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  Chapter one


  


  Bear Awareness


  


  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 don’t generalize and be wary of any absolute statement about bears. A typical bear is as mythical as a typical human being.


  Knowledge is the best defense. Outdoorspeople who know about bears have already taken the vital first step. They know what kind of 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 chances of an encounter. And the well-informed can more easily deal with any encounter. To help you be more bear aware, here are the answers to a few of the most commonly asked questions about bears.


  IS THERE ANY WAY TO BE ABSOLUTELY SAFE?


  


  No. There is no way to guarantee total safety while traveling in bear country, but you can significantly minimize the risk of being injured.
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  Grizzly bears are beautiful creatures. Knowledge is the best defense against an unwanted encounter.


  WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BLACK BEARS AND GRIZZLY BEARS?


  


  Although black bears and grizzly bears have significant differences, from one important perspective they’re similar: Both species are dangerous and deserve your respect. One common—and serious—mistake is thinking only grizzly bears are dangerous. All bears are dangerous and should be treated as such.


  In fact black bears cause more injuries than grizzly bears do. That’s largely due to the fact that we have more black bears in more places, but it’s also partly due to our nonchalant attitudes toward black bears. Never view a black bear as “Yogi” or “Smokey.” Instead, view black bears as dangerous wild animals. North America has about fifty black bears for every grizzly, but each species is responsible for approximately one-half of the total fatalities traced to bears. One could interpret this disproportion by saying grizzly bears are more dangerous than black bears, but obviously, both species are dangerous. Alaskan bear authorities, in fact, believe most black bear attacks are “predatory.”
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  Black bears cause more injuries than grizzly bears.


  Black bears and grizzlies commonly share the same habitat, and sometimes identification can be difficult, which is another reason to view all bears as one dangerous species.


  DO BEARS STAY IN THE SAME PLACE OR DO THEY MOVE AROUND?


  


  Both. Some bears stay close to a specific habitat while others range widely, as much as 50 miles per day. Habitat, reproductive status, and food supply dictate bear movement. Bears usually stay close to a good food source, but never assume “There aren’t any bears around here.” You can find bears anywhere in their range.


  WHAT DO BEARS EAT?


  


  Almost anything. Bears are technically called carnivores, but they’re primarily vegetarians and probably should be called omnivores—or perhaps, “opportunists,” since they almost always go for the easiest available meal, meat or vegetable.


  Along the streams of Alaska and Canada, bears commonly feast on spawning salmon. But in most inland areas, bears feed primarily on foliage, roots, insects, nuts, and berries. Bears hunt and kill large animals, but not as much as you might think, and they also commonly take any opportunity to feed on carrion. Some studies have found that the vast majority of a bear’s diet is vegetative matter. So you’re much more likely to see a bear grazing like an elk than chasing an elk down for dinner.
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  Along the streams of Alaska and Canada, bears commonly feast on spawning salmon.


  HOW DO BEARS KNOW WHERE WE ARE?


  


  Bears primarily use their sense of smell to detect danger or food, but they also have excellent hearing. Bears have better vision than commonly believed, but they don’t use their eyes nearly as much as their nose or ears. Hikers should never assume, however, that bears can smell, hear, or see them. Many environmental situations make it difficult for a bear to detect your presence.


  WHY DON’T BEARS JUST STAY AWAY FROM PEOPLE?


  


  They try, but they can’t. There are virtually no places left just for bears. More and more people are forging deeper and deeper into the remotest country, so bears can’t stay away from us.


  HOW CAN YOU TELL IF BEARS ARE NEARBY?


  


  Sometimes you can, but usually you can’t. Bears leave signs, of course, such as scat, tracks, diggings, and bark ripped off trees. Try to familiarize yourself with these signs before going into bear country, but even if you haven’t seen any bear sign, don’t assume there aren’t any bears nearby. Bears are secretive and wide-ranging and can live near people without being detected.


  
    Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos)


    Color: Black to blond, frequently silver-tipped, giving a grizzled appearance.


    Size: About 3 to 4 feet tall at shoulder, often over 6 to 8 feet tall when standing; 200 to 700 pounds in interior areas, and up to 1,200 pounds in coastal areas.


    Distinguishing features: Prominent hump over shoulders, sloping back line; dished or concave face, large head; long, curved claws that are usually light-colored and rarely less than 1.75 inches long.
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    Grizzly Bear Range
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    Grizzly Bear

  


  
    Black Bear (Ursus americanus)


    Color: Black to blond, but usually with a muzzle that’s a lighter color than the body, often with a white patch on the throat or chest.


    Size: About 2 to 4 feet tall at shoulder, about 4 to 5 feet tall when standing; 150 to 500 pounds.


    Distinguishing features: Small size, straight back line; straight facial profile, small head; shorter claws that are usually dark-colored and rarely more than 1.5 inches long.
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    Black Bear Range
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    Black Bear

  


  Chapter Two


  

  Have You Heard This One?


  

  People die. Bears die. But some of the old myths about bears never seem to die. Some myths have persisted so long that they seem like fact when, in reality, they’re either pure fiction or a severe stretching of the facts. Here are a few examples.


  Myth: Bears are slow.


  Fact: Bears sometimes look slow, but that’s as far from the truth as you can get. Bears can sprint 35 miles per hour for a short distance, faster than a racehorse and fast enough to run down an elk or deer—and about twice as fast as the fastest human sprinter.
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  Sometimes bears look slow, but that’s far from the truth.


  Myth: Bears can’t run downhill.


  Fact: Bears can run extremely fast uphill and downhill. Just because bears have shorter front legs certainly doesn’t mean they have trouble running in any terrain.


  Myth: Bears can’t climb trees.


  Fact: Actually, mature grizzly bears can climb almost any tree (even trees with branch-free trunks), but they rarely do so, probably because it’s difficult. If you can easily climb the tree, a grizzly bear probably can, too. Mature grizzlies can also reach 15 feet up a tree; young grizzlies with sharper claws can easily climb trees; and all black bears can proficiently climb trees—and frequently do.
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  This grizzly cub can obviously climb trees�and so can adult grizzlies.


  Myth: Bears can’t see.


  Fact: As far as scientists can determine, bears can see about as well as humans can. One theory suggests that bears commonly see better when young and suffer from failing vision in old


  Myth: Bears are afraid of dogs.


  

  

  Myth: Black bears aren’t dangerous.


  

  Myth: Bears aren’t found around developed areas.


  

  

  

  Myth: Bears don’t use trails.


  

  Myth: Bears only come out at night.


  

  Myth: Bears can’t swim.


  

  Myth: Horses attract bears.
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  Myth: Smoke from campfires attracts bears.


  

  Myth: Bears are always afraid of people.


  

  Afterword


  


  Thinking Grizzly


  


  This book offers tips for protecting yourself from all bears, not only grizzly bears, but in reality, many readers tend to be most concerned about grizzlies. That’s why I’m devoting this afterword to a few personal opinions about the mightiest bear of them all, the grizzly.


  Something happens to people who see a grizzly in a wild setting. It changes them. It brings a tear of joy to their eyes. It leaves an everlasting mark on their psyche. I would, in fact, argue that it’s the best thing you can see, period. Viewing a grizzly in a zoo might be enjoyable and help with identification and build some appreciation for threatened wildlife, but it’s a far cry from watching a female grizzly shepherd her cubs across a mountain meadow.


  I’m a lucky guy. I spend several weeks every year in grizzly country, and I’ve seen lots of wild grizzlies in spectacular settings. I also spend countless hours reliving those magnificent moments.


  I’ve taken my children into the heart of the wilderness with the specific goal of seeing a grizzly. They’ve seen several, and I’m positive those experiences are permanently etched into their memories. Now, my children are grown and going out to see grizzlies on their own. They’re also having their own babies and will soon be taking them out to see a wild grizzly.
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  Seeing a grizzly in a wild setting leaves an everlasting mark on most people.


  In more than forty years of hiking, mostly in grizzly country, I have had one serious encounter and a few sightings that were close enough to get my adrenaline flowing. I’ll remember every detail of these experiences until the day I die.


  But there is a problem with such thinking. As more and more hikers, hunters, anglers, mountain bikers, and climbers do what I do and continue to penetrate the last remnants of the grizzly’s domain, they place more and more stress on this threatened symbol of the wilderness. Every day it becomes harder and harder for the big bear to avoid us.


  We can all be part of the solution, instead of part of this problem. I have confidence that most people interested in going deep into the mountains want to help preserve the king of those mountains, the majestic grizzly bear. That’s why we have an obligation to know how to avoid and react to an encounter, because that unfortunate meeting might result in the death of a bear. We should not only be concerned with our own welfare, but also the grizzly’s tenuous future. Our carelessness can create a “problem bear,” which is, of course, a euphemistic name for a soon-to-be-dead bear.


  Even worse, perhaps, is the fact that each headline about a bear mauling makes us more afraid of grizzlies and perhaps less certain we want them around. That’s why it’s so vital for all of us to do all we can to avoid encounters. By doing so, we not only protect ourselves and individual bears, but also help preserve a future for the species.


  I also have confidence that anybody who glimpses a wild grizzly will be a strong supporter of wilderness from that moment on. In some cases it might be enough to simply go to where the grizzly walks and sense the presence of the most majestic of animals. Trust me, you can feel it.


  The grizzly needs your help. The grizzly needs lots of room, and civilization is gradually nibbling away at the last blank spots on the map. The national parks are not enough. The grizzly needs more than the parks. We also need to accept the bear in large tracts of Western landscape not designated as national parks.


  So, in conclusion, the grizzly needs two things from us. The great bear needs all the wild, roadless habitat we have left, and the grizzly needs to be accepted and revered instead of feared or hated. The grizzly needs you.
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