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CAT
TALES
West Virginia is home to big
cats and tall tales. Can you
tell the difference?
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he crows were a dead
giveaway. Their sharp calls
echoed easily through the
clear-cut swath of autumn
forest where Jeff McCrady
stood listening. He reasoned
the birds were chasing
something out of their
territory—something big. As
a district wildlife biologist for
the West Virginia Division
of Natural Resources (DNR), Jeff draws on decades
of experience roaming the woods, tracking animals,
and conducting research. He’s learned to be observant
and patient. The forest paths he walked that day were
part of Hughes River Wildlife Management Area near
Parkersburg, a patchwork of protected tracts totaling
10,000 acres of steep and rugged terrain, pine groves, and
Appalachian hardwood forest—perfect hunting grounds
for many of West Virginia’s predators. So it was no
surprise when a prime example of the state’s largest wildcat
species came barreling out of the tree line. “The sound
definitely got my attention,” he says. “I kept looking where
I heard the crows and then I saw it—a bobcat running out
of the woods.”
It was an electrifying moment. And for McCrady,
it was a first. In more than 30 years of experience, this
was his only bobcat sighting. “Although they are fairly
common, they are also very secretive. But just because you
don’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t around,” he says.
Even from yards away, McCrady knew the creature was
a bobcat. He’d seen carcasses harvested during hunting
season and plenty of bobcat pelts. There was no mistaking
it for any of the Americas’ other wild felines—ocelots,
margays, Canada lynx, jaguars, jaguarundi, or cougar—
because none of those species are currently found wild in
the Mountain State. Still, were he an untrained spectator
and not an experienced scientist, peering through
dim light with his adrenaline rushing, such a creature
could have easily dug its claws into his imagination and
transformed into something larger than life.
Nearly invisible on dim forest paths, quiet as a breeze on
padded feet, with long, retractable claws and teeth made
for tearing flesh, wildcats in all their forms have inspired
fear and awe for thousands of years. These cats are often
lone hunters with territories spanning many miles. Bloody
tracks, a few bleached bones, a tuft of hair—you’re more
likely to find gruesome evidence of a wildcat’s former
presence than the cat itself, one reason it continues to
inspire so many imaginative tales and legends.
Bobcats are West Virginia’s only wild felines these
days, but that doesn’t stop sightings of other big cats.
From extinct eastern cougars crouching in tree branches
to black panthers slinking through suburban backyards
to mythological beasts and scary bedtime stories, West
Virginia loves its cat tales. And by far the most common
in the state is of the mountain lion that, to be fair, did
once frequent these parts. “I hear of a cougar sighting
probably once a week, maybe more,” McCrady says. “I
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don’t think these people are lying. I think they really
believe they know what they’re seeing.”
Rich Rogers, furbearer project coordinator for DNR,
says it’s just human nature to seek out and aggrandize
sightings of mysterious and potentially dangerous creatures.
“I think people want to see them. They want to believe
there is such a thing in their backyards,” he says. “People
are enamored with large predators and for someone to say
they’ve seen one in the wild, it’s something special.”
Real or imaginary, here you’ll find the true stories of all
West Virginia’s big cats.

Bobcat (Lynx rufus)
Tawny and sleek with tufted ears and black markings
on a lighter base coat that mimics the dappled light
and shadows of its forest hunting grounds, the bobcat
is West Virginia’s largest extant wildcat. Lynx rufus is
most commonly mistaken for the extinct eastern cougar,
despite the bobcat’s telltale stubby tail. Under the right
conditions, it has also been mislabeled as a black panther.
It is one of North America’s most common large felines
and, unlike many other wildcats, it is not currently
threatened by extinction. In West Virginia bobcats can
even be hunted, thanks to careful management by natural
resources professionals.
Although smaller than its Canada lynx cousins in the
north, a big bobcat can stand two feet tall at the shoulder
and can weigh 40 pounds. But don’t expect to encounter one
of these animals on your first foray into the woods—or your
fiftieth. Bobcats are solitary predators, mostly nocturnal,
and eerily silent. The only time you’re likely to hear this cat’s
shriek in the wild, a human-like scream and the source of
many myths and legends, is if two bobcats are fighting. But
with defined territories encompassing an average of four to
eight square miles, a bobcat fight is a rare show.
The cat’s range begins in southern Canada and ends in
northern Mexico, with more than 10 subspecies holding
territory in nearly all 50 states. The secret to its success
seems to be in its adaptability. Lynx rufus can thrive in
woods of all kinds as well as semi-desert and swampland
environments. It has been known to hunt along the edges
of suburban communities when necessary.
This wildcat preys on small animals like mice,
squirrels, rabbits, and hares, and is considered essential
for controlling pest species. But a big enough cat won’t
pass up a chance to nab a deer when it arises. “They get
on the back of the deer and bite down on the neck. As
soon as one of those teeth hits the spinal cord, that deer is
done for,” Rogers says. If you come across a deer kill in the
woods, look for bite marks on the top of the animal rather
than solely underneath. That’s how you can identify a
bobcat kill. “Canines like coyotes come from underneath,
cats come from the top,” Rogers says.
West Virginia is
home to many
imaginative cat
legends and
sightings, from the
horrifying Tailypo to

the extinct eastern
cougar. But only one
true wildcat species,
the bobcat, roams
our woods. Don’t be
fooled by this kitty’s

domestic cat-like
features. Bobcats
are fierce predators
capable of killing
full-grown deer.
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Decades ago
the eastern
cougar called
West Virginia
home. The
U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service
declared this

subspecies
of cougar, or
mountain lion,
extinct in 2015.
But many still
claim to see
them in the
state.

Once common in nearly all 50 states,
cougar breeding populations in the
United States are now only confirmed
in the western half of the country and
Florida, where a subspecies of the North
American cougar, the Florida panther,
remains critically endangered. Many
scientists believe the mountain lions that
once called West Virginia home were
also a subspecies known as the eastern
cougar. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife service
declared the eastern cougar extinct in June
2015, though most considered it gone since
at least the 1930s. But that doesn’t stop
hunters and hikers in many eastern states,
including West Virginia, from reporting
encounters.
Rogers says he has stacks of grainy
photos, video clips, and letters claiming
sightings. “There are no breeding
populations of cougar in West Virginia,”
Rogers says. “But people’s perceptions are
a tricky thing. You will never convince a
scientist without proof, and we spend more
time in the woods than anyone.”

Black Panther (Panthera onca)

North American Cougar (Puma concolor couguar)

Only an animal commonly referred to as a “ghost cat” could
inspire so many narratives. Pumas, catamounts, painters,
panthers, or mountain lions—no matter what you call them,
cougars are big, beautiful cats with coats that can be nearly
any shade of tan, from burnished gold to ashy blonde. The
cougar hunts from dusk to dawn, will munch on anything
from mice to elk, and is primarily an ambush hunter, preferring
to slink to within 30 feet of an animal before pouncing on
its back and sinking its canines into the spine. The North
American cougar can grow up to 108 inches long with an
added 36 inches of tail, and can range from 75 to 250 pounds.
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Let’s get one thing straight, Rogers says.
“There is no such thing as a wild black
panther living in West Virginia. They have
never existed here. That myth you can
dispel right away.”
If the Mountain State did claim a breeding population
of black panthers, actually darkly pigmented jaguars, these
cats would be even larger and more deadly than the eastern
cougar, with powerful, crushing jaws. The black panther
prefers to ambush its prey and sink its teeth into an animal’s
skull and brain.
But you can sleep safely tonight. Rogers says so-called “black
panther” sightings in West Virginia can almost always be
attributed to a species called fishers. These black or dark brown
weasels have curved claws, sharp teeth, and long tails. They can
be 13 pounds and 47 inches long so, from a distance, the fisher
could easily be mistaken for a small panther.
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Human
experiences with
the state’s diverse
animal species—
both living and
extinct—have
given rise to some

pretty wild stories.
Even black panther
sightings in West
Virginia are most
often attributed
to fishers, actually
dark weasels. The

state also has
ties to two feline
legends, Wampus
Cat and Tailypo,
both best told
at night beside a
crackling fire.

Wampus Cat and Tailypo (Fabulares felidae)
The Wampus Cat legend may have originated long before
European settlers chopped down their first tree, and there are
many versions of the story. But one of the most popular begins
with an old woman, believed by her neighbors to be a witch,
who lived alone in the hills. This woman could turn herself
into a cat and was often blamed for local acts of mischief and
mayhem. When angry villagers tried to catch her in the act, they
stalled her transformation from woman to cat and she got stuck.
Unfortunately for the witch her spell could not be undone and
she was cursed to roam the wilderness a mutant. Next time you’re
hiking in the backwoods, listen closely. The Wampus Cat’s halfhuman screams are her calling card.

Unlike the Wampus Cat, the Tailypo can’t really be blamed
for its eventual disfigurement. Described as a mixture of weasel,
owl, fox, and monkey, with tufted ears like a bobcat, the creature’s
long, luxurious tail was its pride and joy. That is, until a hungry old
hermit found the animal in his hut and decided to chop off its tail
and eat it. The rest of the story is fairly predictable: The Tailypo
wants its tail back, and it will stop at nothing to get it, including
killing a few guard dogs and the hermit. But as you may have
guessed, the tail was long digested by the time the creature found
its revenge, so most stories say Tailypo is still wandering the hills
looking for it. If you do go in search of this legendary cat, just be
careful it doesn’t find you first. w
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