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Preface

Our fate! Shakespeare, in Hamlet, described it as “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.”

Is “outrageous fortune” waiting to strike us? Can it be avoided?

Charles Lindbergh, renowned aviator, said, “Everything is chance. You can guard against the high percentage of chance but not against chance itself.”

Experienced and famous pilot Ernest K. Gann titled his memoir Fate Is the Hunter.

From the first chapter in this book until the last, you are going to hear about people who inadvertently gambled with their lives in bear country—sometimes vast wilderness regions, sometimes pockets of wilderness hanging on at the edges of civilization.

The call of wild places is irresistible. Hiking, camping, fishing, photography. These activities conjure up images of enjoying life in places far removed from the crushing chains of cities and suburbs. These places are also the homes of the biggest, most potentially dangerous and unpredictable creatures to walk the earth. Bears!

Trails, campsites, creek and river pools, vistas overlooking pure and uncut forests—any of these destinations could be occupied when you arrive. And because bears are great wanderers of the forest, even after you’ve set up your tent, or cleaned fish, or prepared a meal, you might have an unwelcome visitor.

What now?

In the pages of this book, you are going to share the terrifying and unexpected collisions between humans and bears. Such real-life episodes have many endings, none of which are a sure thing no matter what you do. Sometimes your noisemaking and antics can make a bear go away. Sometimes they don’t go away.

Reading about the experiences of others in navigating bear country will arm you with tips and skills that might save your life—or keep you from being arrested. Carrying firearms in Yellowstone and other places where they are prohibited can put you in jail. Even worse, shooting a bear simply because it is crossing your path will take a lot of explaining to keep you from mug shots and fingerprinting. You’re going to need a good lawyer after you’re thinking, “There’s a bear. I’d better shoot it.”

While no one is going to put you in the slammer for shooting a bear that’s trying to bite your face off, you’d better have good proof of your predicament. And the whole subject of firearms for bear protection needs, and gets, a lot of study and opinions in print and social media. How about a pump shotgun with five loads of buckshot? I’ve seen it carried on canoe trips in remote bear haunts. For backpacking, the biggest, meanest magnum revolver carried in a holster is a common choice.

The holster subject jumps straight out of the firearms debate into carrying the legal and most-widely used bear protection device: bear spray. If you’re going to carry bear spray—and the overwhelming opinion is that you should—two questions remain: How will you carry it? Where will you carry it?

If you round a bend in the trail and suddenly find yourself face-to-face with a grizzly or black bear, you’ll want to get the spray into action immediately, if not sooner. There will be no time for fumbling with zippers or snaps to open packs or pouches where your bear spray has been comfortably residing.

Waist and shoulder holsters that keep your bear spray within quick-draw reach are readily available. The fast-draw skills of western movie heroes, like Shane against Jack Wilson, come to mind. They could be useful in a head-on collision with a bear.

Packs of information on bear spray and holsters and carry devices are readily available on the internet. You can even watch videos that show the spray in action. You’ll see it shooting out in a misty cloud at various ranges. It’s only practice, of course, without a real bear. But you’ll get the idea.

The story that begins this book is, to me, the most gut-wrenching of all bear attack stories. It reminds me of watching a horror movie with your mind screaming, “Don’t open that door!”

This happened before the wide use of bear spray in a great American treasure: Yellowstone Park. A vibrant, intelligent young woman, experienced in backpacking, flew there from Switzerland, following her dreams of camping in the Yellowstone backcountry. She carefully followed every rule and talked with the park rangers. Her campsite was flawless. Food bags were hanging from a tree, yards from her tent. Before zipping up her sleeping bag, she made a note in her trail diary: “I have taken all precautions.”

She was wrong. She had ignored a solid warning from the park rangers: “It is dangerous to travel alone—take extra precautions.”

Now, fate was ready to play its hand.

And it did!

Welcome to bear country. Out here, what you don’t know can kill you.









Chapter One

Horror in Yellowstone1

Kathleen Snow



On horseback, a Yellowstone park ranger was searching for a missing hiker. As he approached a campsite and tent, his horse suddenly spooked. Something about the ground ahead was frightening to the animal. The ranger walked to the tent and saw rip marks in the tent fly near the door. The tent was empty. A tragedy was coming to light.


National Park Service—Yellowstone


Case Incident Record Number: 842913

Location: Backcountry Site 5W1, White Lake

Date/Time: Monday, July 30, 1984, 11:00 p.m.

Brigitta Fredenhagen had never been to Yellowstone Park before. She hoped to experience its natural web of life by hiking and camping in its beautiful (but wild) backcountry. Brigitta’s Yellowstone journey began on July 25, 1984, when she boarded an airplane from Paris to New York City. Her birthplace and residence was Basel, a Swiss city on the Rhine River, home of pharmaceutical companies and the annual Art Basel, one of the world’s most prestigious art shows. Brigitta, her brother, and sister-in-law were all from Switzerland. She had educated herself about Yellowstone and carried a hiking guide. She attached to her backpack two “bear bells,” whose ringing could warn bears of her approach on the trail. A Board of Inquiry later found that she “had apparently received and followed all safety recommendations.”


That morning, a Monday, July 30, 1984, Brigitta, her brother, and sister-in-law arrived at the Pelican Valley Trailhead at 11:00 a.m. That night a thunderstorm would boom and flash, but for now Brigitta saw sun and wildflowers, smelled wild mint and pine. From the trailhead, the three hiked 3.3 miles to the Pelican Creek Bridge, and then another 2.5 miles to the Astringent Creek Bridge. Brigitta settled into the rhythm of her lug-sole boots—size 5½—striking dirt, feeling the strength of her legs, conditioned by many other hikes and backpacks, for she was an experienced outdoorswoman.

That night, alone, she would set up her tent in Backcountry Site 5W1 at White Lake. But it was still day, and she felt the security of her brother and sister-in-law hiking alongside her. She carried a pale-green paperback, Yellowstone Trails, by Yellowstone Lake District ranger Mark C. Marschall. After Brigitta disappeared, Ranger Marschall was one of the park personnel to join the search for her. His guidebook notes:

The trails in the Pelican Valley area should be especially attractive to those hikers interested in viewing wildlife. But if the thought of viewing a grizzly bear isn’t especially attractive to you, then maybe you should consider a different area. Grizzly bears are drawn to Pelican Valley for its relatively lush plant growth of grasses, sedges and forbs. Sightings aren’t uncommon, though encounters between bear and people are rare.


On the far side of the Astringent Creek Bridge, as at so many junctures, Brigitta made a choice that may have determined her fate. As she had planned, there where the Astringent Creek–Broad Creek Trail started northward, she chose to hike north alone.

She turned to her brother and sister-in-law and said goodbye. She watched them hike back toward the Pelican Valley Trailhead and their rented car, because unlike her—as they explained the next day, July 31, to Lake District ranger Timothy P. Blank—they had not brought their backpacking gear with them. From that point on, Brigitta would be hiking—and planned to camp tonight at the site she had registered for, near Broad Creek—alone.

She was a colorful figure on the trail, her red backpack carrying all that she needed to camp overnight. Her food supplies—a comforting thought—included “instant noodles, smoked ham in a plastic sack, dried peaches, two slices of bread, two granola bars, tea leaves, powdered milk, cereal, and liquid tea in a metal container.” She wore leather boots with sturdy Vibram soles, blue-beige jeans, brown jacket, and a yellow and gray blouse. She saw much beauty along the way and recorded it with her 35 mm camera and lens; the film was later found and developed.

Among the meadows and the lodgepole-pine forest with spruce understory, Brigitta must have seen an orange placard indicating the campsite. Brigitta did not know the history of White Lake Campsite. At the end of the day, Brigitta focused the lens on her cookstove set up in the fire ring fifty feet from her tent, and made a final exposure.

* * *

[Editor’s Note: At this point in her narrative, Kathleen Snow gives readers more information about the beginning on the trip.]

On July 29, Brigitta’s family group drove to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone—twenty miles long and fifteen hundred feet deep—admiring the lower falls’ plunging water and sprays of mist. Then, by herself—to obtain a backcountry camping permit for the following day—Brigitta walked into the Canyon Ranger Station. What happened next is narrated in the Case Incident Record by the park professionals who were directly involved.


“[A]t approximately 12:15 p.m. a young lady entered the office area and began looking at a large Yellowstone topographical map, which is mounted on the east wall of the Canyon Ranger Station Office,” reported Law Enforcement Specialist Floyd Klang, after interviewing Ranger James G. Youngblood on July 31.

Youngblood was on duty at the ranger station and helped Brigitta with her backcountry permit. Ranger Youngblood described the young lady as pretty, 5'3" to 5'5" tall, 120 pounds, dark, wavy shoulder length hair, wearing blue jeans and a knit pullover shirt or blouse . . . he handed Ms. Fredenhagen a preassembled package of backcountry informational brochures . . . Youngblood called the backcountry office, located at Mammoth, and received a confirmation to issue Ms. Fredenhagen a backcountry campsite permit for site 5-B-1, for the night of July 30, 1984. The number of this permit was designated as 847N806.

The trail that Ms. Fredenhagen planned to use is commonly known as the Astringent–Broad Creek Trail and she was planning on beginning her hike at a trailhead in Pelican Valley, located approximately 3 miles east of Fishing Bridge. Ranger Youngblood . . . wrote the following information on the backcountry permit: Broad Creek, Bears, Firearms, H20, Food, Fires . . . he gave Ms. Fredenhagen verbal information, including the following:

“The bears in Yellowstone National Park are dangerous, that she should not attempt to approach them, she should hang her foodstuffs in a tree and well away from the campsite area, don’t have any foods or foodstuffs near the tent or sleeping equipment and generally keep a clean camp . . . It is dangerous to travel alone—take extra precautions, if she should get hurt, like breaking a leg one might be in big trouble.”

Ms. Fredenhagen asked questions concerning locating the campsite and the trail. Ranger Youngblood advised Ms. Fredenhagen that the trail was marked with a sign with the campsite number printed on it.

Ranger Youngblood stated that Ms. Fredenhagen appeared to be very intelligent, that she spoke near perfect English and that she did not appear to have any difficulty in communicating with him.

Brigitta had now obtained the necessary permit to camp the night of July 30 at the remote Backcountry Site 5B1, at Broad Creek. After her overnight camp alone, she would hike the connecting Wapiti Lake Trail to Canyon, where she would rejoin her brother and sister-in-law at the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.

That night, July 29, Brigitta, her brother, and sister-in-law slept in the public campground near Norris Geyser Basin, where hot springs spread acres of greens, blues, and yellows, as vivid as dreams. Tomorrow they would hike into the wilder world of Yellowstone’s backcountry.

The next morning, to begin their hike, the three Swiss visitors drove past Fishing Bridge toward Pelican Valley. Pelicans could be seen on Yellowstone Lake, near where the three parked their car. Just past Indian Pond, and four miles north of the islet called Pelican Roost, the Pelican Valley Trail began.

At 11:00 a.m., with two “bear bells” on her pack, Brigitta signed the trail register where, in International Orange, a new placard read: 
“Warning—Grizzly Frequenting Area Traversed by This Trail, Be Alert.”

In fact, grizzlies sometimes traveled on human trails—the paths of least resistance—especially in the seldom used (by humans) evenings, nights, and dawns. Brigitta, her brother, and sister-in-law followed the trail for two miles, emerging into the broad expanse of Pelican Valley.

“The area is ideal grizzly habitat and you will probably spot several droppings and diggings along the way,” warned writer Orville E. Bach Jr. in the 1979 edition of his book Hiking the Yellowstone Backcountry, a book Brigitta may have read. Bach advised the following:

Make noise and remain alert as you traverse the valley. Coyotes are frequently sighted throughout the valley searching for small game. At the 3 mile point you reach Pelican Creek and a junction with the old fire road used to provide access to forest fire areas. Pelican Creek moves along rather slowly. The water is not very cold and therefore makes poor drinking water.


Brigitta told her brother and sister-in-law that she might not make it all the way to 5B1. That afternoon Brigitta made two significant choices. First, at 5.8 miles from the Pelican Valley Trailhead, past the Astringent Creek Bridge, she chose to hike on alone.

Second, she stopped for the night at a backcountry campsite that was not the campsite she had registered for, but one that was nearer. Brigitta had registered for Campsite 5B1 at Broad Creek, but 5B1 was an additional 3.5 miles [described alternatively in the Case Incident Record as 4.5 miles] beyond where she ended up camping [White Lake campsite 5W1]. Did she stop short of her assigned campsite because she felt anxious about proceeding farther into the backcountry? In the Case Incident Record, Ranger Blank noted that Brigitta “expressed a concern about meeting animals and about getting back on time. [She] decided to change [her] itinerary and return to the Pelican Trailhead most likely by the Pelican Creek Trail”; whatever was going through Brigitta’s mind, she continued on while her brother and sister-in-law returned to the Pelican Valley Trailhead. Evidence later indicated that Brigitta hiked north up the Astringent Creek–Broad Creek Trail. She took 5W1.

In 1982, from July 19 through July 26, the site received “Strong Bear Warnings” for reported heavy bear activity, as did all of Pelican Valley. From July 26 through August 2, 1982, “Strong Bear Warnings” were issued for Campsite 5W1 alone. But in 1983, no warnings were issued.

Now, on July 30, 1984, standing by herself at Campsite 5W1, Brigitta photographed the arm of White Lake on her right, the center of the shot showing a lone sapling.

Perhaps Brigitta looked at campsite 5W1 and decided that she was too tired, or had had enough, or was feeling too lonely to go on to her assigned campsite. For reasons known only to herself, she chose to stay the night at 5W1.

In another twist of fate, Brigitta should not have been alone at 5W1. A party of three hikers had registered for the campsite that night, but they didn’t start hiking until 6:00 p.m., too late to reach 5W1, so they camped in lower Pelican Valley instead.

Brigitta’s next-to-last photograph was described by a ranger as “Looking from meadow SSW of tent. Campfire ring left center of photo.” It showed the path leading directly to 5W1, where among the evergreens Brigitta later planted her green-domed tent.

Brigitta’s final photograph showed her cookstove set up in the fire ring fifty feet from her tent. The shadows in the photo suggested she took this frame at approximately 5:30 p.m. (plus or minus an hour). She heated and ate her dinner (perhaps ham, since five slices were later found) and then drank tea while the sun slipped behind the treetops. Clouds began rolling in, suggesting rain later in the night.

To cache her food from animals, Brigitta located two old lodgepole pines with low broken limbs eighty-five feet east of her campsite. She climbed the ladder-like limbs to a height of twelve feet and suspended parachute cord between the two trees, from which she hung her food, cook kit, and stove. By then the evening light was nearly gone. She probably felt physically tired, but with the tiredness came the hiked-out calm that is one of the rewards of backpacking.

Her legs tingled, even ached, and she pulled her red mummy-shaped sleeping bag from its stuff sack, fluffed it up, then laid it inside her tent, headfirst toward the tent door. She put on garments to sleep in, and wrapped the clothes she had hiked in and probably cooked in within a plastic bag folded inside her poncho. On her right side she set her flashlight, and on her left side, her cassette-tape music player. She probably sat on top of her sleeping bag, legs crossed, to write in her journal. Among other notes about the day, she wrote: “I have taken all precautions.”

Finally she crawled into her sleeping bag, her feet toward the rear of the tent, her head near the front with its zippered door: her only exit. She wore blue cotton pajamas, socks, and a sweater. It may have taken awhile, in the backcountry of Yellowstone far from home, but presumably she fell asleep. During the night a lightning-laced thunderstorm moved in. Perhaps Brigitta briefly awakened. But she had stretched a waterproof rainfly tightly above her tent and remained dry inside her personal cocoon. The only sounds she could probably hear were the thunderclaps overhead and the rain hitting her tent. Listening to the rain, she probably fell asleep again.

* * *

On Tuesday, July 31, at the Pelican Valley Trailhead, Brigitta’s brother and sister-in-law expected to see her hiking toward them, a smile on her face. It was 3:30 p.m., the agreed upon time. Brigitta, normally a punctual person, did not appear. After half an hour, anxiety set in. An hour passed. Then another. Now their fear was sharp.

Around 6:00 p.m. Brigitta’s brother hurried to the Fishing Bridge Visitor Center to report Brigitta overdue. Park Naturalist Lori Qualman called Ranger Marschall. “I asked [the brother] to return to the trailhead and continue waiting for his sister for another hour,” Marschall stated in his park report:

I attempted to contact by radio Ranger Bill Berg who was in Pelican Springs Patrol Cabin that evening. I was called to a fire alarm at the Lake Lodge before I could reach him. When I returned to the Ranger Station, at about [8:00 p.m.], [the brother] was there and told me his sister had still not returned to the trailhead. I continued to try and contact Ranger Berg via radio while I asked [the brother] questions about his sister and her trip.


Using the brother’s information, Ranger Marschall wrote an “Attempt to Locate” and contacted the Yellowstone Communications Center to have it read over the park’s internal radio frequency. The operator’s urgent voice, “Missing Hiker in Pelican Valley: Name Brigitta Fredenhagen,” was heard by Park Service personnel across both Yellowstone’s developed area and backcountry.

As it turned out, Brigitta was not the only missing person that day. A search party headed by Incident Commander Randy King was moving south from Specimen Ridge toward Broad Creek (where Brigitta was registered to camp), looking for another missing hiker. Brigitta’s “Attempt to Locate” was transmitted to this search party as well.

At 8:00 p.m. Brigitta’s brother and sister-in-law met with Lake District ranger David Spirtes at Lake Ranger Station, telling him “that Brigitta, who was very responsible and punctual, was now 4 1⁄2 hours overdue.”

“I finally contacted Bill Berg [by radio] at approximately [8:14 p.m.],” Ranger Marschall wrote. Ranger Berg was known to be staying at the Pelican Springs Patrol Cabin in Pelican Valley that evening. Marschall then alerted Berg to the missing Brigitta:

I gave him a description of Brigitta and asked Berg to go out into the valley and see if he could see any sign of her. I told Berg not to search after dark. Berg checked back in at approximately [9:30 p.m.] and said he had seen no sign of hikers.


From approximately [8:30 to 9:30 p.m.] the Pelican [Valley] trailhead was monitored by either [name withheld] or [the brother and sister-in-law, who] decided to go back to Norris and camp for the evening. I had them leave a note for Brigitta at the trailhead register telling her to call our emergency phone number if she arrived late. I had Ranger Steve Harrel check the trailhead hourly from [10:00 p.m. to 3:00 a.m.] that night.


Brigitta did not return to the trailhead that night.

* * *

On Wednesday, August 1, Brigitta was still missing, perhaps lying injured in the remote backcountry. Her brother and sister-in-law were “extremely concerned.” Writing in his later report, Lake District ranger David Spirtes noted the following:

At approximately [9:00 a.m.] on August 1, [her brother and sister-in-law] returned from Norris Campground to the Lake Ranger Station. I advised them that a ranger was on the way into Brigitta’s campsite and the best thing that they could do was to wait at the trailhead and to let us know immediately if she returned. I assured them that we would contact them at the trailhead as soon as we had any news.


Following Ranger Spirtes’ advice, Brigitta’s brother and sister-in-law went back to the trailhead and waited. They strained to see movement coming toward them, movement of any kind that might indicate Brigitta coming home.

Early that morning, looking for Brigitta, Ranger Marschall rode on horseback toward campsite 5B1 on Broad Creek, the campsite she had registered for. His report detailed his efforts to find her:

I checked the area downstream from Pelican Bridge and the area north of Astringent Creek Junction but otherwise I rode up the Astringent Creek–Broad Creek trail headed for Brigitta’s proposed campsite of 5B1. At approximately [8:30 a.m.] I talked with hiker [name withheld] near the Astringent Creek Junction. He reported seeing a large grizzly bear approximately 15 minutes earlier coming from the Astringent Creek trail area and headed south into Pelican Valley.


At approximately [11:20 a.m.] I arrived at campsite 5W1 on the edge of White Lake. I saw a green dome tent standing and a sleeping bag laid out in front of the tent. As I rode towards the tent, my horse spooked and would approach no closer than 20 yards.


I walked to the tent and saw rip marks in the tent fly near the door. I looked into the tent and saw a sleeping pad, parka, and gear all apparently undisturbed. When I looked around outside the tent I noticed a piece of scalp and hair and a piece of what was apparently muscle tissue.


I immediately called Lake Ranger Station on the radio and notified Area Ranger David Spirtes [now the operations chief and primary investigator] and District Ranger Tim Blank [now the incident commander] of what I had found. While they arranged for a helicopter transport to the scene, I checked the woods to the east of the campsite looking for Brigitta.


I found Brigitta’s food cache lying on the ground where it had apparently been ripped apart by a bear. I looked for Brigitta for about 20 minutes, but could not locate her.


Possible human tissue had been found outside of Brigitta’s tent. The Park Service response was immediate. “District Ranger Tim Blank and I got two shotguns, a high-powered rifle, emergency medical technician kit, compass, maps, ammunition, 35mm camera, binoculars, and other emergency equipment and proceeded to the Fishing Bridge helispot,” reported Operations Chief Spirtes. He described what he saw:

At [11:58 a.m.] we lifted off en route to White Lake. From the air we observed a green dome tent with Ranger Marschall standing in a meadow, waving his arms, and indicating a landing spot. At [12:06 p.m.], the helicopter touched down. Rangers Marschall and Blank loaded shotguns while I carried the rifle. We began a hasty search of the area.


The dome tent looked normal except for the fresh tear next to the front flap. Six feet away was a zipped-up sleeping bag, appearing as if it had been laid out in the sun. Several feet from the sleeping bag was a piece of lip, and nearby a piece of scalp with hair attached.


Marschall showed us the area, 30 yards to the east, where a bear had apparently gotten her food cache from between two trees. Over the past two days, there had been numerous localized severe thunderstorms pass through the park. Since no trail was discernible, we began a hasty search of the nearby woods.


From the sleeping bag, a trail of tissue led in a northerly direction, including a small piece of scalp, lip, more scalp, a small piece of fat globule, and some shreds of blue cloth. Approximately 22 feet northwest of the tent was an oblong 18-inch by 37-inch patch of discolored grass. Small blue-cloth fibers and tissue could be seen there. In subsequent days the patch smelled, felt greasy, and became more noticeable. It appeared that substantial bleeding took place at this location. This, coupled with the tissue spread around the area, would probably indicate the site where the victim died.


From there a barely discernible trail that went to the east of the fire ring crossed the trail, and went uphill toward the wood in a northeasterly direction was followed. Roughly halfway between the fire ring and final resting place of the body, a bloody sweater with numerous rips and tears was left behind. Thirty feet from where the body was found was a discolored cotton pullover shirt.


The body was lying approximately 250 feet from the tent. It was stretched out prone with the left arm bent at the elbow and pinned under the body. The right arm was extended over the head. Her right foot was detached at the ankle, but laying adjacent to it. Next to her left foot was her stretched-out blue pajama bottoms. . . . The skin on the arms was peeled back as if cased; a characteristic suggestive of the way a grizzly often feeds on a carcass. The body was not eviscerated, although most of the muscle, flesh, and skin was gone from the arms, legs, buttocks, and upper torso.


It was not possible to determine the time of death. . . . The average person after hiking 8.5 miles would eat dinner after arriving at their campsite. . . . The victim’s stomach was empty at the autopsy; since it takes approximately 6 hours for food to clear the stomach, this would place the time of death after [10:30 p.m.] if she ate dinner. . . . The rain destroyed much evidence. There was not a single bear hair stuck in the bark or sap of the lodgepole pine that the bear had climbed. The lack of even coagulated globules of blood suggest that it rained during or soon after the victim started bleeding. One had to get down on hands and knees to follow the path where the body had been dragged.


There were only four bear tracks discovered near the site. . . . One scat was discovered at the site and another 1 mile south of the site that contained large pieces of undigested human tissue. Since a bear would normally pass feces from between 12 [and] 48 hours after the time of ingestion of food, it appears that the bear stayed in or returned to the area for at least 12 hours. Two other scats with human remains, one on the trail by the Broad–Pelican Trail Cutoff and a second found on a small pond north of the Mud Kettles, indicate that the bear moved several miles north and several miles east in the day following the killing.


A scat with human remains on top of fresh bear tracks that measured 5½ by 4¾ inches for the front pad and 4¾ by 8 inches for the rear, was dropped on the afternoon or evening of August 2 or the morning of August 3. This scat was nearly 10% human and contained a large quantity of hair. Given the normal digestive time for a bear, this suggests that the bear returned to feed on the second day, July 31. The one measurable track found at 5W1 was on top of fresh rained-on ground and would seem to verify this. These scats with human remains also contained elk hair and no maggot casings, which in the end of July indicate a successful predatory bear.


Teeth marks that seemed to correspond to a matching set of canine teeth were measured on Fredenhagen’s left hand at 5.5 cm and on the left shoulder at 5.3 cm. These correspond to the measurement of teeth marks recovered from an aluminum cookpot. The dental impression left in the cooking pot remains the best piece of evidence to identify the individual bear. . . .


At approximately [5:50 p.m.], Fredenhagen’s body and belongings were flown back to Fishing Bridge. Incident Commander Timothy Blank wrote that “After the body was found, [names withheld] went to the trailhead and informed the brother and sister-in-law and provided support.” Blank detailed the Park Service’s concern for the relatives:

They took [brother and sister-in-law] to their house and stayed with them for the afternoon and arranged for lodging and meals at Lake. At [6:00 p.m.], Ranger Blank met with them and told them what had happened, arranged for medication for the sister-in-law and assisted the brother in contacting his father in Switzerland and making arrangements for them to fly to Switzerland. Arrangements were made with the mortuary and the hospital for the body and the coroner’s report.


On August 2, Ranger Blank spent most of the day with the brother and sister-in-law, making arrangements for airline flights, car rental return, cremation of Brigitta’s remains, and security arrangements with airport personnel. Brigitta’s belongings were sorted and packed by her brother and sister-in-law.


As Incident Commander Blank reported, “On August 3, the brother and sister-in-law drove to Billings, and on August 4, they flew from Billings to Switzerland with the deceased’s ashes.”

* * *

Grizzly bear tracks, bite marks, and biological samples can provide forensic proof in investigations of bear attacks. To determine which bear was responsible, on Wednesday, August 1, rangers began field investigation patrols, including night-long patrols, to locate all bears in the area, and trap or tranquilize them. Culvert-pipe bear traps and tracking by both humans and scent dogs were used in an attempt to capture and identify the responsible grizzly.

On Thursday, August 2, rangers spotted Bear #1, a grizzly. In days to come they sighted three more grizzlies (one with a cub), which Marschall noted on his page titled “Bear Descriptions.”

Bear #1 Description: 400 lbs, dark wide head, blonde white muzzle, dark rump. Silver tipping on neck and ribs—lightest towards front and gets darker towards rear.


Bear #3[sic] Description: Sub-adult grizzly, 150–200 lbs., blonde face, blonde fore-shoulders, blonde ribs. Dark rump and hump.


Bear #4 Description: Sub-adult grizzly. Darker and larger than #3. 200–250 lbs. Silver tipping on ribs, and fore-shoulders, and outside of eyes and on muzzle. Diagonal, elliptical patch of silver tipped fur just behind right shoulder. Visible only in bright light.


Sow and Cub Description: (Sow)—450 lb. grizzly with blonde or silver tipped patch of fur between eyes and nose. Very prominent dark hump and dark rump. Overall appearance dark. Ear tags in both ears. Description: (Cub)—50 lb. grizzly with blonde ribs and collar. Light overall appearance.


Culvert bear traps were flown in by helicopter, baited and set (with rangers safely monitoring them from inside an extra culvert trap through the night). But for the moment all the bears eluded capture.

On Friday, August 3, Marschall noted among other items that “Tracks C followed in towards Pelican TH from about 1 mile out. Tracks were probably made the night of 8/2/84. Scat #8 picked up on tracks. Scat later tested out positive.”

For ten more days, to Monday, August 13, trapping and patrolling continued. Suddenly on August 13 there was a possible suspect. Marschall noted that park personnel “Discovered bear-caused damage in Fishing Bridge campground from approximately 11:00 p.m. the night before. Three (3) traps set in Fishing Bridge campground. All night patrols continue. From Monday, August 13, through Saturday, August 18, Pelican Valley was monitored by rangers to enforce closures and monitor bear activity.”

“The bear involved [in Brigitta’s death] was never identified or captured despite major efforts,” Stephen Herrero wrote one year later in 1985s Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance. “Dr. Meagher [Mary, a Yellowstone research biologist] used available evidence to conclude that the bear was probably a sub-adult grizzly (young grizzlies are more likely to climb trees), probably male, and apparently ‘not a naïve bear relative to developed areas and human activities.’”

On August 23, 1984, in the Superintendent’s Conference Room at Mammoth Hot Springs, the Board of Inquiry reviewed the facts of Brigitta’s death. It reached the following conclusions:

Based on all available information, the Board found that Brigitta Fredenhagen died as a result of hemorrhage and shock due to multiple wounds inflicted by a single subadult (2–3 years of age) grizzly bear [determined as most probable by park biologist Mary Meagher, based upon data including the size of paw tracks and the size and span of toothmarks].


Ms. Fredenhagen had apparently received and followed all safety recommendations.


As this author can attest, it is natural that women want to participate in the natural world—to hike, to camp, to be free. And it is an entirely different experience to hike companionably with others than to do so by yourself. At its best, experiencing nature when you are alone can be a spiritual, even transcendent human experience.

Perhaps Brigitta was hoping to have that kind of experience. Brigitta was found to have done nothing wrong.

Being a bear, the grizzly did nothing wrong, either. When bears reach the sub-adult stage, they must leave their mothers and strike out on their own, foraging for a new area to live that is not already dominated by another adult bear. Sub-adults are often inexperienced, hungry, and on the move, and can be very dangerous to humans.








1. (Excerpted from Taken by Bear in Yellowstone, Lyons Press, 2016.)


Chapter Two

When Lewis and Clark 
First Met Grizzlies1

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark




I always find myself reading the Journals of Lewis and Clark with two mindsets. In one I am sharing and feeling the wonder of their second year (1805) on the high plains and mountains of the undiscovered American west. Every day they see teeming bison (buffalo) herds, elk, deer, antelope, beaver, birds, and waterfowl. Clark estimated one buffalo herd to number ten thousand. This idyllic life described in the Journals is interrupted by visions of the toil and hardships of the journey—the raging rivers, virtually impossible mountain passes, hailstorms and snow, and the demands of moving camps of men and supplies. The unedited versions of the Journals are difficult to read, with misspellings and gaps, but well worth the effort. In the excerpts we have here, we’re focusing on the Journal pages that describe encounters with beasts larger and more ferocious than ever seen before: grizzly bears. At one point, Lewis wrote in his journal, “I would rather face 2 Indians than one grizzly bear.” The Corps of Discovery had many “firsts” that would be recorded in American history. The text refers frequently to “brown” or “blonde” bears. These are grizzlies, as explained by Lewis in Journal entries to come.


[Lewis, April 29, 1805]


Monday April 29th 1805.

Set out this morning at the usual hour; the wind was moderate; I walked on shore with one man. about 8 A.M. we fell in with two brown or yellow bear; both of which we wounded; one of them made his escape, the other after my firing on him pursued me seventy or eighty yards, but fortunately had been so badly wounded that he was unable to pursue so closely as to prevent my charging my gun; we again repeated our fir and killed him. it was a male not fully grown, we estimated his weight at 300 lbs. not having the means of ascertaining it precisely. The legs of this bear are somewhat longer than those of the black, as are it’s tallons and tusks incomparably larger and longer. the testicles, which in the black bear are placed pretty well back between the thyes and contained in one pouch like those of the dog and most quadrupeds, are in the yellow or brown bear placed much further forward, and are suspended in seperate pouches from two to four inches asunder; it’s colour is yellowish brown, the eyes small, black, and piercing; the front of the fore legs near the feet is usually black; the fur is finer thicker and deeper than that of the black bear. these are all the particulars in which this anamal appeared to me to differ from the black bear; it is a much more furious and formidable anamal, and will frequently pursue the hunter when wounded. it is asstonishing to see the wounds they will bear before they can be put to death. the Indians may well fear this anamal equiped as they generally are with their bows and arrows or indifferent fuzees, but in the hands of skillfull riflemen they are by no means as formidable or dangerous as they have been represented. game is still very abundant we can scarcely cast our eyes in any direction without percieving deer Elk Buffaloe or Antelopes. The quantity of wolves appear to increase in the same proportion; they generally hunt in parties of six eight or ten; they kill a great number of the Antelopes at this season; the Antelopes are yet meagre and the females are big with young; the wolves take them most generally in attempting to swim the river; in this manner my dog caught one drowned it and brought it on shore; they are but clumsey swimers, tho on land when in good order, they are extreemly fleet and dureable. we have frequently seen the wolves in pursuit of the Antelope in the plains; they appear to decoy a single one from a flock, and then pursue it, alturnately relieving each other untill they take it. on joining Capt Clark he informed me that he had seen a female and faun of the bighorned anamal; that they ran for some distance with great aparent ease along the side of the river bluff where it was almost perpendicular; two of the party fired on them while in motion without effect. we took the flesh of the bear on board and proceeded. Capt. Clark walked on shore this evening, killed a deer, and saw several of the bighorned anamals. there is more appearance of coal today than we have yet seen, the stratas are 6 feet thick in some instances; the earth has been birnt in many places, and always appears in stratas on the same level with the stratas of coal. we came too this evening in the mouth of a little river, which falls in on the Stard. side. This stream is about 50 yards wide from bank to bank; the water occupyes about 15 yards. the banks are of earth only, abrupt, tho not high—the bed, is of mud principally. Capt Clark, who was up this streeam about three miles, informed me that it continued about the same width, that it’s current was gentle and it appeared navigable for perogus it meanders through an extensive, fertile, and beautifull vally as far as could bee seen about N. 30°W. there was but one solitary tree to be seen on the banks of this river after it left the bottom of the Missouri. the water of this river is clear, with a brownish yelow tint. here the highlands receede from the Missouri, leaving the vally formed by the river from seven to eight miles wide, and reather lower then usual.—This stream my friend Capt. C. named Marthas river


[Clark, April 29, 1805]


29th of April Monday 1805

Set out this morning at the usial hour. the wind is moderate & from the N E had not proceeded far eer we Saw a female & her faun of the Bighorn animal on the top of a Bluff lying, the noise we made allarmed them and they came down on the Side of the bluff which had but little Slope being nearly purpindicular, I directed two men to kill those anamals, one went on the top and the other man near the water they had two Shots at the doe while in motion without effect, Those animals run & Skiped about with great ease on this declivity & appeared to prefur it to the leavel bottom or plain. Capt Lewis & one man walkd on Shore and he killed a yellow Bear & the man with him wounded one other, after getting the flesh of the bear on bord which was not far from the place we brackfast, we proceeded on Saw 4 gangus of buffalow and great numbers of Antelopes in every direction also Saw Elk and Several wolves, I walked on Shore in the evening & killed a Deer which was So meager as to be unfit for use The hills Contain more Coal, and has a greater appearance of being burnt that below, the burnt parts appear on a parrilel with the Stratiums of Coal, we Came too in the mouth of a Little river on the S. S. which is about 50 or 60 yards from bank to bank, I was up this Stream 3 miles it continues its width and glides with a gentle Current, its water is about 15 yards wide at this time, and appears to be navagable for Canoes &c. it meanders through a butifull & extencive vallie as far as can be Seen about N 30° W. I saw only a Single tree in this fertile vallie The water of the River is clear of a yellowish Colour, we call this river Martheys river in honor to the Selebrated M. F Here the high land widen from five to Eight miles and much lower than below, Saw Several of the big horn animals this evening. The Wolves distroy great numbers of the antilopes by decoying those animals Singularly out in the plains and prosueing them alternetly, those antelopes are Curious and will approach any thing which appears in motion near them &c.


[Lewis, May 5, 1805]


Sunday May 5th 1805

A fine they frequently also ascociate with the large geese when in flocks, but never saw them pared off with the large or common goose. The white brant ascociate in very large flocks, they do not appear to be mated or pared off as if they intended to raise their young in this quarter, I therefore doubt whether they reside here during the summer for that purpose.


this bird is about the size of the common brown brant or two thirds of the common goose, it is not so long by six inches from point to point of the wings when extended as the other; the beak head and neck are also larger and stronger; their beak legs and feet are of a redish or fleshcoloured white. the eye is of moderate size, the puple of a deep sea green incircled with a ring of yellowish brown. it has sixteen feathers of equal length in the tale; their note differs but little from the common brant, their flesh much the same, and in my opinion preferable to the goose, the flesh is dark. they are entirely of a beatifull pure white except the large feathers of the 1st and second joints of the wings which are jut black. form and habits are the same with the other brant; they sometimes ascociate and form one common flock. Capt Clark found a den of young wolves in the course of his walk today and also saw a great number of those anamals; they are very abundant in this quarter, and are of two species the small woolf or burrowing dog of the praries are the inhabitants almost invariably of the open plains; they usually ascociate in bands of ten or twelve sometimes more and burrow near some pass or place much frequented by game; not being able alone to take a deer or goat they are rarely ever found alone but hunt in bands; they frequently watch and seize their prey near their burrows; in these burrows they raise their young and to them they also resort when pursued; when a person approaches them they frequently bark, their note being precisely that of the small dog. they are of an intermediate size between that of the fox and dog, very active fleet and delicately formed; the ears large erect and pointed the head long and pointed
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