Lions
!"#$%&'($)*"%+#&,-).($+#/$).0'"%)
1#23$4)5&,,#$%)63% .71869:)5;!"#$%!&'!(#$)*$

1IPUPCZ+JN8IJUDPNC 518%

I

n his story, “The Panther’s Scream,”
beloved folklorist J. Frank Dobie
writes of a character who’d just shot
six turkeys in the Nueces River bottom.
As the character lugged his harvest back
to his horse “…the scream of a panther
right behind him in the brush curdled his
blood…The man knew what the panther
was after; he dropped a turkey. He had gone
but a short distance farther before he heard
the awful scream again. He dropped another
turkey. The next time the squall came from
brush to one side of him. Finally, he had
only one turkey left to drop…And, now,
the scream came nearer, more terrifying.
He dropped his last turkey.” The story ends
happily with the man mounting his steed
and “tearing a hole through the brush.”
That scream, known as a “caterwaul,” has
been described as spine-tingling, chilling,
akin to a woman’s cry of terror. No surprise
that it would strike fear into the heart of a
man alone in the brush. It served not only
as the impetus for this Dobie tale, but for
many a great campfire yarn as well.
The truth is that the real reason for the
panther’s “scream” is less dramatic. That
eerie cry comes from a female in estrus
communicating both her location and her
reproductive availability to nearby males.
In reality, had the cat truly intended to grab
a turkey – or a man, for that matter – she
would have done so silently. Panthers –
a.k.a. mountain lions – utilize a stalk-andambush hunting method in which silence
plays a key role. These “selective predators”

carefully and quietly evaluate prey before
expending valuable energy resources on
the kill. In other words, explained TWA
member and Director of Borderlands
Research Institute, Dr. Louis Harveson,
“They’re looking for the best food source
with the least amount of energy expended.”
So would the lion in Dobie’s tale have
gone for those turkeys? Mountain lions
sometimes scavenge and, had those turkeys
been lying about who’s to say the cat
wouldn’t have taken an opportunistic meal?
But, add to the mix a man walking upright
who (thanks to those six turkeys he carried)
looked much larger than usual, and a
female clearly sidetracked by her desire
to mate, and the myth materializes. These
shy animals have actually been known to
abandon fresh kills when disturbed by
humans.
With the average mountain lion sighting
lasting a mere 10 seconds, it’s easy to see
why so many tall tales have grown around
these charismatic creatures. TPWD gets
up to a thousand reports of mountain
lion sightings a year, but can validate only
1 percent of them. Scientists find them
challenging to study since their solitary
and elusive nature makes them difficult
to observe; even after decades of research,
questions about Texas’ largest cats – males
average 120-150 pounds – still outweigh
answers.
In 2011, thanks to major funding from
private donors, a team of West Texas
researchers, spearheaded by Dr. Patricia
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Moody-Harveson and working through
Sul Ross University’s Borderlands Research
Institute, began a study designed to learn
more about mountain lion ecology. The
project includes mountain lions on private
land in the Davis Mountains and is slated to
run up to a decade – the longest study ever
of its kind in Texas.
The Davis Mountains Study, as it’s
casually known, seeks to answer two
primary questions: 1) Is mountain lion
predation a limiting factor for prey in the
Davis Mountains? 2) Are demographic
patterns for mountain lions on private lands
different from previous studies on public
lands? To help answer those questions,
researchers have so far outfitted 16 lions
with GPS collars that download data every
six hours.
Information collected during the first
18 months from 104 documented kill sites
provided insights regarding prey selection.
The animals consumed deer about half
(46 percent) of the time. Feral hogs were
selected the next most often (15 percent),
followed by javelina (11 percent), and the
non-native aoudad (8 percent).

6OUJMSFTFBSDIFSTLOPXNPSFBCPVUCJSUISBUFT TVSWJWBM NPSUBMJUZ JNNJHSBUJPO 
FNJHSBUJPO QPQVMBUJPOEFOTJUZ BOEBHFBOEHFOEFSDPNQPTJUJPO OPPOFJT
DPNGPSUBCMFFTUJNBUJOH5FYBTlNPVOUBJOMJPOQPQVMBUJPO
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Mountain lions go through a process which includes “search,
pursue, kill, and consume” – what’s known as “handling time”
– thus, predation rates are not spontaneous events, especially
considering that consumption typically takes one to three days.
Studies have shown that, on average, six to 10 days pass between
large-game kills, while a female with two 5-month-old cubs
needs to hunt a large-game animal about every four days to feed
herself and her two cubs. Specific predation rate data for the Davis
Mountains Study, however, is still in the works.
Both male and female mountain lions disperse at 1-3 years of
age to establish home ranges of their own, within which they’ll
exclusively hunt. Female home ranges are smaller and tend to
overlap with other females. If the habitat supports it (has the
ecological carrying capacity), females often choose a home range
close to where they were born. Males, on the other hand, disperse
much greater distances in order to minimize inbreeding and avoid
competing with other males for both females and prey.
Female home ranges in the Davis Mountains Study have, thus
far, averaged 30,822 acres. So far, a male home of 128,915 acres has
been documented. Even with the small sample size, the findings
correlate with a 1990s study conducted in Big Bend Ranch State
Park. Therefore, it could be that home ranges in West Texas remain
comparable regardless of whether lions create home ranges on
public or private land. (But, keep in mind this caveat: the Davis
Mountains Study has just begun, and the Big Bend Study took
place over 20 years ago).
In 2012, to better understand mountain lion distribution in
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Texas, Moody-Harveson and Harveson
created a map to model suitable habitat.
It reflected highly suitable mountain lion
habitat in areas – such as the Gulf Coast
Plains – where modern-day mountain lion
presence has not been confirmed. It also
hints at regions that the species may have
historically inhabited. The identification
of such areas may be helpful in the future
as dispersing lions inadvertently find
their ways into urban areas and become
problematic, creating the need for
relocation sites. The predictive map also
identified areas such as the Trans-Pecos
and portions of South Texas as regions with
highly suitable habitat. Currently, these are
the only two areas in Texas with known
breeding populations of mountain lions.
TWA members and research scientists
Dr. Mike Tewes and Dr. Randy DeYoung,
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and Texas A&M-Kingsville doctoral
candidate Joe Holbrook, examined these
two breeding populations during a study
that began in 2009. The project, funded
by TPWD, genetically compared past and
present mountain lion populations from the
two regions of Texas. When they compared
103 DNA samples from mountain lions
stored in museum archives to nearly 200
samples extracted from cats in 1985-2010,
they found that South Texas lions have
experienced a 10-20 percent loss of genetic
diversity within the past 70 years. Genetic
diversity within the West Texas population,
however, has remained stable.
The West Texas population receives an
ongoing influx of immigrants, which adds
fresh genes to its pool. Because it is situated
between two major sources of mountain
lions – the Rocky Mountains of the western

United States and the Sierra Madres of
Mexico – the location of the Trans-Pecos
region helps prevent isolation. South
Texas lions, on the other hand, face rising
urbanization as human population not only
grows in the Rio Grande Valley but pushes
downward from Central Texas and upward
from Mexico. Add to the mix man-made
structures (e.g. roads, fences too high to
jump) and the clearing of habitat, and the
combination contributes to the population’s
isolation and vulnerability.
Said DeYoung, “Part of why South Texas
mountain lions are vulnerable is that they
aren’t surviving or reproducing. We’re
getting some exchange, but what’s probably
happening is that some of the survival
rates aren’t very good.” But, he stressed,
like much else about lions in Texas, no
one’s quite sure what truly lies at the root
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of the problem. “What I do
know for sure is that increased
monitoring of the population is
much needed,” he added.
As DeYoung noted, the South
Texas population receives some
exchange – including a West
Texas lion every now and then
– but no one knows just how
much genetic exchange is going
on. To better understand how,
when, and where mountain lion immigrants and emigrants come
and go, said Tewes, “I would like to see some studies on landscape
connectivity, some work on mountain lion corridors’ particularly,
in South Texas, where they’re vulnerable for a variety of reasons.”
Considering the vulnerability of the South Texas population, one
wonders what constitutes a viable population. And, what would
a viable mountain lion population figure look like elsewhere in
Texas? Said Moody-Harveson, “We’re a long way from being able
to answer that kind of question. We’re still trying to determine
answers to the simple questions like density rates and what a good
survival rate would be.”
Without understanding more about birth rates, survival,
mortality, immigration, emigration, age and gender composition,
and population density, trying to come up with a figure for a
sustainable population is like putting the cart before the horse,
before you’ve bought the cart.
Okay, what about this question: How many mountain lions live
in Texas? No one knows that one, either. And, anyone who tells you
he does just might be Texas’ next great storyteller.
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