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Preface

Two Sides to Every Story


“We are apprehensive that as more people make use of the bears’ shrinking domain, an increase in bear attacks or maulings might precipitate a reaction that could result in wholesale destruction of the animals.”

—Frank C. Craighead Jr., famed National Geographic bear scientist



Statistically, you’re very safe from bears—but are you safe from statistics?

The answer: Don’t rely on statistics, because these numbers can give you false confidence that might prompt you to skip some of the precautions recommended in this book.

Following the advice in these pages will make you safer. Bears definitely add an additional risk to your outdoor adventure, but you take a much greater risk driving to the trailhead. You’re much more likely to drown, fall off a cliff, suffer a heart attack or other sudden illness, or succumb to hypothermia on your hike.

Every year, for example, drivers in the United States alone have at least six million auto accidents, some very grisly. These vehicle mishaps claim about 40,000 lives, but the news stories about them hardly make the local front page. On the other hand, any bear mauling, even one resulting in minor injuries, commands banner headlines, which send us a subliminal message that bears are more dangerous than they actually are. This phenomenon won’t change, so the bottom line is to keep the danger posed by bears in perspective regardless of how the media covers bear stories.

North America has about a half-million bears, mostly black bears. Yet in our recorded history, bears have killed fewer than 50 people, an average of less than one person per year. For each recorded fatality caused by bears (all species), we have approximately 8 caused by spiders, 13 by snakes, 34 by domestic dogs, 90 by bees and wasps, and 190 by lightning. In the United States alone, domestic dogs bite about 2 percent of the population every year, about five million people, and kill around 25 people per year. Even Western national parks with large grizzly bear populations average fewer than one bear-caused fatality per year, despite the fact that millions of tourists travel through the entrance stations annually.

So, statistically speaking, walking the streets of a big city is more hazardous than walking the trails of bear country. Nonetheless, bears are dangerous. Hopefully, however, with the distribution of more information on how to safely hike and camp in bear country, fewer and fewer bears will make the front page and more and more people will be able to enjoy bear country.

That’s our side of the story. There’s also the bears’ side.

Carelessness can kill not only you or the next person coming down the trail, but also a bear. Most bear attacks, including nonfatal encounters, result in dead bears. Worse, many surprise encounters involve mother bears with cubs, and in far too many cases, both the mother bear and cubs are “removed from the population,” which means euthanized or, arguably worse, imprisoned for life without parole in a zoo, research lab, or drive-through wildlife park.

When bears lose their fear of humankind, wildlife managers have little choice but to remove them. In certain circumstances, usually our fault, a bear can gradually become more conditioned to human food or garbage. Once a bear picks up this nasty habit, it’s the start of a slow, but virtually guaranteed, death march. Hence the saying, “A fed bear is a dead bear.” The bear might avoid its fate for years, but sooner or later it crosses the line and authorities take it out.

Here’s the bottom line: Bear encounters obviously pose a threat to human safety, but they also pose a threat to bear safety—and not just the safety of individual bears, but of the entire population. This side of the story doesn’t make many headlines, but it’s another reason we should take every precaution to avoid an encounter. Too many bloody bear encounters could even lead to a movement to rid the forests of bears.

Therefore, this book has two goals—to save you and a bear.
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Bear Sense


“Your best weapon to minimize the risk of a bear attack is your brain. Use it as soon as you contemplate a trip to bear country, and continue to use it throughout your stay.”

—Stephen Herrero, author of Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance



It’s difficult to separate bear fact from fiction because bears have a way of proving the experts wrong. As soon as somebody says, “Bears never do this,” a bear comes along and does it. So be wary of absolute statements about bears. A typical bear is as mythical as a typical human being.

Knowledge is the best defense. Outdoors people who know about bears also know what equipment to bring, how to set up camp, when and where to hike and be more careful, and which bear and human behaviors increase the chance of an encounter. There is no way to guarantee total safety while traveling in bear country, but the well informed can more easily deal with any encounter and significantly minimize the risk of being injured. Here are the answers to a few of the most commonly asked questions about bears.

Black and Grizzly: What’s the Difference?

Although black bears and grizzly bears have significant differences, they share one very notable characteristic: Both species are dangerous and deserve your respect. A common—and serious—mistake is thinking only grizzly bears are dangerous. In fact black bears cause more injuries than grizzly bears do because we have more black bears in more places and because of our nonchalant attitudes toward




Do Bears Stay in the Same Place or Move Around?


What Do Bears Eat?



How Do Bears Know Where We Are?









Why Don’t Bears Just Stay Away from People?


How Do You Know If Bears Are Nearby?


GRIZZLY BEAR (Ursus arctos)
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BLACK BEAR (Ursus americanus)
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Appendix

Much of the information in this appendix came from the Living with Wildlife Foundation, which contracts with bear managers to keep a current list of manufacturers and sources of bear-resistant products and to coordinate testing and certification protocol. You can find the resource guides online at www.lwwf.org. Contact the foundation at Living with Wildlife Foundation, P.O. Box 1152, Condon, MT 59826; landline (406) 754-0010, cell (406) 544-5307; info@lwwf.org.

Products

Bear Pepper Spray

These companies sell EPA-registered bear deterrent sprays. Manufacturers not registered by the EPA have not been included.

Counter Assault

Counter Assault

120 Industrial Ct.

Kalispell, MT 59901

(800) 695-3394

www.counterassault.com

Frontiersman Bear Attack Deterrent

Security Equipment Corp.

330 Sun Valley Circle

Fenton, MO 63036

(314) 343-2000

www.sabredefensesprays.com

Guard Alaska

McNeil River Enterprises, Inc.

750 West Diamond, Ste. 203

Anchorage, AK 99515

(888) 419-9695

www.guardalaska.com

UDAP Pepper Power

Universal Defense Alternative Products

13160 Yonder Rd.

Bozeman, MT 59715

(800) 232-7941

www.udap.com

Portable Bear-Resistant Food Containers

The Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee has certified the products of these companies.

Backpacker’s Cache

Garcia Machine

14097 Avenue 272

Visalia, CA 93292

(559) 732-3785

www.backpackerscache.com

The Bare Boxer

Golf City Products

9614 Cozycraft Ave. Suite D

Chatsworth, CA 91311

www.bareboxer.com

The Bear Keg

Counter Assault

120 Industry Ct.

Kalispell, MT 59901-7991

(406) 257-4740 or (800) 695-3394

www.counterassault.com

Bear Vault

5663 Balboa Ave. No. 354

San Diego, CA 92111

(866) 301-3442

www.bearvault.com

No Fed Bear Canister

UDAP Industries Inc.

1703 Waterline Rd.

Butte, MT 59701

(800) 232-7941

www.udap.com

Portable Electric Fences

The Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee has certified the products of these companies.

Bear Shock Fence

UDAP Industries Inc.

1703 Waterline Rd.

Butte, MT 59701

(800) 232-7941

www.udap.com

The Pentagon

Counter Assault

120 Industry Ct.

Kalispell, MT 59901-7991

(406) 257-4740 or (800) 695-3394

www.counterassault.com

Food Hanging Gear

The Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee has certified the products of these companies.

Feather River Bear Bag

(877) 574-2267

www.camping.com

Game Hoist

NATPRO, Inc.

Box 1076

Lander, WY 82520

(307) 332-3068

Hi Stor

Williams Products, Inc.

2825 Rehberg Ln.

Billings, MT 59102

(800) 522-8930

The IGBC website also contains a long list of companies selling bear-resistant garbage containers, panniers, and coolers.

Informational Resources

Books

Backpacker magazine’s Bear Country Behavior, by Bill Schneider

Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance, by Stephen Herrero

Mark of the Grizzly, by Scott McMillion

Where the Grizzly Walks, by Bill Schneider

Videos

Staying Safe in Bear Country and Working in Bear Country, Safety in Bear Country Society and Wild Eye Productions

Organizations

Be Bear Aware

www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org

Bear Aware

www.bearaware.bc.ca

Get Bear Smart Society

www.bearsmart.com

Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee

www.igbconline.org

Living with Wildlife Foundation

www.lwwf.org


About the Author

Bill Schneider has spent forty years hiking trails all across America. During college in the mid-1960s, he worked on a trail crew in Glacier National Park and became a hiking addict. He spent the 1970s publishing the Montana Outdoors magazine for the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks, while covering as many miles of trails as possible on weekends and holidays. In 1979 Bill and his partner, Mike Sample, founded Falcon Publishing. Since then, he has written twenty books and hundreds of magazine articles on wildlife, outdoor recreation, and conservation issues.

Bill has also taught classes on bicycling, backpacking, zero-impact camping, and hiking in bear country for the Yellowstone Institute, a nonprofit educational organization in Yellowstone National Park.

In 2000 Bill retired from his position as president of Falcon Publishing (now part of Globe Pequot Press) after it had grown into the premier publisher of outdoor recreation guidebooks, with more than 800 titles in print.

He now lives in Helena, Montana, with his wife, Marnie, and works as a publishing consultant and freelance writer.

For more details, go to www.billschneider.net.
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