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Advance praise for Taken by Bear in Yellowstone

“Bear attacks are multifaceted, fascinating, and often chilling events. Snow gives carefully researched and detailed first-person accounts of Yellowstone National Park’s bear attacks. Her accounts and images inform and let readers draw their own conclusions. You get involved in tough decisions such as what was done with the sow grizzly with cubs that killed Brian Matayoshi in 2011 in a defensive attack. This bear was judged to have acted normally given the circumstances. Ms. Snow gives accurate advice regarding how to avoid a bear attack. If you want the details of Yellowstone’s bear attacks told in vivid detail, Snow’s book is the place to go.”—Stephen Herrero, author of Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance

“Kathleen Snow’s book reads like a series of crime scene reports, only they are not crimes. She uses careful and vivid detail to describe, incident by incident, 146 years of harrowing encounters between grizzly bears and humans in Yellowstone National Park, with a recap of earlier incidents dating back to 1870. These stories, usually told in the words of the people involved, are a non-judgmental but stark reminder of why we need to respect an animal that rightfully symbolizes the wildness in wilderness.”—David Knibb, author of Grizzly Wars, The Public Fight over the Great Bear

“Kathleen Snow has done an outstanding job in putting together the details of many Yellowstone bear-human confrontations from numerous sources. She weaves the stories in both a comprehensive and compelling narrative. I have already referenced it during my lectures on bear attacks even while it has been in manuscript form. It is a must-have reference book for anyone interested in human-bear encounters.”—Steven P. French, M.D., author of “Bear Attacks” in Wilderness Medicine

“Kathleen Snow has done an excellent job of chronicling the bear-human conflicts in Yellowstone with this book. She paints a picture of each event with her own prose and includes all the official transcripts detailing the events. This contrast between a writer’s view of an incident and the stark forensic details of agency reports allows the reader to imagine each scene from different perspectives. It helps to soften the forensic evidence but also gives a glimpse of the stark reality that rangers and tourists have actually faced every time there is an incident. The bad news is that such incidents will probably always happen as long as we value wild bears and wilderness. The good news is that they rarely do happen, and bears in general go out of their way to avoid them.”—F. Lance Craighead, PhD, Executive Director, Craighead Institute, and author of  Bears of the World

“Valuable for its detailed collection of facts.”—Lee H. Whittlesey, Yellowstone Park historian and author of two books on Yellowstone

“Kathleen Snow’s exhaustive investigation into bear attacks brings home the message that Yellowstone is a wild, predator-rich ecosystem. While the details of these incidents remind us that our safety in bear country is not guaranteed, Snow provides the latest information on precautions to take to avoid a bear attack.”—Orville E. Bach, Jr., Yellowstone seasonal ranger and author of four books on Yellowstone


TAKEN BY BEAR

IN YELLOWSTONE

More than a Century of Harrowing Encounters between Grizzlies and Humans

KATHLEEN SNOW

[image: LP]

Guilford, Connecticut


[image: frn_fig_003]

An imprint of Rowman & Littlefield

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2016 by Kathleen Snow

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

ISBN 978-1-4930-1771-3

ISBN 978-1-4930-2548-0 (e-book)

[image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


In memory of my husband Francis X. Schumacher III who loved Yellowstone
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THE HOW AND WHY OF TAKEN BY BEAR IN YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK

The most accurate way to learn about 146 years of bear-human encounters is to hear from those who were there: the victims as well as the rangers charged with finding and rescuing them—not in remembrance only, decades later, but in the moment and on the scene.

Here, told by those involved, is the first history of all grizzly-caused human fatalities inside park boundaries since Yellowstone’s founding in 1872, and all known fatalities up to six miles outside of the park. I also included the most significant grizzly-caused injuries, as well as a chapter on black bears, with encounters dating back to 1870. I chose to exclude all but one of the many hunting-related grizzly-caused injuries adjacent to the park. For greatest accuracy, I chose to go to the original government sources (and not depend on others’ interpretations). Events of the time, related by those at that time, are contained in the National Park Service archives and were made available to me through Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests honored by park headquarters employees. Each Yellowstone Park bear incident noted within this book has a Case Incident Record identified by number. Each of these records includes all related reports (sometimes handwritten), photographs, and documents. I used National Park Service photos, maps, and diagrams; ranger reports; victim and witness interviews; communications between rangers and Park Dispatch; and Board of Inquiry conclusions as primary sources.

I wish to thank Yellowstone superintendent Dan Wenk for his generous transparency in releasing to the public the Case Incident Records of the two 2011 fatalities within the park, along with the Investigation Team Reports of those fatalities (compiled by a panel of federal and state agencies, including Yellowstone Park). Wenk also released to the public the Investigation Team Reports of the two 2010 fatalities, which occurred within six miles of the park.

The remaining Yellowstone Park Case Incident Records have not been released publicly and were made available to me through FOIA requests. For their kind assistance I wish to thank former superintendent Suzanne Lewis, the park’s FOIA coordinator, Ms. Kerrie Evans, and the park’s bear management supervisor, Mr. Kerry A. Gunther, who has the incredibly complex task of protecting people from bears and bears from people in Yellowstone.

Any errors or omissions are my own.


AUTHOR’S NOTE: TEN YEARS, THIRTY MILES FROM A DEATH IN YELLOWSTONE

In 1984 Brigitta Fredenhagen, a young Swiss woman camping alone in Yellowstone National Park’s backcountry, was attacked by a grizzly bear while in her tent, killed, and partially consumed.

In 1974 I too was a young woman camping alone in Yellowstone’s backcountry, not far from Brigitta’s campsite as a bird flies. I survived, obviously. But when in 1984 I read of Brigitta’s tragedy, I got out my old map of Yellowstone. The topological greens and browns blurred.

Brigitta and I had camped ten years and just thirty miles apart. And I had camped in a high-risk zone: beside the Mary Mountain Trail to Hayden Valley, where the garbage of Trout Creek Dump had drawn generations of grizzlies. In 1974 the dump had only been closed for three years. Once habituated, the bears kept coming, hungry now. And as a hitchhiker, I never received the pamphlets about how to camp in bear country as I entered the park. I knew I had been lucky, alone in the back-country of Yellowstone. Perhaps a woman feels alone and vulnerable in a way a man may not. I had much to learn.

It was this need to learn which drew me to this book, about the subsequent and previous visitor experiences in Yellowstone, and about the wild innocence of its bears.
 

PART I—2015, 2011, AND 2010: FIVE BEAR-CAUSED FATALITIES, TWO MAULINGS

2015—Day Hiker Killed in Park

2011—Two Day Hikers Killed in Park

2010—Day Hiker and Car Camper Killed Near Park, Two Mauled
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VICTIMS—HUMAN AND BEAR: LANCE CROSBY

“It [a grizzly sow’s attack] just goes on and on, it just seemed like an eternity.
And you just feel helpless.”

—TERRY EVERARD, BEAR ATTACK SURVIVORI

Author’s Note: As this book went to press, original government sources as used in succeeding chapters were not yet available. Yellowstone Superintendent Dan Wenk plans to release the Federal Investigative Team Report–Crosby 2015 to the public in December 2015, including ranger reports and possible causative factors. Readers may go to kathleensnowbooks.com for a link to the report and to read this chapter’s update.

FATALITY—2015

National Park Service—Yellowstone

Case Incident Record Number: to be released in Federal Investigative Team Report-Crosby 2015

Location: Less than half a mile from the Grand Loop Road between Lake Village and Fishing Bridge; atop Elephant Back Mountain Ridge half a mile from the Elephant Back Mountain Loop Trail

Date/Time: Thursday, August 6, 2015, time to be released in upcoming report. Body discovered Friday afternoon, August 7

Among the creatures walking, crawling, or flying across Yellowstone National Park, he was just another being on the move, Lance Crosby might have thought. That sixth day of August 2015, a Thursday, Lance’s off-trail progress caused other beings unseen by him to react to his human scent, sounds, and sight. One that reacted was a grizzly bear mother with two cubs born earlier that year. But she did not do anything unnatural, just unusual.

In Yellowstone both bears and humans have been occasional victims of each other. Both species are at the top of their respective food chains. The proportion of victims is very lopsided, however. It is mostly bears that have died (they are sometimes hit by vehicles or euthanized for behavior dangerous or costly to humans).

The air was fresh and cool that Thursday, August 6. Lance probably found the sun a pleasure as it warmed him. The Elephant Back Mountain ridge where he walked was flanked by lodgepole pines at least three hundred years old. The ridge top was not a trail but open and easy to walk nonetheless and popular with other park employees like himself. Park investigators later found “rock cairns, fire rings, and carved initials,” on the ridge, said Yellowstone’s Bear Management Supervisor Kerry Gunther in a telephone interview on October 26, 2015. “This is not remote wilderness,” Gunther added. “Most use of this off-trail ridge area is made by local people who live there, who are out walking for exercise or exploring. The site of the attack is less than a half mile from the Grand Loop Road, and one mile from the nearest house.”

As Lance walked the ridge, he must have been startled to see a grizzly bear with cubs. Or perhaps she was startled first. Was the grizzly mother defensive, curious, or predatory? Until the Investigative Report’s analysis is completed, the circumstances remain unknown. This bear, according to Mr. Gunther’s email of October 27, “was a new bear that had never been captured before. It had no known history as being involved in any other conflicts. It weighed 259.3 pounds (digital scale weight) and had 21.3 percent body fat, which is good for a female nursing two cubs for that time of year. Based on tooth wear she was fifteen-plus years old. One cub weighed 53.5 lbs. and the other cub weighed 41.3 lbs.”

Lance was sixty-three, with a wife and two children. Since he both worked and lived in Yellowstone, he might have thought of this area so close to where he lived—a mountain ridge heavily used by other employees—as his backyard. On his way up to the ridge Lance may have paused at an off-trail overlook where he could view what early explorers called “the inland ocean”—Yellowstone Lake. This spectacular view has brought many visitors to Lake Village, where human development has transformed nature. Here stands Lake Hotel (resembling a southern plantation house painted pale yellow with white columns), the rustic Lake Lodge Cabins, plus restaurants, parking lots, and Medcor’s Urgent Care Clinic.

Lance did not return from his walk the next morning. Lance’s coworkers at Medcor, which staffs three clinics in Yellowstone, were expecting him as he was known to be conscientious and punctual. He was a registered nurse with a Master’s in Science, and for five years he had worked Medcor’s five-month season at Lake Village. Visitors’ various emergencies—from drinking Calamine lotion instead of Kaopectate to heart attacks—kept Lance busy. In 2015, as Lance probably knew, there had been more people visiting and more bear sightings than ever before. “Yellowstone is on track to top four million visitors this year,” reported park spokesperson Amy Bartlett. The magazine Yellowstone Science has stated, “Yellowstone and Grand Teton national parks have become the prime grizzly bear viewing destinations in the lower 48 states, contributing millions of dollars to local economies annually.”2 Bear management supervisor Gunther said that he had received 1,731 written reports of park bear sightings (both grizzly and black), as of September 30.

On August 7, that Friday morning, Lance’s coworkers reported him missing. A park ranger discovered his body that afternoon, partially consumed and cached. A typical bear food cache is composed of a pile of dirt and vegetation that covers the food remains.

The grizzly that killed Lance, which was not tagged, was known to some photographers and park workers as “Blaze.” After Lance’s death, a wildlife photographer named Keith R. Crowley posted the following comments on the Internet:

[image: The female Grizzly bear known by many park visitors as “Blaze” walks along the bank of the Yellowstone River in Yellowstone National Park, May 6th, 2014. PHOTO © KENNETH R. CROWLEY]


Last May, many fellow wildlife photographers and I watched another park employee have a close call with Blaze and her cubs. The employee was simply out for a run along the shore of Yellowstone Lake near the Lake Hotel.

He ran down the lakeshore, turned inland on a trail and ran to within 50 or 60 yards of Blaze and her then tiny cubs, all hidden in the chest high sage brush.

When the runner realized that there was a large group of photographers a couple hundred yards off and looking his way, he knew something was up. He wisely slowed to a walk and backed out of the area.

Blaze undoubtedly knew he was there, and she did nothing. Wild animals are unpredictable.

I approached the runner minutes later and asked if he knew there was a Grizzly sow with cubs in the area. He didn’t. Until he saw us, he had no idea how close he was to potential disaster. He couldn’t have. Had he not seen us, he told me, he would have continued his run right into her and the cubs.

That situation could have easily become another Yellowstone bear attack, and if it had, I doubt anyone present would have blamed the runner.  Lots of park employees and park visitors run, jog, and stroll through that area each and every day. It’s a well-established route that doesn’t look like “Bear Country,” and I have yet to see anyone carrying bear spray there.

Had Blaze attacked this young man, it would have just been a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The internet would have blown up with accusations and insults, but those of us who spend much time there know how easily things can go wrong for no particular reason.

So, why is everyone so quick to blame Mr. Crosby?

Because this whole thing sucks and people need someone to blame, justly or not.3



Could the outcome for Lance Crosby have been changed? For this and all other human-bear encounters, Yellowstone publishes its own guidelines for safer travel in Grizzly Country (see Chapter 24). The guidelines emphasize the importance of carrying bear repellent spray and being ready to fire it, since a bear attack can occur in seconds.

But what should be done when a bear attack has occurred, and a grizzly has killed and consumed a person? In a Yellowstone news release about the Crosby attack, Park Superintendent Dan Wenk presented his and other park managers’ view as such: “Our decision takes into account the facts of the case, the goals of the bear management program and the long-term viability of the grizzly bear population as a whole, rather than an individual bear.” The decision was to euthanize the mother grizzly and place the cubs in a wildlife institution.

The park’s actions were met with criticism. Yellowstone received hundreds of calls and letters denouncing the decision. One such person was Susan Roy of Florence, Montana, whose comments appeared in the Missoulian on September 6, 2015. “I’m sick of hearing,” she wrote, “about people coming into contact with bears out in their natural setting, and then the bears are put to death because ‘they tasted human flesh’ or whatever reason the rangers can come up. News flash, folks—bears eat anything!”

Kerry Gunther provided a more in-depth explanation of the park’s position on the matter. The decision, he said, “was not for punishment or retribution, but to prevent these bears from killing and consuming other park visitors or residents in the future. Bears are a very intelligent, highly adaptable species that quickly learn to exploit new food resources, especially foods that are easily obtained and contain concentrated sources of fat and protein. Since bears readily learn new foods and remember the locations, circumstances, and seasons foods are available, the possibility of these bears preying on people in the future could not be ruled out.” He also pointed out since many recreationalists on National Park and Forest Service lands are allowed to carry firearms, “they may be more likely to use firearms instead of bear spray during surprise encounters, resulting in many more bear deaths in actual and perceived defense-of-life situations in the future.” Lastly, Gunther contended that “society’s willingness to protect grizzly bears and the large tracts of habitat necessary for grizzly bears to survive might be significantly diminished if bears were allowed to regularly kill and consume people.”

Such decisions are among “the challenges of managing habituated grizzlies in national parks,” as Yellowstone Science points out. All of Yellowstone’s grizzlies could be considered to be habituated because they exist in a park that hosts close to four million visitors per year. This challenge is called co-existence, described in the more than a century of bear-human encounters detailed in the following chapters.
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EVERY HIKER’S WORST NIGHTMARE: BRIAN MATAYOSHI

Until a grizzly charges you, you will never know if you are a “Stander” or a “Runner.”

—STEVEN P. FRENCH, MD, CO-DIRECTOR WITH MARILYNN G. FRENCH OF THE YELLOWSTONE GRIZZLY FOUNDATION

FATALITY—2011

National Park Service—Yellowstone

Case Incident Record Number: 112587

Location: South-Rim Canyon area, 1½  miles east of Wapiti Lake Trailhead

Date/Time: Wednesday, July 6, 2011, 10:50 a.m.

Brian Matayoshi did nothing out of the ordinary the day he died; perhaps that is what’s most disturbing. He was a conscientious person enjoying a walk with his wife in Yellowstone Park. As for the grizzly bear that he encountered, it did not do anything out of the ordinary either.

The sun shone through light clouds that Wednesday, July 6, 2011, about 8:30 a.m., warming the air toward 75 degrees. Brian, a large man with black hair and black sunglasses, settled into the pleasant feel of his light-brown ankle-high shoes upon the soft dirt of the trail. He was fifty-eight, a retired pharmacist from California, enjoying Yellowstone for the fourth time with his wife, Marylyn, beside him. They had just left their vehicle at the Chittenden Bridge parking area, off the Grand Loop Road near the South Rim of the “Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone,” as it is named. This was not remote wilderness. The parking area was paved and held other vehicles, and beyond it were picnic tables and restrooms.

Brian was not expecting to see a bear. Though while visiting California’s Mammoth Lakes he and his wife observed black bears from trails and from roads, on their previous visits to Yellowstone they had never seen a bear, black or grizzly. The path Brian chose to follow that July morning began at the Wapiti Lake Trailhead and picnic area, where the trails receive intensive human use, both for day hikes and overnight camping. It was the second time that day Brian made a choice that may have inadvertently determined his fate. The first choice was to seek out a dirt trail.

[image: chpt_fig_002]

After interviewing Brian’s wife on July 7, 2011, Les Seago, assistant special agent in charge of the National Park Service Investigative Services Branch, wrote in his report that “Marylyn [Matayoshi] described she had wanted to hike the [canyon’s] north rim, but Brian insisted they hike along a non-paved trail.”4 Unless otherwise attributed, what happened next is recorded in Yellowstone Park’s Case Incident Record Number 112587, which contains accounts told by those involved, including rangers and witnesses in the moment and on the scene.5 Superintendent Dan Wenk released this internal investigative file to the public, along with the federal and state multi-agency panel’s Investigation Team Report dated September 9, 2011.6 (Wenk made sure the family received a private preview before public release. All personal information was withheld.)

Marylyn Matayoshi described to Agent Seago how she and her husband departed Grand Teton National Park on July 5, drove their Honda into Yellowstone through its South Entrance, and checked in at site E151 at Grant Village’s car campground. Their campground receipt noted a checkout date of July 10. They spent the rest of the day walking the boardwalks of Old Faithful and touring its visitor center, where they picked up a “Canyon Area Trail Guide” for “Grand Canyon and Falls of the Yellowstone.”

On July 6 at the Wapiti Lake Trailhead, Brian’s choice of trails to the south was restricted. Due to the presence of a wolf den, the Howard Eaton and Sour Creek Trails were signed off limits as a “Wildlife Protection Closure Area.” Brian chose to head east on the soft dirt of the Wapiti Lake Trail. Brian was notable to witnesses interviewed later that day for wearing a white T-shirt, white knee-length shorts, and white socks. He carried a red, black, and gray daypack with a GPS unit to avoid getting lost. The trail he and Marylyn followed roughly paralleled the course of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone itself, below its South Rim Drive leading to Artist’s Point.

Brian and his wife weren’t alone. This was the extended Fourth of July weekend, and Yellowstone Park reported its greatest influx of visitors so far in 2011. The visitors were also reporting more bear sightings in the backcountry and the front country. On the Grand Loop Road, in 2010, rangers had managed 435 grizzly-bear jams alone, as vehicles stopped and people poured out to view and photograph grizzlies feeding on native plants in roadside meadows.7 A young grizzly was caught on video trying to cross the car-covered asphalt to the green of the other side. Once it had just been black bears along the roadsides. Now visitors driving through the park were occasionally seeing grizzlies as well.

The mother grizzly that attacked Matayoshi had never been in any trouble known to park personnel. For several weeks before the incident she and her two young cubs, one blond-headed, the other dark brown, had been foraging for forbs (most wildflowers are forbs), digging for starchy roots and tubers, and excavating insects around the Wapiti Lake Trailhead and its trails. Located in the northeastern part of the vast basin that is Hayden Valley, this area lies in the center of Yellowstone Park. As the Investigation Team Report later indicated, she “had been photographed several times and had likely encountered many parties of hikers during this time.” Perhaps she was nervous because a male bear was also frequenting the area. She was six to seven years old, weighed 249.5 pounds, and would soon become known around the world as “the Wapiti sow.”

Meanwhile, on July 6, Brian and his wife turned northeast from the Wapiti Lake Trail onto a branching trail to see Clear Lake, which Bill Schneider describes in his guidebook Hiking Yellowstone National Park as having a “bluish color and [is] surrounded by lodgepole pine and Douglas-fir. The trail skirts the east side of the lake to a gurgling mud pot, one of the several thermal areas along this section of the trail.”8

After taking photographs, the Matayoshis returned west to the junction with Wapiti Lake Trail and started east again to see Ribbon Lake. The hiking was rated as “Easy” and the elevation gain as “Minimal” in Schneider’s book.

But soon their morning walk would include sighting a bear.

At 10:05 a.m. they topped a knoll and encountered a fellow hiker who showed them what he had spotted—what many park visitors come from all over the world hoping to see—a wild grizzly in its world. In this case Brian saw what can be every hiker’s worst nightmare: a mother grizzly with two young cubs. Fortunately, the bears were below them and about three hundred to five hundred yards south of the trail, grazing and digging in the northeast Hayden Valley’s open terrain.

In Agent Seago’s report, he recorded that the Matayoshis “met [name of fellow hiker withheld] after hiking along the trail. He pointed out the sow and her cubs but to Marylyn the bears seemed like [distant] boulders.” The report continued:


[Fellow hiker] gave them his binoculars to use and talked about his attempt to hike to Ribbon Lake but he had to turn around due to the mosquitoes. Marylyn said [this hiker] seemed to know about the bears and she thought he described them as this year’s cubs. Marylyn described the bears being in an open grassy area and beyond the bears was sand and bison. They watched the bears for approximately 10 to 20 minutes.



At 10:15 a.m. Marylyn photographed the bears. In the Investigation Team Report, Photo 1 shows the large mother grizzly as something like a dark speck in the grassy basin. But if you look closely, the bear’s round ears are visible and her head is facing the photographer, as if she has noticed the hikers.

While Brian and his wife were still with the hiker whose binoculars helped them see the bears, nearby a group of twenty or so visitors hoping to see the Canyon wolfpack were using binoculars and spotting scopes from the vantage point of Grizzly Overlook, a car turnout along the Grand Loop Road. They spotted the Matayoshis and the third hiker, all of whom they erroneously thought had entered the Wildlife Protection Closure Area. They informed two rangers there who had concluded a wildlife talk.

One of the rangers, Kenneth B. Conway, noted the following in his Statement Form written on July 7:


While on duty at Grizzly Overlook . . . visitors reported to me that a group of three was off trail and could be seen through spotting scopes. The time [was] approximately 10:00–10:30 a.m. The visitors also reported seeing sow w/2 cubs in the same area. I personally could see 3 people off trail in the spotting scope.



Conway radioed for two law-enforcement rangers to investigate. (Note: It was later determined that none of the hikers was in the wolf closure area, and that a small section of the Wapiti Lake Trail could be seen through binoculars and spotting scopes from Grizzly Overlook.)

But meanwhile the two concerned law-enforcement rangers headed for the Wapiti Lake Trailhead and began hiking east on the same trail Brian had taken to find the three hikers.

Marylyn told Special Agent Seago that their fellow hiker “and Mr. Matayoshi discussed the fact that the bears were far away and not near the trail.” So Brian and his wife said goodbye and continued eastward to Ribbon Lake, the trail leading them away from open terrain and down into timber interspersed with thermal areas, where “the mosquitoes are bad,” the hiker warned them. Behind a hillside they vanished from the hiker’s view. The Matayoshis “continued hiking the trail to Ribbon Lake and Marylyn said she didn’t think they walked very far,” reported Special Agent Seago. During his interview with Marylyn he learned that “they crossed Hot Spring creek and hiked to an unknown body of water but had to turn around because of the mosquitoes. They did not encounter any other hikers.”

Only one and a half miles from their waiting vehicle, the trail crossed a thermal plain (which consists of open ground with white mineral deposits of thermal activity), and they could see through a narrow band of trees into a green meadow. Suddenly—frightened and with his adrenaline surging—Brian saw the same grizzly for the second time that day. It had its broad head down and was foraging “within 25 yards of the trail and approximately 100 yards away from their position on the trail,” noted the authors of the Investigation Team Report. 

Seago’s interview with Marylyn described what happened next:


On their hike back, Marylyn thought Brian saw the sow first and was not sure if he saw the cubs. They turned around and started hiking back towards the unknown body of water. She said she and Brian kept looking back to watch the mother bear. She saw the sow’s “head pop up and I told Brian. She [the sow] started coming at us and Brian said ‘run.’ We were running down the trail.” Marylyn heard Brian yell and she turned to see the sow “hit him.” Marylyn said the cubs were running behind their mother and they were growling. She did not think the cubs were far behind their mother when Brian was attacked. Marylyn said she was running when she went behind some downed trees and she didn’t know how she ended up on the ground.

Marylyn described she started to get to her knees in an attempt to take her camera off of her when she saw the sow look at her and started walking towards her location. Marylyn dropped to the ground. She felt a tug on her backpack then the bear was gone. Marylyn did not hear the sow make any noise when the bear came towards her.

Marylyn walked over to her husband and attempted to use a jacket as a tourniquet on Brian’s leg and heard a long breath escape from Brian. Marylyn said she tried to call 911 with her cell [21 times according to her phone log] but could not get a signal. Concerned the bear could be still in the area, Marylyn started to yell for help.



Only minutes before, at about 10:50 a.m. that July 6, other park visitors nearby heard the sounds of a bear attack in progress. They heard a bear roaring and people screaming. The following excerpt is taken from approximately seven minutes of 911 tapes connected to the bear attack on July 6 (the tapes were used by park officials to establish a timeline of the attack):


First cell-phone call to Yellowstone Communications Center from a male hiker:  “We saw a mother grizzly bear and her two cubs. We heard humans screaming just ahead of us . . . I heard a man’s voice making loud, like, animal noises—it sounded like he was trying to scare the bear. And I heard a woman screaming—it sounded like she was scared.”

Yellowstone Dispatch:  “. . . We have a couple of rangers up there along the trail there and they’ll take a look at it.” [Dispatch then contacts the two rangers who were already on the trail.]

Second call from a different male hiker, who said six hikers are now gathered together (including the hiker who earlier showed Brian and Marylyn the mother grizzly with cubs), [less than] two miles from the trailhead and just past the Wrangler Trail junction.

Caller: “Should we try to go in and get the person out? . . . All I can hear is the lady’s voice now. There was a man as well, so I’m worried that the man may be injured . . . I’m a trauma surgeon so I can actually give this person medical assistance. But only if you guys say that we should go in.”

Dispatch: “I don’t want to send you into a dangerous situation . . . Stay where you’re at. If you feel like you’re in a safe spot, stay there. Ranger’s about halfway up the trail to you. Hang up and he’s going to try and call you.”



Within a half hour of the incident, the two rangers previously summoned by the wolf watchers at Grizzly Overlook arrived at the scene, and did everything they could to find Brian and assist him if possible, and to help and comfort Marylyn.

To investigate the charges of three hikers in the wolf closure area, Park Ranger David Page had begun a patrol of the Wapiti Lake Trail along with Ranger Brian Speeg.

After Yellowstone Dispatch radioed the two rangers about the 911 calls of persons screaming, they accelerated their pace. Ranger Page wrote:


I was able to connect a cell phone call to [hiker name withheld] as I crested a knoll at about 1105 hours [11:05 a.m.]. I could see [the hiker] and a party of other hikers below me and continued to them. I briefly interviewed the group (six hikers) and they reported hearing two people, a male and a female, yelling and screaming and what sounded like a bear roaring. The yelling had continued a short time and then there was silence. After a while they could hear a lone female yelling for help.

A quick plan was made with the group. Four of the hikers had come upon the scene after the initial yells and none carried bear spray. [Name withheld] and a male solo hiker carried bear spray and had heard the initial yells. [Name withheld] also identified himself as a trauma surgeon. [Name withheld] reported seeing a sow with two cubs earlier in the area and just to the east of our location. He also reported that a couple had hiked in that direction earlier. The plan was for the group of four (who are from Britain) to stay together lower in the clearing and for [the other two] to follow Ranger Speeg and I as we continued east on the trail.

While formulating the plan I could hear faint yells from the east. As we approached the next meadow I could see a lone figure on the far side of the meadow. I called out to the lone person as we approached. I first asked if they were hurt and the person, later identified as M. Matayoshi, answered that she was not. As she answered, her head was down. I asked if there was a bear in the area and [she] answered no, not anymore. I asked if someone else was hurt and she said yes, that her husband was dead. I reached her shortly after this. I identified myself to her and she told me her name. She told me that her husband had been attacked by a bear and that he had been killed. She said that he was down the trail. She said that they had seen the bear in the meadow and that they tried to hike back east, but the bear had noticed them. She said the bear began to run at them from the meadow and that they started to run down the trail and yell. She said the bear caught them and hit her husband, B. Matayoshi. She said it was a bear with two cubs. She said that she had dropped behind a downed tree and that the bear had lifted her up by her day pack, dropped the pack, and then left the area. M. Matayoshi had dried blood on her clothing and body. M. Matayoshi had no apparent injuries and she denied being injured.

After the brief interview with M. Matayoshi, I asked [the two accompanying hikers] if they would stay with M. Matayoshi in the open meadow. They answered that they would stay with her. Ranger Speeg and I continued east on the trail from the meadow, crossing an open dry thermal area and entering a lodgepole tree area. Ranger Speeg carried bear spray out and in a ready position and I [had my] handgun out in a scanning position. After traveling a distance through the treed area, we came upon a body lying on the south side of the trail. The body, later identified as B. Matayoshi, appeared lifeless and had been partially covered with a shirt and light jacket. Ranger Speeg checked B. Matayoshi for signs of life. Breathing and carotid pulse were absent and his pupils were fixed and dilated. I continued to scan the area and no bears were seen. I then confirmed Ranger Speeg’s observations and also observed early signs of lividity [post-mortem blood settling] at [11:30 a.m.].

Ranger Speeg and I then returned to the meadow and re-contacted M. Matayoshi. I confirmed with her that her husband had died. I told her that we did not see the bears in the area. I explained that our plan was to support her and to guard B. Matayoshi and remove him from the area. I also explained that we would have to investigate the scene and that this would take time. I asked her if she would like to hike out. She said no and that she would like to stay with B. Matayoshi. I told her we would accommodate her wishes as best we could.



To help Marylyn Matayoshi, two “family liaison” rangers headed in her direction. In her Supplementary Case/Incident Record dated July 10, Ranger Patti Murphee noted that “I was parked at the Wapiti Trailhead when dispatch notified Canyon patrol of a 911 call reporting someone yelling for help.” As she and her colleague Ranger Derene headed into the area of the incident with medical equipment, they were charged by a large bull bison. They used their pepper spray, and the bison turned 90 degrees and ran until out of sight.

Murphee described what happened when they reached Marylyn Matayoshi:


I introduced myself to Marylyn and began my role as family liaison. I offered to hike out with her but she insisted on staying with her husband. We briefed Marylyn on what was going to happen and that it would be hours for the process to occur. She requested that she be able to go back and see Brian. Ranger Page and I explained what she would see but she still wanted to see her husband before anyone else arrived. Marylyn was taken to her husband and stayed there until the coroner team arrived and was then moved out of sight of the body. Marylyn and I were airlifted out to the helispot at the Canyon Corrals. We then went to the Canyon backcountry office and from there to Jackson Hole [Wyoming]. The communication center arranged for a room at the Antler Hotel for the evening of July 6.

I was with Marylyn from my arrival on scene until her family arrived in Jackson Hole at [10:00 p.m.]. The Matayoshis’ vehicle was driven to the hotel in Jackson by Ranger [Mark] Plona.



Earlier that afternoon, Ranger J. Dennis Lojko acted as the coroner who pronounced death at the scene. In his Supplementary Case/Incident Record, he described what he found as follows:


Matayoshi was covered with a silver space blanket and two dark colored jackets . . . I pronounced Matayoshi dead at 1350 hours [1:50 p.m.] . . . There were visible injuries to the head, right arm, and right leg . . . The wound closest to the knee was approximately 6.5 cm long and 2.5 cm wide. It was located over the femoral artery . . .

Matayoshi was packaged in a body bag, carried on a stretcher approximately ¼ of a mile to a helicopter, and flown to the Canyon Government Corrals. He was then transported by ambulance to the Canyon Fire Cache [reexamined with two other medical personnel and consultation held with a forensic pathologist] . . . and then transported to Jackson, WY, by [name withheld] of Valley Mortuary . . .

On the State of Wyoming death certificate the manner of death was accidental. The cause of death was penetrating and blunt force trauma due to a grizzly bear mauling.



According to the Investigation Team Report, “The adult female grizzly impacted Mr. Matayoshi, knocking him down and subsequently biting and clawing him.” The report’s conclusion pointed out additional findings:


He had no injuries on his hands or arms indicating that he was not facing the bear when he was attacked. He expired from his injuries at the location where he was first impacted by the bear. His most serious injuries included a bite puncture to his femoral artery causing extensive blood loss and a large contusion on his forehead extending into the scalp. No part of Mr. Matayoshi was consumed by the bear.



Nick Herring, Yellowstone’s deputy chief ranger of operations, told Wyoming’s Cody Enterprise on July 11 that “We don’t have any indication the victim struggled.”

On July 6, Yellowstone issued a news release in which Park Superintendent Dan Wenk said, “It is extremely unfortunate that this couple’s trip into the Yellowstone backcountry has ended in tragedy. Our heart goes out to the family and friends of the victim as they work to cope with their loss.”

A July 7 news release concluded that, after an initial investigation, “the sow grizzly acted in a purely defensive nature to protect her cubs. This female bear is not tagged or collared, and does not apparently have a history of aggression or human interaction. Typically, the National Park Service does not trap, relocate, or kill a bear under those circumstances. A Board of Review which will include interagency experts will be convened to review the incident.” [The experts’ findings are included in the Investigation Team Report dated September 9, 2011.] 
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The news media in the U.S. and worldwide soon weighed in. When she spoke to Michael Sheridan of the New York Daily News on July 7, Diane Shober, director of the Wyoming Travel and Tourism agency, said, “This is a wild and natural park. At the same time, the likelihood of this happening again is small.”

The Daily News described the attack in human terms [author’s emphasis]: “A mama grizzly brutally attacked a husband and wife . . .” “The wife, who was also assaulted by the bear . . .”

“Bear Taunts Wife” headlined InternationalBusinessNews.com on July 7, implying that after killing her husband, the bear “teased” the wife by picking her up by her backpack, rendering her helpless, and only then releasing her.

CNN Wire, however, was more responsible in its reporting of the attack on July 7. “The grizzly bear that attacked and killed a man in Yellowstone National Park acted in defense, park officials said on Thursday, adding that they have no plans to kill the bear. . . . ‘This bear is not marked in any way and has never been involved in another conflict in the area’ said wildlife biologist Kerry Gunther [Yellowstone’s Bear Management Supervisor]. ‘We average only one injury per year and they are not usually repeat occurrences by the same bear . . . it was not predatory and we see no reason to take action against the bear.’”

Gunther told CNN Wire that bear hair and DNA samples were collected from the scene so that if another incident occurs they would know if the same bear was involved. He also told the Cody Enterprise on July 11 that “the age of the sow is unknown and she has never been trapped, tagged or otherwise ‘handled by humans.’ Her cubs are ‘young of the year,’ probably born in January or February.”

Gunther sent the hair to a laboratory for DNA testing. (See the connection of this hair to the fatality noted in Chapter 3.) Ranger Lojko described this hair and other evidence in the Investigation Team Report as follows: “A pair of black Nike sunglasses [Brian’s] that were broken during the mauling was collected off the trail as evidence. The sunglasses had 6–8 bear hairs on the bridge of the nose. The bear hair was collected and given to Kerry Gunther, Yellowstone National Park bear biologist.”

Park spokeswoman Linda Miller told Reuters.com on July 7 that “Yellowstone rangers believe they know which grizzly was involved in the fatal mauling of a man who encountered the bears while walking the Wapiti Lake trail on Wednesday morning with his wife.” She also indicated that the bear, as a mother of young cubs, had behaved defensively.

“Rangers were still keeping tabs on the sow and her cubs, Park Spokesman Al Nash said,” the Cody Enterprise’s Mark Heinz reported on July 11. “The bears’ last known location was inside a 10-square mile zone that was closed after the attack.”
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Other people associated with the park including visitors seemed to side with the bear. Rick Hoeninghausen of Xanterra, which manages Yellowstone’s accommodations including its campgrounds, told the Billings Gazette on July 8, “It’s rare and tragic that this happened. We feel bad for the loss to the family.” He said “the concessionaire had received only one or two cancellations for campground reservations after the incident. With more than 650,000 people visiting the park this month,” Hoeninghausen called the cancellations “inconsequential.”

Elizabeth Hoffman, a tourist from California, told the Associated Press on July 9 that she didn’t think the bear should be hunted. “This is bear country. . . . It’s got babies. If someone came after a human mother, I don’t think that we’d take her from her children.”

Park visitor Barbara Waxman, on her first trip to Yellowstone, disagreed with the park closure of the Grand Canyon’s South Rim area due to the bear incident. “It’s like not being able to see the Mona Lisa,” the Baltimore resident told the Missoulian on July 10. “If they gave me the option, I’d go to that point [Artist’s Point] in a second, grizzly bear or no.”
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The Matayoshis’ reaction to the bear encounter, and the bear’s reaction to them are analyzed below in Ranger David Page’s report dated August 3, 2011.


Matayoshis’ reaction to the bear encounter:

• The Matayoshis’ first sighting of the bear on their return hike was at a distance of approximately 100 yards and was through a thin line of trees in front of the meadow.

• Their first reaction was to hike back to cover and it did not appear that the bear was aware of their presence.

• M. Matayoshi stated that she wished they had not looked over their shoulders multiple times because that may have slowed them and the bear may have noticed that movement.

• The Matayoshis ran when the bear began to charge.

• The Matayoshis did shout and yell when the bear charged.

• B. Matayoshi remained standing just prior to the bear making contact.

• M. Matayoshi dropped to the ground, covered her neck, and remained silent.

The bear’s reaction and known history:

• The bear began its charge from approximately 100 yards. Tracks from the bear and cubs were observed [in] thermal soil and crossed the trail at an angle to the north.

• At about 80 yards from the meadow the tracks suggested that the bear turned and may have stopped. There are bear cub tracks that lead to this area. This spot also is at a higher elevation than the trail and offers a slightly improved view down the trail corridor.

• The bear did not appear to continue to maul B. Matayoshi after he became quiet. This is based on M. Matayoshi’s statement there was a period of quiet when she looked up and the bear was looking at her.

• The bear inspected M. Matayoshi and did not maul her.

• The bear and cubs departed the area rapidly.

• There is no evidence that the cubs participated in the mauling.

• There is no documented history of this bear having previous encounter with humans.

• A male grizzly bear (boar) had been sighted in the Wapiti Lake Trail-head area during the previous days. It is unknown if the sow had any encounter with the boar.



In the final section of the Investigation Team Report dated September 9, 2011, the authors concluded:


Although the bear initially saw the Matayoshis at an estimated 100 yards while it was adjacent to or perhaps within forest cover, the mother bear responded to the surprise encounter by proceeding toward them rather than fleeing. Adjacent forested areas would have allowed the bear to quickly disappear from their view if she had moved into the forest. What possibly began as an attempt by the bear to assess the Matayoshis’ activities became a sustained pursuit of them as they fled running and yelling on the trail. In addition to the unfortunate circumstance of being at the wrong place at the wrong time, a possible contributing factor to the chase that ensued was that the victims ran from the bear while screaming and yelling. The bears left the area rapidly after the chase and attack. The bear was unmarked, had never been captured, and had no known history of conflicts with humans. The bear was not removed after the attack due to the fact that the encounter was characteristic of a surprise encounter.
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Could the outcome have been changed? The importance of carrying and if necessary deploying bear pepper spray, as advised by the Park Service, is illustrated below.

Just four days before Brian Matayoshi’s fatality, another couple on a hike had encountered a grizzly mother with a cub. This couple had driven into the Trout Creek turnout and informed a park ranger about their proposed off-trail hike into western Hayden Valley. This large, mostly open valley is considered prime grizzly habitat. Park personnel do not recommend that anyone hike off trail. However, this couple had hiked in Yellowstone for the past twenty years and felt comfortable doing so. Their first objective that day was to hike to Sulphur Mountain, which stands half a mile from the Grand Loop Road. Once there the couple spent forty-five minutes exploring Sulphur Springs, the nearby thermal area.

The weather was sunny and warm, and to take a break, they headed for the shade on top of a hill. What happened next occurred in only thirty to forty-five seconds, as estimated by the husband, and the outcome may have turned out differently had they not been carrying bear pepper spray.

The husband’s account first appeared on July 2, 2011, on the Counter Assault.com pepper spray website and was picked up on July 13 by NBC Montana.com.


I heard that distinct “crack” of timber as I straightened back up. I immediately looked to my left, and here comes a Grizzly sow, at full speed 20 yards from me, running through the timber. I immediately started yelling as loud as I could at the bear as I reached for my bear spray. . . .

[Then he saw the cub.] [I] knew at this point it was going to be a life or death situation. Once the cub reached her, she bolted straight for me at full speed. I sent a burst of spray at her hoping this would make her run off, but no luck. At this point I had made the decision to stand my ground and take her on. There was nothing left to do. She closed to within 3 yards of me, right where I had laid my hiking poles down, when I adjusted for the wind direction, and then unloaded the whole can of spray on her.



Fortunately, at
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The female Grizzly bear known by many park visitors as “Blaze” walks along the
bank of the Yellowstone River in Yellowstone National Park, May 6th, 2014.
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