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Chapter One

A Close Encounter
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The sun rises over the foggy Blue Ridge Mountains of Western North Carolina.




 

Morning doesn’t come easily to the Blue Ridge Mountains of Western North Carolina. An impossibly thick blanket of fog covers them in a near-constant swirl of gray. Sometimes it takes our solar system’s brightest star half the day to vanquish the soupy mist. Once the fog evaporates, these mountains are a testament to the color blue. For centuries, their startling jewel-toned beauty has tempted countless doomed wanderers to stray from the relative safety of well-traveled mountain trails. And these hills are old. At 200 to 300 million years of age, they are among the oldest mountains in the world, once resembling the mighty Himalayas. The French Broad River snakes through them on a primordial riverbed barely younger than the Nile.

Before this land was cleared, paved, and dotted with hillside homes, it was densely forested terrain. There are legends of rhododendron thickets so large and twisted with age that lost travelers wandered in them for days. Even now—despite rapid development and rising populations in mountain towns such as the region’s largest city, Asheville, North Carolina—a person can vanish into the tree line, just a few steps from the road. And although humankind still attempts to tame this old wilderness, first and foremost it has always belonged to the animals, including its black bears (Ursus americanus).
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Asheville, North Carolina is home to approximately 90,000 people.




 


These days, however, Asheville also belongs to its human residents, many of whom are delighted by the bears but also wary of them. It’s a balancing act for people like Rebecca Dougherty, who regularly encounters Asheville’s urban bear population around her family home. She doesn’t live in fear of the animals, but she does take the necessary precautions. “I’ve come across many bears,” she says, “but I always do the wise and safe thing by slowly backing away.” Rebecca says she respects the animals, but she also worries because there is a lot of misinformation about their behavior that can lead to trouble. “People mistakenly believe they will always be able to hear a bear before they see it. But I have found myself too close to a bear because I didn’t realize it was nearby until I actually saw it. If I’m near the door of the house and I spot a bear, I step inside.” In the past, she has also quickly stolen into her car until a bear moved along.

As people around Asheville have learned, when they live in close proximity with bears, it’s up to them to be proactive about deterring bear activity. Sometimes that requires a little creative problem solving. Rebecca’s family began by rethinking garbage disposal. One of their cleverest ideas was freezing their food waste. Rather than tossing it into an outdoor compost pile that might attract bears, they freeze it. On trash day, the frozen block of discarded food is packaged with the other trash and taken out to the curb shortly before it’s scheduled for collection. “We make an effort to shoo them away,” Rebecca says. “We don’t want them to get too comfy here.”
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A mother bear and her cub inspect a vehicle in Asheville, North Carolina.




 

The number of black bears in and around Asheville is growing. There are between 15,000 and 20,000 black bears statewide, approximately 7,000 of which live throughout Western North Carolina. As additional land is developed to create new neighborhoods, people are moving closer to where the bears live, increasing the chance of human interaction with these animals, who are highly capable of adapting to life near people. And though hunting is the primary method for managing the bear population, it is not allowed in Asheville. This, combined with successful conservation efforts and the proximity of black bear habitat, has resulted in urbanized black bears living within city limits. Of the hundred counties in North Carolina, approximately 41 percent of all phone calls about bears come from Buncombe County, in which Asheville is located. With the increasing visibility of bears in the area, residents—and wildlife biologists—have questions about the animals. Are these bears larger? Do they have more cubs? Where do they live, and how is the local bear population changing?


 


BEAR BASICS: WHAT’S FOR DINNER?



	Bears are omnivores, a type of animal that eats other animals as well as plants.


	Their diet varies from acorns, nuts, berries, grasses, plants, grubs, larvae, fish, and fruit to animals such as young deer.


	During the fall, acorns are a large part of the bears’ diet as they enter hyperphagia, a period of time during which they fatten up for the winter denning season. This evolutionary strategy helps them survive the winter, when food is limited or nonexistent.
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Jennifer Strules, Nick Gould, and Colleen Olfenbuttel arrive at their outdoor “office.”




 

For now, residents of Asheville seem tolerant of their neighborhood black bears. Will they be able to coexist with these animals long-term? Do bears and people transmit harmful diseases to one another? What is the potential impact of the rapidly expanding bear population in an urban setting? How do city bears differ from country or rural bears? Four dedicated wildlife biologists are on a search for answers to these questions: PhD candidate Nicholas Gould and Jennifer Strules, wildlife biologists with North Carolina State University; Dr. Christopher DePerno, a professor at North Carolina State University; and Colleen Olfenbuttel, the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission’s black bear and furbearer biologist. It’s Colleen’s job—in addition to functioning as the bear study’s co-principal investigator—to keep tabs on the population of black bears and of sixteen furbearing animal species in the state. Together, the team is conducting the North Carolina Urban/Suburban Black Bear Study. The five-year field investigation of Asheville’s urban/suburban bears will observe how this growing population lives and how it uses Asheville as a resource. The team will interact with bears in their dens and will trap them in large, barrel-shaped culvert traps during the spring and summer months.

The scientists’ quest will not take them to the hollows and high country of the surrounding Blue Ridge Mountains, but throughout the city of Asheville, into the neighborhoods and backyards of local residents. These are places that are familiar to me because Asheville is my hometown. Unlike many of my neighbors, however, I have never seen a black bear up close. That’s about to change. Nick, Colleen, and Jennifer are heading out into the field and have invited me, along with local wildlife photographer Steve Atkins, to join the bear study so that I can write this book and bring you face-to-face with Asheville’s black bears.


 


[image:  ]

The bear study biologists make their way to the tree den.







Twenty feet (6.1 m) from where we’re standing, a female black bear is nestled down in a hollowed-out white oak tree for the winter. The bear has great taste in real estate. Her den is in Bill Risdall’s backyard, which is inside a large gated housing development. Bill knows what it’s like to live with bears. “I see them all the time,” he says. “I don’t worry about being too close. I just have to stay aware and let them have their space.” Like Rebecca Dougherty, Bill respects bears as wild animals. He also secures his trash, because the forest around his home is frequented by black bears who have adapted to life near people.
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The bear known as N057 is hidden in this tree. Her den is just below the split between those two large limbs.




 

The tree in Bill’s yard looks a little worse for the wear to me, but to a black bear in need of a cozy spot to curl up in for the winter, it’s ideal because the only entrance to this den is fifteen feet (4.6 m) off the ground. Black bears of Western North Carolina enter dens as early as October and as late as January, then typically emerge from them in March or April. However, contrary to popular belief, bears in this part of the country do not hibernate all winter long, the way bears in colder climates do. If the weather is mild and food is available, male bears and females without cubs may be active during the winter months.

Bill’s “neighbor” is already known to the study as N057, the fifty-seventh bear captured and released by the team during the first year of fieldwork in 2014. N057 was captured a second time in a culvert trap in 2015. Over the course of their fieldwork, the biologists have tagged and tracked more than 150 bears.

Every bear in the study receives a unique identification number, a set of ear tags, a radio collar, and a corresponding tattoo. Multiple identifiers afford the scientists more than one way to recognize bears in the study, should any single mark fail. The special radio collar includes a global positioning system (GPS) and an analog antenna. The antenna signal is used to track the bear when it’s close by. The GPS capability allows the scientists to continually track individual bears via satellite across great distances and long periods of time, providing regular locational updates, or data points, that can be plotted on a map on the team’s computers throughout the year. Each point shows where a bear is located and how far it has traveled since its last location.
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Bill Risdall’s mountainside home in Asheville, North Carolina.




 

More than eighty property owners have participated in the study so far, and their cooperation is vital to its success. “Private landowners make this work possible,” Colleen says. “To study urban bears, we needed to be in urban areas. When we first began this research, we weren’t even sure if residents would be willing to let us work with bears near their homes. But the community response has been overwhelmingly positive. If it weren’t for people like Bill, we wouldn’t have a study.”

In fact, one of the study’s first big discoveries had to do with humans—not bears: many residents of Asheville are extremely tolerant of the growing bear population. In truth, residents don’t have much choice. State wildlife officials will not trap and relocate the bears because it’s not a long-term solution. According to Nick, “If we relocated a bear, it’s likely that it would return or that another bear would take up residence in its





HIGH-TECH TRACKING
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HOW MANY BEARS CAN ASHEVILLE BEAR?
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BEAR BASICS: ALL IN THE FAMILY
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AMAZING GEAR REPRODUCTION
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LIVING THE WILD LIFE
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