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          LYNN ROGERS, PHD

        

      

    

    
      My friend Dr. Steve Stringham and I have worked with bears since the late 1960s—a time when bear research was in its infancy and black bears were still being eliminated as dangerous varmints. In the late 1970s, we met at a bear conference. Steve was a kindred spirit. We immediately began sharing thoughts and comparing findings, which we still do to this day.

      Over the years, we discovered that a black bear’s clacking teeth, quick lunges, fast charges, and sudden slaps to the ground are just blustery displays, not ferocious threats prefacing attack – although similar displays do occasionally precede attack by a grizzly bear. We accepted these behaviors by black bears as harmless expressions of anxiety and stress. By responding appropriately, we built trust and have been able to accompany numerous bears as they went about their lives ignoring watchers and revealing more about how they live minute by minute, as well as about their foraging and social behavior than ever before.

      That should not have been a surprise to anyone. Jane Goodall and Dian Fossey had long used essentially the same methods to learn about chimpanzees and gorillas. Steve and I went on to experience the same trust and safety with many of Alaska’s coastal grizzly bears. Even though mother grizzlies have a reputation for being the most dangerous of all bears, mothers which learned to trust people never threatened us.  On the contrary, they calmly nursed their cubs next to us, using us as human shields against males who dared not come that close in Katmai National Park.  Tens of thousands of other people have now shared similar experiences at Katmai, at nearby McNeil Falls, and at numerous other bear viewing sites.

      Everything we saw was the opposite of what we had long been taught. What bears showed us was contrary to the many fear-based beliefs that still persist today. Particularly devastating to bears is the confused notion that those which lose their “natural fear of people” become more likely to attack and must be killed.

      In fact, bears don’t have a “natural” – i.e., instinctive fear of humans, as such.  But bears do have natural fears of predators, against which they must defend themselves violently when they cannot escape.  Most attacks on humans are attempts to defend themselves from us.  They are not the result of too little fear, but of too much.  Although fear of human predation can impel bears to avoid us by a wider margin, when a close encounter does occur, a defensive bear is more dangerous than a trusting bear.  Even though a defensive black bear usually flees, sometimes it does not dare immediately turn its back on an enemy; so it first attacks, inflicting a few bites or swats before running off.  Defensive grizzly bears also usually flee, but are more likely than black bears to seriously injure or kill someone perceived as a predator.  Trying to keep bears afraid of human predation through hunting them aggravates defensiveness and increases risk of defensive attack – the primary cause of serious or fatal injury by grizzlies.  According to Steve, every time he hears of someone being mauled by a defensive bear, he wonders whether the attack could have been prevented if the bear had previously learned to trust people as much as do bears at Katmai and McNeil.

      By winning the trust of bears, Steve and I have been able to closely observe them through tens of thousands of close encounters without being attacked. As bears have lost fear of human predation, they have grown to ignore us and calmly go about their natural activities even with a researcher nearby recording those activities minute by minute, day and night. We found that the kinder and gentler our methods, the more the bears revealed about their lives.

      When bears hang out around humans, it’s usually not to interact with us, which they normally try to minimize.  Rather, there are two other reasons for being near people: to avoid enemies that dare not come so close, or to exploit a food source near us.  While near people, most bears go out of their way to avoid offending anyone, lest we shoo them away.  If we don’t force bears to pay attention to us, for instance by blocking their access to prized food, by bullying them, pestering them, or crowding close for photos, bears pay little more attention to humans than they do to ravens or seagulls.  That’s why people can usually safely view bears along a salmon stream or garbage dump where there is plenty of food they can exploit with little human interference.  The same thing can happen where people purposefully feed bears, so long as the bears know that when food runs out at one feeding station, there will be more food at another nearby station or in the wilds (please don’t feed bears without first contacting an expert and learning how to avoid having that endanger you, other people or bears).

      According to Steve, it’s when preferred food is scarce and people are seen as rivals for this food, that problems can arise even with a bear that trusts people.  Bears tend to treat human rivals like they treat bear rivals.  They sometimes try to scare people into letting them have free access to their food.  People who comply are rarely injured.  Nor does a bear normally injure anyone that it respects too much to bully – much as it wouldn’t dare bully a higher ranking bear, lest that other bear retaliate violently.

      According to Steve, this is the grain of truth in conventional thinking that bears become dangerous when they lose their fear of people.  It’s not losing fear of human predation, contrary to sport hunter lore, but losing fear of human retaliation, that can erode a bear’s normal self-restraint so much that it succumbs to temptation.

      Of course, that danger wouldn’t exist if we adequately minimized temptations that lure bears into rivalry with us – temptations like accessible groceries, garbage, gardens, pet food, and other attractants.   We should avoid and prevent situations where a bear’s hunger for some prize would exceed its fear of retaliation by us.

      Even if a hungry bear can be scared away, it’s likely to come back, just as it would come back to a salmon stream after higher-ranking bears have finished feeding.  If a bear isn’t already sufficiently respectful toward people, trying to dominate it in a contest over food or some other prize could be risky.  So can trying to bully a bear unnecessarily.  Hence Steve’s tactic of escalating respect gradually and gently.  He advocates winning a bear’s compliance with ever more challenging human demands until compliance is so habitual that it carries over even to rivalry over food.

      Steve argues that the key to peaceful bear-human coexistence is a management strategy designed like a stool supported by four legs.  (1) Motives for aggression: Avoid being perceived by bears as rivals for prized food, or as predators, or as prey.  If bears associate people with sources of abundant food, over which there is no conflict, the association is seldom dangerous. But persistently famished bears can be dangerous, especially to people who impede a bear’s attempts to obtain prized foods.   [2]   Educate bears:  Let them live long enough to learn how to coexist with us.  Teach them which locations they must avoid, as well as those where they are allowed so long as they comply with our demands – including how close they can come to us or to our homes.  Teach them which behaviors are forbidden around us. (3) Enhance trust: Teach bears that they need not fear attack by us so long as they abide by our boundaries and limits. This can minimize risk of defensive attack.  (4) Maintain respect.  Teach bears that we will retaliate like higher ranking bears if they dare violate our boundaries or limits. Maintaining fear of retaliation can curb any tendency a bear might have to dominate humans or to prey on us.

      As Steve often says, “It isn’t what you don’t know that’s a problem, it’s what you know that isn’t so.”  People will not coexist with animals they fear, especially when that fear is greatly exaggerated.  Although old fear-based beliefs die hard, we have to keep trying to publicize the truth about how to minimize risk and stress to both people and bears.

      In this book, Steve recalls some of the kinds of experiences with black and grizzly bears that made us question our fears and want to learn more – which led to us discovering how ready most bears are to peacefully coexist with people, so long as we win their trust and avoid luring them into conflicts with us over food, in addition to maintaining their respect as if we were benign higher-ranking bears, not predators.  I hope these stories have the same effect on you.

      Bear safety and body language are only two facets of Steve’s research.  During the mid-1980s, the US Fish & Wildlife Service compiled all science on grizzlies into the Grizzly Bear Compendium.  Most of the chapter on bear population dynamics was based on his research.

      In addition to Steve’s contributions as a scientist, he has applied his knowledge to real world challenges while working with the US Forest Service, US Fish & Wildlife Service, US Geological Survey, and Environmental Protection Agency; as Scientific Director of the Environmental Office of the Blackfeet Nation, as Director of the Bear Viewing Association, and as an independent ecological consultant through his company WildWatch.  He led efforts that prevented construction of an ill-conceived 12-billion dollar pipeline through the heart of wildlife habitat in Vermont’s Green Mountains.  He later nearly lost his life exposing preparations by an organized crime syndicate for massive dumping of hazardous wastes on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation.

      Steve also taught in the Blackfeet and Salish Kootenai Indian Nations, as well as at a number of universities, including the University of Alaska.  He has taught field courses, and has guided thousands of wildlife viewers.  Steve has given hundreds of public talks about bears and has published several books, with more on the way.  His website, BearViewingAssociation.org, offers a wealth of additional information on bears.  He has published more than 20 peer reviewed technical papers. His writings have reached over 100,000 readers on the Research Gate scientific website, in addition to readers on other venues. Research Gate rated interest in his research higher than 79% of all 17 million other scientists on the website, and higher than 80% of all other scientists studying animal communication.
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      My memory is a network of vivid details against a backdrop of foggy landscapes, of experiences that I recall with great clarity and those which had long been forgotten until triggered into vague recollection as I struggled to remember all that happened so long ago.

      Perhaps clearest of all is the image of the Phantom Grizzly silhouetted against an autumn moon – a huge orange eye looking down at me from above  Trapper Peak.  Near where the pupil of the moon’s eye would have been, was that of the grizzly, as its head was seen in silhouette, etched like an inlay of obsidian on an orb of glowing amber.

      Beautiful.  Terrifyingly, spellbindingly beautiful.  Until the bear roared.   Then glacial melt water seemed to cascade over me and sluice through every vessel in my body, eroding my strength, leaching my confidence, draining me of energy and every emotion except fear.  Only will power kept me from falling to the ground, cowering and trembling, certain that death had come to claim me.

      From fear are born awe, reverence, and worship.  Small wonder that so many Native peoples prayed to this most humbling of Spirits.  So too did I on many a night while grizzlies padded around me in the darkness.  Yet no animal being has ever given me greater joy than some of those same bears as they fished for salmon or nursed cubs or snoozed within a few yards of me during daytime.

      
        
        Steve Stringham
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        1: A grizzly bear’s head silhouetted against an autumn moon (illustration).
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            BEARANOIA & DISNEYESQUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Since my birth in 1946, I’ve had nearly 20,000 close bear encounters.  This book focuses on a handful of my earliest encounters in California and Montana, mainly during 1960-1969, involving numerous black bears and one grizzly.  Even while earning my BSc degree in college, I knew little about bears except for conventional wisdom, much of which was (and is) distorted by bearanoia or Disneyesque. Only gradually did I get to know bears well enough to recognize those distortions and see past them to begin knowing bears as they really are – animals with a wide range of temperaments from friendly to homicidal, but generally preferring to live and let live with humans.

      I suspect that you will enjoy the youthful exuberance and irreverence of a young scientist at the dawn of his career.  Some of those early experiences were especially entertaining, dramatic and revealing – such as being stalked by the Phantom Grizzly one dark night, or, on another occasion, crawling into a den and coming eyeball to eyeball with a black bear.

      My writings, photos, and video are as close as I can come to let other folks get a sense of what it is like to meet these magnificent animal beings up close and personal.  The encounters described herein are typical bear-human interactions as I have experienced them, in stark contrast to the rare cases of extreme aggression which make up the bulk of mass media articles and of tales told at campfires or in bars.

      If you start reading this
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      Blood-Spattered Spectacles

      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
        
          [image: ]
        

        
      

      
      
      
      
        
          	
        When wildlife were killed by vehicles in Yellowstone National Park during the early 1990s, carcasses were dumped at an out-of-the-way site where they were scavenged by bears.  There were signs on the service road to the carcass dump warning people to avoid it.  However, in 1994, KR and two friends bicycled there hoping to see bears.  Stopping at the bottom of a steep hill, they spotted a sow grizzly with two cubs about forty feet away.  KR reported that the sow jumped up and charged them, whereupon she and her companions turned and peddled away. However, contrary to the article, this could not have been an attack; for the sow could have covered the distance to KR in a couple of seconds, and been tearing into the gawkers before they could have begun to flee even if they were peddling down a steep hill rather than up one.  Any “charge” by the sow was just a threat, an attempt to drive intruders away – much as when someone chases a bear or dog out of their yard.  Threat-charges seldom end in attack, which is why they are misnamed bluff charges.
      

      	
        Nor has injury resulted during any of the hundreds of times when I or someone I observed was approached by a walking bear – such as the one that KR encountered in Alaska’s Denali National Park. While she was hiking and making plenty of noise to alert any nearby grizzly, a subadult appeared out of the willow shrubs thirty feet away.  It approached within one or two arm’s lengths of KR and began sniffing the air.  When she waved her hands in front of its face, the subadult backed off slightly.  When she started throwing rocks at it, the subadult left. Clearly, the only one attacked was the bear.
      

      	
        A woman who attended one of my bear safety classes told of being chased down a road for a few hundred yards until a passing car picked her up.  However, given that a bear can sprint at up to 45 ft/sec, it could have caught her in mere moments ─ long before she was “rescued” by the motorist ─ had that been the bear’s intent.
      

      	
        A man who attended another class told of being stalked by a bear.  When I asked how he recognized that he was being stalked, and not just followed, he responded that stalking and following are the same thing. Not so! Stalking implies following sneakily with the intent to victimize the target person or animal.  A stalking predator usually tries to remain undetected.  It moves forward only when the victim won’t notice, or it tries to remain hidden from its intended victim.  The man in my audience had not actually been stalked, just followed – which is not diagnostic of intent to attack. There are other reasons why the bear might have been following him.
      

      	
        Perhaps it was curious or just walking in the same direction on the same trail, as has happened to me on numerous occasions. In that event, I usually stepped off the trail to let the bear pass.  Occasionally, a bear followed me off the trail to investigate me.  But typically the bear just continued down the trail.  In one case, the bears following me were a mother coastal grizzly with two cubs.  They stayed at least thirty feet behind me for several hundred yards until I found a spot where I could climb off the trail, whereupon the sow and her brood sped up, passed me, and continued on, walking faster than I could have jogged.  Far from stalking me, she had been politely holding her speed down to mine until I was finally considerate enough to let her pass.  I had been like a slow driver in the fast lane.  On the other hand, when the Phantom Grizzly followed me for a couple of hours on a dark night in Montana, I suspect that it was indeed sizing me up as prey – as detailed in Chapter 3.
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        Alaska Magnum Bear Safety Manual covers ways to avoid having encounters, and basic methods of coping with typical encounters.
      

      	
        When Bears Whisper, Do You Listen? covers advanced techniques to cope with typical encounter scenarios as well as atypical scenarios.  This manual is tailored to folks who are so likely to encounter bears that they are willing to learn more about how to deal with encounters so as to avoid provoking aggression, or to pacify a bear that is already upset.
      

      	
        Ghost Grizzlies and Other Rare Bruins: provides details for distinguishing the species, age and sex of a bear, as well as for distinguishing one bear from another.
      

      

      

      
      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        Unless you are preparing a meal or eating, try to avoid being near food that a bear could smell.  Try to avoid any insect repellent or cosmetic that smells like food (e.g., citronella smells like ants; some shampoos have a fruity odor), or odors that might stimulate a bear’s curiosity (petroleum products).  Anything you carry that has a bear-attracting odor should be sealed to minimize the release of the odor.  It should be packed in a bear-proof container so that if you have to surrender the container to a bear, the bear can’t get the attractants inside.
      

      	
        If you have reason to expect a bear on a trail, at a fishing site, or in any other area, you might want to avoid that area.
      

      	
        If you can’t or won’t avoid an area likely to have a bear, make lots of noise as you approach.  Bear bells seem useless for that purpose.  Talking can help a little, but the sounds of voices are easily smothered by the sounds of wind or flowing water.  Also, the sounds of talking can hide any sounds a bear might make, which could otherwise alert you to its presence and location.   Although many folks yell “Hey bear!” with an abrupt harsh tone, some bears respond to that as a threat. They tend to react better to a more melodious, drawn-out “HHHeeelllooo once every few minutes.”  So that’s what I use.  I listen between yells on the chance I might hear a bear, perhaps huffing and snapping its jaws, or breaking branches as it approaches me or retreats.  Hearing bears up ahead has helped me avoid several unwelcome close encounters.
      

      

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        If the bear doesn’t know I’m nearby, I try to avoid revealing my presence when I detour around the bruin. (Bruin is an archaic term for bear).
      

      	
        Most attacks are launched from within 50 yards of the victim; nearly all are launched from within 100 yards.  So if I am over 100 yards away, chances are that even if the bear knows I am there, I can move away from the bear without causing it to approach me. While moving away from a bear likely to have already detected me, I make plenty of noise, for instance singing out or breaking branches so that the bear can keep track of where I am, and thus avoid getting close by accident.  Also, I don’t want to run into another bear.
      

      	
        I almost never worry about a bear following me with evil intent.
      

      	
        Your best protection is to be in a group with at least 2 other people and preferably at least 4 other people, all within an arm’s length of each other.  If you are in a group of 5+  people, there is nearly 0 risk of being attacked.  If you are in a group of just 3 people, the risk of attack is also very low if the bear has not been surprised at close range, and if you do not run in panic.
      

      	
        If I encounter a bear that wants me to scram, for instance, a mother grizzly protecting small cubs, or any grizzly defending the carcass of a large animal (e.g., deer or moose), I do not immediately run away.  Instead, I stand my ground while the bear is approaching me or violently threatening me.  Not until the bear quits threatening and turns away from me, do I begin slowly retreating by walking sideways (so that I can glance at the ground to make sure I don’t trip, then at the bear to see what it is doing, then back at the ground).  If the bear lets me get at least 100 yards away without pursuing me, I might speed up to a fast walk or jog, with little risk of the bear pursuing me.  Was I to start running while within 50 yards of a bear, there is a chance it would chase me to exert dominance – much as a dog might chase a running person – in which case I might be bitten or swatted.  Running almost never triggers a predatory attack, contrary to conventional wisdom.
      

      	
        Bears rarely attack.  Don’t do anything to increase the probability.  Don’t provoke a peaceful bear or aggravate one that is merely nervous.
      

      	
        When bears do attack, it is usually for one of four reasons: 1. Protection, if the bear perceives you as a threat – e.g., a predator – to itself or its cubs (in the case of a mother bear).  Although grizzly bears are notorious for protective attacks, black bears are not, unless you are with a dog that has been harassing the bear. 2. Defensive rivalry: if the bear perceives you as a rival for its food, a mate, or another critical resource.  Such attacks are made mainly by grizzly bears. 3. Offensive rivalry: triggered if you are nearby guarding food or another attractant that the bear covets.  Most rivalry attacks are by grizzly bears, e.g., if you are dressing out a moose or other game animal that you have just killed. 4. Predation: if the bear perceives you as food.  Grizzlies are about twice as likely as a black bear to treat you as prey.  But this is not common with any kind of bear.
      

      	
        I usually reduce the risk of attack by being prepared to use bear-grade pepper spray or a firearm.  Furthermore, if a bear’s aggression is: 1. Protective: I try to set the bear at ease so that it trusts me.  I try to appear harmless and submissive, for instance by moving away slowly, walking sideways, while not making eye contact except for momentary glances toward the bear, between glances at the ground to avoid tripping.  But if the bear gets too aggressive, I will quit retreating and face it.  If it calms down, I resume retreating. 2. Defensive rivalry:   If a bear is guarding an animal carcass or other highly attractive food, I avoid showing interest in the food and retreat, walking sideways.  Most of these attacks are also by grizzly bears, not black bears. 3. Offensive rivalry:  If I don’t really want what the bear wants, I surrender it.  Letting a bear bully me into surrendering food is not ideal, but I have done that to get to a safer position where I could retaliate, using bear-grade pepper spray if necessary. 4. Predatory:  If a bear persists in following me, perhaps circling me to get downwind, and keeps watching me, it might be either curious or predatory.  If I then act aggressively and the bear backs off, acts defensive, or starts eating vegetation, chances are it is just curious.  But if it seems unimpressed with my aggression, and keeps its eyes locked on me, I assume that this is one of the very rare bears that is predatory.  So I become aggressive, approaching the bear, making loud abrupt harsh sounds (e.g., NO!  GET OUT!  LEAVE!), as I try to get upwind of the bear, prepared to blast it with bear-grade pepper spray or with a firearm.
      

      

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        I surround my camp with an electric fence (6,000 – 10,000 volts) with intruder alarms.
      

      	
        I avoid camping near a trail, feeding area, or other sites frequented by bears.
      

      	
        I store all food and items that smell like food outside the tent in which I sleep.  Bear-proof food containers are stored OUTSIDE my electric fence, on the downwind side, and attached to a bell so that if a bear tries to get my food, I am warned.
      

      

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
        
          	
        A bear blasted with bear-strength pepper spray is very unlikely to retaliate.  But a bear wounded with a bullet or arrow is as likely to retaliate as it is to flee.
      

      	
        Grizzly bears are more vulnerable than black bears to pepper spray.
      

      	
        I carry 2 cans of pepper spray so that if I have to use one, I still have a backup for protection until I can get to a bear-safe refuge.
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      Grizzly/Brown Bears vs. Black Bears
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