who were hired by the government to systematically eliminate most predators.  By the 1920s 
they were reporting great success in eliminating wolves, bobcats, foxes, and other predators, and 
were resorting to poisoned baits to ensure that they were meeting their objectives.  Cougars were 
not included in their tallies of confirmed kills and no cougar hides were part of the recorded fur 
harvest of that time. 
 
 As a result of the lack of cougar carcasses, and probably, some pressure from state 
wildlife managers to confirm the success of their anti-predator campaign, the cougar became one 
of several species “officially” reported as extinct.  However, Manville (1948) reported several 
sightings of cougars in the Huron Mountains area in Marquette County in the 1930s and early 
1940s by “reliable people,” and Burt (1946) speculated that there could be some cougars on the 
northern fringes of the Great Lakes. 
 
 Nevertheless, by the 1950s, the popular press and the Michigan Conservation Department 
(the fore-runner of the present MDNR) routinely listed cougars, wolves, lynx, and moose among 
species no longer found in the state.  There was evidence to the contrary for wolves, lynx, and 
moose that has since been widely recognized by wildlife biologists. 
 
 For example, in 1940, two years after the Conservation Department officially listed the 
lynx as extinct in Michigan, a lynx was trapped on Bois Blanc Island.  Department biologists 
speculated that the lynx was faring better on the Canadian side of the St. Mary’s River, and that 
young males, in particular, were periodically crossing the ice into Michigan.  According to 
Conservation Department Biannual Reports, between 1940 and 1962, 21 lynx (including 12 in 
1962) were killed in seven Michigan counties.  A recent MDNR report stated:  
 

Since the mid-1960s lynx records were not carefully filed,  
and since 1978 when the coyote bounty was repealed,  
confirmed lynx sightings and specimens became even rarer.   
This probably doesn’t reflect the actual status of the lynx though,  
because of its secretive nature and the decline of collecting 
methods.  In fact, the lynx is now considered to have naturally  
spread throughout the U.P. from the original Ontario stock. 

 
 The evidence of the continued existence of wolves and moose in the Upper Peninsula is 
equally compelling.  However, both species were indeed rare until the 1980s, when populations 
began increasing.  There are now over 200 wolves and even more moose in the Upper Peninsula.  
 
 Cougar distribution has historically been linked to abundance of large hoofed animals, its 
principal prey.  In Michigan, white-tailed deer were likely crucial to cougar survival, especially 
in the northern part of the state.  Some biologists have reported that white-tailed deer were scarce 
in the Upper Peninsula prior to the 1850s because the unbroken, old-growth forest was better 
suited for moose.  However, more recent reviews (Ozoga 1999) suggest deer were at least 
periodically more abundant than formerly believed. 
 
 Northern Michigan’s pre-settlement forests were not the blanket of towering white pines 
depicted by some historians.  Rather, they were a more diverse mix of cover types, with old-
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growth stands broken-up by clearings made by wildfires, insect infestations, and windstorms.  
This type of habitat undoubtedly supported high deer numbers in some locales.  The pre-
settlement density of deer in the Upper Peninsula likely was around 15 per square mile, about 
35% of the density in the early 1990s (Ozoga 1999). 
 
 There is some evidence that deer in the Upper Peninsula migrated great distances each 
year, moving from summer ranges south to more favorable winter habitat.  Deer “yarding” in 
cedar swamps has also been long-documented in both the Upper Peninsula and the northern 
Lower Peninsula.  Both phenomena have periodically concentrated deer and made them 
vulnerable to hunters and predators.  In the mid-1850s, a single hunter reportedly killed 55 deer 
in a six-week period, and despite complaints from hunters near Marquette that wolves were 
“driving away all the deer,” two hunters in that area shot 97 and 80 deer respectively, in two 
seasons in the 1870s (Ozoga 1999). 
 
 There is no evidence to suggest that the logging and subsequent wildfires that greatly 
altered the Upper Peninsula landscape in the late 1800s and early 1900s wiped out either deer or 
their predators (including cougars).  At any given time, there were a variety of upland habitats in 
different stages of regeneration interspersed with wetlands not affected as much by logging and 
fires.  The landscape was dynamic, not a barren wasteland, and definitely remained suitable to 
deer.  Therefore, long-term reductions in wolf and cougar numbers in the Upper Peninsula were 
most likely caused by direct persecution by humans. 
 
 The northern Lower Peninsula was also subjected to large-scale clear-cutting.  There 
were repeated wildfires from 1900 to 1920 that created vast, grassy openings.  Deer numbers 
dropped more sharply and over larger areas than in the Upper Peninsula.  Between 1903 and 
1936, most of northern Lower Michigan was closed to deer hunting; the entire state was not 
opened to deer hunting until 1948 (Bennett, Ryel, and Hawn, 1966).  However, there remained 
areas were deer persisted. 
 
 The turn-of-the century brought another change that has affected wildlife in northern 
Michigan.  Wealthy individuals and clubs began buying huge tracts of land, often including 
several thousand acres, for recreation rather than timber harvest.  They limited access and 
sometimes imposed hunting and trapping restrictions by rule or tradition.  Most of these 
landowners began feeding deer.  By the 1960s, outdoors writers, hunters, and wildlife managers 
were referring to the northeastern part of the Lower Peninsula as “the Club Country,” and this 
region was characterized by deer densities that reached 120 animals per square mile on some 
properties. 
 
 Northern Michigan’s landscape and wildlife communities are now in transition (Figure 
2).  Pine-dominated forests have been replaced by a mosaic of aspens, hardwoods, plantation 
pines, mixed woods, and farms.  Ironically, there is now concern that grassy openings are 
becoming scarce in northern Michigan and conservationists are seeking programs to restore some 
of the habitat created by fires at the turn-of-the century. 
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Figure 2.  Current vegetation of Michigan from Brewer, McPeek, and Adams (1991). 
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Deer numbers state-wide are generally at or close to all-time highs.  Many predators and 
other large animals have re-established growing populations.  Bears, bobcats, coyotes, and 
wolves have rebounded and naturally expanded their ranges in response to protection efforts and 
better habitat.  Fishers and American martens have been successfully re-introduced along with a 
Rocky Mountain subspecies of elk.  The moose population has increased dramatically after 
animals were brought in from Ontario in the 1980s, and there is evidence of at least a few lynx in 
Michigan. 
 
TAXONOMY, GENETICS, AND DISTRIBUTION OF THE COUGAR 
 
The Question Of Subspecies 
 
 Until recently, the cougar was erroneously placed in the genus Felis.  Since 1960, several 
authors have revised the family Felidae (Wilson and Reeder 1993) and placed the cougar in the 
genus Puma on the basis of morphology.  Molecular genetic analyses indicate the cougar is 
taxonomically in a clade with the cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) and is more distant from the Felis 
and Panthera clades (Janczewski et al. 1995). 
 
 Scott (1996) reviewed literature on the taxonomic status of the cougar, noting that 15 
subspecies have been recognized in North America (Hall 1981 in Scott 1996).  He concluded that 
separation of most of these subspecies was based on inadequate numbers of skull and skin 
samples.  In particular, there is no solid basis for considering the eastern cougar, long-listed as 
Felis concolor couguar, as a subspecies.  The original separation was questionable, and 
apparently done on the basis of just eight specimens – seven skulls and one skin—from New 
York, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. 
 
 Lazell (1981 in Scott 1996) examined 215 specimens said to belong to all subspecies 
occurring in the U.S. and Canada, including 17 supposed eastern cougars, and found no 
discontinuous variation.  He found some differences between certain skull characteristics of the 
Florida cougar (Puma concolor coryi), a recognized endangered species, and the western 
subspecies.  However, there was still considerable overlap in all characters.  The available 
morphological evidence suggests no scientific basis for separating the subspecies.  Rather, they 
should be considered intergrades or clines. 
 
 Recent genetic analyses of cougar specimens by Melanie Culver (personal 
communication), now at Virginia Technological University, has also revealed no basis for 
separating North American cougars into subspecies.  She could not separate western and eastern 
cougars on the basis of mitochondrial DNA or microsattellite loci.  However, she could 
distinguish between South American and North American cougars, and found that cougars from 
Central America showed intermediate genetic differences (Culver, unpublished data in Scott 
1996).  She could also detect taxonomically insignificant differences among isolated cougar 
populations in various ranges of California and other parts of the western U.S. (Culver, personal 
communication). 
 
 The recent taxonomic studies all suggest that the cougars roaming the United States and 
Canada are basically the same animal, except for slight genetic and morphological differences 
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owing to geographic isolation.  Regardless if cougars in the eastern U.S. were residents, transient 
animals from known populations, or escaped or released pets, they would all look the same and 
have very similar genetic material.  Thus, from a practical standpoint, searches should focus on 
any potentially viable cougar population in the eastern U.S., not on the dubious eastern cougar. 
 
Distribution 
 
 The cougar is found throughout most of the Western Hemisphere and has the widest 
north-south distribution of any non-migratory land-dwelling vertebrate except humans.  Large 
populations of cougars are currently found from Canada’s Vancouver Island to the southern part 
of South America. There is also some evidence cougars may have been accidently introduced to 
the United Kingdom and Australia (Greenwell 1996). 
 
 Figure 3 shows the probable northern limit of cougar distribution in the eastern U.S. and 
Canada, as depicted by Scott (1996) and based on published reports and interviews with wildlife 
agency personnel.  This range has extended northward in Manitoba and perhaps other areas of 
Canada, coinciding with the northward expansion of deer range.  Locations of recent cougar 
sightings reported in Ontario correspond (roughly) to the present distribution of white-tailed deer 
in that Canadian province.  Scott (1996) noted an apparent southward retraction of cougar 
sightings in Quebec between 1980 and 1985, followed by a re-occupation and further northward 
expansion.  Although most of the evidence is based on sightings, it appears that cougar 
distribution is indeed subject to significant short-term changes.  At least along the northern limit 
of its range, there are definite temporal and geographical clusterings of sighting reports, 
especially where deer numbers are sporadic owing to weather.  
  
BIOLOGY AND HABITAT PREFERENCES 
 
General Characteristics And Habits 
 
 Because cougars are so widespread in the Western Hemisphere, they exhibit some 
variation in length, weight, color, and body structure in response to environmental and genetic 
influences.  However, most of the differences between the races are minor.  In North America, 
the cougars of Vancouver Island, British Columbia are presently isolated from other populations 
on the adjacent mainland but show little difference in the species’ distinguishing characteristics. 
 
 Adult cougars typically weigh 80 to 200 pounds.  Males are much larger than females.  
Nowak (1991) reported that over the species’ entire range, adult males are typically 147 to 227 
pounds and females weigh 79 to 132 pounds.  According to Dixon (1982), in North America 
adult males usually weigh 176 to 200 pounds and average 7 feet 10 inches in length, while 
females are 75 to 176 pounds and average 6 feet 7 inches in length. 
 
 Measurements of cougars killed by hunters and trappers have been recorded since the 
early 1800s.  There is some evidence that suggests cougars in the eastern U.S. were smaller than 
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those in the western states, but the information is largely anecdotal and otherwise inconclusive.    
Thompson (1853 in Young 1946) stated that one of the largest cougars killed up to that time in 
Vermont was taken in 1821.  It measured 7 feet from the nose to the extremity of the tail and 
weighed 118 pounds.  However, a well-documented (Moulton 1990 in Altherr 1996) cougar 
killed in 1881 in Vermont had a “carcass length” of 6 feet 10 inches and weighed 182 pounds.  
According to Altherr (1996) that cougar was mounted, exhibited throughout Vermont and 
Massachusetts as “The Monster Vermont Panther,” and came to be known as the last cougar in 
the state, although there were other reports of cougar kills in Vermont until at least 1904. 
 
 In contrast, a male killed in 1895 in Washington weighed 175 pounds and measured 9 
feet from nose to end of tail (Young 1946), and according to Wright (1972) the largest cougar 
weight recorded in North America was 276 pounds “after the intestines had been removed.”  
That specimen was killed in Arizona in March 1917 and measured 8 feet 7-3/4 inches. 
 
 While the largest cougars have generally been killed in the western U.S., Wright (1972) 
reported a claim by an individual in 1872 that some cougars in Florida reached 11 feet in length.  
Florida was very sparsely populated by humans at that time and hunting pressure was still light.  
This led Wright to speculate that cougars throughout much of their range have usually been 
killed well before they reach maximum size.  Cougars are long-lived; many reach 10 years of age 
or older both in the wild and captivity.  Therefore, reported cougar sizes may reflect hunting and 
trapping pressure rather than differences owing to geography and genetics. 
 
 Wright (1961) examined what is believed to be the last specimen taken in the 
northeastern U.S.  It was trapped in 1938 in Maine and mounted by a taxidermist in Quebec.  It 
was 7 feet 1 inch in length and was estimated to weigh 100 pounds.  The genitals had been 
removed, but Wright concluded it was probably a female based on other features including 
relative size of the nose pad and head.  If it was indeed a female, it was well within the reported 
size range for any adult female North American cougar.  There has been no sound statistical 
comparison to indicate eastern cougars were really smaller than cougars found anywhere else in 
the U.S. or Canada. 
 
 There are, however, reports (mostly unverified) of extremely large cougars taken in South 
America.  Wright (1972) stated that a sheep rancher in the Patagonia region of Argentina claimed 
to have shot many cougars longer than 10 feet, and submitted a picture of a specimen he said 
measured 11 feet 2 inches.  There are records of males in northern South America weighing up to 
220 pounds and measuring 8 feet 10 inches in length (Eisenberg 1989). 
 
Coloration 
 
 In North America, cougars are usually some shade of brown (e.g., tan) although 
specimens described as reddish or gray are also frequently reported.  The isolated cougar 
population of Vancouver Island in British Columbia may have more animals with reddish fur 
than those on the mainland. 
 
 Melanism has been documented only rarely in cougars, but is currently the source of 
much controversy among cougar researchers.  Carcasses of truly black cougars have been 
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reported only in the tropical areas of South America and Central America, and perhaps in 
Colorado (Scott 1996).  One was found in Brazil and another in Costa Rica (Thompson 1896 in 
Scott 1996; Tinsley 1987).  The record from Colorado may be authentic (Barnes 1960), but is not 
well documented.  There are no solid records of melanistic (black) cougars having been born in 
captivity anywhere in North America or England.  However, according to Gary Rooney 
(personal communication), who raised cougars for many years in Mackinac County, one of his 
females gave birth to a cub which was black except for a few patches in the areas where cougars 
are normally black.  The other two cubs in the litter were "very dark brown.”  Rooney stated that 
although the female had raised other litters, she would not feed any of these cubs and they died 
shortly after birth. 
 
 Despite the lack of hard evidence of melanistic cougars in North America, “black” 
cougars make up 4 to 27 percent of the recent cougar sighting reports in the eastern U.S. and 
Canada.  It is difficult to determine if this is a recent trend since historical reports seldom 
described the color of cougars in detail.  Lutz and Lutz (1996) noted that the American Indians 
expressed much fear of the “black panther,” considering it the “devil cat,” an evil version of the 
brown-colored cougar which they respected.  They believed the black cats stalked and silently 
attacked their villages’ animals and were capable of carrying off small children.  Lutz and Lutz 
(1996) also stated that white settlers in the 1800s often wrote of killing both cougars/mountain 
lions and “panthers.”  They implied that the early farmers and hunters could have been 
differentiating between brownish and black cougars.   
 

There are some published records from the 1800s of black panther sightings in the eastern 
U.S.  For example, Altherr (1996) provides this account of a Vermont cougar sighting:  “Patricia 
Rush recalled in 1899 near Enosburg Falls ‘a thin black animal with a long lashing tail & eyes 
like fire’ scared their wagon horse into a lickety-split dash for home.” 
 
 Numerous authors have used sightings of black cougars to argue against the credibility of 
cougar sightings in general; others have explored the relative plausibility of different hypotheses.  
Wright (1972) experimented with wet cougar skins to determine if such reports resulted from 
sightings of wet cougars.  He could not get the wet skins to appear black, and he was also unable 
to explain the sightings on the basis of backlighting owing to the position of the sun during the 
observation.  Wright eventually concluded that there are indeed black specimens of cougars in 
northeastern North America.  Eveland (1990) noted that black specimens of the Eastern gray 
squirrel and otters are more common in the Northeast and suggested that increased forest cover 
may prevent sunlight from bleaching their fur.  He speculated: 
 

Black pumas may not exist in the West for this reason—too  
much solar radiation ….If the true Eastern puma does exist,  
I would not be surprised if black specimens did occasionally  
occur within the population.  Although it is possible that diet  
and genetics may also play a role, the amount of solar radiation  
that reaches the animal may play a larger part in determining  
adult color phases. 
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However, Wright (1972) noted that if melanism was associated with dense forest habitat, 
it could be expected in Vancouver Island and elsewhere in the Pacific northwest.  In fact, reports 
of black cougars have always been absent or at least very infrequent in the western U.S. or other 
parts of North and South America where cougars are recognized as common or abundant.  
Sightings of black cougars have been more frequent in Florida and those areas of the east from 
which the species has been presumed extirpated.  An exception is a relatively isolated cougar 
population near San Francisco, California.  According to Coleman (1996) about 15 percent of 
cougar sightings in that area from 1957 to 1975 were accounts of large, black cats.  One 
frequently seen black animal was labeled “The Black Mountain Lion of Devil’s Hole” in a 
booklet distributed by the Las Trampas Regional Park. 
 
 It seems that sightings of black cougars have always been confined to two kinds of areas: 
1) areas with very small cougar populations, and 2) areas of non-typical habitat—tropical forests 
near the equator.  According to Scott (1996), the allele that produces extreme melanism in 
members of the cat family is the “non-agouti” allele, an autosomal recessive.  In thriving 
populations of large cats it occurs infrequently but consistently only in leopards and jaguars.  
One possible explanation for it to be expressed more frequently is in-breeding which occurs in 
suppressed populations.  This is precisely the situation that exists in Florida and other areas 
where black cougars have been reported.  This hypothesis is certainly consistent with the 
sightings in Australia and England where any cougars found there would be the result of 
unauthorized introductions.  By the 1850s when settlers were claiming to see black panthers in 
the eastern U.S., cougars in that region had already been severely reduced by bounty hunting to 
densities less than now exist in Florida. 
 
 Rooney, the previously mentioned Mackinac County cougar breeder, recalled (personal 
communication) that the black cub he reported resulted from mating between two cougars 
obtained from the same pet broker.  He further stated it is possible the two animals were related 
since he has no records of their lineage. 
 
  
Diet And Hunting Methods 
 
 The body structure and size of the cougar make it ideally suited for killing hoofed 
animals, its principal prey.  As previously mentioned, elk were likely an important prey of 
cougars in southern Michigan in pre-settlement times, and white-tailed deer were the chief prey 
in the northern part of the state.  At the northern limit of its range, cougars may occasionally prey 
on moose but are unlikely to persist where deer are absent. 
 
 Cougars frequently kill or attempt to kill horses, and many ranchers in the western U.S. 
have reported that cougars regularly pass by cattle while attacking horses grazing in the same 
pasture.  Foals are killed easily by cougars, but large adult horses often survive cougar attacks. 
 
 Especially when deer are not readily available, cougars eat a great variety of other 
animals, including (sometimes) fish and frogs.  In the northern regions, beaver and snowshoe 
hares can be important prey at least for brief periods.  During years of peak snowshoe hare 
abundance in British Columbia, they made up 27% of the diets of 132 cougars studied by 
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Spalding and Lesowski (1971) from 1958 to 1967.  Cougars frequently kill porcupines and have 
no problem passing the animal’s sharp quills through their digestive tract.  Cougars also readily 
kill coyotes and other smaller predators. 
 
 The amount of food required by a cougar varies with size and sex of the animal as well as 
season of the year and weather.  Beire, Choate and Barrett (1995) found that in southern 
California, one adult cougar killed approximately 48 large and 58 small mammals annually, and 
fed an average of 2.9 days on each large kill.  They estimated that in general, adult males require 
44 deer per year, females 22 deer, and a female with two or three cubs more than 50 deer 
annually. 
 
 It has often been stated in popular magazines that cougars usually ambush their prey.  
However, adult cougars rarely hunt by lying in wait (Wright 1972).  Rather, they stalk prey to 
within a short distance and then rush the animal, covering the distance in two or three bounds.  
Deer are struck with the cougar’s paws in the shoulder or neck and the stunned animal is 
generally killed by a bite to the back of the neck or the base of the skull.  Less often, animals are 
killed by bites to the throat and subsequent strangulation. 
 
 Cougars often eat only part of large prey immediately after the kill, covering the 
remainder of the carcass with snow, leaves, and other ground litter.  Sometimes none of the 
carcass is immediately consumed.  The cougar may return several times before leaving the 
carcass.  Cougar kills are frequently “raided” by coyotes, wolves, bears, and other predators. 
 
Reproduction 
 
 Cougars may mate and bear young at any time of the year, but in the northern part of its 
range, cubs are usually born in spring or summer.  The gestation period averages 92 days and 
females give birth to one to six young (average 2.6).  The most common-sized litter is two or 
three surviving cubs.  The young stay with the mother 18 months to two years.  Females reach 
sexual maturity at age two or three. 
 
Spatial Requirements And Dispersal Patterns 
 
 There is great variation in the sizes of cougar home ranges between the two sexes and 
among cougars from different geographic areas.  Males are territorial and their home ranges are 
usually much larger that those of females, which are not territorial and have home ranges that 
often overlap with those of other females.  In Florida, cougar home ranges average 170 square 
miles for males and 79 square miles for females.  In southern Utah home ranges varied from 155 
to 568 square miles.  In Texas, McBride (1976) reported that the home ranges of males are 92 to 
713 square miles and females roamed over 138 to 671 square miles.  Beier (1995) found the 
home ranges of resident males in southern California to be 52 to 275 square miles. 
 
 Dispersing juvenile cougars may travel great distances depending on the density of adults 
and the distribution of prey.  Although females are not strictly territorial, they exhibit some 
social intolerance which helps to regulate population density.  Dispersing females therefore 
select the first unoccupied area they encounter that has suitable food and cover.  In contrast, 
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dispersing young males wander until they find an area with one or more resident females but no 
competing adult males.  In Southern California where cougars are abundant, Beier (1995) found 
that nine juvenile cougars dispersed only 12-48 miles over periods ranging from 20 to 536 days.  
Dispersal distances of 6 to 171 miles were recorded for cougars in Wyoming by Logan, Irwin, 
and Skinner (1986), and Lindzel et al. (1994) reported dispersal distances of 24 to 151 miles for 
juvenile cougars in southern Utah.  Much greater dispersal distances could be expected where 
cougar habitat is isolated or the distribution of cougars is scattered for other reasons.  There are 
many anecdotal records of dispersal distances of up to 350 miles for males. 
  
 Habitat Preferences And Limiting Factors 
 
 Cougars are extremely adaptable, occupying a wide variety of terrain and vegetational 
cover types.  In North America, the principal requirement of the cougar is cover and an adequate 
supply of deer and other prey.  The literature is replete with references to the cougar’s supposed 
need for extensive forested areas free of humans, and habitat fragmentation owing to road 
construction is frequently mentioned as a limiting factor.  However, there is no scientific or 
logical basis for such assumptions. 
 
 Cougars thrive in and near highly developed areas in California and other parts of the 
western U.S.  Beier (1993) found that they routinely bed 20-100 yards from trails heavily used 
by hikers, bicyclists, and horse riders.  Cougars frequently pass within a few feet of parked 
vehicles, homes, and buildings, especially ones with no outdoor lighting.  They readily cross 
roads, including multiple-lane freeways, and move through low-density residential areas at night.  
Moreover, where residential development has encroached on cougar habitat in California it has 
not led to retreat or disappearance of cougars.  Rather, the cougars usually respond by feeding on 
pets. 
 
 Where cougars seem to be found only in large, roadless tracts it is probably because they 
can avoid direct human persecution, including illegal shooting.  The relationship between cougar 
presence and road density is correlative, not one of direct cause and effect.  Cougars that are 
hunted behave much differently than those which are not.  Cougars captured in Texas with the 
use of hounds and translocated to Florida abandoned newly-established home ranges at the onset 
of the hunting seasons.  However, where cougars have not been subjected to hunting as in 
California, they show much more tolerance of human activity. 
 
 Illegal shooting and in-breeding can be major impediments to re-establishing cougars, 
even in areas where deer and other prey are abundant.  Genetic variability necessary for a viable 
breeding population of cougars in most cases requires a minimum of 50 animals (Schonewald – 
Cox, et al 1983).  This number is difficult to reach with even occasional deaths of adult cougars, 
unless there is significant immigration of both males and females. 
 
 This is one of the problems in Florida (Belden et al. 1988), where reduced genetic 
variability has led to physical abnormalities and lack of resistance to diseases in that state’s 
cougar population.  Nowhere has a more intensive effort to educate the public about the plight of 
cougars been conducted.  Yet, despite favorable pre-release publicity and the threat of 
imprisonment for killing cougars, two of seven radio-collared cougars relocated from Texas to 
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Florida in 1988 were likely shot (one confirmed by necropsy of the carcass) within six months of 
their release (Belden and Hagedorn 1993).  A third cougar from the same introduction was found 
floating in a river, but the cause of death could not be determined.  
 
COUGAR DETECTIBILITY 
 
Sightings 
 
            Although the cougar is usually described as wary and secretive, there is no evidence that 
cougars possess an innate fear of humans and always try to avoid being seen.  Specific attempts 
by cougars to avoid people reflect learned behavior that is most pronounced where they are 
hunted.  The literature is replete with instances in which cougars have shown indifference to 
humans.  There are also well-documented cases in which cougars have stalked and/or attacked 
people (Anderson l983). 
 
            In California and Florida, cougars are occasionally seen along busy highways, and 
cougars sometimes walk into heavily-developed urban centers throughout the animal’s western 
range (Anderson l983).  Researchers in Florida can sometimes “walk in” on a cougar that has 
previously been captured and fitted with a radio-collar, approach within l00 feet, and even spot 
the animal before it flees (Fergus l996).  According to Anderson (l983), “Pumas (cougars) 
occasionally exhibit odd, even inexplicable behavior.  Some behavioral patterns may be 
motivated by curiosity, such as the common observation that puma will often follow a walking 
person (Young l946, Barnes l960).  Nevertheless, both biologists and lay people often incorrectly 
assume that cougars which display no fear of humans or come around buildings must be escaped 
or released pets.  
 
 The essential problem in assessing cougar populations in the eastern U.S. is determining 
the reliability of sighting reports.  Several authors have estimated that up to 95% of reported 
cougar sightings can be dismissed as mistakes.  The animals most commonly mistaken for 
cougars include deer, wolves, dogs, coyotes, bears, bobcats, and fishers (Appendix A) (back 
cover). 
 
 Scott (1996) ranked the credibility of sightings (Appendix B) for the Nova Scotia Cougar 
Report Database according to how closely the animal reported matched the major descriptive 
parameters of size, shape, color, behavior, and location for a cougar.  He assumed that any 
reported black cougars (in good lighting) were not reliable.  (See previous section on coloration.)  
He ranked reports as “probable cougar” only if they included all major descriptive parameters 
and were based on close range observations under good conditions.  He ranked reports as 
“confirmed cougar” only if the animal was examined and/or photographed at very close range 
(such as arm’s length) while unconscious or dead. 
 
 Many other researchers – both wildlife biologists and amateurs – have used similar 
criteria (McGinnis 1996).  While there is no evidence that a trained biologist can necessarily 
identify a cougar more readily than any other person knowledgeable about wildlife, more 
credibility has routinely been given to the former.  This is similar in approach to the methods of 
law enforcement officials who consider the observer’s background in determining the reliability 
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of witnesses to crimes.  Also, more credibility has been given when individuals who have not 
talked with each other report cougar sightings in the same area and time period.  The timing of 
sightings in the same area is important in determining authenticity of reports.  McGinnis (1996) 
suggested that in Pennsylvania, hoaxes are unlikely since it is widely known that many witnesses 
have been ridiculed when they reported cougar sightings. 
 
 There is no method of determining the reliability of cougar sightings that is widely 
accepted by wildlife biologists.  Each biologist develops a mindset based on his or her personal 
experiences, and familiarity with cougar biology and related literature.  Across the eastern U.S., 
some wildlife professionals tend to dismiss nearly all new cougar reports because they “have 
wasted time and money running down these kinds of false reports in the past.”  I have 
interviewed more than a dozen biologists in Michigan who related stories about citizens who 
were “sure” they had seen a cougar, even after follow-up investigations (e.g., with discovery of 
tracks) showed they had seen something else. 
 
 We thus have evolved to a situation in Michigan and elsewhere in the eastern U.S. in 
which some biologists dismiss cougar sighting reports in the same manner they would treat 
reports of “Bigfoot” or alien spaceships.  This, of course, makes citizens angry and reluctant to 
report sightings to wildlife agency personnel. 
 
 This has always been a problem wherever cougars are not generally considered part of 
the local wildlife community.  Nero and Wrigley (1977) reported that in Manitoba, before a 
specimen was shot and subsequently mounted in 1973: 
 
  ….the cougar was not identified as a game species or as a  
  predator and, if anything, was regarded as a rare transient… 
  Most observers indicated a reluctance to publicize their observation 
  for fear of inviting ridicule, and it was learned that a number of 
  sightings had been reported to local authorities at an earlier date, 
  but went unrecorded before our survey owing to a general skepticism 
  regarding the occurrence of the cougar in Manitoba. 
 
 Ironically, as soon as a specimen was obtained and placed in a museum, it became 
“acceptable” for Nero and Wrigley (1977) to summarize sighting data for Manitoba and publish 
them after peer review by scientists in the journal, “The Canadian Field-Naturalist.”  The notion 
that a freshly-killed cougar must be in hand before sightings are believed has always been 
present, if not prevalent, in the thinking of some wildlife biologists.  It has long been a scientific 
criterion of distribution records. 
 
 Wright (1972) noted the difficulties in getting some scientists to accept evidence of 
cougars in New Brunswick: 
 
  ….Recently I wrote one of our leading scientists who had  
  just written a book on the mammals of eastern Canada and 
  asked him why he had ignored the Little St. John Lake specimen 
  of the eastern panther, the account and photograph of which was 
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  published in the Journal of Mammalogy (42, (2), May 1961). 
  He replied because it was not seen in the flesh by a scientist. 
 
 Wright also recounted more general problems in establishing the credibility of New 
Brunswick cougar sighting reports: 
 
  The Game Department was not helpful.  Their thinking at that 
  time was in the order of “bring me the dead body and nothing 
  else and I will believe you.  Not before.”  Casts and photographs 
  of tracks, identified by the highest authorities, were simply ignored. 
  Deer kills were shrugged off as the work of bobcats, dogs or bears, 
  and eyewitnesses were just not believed.  It was very simple, and 
  no one had to take any action and everyone was happy—except the 
  frustrated eyewitness who went away muttering “I wasn’t drunk— 
  and I did see it!”  In time the eyewitnesses learned to come to the 

Wildlife Station, where their stories were taken seriously…. 
 

Usefulness Of Tracks For Cougar Monitoring 
 
 There have been numerous studies of the usefulness of cougar tracks for population 
monitoring in the western U.S.  Brocke (1996) found that in Utah, under good conditions on dirt 
roads, there is a 95% probability of detecting any resident female cougar if 19.8 miles of road 
within the animal’s home range are checked.  However, tracks were less efficient in detecting 
transient cougars or cubs.  In Arizona and Utah, about 31 miles of roads needed to be searched to 
detect all resident females, but only 78% of transients and 58% of cubs were detected by the 
track searches.  Under the least favorable tracking conditions, a search of 225 miles of road per 
195 square miles should be sufficient to detect cougars (Scott 1996). 
 
 Tracking conditions in the northeastern U.S. and Canada are generally not as favorable as 
those in the arid west, so such findings cannot strictly be applied to censusing cougars 
throughout the country.  In the Great Lakes region, track count surveys for wildlife are generally 
conducted in winter after fresh snows within brief, pre-determined time periods.  Downing 
(1996a) made one of the most systematic attempts to find cougar evidence in the eastern U.S., 
but after finding no verifiable cougar tracks, commented that the roads he surveyed for tracks, if 
laid end-to-end, would not be long enough to detect resident females with any reliability. 
 
 In the Upper Peninsula, many vast areas lack roads or other surfaces where tracking is 
possible without snow.  Exceptions are the sandy shorelines of Lake Michigan and Lake 
Superior.  Tracks of even small mammals can often be distinguished, especially in wet sand near 
the water’s edge. 
 
 Van Dyke and Brocke (1987) surveyed different groups of people to determine whether 
they could identify cougar tracks.  A high percentage (71 and 97%) of western cougar hunters 
correctly chose cougar tracks from among sets of other tracks diagrammed on two 
questionnaires.  However, only 19% of western deer hunters and 20% of western campers 
selected the correct track. 
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Downing (unpublished), Wright (1972) and others have discussed many misconceptions 
of people about cougar tracks (Appendices C and D).  A common incorrect notion is that cougar 
tracks are extremely large—much bigger than those on any dog.  Downing noted that many types 
of dogs have tracks larger than a cougar and may not show toenail marks unless conditions are 
right.  Cougars, which have retractile claws, may nevertheless leave tracks with clear nail marks 
under a variety of conditions, especially if their footing is unsteady. 
 
 I examined the tracks of a large male cougar, which had once weighed 200 pounds, and a 
smaller female held in outdoor pens near Birch Run in Michigan’s Saginaw County.  In one to 
two inches of fresh, powdery snow, the male’s tracks measured less than 3-1/2 inches across 
(Figure 4).  The tracks of the female were slightly less than 3 inches across.  Several of the track 
sets clearly showed toenails.  The tracks of at least two dogs which had been walking outside the 
enclosure after the snowfall were larger than those of either cougar.  My observations were 
consistent with the suggestions of Downing and others that track identification should be done 
carefully after observation of a whole series of tracks.  
 
Other Means Of Detecting Cougars 
 
 Cougar presence can be verified by both microscopic and genetic analyses of hair and 
scat samples.  Like other cats, cougars routinely ingest their own hair.  A thorough examination 
of scat will therefore reveal both cougar hair and those of any mammals it has eaten.  Cougar 
scat is larger than that of bobcat or lynx. 
 
 Cougars have characteristic scrapes which mark their territories.  They are usually made 
with the front paws.  The animal will pull-back leaves and debris, urinate on the ground, and 
often step with a hind foot into the depression.  So the scrape will sometimes have a visible 
cougar track in it.  Some authors have suggested that mock-scrapes scented with cougar 
pheromones can be used to attract cougars and aid in determining presence of the animals.  
Similarly, caged females will also attract males when they come into heat and could be a useful 
tool in cougar censusing.   
 
 Cougars have a habit of covering partially-eaten large prey with leaves and other 
material.  However, cougar kills are frequently discovered by other animals so the resultant sign 
can be very confusing.  Cougar kills that have not been disturbed by scavengers may show tooth 
holes two inches apart at the base of the neck or skull.  This sign eliminates a bobcat or lynx as 
the killer, as their canine teeth are only one inch apart at most (Wright 1972). 
 
 Indirect indices of cougar abundance include roadkills, and accidental trapping or treeing 
of animals.  As previously mentioned, many biologists have suggested that an absence of 
carcasses indicates an absence of cougars.  In Florida, with a cougar population possibly as low 
as 50, there has been a low but consistent rate of about 1.2 cougars killed by automobiles per 
year.  Downing (1996) suggested that some areas of the eastern U.S. with high traffic volumes 
might reasonably be considered “proven” cougar-free areas.  However, there are insufficient data 
to indicate the probability of a cougar being struck by an auto based on traffic volume, cougar 
densities, land use characteristics, and other variables.  Radio-tracking in California indicates 
 



 19 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 4.  Photographs of tracks of a large male cougar held in captivity near Birch Run, Michigan in  
                Saginaw County, Michigan.  The upper photo clearly shows toenail marks.  Photos by Doug Holem. 
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that some individual cougars are very good at crossing heavily-traveled roads without incident.  
Scott (1996) concluded: 
 
  ….the documented occurrence of roadkilled cougars has been  

posted as necessary to prove their existence in the east.  However, 
in light of the 1992 confirmations from Quebec (a shot animal) and 
New Brunswick (confirmed track with associated scat) where no  
roadkills or even vehicle strikes are reported to have occurred, the 
absence of roadkilled cougars obviously proves nothing (except 
that none have been recorded). 
   

 Accidental trapping and treeing rates for cougars are also not available.  However, for 
some species of cats the rate appears to be so low that the absence of trapped or treed cougars is 
not reliable in determining cougar absence.  In Nova Scotia, the population of lynx reached 200 
animals before they began showing up in traps Michael O’Brien (personal communication).   
 

There is substantial anecdotal evidence that even experienced hounds can have difficulty 
treeing cougars.  Some biologists have suggested that resident cougars tree readily when chased 
by hounds, whereas transient cats, which have not established home ranges, will be pushed out of 
areas by dogs (Fergus 1996).  In the Great Lakes region, cougars may not be found in the same 
habitats frequented by bobcat hunters, which presumably would have hounds that would follow 
cougar scent.  Cougars are likely found in deer yards during the bobcat hunting season, and these 
locales are avoided by experienced houndsmen.  
 
COUGARS OUTSIDE MICHIGAN 
 
Minnesota 
 
 A cougar was shot in Minnesota in the late 1880s.  As in Michigan, this was followed by 
a long period in which no cougar carcasses were documented anywhere in the state.  According 
to William Berg of the Minnesota DNR (personal communication), there have been periodic 
sightings throughout the 1900s.  In the late 1970s, a fur buyer reported that a man contacted him 
to possibly sell the hide of a cougar he had recently shot while deer hunting in northern 
Minnesota.  Berg was unsuccessful in obtaining much additional information from the fur buyer 
and was unable to determine the identity of the person who claimed to have killed a cougar. 
 
 In the late 1980s, a cougar was found in a tree near Worthington.  The animal was 
subsequently tranquilized and captured by two Minnesota DNR conservation officers.  Berg 
(personal communication) noted that the cougar was a large male with chewed ears and other 
scars from fights with other cougars.  It had all of its claws and no signs that it had been altered 
or marked; therefore, Berg and other Minnesota DNR personnel concluded that it was not a 
released pet.  The animal was held for several months and eventually transported to Colorado 
because of concerns about liability if it was released in Minnesota.    
 
 There has been considerable additional evidence of cougars in Minnesota including 
credible reports of a few deer kills, three or four attacks on horses, and a similar number of cats 
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injured in car-collisions but not recovered (Berg, personal communication).  The Minnesota 
DNR now receives 40-70 cougar sighting reports annually, but according to Berg, cougar 
sightings are now so common that most people who believe they have seen cougars do not bother 
to report them.  There have been no major time gaps in sightings that would suggest population 
declines and subsequent recolonization of areas.  Most of the sightings each year occur from July 
to October, but every winter, sets of cougar tracks are occasionally found.  Berg estimates that 
about one-third of wildlife field personnel of the Minnesota DNR have followed at least one 
cougar track in winter.  About three-fourths of the cougar sightings are in the northern one-half 
of the state and each year there are eight or nine areas where there appear to be clusters of 
sightings.  These areas change somewhat from year-to-year. 
 
 Based on field investigations of sightings by the Minnesota DNR, Berg believes that 
about one-fourth to one-third of the credible sightings are of released or escaped pets.  Some of 
these animals have been so categorized because they have exhibited little fear of people. (See 
previous section on cougar detectibility that indicates wild cougars may show no fear of 
humans.) However, several have shown other traits suggesting they have been raised in captivity.  
In a few cases, cougar owners have come forward and admitted ownership; in one particularly 
obvious situation involving a pet owned by a sawmill operator, the cougar routinely basked in 
the sun in mid-day in the middle of a paved highway (Berg, personal communication).  Passers-
by frequently saw the cougar, but it became common knowledge that the animal was a pet.  Berg 
believes that the remaining two-thirds to three-quarters of the credible sightings are of wild 
animals.  Most of these sightings are of animals fitting the description of young males.  Sightings 
of females with cubs (usually twins) are rare, with only one or two every five to six years.  The 
cougars thought to be wild are almost always on the move, according to Berg, never staying in 
one place very long.  Berg believes that most cougars in Minnesota are transient animals 
dispersing from Canada or elsewhere in the Great Lakes region. 
 
 There are insufficient data to estimate the Minnesota cougar population or even classify it 
as a viable, breeding population according to Berg.  There are enough credible reports to indicate 
that some cougar cubs are periodically born in the wild in Minnesota, but survival rates are 
unknown.  A caged female at one location in the state regularly attracts a wild male whenever 
she comes into heat and releases wind-carried pheromones, and Berg believes there is 
circumstantial evidence that there are sufficient transient males to allow resident females, if they 
exist, to be bred. 
 
 There has been no careful study to determine if there are any locales that consistently 
harbor resident females.  No animals have been fitted with radio collars to determine distribution 
of cougars in winter.  As in Michigan and Wisconsin, there are many bobcat hunters in 
Minnesota.  Yet, to Berg’s knowledge, no cougars have ever been treed in Minnesota by the 
hounds of bobcat hunters—even in areas where cougars are known to exist.  The bobcat season 
is only a little more than a month long (in winter) in Minnesota, but there is additional hunting 
with hounds for raccoons and other game in fall.  Some of the bobcat hunters in Minnesota have 
successfully used their hounds to tree cougars in western states, so the persistent lack of treed 
cougars in Minnesota is perplexing.  Berg speculated (personal communication) that some aspect 
of cougar behavior or distribution in Minnesota during winter and/or their low population density 
accounts for the lack of treed cougars. 
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Wisconsin 
  

Wydeven and Ashbrenner (1996) summarized early and more recent cougar sightings in  
Wisconsin:   

 
Prior to 1960, 26 authentic observations were reported for  
Wisconsin, with most sightings occurring in the 1800s.  These  
observations were distributed across 23 modern Wisconsin  
counties.  The only specimen of cougar from Wisconsin was  
one killed near Appleton in 1857; this specimen serves as the  
type specimen for the subspecies Felis concolor schorgeri. 

 
The last cougar was killed in the state in 1908, but reports of  
sightings began to resurface in the late 1930s.  Scattered cougar  
observations were reported in the 1970s and 1980s, with at least  
58 reports between 1973-1986. 

 
According to Adrian Wydeven of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (pers. 

comm.), in recent years there have been about 40 reports of cougar sightings annually with 
enough detail to warrant consideration.  Wydeven and Ashbrenner (1996) reported:   

 
Systematic statewide collection of cougar observations were  
begun by the senior author in 1991.  Between 1991 to 1993,  
119 “possible” and “probable” observations of 123 cougars  
were received from 31 of Wisconsin’s 71 counties.  Highest  
observation rates were from Oneida County (19) in northcentral  
Wisconsin and Douglas (11) and Washburn (12) counties in  
northwestern Wisconsin.  Although most observations were from  
northern Wisconsin, 11 were also received from 7 southwestern  
counties.  Most animals were described as adult, although 8 were 
reported as juvenile animals.  Sixteen (13%) cougars were described 
as black in color, while others were listed as brownish, tan, tawny,  
grayish or unknown.  Although some young cougars have been observed,  
clear evidence of a breeding population of native cougars was not  
documented in Wisconsin.  

 
 Since 1990, Wydeven and other Wisconsin DNR staff have investigated 20 sightings and 

all were found to involve animals other than cougars (usually wolves or dogs).  Wydeven 
receives only about five reports each year that “seem very reliable,” and thinks these likely 
involve released or escaped pets because most are in or around towns such as Rhinelander, 
Tomahawk, and Merrill in northern Wisconsin, not in remote areas as is the case in Minnesota 
and Michigan.  Exceptions are reports from remote areas near the Michigan border, specifically 
in Marinette County and near Florence. 
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In 1993 Wisconsin DNR staff photographed what they thought were cougar tracks.  
Several out-of-state experts who examined the photos also expressed the opinion that they were 
cougar tracks.  However, another expert suggested they were lynx tracks and in subsequent 
years, lynx tracks were discovered in the same area.  That was the only instance in which cougar 
tracks were thought to be found despite an intensive annual wolf tracking effort.  Each winter 
since 1980, Wisconsin DNR staff have surveyed about 2,000 miles without detecting any cougar 
tracks.  However, the Marinette County and Florence areas are not part of the area intensively 
surveyed.  Lynx tracks have been limited to only one set every year or so.  These have been 
confined to an area of the Nicolet National Forest a few miles from the Brule River near the 
Michigan border. 

 
As in Michigan, it is illegal in Wisconsin to keep captive cougars without a permit.  

There are only about 20 cougars in the state which are being kept under the permit system.  
Wydeven believes “there are a fair number of cougars being kept illegally.” 
 
Manitoba 
 
 The borders of Manitoba and Michigan’s Upper Peninsula are less than 400 miles apart, 
separated by north-central Minnesota’s mix of forests and farmland.  Wildlife biologists have 
long acknowledged the presence of cougars in Manitoba, and Scott (1996) noted the special 
significance of this population in his report on the cougar in eastern Canada: 
 
  Though Manitoba is technically not part of eastern Canada, 
  it does adjoin it, and cougars are known to have been killed 
  there in all but two decades between 1870 and 1979 (Nero and 
  Wrigley 1977).  The gap was in the war period 1940-1959, during 
  which sightings continued.  This is circumstantial but nevertheless 
  strong evidence that the species survived virtually continuously in 
  Manitoba since European settlement and that the population there 
  may possibly contain the closest living genetic relative of the original  
  eastern Canadian (and U.S.) cougar populations that appear to have  
  been extirpated. 
 
 Although there were records of cougars having been seen or shot in several locales in 
Manitoba, and a specimen (later mounted) was shot just across the Saskatchewan border in 1948, 
the absence of a museum specimen in Manitoba resulted in the province being omitted from 
several “official” cougar distribution maps until the 1970s (Nero and Wrigley 1977).  In 1973, a 
cougar was shot near Stead, Manitoba and the mount is now displayed in the Manitoba Museum 
of Man and Nature. 
 
 The museum specimen prompted Nero and Wrigley (1977) to collect and review cougar 
sighting records for Manitoba.  However, they noted that prior to 1973: 
 
  Most reports (from non-biologists) were not taken seriously,  

and consequently, valuable information that should have been  
accumulating on this endangered species has been lost. 
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 On the basis of 281 cougar reports from 1879 to 1975 that they classified as reliable, 
Nero and Wrigley (1977) estimated there were about 50 cougars in Manitoba in the mid-1970s.  
They also concluded there has been a northward expansion of cougars in Manitoba in response to 
northward expansion of white-tailed deer, which have moved in from the east and largely 
replaced mule deer since the 1950s. 
 
 According to William Koonz of the Manitoba Department of Natural Resources (personal 
communication), his agency currently receives 40-70 cougar sighting reports annually.  The 
sightings are clustered temporally and geographically.  The general pattern is for cougars to be 
sighted in an area for only a year or two, then sighting reports come from other areas where 
cougars were not previously seen.  Most sightings are in the warm weather months in the more 
remote areas of the province.  Most reports are of normal-colored cougars, but there have been 
occasional sightings of very dark cougars in eastern Manitoba.  Koonz noted (personal 
communication) there are about six reports of livestock attacks (usually horses) received each 
year, and there are occasional sightings and tracks reported of females with kittens.   
 

Although there is indisputable evidence of cougars in Manitoba, as verified by both 
sightings and tracks, Koonz believes Nero and Wrigley overestimated the number of cougars in 
Manitoba.  In the 1980s, wildlife personnel from Alberta with considerable experience with 
cougars searched selected areas of Manitoba.  They found no cougar sign after a two-week 
search.  Koonz has had plans for many years to capture one or more cougars in Manitoba, but has 
been unable to find suitable track sets in winter at times and locations where hounds could be 
used to tree cougars.  Koonz has concluded that the number of cougars in Manitoba is very 
small, and it is unlikely that the population is expanding its range.  
 
Saskatchewan 
 
 Saskatchewan borders Manitoba on the west, and is 800 miles from the western Upper 
Peninsula.  According to Earl Wiltsie, Provincial Endangered Species Biologist with the 
Saskatchewan Environmental and Resource Management Department (personal communication), 
there are about 40-100 reliable cougar sightings (all of normal-colored cougars) each year.  Most 
sightings are in the southern part of the province, but there are some each year from the northern 
boreal forest.  One or two sightings of cougars with cubs are also reported annually. 
 
 According to White (1963), Saskatchewan has long harbored enough deer in the 
southwest and east-central parts of the province to support a considerable number of cougars.  
Cougars were killed in Saskatchewan (as confirmed by specimens) in 1912, 1939, 1948, and 
1975.  The latter was a female. In the last 20 years, only three or four cougar carcasses (all shot) 
have been recovered.  The most recent was about three years ago.  There have been no roadkilled 
cougars reported, and none treed by dogs.  (In Saskatchewan and Manitoba, hunting with hounds 
is not permitted).  Only a few cougar attacks on livestock are reported each year. 
 

Wiltsie believes there are now 100-200 cougars in Saskatchewan; however, there has 
been no research involving radio-collar tracking or other methods to systematically study 
distribution or cougar densities.  There are only infrequent reports of tracks in winter; some years 
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no such reports are received.  However, Wiltsie believes this can be attributed to lack of 
searching rather than lack of cougars. 
 
 Although he has no strong supporting evidence, Wiltsie feels Saskatchewan’s cougar 
population has increased in the last 30 years.  He believes cougars were not eliminated from the 
province by intensive anti-predator efforts that extended into the 1950s.  Escaped pets are an 
unlikely source of cougars in Saskatchewan, but some animals may be immigrants from Alberta. 
 
Ontario 
 
 No cougars were known to have been shot in Ontario in the 1900s, but the cougar killed 
near Stead, Manitoba was only 82 miles from the Ontario border.  There have been numerous 
cougar sightings reported for Ontario.  Prior to 1980, the most cougar reports  were near the 
Manitoba border and in northwestern Ontario, just north of Lake Superior (Nero and Wrigley 
1977).  Since 1980, reports of cougar sightings in Ontario have been more widespread (Scott 
1996). 
 
 Gerson (1988) summarized cougar sighting data for Ontario, including seven reports of 
adult cougars with young.  Sightings of cougars correspond closely with the distribution of 
white-tailed deer in the province.  Scott (1996) suggested that the original eastern cougar (Puma 
concolor couguar) was extirpated from Ontario, and the cougars that now roam most of the 
province are descendants of escaped or released pets.  However, he provided no evidence to 
support this conclusion.  He implied that the cougar in adjacent Manitoba is probably part of a 
remnant population of a western subspecies, not Puma concolor couguar. 
 
 As in other regions of the U.S. and Canada, not all cougar sightings are reported to 
wildlife authorities.  One locale of persistent “unofficial” reports in Ontario is Manitoulin Island 
which is part of a chain of islands just east of Michigan’s Drummond Island in the extreme 
eastern end of the Upper Peninsula.  These islands are connected in winter by ice (Figure 3). 
 
CAPTIVE COUGARS IN MICHIGAN 
 
 Until 1989, it was legal to keep cougars as pets, and owners were not required to register 
them.  The best records of captive cougars were kept by veterinarians.  Most cougar owners 
periodically sought assistance from veterinarians for treatments and vaccinations.  However, 
there were few veterinarians in the state with the necessary experience and willingness to work 
with such potentially dangerous animals.  The Michigan State University Veterinary Clinic in 
East Lansing and Dr. Dennis Pinkston, Sr., a veterinarian and cougar owner in Flushing in 
Genesee County, received most of the calls.  The MSU clinic eventually began referring clients 
to Dr. Pinkston, who by 1979 had 62 cougars on his client/animal list.  Dr. Pinkston required that 
all animals he treated had declawed front paws and be spayed or neutered to deter aggressive 
behavior.  Some owners also had their cougar’s fangs filed down. 
  

In 1989, Michigan’s Endangered Species Act made it illegal for individuals to keep 
cougars.  However, rules were adopted with a “grandfather clause” which allowed people to keep 
cougars already in captivity in 1989.  Licensed zoos are also allowed to keep cougars.  Because 
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cougars have a maximum life expectancy of only about 15-18 years in captivity, the number of 
legally-kept animals has gradually decreased.  Dr. Pinkston now has only six cougars on his 
patient list, and the MSU clinic has only treated six in the last 20 years (Dr. James Sikarskie, 
personal communication).  There is a cougar kept by a resident of Naubinway in Mackinac 
County, and perhaps a few others.  But the number of captive cougars in the Upper Peninsula is 
now apparently minimal.   
 

Dr. Pinkston still requires and the MSU clinic recommends that cougars they treat be 
sterilized and declawed.  The MSU clinic did treat a few cougars that were not declawed, and 
occasionally received calls from veterinarians in the Upper Peninsula seeking advice on how to 
treat captive cougars.  It was not known if the animals in question were declawed and/or 
sterilized. So, while the vast majority of legally-kept cougars were likely declawed and sterilized, 
there were probably a few that were not.  There are also undoubtedly some illegally-kept animals 
in the state.  The MDNR occasionally receives complaints about illegally-kept cougars, usually 
in the Detroit Metropolitan area.  In the early 1990s, animal control officials in Clinton County in 
the southern Lower Peninsula destroyed a pet cougar after it had attacked and nearly killed a 
young boy.  However, reports of illegally-kept cougars remain infrequent, suggesting there are 
few such animals in the state. 
 
 The fate of any captive cougars that may escape or be released is largely unknown.  If 
cougars are roaming the United Kingdom and Australia, they are undoubtedly descendants of 
captive animals.  Whether pet cougars could survive Michigan’s cold winters is an important 
question.  Cougars that are not declawed would certainly be capable of killing large prey, but 
many authors have speculated that lack of hunting experience would make capture of deer in the 
wild difficult.  
  
      Nevertheless, there is circumstantial evidence to suggest that captive cougars can 
effectively kill prey.  Captive cougars that have been declawed have easily killed large dogs that 
entered their enclosures (Dr. Sikarskie, in conversation).  Belden and McCown (l996) found that 
captive-bred cougars translocated to northern Florida began making kills within a few days of 
release, but these were "non-dependent" animals that had not been raised as pets.  The captive-
bred cougars were more likely to be seen by people, preyed on livestock more often, suffered 
less mortality, estalished home ranges quicker, and appeared to be more social than newly wild-
caught or wild-caught/captive-held cougars. 
 

In l992, a cougar was shot in Quebec, in front of a house in a small village (Scott l996).  
It was a young male weighing 9l pounds.  It showed no signs of having been in captivity.  
Genetic analysis revealed a mitochondrial haplotype found only in animals from Chile and at two 
microsatellite loci, it had an allele found only in South America.  Since mitochondria are 
inherited from the mother, this means it had at least a South American mother if not two parents 
from South America (Scott l996).  While it obviously had an exotic origin, this animal could 
have been either a captive or a descendant of a captive cougar. 
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EVIDENCE OF COUGARS IN MICHIGAN 
 
The Upper Peninsula 
 
 As previously mentioned, there have been no systematic attempts by state or federal 
wildlife officials to collect cougar sighting data in Michigan.  However, some records have been 
kept for Iron and Baraga Counties by Ed Klima, who lives near Crystal Falls in Iron County.  
Michael Zuidema, a retired forester with the MDNR, has also collected cougar sighting 
information, particularly for the central Upper Peninsula including Delta, Menominee, 
Dickinson, Marquette, and Schoolcraft Counties, while he worked in Escanaba.  Based on their 
records, newspaper and magazine reports, and my own interviews, there are 50-100 cougar 
reports each year in the Upper Peninsula that are credible. 
 
 Klima has nearly 90 reports he considers reliable, and said (personal communication) that 
as a 12-year-old boy in the 1930s, he had a cougar run past him within 30 yards during daylight 
in his family farm’s cattle pasture.  In 1951, he witnessed the shooting of a lynx nearby.  His 
observations and additional sightings by others over a 70-year period suggest there may have 
been locales in the Upper Peninsula where lynx and cougars were not completely wiped out by 
the intensive anti-predator campaign of the 1920s and 1930s.  Klima’s records include many 
reports of close-range cougar sightings, with an increase in sightings in and around developed 
areas of Crystal Falls, which has a human population of less than 5,000.  In the last 10 years, 
there have been cougar sightings within the City limits, including a few reports of cougars 
attempting to prey on pets. 
 
 Zuidema’s cougar sighting records are also replete with compelling accounts of close-
range observations and detailed descriptions of the cats.  His records include observations by at 
least 64 persons with extensive experience out-of-doors.  The list includes five MDNR 
conservation officers, three MDNR fire protection officers, six MDNR foresters, thirteen private-
sector foresters, twenty-six loggers, three MDNR equipment operators, two wildlife biologists, 
one fisheries biologist, one biology teacher, one entomologist, and one animal control officer.  
There also were numerous sightings through rifle scopes or binoculars by hunters as well as 
observations by landowners and persons riding in cars or trucks.  Twelve observations were by 
police officers. 
 
 With assistance from Zuidema, I analyzed his cougar sighting records (through the year 
l990) for Delta, Menominee, and part of Marquette County for obvious patterns and trends.  In 
each county, most of the sightings were made in summer and fall (Table 1), when more people 
are traveling rural roads or hunting.  Only nine percent of the cougar sightings were in December 
through March.  All of the reports were of cats of typical cougar color with exception of a “very 
dark, almost black” animal in Marquette County.  However, Zuidema (personal communication) 
has reported that to date approximately 5-l0% of 720 accounts he has received for Michigan and 
Wisconsin describe black or very dark animals. 
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TABLE 1.  Cougar sightings recorded by Michael Zuidema for Delta and Menominee Counties 
and the southwest and southeast parts of Marquette County by month for the period 1962-1990. 
 
                                          NUMBER OF COUGAR SIGHTINGS 
 MONTH  Delta  Menominee  SW and SE Marquette  Total 
 
January    4     0   1     5 
February    2     4   0     6 
March     4     5   0     9 
April   12     5   0   17 
May   12     6   4   24 
June   13     5   6   24 
July   22   15   7   43 
August   13     7   7   27 
September  20     9   3   32 
October  26   11   5   42 
November  20   15   2   37 
December    0     3   0     3 
 
 Total           148   85            35            268  
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Zuidema’s records for Delta and Menominee Counties up to 1990 (Table 2) included nine 
sightings of cubs or females with cubs.  These were in 1981, 1982, 1984 (two sightings), 1986 
(three sightings), 1987, and 1990.  There were no sightings of cubs in the southwest and  
southeast parts of Marquette County.  Zuidema’s records to date for the entire state include 40 
observations of kittens or very young cougars. 
   

A few of the observations of cougars have been supported by additional evidence.  On 
March l9, 2000, Zuidema was contacted by a camp owner who saw a cougar near Round Lake in 
Delta County.  Zuidema subsequently photographed the tracks (Figure 5) which measured 3 
inches in diameter and were unmistakably cat tracks.  The stride length of the animal averaged 
26 inches.  All of the photos and measurements indicate the tracks were those of a cougar.   

 
There are numerous other reports of cougar tracks, but only a few cases in which the 

tracks were well documented.  In l966, Francis Opolka, then a conservation officer who later 
became a Deputy Director of the Michigan DNR, was traveling in a car with another officer, Al 
Konkel, near Cornell in Delta County.  At around 2:30 am on a rainy night, they saw what 
appeared to them to be a cougar cross a paved road.  They directed a spotlight at the animal and 
watched it as it slowly crossed a plowed field at close range. During some of this time the long-
tailed animal, clearly held in the spotlight, was within 50 feet of the two men. A plaster cast of 
the track (Figure 6), which was a full inch larger than that of a big bobcat, was made the next day 
by a state biologist and eventually examined by staff of the University of Michigan Museum.  
They reported that the track was that of a "large cat."  The following year, Opolka noted in a 
report dated 6-30-67 that there were at least two other sightings of cougars from l965-67 in the 
same vicinity, one about l5 miles northeast in southern Marquette County. Recalling his 
observations, Opolka (personal communication) concluded, "There is really nothing else it could 
have been other than a cougar." 
 

In l984, a deer hunter in the Wilson area of Menominee County reportedly wounded a 
cougar.  He found bone fragments from a damaged right front leg that was dangling as the 
animal ran off.  According to Zuidema, the  MDNR heard of the incident, but could not identify 
the hunter for several months.  Eventually, Zuidema was able to identify and contact the hunter 
through a mutual friend.  He received bone chips which the hunter had picked up along the cat's 
trail.  Blood-covered bone was sent by the MDNR's Rose Lake Wildlife Research Center to 
Colorado State University's College of Veterinary Medicine and Biomedical Sciences where 
high-resolution electrophoresis determined a "positive identity to mountain lion." 
 

Numerous deer carcasses killed by large cats have been found throughout the Upper 
Peninsula, but in most cases, these were assumed to be lynx, despite evidence to the contrary.  In 
May of l984, Zuidema and now deceased forester Jack Mauer autopsied a cat-killed deer in 
southern Marquette County.  He sent photographs and details to cougar researcher Harley Shaw 
in Arizona who concluded:  "If I had received the information you have provided from any part 
of Arizona, I'd immediately say lion kill.  All of the characteristics are right and the tooth mark is  
the right size.  The only alternative I can think of for your country would be a lynx, and I know 
nothing about them.  Off hand, I'd say you have a lion." 
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TABLE 2.  Cougar sightings recorded by Michael Zuidema for Delta and Menominee Counties 
and the southwest and southeast parts of Marquette County by year for the period 1950-1990. 
 
                                                    NUMBER OF COUGAR SIGHTINGS 
YEAR  Delta  Menominee  SW and SE Marquette  Total 
 
1950s    0     1     0     1 
1962    1     0     0     1 
1964    1     0     0     1 
1965    1     0     1     2 
1967    2     0     0     2 
1968    3     0     0     3 
1669    0     1     0     1 
1970    3     0     0     3 
1971    0     1     0     1 
1972    0     4     0     4 
1974    0     1     0     1 
1975    3     0     0     3 
1976    2     1     1     4 
1977    1     0     0     1 
1978    5     1     0     6 
1979    4     2     0     6 
1980    2     0     1     3 
1981    6     6     0   12 
1982    6     6     1   13 
1983  15   13     0   28 
1984    8   13     0   21 
1985  15     2     1   18 
1986    9   15     2   26 
1987  11     5     0   16 
1988  17     8     5   30 
1989  16     3   19   38 
1990  20     3     8   29 
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Figure 5.  Photographs by Michael Zuidema of cougar tracks found near Round Lake in Delta County 
                in March 2000. 
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Figure 6.  Photograph by Michigan Department of Natural Resources of plaster cast of cougar seen in 1966 
                 by Francis Opolka.  Courtesy of Michael Zuidema. 
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That same year, MDNR forester Bill Botti  reported on a cat-killed deer in Luce County: 
 
      We were marking some old growth red pine on the main ridge.... 

Bruce (Veneberg) cut through the spruce pocket to hit some  
pines on the other side and discovered a deer leg protruding from  
the moss. 

 
      We uncovered a fresh-looking deer carcass--minus one front quarter.   

Quite unusual.  My recollection is that it appeared to be a yearling,  
but I don't think we checked on that.  Bruce also discovered scat piles  
covered by moss.  This seemed to settle the question as to whether  
the kill belonged to a cat or a bear.  There were several scat piles— 
3 or 4 as I remember.  Scats were solid--and large!  We took  
measurements and compared to Olaus Murie's Field Guide to  
Animal Tracks.  They matched mountain lion.  We could find no 

      tracks anywhere.   
 
      .....October 3, with John Ozoga, we went back.  Carcass was in the  

same place, but heart, lungs, and liver were now missing.  John said  
this could be attributable to bobcat or lynx.  We then showed him the  
scats (of which there were several more than had been there the day before).   
He seemed somewhat surprised; said, "My God!" or some such expression,  
then said that a quick change in diet could have caused such a large movement 
from a bobcat or lynx. 

 
I must confess some skepticism on this point.  First because the movements  
were relatively solid and well-formed, i.e they looked normal.  They were 
not the sort of  thing I'd expect from a radical change in diet.  Second, because 
there were so many of  them and all looked the same.   

 
      Bruce went back that night to watch for the critter.  Climbed a nearby  

red pine, but failed to see anything.... 
 

Similarly, many track sets that match the dimensions of cougar have been found in 
Michigan by natural resources professionals but have not always been officially recorded as 
evidence of a cougar.  The following memorandum by MDNR biologist Terry Minzey was filed 
on March l0, l996 regarding tracks found about l3 miles northeast of Manistique in Schoolcraft 
County:   
 
   On Friday night (March 8, l996) Dave Wilson called me at home  

to report finding Mountain Lion tracks on the southeast corner of  
the Mint Farm (on Smith Creek Road---T43N R16W sec. 17).  On Saturday I 
went with Dave out to that location to investigate.  The tracks were at least 48 
hours old and in most places were partially filled with snow.  There was one area, 
however, that showed a few clear prints on the snow crust.  The following is an 
account of what I could determine from the available sign.  The tracks were those 
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of a large cat.  The toes were somewhat tear-drop shaped with no sign of toe nails.  
The only foot measurements that were distinguishable were from a hind foot.  The 
track was 2.75 inches wide and 3.00 inches long.  The heal (sic) pad appeared 
squared off on the front and tri-lobed on the rear.  It measured 1 and 1/8 inches 
from front to back and 1 and 5/8 inches wide.  The left center toe was 5/8 inches 
wide while the left outer toe was ¾ inches wide.  The animal had either crouched 
or set back on its haunches for a short time, thereby imprinting the entire hind foot 
on the snow.  Total hind foot length equaled 8.0 inches.  At this point, the straddle 
from the outside of one print to the outside of the other (at the point of crouch) 
was 7.5 inches.  We measured the stride length at many points along the trail.  
These measurements ranged from 24 to 43 inches with a mode measurement of 36 
inches.  The straddle along the trail measured 8 inches.  We trailed the animal 
approximately ½ mile from where it crossed Smith Creek, through some tag 
alders, into a jack pine stand, across Smith Creek Road, through more spruce and 
jack pine, and finally out into the Mint Farm openings.  In many places, the 
animal traveled either through or under low hanging dead and living branches, yet 
we did not find any broken branches or hair snagged upon the branches.  Nor did 
we find any scat or urine.  When I left the scene, Dave was planning on back 
tracking the animal for a few more hours to see what he could find.  I gave him 
some specimen bags and tags.  I’ll let you know if he found anything. 

 
Dave was pretty excited and confident that he had found cougar tracks when he 
first reported this find.  Based upon my investigation, there is not sufficient 
evidence to accurately assess exactly what we have out there.  Some 
measurements point to Lynx while others point to something larger.  There was 
not enough readable evidence to be confident of anything other than the animal 
was larger than any bobcat I’ve ever seen.  I’ve instructed Dave that the only 
positive statement that can be made is that he has found large cat tracks.  

 
Although Minzey considered the evidence inconclusive, the tri-lobed shape of the rear of 

the heel pad and the long stride indicate cougar rather than lynx.  A stride length of “24 to 43 
inches with a mode measurement of 36 inches” is almost impossible for lynx.   Murie (l954) 
gives a typical stride length for lynx of l3-l/2 inches, and  for cougars, 2l-28 inches.  All 
available literature on cat tracks suggests that even a fast-moving lynx could not produce a 
modal stride length of 36 inches.  Cumberland and Dempsey (1994) used a stride length of 43 
inches as evidence of a cougar in New Brunswick, Canada, noting that stride is “double the 
typical bobcat and lynx stride.”  Murie also gives straddle widths of 7 inches for lynx and 8 
inches for cougar, so the track in Schoolcraft County matches cougar with regard to that 
measurement as well.   
 

Near Sault Ste. Marie, another MDNR biologist responded in the l980s to a reported 
cougar sighting and followed “large cat tracks” in the snow to a swamp a businessman had seen 
the cat enter.  The biologist found three cat-killed deer carcasses which he concluded “must have 
been by a lynx,” because he assumed cougars are not found in the area.  However, it is extremely 
unlikely that a lynx would kill three deer in a small area.  Three cat-killed deer were also found 
in one spot by MDNR conservation officer Matt Elerby in 1997 near Red Ridge in Houghton 
County. 
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      In mid-winter of 1995, Pam Nankervis, a University of Alberta (Canada) graduate 
research assistant studying moose, followed a cougar track near the town of Alberta, Michigan in 
Baraga County.  The track was slightly larger than three inches in diameter and the stride length 
exceeded 36 inches.  She also reported (personal communication) tail drag marks in the deep 
snow and very clear prints where the animal crossed Baraga Plains Road. 
 

Joseph South of Flushing, Michigan reported evidence of cougars in the Huron 
Mountains area in Marquette County.  Mr. South has made many extended (20 days or more per 
occasion) hunting trips to the area since the l950s.  He reported (personal communication) that he 
first saw a cougar track there in a creek bottom in the l970s, but did not actually see a cougar 
until fall of l986.  He and a companion (now deceased) saw a cougar track on a trail near the 
edge of the Huron Mountain Club while hunting grouse and a short time later caught a glimpse 
of what they both thought looked like a cougar sneaking through thick brush.  Later that same 
morning, they stopped on the trail and the cougar came out and stood on the same trail in plain 
view about 50 yards from the two men.  It appeared to be carrying some kind of bird or other 
prey in its mouth.  According to Mr. South, two years later he was hunting in the McCormick 
Range along the Salmon Trout River, and saw a cougar crossing the stream in plain view.  He 
stated the animal appeared smaller than the one he had seen two years before.  Mr. South 
reported finding no other signs of cougar on any of his other hunting trips for grouse, deer, or 
bear.  He has hunted cougars in western states and believes he is very familiar with their tracks. 
 

One of few published findings of cougar tracks in Michigan was by LaPointe (l977).  In 
l970,  LaPointe, then Assistant Park Manager of the Porcupine Mountains State Park and a 
graduate wildlife biologist, found what he believed were cougar tracks embedded in clay on a 
rain-soaked trail within the park.  His account was published in Michigan Natural Resources 
Magazine, an official publication of the MDNR.   
 
      Zuidema (1999) noted: 
 
           Three elderly trappers from Delta and Menominee Counties  

staunchly maintain the presence of an occasional cougar in  
the central Upper Peninsula for at least the last 50 years.  All  
had seen tracks on more than one occasion and two had seen  
at least one cougar.  In l964, one of these trappers reported  
trapping and shooting a female cougar.  As he approached his  
set, he was startled by the big cat and fired reflexively.  He  
described the cat as being “about 60 pounds and a rack of  
bones.”  He added, “The cougar appeared to have been nursing.”    

      
Photographs of what he believed was a cougar were taken by James McCarthy in l998 in 

Schoolcraft County’s Seul Choix Point area (Figure 7).  The photographs were taken with slow- 
speed film and are blurry, but seem to clearly show the outline of a large long-tailed cat.  A video 
tape showing what appears to be the same animal was also made.   
 

There is a long history of cougar sighting reports from the Seul Choix Point area 
including several recent ones.  In July 2000, Diane Portfleet, a professor of theology at Hope  
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Figure 7.  Photographs taken by James McCarthy in 1998 of a cougar in Schoolcraft County’s Seul Choix Point  
                area. 
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College in Holland in the Lower Peninsula, saw a large cougar on three occasions during a two-
week period near the summer home she owns with her husband Terry.  The home is less than a 
mile from the site where the photos were taken by McCarthy.  In one instance, she startled a 
cougar which then ran along the Lake Michigan shoreline.  Another sighting occurred after she 
had walked several hundred yards along the shoreline.  After Mrs. Portfleet had returned to her 
yard and sat down on the ground near the house, a cougar came down the same trail she had just 
walked and passed “within l0 feet” of her.  She later examined its “clear and detailed” tracks 
including drag marks where its tail had brushed the sand near the water’s edge. 

 
On July 27-28, 2000, about one week after Mrs. Portfleet’s last sighting, I visited her 

property (Figure 8) as well as the site where the photos were taken by McCarthy.  I found tracks 
with characteristics—shape, diameter, stride length, and straddle width—consistent with cougar 
at both sites.  However, heavy rains on both days had obscured details of the prints.  Therefore, I 
could not positively identify either track set as those of cougar. 

 
Zuidema (personal communication) has attempted to put dogs on the tracks of cougars in 

the Upper Peninsula on three occasions.  Each attempt occurred after a sighting and all three 
times the trail was eventually lost.  The dogs followed two of the sets backward for a 
considerable distance, but in one instance (after being turned around) may have treed an animal 
based on their barking.  The animal apparently left the tree before Zuidema and his partner could 
get to the site.  On the other occasion the animal lost the dogs after a mile-long chase by 
swimming a river.  

 
Rob Ahoe (personal communication), a MDNR wildlife biologist in the Baraga area, tried 

to use hounds to trail reported cougars twice.  The first attempt was in 1991 after an animal was 
sighted by a farmer near the Lake Superior shoreline.  It was a hot June day and the dogs 
detected but could not follow the scent.  On the other occasion (in 1998) the dogs did not appear 
to detect any scent at the site.  

 
  I interviewed a long-time bobcat hunter who claimed to have run a cougar with his 

hounds near DeTour in Chippewa County in the early l990s.  However, he refused to provide any 
details of the chase or the outcome. 

 
Many authors have commented on the inherent difficulties in analyzing and interpreting 

cougar sighting information.  However, the records of Klima and Zuidema, and my own 
interviews with Upper Peninsula residents who claim to have seen cougars clearly suggest some 
patterns.  
     

Even long-time residents who have worked or otherwise spent many hours each day in 
remote wooded areas, do not claim more than a few (generally three or less) cougar sightings in 
their lifetimes.  There are no individuals who believe they see cougars regularly.  Many people 
who believe they have seen cougars have not reported the sightings to wildlife professionals or 
anyone else. 

 
Cougar sightings are most often made by people traveling roads or hunting.  There is a 

relative lack of cougar reports in winter; however, there are a few very credible sighting reports 
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Figure 8.  Lake Michigan shoreline in the Seul Choix Point area where a cougar was seen by Diane Portfleet.  
Photos by June Rusz. 



 39 

 
each year even when snow is very deep.  Baiting for deer has been a common practice in 
Michigan for the past two decades, and many hunters have reported cougars coming to their bait 
piles, perhaps attracted by deer scent.  Some of the most detailed and believable cougar sighting 
reports are from hunters who claim to have had cougars linger for long periods within 50 yards 
of their blinds.  For example, in l993 a Delta County deputy sheriff reported that while watching  
a doe and fawn at his bait pile, a cougar leaped onto the fawn. The attack occurred in full view of 
his blind and ended when he fired three shots into the air.  At one point the man claimed to have 
been within about 60 feet of the cougar, and the details of the attack that he provided to Zuidema  
(personal communication) are very consistent with typical cougar hunting methods.  In another 
instance, a hunter claimed to have had a cougar walk in clear view within 20 feet of his tree 
blind. 

 
Sighting reports are temporally and geographically clustered.  That is, reports have come 

from certain locales for a year or two, preceded and followed by periods of no reports.  Some 
biologists have attributed this to local “publicity.”  They insist that a cougar report given 
attention by local newspapers or television stations tends to generate numerous (and false) 
reports of cougars by others.  Thus, they have speculated that one false report will often lead to a 
series of other false reports.   However, Zuidema’s records, in particular, show temporal and 
geographical clustering despite no media reports.  They include a few instances in which 
neighbors reported cougar sightings hours apart, even though they had not talked to each other.  
In an area of about 20 by l5 miles in eastern Menominee and western Delta Counties in l983 and 
l984 there were 2l very credible cougar sightings.  Then the previously described shooting of a 
cougar near Wilson was reported during the November l984 gun deer season.  From that date 
until l986, there were no cougar sighting reports for that area.  This type of clustering of the 
sighting data has led Zuidema (personal communication) to speculate that female cougars 
periodically move into areas of the U.P. and establish home ranges.  They are seen a 
considerable number of times and eventually are killed or abandon the area after a few years. 
 

There are reports of cougars throughout the Upper Peninsula, and there are several areas 
of persistent, periodic sightings.  In the central Upper Peninsula, Seul Choix Point, the 
Stonington Peninsula, and several areas in Menominee and Delta County, all have few roads and 
high deer numbers with large cedar swamps that serve as important deer yards in winter (Figure 
9).  Seul Choix Point also has unique limestone outcroppings and vast areas of private land 
(including a long-term limestone mining operation) with limited access.  In the northern and 
western Upper Peninsula, two other areas of persistent cougar reports - the Porcupine Mountains 
and the Huron Mountains – have significant old-growth forest as well as high deer populations.  
Several of the more credible sightings from the latter area are in or along a 56,000-acre area that 
includes the Huron Mountains Club and adjacent private property.  Access to the 28,000-acre 
Club is very restricted; there is a gate at the only road entering the land.  The property was not 
clear-cut as was most of the rest of the wooded land in northern Michigan in the late l800s and 
early l900s, and there have been persistent reports of rare animals.  Moose and wolves have been 
seen there in every decade of the l900s and Huron Mountain Club members have reported a few 
cougar sightings in the last few years. 
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Figure 9.  General locations of persistent cougar sightings since the 1900s.  Cougars have been sighted                         
                occasionally in many other areas of northern Michigan; the areas shown on this map represent 
                those for which records of periodic credible sightings are most numerous. 
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The Lower Peninsula 
 

There have been fewer cougar sighting reports in the Lower Peninsula as compared with 
the Upper Peninsula, and the reports are not as widespread.  Nearly all of the Lower Peninsula 
reports have come from northern areas with large, private land-holdings, especially the “club  
country” region, where deer were still found in the early 1900s.  Alcona, Montmorency, Oscoda 
and Alpena counties, the Deadstream Swamp area north toward Kalkaska and Traverse City, and 
the Black Lake/Mullet Lake areas of Cheboygan and Presque Isle counties have generated the 
most credible sighting reports (Figure 8).  These areas all have very high deer densities and large, 
relatively roadless tracts.  There have been very few credible reports of cougars in the southern, 
more populated areas of the state. The 3.8 mile-wide Straits of Mackinac would undoubtedly 
hinder movement of cougars from the Upper Peninsula to the Lower Peninsula.  So, cougars in 
the northern Lower Peninsula appear to be very isolated.     
 

In l99l, Lynn Baker, a forestry technician with the MDNR, wrote (personal 
correspondence with M. Zuidema): 
 

Enclosed is a compartment map and 2 county maps,  
with the location of where I saw cougar tracks last October.   
When I lived out west, we had numerous cougar in the area  
that preyed on our horses, so there was much opportunity to  
be familiar with their tracks.  The tracks in Missaukee County  
were made in soft mud, were larger and wider than a man’s  
hand, and had distinct pad and toe marks.  They were in an  
area that could support a cougar. 

 
The Deadstream swamp is probably the most inaccesible  
and remote area we have in the Lower Peninsula.  It’s a  
mostly roadless area, as you can see (on) the county maps.   
Because it is fairly inacessible, it is rarely frequented by humans;  
the occasional forester, trapper, fisherman, bear or deer hunter  
is not “just passing through” but has had to go out of their way  
to get there.  And some do; large trout, untrammeled areas, and  
high bear densities bring people in—mostly up old railroad grades  
or logging trails.  Foresters manage to get there their own unique  
way--on the October day I found the tracks, I had to ride 4 miles  
on an ORV and swim the Deadstream Creek to complete my forest  
inventory! 

 
…..We do have occasional “cougar” sightings throughout the area.   
There are several people with “pet” cougars, ocelots, and other large  
cats that have been known to get out; but most of the reports I’ve  
checked on range from tomcats to large dogs.  These tracks in the  
Deadstream, however, don’t fit in such a category.  I have no reason  
to doubt that they’re not (sic) the real thing. 
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 There have been many other cougar sightings in Missaukee County.  According to an 
October 4, 1998 MDNR report: 
 
  Sgt. Dave Brady and CO Matt Liestenfeltz are sure the animal they 
  spotted crossing a Missaukee County road on mid-morning Saturday 
  was a partially grown cougar.  A check of the location revealed a number 
  of good tracks that were definitely made by a large member of the cat 
  family.  Calls have been received from others in the general area reporting 
  similar sightings. 
 
             In January of 1996, a biologist following a radio collared black bear saw a cougar near 
Meauwataka in Wexford County.  The location was about 40 miles west of the Deadstream 
Swamp area.  Marci Johnson, a volunteer working for the U.S. Forest Service, noted: 
 
  I was in my car about 300m away when I first saw three deer  

bolting across the road.  By the time I was a little over 200 meters  
away, a cougar came out onto the road, slowed, stopped, and sat down. 
It wasn’t a very large cat, but was full grown.  I have worked on a  
cougar project in Colorado and have done behavioral studies on cougars 
in the zoo; I am also a wildlife biologist working mostly with large 
carnivores, and am very familiar with the track and appearance of 
cougars.  This one had the facial profile of a cat (shorter muzzle), lean 
body, and a long tail that reached the ground.  I have extensive training  
and experience snow tracking carnivores including cougars, and  
confirmed a great number of tracks in the snow after the incident.  
After the sighting I began to hear of many other sightings by  
dependable observers.    
 

Tracks associated with sightings of cougars  have been examined in Kalkaska and Alcona 
counties by MDNR personnel.  In a l979 instance documented by local newpapers, a county 
animal control offficer and a MDNR conservation officer were called by a Kalkaska-area 
landowner who claimed to have seen a cougar in her yard near the edge of a swamp.  The two 
officials agreed that there were cat tracks ‘much larger than any bobcat’ in the yard.  Several 
other residents in the same local area had previously reported seeing cougars. 
 

On July 6, 1998 in Alcona County, MDNR wildlife biologist Larry Robinson saw a 
cougar on a two-track road at a range of 60 yards and subsequently returned to photograph its 
tracks.  The photographs and his report are in MDNR files.  A cougar had been reported and 
photographed about l0 miles away by a landowner the previous year.  The photograph clearly 
shows a cougar lying in ferns and grass.  It was published in the September 13, 1997 issue of the 
Detroit Free Press. 

 
Kris Stagg, who raises about 30 horses nine miles northwest of Mio in Oscoda County, 

has had (personal communication) five possible cougar attacks on her horses.  Three occurred in 
late July and early August of 1999, the other two were during the same time of year in summer 
of 2000.  None of the horses were killed, but two suffered serious injuries to the face/throat.  
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Mrs. Stagg noted distinctive claw marks and/or large cat tracks in sand at each attack site.  A 
veterinarian who treated the horses determined that the wounds were caused by a large cat.  
Personnel of the MDNR, assisted by a local trapper who has captured cougars in Texas, 
investigated the third attack in 1999.  They examined cat tracks in a nearby wet area that were 
very consistent with, but not positively identified as, cougar (Rick Ebert, retired MDNR 
conservation officer, personal communication).  The tracks, made in wet clay, were slightly more 
than three inches in diameter, but rain had obscured some details of the prints and the track set 
was not continuous enough to allow measurements of stride length.  Several neighbors reported 
cougar sightings near the farm in 1999 and 2000, and Ted Stagg, son of the farm owner, reported 
(personal communication) clearly seeing a cougar walk across an alfalfa field at a range of 70 
yards while he was deer hunting on October 2, 2000 on the same farm. 
 
  There have been persistent reports of cougar sightings in Presque Isle and Cheboygan 
Counties near Black Lake.  Most of the reports have involved animals seen crossing M-33, M-
68, and (less often) U.S. 23.  In 1997, a few days after the Detroit Free Press article on the 
Alcona County cougar photographs appeared, a Cheboygan man showed MDNR wildlife 
biologist Glen Matthews video footage of a big cat in an alfalfa field near Mullet Lake. 
 
           As in the Upper Peninsula, no cougar carcasses have been found in this century, but in the 
1980s, two raccoon hunters told MDNR wildlife biologist John Stuht, who was at that time the 
state’s furbearer specialist, that they had treed a cougar near Roscommon in the Lower 
Peninsula.  Stuht (personal communication) stated that he knew the hunters and had no reason to 
doubt their story, but it was too late for a follow-up investigation.  The hunters reportedly pulled 
their dogs from the tree and did not attempt to capture or harm the cougar. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

There are hundreds of cougar sightings in both the Upper and Lower Peninsulas that are 
too credible to be dismissed as mistakes.  Many of the reports have been by natural resources 
professionals, and the witnesses have provided detailed descriptions of the cougars based on 
close-range observations. There is some supporting evidence—tracks, photographs, discoveries 
of cat-killed deer—for some of the sightings.  To deny the existence of cougars in Michigan, one 
would have to believe: (1) all of the hundreds of witnesses who claim to have seen cougars at 
close range are not credible, (2) the natural resource professionals who have reported cougar 
tracks are all incompetent, (3) cougars confirmed to exist in Minnesota never cross into 
Michigan through Wisconsin, (4) Michigan is so intensely probed by bobcat hunters using 
hounds that any cougars would eventually be treed and reported, and (5) Michigan is so 
developed and crossed by roads that even a rare and elusive animal would be well documented 
by physical evidence.  None of these assumptions are supported by the evidence, especially when 
the available information is reviewed in a regional context.  

 
The recent pattern of cougar sightings in the Upper Peninsula is almost identical to that 

reported for Minnesota, Manitoba, Ontario, and Saskatchewan.  In each of these states and 
provinces most of the cats seen appear to have been young males, and there have been few 
reports of female cougars with cubs.  Moreover, the sightings are clustered temporally and 
geographically in similar ways and generally associated with concentrations of the cougar’s chief 
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prey, white-tailed deer.  The annual number of credible cougar sightings is comparable, 
especially when human population and road densities are considered. 

 
The data analyzed by Nero and Wrigley (1977) for Manitoba for the period of 1895 to 

1975 contained 281 cougar sightings—about the same number recorded by Zuidema for just 
three counties in the central Upper Peninsula for 1960 to 1990.  The highest number of credible 
sightings in Manitoba in any year was 40 (in 1974), and two or more cougars at the same time 
were reported on only 14 occasions for the entire 100-year period.  Yet, the recovery of a single 
cougar carcass in 1973 seemed to transform the Manitoba evidence from “unconfirmed reports” 
to a data base suitable for estimating the cougar population at 50 animals!  The evidence of 
cougars in Michigan – except for that single carcass – is at least as strong as in Manitoba.   

 
Released or escaped pets do not likely account for the majority of cougars in Michigan’s 

Upper Peninsula, Minnesota, Manitoba, or Ontario.  Most of the sightings are in remote areas 
and the number of sightings has not dropped since keeping captive cougars was prohibited.  
McGinnis (1996) reached a similar conclusion about cougar sightings in Pennsylvania.  It 
therefore seems most probable that Michigan’s Upper Peninsula cougars are descendants of 
animals that survived the anti-predator campaign which extended into the 1920s.  There are 
numerous remote areas in the Great Lakes region from which cougars may not have been 
extirpated.  There is strong evidence that some lynx remained, largely undetected, in southern 
Ontario and Michigan as well. In the 1920s, there were still some cougars in the eastern U.S. and 
Canada as evidenced by the cougar shot in Maine in 1938.  Cougars in the eastern U.S. and 
Canada between 1900-1950 probably did not remain in fixed locations, but rather moved in 
response to shifts in deer distribution, hunting pressure, and other disturbances. 

 
Cougars are now likely moving back and forth between Manitoba, Michigan, Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, and Ontario.  Most likely, some cougars in Michigan are descendants of animals that 
once inhabited the same state, but it is also possible that at least some of the cougars are 
immigrants (or descendants of immigrants) from the north or west.  There is no evidence of a 
steady eastward dispersal of cougars from western Canada.  Rather, movements are likely multi-
directional and somewhat haphazard.  The animals involved are part of a regional population that 
has apparently not increased significantly in more than 100 years.   
 

Some cougars in Michigan are apparently establishing home ranges, at least temporarily, 
and breeding.  However, the low number of cubs seen and the temporal and geographic 
clustering of the sighting data suggest that the population is low.  There is circumstantial 
evidence, based on Zuidema’s sighting data, that a single cougar attempting to establish a home 
range in the more populous regions of the Upper Peninsula can generate 20 or more sightings 
over the course of a year, and that transient males searching for females can account for even 
more sightings over a much larger area.  Therefore, the 50-100 cougar sightings in Michigan’s 
Upper Peninsula each year probably represent less than 20 animals. 
 

The possibility of cougars persisting only in small numbers is entirely consistent with 
population models and management experience with large predators.  Regardless of the origin of 
the animals, cougar population expansion in Michigan is probably hindered by the same factors 
that have threatened the viability of cougar populations in Florida—illegal shooting, distance 
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from a viable breeding population and associated low immigration rates, and perhaps in-
breeding.  There is certainly no shortage of prey in the southern part of the Upper Peninsula or 
the northeastern Lower Peninsula.   
 

Some of the cougar sightings in the northeastern part of the Lower Peninsula are 
undoubtedly authentic.  The habitat in the areas of persistent cougar sightings could certainly 
support cougars; the areas are just as remote and the deer population is even higher than in the 
Upper Peninsula.  However, the greater isolation from a viable population, assuming the Straits 
of Mackinac are indeed a formidable barrier to movement of cougars, and the relatively small 
areas where the animals are seen make it unlikely they are immigrants or transients.  Three 
possibilities remain: l) the animals are escaped or released pets, 2) the cougars are descendants of 
pets), or 3) the animals are descendants of a remnant Michigan population that survived the 
persecution and habitat changes of the last century.  The latter seems most plausible.  

 
 Two wildlife management experiences seem particularly relevant to the cougar 

controversy in Michigan—wolf recovery in the Upper Peninsula, and the struggle to preserve 
cougars in Florida.  Although wolves were officially considered extirpated by the 1930s, there 
were periodic, credible wolf sightings in the Upper Peninsula.  Much information about that 
species was overlooked during the next 30 years as wildlife biologists had no mandate to protect 
or manage wolves.  The animals sighted were usually assumed to be dogs.   
 
 I interviewed an Upper Peninsula resident who recalled in great detail a wolf killed by a 
car in Menominee County during the period when wolves were considered extinct.  The driver 
took the dead wolf to a nearby business where it was shown to friends and “about a hundred 
other workers” during their lunch-time.  A relative of the driver who was a local police officer 
then took the animal to the nearest Michigan Conservation Department office where it was 
acknowledged as a wolf.  The man I interviewed said everybody who had seen the wolf expected 
the incident to spur some news reports, but no official announcements were made and the species 
continued to be listed as extinct in Michigan for several more years.  Only recently have wildlife 
officials publicly recognized that some wolves were either resident or continuously moving in 
and out of Michigan during this period.  The population eventually grew only after education 
resulted in more public acceptance and wolf numbers reached a threshold sufficient for a viable 
breeding population. 
 
 Florida, which now has the only recognized breeding population of cougars east of the 
Mississippi River, offered a bounty on cougars in the late 1800s.  By the 1930s, there were so 
few sightings that many people assumed that Florida’s cougars were extirpated.  However, in 
1935, there was a much-publicized incident in which David Newell announced plans to bring in 
professional cougar hunters with hounds to help him hunt cougars in Big Cypress Swamp 
(Fergus 1996).  The Audubon Society wrote to Newell, pleading with him not to kill any 
cougars.  However, he followed through with his plan and killed three cougars in the first two 
mornings within four miles of camp.  His group eventually shot eight cougars in five weeks of 
hunting. 
 
 After Newell’s hunt, very few cougars were shot or seen in Florida even though cougar 
hunting remained legal.  Florida banned cougar hunting in 1958.  There followed another 10 
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years in which there were few sightings and only an occasional report (usually unverified by 
biologists) of a cougar killed by a car.  There was controversy over whether wild cougars still 
existed; many wildlife authorities again considered the Florida cougar to be extirpated because of 
the small number and dubious nature of the sightings, and the abundance of captive cougars in 
the state that could account for occasional cougar sightings. 
 
 The attitude of wildlife officials changed dramatically in 1973 when the World Wildlife 
Fund sponsored a search for cougars in Florida by biologist Ronald Nowak and professional 
cougar hunter Roy McBride.  After considerable searching, McBride’s hounds treed an old 
female cougar in South Florida.  This prompted the Florida Game Commission to staff a Florida 
Panther Record Clearinghouse.  Wildlife officials urged the public to contact the Clearinghouse 
with sightings of panthers or their tracks.  Over four years, the Clearinghouse received more than 
a thousand reports that investigations proved to be false, but occasionally it received cougar 
reports that turned out to be factual.  By 1980, the biologist in charge had verified tracks and four 
specimens—three killed by cars and one shot by a turkey hunter who claimed it had attacked 
him.  The searches eventually led to a relatively small area of South Florida, the same area where 
the cougar was treed in 1973.  One area of persistent, reliable reports was field-checked and 
tracks and scrapes were discovered. 
 
 In 1981, Roy McBride was again hired to locate cougars and on the fourth day of hunting 
a cougar was treed, captured, and fitted with a radio-transmitter collar.  Another cougar was 
captured that same year, and six more the following year.  Over the next 15 years, more than 50 
million dollars were spent on cougar research and management with only questionable success.  
The Florida cougar population, which has recently been boosted by animals translocated from 
Texas, may number fewer than 50.  Many wildlife officials believe that the cougars were 
discovered “too late” to preserve enough of the original genetic stock necessary for a thriving 
cougar population. 
 
 In Florida, as in Manitoba, the presence of cougars was not acknowledged until a 
specimen was obtained.  Then, intensive and costly searches were required to determine the 
status of cougars in Florida in part because evidence had long been ignored.  Opportunities to 
obtain valuable information on cougars in both Florida and Manitoba were lost because 
biologists were given no mandate or funds to conduct studies on a species that did not officially 
exist.  Similarly, the cougar accidentally treed in Minnesota was not considered a “lucky find” 
and an opportunity to obtain information.  Rather, it was considered a liability problem.  Instead 
of being fitted with a radio transmitter and tracked as in Florida, it was held in a cage for several 
months and eventually shipped to Colorado.  Thus, the lack of solid information on cougar 
numbers and distribution that wildlife biologists often lament is related to the priorities of 
modern wildlife management as much as the renowned secretive nature of the cougar. 
 
 This is an important part of the “cougar mystery” in Michigan and a generic problem that 
persists in wildlife agencies throughout the U.S. and Canada.  Information is not sought or kept 
on species considered “extinct” or peripheral. 
 
 Wildlife officials charged with administration of the Endangered Species Act are faced 
with a related dilemma with regard to many species.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is 
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reconsidering the status of lynx in Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.  Information valuable to 
the listing process required by the Endangered Species Act is extremely difficult to obtain 
because of the long period during which records were not kept, or lost.  One issue is whether the 
lynx was ever a resident of Michigan or merely an occasional transient.  The “track record” of 
lynx in Michigan is unclear in large part because wildlife biologists were not asked until recently 
to systematically gather information on a species not considered part of the state’s fauna. 
 
 It will be very unfortunate if the same mistake continues to be made with regard to 
cougars in the Great Lakes area.  It is extremely doubtful that Michigan’s cougars represent a 
population with genetic importance; there is no scientific basis for an eastern cougar subspecies.  
But the animals would be important if wildlife officials, with input from the public, decide that 
the cougar should be targeted for recovery in the Great Lakes area. 
 
 Federal protection and management/research assistance will probably not be applied to 
cougars in the Upper Peninsula because those cougars are assumed to be of western origin (Ron 
Refsnider, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service endangered species listing coordinator for the Midwest 
Region, personal communication).  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service would likely extend 
federal protection to cougars in the Lower Peninsula only if it receives strong evidence that the 
cougars are not released pets.  This is because elsewhere in the range thought to have been 
occupied by the federal-listed eastern cougar, investigations have shown most verified sightings 
have been of escaped or released animals (Ron Refsnider, personal communication). 
 
 This “burden of proof” seems considerable.  The presence of free-ranging cougars in the 
Lower Peninsula is not sufficient to warrant federal protection of the animals; they must be 
determined to be from a remnant eastern population.  Such conclusive evidence is not likely to 
be obtained soon and would be moot if the taxonomy of the cougar is officially re-evaluated and 
no basis for the eastern subspecies is found.  So, unless there are changes in strategy, federal 
protection of any Michigan cougars is unlikely.  Therefore, in the short term, at least, individual 
states or provinces in the Great Lakes area will have to take the lead in any significant cougar 
research and/or management. 
 
 A clear understanding of cougar movements and breeding in the Great Lakes area would 
be difficult to obtain even with a cooperative research effort involving biologists from Michigan, 
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Manitoba, and Ontario.  However, systematic collection of information 
on cougars, including maintenance of centralized sighting report files and a modest field research 
effort, could shed additional light on the status of the animals being seen in Michigan.  The Seul 
Choix Point area, with its history of cougar sightings and excellent warm-weather tracking 
conditions along Lake Michigan, would be a convenient location for inexpensive track surveys.  
Based on the frequency of credible observations of cougars along the water’s edge, it is possible 
that cougars are attracted by dead or dying fish, or other seasonally-available food.  A study there 
could lead to development of protocols for more track surveys along shorelines of the Great 
Lakes.  Opportunities to capture one or more cougars by treeing them with hounds should also be 
pursued, since radio-tracking and genetic analyses of blood samples could yield a tremendous 
amount of information on movements and origin of the animals.  Because cougars are so rare and 
mobile, the most effective research would necessarily be “opportunistic” rather than intensive, 
and therefore require a long-term effort. 
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 Any recovery program for cougars in the Great Lakes area would likely require an 
intensive education campaign to discourage illegal killing, and (probably) introduction of wild-
trapped cougars, along with considerable field research.  It is ironic that a tremendous amount of 
federal and state money has been spent on the campaign to save the cougar in Florida, while 
virtually no funds have been spent on cougar research in Minnesota and Michigan, which also 
have indisputable evidence of cougars.  A massive program to “save” Michigan’s cougars is 
probably not justified or desirable.  But, recognition of the animal as part of the state’s natural 
heritage and some effort to better determine its status are certainly warranted.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Profiles Of Selected Animals Compared With Cougar. 
(see inside back cover) 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Cougar Investigation Report Form  
Used By The Nova Scotia Department Of Natural Resources. 

 
 

COUGAR INVESTIGATION REPORT 
 

Reported by:       Telephone:      
 
Mailing Address:              
 
               
 
Location of Sighting:     Map Book Reference: 
 
District Office    County   Sighting Date 
 
Sighting Type:  1. Live Animal  2. Live Animal and Tracks 
 
   3. Animal Tracks  4. Carcass or Body Parts 
 
   5. Other (Explain)            
 
    LIVE ANIMAL SIGHTING: 
 
Closest Time: 1. dawn  2. morning 3. noon  4. afternoon  5. evening  
 
  6. dusk  7. night  
 
Specific Time if Known:   a.m./p.m. (circle one) 
 
Duration of Observation: 1. a few seconds  2. approx. 1 minute 
 
   3. 2 to 4 minutes  4. 5 to 10 minutes 
 
   5. longer (explain)           
 
              
  
Weather Conditions: 1. sunny  2. overcast 3. light fog 4. moderate fog      5. heavy fog   

 
6. light rain 7. moderate rain 8. heavy rain 9. light snow     10. moderate snow 
 
11. heavy snow   12. Other (explain)      

 
               
 
Observer(s) Location: 1. Inside building  2. In/on moving vehicle  3. In/on stationary vehicle 
 
   4. On foot  5. Other (explain)        
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Distance from Observer(s):   1. Less than 5 yards/meters  2. 5-10 yards/meters 
       
       3. 10-25 yards/meters   4. 25-50 yards/meters 
   
       5. 50-100 yards/meters   6. > 100 yards/meters  
 
Habitat:  1. Roadside (residential)  2. Roadside (rural) 3. Urban  4. Farmland 
 
  5. Woodland   6. Other          
  
  Describe habitat:             
 
               
 
Animal Activity: (Select activity(ies) which gave you the best overall look at the animal(s) 
 
 1. Standing broadside  2. Standing face on  3. Standing tail on 
 
 4. Walking/running broadside 5. Walking/running face on 6. Walking/running away 
 
 7. Other (specify)             
 
Animal Description: (circle units of measurement) 
 
 Approximate shoulder height in/cm.  Approximate body length  in/cm 
 
 Approximate tail length  in/cm   
 
 Overall colour:  1. Black  2. Medium brown  3. Light brown 
 
    4. Dark brown 5. Reddish brown  6. Grey 
 
    7. Yellow 8. Tawny  9. Other (specify)     
 
               
  

Other distinguishing features:            
 
              
 
 
Photos:  Yes/No  Video: Yes/No  DNR has copy: Yes/No 

 
 
NOTE: If more than one animal, record number here   and describe each on separate photocopies of this page and 

attach. 
 

COUGAR TRACK SIGHTING 
 
Track Left in: 1. Snow  2. Mud  3. Sand/Gravel  4. Other (specify)     
 
Approximate Age of Tracks: 1. less than 1 hour  2. less than 12 hours 
  
    3. less than 24 hours  4. more than 24 hours 
 
 



 58 

Condition of Tracks: 1. fresh and plainly visible 
 
        or details obscured by…   
 
   2. light covering of snow  3. melting snow 
 
   4. rain    5. other (explain)       
 
 
Track and Stride Measurements: 1. Estimated 2. Measured 3. Walking (preferred) 4. Running 
 
 Average foot length    in/cm. (Circle measurement units)     Average foot width    in/cm. 
 
 Stride measurements: A   in/cm. B   in/cm. 
 
 Sinking depth    in/cm. 
 
 Distance trail followed:    
 
 Obvious tail drag mark: Yes/No 
 
 Track casts taken: Yes/No   Photos taken: Yes/No     
 
 DNR has copy  Yes/No 
 
 Evidence collected by:  1. Reporter 2. Investigator  3. Both 
 

CARCASS 
 

Details Pertaining to Carcass Report            
 
               
 
               
 
               
 

OTHER COUGAR REPORT 
 

Details Pertaining to Other Report:             
 
               
 
               
 
               
 

REPORTERS’ GENERAL NARRATIVE 
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INVESTIGATOR’S REPORT AND CONCLUSIONS (This section for DNR staff only) 
 
Investigation by:  1.  Telephone Interview  2. Personal Interview 
 
   3. Field Investigation  4. Interview and Field Investigation 
 
Report Best Categorized as: 
 
 1. Fleeting glimpse   2. Better look but under poor conditions 
 
 2. Good look by inexperienced observer 4. Good look by experienced observer 
 
 5. Indistinct tracks   6. Distinct tracks 
 
 7. Other               
 
Physical Evidence Consists of: 
 
 1. None   2. Photo of animal 3. Video of animal 4. Photo/video of track 
 
 5. Track measurements 6. Cast of track(s)  7. Blood collection 8. Hair collection 
 
 9. Faecal collection 10. Carcass collection 11. Other (explain)       
 
               
 
Further Details of Action Taken or Investigator’s Notes:          
 
               
 
               
 
               
 
               
 
               
 
In My Best Judgement I Feel This Report Can Be Concluded As: 
 
 1. Confirmed  2. Suspected  3. Unknown 
 
Confirmed or suspected: 
 
 1. Canada Lynx    2. Cat (domestic) 3. Bear  4. Bobcat 5. Coyote 6. Dog 
 
 7. Cougar    8. Cougar (other N. American) 9. Cougar (S. American)   10. Cougar (unknown) 
 
 11. Fisher  12. Other  13. Other (specify)        
 
Investigator’s Surname      Initials   Signature     
 
Original: Wildlife Division (After review by Regional Biologist)   Copy: Regional Biologist    
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APPENDIX C 
 

Differences Between Tracks Of Dogs And Cougars 
(R. L. Downing, Unpublished). 

Courtesy Of Nova Scotia Department Of Natural Resources. 
 

Popular Misconceptions 
 
 Apparently, many people never think of the possibility of a cougar being in their vicinity until 
they see a track so large that “it couldn’t possibly belong to a dog.”  Possibly, these people have never 
really looked at a track of a Great Dane, St. Bernard or other large dogs, and I would almost bet many 
such dogs make a larger track than most cougars.  Great Danes, St. Bernards, and certainly large hunting 
dogs are much more numerous; even in wild, out-of-the-way places than eastern cougars.  Most cougar 
tracks are only 3-3 ½” wide, while many large dogs make a track larger than 4” wide. 
 
 Another popular misconception is that dog tracks show toenails while cougars do not.  I have 
followed dog tracks more than a mile before seeing good nail marks and would caution anyone, 
especially those working in rocky terrain where free-ranging dogs keep their nails worn short, to be 
extremely cautious in drawing conclusions based on the presence or absence of toenails.  A dog with 
worn nails may have to sink ½” into mud or dust to leave clear nail marks.  Cougars, on the other hand, 
can leave nail marks under almost any conditions, especially if their footing is unsteady.  Cougar nails, 
because they are kept very sharp, will leave thin marks, whereas dog nails are relatively broad.  No nails 
are shown in the accompanying diagrams to avoid misleading the observer. 
 
 Several people have told me that they can recognize a track because it is round, whereas a dog’s 
track is long.  I suggest that before making such a general statement, each person should look at several 
thousand dog tracks of different breeds and then compare them with the hind foot of a cougar.  Cougar 
hind feet tend to be more long than wide, depending on how much the cougar spreads his toes.  If a 
cougar is walking normally, his hind foot track will overlap the front, thus the hind foot may make the 
only clear track. 
 
Toes 
 
 The toes are relatively large in a dog (each is more than 44% of the heel pad width) and 
relatively small in the cougar (less than 44% of heel width).  Cougar toes tend to be tear-drop shaped, 
whereas dog toes are more round except for the “corner” on the inside margin of the outer toes.  All dog 
toes are nearly the same size whereas the cougar has a little toe corresponding (left or right) to the little 
finger of the human hand.  Cougar toes are also like the human hand in that they are non-symmetrical, 
whereas the dog foot is almost perfectly symmetrical unless the dog is turning. 
 
The human hand is a “handy” device to compare with tracks—if the track has a leading toe, 
corresponding to your “middle finger,” and a little toe, corresponding to your “little finger,” it probably 
was made by a cat.  A cat’s “thumb” is vestigial and not seen in tracks.  A walking dog generally keeps 
his toes quite close together (less than “A”) while the cougar spreads his toes, usually at least ¼” and 
often ½” apart.  A running dog (especially in mud) will also spread his toes, however. 
Heel pad 
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 The most frequently cited difference between dog and cougar tracks is that the cougar has 3 
prominent lobes at the rear of its heel pad whereas the dog tends to be straight across or curved slightly 
forward at the rear.  However, some breeds of dogs are very high at the rear-centre of the heel (see cross 
section) and if the dog is sliding slightly in mud, this high centre may dig in deeper than the sides to 
produce a track that looks slightly 3-lobed.  I suggest that more attention be paid to the front of the heel 
pad.  In the dog the front of the heel pad is always rounded and slopes off gradually, whereas the cougar 
pad is squared off in both dimensions.  The high point of the cougar heel is often near the front (look for 
the front edge of the heel to be nearly vertical), whereas the high point of a dog heel is always near the 
rear so that the front of the heel slopes gradually (see longitudinal section).  Even a sliding dog or cougar 
makes a good impression at the front of the heel pad, if it sinks in far enough, and I recommend more 
attention be paid to this feature.  The heel pad of most cougars (even kittens) is at least half as wide as 
your palm.  Many large dogs will be this wide too, but bobcats will always have a heel pad less than half 
as wide as your palm. 
 
Differences in Behaviour 
 
 In my limited experience, I have observed that dogs rarely travel alone, while cougars frequently 
do.  A dog walking a road usually deviates from the path of least resistance only to urinate on roadside 
vegetation.  Cougars (and bobcats) weave back and forth incessantly, usually making the best use of 
cover along the edges and stopping to survey their domain from the downhill berm.  Cougars and 
bobcats leave the road and return frequently while dogs usually stay in the road for long distances.  Dogs 
and cougars will both “scratch” where they urinate but dogs scatter debris after they urinate or defecate, 
while cougars neatly pile the litter with both hind feet before they urinate on the pile.  Dogs rarely walk 
logs, never for any distance, while cougars and bobcats seem to seek out logs, wooden guardrails, and 
rocks, apparently because they can stalk prey from them without crackling the leaves.  During snow, a 
useful cougar and bobcat search technique, even at highway speeds, is to scan the logs and rocks looking 
for the saw-tooth pattern signifying tracks along the top of the log.  Such a pattern will certainly not be 
made by a dog.  Dogs rarely go up or down extremely steep slopes or rocky cliffs, while both cats 
delight in doing so. 
 
Caution 
 
 Whenever possible, look at a whole series of tracks before making up your mind; a single track 
in the mud, running, sliding, turning, or any other unusual situation can give you a faulty impression.  
I’m fully convinced that if you look hard enough you can find a good “cougar” track in any dog lot, and 
vice versa.  In other words, the two species make tracks that are near enough alike that an unusual 
movement or an unusual tracking surface may give you the wrong impression, so look at lots of tracks 
before making up your mind.  Speaking of impressions, if you are making casts, make as many as 
possible – you may need them to bring out all the key features.  It’s rare that one cast is clear enough to 
show all you’d like to see.       
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Differences Between Tracks of Dogs and Cougars 
(R. L. Downing) 

 
 
 

A

B

A

B

A

B  
 
 
 
Typical dog track.  Note large  Rear track of cougar.  Note  Front track of cougar.   Note    
toes, rounded front of heel,  small, tear-drop shaped,  how heel pad differs in shape  
smooth ( not lobed) rear of  widely spaced toes.  Note  from rear track.  Front foot is 
heel, and near-perfect   little toe and non-symmetrical also larger and will be ahead  
symmetry.  Front and rear  shape of foot.  Note squared  of or partially overlapped by 
tracks same size and shape.  off front of heel-pad and 3  rear. 
     lobes at rear. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rear Front  
 
 
 
 
Cross section (A) of heel pads of dog (--)  Longitudinal section (B) of heel pads of 
and cougar (-).  Note that dog is higher in  dog and cougar.  Note that dog is highest in    
center while center lobe of cougar is same  rear while cougar is same height or slightly 
or lower than side lobes.     higher in front.  Dog slopes gradually in 
       front—cougar is squared off. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

Characteristics Of Tracks Of Selected Animals Found In Northern Michigan. 
From Burt and Grossenheider (1976). 
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Black Bear Labrador Retriever

Coyote Raccoon

Fox

Fisher

Bobcat

Wolf

 


