  
    Praise for In the Company of Bears


    “Ben Kilham’s In the Company of Bears is surely the most insightful book about animals written in the last one hundred years. His observation of black bears is the best ever done, his data are flawless, and these attributes have created a landmark of science that as far as I know has not been equaled with any other species. And if that’s not enough, it’s also a page-turner and a must-read. It left me breathless.”


    —Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, author,

    The Hidden Life of Dogs and The Tribe of Tiger


    “Like Jane Goodall’s studies of chimps, Ben Kilham’s work with black bears is more than just revealing: it’s revolutionary. This riveting book supports two astonishing conclusions: that bears are far more sophisticated than most scientists dared imagine, and that dyslexia, once considered a failing, may simply be another, and often valuable, way of thinking. Ben’s work will transform our understanding of how animals live—and how science should be done.”


    —Sy Montgomery, author, Walking with the Great Apes
 and Search for the Golden Moon Bear


    “In the Company of Bears is a brilliant revelation about black bears and a paean to human potential. After decades spent caring for orphan bears and releasing them into the wild, Ben Kilham, a dyslexic animal lover, has now summarized what he has learned about their rich social complexity and humanlike intentionality. The result is to turn a supposedly familiar species into a creature of unsuspected acuity. Part science, part intuition, this enticing natural history is a provocative argument about animal minds, and an intimate celebration of life in the New Hampshire woods.”


    —Richard Wrangham, author, Catching Fire: How Cooking

    Made Us Human; codirector, Kibale Chimpanzee Project


    “Magnificent! In the Company of Bears is a brilliant read. Kilham perfectly exemplifies how much the world has to gain from the exceptional insights of dyslexic individuals, who often possess a special talent for finding order hidden in the complex patterns of the real world. We cannot recommend this book highly enough.”


    —Brock and Fernette Eide, authors, The Dyslexic Advantage


    “No one knows black bears like Ben Kilham does. During the past decade alone he has raised and rehabilitated to the wild more than one hundred orphaned cubs. The social code of the bears, as so delightfully described in In the Company of Bears, includes cooperation, imitation, fairness, punishment for infraction, reciprocity, and other traits of this solitary yet highly social species. Human parallels are drawn, too. The charm and core of the book lie in its anecdotes and unique insights, especially of the female Squirty, with whom Ben has had a friendship for more than seventeen years. Read this fascinating book and see the bear’s world with new eyes.”


    —George Schaller, author, The Last Panda;

    science director, Wildlife Conservation Society


    “In the Company of Bears by Benjamin Kilham is one of the finest books on the natural history of an animal that I have ever read. As gripping as the best novel, it is very readable and provides great insights into the mind of the black bear and the human. The research that Kilham has done on the behavior of black bears is groundbreaking and will lead us to a much better understanding of the development of intelligence in mammals and the evolution of cognition throughout the animal world.”


    —James R. Spotila, Betz Chair Professor of Environmental Science,

    Drexel University; author, Saving Sea Turtles


    “Kilham’s latest is the most thought-provoking book that I’ve read about bears. It not only made me think differently about black bears, it also enriched how I feel about them.”


    —Stephen Herrero, biologist and author,

    Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance

  


  


  
    In the Company of Bears


    What Black Bears Taught Me about Intelligence and Intuition


    [image: miss]


    Benjamin Kilham


    Chelsea Green Publishing


    White River Junction, Vermont

  


  
    Copyright © 2013 by Benjamin Kilham.

    Originally published in 2013 as Out on a Limb.


    All rights reserved.



    Unless otherwise noted, all photographs copyright © 2013 by Benjamin Kilham.



    No part of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form by any means without permission in writing from the publisher.



    Editor: Joni Praded
Project Manager: Bill Bokermann
Copy Editor: Laura Jorstad
Proofreader: Helen Walden
Indexer: Barbara Mortenson
Designer: Melissa Jacobson



    Printed in the United States of America.
First printing October, 2013
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3     14 15 16 17



    Our Commitment to Green Publishing


    Chelsea Green sees publishing as a tool for cultural change and ecological stewardship. We strive to align our book manufacturing practices with our editorial mission and to reduce the impact of our business enterprise in the environment. We print our books and catalogs on chlorine-free recycled paper, using vegetable-based inks whenever possible. This book may cost slightly more because it was printed on paper that contains recycled fiber, and we hope you’ll agree that it’s worth it. Chelsea Green is a member of the Green Press Initiative (www.greenpressinitiative.org), a nonprofit coalition of publishers, manufacturers, and authors working to protect the world’s endangered forests and conserve natural resources. In the Company of Bears was printed on FSC®-certified paper supplied by Thomson-Shore that contains 100% postconsumer recycled fiber.





  




  The Library of Congress has catalogued the previous edition as:
Kilham, Benjamin.
Out on a limb : what black bears taught me about intelligence and intuition / Benjamin Kilham.
pages cm
Includes index.
ISBN 978-1-60358-390-9 (hardcover) — ISBN 978-1-60358-391-6 (ebook)
1. Black bear—Behavior—Anecdotes. I. Title.



  QL737.C27K568 2013
599.78’5—dc23


  2013025262



  Chelsea Green Publishing
85 North Main Street, Suite 120
White River Junction, VT 05001
(802) 295-6300
www.chelseagreen.com

d_r0
  
    To my loving wife, Debbie

  


  
    Contents



    [image: karadi]



    Foreword



    Acknowledgments



    Introduction



    1.Walking with Cubs


    2.Squirty’s World


    3.Bear Society: Beginning to See the Forest through the Trees


    4.The Language of Bears


    5.The Social Code of Bears: Justice and Punishment


    6.Cognition: What Bears Know


    7. What Bears Can Teach Us about Our Own Past, Present, and Future


    8. From Black Bears to Giant Pandas


    Appendix: The Human–Bear Conflict: How to Understand Black Bear Behavior and Avoid Problems

  

  
    Acknowledgments


    [image: karadi]



    I could not have done any of this work without the help of a lot of other people. I would like to thank my wife, Debbie, for understanding, financial support, and help when needed with the cubs. My sister, Phoebe, who has been a partner and primary caregiver with the cub rehabilitation from the beginning. My brother, Josh, who has helped whenever needed, and my sisters-in-laws, Susan Kilham and Sara Chaffee. Andy Timmins, Will Staats, Mark Ellingwood, Kris Rines, Steve Weber, and the other members of the New Hampshire Fish and Game Department, and Forrest Hammond of the Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department, without whose cooperation none of this would be possible. Don Cooke for introducing me to GPS and Lee Larson for helping with Squirty Cam. Pete Pekins, Adrienne Kovach, Stephanie Koster, and Wes Smith from the University of New Hampshire for their support and help with genetics and GPS. Jack Hoopes from the Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center for help with anatomy and pathology. Interns Peter Abdu and Jonathan Trudeau for their help and dedication. Peter Tse and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong for our discussions. Richard Wrangham and Richard Estes, who gave advice on behavior and anatomy. George Schaller for his support over the years and for agreeing to be on my graduate committee. Sy Montgomery for all her assistance over the years. Jennifer Unter from the Unter Agency for finding the right publisher. My editor, Joni Praded, for pulling the book together, and everybody at Chelsea Green Publishing. Bill Greene and Lauren Gesswein for the use of their photographs. Roy Day for helping with projects. Tony and Sue Ryan for access to my woodlots through their property. Andy Lumley and Tim Chow for flying to look for lost bears. Bill Wanner and Jim Dickerson for helping when needed. And to all of those whose contributions I cannot think of at the moment.


    Special thanks to James Spotila and Drexel University for my acceptance into the doctorate program. To John Spotila and Sheri Yi of the Global Cause foundation for my trips to China and introductions to the giant panda. To Bob and Sandy Green of Green Woodlands Foundation and David and Barbara Roby of Bear Hill Conservancy Trust for their friendship and support. To James Jukosky and to Susan Jukosky and their families and to the Charles E. and Edna T. Brundage Charitable, Scientific, and Wildlife Conservation Foundation. And to all of those who have provided generous support for the bears.


    Finally, thanks to the landowners whose forests I’ve roamed tracking bears, and to all of those who are learning to live with bears.

  

  
    Introduction


    [image: karadi]



    Late on a spring afternoon, at the usual time, I drove my truck along a dirt road a mile deep in the New Hampshire woods, up the steep rocky inclines of Smarts Mountain, slick with mud from the lingering spring runoff. After half an hour, I reached my destination, a small clearing at the site of a farmstead abandoned in the 1860s. A young hardwood forest, full of red oak, white birch, and sugar maple, had regenerated on a former pasture amid a scattering of large white pines. I have come to call this place the Lambert clearing. The old farmhouse’s original lilac bush was preparing to bloom—as were wild apples, black cherries, blueberries, and many more plants that would provide summer food for bears. Red oak flowers, which would yield the next year’s nuts, dangled around tiny acorns destined to drop in the fall.


    I parked my truck and took a few steps into the clearing, softly calling to announce my arrival in case the breeze was blowing my scent in the wrong direction. Fresh moose tracks scarred small patches of clover. A black-and-white warbler picked at tiny insects among the apple blossoms, and a flock of chickadees darted by. Two yellow-bellied sapsuckers were loudly resolving a territorial dispute. After a few minutes, something black and moving caught my eye. It was a fourteen-year-old, 180-pound black bear. Trailing behind her was a small male cub, rocketing along to keep up with his mother’s lumbering gait.


    The bear stopped at the edge of the woods, raised her head to the breeze, and opened and closed her mouth. She was monitoring the clearing for other bears. Satisfied, she continued along the trail toward me, pausing to munch some tender sprouts of golden alexanders. I stood still, not wanting to spook the little cub. The mother bear approached me calmly, an expectant look on her face, eyes wide and ears forward. She came up right beside me, put her paws on my arm, and stood up on her hind legs. Measuring five feet from tip of nose to tip of tail, she stood with her head at my chest. I leaned over slightly, letting her sniff my mouth to inspect my breath. It was both a greeting and an investigation of what I had recently eaten, a behavior I’ve now seen thousands of times among bears, but which hadn’t previously been recorded in bear science. When she was done, I gave her a single Oreo.


    Before the bear even had a chance to put her front paws back on the ground, she caught a scent in the air. Her upper lips extended and pursed into an oval. Her eyes glared. This, for a bear, was a look of terror. She spun around to find her cub, but he had already sensed her concern. He raced for the nearest large pine and scampered into its highest branches. His mother stood at the base of the tree and waited.


    A full ten minutes passed before the threat became evident—at least to me. A large breeding male entered the clearing. As soon as he arrived, the mother bear climbed the tree as well, stopping halfway between the ground and the cub. Most breeding males know enough to stay away from sows with young cubs, but this one had broken the rules. He approached the big pine but stopped beside a smaller tree nearby, rubbing his back against it while standing on his hind legs. His message was clear: “I am available.”


    She did not need to mull it over. Immediately she went into free fall, dropping forty feet to the forest floor. She hit the ground running in full assault mode, and chased the much larger male off into the forest. I watched the scene play out, standing next to my truck, knowing that I was in no danger because the female bear approved of my presence there. She’d let me know when she wanted me to leave.


    Before you dismiss this as a scene out of Grizzly Man, let me set the record straight. I am, in essence, that bear’s mother. Her name is Squirty, and I’ve known her since she was a seven-week-old cub, weighing just three pounds. She was separated from her real mother in 1996, when a logging operation disrupted their den. I raised her, along with her two siblings, and released them back to the wild when they were a year and a half old. Squirty and her brother and sister were among the first few sets of orphaned black bear cubs that I took under my wing as part of an arrangement with state wildlife agencies to try to give these animals a chance to survive in the wild. I chronicled my experiences with those early cubs in my first book, Among the Bears, published in 2002. Since then, more than one hundred cubs and juveniles orphaned by logging operations, car accidents, hunting, and other causes have ended up in my care. But this is only part of my work with bears.


    For nearly twenty years now, I’ve been interacting with wild black bears as a state-licensed bear researcher. My work is safe, methodical, and officially sanctioned. Nevertheless, I’m not a scientist. Severe dyslexia caused me to stop my academic career after getting a bachelor of science degree. But while I have had to overcome my difficulty reading books, I have never had any trouble reading nature. And this ability has proved enormously useful in studying bears.


    I’ve been able to observe these animals closely and continuously, and have amassed a wealth of new information about the astonishing ways that black bears communicate, socialize, and share resources. Yet as much as the bears have taught me about their own world, they’ve also helped me gain important insights into ours. You don’t need to be a credentialed scientist to make new discoveries. You just need to go outside and open your eyes.


    Bears, it turns out, are a lot like humans. They form alliances with strangers, they make calculations about relative costs and benefits, they lay down rules and punish those who break them. They trade based on a clear system of reciprocity. They communicate using equal parts emotion, intention, and dependence on context—a combination that is essential for communication between strangers and in fact forms the basis for language.


    I learned about bear society using radio collars, remote cameras, and DNA testing. But the most dependable and enduring method I’ve employed has been observing the bears with my own eyes. This isn’t always easy. Black bears are shy, secretive animals who live in dense woods, where observation comes with its own set of physical challenges. That’s why it’s taken me all these years to piece together a model of their world. In the summer, visibility in a New Hampshire forest is often less than seventy-five feet, meaning the chances of watching a bear are essentially nil. It’s the reason most of the bear sightings you hear about take place in someone’s backyard, when the animals come looking for a hearty meal from a bird feeder or garbage can. But by watching bear cubs grow up, following them to adulthood, observing one—Squirty—as she established her home range, and monitoring dozens of others who move in and out of that range, I’ve had a front-row seat to the lives and behavior of a remarkable species. I’ve been able to study many individual bears up close and continuously. It’s taken a little luck and a lot of effort.


    Year after year, I’ve gone into the woods and watched. It was all I could do, really; I had no funding and no university supporting me. I also had no reputation to worry about protecting, and no hypothesis that I needed to prove. I had a love of nature, a deep curiosity about animal behavior, and an ability to tap into animals’ emotional sensitivity—which I perhaps developed in lieu of a capacity for learning from books. It is not that I don’t read, because I do. I read everything I can find that relates to bear behavior specifically, and animal behavior in general. I can figure out how things work by observation alone, but in order to share what I’ve learned with others I have to understand the significance of my observations and apply the words of science. My perceived shortcomings turned out to be a perfect fit for studying bears; they enabled me to gain important insights into bear behavior, and also to see the value of alternative ways of learning and experiencing the world. Instead of cutting myself off from my senses and intuition, as the scientific method often encourages, I’ve relied on those capacities—using them to enhance the rational side of my brain. Too often we pit instinct and reason against each other, when in fact combining them can help us tremendously in our quest to understand the natural world.


    I didn’t set out to test any preconceived theories. I simply bottle-fed and raised the orphaned baby bears whom wildlife officials brought to me. I did the same for about eight orphaned juvenile bears who had no experience outside the den with their natural mother. My sister, Phoebe, and I walked these cubs in the forest to give them as much of an education as possible. When they were old enough, I worked with wildlife officials to return the bears to the forest and then continued to monitor them. I watched “my” bears, I watched their offspring and mates, I watched the other bears with whom they share their landscapes. As a result, I’ve been able to study bears in fenced enclosures on my property while they are being rehabilitated, and I’ve observed some of the bears that I returned to the wild on several hundred acres I own on the outskirts of my town. (Others have been released elsewhere in the forests of New Hampshire and Vermont.) My life revolves around this patch of land, where I not only observe bears but also operate a tree farm and tap trees for maple syrup.


    Each year, from late April to November—give or take a few weeks, depending on how the weather influences the bears’ hibernation schedule—I meet up with Squirty most evenings in the clearing. We’re often joined by other bears, who live and feed in the area at Squirty’s discretion and abide by the rules she lays down. Some of these bears are Squirty’s female descendants, her daughters and granddaughters. Others are unrelated.


    When I started my bear project, I had no great expectations. I was intrigued by the carnivores that lived in my local woods—not just bears but otters, bobcats, and fishers, too. I hoped one day state officials would need my help in caring for one, but until the first cubs arrived I had mainly been called upon to rehabilitate crows, ravens, and other small birds and mammals. Still, my interest in these top-of-the-food-chain animals was just a personal fascination. I certainly didn’t expect to break any new ground. Bears, after all, were high-profile, charismatic animals that, by all appearances, had been studied extensively. There were dozens of books and hundreds of journal articles about them. Surely everything there was to know had already been discovered. But my father—a doctor, researcher, and naturalist—gave me some good advice when I was a boy. “Discovering something new is great,” he said. “But the real reward lies in discovering something for yourself.” I wanted to understand these animals’ behavior for myself, through firsthand experience. As it turned out, though, I discovered a great deal of new information—about black bears, about myself, and about human behavior.


    The conventional wisdom has always been that bears are solitary creatures. But my research shows that in fact they are highly social animals with complex relationships and a well-developed system of justice. On many occasions, I’ve been a participant—however unwittingly—in the bears’ judicial matters. Every aspect of black bears’ behavior is rooted in the need to share food in landscapes where it is unevenly distributed, available at times in huge surpluses and at other times in potentially devastating shortages. This is similar to the world in which humans are thought to have first evolved, before we learned to create our own surpluses.


    Some of my findings about bears contradict the standard thinking—about black bears and about animal communication in general. I don’t use conventional methods; my research is primarily qualitative, much like Jane Goodall’s was, based on the accumulation of hundreds upon hundreds of diverse observations rather than standard quantitative science. Because of this, I have difficulty publishing my results in scientific journals. Still, I’m invited to lecture at universities and present at conferences, I’m beginning to work with graduate students, and I’ve even been called upon to help the Chinese reintroduce pandas into the wild based on my experience reconnecting black bears with their natural environment. But my outsider status has kept my research largely on the fringes, even as my well-documented evidence has piled up.


    So, I have written this book to share what I’ve learned over the years about black bears and their society, and also about what these large-brained omnivores can teach us about ourselves. Despite all our technological advances, most of our actions as humans can still be described and predicted by the simple terms of animal behavior.


    But I have other reasons, too, for picking up the pen to write about bears once again. The first is to avoid unnecessary conflict. Now, more than ever before, people are encroaching on bear habitat, pushing the boundaries of urban areas farther into the forest, and that means that human–bear interactions are on the rise. An understanding of these powerful mammals’ behavior is essential for minimizing conflicts and ensuring their survival. The second reason is personal. My years with black bears have taught me a tremendous amount about myself and about the importance of trusting in my natural skills rather than dwelling on my shortcomings. Through observing bears, I have learned to turn my dyslexia into an asset instead of a liability.


    For Squirty and her fellow bears, information can only come firsthand. Observation is the only method for amassing new knowledge; images become a means of storing information. If a bear makes the wrong choices, it may be punished—and the ultimate punishment could be death. Making the right decisions is vital, so bears pay close attention to the information available to them. I’ve practiced this same behavior in my bear research, and it has led me to some surprising discoveries.


    In the bears’ world, as in ours, hierarchies of dominance develop—based on age, family status, physical size, and personality, as well as over food, security, and the right to mate. These issues are dealt with on an individual basis, and maintained with various forms of communication. Being included in some of these activities has allowed me privileged insight.


    I hope to share, in In the Company of Bears, what I’ve learned about understanding and recognizing systems and patterns, in both nature and ourselves. Everything in nature happens for a reason, and every mechanism has a purpose. The world of black bears—their social system—turns out to be more complicated than people assumed. So how does it work? Where did it come from? Why do these animals do the things they do?


    Come take a walk in the woods with me and let’s find out.
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    Walking with Cubs
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    Winter came late in 2012, and by the time sporadic frosts turned to steady cold and the calendar flipped to 2013, I found myself with a unique problem. For nearly a year, my life had been ruled by a growing cadre of orphaned black bear cubs. That alone was not an issue. Over the last twenty years, I have been raising orphaned cubs whom state wildlife officials bring to me when their mothers have unfortunate run-ins with cars or guns, or leave them behind when food is scarce or dens are disturbed. I have learned to bottle-feed cubs, wean them onto solid food, and clean up after them. I’ve managed their transitions from their earliest days in my home to their eventual move to an outdoor enclosure and their final move back into the wild. Caring for bears has even become a family affair, involving my wife, Debbie, and sister, Phoebe. But we had been used to, at most, looking after two or three cubs at a time. So it was a surprise when we found ourselves with twenty-seven young and hungry bears. It was an even bigger surprise when winter set in and twenty of them refused to do what bears do and take a long winter’s nap. Like kids at a slumber party, they were too busy rollicking around with one another to let biology take over and lull them into deep sleep.


    This was new: black bears who would not hibernate.


    And so Phoebe and I found ourselves playing mother to an unruly but happy pack of juvenile ursines who feasted on apples, dried corn, acorns, and dog kibble while hanging out together in an eight-acre fenced and wooded enclosure on my property in Lyme, New Hampshire—a tiny outpost in a region of the state that hugs the Connecticut River and spans out into small towns and large tracts of forests that hundreds of wild black bears call home. We tried holding back on food to no avail. Snowstorms, ice storms, and even a nor’easter failed to entice them to settle down. At night, after climbing in trees and playing with one another on the forest floor, the bears would retreat to various dens in brush piles and structures scattered throughout the eight-acre fenced patch. In a normal year, they’d just sleep in the den throughout the winter.


    Our bumper crop of bears was rooted in an unfortunate twist of natural events. Two years before, the New Hampshire forests were flush with beechnuts, wild apples, raspberries, blackberries, blueberries, winterberries, chokecherries, mountain ash, and other berries galore—all foods bears love to eat. This banner food year translated into a banner mating year, and sows feasting on the abundant wild crop produced an equally abundant number of cubs. But for many bears, the happy story did not continue. An early warm spell the following spring caused the wild apple crop to fail. There was a shortage of berries, too. Over the coming months, there were far more bear mouths to feed than the forest could handle. Some sows were forced to abandon cubs. Others had to go farther afield to find food. Sometimes that meant raiding bird feeders or chicken coops, scenarios that often ended poorly for mother bears and their then-orphaned cubs.


    By the time mid-March rolled around that spring, we already had three newborn cubs in our care. We had taken in many cubs of various ages over the years, but it had been some time since Debbie and I shared our home with newborns. I had long ago learned what being a bear mother—at least a human one—was all about. It was at least an eighteen-month affair that began with setting up a nursery in our spare bedroom, bottle-feeding the cubs around the clock, letting them suckle on earlobes and fingers despite ever-growing teeth and sharp claws, and giving them a mix of free range and protection as they moved on to the rambunctious stage that can only be equated with human toddlerhood. Eventually, when they grew too feisty for their pen in the house, we would move them into the barn I’d built as a bear rehab station, where Phoebe, Debbie, and I would feed them daily. Often, when they were old enough to begin learning the ways of the woods, I would accompany them on daily walks through the forest, giving them a chance to learn in their natural environment. Sometimes Phoebe would do the same. We’d watch as they’d fall into the natural routine of rooting in the soil for acorns, or master their first tree climbs.


    It had been nearly twenty years since I had received my first bear cubs, Little Boy and Little Girl (or LB and LG, as I came to call them) and begun the journey of figuring out just how to raise and reintroduce wild bears. I had suffered my first parental pangs with LB and LG, deep joy when they allowed me to experience their world on our daily walks, and deep heartache, too, when LG (after unwanted visits to a neighbor) suffered a fatal wound from a plastic bear repellent and LB was claimed by a hunter. Other infant bears had later come into our care, and we repeated the cycle. But by the time the wooden pen in our spare bedroom was filled with three newborns in that unusual spring of 2012, we knew we were in for one of our biggest adventures yet.


    We quickly got reacquainted with round-the-clock bottle feeding. Among the crew were Clarkie, who was an easy feeder, and Big Girl, who was a stubborn eater at first but eventually learned to grasp the rubber nipple of the bottle and nurse, gulping down the lamb’s-milk-and-yogurt mixture that we had perfected over the years to replace their mother’s milk. Like human children, they bawled when they were hungry and were sweet and content when satisfied. It wasn’t long before the cubs began to play with one another. They wobbled dramatically as they tried to stand on all fours—a trait often mistaken for an ailment but one that’s actually protective, preventing them from wandering away from a winter den.


    Soon they were false-charging their shadows inside their wooden enclosure. At feeding time, we’d let them loose on the floor and watch them as they began to entertain vertical movement and show an interest in climbing. They began to climb up my chair legs and pant legs (something that taught me, long ago, the value of wearing two layers of heavy pants around cubs). When all were running and climbing, that signaled the move to the barn. By the time eastern flycatchers and yellow-bellied sapsuckers returned to the surrounding woods, the cubs were fully capable of havoc. They ran, wrestled, and played until exhausted—stepping up the action when Phoebe, Debbie, or I was in the barn, as if our presence provided extra security for them to test their boundaries. As the weeks wore on, they exhibited signs of maturing. They’d flash a quick temper or a bite when asked to do something against their will, not unlike a human child who throws a tantrum to get his or her own way. The simple act of removing them from a lap they wanted to climb into could result in a roar and a quick nip.


    When they were all comfortable in their pens, downing full bottles in the morning, suckling one another’s ears, and generally carrying on, the time was right to begin taking them for short walks. It was a hot, dry spring, and we first struck out on an eighty-five-degree day in April. As we ambled along, the cubs mouthed coltsfoot flowers and striped maple buds; they smelled my breath when I chewed on beech buds and poplar leaf starts. Other orphaned bears, all yearlings who had been in our care over the winter, were out in the forested enclosure eating willow buds and nodding sedge. But as the spring wore on, even more cubs arrived.


    Students from Tufts Wildlife Clinic soon sent us Monty and Slothie, who, despite being the same age as the other cubs, weighed just two and three pounds, respectively. It’s not unusual for first-time mothers to run out of milk due to lack of fat and abandon their young, and that’s likely what happened to Monty and Slothie’s mother. In normal years, a small, underfed cub would succumb to the cold, but in this warm spring Monty and others like her were able to make it to people’s yards and bird feeders, where they were discovered and brought in. Another cub, Little E, arrived equally small, hypothermic, dehydrated, and covered with ticks. When they joined the group, they ended up at the bottom of the heap in most of the bear pileups, but soon were greeted with lip-to-lip kisses and soft chirps
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