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Mountain lions (Puma concolor) were common
into the 1800s in Arkansas but were believed to have
been exterminated by the early 1900s, until an
individual was killed in Montgomery County in 1949
(Sealander 1951) and a large male was killed after
being treed by hounds near Mena (Polk County) the
same year (Lewis 1969). For the next 20 years,
numerous unverified sightings were reported around
the state (Sealander 1956, Sealander and Gipson 1973)
but without tangible support – most were reported as
“reliable” observations by “qualified personnel”, but
who, and how reliable, those reporters were was not
documented. It was left to the reader to accept the
statements without scientific credibility – until a
specimen was killed in 1969 in Ashley County (Noble
1971). The last reported kill occurred 40 years ago
(November 1975) in Logan County (McBride et al.
1993).

In 1978, steroid analysis of a scat confirmed the
presence of another mountain lion in western Arkansas
(Clark et al. 2002). Despite the numerous reported
sightings of mountain lions over the years, field
surveys conducted from 1988-1991 were unable to
validate the presence of wild, reproducing populations
of mountain lions in the state (McBride et al. 1993).
Further, McBride et al. (1993) determined that all casts
of tracks, scats, and photographs held by the Arkansas
Game and Fish Commission (AGFC) were actually
from coyotes, dogs, bobcats, or bears, and they argued
that data used to identify sign of mountain lions in
earlier publications were incorrectly interpreted.

However, based on scats and tracks, Witsell et al.
(1999) later reported mountain lion activity along the
eastern Ouachita Mountains in Garland, Hot Spring,
and Pulaski counties. More recently, images have
appeared on the internet purportedly taken by trail
cameras set in Arkansas, but those often are of dubious
origin or have not been verified.

Still, more scientific evidence has fostered the
belief that mountain lions may be recolonizing former

range (Pike et al. 1997, LaRue et al., 2012) including
Arkansas and neighboring states of Oklahoma,
Missouri, and Louisiana. Williams (2015) noted
confirmations of 4 mountain lions in Arkansas during
the 5 years preceding the Bradley County kill, from
Caney Creek WMA (southwest Arkansas), and the
counties of Van Buren, Stone, and Marion in northern
Arkansas. Three residents in Bella Vista (Benton
County) reported seeing a mountain lion between 5-9
January 2015, but wildlife officers could not find sign
or other tangible evidence to validate the observation
(article published 16 January 2015 at
www.arkansasonline.com/news/).

Even when sightings, images, tracks, or other signs
of such wide-ranging mammals can be verified,
biologists typically still do not know if the animal
might be a transient dispersing from a distant viable
population. For example, a subadult male mountain
lion is known to have dispersed a straight-line distance
of 1,067 km from the Black Hills of South Dakota and
Wyoming to east-central Oklahoma (Thompson and
Jenks 2005). Another male mountain lion killed near
Milford, CT on 11 June 2011 was genetically tied to
the Black Hills and matched an animal earlier located
in Wisconsin and Minnesota, thus it had travelled
about 2,400 km (New York Times, 27 July 2011, p.
A17). Further, mountain lions kept as pets may be
released or escape from captivity, and sightings of
those can be misinterpreted as wild animals. In 1987,
the AGFC reported a dead mountain lion in Franklin
County (Clark et al. 2002), which likely had been a
captive animal because it had been declawed. In 2001,
up to 150 pet mountain lions were believed to be
present in 20 Arkansas counties, and 8 escapes were
known between 1997-2001 (Sasse 2001).

In Arkansas, it is illegal to kill a Mountain Lion
unless it poses immediate danger to a person’s life. To
understand the current, and potentially changing, status
of mountain lions in Arkansas, it is important to gain as
much information as possible from any tangible
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materials that become available. Previous reports of
kills mention location of the kill but very little more
(typically just length and weight), and only the Ashley
County kill appears to be represented by a catalogued
museum specimen (Noble 1971). Herein we report
observations based on the carcass of the mountain lion
killed in Arkansas during 2014.

Location of kill: On 8 November 2014, a deer
hunter killed a male mountain lion in a hardwood area
about 3.5 km (2.2 mi.) ESE of Hermitage, Bradley
County, AR (GPS decimal degrees 33.441678°N, -
92.135114°W). This location is only about 48 km (30
mi.) NW of the 1969 kill from 6 mi. (9.5 km) E of
Hamburg, Ashley County (Noble 1971), and is near the
Saline and Ouachita River bottomlands, considered by
Sealander and Gipson (1973) to still be occupied by
mountain lions at that time. Further, the area is near
Felsenthal National Wildlife Refuge, which is suitable
habitat for mountain lions (Thatcher et al. 2006, LaRue
and Nielsen 2011), and in a rural area where mountain
lions are more likely to occur (Pike et al. 1999).

Measurements and condition: The following
measurements are presented in the units originally
taken, with conversions added parenthetically to allow
comparisons with other reports. The Bradley County
male weighed 67 kg (148 lbs). Its total length was
222.3 cm (7 ft, 3.5 in.), tail length 74.9 cm (29.5 in.),
head width 16 cm (6.3 in.), head length 28 cm (11.0
in.), and ear length 8 cm (3.2 in.).

Selected measurements (in mm) of the cleaned
skull (Figure 1) included: total length, 215 mm (8.5
in.); zygomatic breadth, 150.2 mm (5.9 in.); height of
sagittal crest, 9.9 mm (0.4 in.); length of right
mandible, 141 mm (5.6 in.); and length of right upper
canine, 37 mm (1.5 in.). For comparison, the Ashley
County specimen weighed 69 kg (152 lbs) and was
measured 210.8 cm (6 ft, 11 in.) in total length.
Selected skull measurements were: total length, 212.7
mm (8.4 in.); zygomatic breadth, 144.4 mm (5.7 in.);
height of sagittal crest, 9.5 mm (0.4 in.); length of right
mandible, 140 mm (5.5 in.); and length of right upper
canine, 29.4 mm (1.2 in.; Noble 1971).

The Montgomery County specimen killed in 1949
about 2 mi. (3.2 km) N Sims was 7 ft. long (about 2.1
m) and weighed 134 lbs (60.8 kg; Sealander 1951).

Fusion of epiphyses in all long bones indicated the
specimen to be at least subadult. Weight and minimal
tooth wear led us to an age estimate of 2-3 years old
(Ashman 1983). Appearance of the muscle mass,
appreciable deposits of fat in the omentum, and fat

surrounding organs indicated that this individual was in
good physical condition.

The right scapula showed irregular osteological
repair of old damage along the upper anterior
curvature, indicating a likely hard blow to the right
shoulder during the growth of the cat.

Reproductive condition: The testes were 35 mm
long by 22 mm wide. A smear from the epididymis
did not reveal spermatogenic activity, indicating that
the specimen may not have achieved sexual maturity.

Foods: The stomach contained chicken bones but
no feathers, which means the cat may have scavenged
bones of a cooked chicken discarded by humans.
However, meat of white-tailed deer (Odocoileus
virginianus), generally viewed as the favored prey,
(Pierce and Bleich 2003), distended the stomach and
accounted for a mass of 2.9 kg (6.5 lbs).

Origin: Available evidence indicated that this cat
was a dispersing wild animal. The cat had not been
declawed, which would be indicative of captivity
(though the presence of claws does not completely
exclude this possibility). Recent occurrences of

Figure 1. Dorsal, lateral, and ventral views of the skull, and lateral
view of the dentary, of the mountain lion killed in Bradley County,
8 November 2014.
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cougars in the midwestern United States were believed
to be largely due to dispersal of subadult males (LaRue
et al. 2012), and Biek et al. (2006) and Thompson and
Jenks (2010) also inferred male-biased dispersal to
avoid inbreeding. The Bradley County specimen was a
male, as was the cougar killed in Ashley County
(Noble 1971), and the one reported killed near Mena in
1949 (Lewis 1969).

To evaluate genetic origin of the specimen, the
AGFC sent a sample to the National Genomics Center
for Wildlife and Fish Conservation (NGC), Missoula,
MT, for DNA analysis. Historically, the endangered
Florida subspecies (Puma concolor coryi) was thought
to occur in Arkansas (Hall 1981, Sealander and Heidt
1990). That subspecies designation was 1 of 32 named
forms based on analysis of osteological and pelage
characteristics (Young and Goldman 1946), but recent
genetic analysis has supported only 6 subspecies, with
the North American form now designated Puma
concolor couguar (Culver et al. 2000). Taxonomically
speaking, the Florida population appears to be a
genetically unique and disjunct population within the
single North American subspecies (Culver and
Schwartz 2011).

The Bradley County cougar had a mitochondrial
DNA (mtDNA) haplotype “M” which is the most
common North American haplotype (Culver et al.
2000, Culver and Schwartz 2011). A panel of 20
microsatellite loci for nuclear DNA was evaluated and
compared to samples from populations in 12 other
states. The populations with the highest probability of
originating the Bradley County specimen was
Wyoming (56.5% probability) and the Black Hills of
South Dakota and Wyoming (35.5 % probability). This
reflects a 92% probability of origin from populations
that became viable in the 1990s and have become a
primary source for post-2005 breeding populations
(LaRue et al. 2012). Record dispersal distances by
males from populations in Wyoming and South Dakota
have been documented (Thompson and Jenks 2005,
2010). Importantly, the evidence indicates that this
animal was not related to the Florida form, which was
believed to have been the form historically present in
Arkansas.

Interestingly, the NGC also had on file results of
the genetic analysis of a hair sample collected near
Pindall (Searcy County) in northern Arkansas on 20
September 2014. A goat had been killed and cached,
and a game camera set up at the cache site captured
images of a mountain lion on 18 September that
apparently had returned to the kill. A search of the
cache site revealed some hairs caught on briars, which

were sent to NGC for analysis.
That sample was from the same male mountain

lion that was killed in Bradley County (the report
stated that the probability of these 2 samples matching
by random chance is 5.49 x 10-15, and the probability
that the same genetic profile would exist between
siblings is 1.31 x 10-6). Given the kill date of 8
November 2014 for this individual, it had covered a
straight-line distance through Arkansas of 300 km (185
mi.) in 50 days. The genetic data and apparent
direction of travel are consistent with the idea of a
southeastward dispersing male from the Black Hills
area.

In contrast, LaRue and Nielsen (2008) had argued
that the most likely dispersal corridor to areas of
suitable habitat in Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Missouri
was from cougar populations in west Texas. Arkansas
was believed to contain the most favorable habitat of
several evaluated states for dispersing mountain lions
(LaRue and Nielsen 2011). Sweanor et al. (2000)
found that males dispersed farther, and that males were
more likely to traverse large expanses of noncougar
habitat while dispersing. Thompson and Jenks (2010)
argued that such long dispersal was best explained by a
mate procurement hypothesis in which subadult male
cougars cross regions void of extant populations until
they encounter a breeding population where they can
establish residency.

Other observations: The specimen had been shot
previously in the left neck and shoulder. We recovered
18 squirrel shot from just inside the skin. As no
hematomas were present with the pellets and no holes
were present on the outside of the skin, we conclude
that the wound was old.

The skull, paws, and tail were retained by the
AGFC for educational purposes. The postcranial
skeleton, along with a section of skin, were retained in
the Henderson State University collection of
vertebrates (HSU 839).
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