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I had followed a well-worn bear trail for several 

hours to reach the headwaters of the Sturgeon 

River. As I walked along the edge of the stream, 

dozens of chum salmon skittered through the shal-

low riffl es. Others were digging redds in which to 

lay their eggs. The remains of several fi sh lay on 

a small mud bar, surrounded by numerous bear 

tracks. When I heard the loud splashing of a bear 

chasing salmon, I stopped in time to see the bear 

come into view around a bend in the river. As soon 

as the animal became aware of my presence, it rose 

on its hind legs to peer at me. We stood quietly 

staring at one another for a full minute before the 

large bear dropped to all fours and galloped into a 

thick patch of willows.

I continued downstream and climbed a ridge. 

Scanning several forks of the Sturgeon with my 

binoculars, I spotted six more bears chasing salmon 

and a family of three descending a mountain. On a 

small knoll across the river, a female brown bear lay 

on her back as her three cubs suckled contentedly. 

Bald eagles and gulls wheeled in the sky. It was the 

wild, primordial scene that I had dreamt about in 

my youth. I was alone, but far from lonely, in this 

breathtakingly vast wilderness.

M
y interest in brown bears was kindled 

at an early age. Bored with the hard 

work and monotonous life on an 

Indiana farm, I read extensively of adventure, explo-

ration, and exotic animals in more interesting parts 

of the world. 

One winter in my early teens I came across J. M. 

Holzworth’s book The Wild Grizzlies of Alaska 

about Alan Hasselborg, a recluse who lived in a 

remote bay on Admiralty Island. Brown bears 

were his only neighbors. The book was fi lled with 

Hasselborg’s adventures and association with the 

giant beasts as he hiked through the wild rain for-

est. It was also sprinkled with black-and-white 

photos of the bears.

I was spellbound with Hasselborg’s life, the mas-

sive bears, and the description of the remote wil-

derness. I read the book several times by the light of 

a kerosene lamp. I vowed that someday I too would 

go live among the brown bears.

Soon after I arrived in Southeast Alaska in the 

early 1950s, I found myself at Mole Harbor on 

Admiralty Island. Hasselborg’s cabin stood at the 

edge of the rain forest, tucked back in the little bay. 

The cabin was empty; Hasselborg had left the area a 

few years before because of ill health. But the brown 

bears were still there, feeding on salmon that were 

spawning in the stream near the cabin. The forest 

was interlaced with a network of bear trails.



During my three years in Southeast Alaska 

with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, I encoun-

tered many brown bears and began to admire and 

respect these noble animals. In the 1950s preda-

tory animals in Alaska were relentlessly pursued 

and destroyed by individuals as well as agencies. 

The federal government had recently removed the 

bounty on bald eagles, making it illegal to shoot 

them, but few people honored the new law. Some 

commercial fi shermen shot bears indiscriminately 

because they competed for salmon. A territorial 

agency dynamited sea lion rookeries for the same 

reason. A predator control division of the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service shot and poisoned wolves 

and killed seals. The territory placed bounties on 

wolves, wolverines, and seals. The fl edgling live-

stock industry had a tenuous foothold in Alaska 

and considered bears a detriment to the raising of 

cattle—some people were advocating bounties on 

brown bears as well. 

 The prevailing attitude was that whatever com-

peted with humans should be eliminated. At that 

time I could not foresee that, in a few decades, 

multitudes of people would travel to Alaska just 

to see bears and other wildlife that had been so 

long maligned.

In 1955 I became refuge manager of the Kodiak 

National Wildlife Refuge, a two-million-acre reserve 

that had been set aside for brown bears in 1941. I 

still remember my fi rst fl ight over Kodiak Island. 

Bear trails crisscrossed the grassy landscape that 

was interspersed with willow, alder, and elderberry 

thickets. It was quite a contrast to the rain forests of 

Southeast Alaska. 

I remarked to the pilot that this bear country 

was going to be a snap to walk through compared 

to the devil’s club–infested forests of the Southeast. 

I would later fi nd that those nice grassy meadows 

that I was viewing from the air contained vegeta-

tion that was well over my head, and the alder 

thickets were often a jungle of branches that I 

could traverse only by crawling through them on 

my hands and knees.

Soon after my arrival at Kodiak, I recognized the 

need for some basic biological studies on brown 

bears. Little scientifi c information was available. 

Everyone knew that bears ate salmon and berries, 

grazed on many plants, grew large, and hibernated 

in the winter. But much more was unknown. How 

many bears were there on Kodiak? At what age 

did they attain full growth? How old did they get? 

At what age did they fi rst breed? How many cubs 

could a sow produce during her lifetime? 

We needed answers to these questions and many 

more in order to understand how a brown bear 

population functioned. Guides were luring more 

and more hunters to Kodiak; guiding had become a 

lucrative business. What effect was hunting having 

on the population? Were bear numbers increasing, 

decreasing, or stable?

I recognized that we would have many obstacles 

to overcome before we could undertake a study. 

No one had developed a method of capturing and 

marking the Alaska brown bears. I knew that this 

was a key to gathering scientifi c data. Little money 

was available for such a project; my total annual 

budget for managing the entire refuge was $8,000. 

Modern technology had not yet arrived; radio col-

lars, Cap-chur guns, and adequate drugs for immo-

bilizing bears were still methods of the future. Being 

a young, ambitious biologist, however, I plunged 

ahead with the project.

One modern development that was available 

was the airplane. I soon saw the advantage of fl y-

ing over bear country to count the animals and 

gather other data. I could glean information in a 
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few hours of fl ying that would have taken weeks 

to accomplish on foot. Hence, early in my career I 

learned to fl y small airplanes.

During my eight years on Kodiak Island, from 

1955 to 1963, my summer fi eld assistants and I 

pioneered techniques for livetrapping brown bears. 

We captured and released nearly two hundred bears 

during these years. We began to gather the basic 

biological information necessary to understand 

these unique animals.

Today biologists are conducting studies on 

brown bears throughout Alaska. They have a vari-

ety of sophisticated technological equipment and 

techniques at their disposal. This has resulted in 

the publication of reams of scientifi c informa-

tion on brown bears. Professional and amateur 

photographers with modern camera equipment 

also seek out bears in every corner of Alaska; 

their beautiful photographs grace the covers and 

pages of magazines and books. Yes, the public has 

started to learn about, learned to appreciate, the 

brown bear.

After I left Kodiak in 1963, I spent a decade in 

other parts of Alaska working with other species 

of mammals and birds. In 1974 I returned to my 

fi rst love, the brown bear. I initiated studies on the 

bears of Katmai National Park for the National Park 

Service. This gave me an opportunity to work with 

a different population of brown bears in another 

region of Alaska. I continued these studies through 

1981, when I retired.

In the 1990s I became involved in guiding small 

groups of photographers and bear watchers along 

the Katmai Coast. This work gave me additional 

opportunities to spend hours in close proximity 

to bears, observing their habits and interactions. 

I gained new insights into the behavior of brown 

bears that I did not have time to pursue while 

working as a biologist.

Many of my clients have quizzed me relentlessly 

about brown bears. How big do they get? When 

do they breed? How far do they travel? Where do 

they hibernate? What do they eat? How well can 

they see, hear, smell, and so forth? Half a century 

after I began collecting data on bears, a lot of sci-

entifi c information is indeed available, but there 

continues to be a major need to synthesize this 

information and present it in a form that is inter-

esting and accessible to the general public. That is 

the major goal of this book—to provide biological 

information without losing readers in scientifi c 

jargon. I also hope people will come to under-

stand bears as the enchanting creatures they are, 

in contrast to the ferocious killer so often depicted 

in popular literature.

A second motive is to record some of the atti-

tudes and conflicts that arose between bears 

and people in the early years in Alaska. Confl icts 

between bears and salmon and between bears and 

cattle are now history, but they should not be for-

gotten. As human population grows and expands, 

wildlife habitat will inevitably shrink and other 

confl icts will arise. But the continued existence of 

our wilderness neighbors is essential, not only for 

our pleasure but also for the delicate balance of 

nature that sustains our planet.

Lastly, my experiences in pioneering the early 

bear studies in Alaska have been a source of enter-

tainment during many evenings over a social cup of 

coffee. I have received numerous requests to record 

these adventures on paper. 

I hope I have accomplished these goals.
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FIGURE 1 A mother and cub digging clams on the shore of Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park.
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1
M E E T  T H E  B R O W N  B E A R

POWERFUL SHOULDER MUSCLES RIPPLED WITH EACH 

methodical step as the giant brown bear strode down the 

trail. His dark brown fur, wet from the morning dew, 

glistened in the low rays of the morning sun. Following 

the trail to the top of a small hill, he rose to his hind 

legs to survey the landscape. His head swung slowly 

from side to side as his penetrating eyes scrutinized the 

horizon. The bear knew that he was king of his domain 

and had little to fear in his surroundings.



2 C H A P T E R  O N E

B
ears are the most revered animals in 

North America. Numerous legends and 

myths surround them; gross exaggera-

tions of their habits and feats are the rule rather 

than the exception.

The fi rst time I met a brown bear, I knew little 

about the animal beyond overblown tales of its 

ferociousness. New to the territory of Alaska, which 

was to become a state in 1959, I was hiking across 

the tidal fl ats of a saltwater bay in Southeast Alaska. 

A light drizzle fell as I followed the edge of a tidal 

channel. Through the rainy mist, the movement 

of an animal behind a huge drift log caught my 

eye. As I stopped to get a better look, a brown bear 

planted both front feet on the log, its nose high in 

the air. It was still more than 150 yards away, but 

it appeared enormous and the brownie had obvi-

ously spotted me. I stood, staring back, not know-

ing what to expect as some of the old tales fl ashed 

through my mind. The bear decided to investigate 

further and came running across the open fl ats. It 

stopped about seventy-fi ve yards away and stood 

on its hind legs to get a better view. I looked for an 

escape route, but saw none; I took little comfort in 

the thirty-foot tidal channel that still separated us. 

The bear dropped to all four feet and ambled for-

ward until it was directly across the channel. Then 

it rose on its hind legs to peer at me once more.

I know now that it was trying to determine what 

creature had invaded its territory, but at the time 

I was convinced I was about to be its victim. We 

stood there eyeball to eyeball for a very long min-

ute. An old-timer had told me to talk to bears when 

they got too close, and I began telling the animal 

in my most soothing voice to please leave, that I 

meant it no harm. Facing the bear, I was lonely and 

just plain scared. My voice must have quavered as I 

kept up the monologue, for I knew that if it decid-

ed to cross the channel and attack, I didn’t have a 

chance. Then a light breeze drifted across the water, 

and the bear got a good whiff of my scent. The bear 

snorted, dropped to all fours, and galloped away. I 

sat down on a log, wiped the sweat from my brow, 

and watched it disappear into the forest.

This encounter began a new chapter in my life-

long fascination with these huge animals, the largest 

living land carnivores in North America. I became a 

keen observer of the brown bears, intrigued by their 

habits and behavior. In later years as a research 

biologist, I studied them extensively to learn more 

about the biological puzzles that surround them 

and their environment. Secrets about the bears 

continue to unravel; they are complex animals. 

Like humans, each is an individual; no two react 

the same way. The brown bear has become a con-

troversial animal because people tend to generalize 

the behavior of all bears from an extraordinary, and 

usually negative, experience with one individual. 

Controversy also seems to surround them in the 

scientifi c fi eld. In 1918 scientist C. Hart Merriam 

divided the North American brown and grizzly 

bears into eighty-six forms based on slight varia-

tions in color, size, and skull shape. He gave little 

consideration to the fact that physical differences 

exist in small populations and even within family 

groups. Since then, various scientists have rejected 

Dr. Merriam’s work.

After an extensive study of skulls, Dr. Robert 

L. Rausch in 1963 classifi ed all North American 

browns and grizzlies, along with the Eurasian 

brown bears, into the single species Ursus arctos. 

Most scientists have since followed this classifi -

cation. Rausch did feel, however, that the brown 

bears on Kodiak and nearby islands varied enough 

from other North American bears that they should 

be considered a separate subspecies, so he classifi ed 
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FIGURE 2 Skulls were used to classify all brown and grizzly 

bears of the world as one species, Ursus arctos.

the Kodiak bears as Ursus arctos middendorffi . All 

other grizzlies and brown bears were then listed 

into the subspecies Ursus arctos horribilis. These 

two are the only subspecies of brown and griz-

zly bears currently recognized in North America. 

Various DNA studies on brown and grizzly bears 

now under way, however, may again change the 

taxonomy of bears and result in the recognition of 

additional subspecies.

Regardless of this technical scientifi c distinction 

in North America, the popular name for the bear 

in interior Alaska has long been grizzly, whereas 

the Alaska coastal bear is known as the brown bear. 

Some argue that since they are the same species, 

they ought to be given the same common name; 

these advocates have applied the name brown-griz-

zly, adding more confusion. Others believe that the 

differences in size, behavior, and coloration justify 

different categories. The coastal brown bears do, in 

fact, grow much larger than the interior grizzlies. 

This is probably due to a better and more plenti-

ful food supply rather than to a genetic variation. 

Some think that grizzlies are more aggressive than 

brown bears. I tend to agree with this belief, but 

I must admit that the aggressive behavior of the 

grizzlies may result more from a relationship to 

their environment than from an inherent modifi -

cation in temperament.

No defi nite geographic line separates the two 

types, and in fact the brown bears’ range gradually 

joins that of the grizzlies toward its inland bound-

ary. The Boone and Crockett Club, for the sake of 

separating records of brown bears from those of 

interior grizzlies, uses the Alaska Range as a divid-

ing line. Andy Russell, in his book Grizzly Country, 

refers to this rule and humorously states that a 

brown bear can walk up a pass from the south and, 

as it crosses the divide, become a grizzly.

In spite of this controversy, I feel it would be a 

shame to have the popularly known brown bear 

called a grizzly and vice versa. Since we cannot 

separate their range geographically by exact lines, 

we cannot always distinguish between them. The 

same situation exists with many species of birds 

and mammals that are given a common name in 

one region but are known by a completely differ-

ent name in another part of the country. Local tra-

ditions always seem to prevail. Kodiak Islanders 

have long called the brown bear the Kodiak bear; 

in Europe Ursus arctos is known as the European 

brown bear. I fi nd no fault with this. 

This book is about the coastal brown bear. The 

brown bear is a handsome animal and extremely 

bulky, with powerful muscles that cover its massive, 

dense bones and give it great strength. Its ears are 

short and rounded, set apart by the broad forehead. 

Its tail is short and is usually concealed by hair.
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The brown bear is slightly more dish-faced 

than the black bear. Its brown eyes are small com-

pared to its large muzzle; its nose is black. Its lips 

are charcoal-colored, hairless at the margins, and 

tend to droop loosely over its jaws. One rarely sees 

the lips curled back into the snarl that is so often 

depicted in mounted specimens. Taxidermists 

mount them in this fashion to show ferocity, but 

the pose is deceptive. 

The brown bear, like the grizzly, has an obvious 

shoulder hump, which distinguishes it readily in 

the fi eld from the black bear. The front claws also 

serve as a fi eld characteristic in separating the two 

species. The black bear’s claws are always less than 

two inches long whereas the brown bear’s claws are 

often as long as four inches. Some claws are dark 

brown; others are creamy or ivory-colored. Claws 

tend to turn white with age, but I have seen young 

bears with beautiful cream-colored claws.

The color of the coastal brown bear is some 

shade of brown, light to dark, with the females 

tending to be lighter than the males. Color varia-

tion is considerable; fairly blond animals often 

have dark littermates. Its legs are usually darker 

than the body. Cubs frequently have a white band 

around the neck and shoulder, which gives them 

the appearance of wearing a collar. They may retain 

this band for some time, but it gradually dimin-

ishes with age; one rarely sees collars in bears over 

three years of age.

FIGURE 3 Brown bears have a pronounced shoulder hump that distinguishes them from black bears.



FIGURE 4 Brown bears have long claws that tend to turn lighter with age.

FIGURE 5 The brown bear’s hair color varies from dark brown to creamy. 



FIGURE 6 Brown bears rub on logs and other objects to help shed their coats in the summer.
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All brown bears undergo a shedding period. 

This may start in the spring, but it is more com-

monly under way during the summer and com-

plete by early September. During the shedding 

period, bears spend considerable time rubbing on 

trees, rocks, shrubs, and other objects to remove 

the long guard hairs. This apparently satisfi es an 

itch. They will stand with their backs against a 

tree, rubbing up and down or across. They often 

choose lone trees. Even where trees are plentiful, 

a bear may pick out one specifi c tree and use it 

repeatedly. These rubbing trees are easy to spot in 

bear country; the bark is rubbed smooth, and bear 

hairs hang profusely on the tree trunk and along 

projecting limbs.

Claw marks are also apparent on these trees. 

Bears stretch their full length and claw as high as 

they can reach, much as a domestic cat claws a post. 

Many people believe that bears do this to let oth-

ers know how large they are and to establish their 

claims to an area. I have never seen any confi rma-

tion of this theory and I believe it is simply a habit 

of a bear stretching as high as it can reach.

As the rubbing removes the guard hairs, bears 

begin to appear unkempt and tattered in contrast 

to their beautiful glossy appearance in a full new 

coat. Hunters refer to such animals as “rubbed” 

bears and consider them unsuitable for a tro-

phy. Some bears emerge from hibernation with 

rubbed spots. I suspect that just prior to the time 

they leave the den, they rub themselves on objects 

within the den.

Those who have never met a brown bear in the 

wild have yet to experience one of nature’s most 

magnifi cent moments. Imagine the sight, at close 

range, of a large bear standing on its hind legs, a 

bear family sleeping on a serene knoll, or two large, 

angry bears confronting one another in the mid-

dle of a salmon stream. For those who love wild 

nature, encountering the brown bear under such 

circumstances is the only way to be introduced to 

this mighty animal.

FIGURE 7 This cub at Brooks Camp on Naknek Lake, 

Katmai National Park, displays a characteristic white collar that 

usually disappears at around three years of age. 



FIGURE 8 A large, dark male feeds on sedges on a tidal fl at at Kukak Bay in Katmai National Park.
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2
B E A R  C O U N T R Y

ONE EVENING IN LATE JULY ON KODIAK ISLAND, A 

reddish glow crept across the western sky as the sun 

disappeared behind the mountains. The wind was 

abating after a blustery day. As the evening shadows 

lengthened, the stormy waters of Karluk Lake turned 

placid. The rustling of the alder leaves ceased, and in 

the distance I could hear the faint, fl utelike notes of 

a hermit thrush. All became still, except for the rau-

cous calls of a group of gulls fi ghting over a dead salm-

on. Several arctic terns fl ew low along the lakeshore 

with jerky wing beats, while two bald eagles soared 

high in the sky. Another sat quietly on a dead cot-

tonwood snag, guarding its young in the nearby nest.

I had spent several hours that morning climbing 

through thick alder brush to reach my panoramic perch. 



10 C H A P T E R  T W O

Craggy three-thousand-foot peaks, separated by a 

green valley, dominated the landscape. Canyon 

Creek rushed out of the mountains, cascading 

down the steep ravines before it wound a serpentine 

course to Karluk Lake far below me. In the distance 

O’Malley River fl owed out of a crystal-clear lake 

that was nestled in the southeastern end of the val-

ley. It meandered for a mile before joining Canyon 

Creek near its terminus. Both waterways were fi lled 

with spawning salmon. Alder and elderberry thick-

ets covered the mountain slopes; groves of tall cot-

tonwood trees were scattered here and there at lower 

elevations. Interspersed among the trees and shrubs 

were meadows of tall grass and fi reweed.

Tying this landscape together was a maze of bear 

trails. Like a huge spiderweb, the trails crisscrossed 

the valley fl oor, weaving in and around alder thick-

ets and cottonwood groves. For thousands of years, 

bears had trodden these trails and, in places, worn 

them two feet deep. From previous visits, I knew that 

forty to fi fty bears fed in this small valley during the 

salmon spawning season. They fattened up on the 

protein-rich fi sh and supplemented their diet with 

berries that grew luxuriantly throughout the area. I 

FIGURE 9 The Karluk Lake drainage within the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge contains optimal bear habitat. It has many high 

mountain slopes suitable for denning and a variety of food resources such as salmon, elderberries, and other vegetation. Willow and alder 

thickets provide cover for hiding. The south side of Karluk Lake is in the foreground, with O’Malley River and O’Malley Lake beyond it. 
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had decided to spend a few days at this observation 

point with my binoculars, watching bears feed and 

interact with each other. Very soon the big brown 

bears would be leaving their day beds in the alders 

and moving to the streams to feed. I had done this 

many times before, never tiring of the drama.

Before long, two subadults came ambling down 

a trail and crossed the valley. As they approached 

the O’Malley River they started to run, anticipat-

ing a delicious meal. Leaping into the river with 

a splash, they immediately began pursuing sever-

al fl eeing salmon through a shallow riffl e. A half 

mile downriver, a large, dark boar emerged from 

the vegetation onto the riverbank. His broad head, 

low-slung belly, and rippling shoulder muscles indi-

cated to me that he was a bear of stature in bear 

society. He moved slowly and methodically along 

the riverbank and then stepped onto a gravel bar. 

Like a gentleman going to dinner, he sat down for a 

few moments, eyeing the menu. Rising, he walked 

to the edge of the pool, paused again briefl y, and 

then, quick as a fl ash, he pounced on a salmon. He 

grasped the fl apping fi sh between his teeth, strolled 

to a nearby bank, and began to rip red fl esh from 

the still-struggling salmon.

Other bears began appearing in the valley. A 

sow with three cubs and a single bear fi shed below 

the falls on Canyon Creek. Another sow with two 

yearlings came down a steep mountain slope, while 

in a large, grassy meadow three young bears play-

fully wrestled. Dinnertime had come to brown bear 

valley and I had twenty-one bears in view.

I watched the evening parade of bears for some 

time as the light gently faded. The early diners 

were leaving with their bellies full of salmon while 

newcomers were still arriving. Darkness eventually 

enveloped me, and I followed the night action by 

ear. Rapid splashes told me of bears chasing salmon; 

now and then a throaty growl signifi ed a confl ict in 

the bear world. The action would continue into the 

night as it had for hundreds of years in this wild val-

ley fi lled with bears. 

This was prime bear country, some of the best 

in Alaska.

T
he brown bears of Alaska are distributed 

over a vast coastal arc, stretching from 

the rain forests of Southeast Alaska to 

Kuskokwim Bay. They are found in the greatest 

numbers, however, in parts of Southeast Alaska, on 

Kodiak Island, and on the Alaska Peninsula.

In Southeast Alaska the brown bear inhabits 

most of the mainland coast north of Frederick 

Sound. There the bears reach their greatest num-

bers in the ABC islands: Admiralty, Baranof, and 

Chichagof. Biologists estimate that 1,500 to 1,700 

brown bears live on the 1,709 square miles of 

Admiralty Island alone.

The ABC islands are characterized by rugged 

topography, with peaks rising several thousand 

feet high within a mile or less of the saltwater. The 

islands have many long bays, the sides of which 

rise steeply out of the water. Sedges, grasses, skunk 

cabbage, and other small plants grow abundantly 
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along the many bays and deltas. A rain forest of 

Sitka spruce, western hemlock, and cedar, with an 

understory of devil’s club, huckleberry, salmon-

berry, mosses, and other plants covers the lower 

elevations. A little higher, the forest is sprinkled 

with bogs and muskegs; above timberline, alpine 

meadows of mountain heather, blueberry, crow-

berry, Labrador tea, and other plants are common. 

Numerous streams drain these islands. Brown 

bears use the shorelines heavily in the spring to 

feed on the newly emerged vegetation. In the sum-

mer they take migrating salmon from the water-

ways; in the fall the alpine areas provide berries 

and denning sites.

In Prince William Sound in southcentral Alaska, 

the brown bears occupy Montague, Hinchinbrook, 

and Hawkins islands, but they are not found on 

many of the smaller islands. Brown bears are not 

abundant in the Cook Inlet region near Anchorage 

or on the Kenai Peninsula. Here, civilization has 

already crowded these large animals, forcing them 

out or greatly reducing their numbers. 

From Cook Inlet, the great Alaska Peninsula 

juts southwest for fi ve hundred miles, separating 

the Gulf of Alaska from the Bering Sea. In this area 

the large bears again reach some of their greatest 

densities; it includes the popular McNeil River 

Bear Sanctuary and Katmai National Park. Brown 

bears are found over the entire peninsula and on 

Unimak Island, the fi rst island in the Aleutian 

Chain, but they are absent from the rest of the 

Aleutian Islands.

The interior and the southeastern side of the 

Alaska Peninsula are dominated by the lofty moun-

tains of the Aleutian Range, which run the entire 

length of the peninsula and include various active 

and inactive volcanoes. Much of the northwestern 

side is a broad, fl at coastal plain that stretches from 

the mountain foothills to the sandy beaches of the 

Bering Sea. A great number of meandering rivers, 

marshes, and small lakes carve the coastal plain. The 

vegetation contains stands of grass, sedges, heather, 

and a variety of other plants including cranberries, 

crowberries, blueberries, and an array of colorful 

wildfl owers. Low willow and alder thickets dot 

the landscape, and in some areas sand dunes and 

lava beds are prominent. Mountain slopes on the 

eastern side of the peninsula recede directly to the 

ocean, often covered by dense stands of alders in 

addition to the usual heather, berries, and other 

vegetation. Only the northern part of the peninsula 

is sparsely covered with spruce, some birch, and 

balsam poplar trees.

High winds, fog, rain, and overcast skies are 

common in the summer due to a temperate cli-

mate. Bears tend to use the mountains for denning, 

but in the spring they often travel to the coast of 

the Bering Sea to feed on new plants and search 

the beaches for marine mammals that may have 

washed ashore. The streams and rivers fl owing out 

of the peninsula serve as spawning grounds for the 

greatest red salmon fi shery in the world. During the 

summer months, bears concentrate in the shallow 

streams among the mountain foothills to feed on 

fi sh. In the fall they tend to return to the coastal 

plain in search of berries, late-spawning fi sh, and 

whatever they can glean before returning to the 

mountains to den.

Brown bears occupy the entire Bristol Bay 

region, but dwindle in numbers north and west 

to the Kuskokwim River and beyond. The milder 

climate of the southern coast gradually fades into 

these harsh arctic regions. Shorter seasons, less 

vegetation, and few salmon mean a reduced food 

supply for bears, in contrast to the fertile southern 

coastal regions. This zone is one of the gray areas 
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FIGURE 10 Brown bears inhabit the southern coastal regions of Alaska. Bears living north of the Alaska Range, while the same species, 

are typically referred to as grizzly bears. The base map was reproduced from Mountain High Maps,® ©1993 Digital Wisdom, Inc.



FIGURE 11 The Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes provides little vegetation for bears nearly a century after the 1912 Katmai eruption.

FIGURE 12 An aerial view of the extensive sedge fl ats near the Swikshak River that are an important food source for bears in Katmai.
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where the range of the coastal brown bear dissolves 

into that of the northern and interior grizzly.

Brown bears inhabit all of Kodiak Island and 

some of the smaller nearby islands, including 

Afognak, Shuyak, Raspberry, and Uganik. Kodiak 

Island itself is 103 miles long and 57 miles wide, with 

deep, fjordlike bays. Rain and high-velocity winds 

often batter its rugged, thousand-mile coastline, 

which is also inhabited by sea lions, harbor seals, 

bald eagles, and thousands of seabirds. Scientists 

estimate that approximately 2,500 bears reside on 

the island.

The beauty of this land is seen in its lofty moun-

tains, lush verdant valleys, and sparkling lakes and 

streams fi lled with salmon during summer and 

fall. Much of Afognak, Shuyak, Raspberry, and the 

northern part of Kodiak Island are covered with 

spruce forests. The remainder of Kodiak is basically 

treeless, with the exception of scattered groves of 

cottonwood trees and Kenai birches. Only on the 

southern portion of the island are the mountains 

lower, and a heathlike tundra persists in many plac-

es. Large meadows of grasses, sedges, and fi reweed 

cover extensive areas, and in summer they give the 

appearance of great green pastures. These fi elds are 

strewn with dense stands of alders and willows. The 

alpine areas provide an abundance of crowberries, 

blueberries, and low-bush cranberries, whereas at 

the lower elevations elderberries and salmonberries 

grow profusely.

Kodiak Island, the Alaska Peninsula, and the ABC 

islands of Southeast Alaska support the largest popu-

lations of coastal brown bears in North America. The 

three geographic areas are different in many ways, 

but they do have similar features that provide ideal 

conditions for the great Alaska brown bears.

The entire coastal area has a maritime climate 

that produces mild temperatures, a plentiful sup-

ply of rain, and a long growing season compared to 

that of interior Alaska. This combination results in 

an abundance of vegetation. Tasty shoots and roots 

are available for spring feeding, and a variety of 

berries relished by bears ripen in the summer and 

fall. A number of rivers and streams drain the rain-

soaked land and teem with spawning salmon dur-

ing the summer and fall, providing a rich protein 

resource for the bears. All three areas are mountain-

ous with brushy slopes that provide excellent cover 

and denning habitat.

 Perhaps the most important ingredient is wild 

country. Wherever one fi nds a healthy population 

of brown bears, one also fi nds wild, uninhabited 

land. The brown bears, like the grizzlies, are wil-

derness animals; immense, unspoiled areas are 

as essential to their survival as are the succulent 

shoots, berries, and fi sh upon which they feed.



FIGURE 13FIGURE 13 A mother and cub at Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park. A mother and cub at Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park.
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G R O W I N G  U P

FROST CRYSTALS CLUNG TO THE EDGES OF ALDER AND 

willow leaves, covering also the grass and fi reweed mead-

ows that dotted the shores of Karluk Lake. The icy white 

landscape heralded the winter that was soon to follow.

Far up on the mountain, Scarface, a large adult 

boar, was bedded in an alder thicket. At the fi rst rays of 

light he got up, stretched, shook himself, and started to 

descend. His rich, dark-colored coat of fur contrasted 

sharply with the silvery wilderness. The frost shattered 

and fell to the ground as his body brushed against the 

stems and leaves; his trail became plainly visible as he 

moved down the mountain.

He arrived at the shores of Karluk Lake and, as 

the big bear stepped into the shallow water, spawn-

ing red salmon scooted for the depths. The back of one 
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lingering salmon protruded above the surface and in 

a fl ash the bear had the fi rst fi sh of the day clenched 

fi rmly in his teeth. He returned to a nearby meadow 

to feast on his catch. Placing his foot on the head of 

the fl opping fi sh, he ripped and gulped down mouth-

fuls of fl esh. Crimson blood stains dotted the frosty 

meadow. As he returned to the lake for another 

salmon, gulls dove from the sky and began to feed 

on the remains. During the course of this October 

morning, Scarface would continue along the shore-

line, catching and eating twelve salmon before his 

hunger was sated.

Ever since the reds had arrived in the streams 

along Karluk Lake in early July, he had been gorg-

ing himself on the protein-rich salmon as well 

as on berries and various plants. He had gained 

weight at the rate of three pounds a day. His deep 

belly and fl eshed-out legs and shoulders attested to 

the body fat that lay under his skin. He needed this 

surplus fat to sustain him during the long period of 

hibernation that was soon to come. He was a huge 

bear of approximately 1,200 pounds—a sharp con-

trast to his birth weight of one pound nearly ten 

years ago.

N
o feature of a bear brings more inquiries 

from bear watchers than the size of the 

animal. The fi rst questions I hear from 

people observing bears at close range are usually: 

How big is it? How long does it take for a bear to 

get that big? How much does it weigh? How big is 

the bear that left that track? A large bear’s huge body 

is an impressive sight for both seasoned observers 

and novice bear viewers.

To gain insight into the physical size and growth 

rate of bears, my assistants and I weighed and mea-

sured 162 individual brown bears on Kodiak Island 

in my early days of bear research. These varied in 

age from small cubs to full-grown adults. Most of 

these were captured in July and early August when 

they were feeding heavily on salmon and expand-

ing rapidly in physical size as they accumulated 

excess fat to sustain themselves during hibernation. 

We then recaptured some in the late fall and during 

subsequent years to get information on individual 

physical growth over a given period of time.

Like Scarface, all brown bears are born in the win-

ter den during January or February. They enter the 

world blind and naked, weighing only one pound. 

They grow rapidly on their mother’s rich milk and 

by the time they leave the den in late May they are 

fourteen to sixteen pounds of bouncing energy. The 

small cubs continue to suckle, supplementing their 

milk diet with succulent plants and early salmon or 

other prey that their mother may catch. By mid-July 

they weigh forty-fi ve pounds or more. In October 

or November, when they again enter the winter den 

with their mother, the cubs may exceed one hun-

dred pounds. Some of this fall gain, however, is due 

to accumulated fat rather than growth.

By their second summer, as yearlings, cubs weigh 

around 135 pounds. In their third year of life, at the 

age of two and one-half, the males start to outgrow 

the females. In my research, I found that females 

of this age weighed from 105 to over 300 pounds, 

averaging 212 pounds. Males of this age varied from 

155 to 310, averaging 225 pounds.

The rapid growth that occurs in the fi rst few 

years of life begins to slow after the third summer. 
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Females reach their full adult size at about fi ve 

years, when they weigh from 350 to 550 pounds 

in midsummer. Males, however, continue to grow, 

gaining about one hundred pounds per year until 

they reach full adulthood in eight to ten years. 

They usually weigh anywhere from fi ve hundred 

to one thousand pounds. Exceptional individuals, 

such as Scarface, may tip the scales at well over 

one thousand when fully grown and carrying a 

heavy layer of fat.

After reaching maturity, both sexes continue to 

have seasonal physical changes. They accumulate 

considerable fat during the summer if food is abun-

dant, reaching maximum physical bulk in the late 

fall. They live on their fat reserves during hiberna-

tion and gradually lose it. This loss continues in the 

spring after they emerge from the den when food 

supplies are still limited. Once they start feeding on 

a plentiful supply of vegetation, berries, and fi sh, 

the renewed storage of body fat reserves can be 

astounding.

If the food supply is plentiful, it is not unusual 

for adult sows to weigh only 350 pounds in early 

July and gain 150 pounds or more by mid-October. 

They become “butter fat” after a summer of gorging 

on salmon; they literally waddle when they walk. 

Fat depth on the rump of an adult male can be in 

excess of six inches.

The largest sow that we ever weighed was 660 

pounds; the largest boar was an astounding 1,346 

pounds. He was extremely fat and ready for hiber-

nation. A large, fat adult male could possibly achieve 

FIGURE 14 Cubs weigh about one pound when born in the winter den but grow rapidly. These six-month-old cubs in the Swikshak 

River marsh area in Katmai National Park each weigh approximately fi fty to sixty pounds.



FIGURE 15 Yearling cubs weigh approximately 135 pounds in their second summer, around eighteen months of age.

FIGURE 16 An adult male may exceed one thousand pounds, while mature females rarely weigh over fi ve hundred pounds. This large 

male weighs approximately one thousand pounds.



 G R O W I N G  U P  21

a weight of 1,500 pounds, but I doubt that any 

brown bear ever reached 2,000 pounds, as some 

people have suggested.

Young animals also gain rapidly; this spurt is the 

result of both physical growth and fat accumula-

tion. One three-year-old male gained 45 pounds 

in 12 days, an increase of 3.7 pounds per day. Of 

course, part of this gain could have been the dif-

ference between an empty stomach when fi rst cap-

tured and a full stomach twelve days later. Another 

three-year-old male weighed 335 pounds, but when 

recaptured seventy days later, he tipped the scales 

at 460—an increase of 125 pounds, or an average 

daily gain of 1.8 pounds.

In addition to weight, researchers take other 

measurements to calculate the growth rate and 

body size of bears. These include total length (dis-

tance between the tip of the nose and tip of the 

tail), body girth (taken behind the shoulder), hind 

foot length (distance between the back of the foot 

pad and the longest claw), hind foot and front foot 

widths (widest distance across the foot pad), shoul-

der height, and skull length and width.

The age at which different body parts become 

fully developed varies. Just like teenage boys, 

who reach adult height before they fi ll out, bears 

obtain their total length and height before their 

full bulk. Young bears, especially males, appear 

lean and lanky.

The skull is the last skeletal part to reach full 

maturity. Females reach maximum skull growth at 

about eight years and males at ten to twelve years 

of age. Biologists usually take skull measurements 

with a large set of calipers. The sum of the maxi-

mum length plus the maximum width refl ects the 

size of the skull.
 
Thus, a skull sixteen inches long 

by ten inches wide is referred to as a twenty-six-

inch skull. The skull size is usually indicative of the 

physical mass of the animal. That is why hunters 

now use the skull measurement to rate the trophy 

value of a bear. Sometimes large old boars have a 

thirty-inch skull. The world-record skull, from a 

bear taken on Kodiak Island, is 30.75 inches. The 

skull size of females rarely exceeds twenty-fi ve 

inches. If you fi nd a skull in bear country and it 

measures more than twenty-six inches, it is safe to 

assume that it belongs to a large male. 

Scientists have developed a method of aging 

bears by extracting a tooth (a small residual pre-

molar) that has virtually no effect on the bear’s 

ability to bite or to chew. A cross-section of a 

tooth reveals rings, similar to annual growth rings 

in trees, that can be counted to determine age.

The bear’s feet are also indicative of the size 

of an individual bear. Bears often leave fi rm foot-

prints on mudfl ats or sandbars. By measuring 

these tracks, one can roughly judge the size of the 

bear that left them. The width of the front feet and 

the length of the hind feet are the important mea-

surements to observe.

The width of a small cub’s front foot is around 

three inches. This, of course, increases with age 

and physical growth. When sows reach matu-

rity, the width of their front feet rarely exceeds 

six inches and the length of their hind feet ten 

or eleven inches. Mature males, however, may 

achieve a front paw width of eight inches and a 

hind foot length of sixteen inches. Anytime you 

observe a track this large, you know it was left by 

a huge male bear.

Wildlife and hunting guides on Kodiak Island 

have a rule of thumb by which they evaluate the 

physical size of a bear by measuring bear tracks. 

Some take the width of the front foot pad in inch-

es, add one or two inches and multiply that num-

ber by one foot. Thus a bear that has left a track six 
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inches wide is close to an eight-foot bear, and one 

that has left an eight-inch-wide track is approxi-

mately ten feet tall.

When a hunter has taken a bear, the size of the 

bear’s hide can be measured when the fl eshed-

out hide is laid fl at on the ground. Two mea-

surements are added together: the length from 

the tip of the longest front claw on one side to 

the tip of the longest front claw on the opposite 

side, plus the length from the tip of the nose to 

the tail. That fi gure is then divided by two. A ten-

foot hide is considered to be an impressively large 

bear. Sometimes, hunters stretch the hides in both 

directions to achieve greater dimensions, or fi nd 

ways to skin a bear to increase the length of the 

hide. Because of the variability in hide measure-

ments, skull size is used instead to determine the 

offi cial trophy size of bears. It is a more accurate 

method and leaves little room for cheating.

Great variations in the size and growth of young 

bears occur in family groups and even among lit-

termates. Just as in a family of domestic pigs or 

dogs, an occasional runt is born. Genetic inheri-

tance is also an infl uence. The offspring of a small 

sow and boar probably will not reach the enor-

mous size of the offspring of a very large female 

and a huge male.

The ultimate growth bears achieve also depends 

upon the abundance and quality of available food. 

Bears inhabiting an area with a luxuriant supply of 

vegetation, berries, and fi shery resources tend to 

become larger than those living in regions where 

food is scarce. That is one reason why coastal brown 

bears are physically larger than interior bears, which 

have fewer rich protein resources available.

Judging the size of a bear by sight is extremely 

diffi cult, and accuracy comes only with a lot of 

experience. This is especially true when the ani-

mal is alone. Quite a few times I have heard an 

inexperienced bear viewer remark about the huge 

size of a small two- or three-year-old bear. Then 

when a really large bear rises out of the grass and 

dwarfs the small animal, a viewer realizes his mis-

judgment.

If a bear is facing you, look at the width between 

the ears. In older bears, this space is much greater in 

relation to the rest of the head than in smaller and 

younger bears. Also look at the distance between 

the front legs, including the chest. Large bears look 

massive in a frontal view. Their legs are spread wide 

apart to support their hefty bulk. A deep-slung belly 

is indicative of a very large, adult bear.

Movements also give an indication of size and 

age. Animals that are running around and playing 

FIGURE 17 A large male in Karluk Lake, Kodiak National 

Wildlife Refuge, left a footprint sixteen inches long and eight 

inches wide. 
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are usually young bears. Older, larger bears seem to 

walk in a slow, deliberate shuffl e. Young animals 

move more rapidly and tend to change pace often.

Bears may continue to live many years after 

they have reached maturity. As in humans and 

other mammal species, lifespan varies immensely. 

Females tend to live longer than males. Perhaps 

part of this difference can be attributed to the fact 

that mature males fi ght more often and may suffer 

injuries that limit their ability to gather adequate 

food supplies.

One summer I watched a large boar with a 

deformed hip try unsuccessfully to catch salmon 

while other bears had no fi shing problems. Time 

after time he limped to the middle of the stream 

and made short lunges, but his movements were 

too slow, resulting in failure. He appeared lean and 

had not accumulated needed fat reserves. I felt sorry 

for the old boar. It is doubtful that he survived the 

next hibernation period.

In hunted populations, hunters try for the larger 

trophy bears, reducing the chances of the males 

to survive very long. Suffi ce it to say, a bear that 

reaches the age of twenty years is an old bear. A few 

bears, however, have been documented to reach 

more than thirty years of age in the wild.

On August 7, 1959, I tagged a three-year-old 

female on Canyon Creek near Karluk Lake on 

Kodiak Island. We placed tags numbered 555 and 

556 in the left and right ears. A hunter shot the 

sow thirty-two years later in the fall of 1991 within 

a few miles of where I originally tagged her. She 

still retained tag #555. The old sow, therefore, was 

thirty-fi ve years old and is, to my knowledge, the 

oldest bear ever recorded in the wild. That is what 

I call an old, old bear.



FIGURE 18 These two large males are fi ghting over the right to a favorite fi shing spot below Brooks Falls, Katmai National Park.
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LOW CLOUDS SLID ACROSS THE SKIES, ENGULFING 

mountaintops and fi lling the alpine valleys with fog. 

A steady drizzle of rain obscured Connecticut Creek, 

which wound a snakelike course through this part of 

Kodiak Island. A sow, with two small cubs trailing, 

emerged out of the mists and followed a ridge that led 

down toward the creek.

The mother appeared nervous as she approached 

the stream, checking often to make sure that her cubs 

were not far behind. On a bank high above the creek 

she stopped, rose on her hind legs, and sniffed the 

air. The female recognized the scent of a three-year-

old bear that she had met, challenged, and chased 

the day before. It was fi shing downstream around the 
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fi rst bend. She dropped to all fours, and then moved 

to the edge of the bank, facing upstream and star-

ing intently, as droplets of rain dripped from her 

long guard hairs. One of her cubs also stood on its 

hind feet to look, bracing one forefoot on her side to 

maintain its balance. 

Detecting nothing more, the family followed a 

muddy trail down a steep bank to the edge of the 

creek and stood, carefully scrutinizing it in both 

directions. An abundance of red salmon splashed 

and moved about the shallow water. Some were in 

the process of spawning, while others were fi ghting 

their way farther upstream.

Not seeing or smelling any other bears, the sow 

parked her cubs on the stream bank and waded into 

the water. Immediately, red salmon skittered through 

the shallows, triggering a chase. She galloped down-

stream and became engulfed in the fl ying spray 

of white foamy water. One salmon made a wrong 

turn and shot up on a gravel bar, fully exposed. The 

bear quickly pinned the fi sh with her claws, fi rmly 

clenched it in her teeth, and waded back upstream 

toward the cubs.

On the bank, the mother tore pieces of fl esh 

from the salmon and gulped down a mouthful. 

Between bites she raised her head and scanned 

the horizon for any intruders. The cubs squalled 

constantly, pleading for a bite of salmon, but the 

sow was hungry and ignored them. She greedily 

consumed the entire fi sh in about fi ve gulps. A few 

tidbits remained on the ground, which the mother 

left for the cubs, and again she entered the creek. 

This time the sow moved upstream, chasing several 

salmon without success.

She was engrossed in her fi shing when a 

large, young male bear came around a bend of the 

stream. The mother stopped and, after a quick look, 

launched herself like a projectile toward the intrud-

ing bear. He debated for a moment whether to fi ght 

or fl ee, for he was larger and outweighed the sow by 

150 pounds. She wanted this fi shing hole for herself, 

and also feared for her cubs, who were sitting on the 

bank in wide-eyed terror.

The female slammed into the young boar as he 

started to turn. Her hurtling momentum knocked 

him off his feet. She lunged for his neck, but missed 

and sank her teeth into his shoulders instead. The 

battle raged as he bit back, burying his teeth into 

her leg. Somehow in all the roaring fury and splash-

ing of water, he regained his footing, turned, and 

ran for his life. She chased him for another hundred 

feet, and then stopped.

She chomped her teeth several times and ran back 

to her cubs. The excited sow stood for many minutes, 

nervously huffi ng and looking upstream to make sure 

her adversary did not return. Satisfi ed that the young 

male had left the creek, she resumed fi shing.

I
n general, brown bears are solitary animals. 

They wander through the remote regions of 

their home range, having little contact with 

one another. The exceptions to this lonely life are 

family relationships—cubs still dependent on their 
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mother for food and protection, young siblings 

that remain together for a year or two after being 

evicted by their mother, and males and females that 

form pairs during the breeding season. Bears will 

also congregate at a concentrated food source.

A mother with young cubs has an immense 

responsibility, and most females take this duty very 

seriously. They become wary and protective of their 

offspring and often seek remote areas far removed 

from other bears. They watch their cubs closely, and 

if the youngsters stray too far from their mother, 

they are quickly brought back by vocal commands 

or a physical reprimand. The latter may be in the 

form of a nudge or a quick cuff with a paw. As the 

cubs get older and more independent, sows tend to 

let them stray further.

A mother’s most diffi cult period is during salmon 

season, when she has to leave the cubs for short peri-

ods while fi shing. In some instances, she may stray 

quite far before she makes a catch. Often during 

these short separations the cubs become nervous. 

In a prolonged absence, the youngsters may become 

alarmed and leave their assigned area. This can lead 

to all kinds of stressful experiences for the cubs and 

the mother. If they are not present when she returns, 

the sow immediately starts a search and attempts to 

follow their scent trails to locate them.

Cubs left unattended sometimes become endan-

gered if they stray too far or come in contact with 

other bears. In July 1995, several photographers 

and I were watching a sow with a single cub we 

called Tiny. The mother and cub were sitting on a 

riverbank when the sow spotted a salmon splash-

ing in the river about forty yards away. In a fl ash, 

the sow plunged down the bank and into the water, 

chasing the salmon around a curve. She caught the 

salmon, but instead of returning to the cub, she 

stopped on a nearby gravel bar to eat it.

Tiny became agitated when its mother did not 

return and started running along the bank. When it 

failed to fi nd her, the cub headed across a huge fl at 

meadow. We were dismayed as we watched it run 

toward an ocean beach. It disappeared over a rise 

a half mile away. At this point I said to my guests, 

“Let’s get out of here. I don’t want to be blamed for 

the missing cub.” We withdrew up the river another 

150 yards.

After a while the mother returned and, as 

expected, was distraught when she failed to 

fi nd her cub. She circled the immediate vicinity, 

searching desperately. When she picked up the 

cub’s scent trail, she loped across the meadow 

in hot pursuit. She was excited and her constant 

growling and huffi ng indicated anger. She too dis-

appeared over the rise near the beach. About the 

same time, Tiny reemerged further down the ridge, 

heading back in our direction. As the cub came 

running and squalling, my photographer friends 

and I quickly crossed the river and got on a high 

knoll where we could watch the outcome. We did 

not want to be in the path of the sow if she failed 

to fi nd her cub.

Tiny arrived back at the original site and began 

to run in circles. The sow returned over the ridge 

on Tiny’s trail, still loping and emitting growls of 

alarm. Several bears in the area saw her coming and 

ran to get out of her way. Tiny made several false 

starts to leave, but before the cub wandered far, the 

mother got close enough to spot it. They had a joyful 

reunion; needless to say, we also were very happy.

After observing such a situation, you can eas-

ily understand how cubs can get separated from 

their mothers and, under the right circumstances, 

be killed or injured by another bear that did not 

like the intrusion. Both Larry Aumiller and Thomas 

Bledsoe reported witnessing such a situation at 
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McNeil River. Families fi shing in close proximity 

often left their cubs at the same site or very near to 

one another. Sometimes the cubs intermingled. On 

several occasions the men observed a sow return-

ing, and then departing with more cubs than she 

had brought. In other instances both sows returned 

at the same time and, in the melee, departed with 

the wrong cubs. This “cub swapping” was usually 

temporary, but a few times the new mother per-

manently adopted the wrong cubs. I have never 

observed cub swapping and believe it would occur 

only in closely grouped bears, such as at McNeil 

where a number of families fi sh near one another. 

When left by themselves in such concentrations, 

cubs occasionally get in the path of a belligerent 

bear. This can lead to severe injury or even death if 

the sow is not there to defend it.

The mother generally weans cubs in the third 

spring when they are a little over two years old. 

It must be a traumatic experience for the juvenile 

bears to be evicted by a mother who has fed and 

protected them all their lives. They often try to 

follow their mother for several days after being 

rejected, but she continues to harass them away 

from her. Gradually the young bears realize they 

must fend for themselves.

Siblings in a litter commonly remain together 

the fi rst summer after weaning, and sometimes for 

two years. Gradually the bonds weaken and they 

spend more time separated. Eventually they join 

the single bear world.

The social life of adult breeding pairs is of much 

shorter duration. Males seek out females and the 

pair may remain together for a few days to two 

weeks. Their social interaction during the breeding 

season is described in chapter 5.

In addition to these three family situations, 

bears are often forced into contact with each other 

when they compete for food resources. The most 

pronounced example of this occurs during the 

salmon-spawning season in Alaska’s coastal streams 

and rivers. Competition for the fi sh is intense; bears 

using any given area form a pecking order in which 

individual bears become dominant over others. 

Eventually each animal learns its status within that 

particular group or society of bears.

Large adult males are usually at the top of the 

hierarchy, followed by sows with cubs. Next come 

single adult sows, young males, then young females, 

and last the smaller juveniles. But bears, like people, 

have different temperaments, creating exceptions 

to this generalized social order. Some are extremely 

belligerent and seem to walk around with chips on 

their shoulders, ready to fi ght any other bear that 

gets in their way. Others are docile or shy and try 

to avoid fi ghts, even though they may be physically 

larger and stronger. Fights, threats, bluffs, various 

body postures, growls, and other signals maintain 

this social order, which is recognized in the bear 

world. An individual’s status may change. When 

older animals lose some of their physical abilities, 

due to old age or injuries, they may drop down the 

social ladder. Young bears move up as they grow 

and become physically stronger and braver.

Sows with cubs often become highly stressed 

when they are forced into contact with other bears 

and at times they act irrationally. They can become 

agitated and challenge huge boars that come too 

close to their cubs. Thus, they often become domi-

nant over males that are far larger than they are. 

However, after they wean their cubs, their aggres-

sion may diminish, possibly resulting in a drop in 

social status.

Most brown bears in Alaska are not subjected to 

these very intense, crowded situations because the 

majority of bears feed in long, meandering salmon 



FIGURE 19 A small cub is climbing up for a piggy-back ride in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park. 
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streams where they tend to disperse, avoiding close, 

competitive contact. Some wary bears will steer 

clear of crowded salmon streams all summer and 

remain in more remote regions feeding on sedges, 

berries, and other vegetation. Other bears fi sh at 

night to avoid the crowds. Just like humans, some 

thrive on close social contact and others sacrifi ce to 

live a lonely life.

In places where bears are thrust closely together, 

they each have their individual space or distance at 

which they will either fi ght or fl ee. One summer I 

guided a small group of people photographing a 

sow with a single cub. Over a period of several days 

she became unperturbed by our presence and let us 

work close by without showing any signs of aggres-

sion. Then one day as we were photographing her, 

a young male approached from behind us. The sow 

became increasingly agitated as the male grazed 

nearer. She constantly raised her head, watching 

his progress. Finally when he came within sixty 

yards, she suddenly charged straight toward him, 

rushing past us not fi fty feet away. The young bear 

saw her coming, turned tail, and ran. After a brief 

chase the sow returned to her cub, sauntering past 

us, oblivious to our presence. It was apparent that 

she was less concerned about us than about the 

young male.

Bears do learn to avoid certain individuals and 

to tolerate others. Their actions probably relate to 

experience. They may have been harassed or threat-

ened by one particular animal and learned that 

others are amiable toward them. Some individuals 

even become friends and play together for short 

periods or feed and rest near one another. They 

seem to have both enemies and friends.

It is unusual for bears to feed on salmon togeth-

er in dense concentrations as they do at McNeil 

Falls and Brooks Falls on the Alaska Peninsula. In 

these unique situations, land and water features 

are natural barriers that cause the salmon to con-

centrate. Biologists have reported seeing more 

than sixty brown bears at McNeil River Falls at one 

time. Standing on a small knoll overlooking the 

Katmai Coast, I have counted over thirty bears in 

the nearby sedge meadows. Along the O’Malley 

River on Kodiak Island I have identifi ed up to 

fi fty brown bears feeding in an area of only one 

square mile during the salmon spawning season. 

Because most people visit these unusually crowd-

ed sites to view bears, they often get the idea that 

bears are always social and come together to feed. 

But this is not true most of the year. As soon as the 

food source disappears, bears are quick to spread 

out, so confrontations are fewer and hierarchy is 

less obvious. 

In 1996 I observed the arrival of the fi rst salmon 

at Hallo Creek. Six to eight bears stood in the tidal 

surf waiting for salmon to leave the ocean waters 

and start up the shallow stream. They were all com-

peting for the same few salmon and sometimes two 

bears chased the same fi sh. This resulted in a few 

mild squabbles, the bigger bear usually winning 

the skirmish. Finally, two adult boars almost col-

lided, greatly annoying the larger boar who charged 

his competitor. They slammed into each other with 

considerable impact and the fi ght began. Amidst 

much roaring, biting, and clawing, the smaller ani-

mal fi nished on the bottom, struggling for his life. 

When he fi nally extracted himself from under the 

large boar, he managed to escape. I could see that 

the loser had been severely bitten several times; 

despite his thick coat of hair, blood streamed down 

his leg and side. He left the fi shing to the winner, 

limping back to the sedge fl ats still hungry.
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Old males usually have numerous scars on their 

bodies as a result of such encounters. During the 

breeding season, mature males often fi ght desper-

ately to gain the possession of a female. Sometimes 

these battles occur on precipitous mountain 

slopes, resulting in one or both falling down steep 

cliffs and becoming badly injured. Several years 

ago we found the carcass of a boar at the bottom 

of a high rock cliff along the Katmai Coast. An 

autopsy revealed that this bear had received fatal 

internal injuries from a fall. We speculated that he 

had fallen over the cliff during a mating fi ght.

During the breeding season, males do pursue 

sows with cubs. A number of people have witnessed 

boars killing cubs under such circumstances. A sow 

will aggressively defend her cubs, but when she 

has two or more, the pursuing boar is often able to 

separate one from the group and kill it. This is par-

ticularly true in rough mountainous terrain where 

very young cubs may have diffi culty keeping up 

with their mothers.

I have never witnessed such a kill, but on Kodiak 

Island we examined the stomach contents of two 

large males taken by hunters. They revealed the 

remains of small cubs. On another occasion I found 

a dead cub on a high snowfi eld on Kodiak Island. 

The tracks in the snow indicated that a fi ght had 

taken place between a boar and a sow with small 

cubs, and that one of the cubs had become a victim. 

Daniel Zatz, a cinematographer in Homer, Alaska, 

actually photographed the killing of a cub by an 

adult male at McNeil Falls. Larry Aumiller also doc-

umented several observations of cubs being killed 

at McNeil River; adult females, however, were the 

culprits just as often as were adult males.

A lot of strife exists among bears; fi ghts some-

times end in death, even among juvenile and 

mature animals. Once while conducting research on 

Kodiak Island, my assistants and I found two bears 

killed and partially eaten by others. They had been 

caught in foot snares, and thus were handicapped in 

defending themselves. We returned to one of the kill 

sites several times over the next few days, and each 

time it was evident that additional fl esh had been 

eaten, until one day only the skeleton remained. 

Surrounding tracks indicated that the bear was eaten 

by a sow with a yearling cub.

The social life of brown bears is an intriguing 

aspect of the bear’s world. Though solitary much of 

their lives, they readily adapt when forced together. 

The group develops rules that most bears learn to 

follow. As in human society, young bears are pro-

tected and nurtured by their mothers. As they grow 

and become teenagers, they are given more free-

dom and responsibility until, fi nally, they mature 

and fi nd their own place in the pecking order of 

bear society. 

FIGURE 20 This old male at Hallo Bay, Katmai National 

Park, has numerous shoulder wounds. He probably lost a fi ght 

with a younger male.
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USE # 75 INSTEAD--NEEDS TO BE SCANNED

FIGURE 21 Brown bears mate in the spring. They are polygamous: one male often breeds with several females. 
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5
T H E  M AT I N G  G A M E

SPLIT-EAR, THE DARK EIGHT-YEAR-OLD BOAR, HAD 

been grazing peacefully on Dumpling Mountain near 

Brooks Lake since he emerged from hibernation in late 

April. The abundance of succulent sedges, grasses, and 

angelica shoots had kept him content to remain on the 

south-facing slope. He enjoyed a solitary life and pur-

posely evaded other bears that he occasionally scented 

or sighted in the distance.

Toward the end of May he got an impulse to travel. 

He moved across the top of Dumpling Mountain and 

began to descend its north slope toward Naknek Lake. 

About halfway down, the wandering male crossed the 

path of an adult sow and followed her trail.

Split-Ear became extremely excited when he sniffed 

a patch of grass where the sow had urinated, for his

5
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keen nose detected that she was approaching her 

estrus period. The big boar now had an urge to 

mate. He followed the trail at a rapid rate and 

ignored some of the choice salad shoots covering 

that part of the mountain; food was not on his 

mind. The sow had stopped to rest, so the eager 

male soon caught up with her. She spotted him and 

sat up to watch his movements. Split-Ear cautiously 

circled the cream-colored sow, but carefully avoided 

any aggressive moves that might frighten this lovely 

female. She was a little alarmed by the huge, bulky 

boar, but she did not discourage his advances. When 

they were less than twenty feet apart, they sat and 

stared at each other. Split-Ear coyly began to graze 

on some nearby sedges, occasionally sneaking a 

glance at the sow. She continued to watch him and 

seemed fascinated by his movements. Gradually he 

grazed toward her, and eventually the pair stood 

nose to nose, smelling one another. He sniffed her 

entire body, moving his nose down her back, under 

her belly, and fi nally to her genital area. She was 

coming into estrus but was not quite ready to mate. 

They began to cuff each other playfully with their 

paws. The suitor rubbed against the sow’s body, 

but when he clumsily fl ung one front leg across her 

back, she moved away.

The courtship continued for two days. Split-Ear 

constantly fed near the blond sow and occasion-

ally tried to mount her, but she continued to deny 

his advances. On the third day and after many 

attempts, she stood still when he climbed aboard. He 

remained on the sow for forty-fi ve minutes, intermit-

tently making deep pelvic thrusts and then resting. 

The coupling continued off and on all afternoon. 

When she fi nally lay down to rest, he snuggled 

beside her.

On the fi fth day, as they were grazing a few 

feet apart, Split-Ear’s keen nostrils caught the 

scent of another bear. He rose to his hind legs and 

sniffed the air currents, looking nervously in the 

direction of the scent. It was a strong odor and 

Split-Ear knew another boar was near. He became 

agitated and popped his jaws several times, foam-

ing saliva oozing from his lips. He moved a short 

distance and climbed up onto a small knoll. The 

strong scent and cracking brush told him the other 

male was coming rapidly. The newcomer had also 

smelled the sow in estrus. As Split-Ear watched 

and issued warnings by stomping his feet, a huge 

dark boar stepped out of the brush. The two adver-

saries were of nearly equal size and weight. The 

newcomer also had an old scar across his shoulder 

blade and numerous cuts on his face, attesting to 

many previous battles.

Split-Ear made a few threatening moves, but the 

intruding boar held his ground. This male was obvi-

ously going to contest Split-Ear for the female. They 

circled each other at a distance for a few minutes, 

and then Split-Ear charged. His body hurtled toward 

the newcomer with all the fury that he could muster 

and he slammed into his foe. The slope was steep 

and the impact sent them rolling down the moun-

tain in a blur of fl ying claws and fl ashing teeth. 

Biting and roaring, the bears fought viciously. For a 
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moment Split-Ear got a good hold on the stranger’s 

neck. His powerful jaws bit deep and blood oozed 

across the brown fur. The newcomer, however, broke 

loose and ripped a piece of fl esh and hide from Split-

Ear’s shoulder.

The female watched the battle and nervously 

chewed on a few shoots of fresh cow parsnip. This 

was no mere squabble, but a fi ght to the fi nish and 

each contender knew his life hung in the balance. As 

roars rent the air and hair fl ew, the newcomer got a 

stranglehold on Split-Ear’s neck and held him to the 

ground. Split-Ear tried to break free, but couldn’t; 

he knew he was outmatched. He fi nally tore loose, 

jumped to his feet, and fl ed down the mountain, 

leaving the victor with the prize. He was in a bad 

mood and highly stressed as he stumbled down the 

slope with new neck wounds and a badly torn shoul-

der. His left ear now fl opped loosely on his head and 

blood streamed down his face.

To the winner go the spoils and the newcomer 

moved toward the sow. She accepted his advances and 

they remained together for a week, coupling often, just 

as she and Split-Ear had done in their brief courtship. 

Split-Ear, however, moaned and grumbled constantly 

as he moved across the valley toward Mount Kelez. 

Another two weeks passed before his wounds began to 

heal and he could fi nd another female that was ready 

to pursue the mating game.

B
ears having sex are comical to watch. 

Males may try all kinds of antics to bring 

females into the breeding mood. They 

are often mismatched in physical proportions, and 

when a boar’s full weight comes down on a sow, she 

may be squashed to the ground. 

The fi rst time I observed a breeding pair was on a 

July evening at Karluk Lake. A friend and I were trav-

eling across the lake in a skiff and observed the bears 

along the shoreline. We cut the motor and rowed 

silently toward them. As we drew closer, I saw that 

they were coupled, but the female became nervous 

at our presence and broke free of the boar. He tried 

to mount her again, completely oblivious of us, but 

she thwarted his advances by simply sitting down on 

her rear end in shallow water. He straddled his mate 

and attempted to lift her body up with his forelegs, 

but she consistently managed to sit back down. The 

boar then got in front of the sow, and from a dis-

tance of ten feet deliberately splashed water in her 

face with his forepaws. He continued these antics 

for fi fteen minutes, but to no avail; she kept her rear 

end submerged. She was obviously going to refuse 

his advances in our presence. We discreetly rowed 

around a point and out of sight. I stepped ashore 

and peeked over an alder bush with my binoculars. 

From there I spotted them on the shoreline, coupled. 

Apparently she desired privacy.

Another summer I was on the Alaska Peninsula 

with photographer friends, and over the course 

of several days we followed a breeding pair. The 

large male was persistent in pursuing the female 

and he constantly approached her. He attempted 

to mount the sow, but each time she resisted his 

advances. Two other boars also tried to woo the 

female, but her lover, who seemed to be dominant, 

always chased them away. With several boars try-

ing to approach her, we were sure she was in estrus, 
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but the sow continued to reject the advances of any 

of the males. We watched the one-sided romance 

for two days. The large boar constantly followed 

the female, occasionally grazing, and made sever-

al more approaches, but each time she prevented 

his efforts. They even slept side by side, but no sex 

occurred. Then on the evening of the second day, 

as the sun sank behind the mountains and the soft 

evening light illuminated the grassy meadow, he 

tried again. This time she accepted him and they 

coupled. He remained on top of her for thirty-fi ve 

minutes, their entwined bodies silhouetted in the 

late evening light. It was a very romantic setting and 

we humorously speculated that perhaps she waited 

for that special sentimental evening to consummate 

sex. Perhaps our speculation bore some truth, for 

the next day the couple repeated the courtship. The 

boar again attempted to mount the sow on numer-

ous occasions during the long daylight hours, but 

each time she moved away. Then as the sun dis-

appeared and an evening mist descended on the 

meadow, she once again accepted him. In the gath-

ering darkness they locked in breeding position.

Of such is bear romance!

The brown bear breeding season lasts from mid-

May to mid-July, but mating activity is at its peak 

during the month of June. Mature males travel exten-

sively in search of females in heat. Once together, the 

boar and the sow form pair bonds that last from a 

day to several weeks. They remain near each other 

while feeding, sleeping, or resting. They are both coy 

in their courtship display, often rubbing together or 

gently cuffi ng one another in apparent foreplay. A 

male may follow a female around for several days, 

however, and attempt to breed a number of times 

before she fi nally becomes receptive and lets him 

consummate the courtship. It is an act that they 

both seem to enjoy. He mounts her from the rear 

and wraps his huge forelegs around her body. Once 

penetration with the penis is achieved, he initiates 

deep pelvic thrusts. The breeding act is not a hurried 

affair and often lasts for forty-fi ve minutes or more, 

as the male alternately thrusts and rests, sometimes 

falling asleep during the process.

Female brown bears often mate with several 

boars during the course of a week or two. Males may 

also mate with more than one sow. The females do 

not all come into estrus at the same time, so the 

boars have one to two months to look for sows that 

are in the mating mood.

Males will sometimes fi ght furiously to gain the 

“rights” to a female, especially if the two males are 

of equal physical size and temperament. At other 

times a small male will simply leave the female 

when a large boar approaches. Most older boars 

have numerous scars on their bodies from such 

encounters. The female takes a passive attitude in 

such disputes and simply remains in the area to see 

who her next suitor will be.

Males have a large baculum (penis bone), which 

helps them enter the female during the breeding 

act. The baculum ossifi es at about two years of 

age and this long, slightly curved bone increases 

in weight and length with age until maturity. The 

penis bone in a young bear may be only two inches 

long, while the baculum of an adult male is from 

six to eight inches in length. 

If breeding is successful and the female egg or 

eggs are fertilized with the male sperm, they go 

through an unusual physiological stage, called 

delayed implantation. The fertilized egg briefl y 

undergoes cell division, but instead of the repro-

ductive process continuing until the fetus is 

formed, the tiny blastocyst does not yet implant 

on the uterine wall, temporarily halting develop-

ment. Instead it fl oats freely in her reproductive 
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tract for the next four to six months. About the 

time the female enters hibernation, the blastocyst 

implants on the uterus wall and begins to develop 

once again. Delayed implantation is the reason 

young cubs born in the den in January or February 

are extremely small, naked, and relatively helpless, 

weighing about one pound. They crawl across the 

mother’s hair, attach to a teat, and begin suckling the 

warm, rich milk. While in the den, the mother has to 

convert her fat reserves into milk to nurse the cubs, 

since she does not eat during this period.

Sows may have from one to four cubs, and most 

commonly have two or three. To accommodate 

and feed them, females have six mammary glands, 

or teats. Four of these are located on the chest just 

behind the front legs and two are between the hind 

legs. It is diffi cult to know what body position the 

sow takes while nursing her cubs in the den, but 

once they are out in the open, the mother usually 

lies on her back in a reclining position, preferably 

leaning against a knoll or ridge so she can quickly 

lift her head. As the cubs crawl up on her chest and 

grab a teat, she often uses her front feet to cradle 

them to her breast. A sow is particularly nervous 

while nursing the cubs and apparently feels vulner-

able on her back. She constantly raises her head 

to look around, especially if other bears are in the 

vicinity. If another bear approaches too closely, she 

immediately jumps up, ending the feeding.

The cubs make an audible purring sound while 

nursing, similar to the purring of a cat. Apparently 

it is a way of showing contentment. They usually 

suckle for fi ve to ten minutes and change teats 

quite frequently, seemingly favoring the upper four 

chest teats over the lower two. I have rarely seen 

cubs nurse while the sow is standing, although they 

do try. They let their mother know of their hunger 

by begging. Squalling loudly, they follow her at 

FIGURE 22 A yearling cub at Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park, nurses its reclining mother.



FIGURE 23 Females have six mammary glands; four are located behind the front legs and two are near the rear legs. Note 

also the characteristic white collar of this cub in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park.
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close quarters and sometimes seize a teat for a few 

moments, but she usually walks away.

One summer I watched a sow with a single cub 

far out on the low tidal fl ats in Hallo Bay. She was 

digging clams and really did not want to take time to 

suckle the cub, who became persistent with its beg-

ging, bawling louder and louder. She continued to 

dig clams and ignore the noisy pleading. She even 

left some clam tidbits for the cub, but apparently this 

did not satisfy its hunger for long. It stopped to gulp 

the clam, and then started whining again. The cub 

seemed literally to be screaming, “Please, momma, 

I’m hungry!” But she paid no heed. The cub then 

took on a more desperate, staccato barking, similar 

to the noise a cub makes when in extreme distress or 

when lost. Still she would not let it nurse. Finally she 

left the fl ats and walked to a sloping gravel beach, 

turned over, and let the cub have its meal.

Some mothers get irritated at cubs that con-

stantly bawl and beg for milk and will turn around 

and cuff the offspring with a paw or nip them with 

teeth. Usually, though, they simply ignore the 

begging cubs until they are ready, and then fi nd 

a suitable spot to nurse the young. Cubs continue 

to nurse through the second summer, but as they 

grow older and partake of more solid food, the 

nursing becomes less frequent.

The number of cubs a sow produces in her life-

time depends on when she reaches sexual maturity, 

the frequency and size of litters, her success in rais-

ing the cubs to weaning age, and the age at which 

she dies or ceases to produce cubs. My studies on 

Kodiak Island indicate that most females reach 

sexual maturity and begin to breed when they are 

four to six years old. Under ideal conditions a sow 

fi rst breeds at four or fi ve years, has a litter of two 

or three cubs, weans them when they are two years 

old, then immediately breeds again and has cubs 

the following spring. A sow could successfully raise 

a litter of cubs every third year until she is at least 

twenty years old. A few female brown bears produce 

cubs beyond twenty years of age. Larry Aumiller and 

Dick Sellers reported that one sow at McNeil River 

had a single cub at the age of twenty-six!

Theoretically, each sow in a population is thus 

capable of having at least fi ve litters in her lifetime 

and adding ten to fi fteen cubs to the population—

but this scenario is very unlikely. Studies have indi-

cated that cub death during the fi rst year of life is 

signifi cant, and may be in excess of 30 percent in 

some regions. Some sows lose one or two cubs in a 

litter, whereas others lose their entire litter. In some 

areas many females do not produce a successful lit-

ter until they are seven or eight years of age, and 

some sows nurse cubs for as long as three years. 

Under these conditions they would have a litter 

only every fourth year.

A sow suckling her cubs or a pair of adults breed-

ing are intimate acts in a bear’s life that are rarely 

observed by people. Of course, viewers should take 

care never to approach a mating pair too closely; 

males are often very aggressive in defending their 

mates. Perhaps one of the best places to witness 

these behaviors is in the numerous sedge meadows 

along the Alaska Peninsula. Bears congregate to 

feed on the plants in June and early July, with June 

being the peak of the breeding season. The terrain 

is fl at and unobstructed by tall vegetation. If one 

watches a group of bears long enough, the chances 

of observing a breeding pair are quite good. Watch 

even longer and a sow with cubs will eventually 

stop grazing, turn over, and let her cubs suckle. The 

opportunity to observe either of these activities is 

always the highlight of a bear-viewing experience, 

witnessed by only the few willing to venture onto 

the bears’ own turf.



FIGURE 24FIGURE 24 Trails like this one in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park, crisscross bear country. Trails like this one in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park, crisscross bear country.
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6
T R AV E L S  A N D  T R A I L S

THE OLD FEMALE BEAR LIFTED HER HEAD SEVERAL 

times, then sluggishly laid it down and slept again. 

Fifteen minutes later she awoke and sat up on her 

haunches. She was still groggy, but gradually she 

focused on the surroundings. Her three yearling cubs 

lay nearby, sound asleep. Everything was strange and 

unfamiliar. Mountains were everywhere—mountains 

she did not recognize. Saltwater lapped at the nearby 

beach and several harbor seals frolicked in the surf. 

The new sights and smells confounded the old female. 

She could not know that a park ranger had deemed her 

and the cubs a menace to campers at the Brooks Lake 

campground and decided to move the family across the 

mountains to Kukak Bay.
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As she sat, trying to focus on her surround-

ings, the three cubs gradually awoke, stood up, and 

shook themselves. The family continued to sleep on 

and off all afternoon, but became more and more 

alert. Momma, as she was dubbed by park person-

nel, began to feed on some saltwater sedge. She had 

never tasted this plant before, but it was delicious 

and the whole family began to fi ll their stomachs 

with the succulent green food. 

For days they wandered around the Kukak 

fl ats and grazed on the abundant sedges. They also 

checked the streams in the bay for salmon, but 

none were present as they had been in the Brooks 

River. The old female was bewildered and edgy in 

this unfamiliar environment. She longed to be back 

home at Brooks, but where was home?

With something inside her brain directing her, 

she led her family along a southwesterly journey, 

along the shorelines and occasionally across small 

peninsulas of land. They often followed old bear 

trails. Several times Momma smelled the presence 

of other bears, but being in unfamiliar country and 

among strangers, she avoided confrontations with 

them whenever possible.

At the head of Dakavak Bay, on the twelfth day 

of their trip, Momma sniffed the scent of meat. She 

wasn’t sure what kind of animal it might be, but the 

strong smell had the whole family galloping toward 

the food source. Their keen noses directed them to a 

dead sea lion that had been deposited on the gravel 

beach by a recent high tide. As they approached, a 

red fox scurried from the carcass and several gulls 

took to the skies. The big sea lion had been dead 

only a few days. Extremely hungry, they alternately 

gorged and slept by the carcass. Another small bear 

approached in the late afternoon and Momma raced 

FIGURE 25 Brown bears are excellent swimmers, though river crossings may be perilous, particularly for young cubs.
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toward it. Her cubs followed. She was willing to 

fi ght for this food source, but did not need to. The 

stranger realized it was outnumbered and fl ed from 

the scene.

By the next morning only the hide and the skel-

eton remained. With full stomachs the family con-

tinued its journey, arriving in Katmai Bay on the 

sixteenth day. Here they stayed for several days, feed-

ing on vegetation and a few berries. Momma spotted 

a young seal pup that had crawled out on a sandy 

knoll. The tide had retreated and left it far from the 

sea. She had no trouble in cutting off its retreat. She 

killed the pup with a quick bite of her powerful jaws 

and the family had another meat dinner.

The bears were now southeast of Brooks Lake 

and the urge to move north was compelling. They 

headed across the sandy, volcanic fl ats, shuffl ing 

steadily toward the mountains. Numerous channels 

of the Katmai River confronted them. The bears 

waded across some with ease; other times they were 

forced to swim. The main channel was swift and 

swollen from several days of rain, but Momma did 

not hesitate, plunging in and swimming strongly. She 

was gradually swept downriver. Her three cubs fol-

lowed, but they had a more diffi cult time. One cub 

was a weak swimmer; the current swept it around a 

swift curve of the river and pulled it under a logjam. 

The cub never surfaced.

Momma was distraught and ran up and down 

the riverbank searching for her cub, but toward eve-

ning she gave up the effort. The remaining family 

members continued across the alluvial plain and 

late that night reached higher ground. They scooped 

out depressions and rested throughout the night.

The next morning, they climbed higher into 

the mountains, following Mageik Creek until they 

reached Katmai Pass. The last few days had been 

tough traveling, and now they faced the Valley of 

Ten Thousand Smokes. It is a valley with sparse 

vegetation, but Momma was now driven with a 

sense that she was near home territory. She allowed 

a little rest, and then led the march across the deso-

late landscape. On the twenty-second day a park 

ranger spotted them at Three Forks and reported 

the sighting to the chief ranger, who was not happy 

with the news.

Here the bears found fresh green vegetation 

and stopped to fi ll their hungry stomachs since 

they had not eaten for four days. They continued to 

feed, travel, and rest as they descended the moun-

tain slopes toward the Brooks River. On the twenty-

seventh day they arrived back at Brooks Camp. A 

sense of peace came over the old sow as she felt at 

home again, even though she had lost one of her 

cubs. The chief ranger, however, was alarmed and 

put a notice on the bulletin board for all rangers to 

keep an eye on Momma and her mischievous cubs.

T
he homing instinct of brown bears is 

quite strong. Many seem to have an 

uncanny ability to fi nd their way home 

even when transported across high mountains 

and other barriers. Momma was moved sixty air 
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miles from her habitual use area around Brooks 

River and had to cross some formidable obstacles, 

but she returned in twenty-seven days. One might 

speculate that her three yearling cubs slowed her 

speed of return.

The ability of brown bears to return to their 

home site after being transplanted varies with 

individual bears, just as it does with other animals 

such as domestic dogs. Some seem to have a com-

pass in their heads. In general, however, the greater 

the distance bears are moved, the less likely they 

are to return.

In the Susitna River drainage of southcen-

tral Alaska, biologists Sterling Miller and Warren 

Ballard captured and transplanted forty-seven 

brown bears in 1979 in an experiment to reduce 

moose-calf predation. Adequate movement data 

were obtained on twenty adults to evaluate their 

homing ability. They were released an average dis-

tance of 123 miles from their capture site, and 60 

percent returned to their point of capture in an 

average of 58 days. The longest return movement 

was 160 miles. Of nine cubs and yearlings trans-

planted with their mothers, only three survived 

the ordeal.

Lee Glenn and Lee Miller reported moving a 

three-year-old female brown bear from Chignik 

Lagoon across the Aleutian Range to Black Lake, an 

airline distance of twenty-six miles. She returned 

to her capture site within twenty-four hours! 

Another epic journey by a transplanted brown 

bear was reported by Julius Reynolds. A three-year-

old male was transported from Cordova, Alaska, 

to Montague Island in Prince William Sound. It 

returned in twenty-eight days. In order to accom-

plish this, the bear had to swim across a body of 

water with strong tidal currents for a minimum 

distance of six miles.

Of course, these examples of bear movements 

were induced by man and did not occur as a result 

of natural bear travels.

Without human interference, the geographic 

region a bear inhabits during the course of an entire 

year is referred to as its home range. Unlike many 

animals that defend their territories against other 

individuals of the same species, brown bears have 

overlapping home ranges that they often share with 

other bears for various periods of time. The size of 

these areas varies considerably, and is infl uenced 

by the age and sex of the individual animals, avail-

ability of food resources, denning sites, cover, and 

various barriers, such as large lakes that affect the 

bears’ movements.

Brown bears tend to have smaller home ranges 

in geographic regions where plenty of food, den-

ning sites, and cover are available within a con-

fi ned area. On the Alaska Peninsula many bears 

den in the mountains and, after emerging from 

hibernation in the spring, travel across the coast-

al plains to the seacoast, a distance of twenty to 

fi fty miles, to search for marine mammals, an 

early spring food source. In contrast, some bears 

around Karluk Lake on Kodiak Island den and 

feed all year in the same drainage, requiring very 

small seasonal movements.

Females tend to have smaller home ranges than 

adult males. As an example, Momma normally 

spent the spring near Brooks Camp grazing on 

vegetation until the salmon arrived in the Brooks 

River around the fi rst of July. She fi shed the river 

from July through October; occasionally, how-

ever, she and her cubs moved to Margot Creek, 

a distance of fi ve or six miles, and remained in 

this drainage for a week or two during the peak 

of the salmon run. Then they returned to Brooks. 

She denned on Mount Kelez, fi ve miles south of 
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Brooks. Her annual use area was confi ned to a rel-

atively small region of only a few square miles.

One adult male, whom I tracked with a radio 

collar at Brooks in the fall, remained in this vicinity 

until October 19. He then traveled to Margot Creek 

and continued up the Savonoski River until he 

reached the Rainbow River on October 29, approxi-

mately thirty-six miles from Brooks. There he fed 

on a late run of salmon through mid-November 

and apparently denned in this area. In the spring 

he moved northwest to King Salmon Creek, sixty-

four miles from his denning site, and was shot by 

a hunter outside the park. His travels were much 

greater than Momma’s.

In some areas, such as southwest Kodiak Island, 

bears travel extensively between various drainages 

and their movements are timed to coincide with 

the salmon runs that peak at different periods in 

different streams and rivers. Apparently many of 

their travel and feeding patterns are traditional 

habits established by several generations of female 

bears. The cubs learn the sites and timing of the 

salmon runs from their mothers, and in turn pass 

the information on to their offspring. Knowledge 

of other food sources is also transmitted in this 

way, as explained in chapter 7.

The geographic features of a region dictate 

movements to a great extent. Large bodies of water 

or steep mountain ranges tend to divert bear move-

ments, whereas low mountain passes become cor-

ridors for bears to travel from one valley to another. 

Networks of trails link various feeding areas and 

drainages. From the air these pronounced bear 

roads look like interconnecting highways.

Many major routes have been traveled for cen-

turies and in places are worn several feet deep. In 

alpine areas, where soil is fi rm or gravelly, the foot-

paths often take the form of spaced depressions as 

bears have stepped precisely in one another’s tracks 

for hundreds of years. 

In wet muskeg areas, where tall vegetation is 

sparse, bear paths may be several feet wide. In fol-

lowing such routes myself I have often found two-

lane trails. I am not sure whether the double lanes 

are caused by numerous bears being forced to pass 

each other or not. I suspect some bears may pre-

fer a slightly different path, and eventually both 

lanes became established routes. In bear country, 

it behooves hikers to learn the location of the bear 

trails. They are usually the best paths to follow 

when traveling through wild country; in much of 

coastal Alaska, no man-made trails are present. 

When cubs are with their mother, they of course 

follow and use her seasonal ranges. Once they are 

weaned and independent, they wander and eventu-

ally develop their own geographic region of trav-

el. Female offspring tend to remain close to their 

FIGURE 26 A sow and cub resting.



FIGURE 27 Some bears are capable of running thirty-fi ve miles per hour.
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mother’s home range; young males wander widely 

in search of new feeding and denning areas.

Momma’s two male cubs moved completely 

outside of Katmai National Park once they were 

weaned. Both were subsequently shot in the King 

Salmon area, approximately thirty-two miles from 

the Brooks River area they frequented with their 

mother. Apparently they were searching for a new 

home range when they met their ill fate.

Bears are more active during the early morning 

and late evening hours than they are during the mid-

dle of the day. I once recorded the intensity of bears’ 

fi shing efforts from dawn till dusk (4 AM to 10 PM) 

on Kodiak Island over a nine-day period in July. Very 

few bears were present at dawn, but soon thereafter 

they emerged from their beds and started to fi sh. The 

peak morning fi shing effort occurred between 5 AM 

and 8 AM, and then dropped off drastically. After fi ll-

ing their stomachs with salmon, most of the bears 

rested through the midday period, although some 

bears always fi shed during the middle of the day. 

They again fi shed in great numbers in the evening 

hours between 6 PM and 10 PM. I was unable to con-

duct counts after dark, but judging from the sounds 

I heard, some bears continued to fi sh well into the 

night. Almost twice as many bears fi shed in the eve-

ning as in the morning.

Bears do travel and feed throughout the day, but 

the best time to see them in large numbers is in the 

morning and evening. Of course, other factors may 

affect bear activity, such as weather, tides, and vari-

ous human disturbances. Low-fl ying airplanes and 

noisy helicopters may cause bears to leave favorite 

feeding sites for a time.

The speed at which bears usually travel can be 

deceiving. I have often watched large adult ani-

mals amble along a trail in an apparently slow 

shuffl e. In reality, however, they can cross a valley 

or mountaintop quite rapidly with that methodi-

cal gait. On several occasions I have hiked parallel 

to bears as they followed a trail through a valley 

and I have almost had to run to keep up with their 

shuffl ing pace. Perhaps it is the appearance of a 

large animal taking those deliberate steps that is 

very misleading.

Bears are fast sprinters. With a sudden burst of 

speed they can capture a moose or caribou; how-

ever, they are no match for healthy animals over 

long distances out in the open. I once clocked a 

bear running down a gravel road in the Bells Flat 

area near Kodiak. The brown bear was of medium 

size and started running ahead of my car. I stepped 

on the gas to push the bear a little, and for several 

hundred yards the bear galloped along at a steady 

thirty-fi ve miles per hour before it fi nally turned 

and ran off the road.

In the summer of 1997 I had the opportunity 

to measure the running speed of another young 

brown bear on the Kenai Peninsula. A friend and I 

had just loaded our canoe on our truck and headed 

down Swan Lake Road when a young bear appeared 

in front of us. I pushed the juvenile bear for about 

a quarter of a mile, but for all of its galloping effort, 

it never exceeded twenty miles per hour.

Suffi ce it to say, I would never try to outrun a 

brown bear.

I have always been astounded at the maze of 

trails that blanket good brown bear habitat. The 

trails wind across mountains and in and out of 

meadows, streams, and valleys. Their pattern is 

not apparent to us, but bears negotiate extremely 

complex trail networks to reach specifi c seasonal 

feeding and denning sites without a clock, calen-

dar, or map. The inner compass that orients bears 

through vast wild lands remains an intriguing 

mystery.



FIGURE 28FIGURE 28 This group of bears is feeding on a whale that washed ashore on Hallo Bay on the Katmai Coast.  This group of bears is feeding on a whale that washed ashore on Hallo Bay on the Katmai Coast. 

Brown bears are usually solitary feeders, but may become more gregarious near an abundant food source.Brown bears are usually solitary feeders, but may become more gregarious near an abundant food source.
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7
T H E  E F F I C I E N T  F E E D E R

THE CHOCOLATE-COLORED BEAR EMERGED FROM A 

thicket of alders and shuffl ed onto a low grassy hill at 

the edge of a salt marsh. A backdrop of snowcapped 

peaks and icy glaciers rimmed the north side of the fl ats 

while gentle ocean waves lapped at the sand beaches to 

the south. Acres and acres of meadows intersected by 

numerous tidal guts stretched in front of the bear.

Grazing brown bears dotted the green fi elds like 

cows in a pasture. Sows with cubs, large old boars, and 

small single bears, twenty-two in all, were methodically 

nibbling mouthfuls of short sedge. Occasionally they 

lifted their heads to chew, scanning the immediate sur-

roundings before moving forward to continue grazing. 

Several bears with their bellies full of the rich green fi ber 
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slept peacefully. A large boar and a sow stood fi rmly 

coupled at the edge of the fl ats, for it was late spring 

and the breeding season was in full swing.

The chocolate male left the knoll and moved out 

to join the others. Ample room and food gave the 

contented bears little reason for confrontation.

As the morning progressed, a few bears returned 

to the alder thickets to rest while newcomers arrived. 

The chocolate bear fed for over an hour before he 

and two others quit grazing and moved toward the 

ocean beach. The morning tide had ebbed, exposing 

enormous sandbars that contained an abundance of 

razor clams. The majority of the bears left the mead-

ows and scattered across the sandbars.

The chocolate male waded through a shallow 

lagoon left by the retreating tide and strode across 

the mud and sand fl ats, leaving a trail of footprints. 

He sniffed the ground, then stopped and began to 

dig with his forepaw. A mound of sand grew under 

his belly before he raked out a six-inch razor clam. 

With delicate and precise movements, he pried it 

open with two claws and licked out the contents. 

He moved a few feet, then repeated the action, this 

time crushing the clam with his teeth to gain access 

to the tasty morsel.

In time, thirty to forty holes littered with shell 

remains revealed his effi ciency in digging. As the 

water receded, more bears arrived for breakfast. 

Gulls discovered the digging bears and swooped in 

to grab any uneaten tidbits.

The bears and gulls continued to feed for several 

hours until the incoming tide forced them back to 

higher ground. They followed a routine established 

eons ago, long before humans copied their behavior 

with their trusty clam shovels.

B
ears are omnivorous and opportunistic 

feeders: their diet varies greatly from one 

small geographic area to another. They 

will consume grasses, sedges, roots, berries, fi sh, 

rodents, insects, large mammals, carrion, and gar-

bage—whatever is available. Brown bears are usually 

portrayed as fi sh eaters in fi lms and popular litera-

ture; they spend far more time, however, grazing on 

berries and green plants. They like a diverse diet and 

may abandon a plentiful food supply to fi nd less 

abundant delicacies simply for a change of menu.

In general, the coastal brown bears’ food habits 

are seasonal. During hibernation the stomachs of 

bears contract to a very small size, and when they 

fi rst leave their winter dens, they have rather picky 

eating habits. Brownies often wander to lower ele-

vations and beaches to search for new green shoots 

and carrion. They also dig for roots and will take 

the sand fl eas that are abundant in kelp piles. As 

their appetites gradually return, the bears consume 

larger quantities of food.

In the spring they seek out grassy meadows and 

often congregate in large numbers. Brown bears 

graze much like cattle, grabbing mouthfuls of grass 

as they slowly move along to feed, stopping period-

ically to chew and swallow. Quite often they lie on 

their stomachs and graze lazily, sliding forward on 

their bellies to take more mouthfuls. Along parts 

of the Alaska Peninsula, sedge meadows are par-

ticularly prevalent, and if enough bears are present, 
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they may keep the sedges cropped short by constant 

feeding, preferring the short, succulent vegetation 

over mature stands.

On portions of Kodiak Island, bears come 

together on high alpine slopes to feed on a differ-

ent plant, the Alaska long-awned sedge (Carex mac-

rochaeta). They may remain on these alpine areas 

through much of June and July, eating the new 

shoots that emerge as the snows recede. John Schoen 

reported that in Southeast Alaska some bears, espe-

cially females, may remain on alpine and steep 

avalanche slopes all summer and never descend to 

the lower elevations to feed on salmon. Bears eat 

many other new green plants such as horsetail, cow 

parsnip, nettle, beach rye grass, seaside angelica 

(Angelica lucida, also called seacoast celery), and, in 

Southeast Alaska, skunk cabbage. They consume an 

enormous quantity of vegetative material when it 

is available, and the meadows where they assemble 

to graze are strewn with piles of dung that resemble 

horse manure in a farm pasture.

Salmon become available in June in some coastal 

regions, but not until August in other areas. Fish is 

a favorite food item of bears, who prefer it to green 

vegetation when it is obtainable. Bears seem to have 

an uncanny ability to sense the arrival of salmon 

and often gather on the streams within a few days 

after the fi sh appear. Where salmon are evenly dis-

tributed, bears space themselves apart, and few con-

frontations take place. In places where rock falls, 

logjams, and other impediments exist, however, 

bears concentrate to fi sh. This crowding can result 

in disputes and, at times, even serious fi ghts.

Brown bears have a diffi cult time capturing 

salmon in deep water. For this reason, voluminous 

rivers that contain millions of migrating salmon 

may receive very little bear activity. Bears are capa-

ble of successfully catching salmon only when fi sh 

reach the shallow headwaters or tributaries of these 

large rivers. 

Brownies seem to enjoy fi shing, and their success 

usually increases with experience. Though methods 

may vary, they generally pounce on a fi sh with their 

forepaws, seize it with their teeth, and then move 

to a gravel bar or riverbank to consume their catch. 

Watching them fi sh is a popular sport for nature lov-

ers; it can be humorous as well as exciting. Young 

bears often gallop up and down streams in vain, 

scattering salmon helter-skelter. Older, more expe-

rienced bears wade into shallow waters, stand and 

wait, and then make their catch by pouncing when 

a fi sh swims near. 

FIGURE 29 Brown bears are omnivorous and feed on vegeta-

tion much of the year. This bear feeds on greens at Swikshak 

River marsh area in Katmai National Park.



FIGURE 30 In some regions brown bears become profi cient at digging clams. A red fox enjoys morsels left by this bear digging razor 

clams at Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park.
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Brown bears may use different techniques to 

fi sh around natural barriers where fi sh congregate 

in huge pools before continuing up the river. Some 

bears sit on rocks, snatching fi sh in midair as they 

attempt to leap the falls. Others sit in the water at the 

bottom of the falls, making a swift grab when they 

feel a salmon swim into them. Old bears are very 

patient: I have seen them sit for an hour at Brooks 

River Falls waiting for a fi sh to come close enough to 

make a catch. Some bears develop unusual fi shing 

techniques. Once I watched a mature male sit at the 

edge of a stream that fl owed into a small lake. Red 

salmon congregated in a deep pool below him. He 

watched and waited until a large school of fi sh fi lled 

the pool, then pounced like a cat, diving into the 

pool to make a catch. When he was not successful, 

he climbed back on his perch and waited for another 

school to congregate before taking another plunge.

Young, inexperienced bears may spend thirty 

minutes or more trying to make a catch. When suc-

cessful, they literally strut from the stream with the 

salmon held high, as if to say, “Hey, look at the fi sh 

I caught.” In this respect they are not much differ-

ent from a young boy who has just caught his fi rst 

fi sh on a rod.

Berries ripen in late summer, and some bears 

will leave the salmon streams to feed on blueber-

ries, crowberries, salmonberries, high-bush cran-

berries, and a few other varieties. On Kodiak Island 

in late August they especially seek out the plentiful 

elderberries. For the next month, most bears feed 

in the berry thickets even though plenty of salmon 

remain in the streams. Along the Katmai Coast, 

however, few elderberries grow and thus are not as 

important for nourishment.

Bears eat berries by stripping them from bushes 

with their lips and mouths. They often bring their 

forepaws into play by bending taller bushes toward 

them while sitting on their haunches. Many of the 

berries pass through the bears’ digestive systems 

whole, and their scats may be quite colorful. A 

friend of mine once found nice red piles of high-

bush cranberries lying on a beach on Kodiak Island. 

She thought someone had been picking berries and 

had dumped them out; she couldn’t understand 

why anyone would have done that. I asked her if 

she had gathered them, but she replied that she had 

not because her husband was hunting deer and they 

had enough food in camp. Suppressing a smile, I 

told her how the berries got on the beach. Her face 

twisted into a sick look; I am sure they were glad 

that they had not been in need of food.

Bears also dig and consume several species of 

mollusk, including cockles, blue mussels, and oth-

ers. They particularly relish the shellfi sh in spring 

and early summer before salmon become avail-

able. Along the Alaska Peninsula and especially the 

Katmai Coast, extensive beds of razor clams thrive in 

the soft sandy tide fl ats. During the low tides of May, 

June, and July, large numbers of bears are often seen 

far offshore, feasting on razors. I have spent many 

hours watching bears locate and dig the shellfi sh. 

They walk slowly across the fl ats with their noses 

close to the surface. When a bear catches the scent 

or spots a dimple, it stops and digs very rapidly with 

its claws, excavating a small round hole. It may rake 

out the bivalve with its claws, or dig down a foot or 

two, then thrust its head into the hole and extract 

the clam by gripping it between its teeth. The bear 

may crush the shell with its teeth and lick out the 

meat. Sometimes it uses two or three claws to deli-

cately pull the shell apart, exposing the contents. 

Occasionally a bear lays the clam down on the beach 

and crushes the shell by stomping on it.

Some bears become very efficient diggers, 

whereas the efforts of others are futile. Comical 



54 C H A P T E R  S E V E N

to watch, they often lean on a front elbow while 

digging deep holes with the other paw. Some are 

exclusively right-handed diggers, while others are 

left-handed. At times they thrust their heads into 

the holes; when they resurface, their faces are masks 

of mud. They can get annoyed, chasing gulls or red 

foxes that are waiting nearby to sneak their catch. A 

successful bear may dig fi fty to one hundred razors 

in one low-tide period.

Bears also rake out and eat sand lance. These 

small fi sh, three to six inches in length, burrow 

under the surface of the sand when the tide is out. 

Though small, they provide a juicy tidbit.

Bears learn about food sources from their 

mothers or other bears, but they may also acci-

dentally come across something new. Once they 

discover when and where a supply of food occurs, 

they never forget. Each spring along the coast of 

Katmai, bears swim out to certain islands that are 

inhabited by nesting gulls, apparently remem-

bering which islands are occupied by gulls and 

when the egg-laying season occurs. I have found 

bears on islands that are a mile or more offshore. 

They remain for several days to a week gorging on 

omelets. They also feed on the young chicks.

When available, herring eggs, ants, and a variety 

of insects are other edibles. Herring deposit their 

eggs on kelp leaves near shore; when the tide is 

out, bears search the beaches and readily eat the 

egg-laden kelp leaves. They will also overturn rocks 

looking for copepods.

Brown bears also walk beaches looking for live 

or dead marine mammals. In the summer of 1978 I 

found a dead gray whale washed up on the beach in 

Hallo Bay on the Alaska Peninsula. Eighteen bears 

were in the vicinity when I fi rst sighted it, and twelve 

were feeding on the carcass at any one time. I landed 

my fl oatplane and watched them for more than an 

hour. All the bears were singles except one sow with 

two cubs. The single bears spaced themselves evenly 

around the carcass, but every so often small squab-

bles erupted, forcing a few bears to leave. In time, 

they or others took up the vacated positions. The 

sow with the cubs never did feed when I was pres-

ent; apparently she did not want to endanger her 

cubs with all those hungry single bears. I checked 

the carcass several times during the course of a week 

and approximately the same number of bears was 

always present. A high tide fi nally carried the dead 

whale out to sea and ended the feast.

Unfenced garbage dumps can also become 

favorite feeding areas for bears. Such trash sites are 

common around some Alaska communities and 

can be a major problem because they attract bears 

to people. Bear scats around such facilities attest 

to the bears’ assorted diets. They contain almost 

every human food item available, plus plastic sacks, 

cloth, and various scraps of junk.

In some areas, newborn caribou, sheep, moose, 

and other ungulates become an important food 

source for a few weeks each spring (see chapter 

10). Bears occasionally take adult animals as well, 

usually the sick or injured; healthy animals have a 

better chance of escaping. When bears cannot eat 

their kill in one day they bury the remains. They 

may drag the carcass to a secluded spot and cover 

it with grass, brush, moss, or whatever vegetative 

material is available, forming a huge mound. With 

their front claws they scrape the material onto the 

carcass much as a domestic cat covers its waste. 

Bears may bed down directly on top of the carcass 

or hide nearby to guard the food cache. When hun-

ger strikes, they uncover all or part of the meat in 

order to feed, and then again bury the kill. This 

routine of eating and recovering continues until all 

that remains is the skeleton and hide.
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FIGURE 31 A young bear feeds on barnacles in Kukak Bay, Katmai National Park.

Berries and fi sh are the main staple in the late 

fall and early winter just before bears hibernate. 

Many of the salmon taken late in the season are 

spawned-out, dead fi sh that are partially decom-

posed. Bears prefer the least-decayed fi sh and will 

search selectively for them if they have a choice. I 

have watched bears feeding at Brooks River late in 

October when few fresh fi sh were available. They 

frequently picked up and examined three or four 

badly decomposed salmon before choosing the 

one least deteriorated.

Late fall food sources are extremely important to 

bears because they need to gain ample fat reserves 

in order to survive the long hibernation period. In 

regions where late salmon runs are available, bears 

tend to hibernate later than in areas where salmon 

disappear earlier. These late salmon runs are thus 

critical for the well-being of bear populations.

Most people think salmon are bears’ primary 

source of food. Yet while fi sh are certainly impor-

tant in the brown bear diet, they are available only 

seasonally. In fact, bears require a great variety of 

entrees on their omnivorous menu, as well as a vast 

area containing different ecological zones to sup-

ply these foods. Like any hunter-gatherer, human 

or animal, bears must travel far and wide to collect 

their meals. When we understand the complexity 

of brown bear diet and travel, we see the critical 

importance of protecting the habitat that supplies 

all these resources. 



FIGURE 32 Bears often den on high mountain slopes that remain covered all winter, such as near 

the Kaguyak Crater area in Katmai National Park.
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THE YOUNG SOW WADDLED AS SHE AMBLED ALONG 

the shores of Brooks Lake, for she was extremely fat. 

Late October had arrived and since July she had been 

gorging herself on the abundant supply of red salmon. 

She would be six years old in February and was now a 

full-grown adult weighing nearly six hundred pounds.

The brownie did not know why she had decided 

to leave Brooks River that morning and head toward 

Dumpling Mountain where she had spent the previ-

ous three winters. Perhaps it was the cold weather that 

had crept over her domain the past week, or the light 

snow that had fallen the previous day, or the disappear-

ance of the salmon from the river. She had found a few 

spawned-out carcasses of red salmon in recent weeks, 

but these were decomposed and had little food value.
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She followed an old bear trail through the forest, 

stopping occasionally to graze on some ripe high-

bush cranberries under the tall cottonwood trees. 

When the young sow reached the base of the moun-

tain, she lay down in a patch of grass and slept until 

early afternoon. As she continued her slow, delib-

erate shuffl e up the mountain, she passed through 

groves of spruce, cottonwood, birch, and alder.

Just before dark the sow found a slight depres-

sion on a small knoll and bedded down for the 

night. The young female was content to rest at an 

elevation of 1,700 feet where she had a sweeping 

view of the rivers, lakes, and meadows below. She 

had roamed the area during the past few months, 

mostly alone but occasionally in contact with other 

bears. She had expended considerable effort trying 

to avoid the humans that seemed to be everywhere 

along the Brooks River.

The next morning she got up, stretched, and 

watched several bald eagles circling near her bed. 

She nibbled on some crowberries before continuing 

up the steep slope for another hundred feet to the 

base of a large alder bush. The bear sniffed the 

ground for a few minutes, and then with her pow-

erful claws began to rip up grass roots and small 

bushes. Large chunks of dirt and rocks went rolling 

down the hill. She clawed and ripped a hole about 

three feet into the mountain, creating a small 

mound below her. When her claws scraped across 

a boulder, she tried to remove it by digging on each 

side of the huge rock, but the powerful bear was 

unable to budge it. This made her angry, and for a 

few minutes she dug with a vengeance on the far 

left side of the boulder. Making little progress, she 

slapped at it in disgust and emitted a gruff grunt. 

She backed out of the shallow hole and stood look-

ing downhill.

The bear scraped a level spot on the mound of 

dirt for a day bed and lay down to contemplate 

the wasted effort. After a few restless minutes, she 

skirted the mountain for a hundred yards to the 

base of another alder bush.

The brownie began to dig again with her power-

ful paws, slowly then rapidly, sending rocks and dirt 

fl ying down the forty-degree incline. By dark she had 

excavated a hole deep into the hillside about three 

feet in diameter, large enough so that she could eas-

ily crawl inside. She retreated to the day bed at her 

fi rst excavation and scraped in some grass and moss 

before lying down for the night.

The bear slept little, restlessly turning over many 

times. Before dawn she returned and resumed her 

digging, enlarging the den. She alternately dug and 

rested as the hole and the mound of dirt grew. By 

evening the den was complete. She was tired; she 

lay down and fell asleep. The chamber measured 

approximately seven feet long, fi ve feet wide, and 

three feet high.

During the next few days the brownie slept, 

chewed off alder twigs, and scraped up grass and 

moss to line her den. Sometimes she visited the 

mound next to the fi rst den site to sleep and rest, but 

then she returned to her newly dug den, disappear-

ing inside for a few hours. Each day her movements 
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became slower and she spent more time resting. On 

the fi fth day the sow disappeared into her den for 

the last time and fell asleep. Her heart rate and 

breathing slowed markedly. Her body temperature 

also dropped, but the small chamber remained at a 

comfortable temperature.

She now lay in a sleeping stupor and would 

remain so for the next six months. She would live 

off her large reserves of stored fat, without eating, 

drinking, urinating, or defecating. The young sow 

was in a state of hibernation and would remain 

oblivious to the stormy winds and snow that swirled 

outside her den during the cold winter months.

A
nimal hibernation has always been a fas-

cinating and mysterious phenomenon 

surrounded by many misconceptions. 

Perhaps people have envied an animal’s ability 

to spend the cold, harsh winter months peace-

fully slumbering away, while humans are forced 

to fi ght the elements. Since little factual informa-

tion on hibernation has been available, the myths 

grew. With modern technology, however, scientists 

have recently been able to follow hibernators to 

their dens and unravel many of the secrets of this 

unique behavior.

Many biologists believe brown bears are not 

true hibernators during the denning period, but 

instead enter a state of deep dormancy. Their heart 

and respiration rates are greatly reduced, much 

like those of the small mammal hibernators, 

such as ground squirrels and marmots. The true 

hibernator’s body temperature is reduced until 

it approaches the temperature of its surround-

ings; the body temperature of bears, however, is 

lowered by only a few degrees inside their win-

ter dens. This adaptation often permits bears to 

become quickly aroused if disturbed.

Some people have found this out too late, to 

their misfortune. One spring several years ago an 

Anchorage newspaper reported that two hunters 

had tried to prod a bear from its den with long 

sticks. The bear came out, to be sure, but in a mad 

rush, killing both hunters before they could defend 

themselves with rifl es.

During the winter dormant period, bears live 

on the fat reserves accumulated each fall prior 

to entering the den, and thus lose a substantial 

amount of weight. They maintain bone growth, 

and females with newborn cubs produce rich milk 

that feeds their young for several months in the 

den. Brown bears typically den on high mountain 

slopes that are well drained and snow covered 

during most of the winter. The elevation of the 

den site, the steepness of the slope, and the ori-

entation of the dens vary considerably from one 

geographic region to another.

Biologists have studied denning habits in 

depth, and they vary in different areas. Jim Faro 

and I conducted an aerial denning survey in the 

Katmai region in May 1974. The bears had already 

emerged from their dens or were still around the 

entrance during this period. We found 232 dens; 

70 percent were between 900 and 1,500 feet in ele-

vation, and the highest was 2,800 feet above sea 

level. Fifty-two percent of these faced south; the 

remainder faced north, east, and west in approxi-

mately equal numbers. We also found that most 

of the dens were dug into well-drained slopes of 

twenty to thirty-fi ve degrees.



FIGURES 33–34 Dick Hensel examining vacated bear dens in the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge.

FIGURE 35 Bears usually den on well-drained mountain slopes, such as this one in Becharof National Wildlife Refuge.
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Vic Barnes, Roger Smith, and Lawrence Van 

Daele conducted extensive studies on the denning 

habits of radio-collared bears in two different areas 

on Kodiak Island. They reported that brownies 

denned at an average elevation of 2,180 feet above 

sea level in the northern study area, compared to 

1,500 feet in the southwestern region. The highest 

recorded den site was at 3,900 feet. Slope orien-

tation also varied in the two study areas. In other 

geographic regions of Alaska where mountains are 

higher, bears den at even greater elevations than 

those reported on Kodiak Island and the Alaska 

Peninsula.

Some bears also den at extremely low eleva-

tions. Jim Faro and I examined fourteen vacated 

dens on small, low islands in Becharof Lake, 

which is about fourteen feet above sea level. Many 

of these dens were just above the waterline of the 

lake. A large, late fall run of salmon spawn around 

the shores of these islands. Bear trails crisscross 

the islands, indicating that bears use them heavily 

during the late fall period. The bears seemed to 

be taking advantage of suitable den sites close to 

their late fall feeding ranges despite the fact that 

the dens were at a much lower elevation than they 

would normally use.

In popular literature, bears are always depicted as 

spending hibernation periods in natural rock caves. 

This is true in many regions such as Southeast Alaska 

where sites are available on steep, rocky slopes found 

on some high mountains. But natural rock caves are 

rare in many coastal areas of Alaska. Where caves 

are not available, bears dig dens into well-drained 

soils, usually at the base of an alder or willow bush 

so that the roots will help support the soils and keep 

the dens from collapsing. Most of the dens I have 

examined in the summer had already collapsed 

from melting snows and rains that eroded the soils. 

Because of this erosion, bears are often forced to dig 

new dens each fall. Where rock dens are available or 

dens are dug in more stable soils, bears often use the 

same den year after year.

Some mountainsides seem to be teeming with 

bear dens, whereas others are nearly devoid of 

denning sites. Bears are opportunistic animals 

and will dig dens wherever the right conditions 

exist. I suspect that choosing and digging a den 

site is both an evolutionary instinct and a learned 

behavior. Cubs, while denning with their mother 

for one or two winters, may be taught suitable 

sites and types of habitat. 

The period when bears enter dens in the fall 

also varies from region to region and by sex and 

age. Much depends on food availability in late fall, 

the length of seasons, outdoor temperatures, and 

perhaps snow depths. On Kodiak Island I always 

found that bears started disappearing rapidly after 

the fi rst hard cold snap of November. Bears were 

abundant one week, then scarce the next. This 

change often coincided with the disappearance of 

the last salmon, but not always.

Most researchers agree that pregnant females are 

the fi rst to enter dens in the fall, followed by lone 

females, and then females with young. Males, par-

ticularly the large old adults, are the last to hiber-

nate. Biologists have reported that on the Alaska 

Peninsula pregnant females den around October 

13, and males three days later; in Southeast Alaska 

the respective dates are October 22 and November 

5. On Kodiak Island, researchers followed bears to 

their den sites with radios and monitored them 

for several years. They found that dates of entrance 

and emergence varied from year to year and from 

one geographical portion of the island to another, 

depending on temperatures, food supplies, and 

other factors. In northern Kodiak most pregnant 
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females entered dens around November 5, but not 

until November 19 in southwestern Kodiak. Males 

were the last to enter dens; on average they entered 

on November 16 in the north and December 12 

in the southwest. A few bears never den during 

mild winters along the maritime coast of Alaska. 

Those that I have seen out late in the season always 

appeared lean and emaciated. Clearly, they were 

having a diffi cult time fi nding enough food to sus-

tain themselves.

In southwestern Alaska dens usually consist of 

an entrance tunnel and a chamber in which one or 

more bears spend the winter. Tunnels are typically 

oval or arch-shaped and around three feet in diam-

eter. They are normally several feet in length and 

lead directly into the chamber, the fl oor of which is 

usually lower than the tunnel. The size of the cham-

ber varies, depending upon the size and number of 

bears involved, but averages around seven feet long, 

four to six feet wide, and three to four feet high. In 

other words, the entrance tunnel and chamber are 

easily large enough for a human to climb into. I 

have done this a number of times—in the summer 

after the den was vacated, of course!

Bears often use alder branches, grass, and moss 

as bedding material. I fi rst became aware of this 

when I read through some unpublished fi eld notes 

taken by my colleague Earl Fleming. He reported 

the following sequence of events gleaned from 

watching a bear prepare for hibernation:

November 8, 1962. Located a bear sit-

ting near mouth of a large hole. Bear 

sat for an hour, then moved 40 feet and 

appeared to dig for mice; entered den 

and remained for 30 minutes. Last seen 

at dark lying in snow at entrance.

November 9. Bear lay prostrate at den 

entrance most of day.

November 10. Bear sits or lies at mouth 

of den entrance; occasionally picks up 

snow and grass and slowly chews con-

tents like cow chewing cud. In after-

noon moves approximately 50 feet to 

alder growths and while sitting on hind 

legs begins taking alder branches in 

paws and chews off small twigs.

November 11. Bear stands at entrance 

upon huge mound of dirt piled in front 

of entrance. Stands with head hang-

ing down or gazes into space for long 

periods. Bear enters den and resumes 

excavating as stones and dirt are thrown 

from den.

November 13. Bear consumes a consider-

able amount of snow, then enters den; 

observation terminated.

Later, after I had crawled into several dens and 

found them lined with alder branches and grass, I 

concluded that the bear Earl watched was gathering 

vegetative materials for its bed, even though Earl 

had never seen it carrying them in.

The time of den emergence in the spring also var-

ies by sex and age. Nearly all researchers agree that 

males are the fi rst to leave their dens, followed by 

single females, and then females with young. The last 

to leave are sows with the newborn cubs, who typi-

cally come out during the last two weeks in May, but 

often not until June. In areas where pregnant females 

enter dens early, they also leave at a slightly earlier 

date. Average den emergence for males is around 

March 8 in southwestern Kodiak Island and April 22 
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in northern Kodiak and the Alaska Peninsula. The 

males appear to spend from three to fi ve months in 

their dens, whereas pregnant females may spend up 

to seven months in hibernation.

When bears awake from their long winter sleep 

they tend to be sluggish and their bodily functions 

take time to return to normal. Quite soon after 

emerging, they pass a fecal plug, possibly one or 

two feet in length. It consists of food material that 

has accumulated in the lower part of the intestine, 

the result of not eating or defecating all winter. 

Several days may pass before the newly awakened 

bears wander to lower elevations and gradually 

begin to feed on new plant shoots or whatever 

else is available. Sows with newborn cubs usually 

remain at the denning site for a week or two, con-

tinuing to use the inside of the den for rest and 

sleep. This permits the cubs to adapt gradually to 

the outside world.

Without a period of hibernation, bears would 

be forced to compete for the limited amount of 

food that would be available during the long 

winter months, the result of which would be an 

increase in confl ict, a decrease in bear survival, 

and a decrease in the size of bear populations. 

Thus bears’ ability to hibernate or enter a period 

of dormancy is a strategy of adaptation that serves 

them well.



FIGURE 36FIGURE 36 Mothers of single cubs may spend hours playing with their offspring. Mothers of single cubs may spend hours playing with their offspring.
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TWO YOUNG SIBLINGS WERE FISHING THE BROOKS 

River early one morning. Fishing was effortless in late 

September because the river was still full of red salmon. 

Many were spawned out, lethargic, and easy to catch.

The bears had entered the river above Brooks 

Falls and gradually worked their way downstream. 

Sometimes they fed side by side; at other times they 

briefl y separated as they worked the middle of the 

river or walked the banks. Occasionally they detoured 

around the larger bears they feared. 

By six o’clock they were on the lower river and full 

of fi sh. Junior, the young male, left the river, followed 

by his older sister. They walked across a small meadow, 

climbed onto a knoll, and lay down to rest, contented. 
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Before long, Sister walked over to Junior. She 

began to mouth his ears and gently cuff his head, 

eager to play. Roused by her efforts, Junior jumped 

up and threw a leg over her shoulder. In a moment 

they were both on their hind legs, locked in a bear 

hug and shoving each other back and forth, growling 

and biting. At times they may have appeared to be 

fi ghting, but the thick fur and hide prevented injury.

The wrestling continued for fi fteen minutes, and 

then abruptly Junior broke it off and started to wan-

der along the riverbank. Sister galloped after him. 

They frolicked and ran through the spruce trees, fol-

lowing a trail to a gravel road.

 As they approached the edge of the road, Sister 

spotted a brown post. It had been placed there by 

the park rangers to mark a foot trail for tourists. 

She reared up and grabbed the post with her paws, 

attempting to shake it without success. Sister then 

reached up and tore out a big chunk of wood with 

her teeth. Not to be outdone, Junior stood on his 

hind legs and grabbed the sign that said TRAIL; with 

a twisting yank, he ripped it down. He ran down 

the road with the sign in his mouth and quickly 

destroyed it.

The two continued romping toward Naknek 

Lake. They were feeling frisky and looking for more 

entertainment. As they approached Brooks Camp, 

they saw a rubber raft on the beach. The siblings 

walked around it, sniffi ng the contents. Sister 

grabbed a rope in her teeth and tugged and jerked 

on it before placing her paws on top of the boat and 

leaping inside. The two bears began pulling and 

chewing on anything they could fi nd. Junior sank 

his teeth into a plastic bucket, which fl ipped over 

his head. Alarmed, he shook his head, fl inging the 

bucket aside. Sister bit into the side of the raft, punc-

turing the rubber tube. The loud whooshing sound 

of escaping air sent the pair running for the shore 

of the lake.

They came to the Brooks Lake campground, 

fi lled with campers. Tents were scattered about 

under the cottonwood and spruce trees. As they 

approached the fi rst one, Sister grabbed a tent rope. 

She jerked and yanked until the tent was fl apping 

in every direction. This was her undoing, because 

the camper inside awoke and let out a bloodcur-

dling scream. The sudden noise startled the mis-

chievous bears. Snorting and huffi ng, they galloped 

through the campground, stumbling over several 

tent ropes. Sleepy campers awoke and rushed from 

their tents, screaming and yelling “Bears! Bears!” 

and “Get out of here!”

A few campers began to beat pots and pans just 

as the rangers had told them to do. The sudden 

loud racket and the people running hither and yon 

frightened the young bears as they ran for their lives. 

They did not stop running until they reached a thick 

patch of brush where they could hide. The siblings 

did not realize they had given the campers an excit-

ing experience to talk about for days to come.
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P
lay is an important part of a young brown 

bear’s life just as it is with many other 

mammal species, including humans. 

Young cubs spend a lot of time playing with each 

other. Watching a litter of two or three cubs is a 

peaceful, wild, entertaining experience as they rough-

house, box, bite, and rear up on hind legs, batting 

and fl ailing at one another with their small paws.

The mother often watches the cubs calmly, but 

occasionally she too is brought into the games if 

she is lying down and they start romping on her 

back or stomach. She may push them around with 

her paws as they tussle and run over her, playing 

hide and seek, or “Let’s bite Momma’s ear.” 

Young cubs sometimes use objects to entertain 

themselves. On many occasions I have seen cubs 

play with sticks, rocks, or other materials. If the stick 

is large, they may try to stand it on end, then rear 

up on hind legs to grab the top or perform some 

other contortion, which often results in falling over 

backward. They love to climb on logs, walk out on 

an extended limb until they tumble to the ground, 

and then repeat the performance.

As the cubs grow, play becomes rougher. Siblings 

that have been weaned and other juvenile bears will 

meet and often wrestle. Bears cautiously approach 

one another, nose to nose, then begin mouthing 

and chewing on each other’s ears, head, and neck. 

After a few minutes, the action escalates. Typically 

one bear will throw a foreleg over the other’s shoul-

der until they are both on their hind legs, locked 

in an embrace and shoving, growling, and biting. 

What an experience it is to watch two fairly large 

brown bears tussling in simulated fi ghting. One 

often gets knocked to the ground, kicking and bit-

ing, but soon both are up again, rising on their hind 

legs to lock together like two struggling wrestlers. 

Such roughhousing may last for thirty minutes or 

more before one bear gets tired, breaks off the play, 

and then turns and runs away.

Bears fi nd various other opportunities to enter-

tain themselves. They are noted for their love of 

playing with man-made equipment and conse-

quently can become real pests when they come 

in contact with the human environment. In a few 

minutes they may tear down signs or rip up boats 

and tents, just for fun. They can quickly demolish 

the inside of a cabin, as many people who live in 

bear country have learned. Sometimes they do it in 

search of food, but often meddling bears are just 

enjoying themselves.

Early one morning I watched a young male saun-

tering along a stream fi lled with splashing salmon. 

His belly fi lled with fi sh, he appeared to be bored 

and looking for amusement. He came to a red 

salmon lying dead on a gravel bar and grabbed the 

fi sh by the tail with his teeth. He carried it for a few 

yards, then snapped his head and gave it a mighty 

fl ing across the gravel bar. He ran to where the fi sh 

landed, again grabbed the tail and gave it another 

heave. It sailed through the air and landed in some 

tall grass. Finding the salmon, he walked out to the 

gravel bar and repeated the performance. After six 

or seven rounds, he fi nally tired of the game.

Bears like to rest on snow patches to keep cool 

during hot summer days. If the snow is on a steep 

slope, they often roll and slide down the slippery 

surface, bodysurfi ng with gusto. I have often seen 

them skidding on their backs, then turning over, 

rolling and tumbling as they slip down the moun-

tain. When they reach the bottom of the snow slide, 

the entertainment usually ends, though I have seen 

bears climb back up to the top of the snow patch to 

repeat the sliding game.

The guide Morris Talifson told me that he 

once watched a sow with a yearling cub descend a 



FIGURE 37 Yearling cubs spend many hours playing and wrestling.
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mountain on Kodiak Island in late May. Fresh snow 

had fallen and the temperature was fairly mild. 

Apparently moisture conditions were ideal for form-

ing snowballs. As the sow shuffl ed along the moun-

tainside, several clumps of snow broke loose and 

enlarged as they rolled down the slope. After they 

came to rest, the bear was attracted to the largest 

snowball. Placing her paws on the ball, she rolled it a 

short distance. This continued until the ball became 

sizable and dropped into a small ravine. When she 

could not budge it by her usual methods, the sow lay 

down, placed her hind feet against it, and pushed, 

to no avail. This seemed to arouse her anger, for she 

jumped up and began swatting the snowball with 

her front paws until it was completely shattered.

Dick Hensel entertained me with his observation 

of a young brownie wading down a stream until it 

came to a fallen cottonwood tree blocking the stream. 

Five magpies were perched on a limb that protruded 

about ten feet above the top of the downed trunk. 

The birds made a vocal issue of the bear’s presence, 

and it became annoyed at their noisy clamor. The 

young bear stepped onto the fallen tree and walked 

to the limb supporting the obnoxious fi ve. It shook 

the branch until four of the birds took fl ight; the 

noise of the remaining magpie increased loudly. 

The young bruin, without a change in stance, ceased 

shaking the limb and stared persistently at the agita-

tor. After a pause, the animal resumed shaking the 

limb with increasing tempo until fi nally the mag-

pie could not hang onto its perch any longer. This 

restored silence to the calm day, and the contented 

bear continued its travels downstream, perhaps 

thinking, “Well, I sure fi xed those noisy rascals!”

Even though play diminishes with age, sows that 

have single cubs play for long periods with their 

offspring. A mother will use her huge paws to push 

the cub or gently mouth the youngster. Lying on 

her back, she lets the cub romp over her while she 

pushes it around. Bear mothers seem to realize that 

they have to entertain their young when no litter-

mates exist. In Hallo Bay two sows with single cubs 

seemed to solve this problem by letting their cubs 

play together while they fed nearby on sedges or 

salmon. Apparently they trusted each other.

Young cubs and yearlings climb trees quite read-

ily and can shinny up to considerable heights while 

playing or trying to escape danger. Adult bears 

usually do not climb trees, but will occasionally 

go up into the lower part of a large leaning tree. 

Early one morning on Kodiak Island, I was sit-

ting on a high ridge overlooking O’Malley River 

when I spotted a young bear of 350 pounds or so 

walking along the riverbank. It had completed its 

fi shing for the morning and appeared to be bored 

and looking for something to do. As the animal 

walked along, it occasionally bit off a willow limb, 

and then dropped it, apparently for amusement. It 

approached a young cottonwood tree about twelve 

inches in diameter and thirty feet in height. The 

branches were evenly spread at two- or three-foot 

intervals. As the bear came to the tree, it stood erect, 

placing its front feet on the lower branches. As I 

watched in amazement, it climbed from limb to 

limb as a man would ascend a ladder. At a height of 

about twenty feet, the brownie halted, bit off sev-

eral branches an inch or two in diameter, looked 

around for a few minutes, and then backed down 

the tree. I could see no functional reason for the 

bear to climb; it simply was looking for entertain-

ment or challenge: “I wonder if I can do it?”

Brown bears love to lie in streams to cool off in 

the summer. They are excellent swimmers and can 

easily cross lakes or bays that are a mile or more 

wide. They swim with their bodies low, head and 

nose only slightly above the waterline. Cubs learn 
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early in life to swim and follow their mothers. 

Sometimes she leads them across dangerously swift 

rivers, though, and the young cubs are not always 

adept in dealing with the currents. Occasionally 

they are swept downstream, becoming separated or 

even lost. Cubs often fear these crossings and bawl 

insistently, protesting to their mother that they do 

not wish to swim.

On several occasions I have watched cubs fol-

low the sow closely while swimming. When the 

opportunity arises, they manage to climb up on 

their mother and ride piggyback. Usually they slide 

down when she reaches land, but sometimes they 

continue to ride for a while as she grazes. The cubs 

may also crawl on their mother’s back while she is 

resting or sleeping, remaining there when she gets 

up and walks away. Like human kids, they appar-

ently enjoy the ride.

Bears are not only capable of swimming, but 

some have learned to dive underwater to feed on 

salmon. Others are good snorkelers as they wade in 

rivers or lakes with their heads and eyes below the 

surface in search of fi sh.

At Brooks River, a large male was named Diver 

by the rangers and biologists because he was adept 

at diving for salmon. Diver was a mature boar and 

already had this habit and reputation when I began 

doing research at Brooks in the mid-1970s. During 

a subsequent visit in 1989 I saw him again. He was 

very large, quite old, and his body was covered with 

battle scars, but he was still performing his diving 

act. He dove underwater headfi rst, then his rear end 

rose high before it, too, disappeared porpoise-style.

When bears are not playing or feeding, they 

spend a lot of time resting and sleeping. They often 

lie out on an open knoll, snoozing for several hours 

before getting up and wandering out to feed again. 

They prefer resting on elevated spots where they 

can watch the surroundings. Much of their inac-

tive period, however, is spent in well-hidden alder 

patches, lying in day beds. Bears often scoop out 

these shallow depressions with their front paws. 

They may curl up inside the beds or lie with paws 

and head extended over the edge. They often pose 

in comical positions, such as lying on their backs 

with all four feet in the air. Well-used day beds are 

abundant in areas of dense bear concentrations. 

While the antics of bears are fun to watch, bears 

are often diffi cult to approach because of their keen 

senses. Popular belief has it that brown bears have 

poor eyesight, but I disagree. I think people tend to 

measure their own sensory perception skills against 

those of all other creatures. Since we depend pri-

marily on eyesight to distinguish distant objects, 

we measure an animal’s vision against our own. If 

their sighting capability is less than ours, we rate 

it as poor. On the other hand, we are astounded 

at many animals’ ability to locate things by smell, 

because our sense of smell is relatively limited. 

I have often tried to approach a bear upwind 

through an open meadow, only to have it run from 

me when I was still several hundred yards away. 

I was sure it could not detect me by smell. Bears 

quickly become aware of moving objects at a great 

distance. Just try to approach a bear by boat along a 

lakeshore. One soon fi nds that the animal can spot 

the moving boat on the water at extreme distances, 

running away if it is not used to seeing boats. 

The bear’s sense of smell is unusually keen; it 

often relies on scent to verify what it thinks it sees. 

Thus a bear, upon sighting a person, may look 

intently for a few minutes, then circle downwind to 

verify with its nose what it saw with its eyes. It sniffs 

the air with its supersensitive nose. Brown bears fre-

quently stand on their hind legs to get a better view 

of something they have detected. The extra height 
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gives them an advantage to use their senses. When 

it detects the dreaded scent, the bear reacts, seem-

ing to say, “Yep, it’s a person. I’d better run!”

Bears depend also upon their noses to locate 

most of their food. They can detect odors such as 

a dead animal for a distance of a mile or more if 

the wind is blowing in the right direction. They can 

also scent a trail of an animal, a human, or another 

bear that may be several hours old and easily fol-

low it. During the breeding season, males seem to 

distinguish between the scent trail of a female and 

that of a male—they will not waste their time fol-

lowing a male’s trail when they are looking for a 

mate. Their sense of smell is approximately equal 

to, or better than, that of a good bird dog.

Hearing is also acute and bears are able to detect 

noises at extreme distances. While conducting aerial 

bear surveys I often saw them react to and run from 

my noisy airplane when I was still a mile away. If 

you are trying to sneak up on bears, for example to 

take photographs, even the slightest crack of a twig 

brings them to an alert stance. They may spook 

from a noise without verifying the sound with their 

other senses.

Sensory perceptions of bears often decrease with 

age just as they do in humans. Finding really old 

bears that can barely see or hear is not unusual, but 

their sense of smell does not seem to diminish. 

Playing, wrestling, and other antics performed 

by young bears are very entertaining to watch, to 

be sure. And these interactions are no doubt fun 

for the juveniles as well—but they are also learning 

how to defend themselves and to fi nd their places 

in the complex society of bears.

FIGURE 38 This bear rests in a pool of water to keep cool. FIGURE 39 Bears stand on their hind legs to see better.



FIGURE 40 Salmon are an important food source for most coastal brown bears. This bear is 

catching fi sh in Brooks Falls at Naknek Lake, Katmai National Park.
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THE BLOND SOW AND HER TWO YEARLING CUBS FED 

all morning on the new green plants that grew profusely 

along the shores of Naknek Lake. For the past three weeks 

the family had remained in a two-square-mile area, 

sometimes grazing on the edge of the lake and at other 

times wandering a mile inland onto the lower slopes of 

a mountainside where an abundance of fresh vegetation 

grew. The core of the family’s feeding area was a one-

half-mile strip of grassy meadow that lay a hundred yards 

inland from the lake. Dense stands of alder and wil-

low thickets and an occasional birch tree surrounded it.

Their daily pattern was to feed in the early morning, 

and then at about ten o’clock drift into the alders to rest 

for several hours before continuing to graze. An ample 

supply of herbage fi lled their bellies, but the blond sow 
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longed for some meat to supplement their diet. The 

family’s only meat since leaving the den had been 

the partial remains of a moose that had starved in 

late winter. Fox, magpies, and ravens had got to it 

fi rst and only scraps remained for the bears. Blondie 

saw several moose and gave chase, but her efforts 

were futile.

One spring morning in June, a cow moose with 

week-old twin calves swam ashore from a small 

island in the lake. They fed on some new willow tips 

and horsetail on the northeast side of the meadow, 

but never strayed far from the alders.

While Blondie and her two cubs were munch-

ing greens two days later, a light northeast breeze 

blew directly toward the bears. The sow stopped 

grazing; her sensitive nose had caught the scent 

of moose. She stood alert for a long time sucking 

air through her nostrils. The yearlings also sensed 

something unusual and moved to her side. All 

three rose to their hind legs, sniffi ng the air for a 

few minutes. Blondie gave a short grunt and began 

to move along the edge of the alders with her cubs 

at heel. Every hundred yards or so she stopped to 

sniff the air, and then cautiously advanced. She 

stopped toward the end of the meadow, stood up, 

and saw the cow moose step in front of an alder 

bush to feed. The calves emerged from the brush to 

stand close by.

With a grunt signal, Blondie directed her cubs 

to wait, and then began a stealthy stalk. The moose 

continued to eat, unaware that potential disaster was 

approaching. Blondie crept forward fi fty yards, then 

waited behind a dense shrub. The cow moose and 

her calves slowly fed toward the sow in the meadow. 

A step or two at a time, they closed the gap. Blondie 

waited in anticipation, her muscles taut. When the 

moose got within forty yards, Blondie charged, hop-

ing to cut off a calf. The cow was no coward and 

turned to face her potential killer; her ears lay back 

and the hair along her neck and shoulders stood 

erect. Blondie was unsure of herself and stopped to 

assess the situation. The cow stomped her feet and 

reared on her hind legs, threatening Blondie with 

her sharp hooves. 

The sow now charged to the left, but the moose 

turned to face the challenge. Feinting one direction 

and then another, Blondie attempted to separate 

the twins from their mother, but the moose rushed 

between the bear and the calves each time. The sow 

kept up her consistent harassment until, for some 

unknown reason, the calves bolted, running in dif-

ferent directions. The cow placed herself in front of 

the nearest one. In a fl ash Blondie saw her opportu-

nity, rushed past the cow, and in one quick swipe of 

her paws knocked the other calf off its feet, crush-

ing its neck with her powerful jaws. The cow moose 

trotted away rapidly with her remaining offspring. 

Blondie uttered a few low woofs and the yearlings 

rushed to her side. The feast began.
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B
rown bears in general are not highly suc-

cessful in killing healthy adult moose, 

deer, and caribou; they are, however, 

very competent in taking young calves. According 

to some studies, they are responsible for killing up 

to half the moose calves born in certain areas. The 

situation depends upon the number of calves avail-

able and the number of bears present in a given 

range. Moose cows often defend their calves vigor-

ously, but a bear can more easily separate twins and 

take at least one of them. Some bears become pro-

fi cient at this skill. They learn to make quick feints 

and false charges at the moose until they divide the 

calves, and then the cow has to choose which of her 

offspring to protect as the bear easily kills the other. 

By the time calves are four weeks old, bears have a 

more diffi cult time.

Each year near my home on the Kenai Peninsula, 

several cow moose give birth. They seem aware that 

bears avoid the place. One evening in the spring 

of 1994, however, a wandering brownie arrived. A 

neighbor saw a bear chase a cow with twins into a 

forested ravine between our two homes. The next 

day we searched the draw and found the remains 

of the two-week-old calves. The bear had killed and 

eviscerated both, eating the insides and part of the 

front shoulders. Surprisingly, it had left both hind-

quarters intact.

Moose seem to have developed a protective 

behavior on the Kenai Peninsula. Cows often 

swim to the small islands in the numerous lakes 

to give birth. After the young are a few weeks old, 

the mother swims her offspring to the mainland. 

She thus avoids the bears when the calves are most 

vulnerable.

Bears also take a few young caribou and deer 

fawns. Generally, caribou calves gain the ability to 

run and keep up with the herd at a much earlier 

age than do moose and are therefore less vulner-

able. Several years ago I saw a group of about fi fty 

cow caribou feeding near a tundra pond on the 

Alaska Peninsula. While I watched, a brown bear 

walked out of some willows and caught the scent of 

the caribou. It started running toward the caribou, 

but they saw the bear and quickly outdistanced it. 

The brownie continued the pursuit, but each time 

it drew near, the caribou easily ran away from the 

bear. They seemed to be teasing it. After about 

thirty minutes, the brownie gave up and began to 

graze. The three-week-old calves kept up with the 

herd and were never threatened.

In early spring bears do occasionally take adult 

moose or caribou that are in poor physical condi-

tion, as well as during the fall rutting season when 

the bulls are fi ghting one another and are unwary. 

When a bear kills a large animal, it has enough 

food to last for some time.

In many coastal areas brown bears search the 

beaches for marine mammals. Most sea lions and 

walruses haul out on islands, but harbor seals often 

pull up on sandy beaches along the mainland. 

Bears can easily overtake these lumbering animals 

if they are far from saltwater.

FIGURE 41 Harbor seals are easy prey for coastal brown bears.
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Both brown bears and interior grizzlies prey on 

small mammals such as voles, ground squirrels, 

and marmots. I have watched them dig out huge 

boulders and mounds of dirt in pursuit of small 

mammals. Voles often elude bears after they have 

been evicted from their burrows, but make a tasty 

dessert when the bear gets lucky. I have never seen 

a brownie kill a porcupine, but I have seen bears 

with quills in their noses or mouths, indicating 

they must occasionally try.

On the Copper River Delta, brown bears are 

profi cient at robbing goose nests and can have a 

serious impact on these birds. They do the same 

with nesting gulls. Sometimes adult gulls become 

victims when they get too close to a bear while try-

ing to steal some of the bear’s food. Brownies also 

relish the eggs and young of ground-nesting birds 

when the opportunity presents itself.

Only moderately successful in the taking of 

many species of birds and mammals, the brown 

bear is skilled and accomplished when it comes to 

preying on salmon. Its knowledge has been honed 

by centuries of experience, and its fi shing methods 

passed down from generation to generation. Bear 

and salmon have coexisted along coastal Alaska 

since long before the arrival of modern humans. 

FIGURE 42 Brown bears are capable of killing many mammals for food, from small mice to large moose. They are especially effi cient at 

catching salmon, as demonstrated by this bear at Brooks River, Naknek Lake, Katmai National Park.
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Evidence of the successful relationship of the two 

species are the hordes of salmon that fi lled the riv-

ers and streams in historical times. 

Whenever humans, the most effi cient predators 

of all, exploit a resource and drastically reduce its 

numbers, we have a habit of blaming the decline 

on competing predators. Dolly Varden trout are 

known to eat salmon eggs and young fry; bald 

eagles swoop down on streams and take salmon 

in plain sight for all to see. Seals are profi cient 

killers of salmon and sometimes take them from 

fi shing nets. So we tend to assume that some cul-

prit other than ourselves must have caused the 

damage. In the western United States grizzlies 

and wolves were virtually eliminated because they 

competed with humans. Populations of coyotes, 

fox, eagles, and other predators were also dramati-

cally reduced.

Likewise in Alaska, prior to statehood, the citi-

zens of the territory blamed many predator species 

for reducing salmon population and the govern-

ment placed bounties on them to reduce their 

numbers. Though bounties were never placed 

on bears in Alaska, the animals were blamed for 

the deterioration of salmon runs. Many fi sher-

men who walked along Alaska’s streams and saw 

the numerous, partly consumed carcasses strewn 

along the banks were convinced that bear preda-

tion must be a major factor in lower numbers of 

salmon. “Let’s get rid of the bears” was the prevail-

ing attitude. And fi shermen shot them indiscrimi-

nately along the beaches.

Adding fuel to the fi re was an article published in 

a prestigious journal in 1950 by Richard Schuman, 

a commercial fi shery biologist, on the effect of bear 

predation on salmon. He reported that, at Karluk 

Lake on Kodiak Island during 1947, brown bears 

took a large number of red salmon, and concluded 

that immediate control of the bear population was 

urgently needed. Ironically, Karluk Lake was in the 

heart of the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge, which 

had been established to protect bears.

Historically, Karluk Lake had contained the 

most productive red salmon waters on Kodiak 

Island. Commercial fi shing began at the mouth 

of Karluk River in 1882, and for the next twenty-

fi ve years salmon were ruthlessly exploited. By 

1889, the annual salmon harvest had increased to 

3.4 million fi sh. Fishermen operated a fi sh trap at 

the mouth of Karluk River for many years and at 

times the river was completely blocked with nets. 

Commercial fi shing took a high percentage of 

the run. As a result of overfi shing, the red salmon 

population started a downward spiral. By the time 

Schuman conducted his studies in 1947, less than 

a million fi sh entered the river annually. (The fi sh-

ery continued to decline further in succeeding years 

until the number entering Karluk Lake was below 

200,000 salmon.)

Schuman conducted his study by placing a fi sh 

weir, a barrier that allows fi sh into the stream but 

not out, across the mouth of Moraine Creek. Each 

day he tallied the salmon as they passed up the 

stream to spawn. By classifying the fi sh carcasses 

that accumulated on the upstream side of the weir, 

he determined that, of the dead fi sh he examined, 

31 percent were unspawned fi sh killed by bears. 

Applying these fi ndings to the total population 

of red salmon in the Karluk Lake system, he con-

cluded that bears had taken 94,119 unspawned 

red salmon. 

Schuman’s study contained many fallacies. For 

one, he studied only Moraine Creek, a small stream 

that fl ows into Karluk Lake. Eleven similar streams 

exist in the Karluk Lake system, but the majority of 

red salmon spawn in the two larger streams, Thumb 
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and O’Malley, and along the lakeshores. Salmon 

are easy to catch in small, shallow lakeside streams, 

whereas bears are much less successful in deeper 

rivers and along lakeshores. Clearly, the stream he 

studied was not representative of salmon popula-

tions and bear predation in the area.

Schuman made another major error in design-

ing his study. Salmon in small Karluk Lake streams 

have developed one very effective survival tech-

nique. When chased by bears, they rush down-

stream to escape into the deeper waters of Karluk 

Lake. Female salmon normally make several trips 

before completing their egg-laying. Schuman’s weir 

blocked the salmon’s escape route, thereby increas-

ing the predation rate.

I have often watched bears fi sh in these shallow 

streams. As soon as a bear starts chasing salmon, 

the fi sh swim downstream en masse into the deeper 

lake. Sometimes a stream that has several hundred 

salmon becomes devoid of fi sh within a few min-

utes after bears appear. As a counter-strategy, bears 

may take advantage of a structure such as a weir 

by chasing the fi sh into the barrier where they are 

easily caught. In effect, Schuman’s weir acted like 

a fence—funneling the fi sh, feeding the bears, and 

artifi cially infl ating his results.

I know that Schuman believed in his studies 

and felt that reducing bear populations would help 

increase the waning numbers of salmon. In 1953 I 

heard him discuss in very intense and earnest lan-

guage the merits of reducing bear populations. The 

language of his report also placed a tremendous 

amount of pressure on the Kodiak Refuge personnel 

and others who believed in the value and preserva-

tion of brown bears. To counter the bad publicity 

the bears got from Schuman’s study and to check 

his questionable research, the refuge staff con-

ducted additional, longer-term studies, one lasting 

from 1950 through 1953 and a second from 1955 

through 1956.

W. K. Clark and J. Lutz investigated predation 

on salmon in Karluk Lake and in other parts of 

Kodiak Island. Clark designed a weir that allowed 

red salmon to escape downstream and into a large 

holding pen in deeper waters. This simulated 

more natural conditions and avoided trapping the 

salmon in smaller streams as Schuman had done. 

Their fi ndings indicated that unspawned salmon 

mortalities by bears were merely around one per-

cent in most years.

Though such studies refuted much of what 

Schuman reported, the damage to bears had 

already been done. The fi rst information to hit the 

news media, even if it is false and subsequently 

corrected, tends to make the most lasting impres-

sion on public consciousness. Many commercial 

cannery operators and fi shermen who had been 

overexploiting the resources for decades heard 

what they wanted to hear: the bears were causing 

the decline of salmon in Alaska.

When I arrived at Kodiak as refuge manager 

in 1955 I redirected the research away from bear-

salmon relationships and toward more positive 

studies of the life history and aesthetic values of the 

brown bear. Over the years we made considerable 

progress, and gradually the public image of brown 

bears began to change.

Fishery biologists continued to conduct bear-

salmon studies during the 1960s that further 

disproved Schuman’s conclusions. Ted Merrell, 

examining Brooks Lake, and W. R. Meehan, work-

ing in Southeast Alaska, both deduced that bears 

had little effect on salmon populations. Dick Gard 

evaluated bear predation in the Karluk Lake drain-

age that Schuman had studied, and twenty years 

after Schuman’s damaging paper, he concluded: 
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Bear predation has little adverse effect on 

sockeye salmon production today. There 

is even less reason to believe that bear pre-

dation was responsible for the decline of 

salmon populations in the historical past, 

when the numbers of salmon were fi ve 

times greater and bear populations, to the 

best of our knowledge, were not propor-

tionately larger.

When Gard’s study was published in 1971 I 

hoped it would end the bear-salmon controversy in 

Alaska forever. In 1994, however, the Alaska legisla-

ture passed the “intensive management law,” which 

in effect directed the Alaska Board of Game to reduce 

some predator species, such as bears and wolves, in 

order to increase the numbers of big-game animals 

(such as moose) available for human harvest. So 

far this law has been applied only to limited areas. 

One wonders, however, if the same theory might be 

applied to the bear-salmon relationship. If so, the 

old controversy might again ignite. 

We can only hope that the thousands of people 

who now fl ock to Alaska to view bears, and the 

thousands more who will follow, would thwart 

such a misguided effort.
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FIGURE 43FIGURE 43 Various breeds of cattle were introduced to Kodiak Island, such as these Scottish Highland cattle.  Various breeds of cattle were introduced to Kodiak Island, such as these Scottish Highland cattle. 



  81

11
T H E  K O D I A K  B E A R – C AT T L E  WA R

  81

IN LATE APRIL ON KODIAK ISLAND A GROUP OF 

Hereford cattle grazed peacefully in a small meadow 

near Pasagshak Bay, unaware that a brown bear was 

in an alder patch only four hundred yards away. The 

cattle were feeding on new green shoots of grass and 

sedge protruding through last year’s mat of dead veg-

etation that blanketed the drab landscape.

A young male bear had left his den on a moun-

tain slope above Hidden Basin about ten days before 

and immediately traveled down the snow-covered ter-

rain to the seacoast in search of food. He ate anything 

available to satisfy his hunger. Occasionally the young 

boar consumed small green growths of cow parsnip and 

angelica or dug out the roots to add to his meager diet.
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He followed the shoreline closely, searching for 

seals or other dead animals that might have washed 

up on the beach. Near Saltery Cove he came upon 

the remains of a dead cow. This was a new item on 

the menu, for he had never before smelled or tasted 

beef. The cow had been a victim of starvation dur-

ing the harsh winter. Fox and eagles had devoured 

most of it, but he managed to fi nd a few scraps of 

meat and chewed up the bones that contained a 

little marrow. He liked the taste of cow and, as the 

bear followed the coast, he constantly sniffed the air 

currents, hoping to fi nd another one.

This morning as he grazed on small sprouts of 

green vegetation, the brownie was unaware that 

many cows were also feeding a few hundred yards 

below. A drizzling rain had washed away any fresh 

scent the cows might have left. The bear was feeding 

slowly downhill, occasionally lifting his head to sniff 

and scan the surroundings. The cattle were working 

uphill, gradually closing the gap between them.

Twenty minutes passed and, as the young male 

grazed between two alder patches, a gust of wind 

whipped the cows’ scent to the bear. Alerted, he 

raised his head to look and sniff. He immediate-

ly associated the smell with the dead cow on the 

beach. Moving silently along the edge of the alders, 

his eyes and nose swept the landscape. The young 

boar padded along for a hundred yards, and then 

rose to his hind legs to improve his sight and sense 

of smell. Gazing intently, his small eyes detected 

the silhouette of several cattle looming through the 

foggy mists. The cow scent penetrated his nostrils 

and saliva oozed from his lips in anticipation of 

a meal.

Oriented to the prey’s location, the bear dropped 

to all four feet and crept forward through another 

alder patch. In a few minutes he was only fi fty yards 

from the nearest cow. He waited patiently as she fed 

toward him, oblivious of the impending danger.

The distance between predator and prey gradu-

ally diminished; the lead cow was soon only sixty 

feet away, while three or four others were a few 

yards behind her. The bear crouched low, then 

exploded from the alders and charged swiftly 

toward her. She turned to run, but he was upon her 

in a few bounds, and with a mighty swat he raked 

his claws along her shoulders. The impact knocked 

the cow off her feet. His powerful jaws clamped 

down across her neck, breaking it instantly. In a 

moment the cow was dead. The bear would remain 

in the vicinity and gorge on the fresh meat for the 

next few days.

T
he historical confl ict between cattle ranch-

ing and grizzlies in the western United 

States has been well documented and 

publicized. Ranchers considered the once-abundant 

grizzlies to be serious predators of cattle, and they 

ruthlessly hunted, trapped, and poisoned them. 

This led to the gradual extermination of the bears 

over most of their range. Few people, however, 

are aware that a similar confl ict raged on Kodiak 

Island, for many years, resulting in the killing of 
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hundreds of bears to enhance just a few small cat-

tle operations.

Russians introduced a Siberian strain of cattle 

to Kodiak Island around 1794. According to H. W. 

Elliot, cattle populations never exceeded three 

hundred animals and were kept in the vicinity 

of Kodiak Village during the Russian era. About 

eighty to one hundred head were still present in 

1900. In 1906, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

established an Agricultural Experiment Station 

in Kalsin Bay near the town of Kodiak to explore 

the possibility of animal husbandry in Alaska. By 

1907, employees had introduced a few Hereford 

and Galloway breeds in an attempt to upgrade 

and increase beef production. 

The cattle population increased for a few years, 

but the 1912 Katmai eruption had a detrimental 

effect. Volcanic ash, eighteen inches deep, covered 

most of northeastern Kodiak Island where the 

cattle roamed. The ash buried and suppressed all 

vegetation that livestock utilized; most of the cat-

tle, therefore, were butchered or removed from the 

island. Two years later vegetation began to return, 

and in July 1914 fi fty head of cattle were reintro-

duced. The population remained low throughout 

the 1920s. Apparently the confl ict with bears was of 

minor signifi cance, probably because the livestock 

were kept near human habitation, closely tended, 

and not permitted to roam into major bear habitat. 

Hunters took brown bears commercially for their 

hides during this era before game regulations exist-

ed, and reportedly they were quite sparse around 

human settlements.

In the 1930s livestock numbers gradually 

increased. Three ranchers with herds of 54, 105, and 

130 cattle moved their livestock into outlying areas 

where they were more vulnerable to bears. They 

reported huge losses to bears in 1937 and 1938. 

Apparently this was the fi rst time kills occurred 

in signifi cant numbers, and the ranchers request-

ed relief from the Secretary of Agriculture. Their 

request prompted the Alaska Game Commission 

to investigate these accusations in 1938 and 1939. 

The commissioners sent Hosea Sarber, a renowned 

bear hunter and employee of the Alaska Game 

Commission in Southeast Alaska, to Kodiak Island.

Sarber and several assistants killed eleven bears 

on or near the cattle ranches to reduce bear num-

bers. He reported that cattle losses attributed to 

bears by the ranchers were greatly exaggerated. 

Only fi ve of the seventy-nine dead cows examined 

by Sarber appeared to have been killed by bears: 

the majority had succumbed to malnutrition, plant 

poisoning, falls, and other accidents and ailments.

Ranchers continued to make excessive and 

unfounded claims about bear kills throughout the 

bear-cattle confl ict. Because of high feed costs, cattle 

grazed on open ranges throughout the year to cut 

down on supplemental feeding. During severe win-

ters many starved and, when bears emerged from 

hibernation and wandered onto such kills, they 

readily fed on the dead animals. After the cows had 

been partially eaten by bears, no one could deter-

mine whether the cow had been killed by a bear or 

had succumbed to malnutrition prior to the bear’s 

arrival. Perhaps it was only natural that ranchers 

tended to blame bears for their losses, and some 

deliberately exaggerated these losses to bring sym-

pathy to their plight.

Most ranchers were hard workers and tended 

their stock as well as possible. The winter pastures 

along the tidal fl ats were usually fenced and live-

stock could be closely guarded. As the snows reced-

ed, however, the cattle moved into the uplands 

on the open range where alder and willow thick-

ets provided habitat for bears. If a cow wandered 
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into this mountain country with its dense vegeta-

tion and died or disappeared, ranchers assumed 

she had been killed by a bear. Whenever possible, 

ranchers hunted and shot bears on or near the pas-

tures. They considered eliminating them to be part 

of their job. Thus was the stage set for fi erce contro-

versy between ranchers, who blamed most of the 

cattle deaths on bears, and conservationists, who 

felt bears were blamed unfairly.

As the killing of bears continued, conservation 

groups became concerned for their welfare and 

advocated establishing a brown bear refuge on 

Kodiak Island. Because of the marked difference 

of opinion between ranchers and conservationists, 

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes requested 

a special investigation, the conclusion of which 

recommended that the most suitable cattle range 

on Kodiak Island was a 480-square-mile area east 

and south of a line extending from Kupreanof 

Mountain to Kiliuda Bay. They estimated that the 

area was capable of supporting 3,800 head of cat-

tle. This report was the basis for an executive order 

establishing the 1,954,611-acre Kodiak National 

Wildlife Refuge on August 19, 1941. A one-mile 

strip around the perimeter of the island was made 

available for homesteading, primarily to accom-

modate commercial fi shing operations and home-

sites for fi shermen living in the area. This loophole 

in the executive order would cause more problems 

and come to haunt conservationists in the future.

The bear-cattle confl ict continued through the 

1940s. During World War II, when up to sixty thou-

sand troops were stationed in the area, the amount 

of human activity and hunting discouraged bears 

from using this part of the island. After the war, how-

ever, ranchers again claimed large losses to bears.

By the beginning of the 1950s the U.S. Bureau 

of Land Management (BLM) had issued six grazing 

leases on the northeastern portion of Kodiak Island 

and the cattle population had risen to 735. Most 

of these leases contained around twenty thousand 

acres regardless of how many cattle were present. In 

1951 the Kodiak Stock Growers Association sent a 

representative to the Alaska Territorial Legislature 

requesting that it pass a resolution removing all pro-

tection of bears on Kodiak Island. On February 26, 

1951, the Legislature passed House Joint Memorial 

No. 6, requesting a twelve-month open hunting 

season on bears without bag limits. A resolution 

requesting the same action by the Kodiak Chamber 

of Commerce soon followed. These actions antag-

onized national conservation and sportsmen’s 

groups and pushed the bear-cattle controversy into 

a full-scale war. Ira Gabrielson wrote in Audubon 

Magazine, “If it comes to a choice between killing 

off the bears and trying to develop the optimisti-

cally estimated herd of 3,800 range cattle, it is my 

belief that this country ought to set aside the entire 

island to preserve the splendid Kodiak bears.”

Bear-hunting guides joined the opposition to the 

open season. Guiding had become a lucrative busi-

ness on Kodiak Island after World War II: guides 

were getting $1,000 per hunt and they feared that 

reduction of the bear population would jeopardize 

their profession. They lobbied the Alaska Game 

Commission not to implement such a liberal hunt-

ing season, and ultimately prevented the resolution 

from being enacted.

These confl icts and controversies prompted 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to dispatch Bob 

Burkholder to Kodiak in the summer of 1951 to 

initiate another investigation. Although ranch-

ers had reported huge losses that year, Burkholder 

concluded that only ten cattle were taken by bears; 

he found numerous dead animals that appeared 

to have starved during the winter. The ranchers 
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disputed his fi ndings. Burkholder did remove fi ve 

bears from the ranches in control operations.

The bear-cattle confl ict was compounded in 

1955 when the BLM, a sister agency of the Fish 

and Wildlife Service, issued two twenty-year graz-

ing leases within the one-mile strip excluded 

from the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge. The 

director of the BLM in Alaska and many of his 

subordinates sided with the cattle interests. They 

saw the loophole in the executive order creating 

the refuge and decided to start issuing leases on 

this crucial bear habitat. The Fish and Wildlife 

Service protested to no avail. Both agencies knew 

that ringing the perimeter of the refuge with cattle 

ranches could jeopardize the entire bear popula-

tion on Kodiak Island. The new leases were a blow 

to conservationists who had fought so hard to 

establish the refuge for bears. 

Politics and government policies forced a new 

compromise. I became manager of the Kodiak 

National Wildlife Refuge in 1955. Dave Spencer, 

Refuge Supervisor for Alaska’s Wildlife Refuges, 

and I negotiated on behalf of the Fish and Wildlife 

Service; our opponent Gene Wunderlick, the BLM 

delegate, was a strong proponent of agriculture and 

livestock ranching in Alaska. During one of our 

fi eld trips to Uganik Bay the sight of a small, experi-

mental patch of oats planted by a rancher inspired 

him to envision great opportunities for agriculture 

there. BLM was threatening to issue grazing leases 

around the entire island, and Spencer and I were 

forced to compromise. The outcome was that in 

1958 the Department of the Interior amended 

the executive order to exclude the Kupreanof and 

Shearwater peninsulas from the refuge; in exchange, 

the Fish and Wildlife Service gained complete juris-

diction of the one-mile strip. Additionally, the BLM 

canceled the Uganik Island lease, which had not 

yet been stocked, and reduced the lease for Uganik 

Bay to accommodate the few sheep that had been 

placed there.

By 1956 the cattle population had reached 974 

animals and ranchers continued to report exagger-

ated losses to bears. I remember one particularly 

fraudulent example. An absentee cattle rancher 

with a lease on Sitkalidak Island off the coast of 

Kodiak had stocked the island with more than a 

hundred head of cattle the previous year, and 

reported that bears were killing his cattle in great 

numbers. He wrote a letter to the secretary of the 

interior demanding that the government remove 

the bears from the island. The letter funneled down 

to the Fish and Wildlife Service in Alaska, and the 

regional director asked me to investigate the situa-

tion. When I arrived on Sitkalidak I contacted the 

resident ranch hand, who reported that no bears 

even existed on the island. He reported that the 

cattle were indeed dying, and he suspected disease. 

I spent two days surveying the area on foot and 

horseback and found only eight live cows among 

many dead ones. I reported my fi ndings, and a 

veterinarian was next dispatched to the island. 

He discovered that the cattle had leptospirosis, an 

infectious disease, and he placed a quarantine on 

the island. I never heard from the rancher again.

Bear numbers in the ranching area at this time 

were actually quite low due to heavy hunting pres-

sure by military personnel stationed at the U.S. 

Naval Station near Kodiak. The Predator Control 

Branch of the Fish and Wildlife Service did lim-

ited control work. Yet the confl ict was kept alive 

through the late 1950s by ranchers and business 

leaders who felt that cattle ranching had a great 

economic future on Kodiak. At one point I gath-

ered up several guides to attend the local Kodiak 

Chamber of Commerce meeting in an effort to 



86 C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

dissuade the chamber from proposing additional 

bear-control measures.

In 1957 and 1958 the BLM issued two new graz-

ing leases for Saltery Cove and Sharatin Bay. As a 

result, cattle were introduced into new areas and 

into good bear habitat. The lease owners immedi-

ately undertook bear control to prevent possible 

cattle losses. They were so secretive about their bear 

kills that I was never able to determine the total 

number of bears they took, but it was substantial.

On January 1, 1960, management of the fi sh and 

wildlife resources in the territory of Alaska came 

under the jurisdiction of the newly formed state 

of Alaska. In 1963, cattle kills by bears increased 

again—according to the ranchers, who sensed the 

possibility of more political clout with the state. 

They sent letters and telegrams to Alaska Governor 

William Egan, Senator Ernest Gruening, and State 

Commissioner of Fish and Game Walter Kirkness. 

The ranchers also requested from Senator Gruening 

a supply of 1080, the deadly poison used to exter-

minate coyotes and other predators in parts of the 

western United States.

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game 

responded by employing Dave Henley, a former 

rancher and World War II fi ghter pilot, to assist the 

ranchers in killing bears with the use of an aircraft. 

Henley mounted a .30 caliber M-1 semiautomatic 

rifl e on top of a Piper Super Cub so that it would 

shoot above the propeller and be fi red by an elec-

tronic device. Equipping the rifl e with a Nydar 

optical sight, a scope used by the military in World 

War II, made it a very effective means of killing 

bears. Operating in as much secrecy as possible, 

Henley and his assistant, a volunteer, shot thirty-

fi ve bears from the air during the summer of 1963. 

The bears they killed were selected at random and 

often miles from any cattle.

Bear-hunting guides became aware of the opera-

tion and obtained photos of the plane with the 

mounted gun. Local newspapers and national 

magazines soon publicized the photos widely. 

Outdoor Life featured an article by Jim Rearden; the 

gun-equipped plane was depicted on the cover. 

National sportsmen’s and conservation groups were 

incensed at the needless slaughter and demanded a 

stop to the practice. I believe that it was this episode 

that fi nally swung public opinion strongly in favor 

of bears and against the cattlemen who had waged 

war on them for so many years.

As a result of this outcry the Alaska Department 

of Fish and Game released a new policy statement 

on the Kodiak bear–cattle war in 1964 and initi-

ated an intensive investigation of the bear-cattle 

confl ict. The department assigned biologist Sterling 

Eide to the area. He reported that bears killed thirty-

three cattle during the fourteen-month period from 

May 1, 1964 through June 30, 1965.

By this time cattle numbers on Kodiak had 

reached an all-time high of 1,350 animals, exclud-

ing spring calves, which were spread over eight graz-

ing leases totaling 180,000 acres. The department 

sought to reduce bear numbers on the ranches by 

lengthening the bear-hunting season and encourag-

ing hunting on or near the leases. Eide and his assis-

tant shot nineteen bears in the area, hunters took 

four, and ranchers and Fish and Game personnel 

killed another fi fteen in control operations. Most 

of the bears taken were adult males. Males tend to 

travel farther than females, and Eide speculated that 

bears were coming from outside the area. He pro-

posed building a fence in an attempt to block bears 

from moving onto the ranches. For years, other 

investigators had also considered building a barrier 

across the mountains to block the ingress of bears. 

But studies had found such a project economically 
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infeasible and impractical because the heavy winter 

snowfall would cover fences and permit bears to 

pass over the barriers in the early spring. This time 

one of the ranchers opposed the barrier for fear it 

would actually funnel bears onto his lease. Fish and 

Game never undertook the fencing project.

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game con-

tinued to do some control work on the ranching 

area through 1969, but in 1970 they changed their 

policy yet again and curtailed all bear-control work 

in the cattle area. Once the department got involved 

in the bear-cattle confl ict, they saw the enormous 

problems that would ensue if ranching was allowed 

to expand into new areas of good bear habitat. 

They effectively blocked the state from issuing graz-

ing leases on the Shearwater and Kupreanof penin-

sulas, the two areas BLM had insisted on excluding 

from the refuge in 1958 for the purpose of expand-

ing the cattle industry.

Cattle ranching reached its peak in the 1960s. 

The tsunami from the 1964 earthquake swept over 

some of the lowlands and killed around 130 cattle. 

Several of the marginal cattle ranchers terminated 

their operations. The bear-cattle controversy also 

died down during the latter part of the 1960s and 

has not reignited in recent years. Some ranchers 

gave up cattle in favor of buffalo, which are not as 

vulnerable to bear predation as are cattle. In 1998 

the Alaska Division of Agriculture reported approx-

imately four hundred cattle and three hundred 

buffalo on Kodiak. Other ranchers now emphasize 

dude ranching.

In retrospect, the bear-cattle controversy was 

blown way out of proportion by a few vociferous 

ranchers and business leaders. Cattle ranching on 

the island was a marginal economic endeavor that 

never did have the enormous potential envisioned 

by its proponents. Bears were not the major cause 

for failure of the cattle industry, though in fairness 

to the ranchers, cattle killed by bears were a mon-

etary loss to the owners and did make some con-

tribution to their failure. Other problems included 

the diffi culty and expense of transporting beef to 

markets, a lack of good slaughter facilities, the high 

cost of importing winter feed, the poor nutritional 

quality of Kodiak native grasses, winter starvation, 

and other natural causes of mortality.

In my opinion, cattle ranching should not have 

occurred on Kodiak Island since it was already inhab-

ited by one of the densest bear populations in Alaska. 

Moreover, the value of the bears was recognized in 

1941 when two-thirds of the island was set aside as 

a refuge. One must remember, however, that during 

this early period many residents of Alaska consid-

ered the brown bear to be a predator and a pest, and 

to them the only good bears were dead ones. In the 

present climate of growing environmental aware-

ness and interest in large predators, the public is less 

likely to tolerate bear-control operations in order to 

enhance such a small cattle industry.

Today, large numbers of people travel to Kodiak 

Island just to see and photograph these grand ani-

mals, and the tourist industry associated with bear 

viewing far exceeds the economic value of the cattle 

industry. Most residents of the island now strongly 

support bear conservation. They are proud of the 

fact that they live next to one of the densest brown 

bear populations in the world. How times change!



FIGURE 44FIGURE 44 The Thumb Lake area of the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge on Kodiak Island. Camp Island, in the foreground,  The Thumb Lake area of the Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge on Kodiak Island. Camp Island, in the foreground, 

was the headquarters for our early research.was the headquarters for our early research.
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IT HAD RAINED HEAVILY DURING THE NIGHT AND 

torrents of water cascaded down the rocky slope of 

Halfway Creek as the three of us, clad in hip boots and 

raincoats, hiked along the edge of the stream. We had 

not gone far when I heard the brush crackling ahead. 

I yanked my hood back so I could hear more clearly. A 

loud drawn-out roar erupted far ahead—the sound of 

a bear in distress. Had we caught our fi rst bear in the 

steel trap we had set a few days earlier?

“Sure sounds like a mad bear to me,” Earl mut-

tered. We looked at each other nervously and readied 

our rifl es and shotgun. We moved carefully forward 

toward the trap site. The trap was gone! A ragged, torn 

trail led upstream.

“Looks like we got one,” I murmured to Earl and 

Ken. Up the trail several bushes lay ripped from the 
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ground, strewn about; the bark from several trees 

hung in shreds. Then we heard the chomping jaws 

and sniffs of an agitated bear. Had we caught a cub? 

Was the mother standing by to defend her offspring? 

Or did we have a single bear?

Earl and Ken looked at me with questioning eyes 

as if to say, “What do we do now?” I gestured toward 

the cottonwood trees; we climbed them. From my 

perch I could see a single bear, partially obscured in 

an alder thicket, struggling against the trap.

We slid down the trees and cautiously approached 

it. Earl set off a few fi recrackers to make sure no other 

bears were around. We moved to within fi fty feet of 

the brownie and watched it lunge widely, snapping 

limbs like matchsticks with its powerful jaws as it 

fought to free itself. The trap, however, had fi rmly 

caught the bear’s front left foot. We judged that the 

young subadult would weigh around three hundred 

pounds. Small for a Kodiak bear, but I realized the 

job ahead would not be easy. Now, somehow, we had 

to rope the animal and get a bucket of ether over its 

head to anesthetize it long enough to enable us to 

gather the biological information we sought.

W
hen I arrived on Kodiak Island in 

1955, a few bear studies had been 

conducted by previous biologists. 

However, these were primarily defensive in nature: 

they were designed to contradict accusations that 

the bears on Kodiak were a major cause of the 

decline in salmon populations and a major obsta-

cle to local cattle ranching. As refuge manager and a 

biologist, I realized that we needed more informa-

tion on the life history and general biology of the 

Kodiak bear if we were to understand the animal, 

its behavior, and all the mysteries surrounding it.

I also knew that in order to gather this basic 

information I needed to perfect a method to live-

trap, physically examine, and mark brown bears. 

No one in Alaska had ever done this. Biologists had 

devised methods to capture black bears in Michigan 

and New York, and in Yellowstone Park rangers 

caught nuisance grizzlies in culvert traps in order 

to move them. Modern drugs were still unknown; 

workers used ether to sedate animals.

That winter at our annual U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service meeting in Juneau I announced my intent 

to capture Kodiak bears. The audience reacted with 

loud laughter. I must admit that I too harbored a 

little skepticism about the whole project, but I was 

young, I had plenty of enthusiasm, and my inten-

tions never wavered.

In 1956 I constructed two portable culvert traps 

with the help of personnel from the Kodiak Naval 

Base who were interested in the project. In the 

spring we fl ew the two culvert traps into Karluk 

Lake, a hundred miles from Kodiak in the heart of 

some of the best bear country on the island. We 

set one trap at Thumb River and the other near 

O’Malley River. Earl Fleming and Ken Durley, who 

assisted that summer, were seasonal employees. 

The traps were fourteen-gauge culvert sections, 

eight feet long by four feet wide, with a heavy 

steel gate on one end. When a bear grabbed bait 

attached to a wire trigger on the inside end of the 

trap, the raised gate would drop.

This operation seemed simple enough; we had 

some details to learn, however. Experimentation 

indicated that bacon was the most attractive bait, 
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but we had diffi culty enticing bears into the traps 

because of a plentiful supply of salmon and other 

food items. Bears or foxes occasionally stole baits 

without triggering the trap door until we fi ne-tuned 

the trigger setting.

One morning several weeks later, we checked 

a trap and found the gate down. I approached 

the trap and peeked into a small hole at the rear. 

Wham! A bear paw slapped against the hole I was 

peering into. I jumped back startled and thought, 

Now what? None of us had ever manhandled a 

bear before, and we were unsure of ourselves as we 

organized our equipment. We stuffed the holes of 

the trap with cloth to make it as airtight as possible; 

then we began spraying ether into openings with 

ordinary hand-pump fl y sprayers. The trap, being 

far from airtight, allowed ether fumes to escape. 

Unavoidably we inhaled some of the fumes; if we 

weren‘t careful, we would be unconscious before 

the bear was. After we pumped ether steadily for 

thirty minutes, the brownie lay down and seemed 

subdued. I poked it with a stick and got no reaction. 

Moving rapidly, we lifted the gate and removed the 

bear. It was small, probably less than three hundred 

pounds. I straddled the animal and placed over its 

head a bucket lined with ether-saturated cotton.

We needed several minutes to take measure-

ments, examine the animal, and clamp colored 

tags in its ears for future sightings. As the ether dis-

sipated, the bear attempted to stand upright before 

we had fi nished. I yelled for more ether as I strug-

gled to remain astride the bear—cowboy-fashion—

while at the same time holding the bucket over its 

muzzle. At last Ken managed to pour another cup 

FIGURE 45 We used culvert traps to capture our fi rst bears, but 

they proved ineffi cient. This one is set in the O’Malley River and 

Lake area near Karluk Lake, Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge.

FIGURE 46 The author displays a foot snare he used to capture 

bears on Camp Island, Karluk Lake, Kodiak National Wildlife 

Refuge.
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of ether into the bucket. The additional ether did 

the trick, allowing us to fi nish installing the ear 

tags. By then, however, I was half-anesthetized and 

rather incoherent. “Led ‘er go,” I stammered.

“But we have to weigh the animal,” Earl 

appealed.

“For-ged id,” I replied, and let myself fall off the 

animal. The young bear, now loose and without its 

rider, staggered into the woods and disappeared.

Once the effects of the ether subsided, the three 

of us stood around talking excitedly. We had suc-

cessfully captured and marked our fi rst Kodiak 

bear! I was confi dent that we could start gathering 

important biological information. The research did 

not go quite that easily, however. With the plenti-

ful food supply, bears remained unwilling to enter 

baited traps. During that summer we captured only 

three bears.

That winter I corresponded with black-bear 

biologists in several states. A few reported that 

they were now using steel traps or snares to cap-

ture black bears, then lassoing and hog-tying them. 

I reasoned that this technique could be applied to 

brown bears, although I did have some apprehen-

sions. What if we caught a huge bear that we could 

not handle? What if we caught a cub whose mother 

fought to defend it? I reasoned that the foot of a 

large bear probably would not fi t into the small 

trap, and since cubs usually follow their mother, 

capturing a cub was unlikely. How wrong I was!

By the spring of 1958 I had acquired a dozen 

#150 double-spring traps with offset jaws. I hoped 

the offset jaws would allow space for the foot or 

toes without causing undue damage, and we 

wrapped the jaws with tape to dull the sharp edges. 

We attached a ten-foot chain with a three-pronged 

drag to each trap, hoping the drag would entangle 

in bushes and hold the animal.

We fi rst tried bait sets, but these were not effec-

tive. Blind trail sets, however, proved very success-

ful. We set traps in well-worn trails that led to 

salmon streams, concealing them with dirt, moss, 

and leaves. By placing a series of strategically placed 

sticks in the trails, we tricked the bears into step-

ping into the traps. No bait was needed.

The fi rst few bears we captured were young sub-

adults in the 200- to 350-pound range. We man-

aged to lasso these animals, tie them down on their 

backs, and anesthetize them by placing a bucket 

with ether over their heads. We barely avoided 

being bitten on two occasions, but we did success-

fully process several bears, as well as gain confi -

dence and valuable experience.

Then the unexpected happened. One morning 

as we approached a trail set on Salmon Creek, the 

loud bawl of a yearling cub broke the silence. We 

looked at each other in alarm; we were sure it was 

caught in a trap. What if the mother were there 

to meet us? We were still a hundred yards away. I 

slipped my rifl e from my shoulder, jacked a shell 

into the chamber, and peered into the woods. I 

FIGURE 47 The #150 double-spring steel trap with offset jaws 

(left side) was effective for capturing bears. 
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spotted a cub struggling in the trap as the sow and 

another cub milled around. I could tell the sow was 

agitated. She was slobbering, snapping her jaws, 

and constantly changing direction, on guard for 

any intruder. “Jiminy crickets!” I hissed. “What are 

we going to do now?” 

Whispering to each other, we tried to formu-

late our next move. This silent approach, we later 

found, was the wrong method. Noise, a lot of noise, 

was the best answer to quell an angry, excited sow.

Suddenly she spotted us and came running at 

full speed. We did not have time to think, only react. 

Raising the rifl e, I fi red into a small stream directly 

in front of her, some forty yards away. I did not wait 

to see her response, but whirled and ran for a cot-

tonwood tree. Earl and Ken were already climbing 

nearby trees. I grabbed for a branch, trying to pro-

pel myself up, but my feet repeatedly slid along the 

bark without making any upward progress. Any sec-

ond I expected to feel her bite into my leg. An eter-

nity passed, and I was still on the ground! I peeked 

around the tree and with enormous relief saw the 

sow running back to the trapped cub. Apparently 

the sound of the shot and the spray of water when 

the bullet hit the stream had frightened her. She 

could have easily caught me. Needless to say, we 

were shaken.

We fi red more shots and shouted. The distraught 

mother snorted and slobbered profusely. We kept 

up the noise and harassment; after a few minutes 

she ran with her other yearling cub into the woods. 

To keep her going, Earl set off a few fi recrackers that 

he had been carrying for just such an encounter.

While one of us stood guard with the rifl e, the 

other two subdued the cub, took the biological 

data, tagged both ears, and released the animal. 

The adrenaline was still running high as we left 

the scene. We had now successfully captured and 

processed several bears and scared away one angry 

sow. We were elated! Luck and grit played a big part 

in our fi rst successful efforts, but more adventures 

awaited us.

A few days later we followed the drag marks of 

another trap around some alder patches. When we 

came upon the bear, she was in a violent mood, 

lurching widely from side to side and attempting 

to tear free. I climbed up on a nearby fallen tree to 

get a better look. I was horrifi ed, for we had caught 

a huge sow. She probably weighed six hundred 

pounds. Mad as a hornet, she growled and bit off 

several limbs as we watched in awe. I hoped the 

trap would hold as she lunged at us. I did not know 

about the others, but I was scared.

We tried to get a rope over her head several 

times, but each time she bit it in two as if it were a 

small thread. We then slipped a steel cable over her 

neck and attempted to hold her. Earl kept yelling, 

“Hang on!” And I yelled back, “Brace your feet!” 

But she jerked us around as if we were only minor 

annoyances, and fi nally succeeded in getting the 

cable off. Every time we threw a rope, she leaped 

toward us. That bear was one furious animal and 

I could not blame her. We backed off to regroup, 

and stood there for a few moments watching her 

powerful movements. My heart pounded wildly as 

my mind raced. Finally I said, “Guys, this one is too 

big to handle. We have to release her.”

“How are you going to do that?” Earl asked, 

discouraged.

“I don’t know,” I answered in a subdued tone, 

“but we’ve got to do something.”

We had a huge bear caught in a trap by her hind 

foot, could not hog-tie it, and had no idea how to 

release it. After considerable discussion we decided 

that, with the rifl e, I would attempt to hit the main 

bolt that held the trap together, hoping it would 
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break and release the jaws. Ken and Earl got in front 

to attract her attention. I slipped about thirty feet 

behind the bear, took aim, and fi red. The trap fell 

away from her foot. I was dumbfounded, for I had 

no confi dence that the bullet would pierce the bolt, 

let alone that I could hit such a small target. Ken and 

Earl scattered as she galloped off into the woods.

We were relieved to see her go. We had overcome 

another dilemma but had a ruined trap. The bullet 

had driven the bolt through the trap hinge. Of eight 

bears captured with traps that summer, the old sow 

was the only one that we could not handle.

By 1958 researchers had developed some new 

drugs that were being used on black bears. We gath-

ered as much information on them as possible, 

and that winter we experimented with a captive 

bear in Anchorage. Al Erickson, a new biologist for 

the Alaska Territorial Fish and Game Department, 

had used the drugs succinylcholine and phenobar-

bital sodium on black bears and was able to give us 

some valuable advice.

Succinylcholine causes animals to lose muscle 

control. It takes effect quickly—within two minutes 

or so—but lasts a maximum of only ten minutes. 

We reasoned that we could trap an animal and 

then, while someone attracted its attention in front, 

another could stab the rear leg muscle from behind 

with a syringe fastened to the end of a twelve-foot 

aluminum pole. Once the bear was subdued, we 

could inject it with phenobarbital sodium and put 

it to sleep. The fi rst drug often wears off before the 

second takes effect, so we learned how to rope all 

four legs and tie the animal spread-eagled on its 

back to keep it immobilized.

We had acquired more traps and a newly invent-

ed foot snare by the following summer. When a 

bear stepped inside the snare loop, a steel spring 

fi red a steel cable upward around its foot. A drag was 

attached to the cable, which worked the same as the 

conventional trap chain. We had also obtained a 

supply of succinylcholine and phenobarbital sodi-

um and the materials needed to deliver them. 

Things went smoothly in 1959. The drugs took 

effect when properly administered and our delivery 

system seemed practical. Jabbing a bear in the rear leg 

muscle, however, was diffi cult when it was thrashing 

about. Our trapping and snaring techniques gradu-

ally improved, and trail sets were successful in taking 

bears on a regular basis. We captured, processed, and 

released thirty bears that summer. I was pleased that 

FIGURE 48 The author measuring the hind foot of a large bear 

near Karluk Lake, Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge.
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we had been able to establish a successful method of 

capturing brown bears at last.

During the next fi ve years we captured and pro-

cessed around two hundred bears, some of which 

were recaptures. We learned a lot about brown bear 

behavior and handling procedures, as well as things 

to avoid. The biological data began to accumulate, 

and the bear work became almost routine.

Over the years, the methods we developed were 

increasingly safe and humane. Of the two hun-

dred bears we processed, we lost just three. Two 

of these were killed in a trap by other bears before 

we arrived, and a third was accidentally overdosed 

with drugs. We never had to kill an animal in 

self-defense; we deterred a number of charges by 

shouting or fi ring in front of the agitated bear or 

by scaring it away with “shellcrackers,” fi recrackers 

placed inside a twelve-gauge shotgun shell with a 

range of one hundred yards or so. And as for the 

humans involved, except for a few bruises and 

scratches, we came through unscathed.

In retrospect, our early methods of trapping and 

snaring bears had to be very stressful to the ani-

mals. Once a bear had a foot caught in a device, 

it often fought for hours trying to get loose. True, 

some animals gave up fi ghting, lay down, and fell 

asleep until we arrived, but most continued to fi ght 

the trap or snare.

The females with cubs were probably the most 

traumatized when one of their captured cubs 

bawled loudly, struggling to free itself. The mother 

often rushed around in circles, huffi ng and snort-

ing. At times the trapped cubs had been held for 

several hours before we arrived. Our further han-

dling of the cub no doubt increased the distress 

the family was already under; we fi red guns and 

shouted, trying to get the loose animals to back 

off so we could process and release it. In spite of 

the trauma our efforts caused, the female nearly 

always returned to reclaim her cub very soon after 

we left. In some cases we noted that, after this expe-

rience, bear families were more wary of humans 

than before. During this early pioneer work, we 

used the least disturbing methods we knew of 

to capture the animals. We thought the stress we 

caused was worth the valuable biological informa-

tion we were getting, particularly because the data 

has been used to correct the kinds of misconcep-

tions about bears that ignited the bear-cattle and 

bear-salmon wars.

FIGURE 49 Dick Hensel weighing one of the fi rst bears we 

captured and sedated in the Karluk Lake area, Kodiak National 

Wildlife Refuge.
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I had very little contact with bears after I left 

Kodiak in 1963. During the next eleven years I 

worked with moose, sheep, caribou, and other spe-

cies. In 1974 the National Park Service offered me 

a fi eld biologist position that would include brown 

bear research in Katmai National Monument; I 

jumped at the opportunity.

Scientists had improved or invented many bio-

logical aids since I had last captured Kodiak bears, 

and the transition was not unlike going from horse 

and buggy to modern cars. Biologists now used 

radio collars on many wildlife species, permitting 

the rapid accumulation of information that had 

previously taken years to acquire. New, improved 

Cap-chur guns and new drugs were available, and 

effi ciently darting animals from helicopters became 

routine. All of these improvements meant less stress 

for bears and humans alike.

In the mid-1970s the National Park Service need-

ed more biological information on the brown bears 

at Brooks River, where bears were attracting tourists. 

The superintendent wanted the data to be gathered 

discreetly, with as little harassment as possible, so 

I decided to radio-collar bears by stalking them on 

foot and using dart guns to deliver the anesthesia. 

This method needed to be done in the late fall after 

the tourists had left Brooks and while the bears were 

still concentrated in the area.

I had no problem getting support from Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game personnel. Seasonal 

park rangers and my assistant Martin Grosnick 

helped with the project. Stalking bears on foot was 

challenging and adventurous, and fantastic fall 

trout fi shing in the Brooks River during our free 

time was a bonus. 

We usually worked in teams of two or three. One 

person carried the dart gun, while another helped 

with drugs, darts, and other equipment. One of us 

always carried a twelve-gauge shotgun loaded with 

slugs or buckshot for safety purposes. We rarely 

needed shellcrackers on this project since we were 

interested only in capturing adult animals; we never 

attempted to take cubs or yearlings, thus avoiding 

the parental aggressiveness we faced at Kodiak.

Each morning just before dawn we left the cabin 

eager and excited, anticipating the unknown. We 

walked to the edge of Naknek Lake to scan the 

beach for bears. If none were present we followed 

bear trails along Brooks River in the predawn semi-

darkness, hoping not to encounter a bear unexpect-

edly in the brushy habitat.

We checked likely riffl es and pools as we picked 

our way along the river edges where bears might 

be feeding. When we sighted a suitable animal, the 

stalk began. If one was moving in our direction, we 

sought out a hiding spot and waited for the bear to 

close the distance between us.

We had to use extreme caution, as a bear’s senses 

of sight, hearing, and smell are very keen. We always 

approached the animal from upwind. Accidentally 

stepping on a stick could end our stalk in failure. 

We had to get within eighty feet or less to deliver 

the dart. This was no easy feat and all our outdoor 

skills were required to outfox the bear. Once close 

enough to estimate the size of the bear, we loaded 

the dart with Sernylan, the drug we used at the time. 

Guessing the weight of the bear with enough accu-

racy to load the correct dosage was an art; an under-

dose would fail to fully anesthetize the animal and 

an overdose could kill it.

All encounters followed a similar procedure. As 

the bear got closer, the tension heightened. Would it 

come within range, or would the animal detect us at 

the last moment with its keen nostrils and bolt out 

of sight? We got only one shot, and we had to decide 

when the bear was close enough to attempt it. If the 
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animal stopped for a while and we had to wait in 

silence, the tension mounted. Should we chance a 

long shot and possibly miss, or would we get a bet-

ter opportunity? Sometimes, when success appeared 

imminent, the bear would suddenly change direc-

tion and disappear. 

One episode was typical. The bear had moved 

forward again and stood less than eighty feet away. It 

was time. My mind ran through a calming sequence: 

Make sure the gun sight is on the shoulder or rear 

leg muscle, be calm, touch the trigger. Thwack! The 

dart hit home. I hoped the barbed needle would 

hold long enough to deliver the drug.

We ran for vantage points that provided a 

good view of the direction in which the animal 

was headed. Most of the Brooks River area is cov-

ered with dense stands of willow, alders, spruce, 

and birch; the bear could disappear in a hurry and 

might be diffi cult to fi nd. The drug usually took 

effect in a couple of minutes, slowing the bear to a 

walk, and then causing it to fall or to lie down on 

the ground and remain immobilized for an hour 

or two. In the old days at Kodiak a second drug 

had had to be injected to put the animal to sleep; 

this newer method was a big improvement.

We waited about fi ve minutes after darting the 

animal before starting the search. With help from 

seasonal rangers, we conducted a systematic hunt 

for the bear by spreading about a hundred feet 

apart and hiking through the woods in the direc-

tion the bear had taken. When one of the team 

discovered the brownie, a yell resounded along the 

line of searchers: “We found the bear!” From that 

point, our work became routine.

Processing a bear involved measuring and weigh-

ing, taking blood and hair samples, extracting a 

residual premolar tooth for purposes of determin-

ing the animal’s age, inserting ear tags, and apply-

ing a radio collar. This normally required about 

thirty minutes. After we fi nished, we always waited 

for the bear to recover or checked the site later to 

make sure that it had left the area.

After we had darted a few bears successfully, we 

gained confi dence, but found that each encounter 

had its own characteristics. Every bear reacted differ-

ently; every stalk became an adventure, sometimes 

a frightening one. We had many close encounters 

at Katmai, just as we had at Kodiak, but no one 

was ever injured.

We captured far fewer bears at Katmai than we 

had at Kodiak. By tracking the animals with radio 

collars, we were able to glean much more informa-

tion on movements and other life history data from 

a few animals than we had accumulated from the 

numerous bears we marked with ear tags and col-

ored markers at Kodiak. Moreover, stalking and dart-

ing bears was far less traumatic to the animal than 

the trap or snare methods used at Kodiak. Usually 

the animal was unaware of our presence until the 

dart hit it. The drug took effect within two minutes; 

the bear remained anesthetized for two hours or so. 

During this period we placed a radio collar on the 

animal and gathered the needed biological informa-

tion. The collar is no doubt irritating to the bear for 

a few days, but the animal gets used to it.

At present, biologists dart wild animals, includ-

ing brown bears, from helicopters. Frequently they 

must chase them for several hundred yards before 

making a successful hit. Capturing and anesthetiz-

ing any wild animal without causing some stress is 

nearly impossible; the data obtained, however, is 

often helpful in perpetuating the species.

Looking back on my experiences, I am glad I had 

the opportunity to capture bears without modern 

technology. But I am not sure that I would want to 

repeat it.



FIGURE 50FIGURE 50 Being charged by a bear is a terrifying experience. Being charged by a bear is a terrifying experience.
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13
C H A R G E S  A N D  

C O U N T E R C H A R G E S

BILL COOPER WAS A LONER. HE PREFERRED BEING BY 

himself when hiking or camping. One day a small tour 

boat deposited him on the end of a sloping ridge in the 

middle of Glacier Bay in Southeast Alaska. 

Tossing his heavy pack on his back, Cooper began 

hiking up the ridge. As he gained altitude, new vistas 

unfolded before him. High, snow-covered mountains 

towered in the skies on each side of the ridge, their 

peaks disappearing into the clouds above. Here and 

there glaciers fl owed out of the mountains to the seas 

and discarded their ancient icy remains until the bay 

was fi lled with shiny icebergs. This wild, primordial 

scene seemed to go on forever. 

Cooper took his time ascending the ridge, enjoying the 

grandeur of the wild country. After fi ve hours of hiking
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he found an ideal campsite on a narrow ledge that 

fell steeply to the sea a thousand feet below. From 

this spot he had a 360-degree view of the world 

around him. He did not expect to see any other hik-

ers; it was a lonely place that befi tted a lonely man.

The camper pitched his orange tent and laid 

out his sleeping bag. Near his tent, he set down his 

pack, which was fi lled with food. He decided to take 

a short hike, check out the surroundings, and shoot 

a few photographs with the small camera he carried. 

As he walked away from camp, he was unaware that 

a visitor was approaching from the opposite direc-

tion—a brown bear.

The bear had left the coastal rain forest the 

week before and followed a large glacial draw into 

the bleak, rugged country that was far removed 

from its usual home range. It continued inland, 

crossing several moraines and valleys that con-

tained little vegetation. The bear ambled through 

the empty country, occasionally nipping the tops of 

a few sparse sedges and horsetail. Each night it 

bedded down in a ravine, and each day it wan-

dered over countless ridges. Perhaps it would fi nd 

a new range fi lled with food; its hunger grew as it 

continued the lonely trek.

A few minutes after Cooper left his camp, the 

bear topped a ridge, spotted the orange tent, and 

made a cautious approach. From fi fty yards or so it 

sniffed the air and caught the scent of food. That 

welcome smell drew it straight for the tent and, in 

a few minutes, the bear had its nose in Cooper’s 

pack, ripping open packages of dried food, candy 

bars, dry milk, and rice. It was strange food to the 

bear, but it helped satisfy the hunger that gnawed 

at its empty stomach.

In the meantime Cooper had taken his circular 

hike, shooting a few scenic photos. As he approached 

the camp, he spotted the bear. The hiker took a photo 

of the bear, and then began to yell and scream, hop-

ing to drive it off his supplies. The bear paid no 

heed and continued to ransack the pack and the 

tent, searching for more food. Cooper picked up a 

rock, ran closer, and fl ung it at the bear. The lucky 

throw hit the marauder in the ribs with a thunk, but 

instead of running, the brownie turned on Cooper, 

not willing to share the food with the intruder. As 

the bear made a charging rush, Cooper turned to 

run. It was a fatal decision. Cooper died as he had 

lived, alone in the wild and lonely land.

B
ear maulings are extremely rare. When 

one does happen, the event becomes 

news throughout the country. Perhaps the 

ancient, primitive struggle of man and beast arouses 

public interest. Outdoor magazines and even family 

publications such as Reader’s Digest often carry vivid 

accounts of people being mauled by bears in the wil-

derness. Every gory detail is described, as if Jack the 

Ripper had been turned loose.

Because of such accounts, many people are 

extremely apprehensive about traveling through 

bear country. Yet statistics indicate that your 

chances of getting injured or killed in a vehicle on 
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the nation’s highways are at least fi fty times great-

er than in bear country.

It is important to remember that bears are 

individuals. Their temperaments and behaviors 

vary, and each individual may react differently in 

a given situation. Brown bears tend to be curious 

and frequently want to investigate a person walking 

through their territory. I have often watched bears 

become aware of my presence, then stand on their 

hind legs, peering intently for a moment. If they 

are still not sure about me, they may come closer, 

then stand up for another look before deciding to 

fl ee or ignore me. Sometimes they circle downwind 

to catch my scent before making a decision to run. 

This behavior is typical of bears that have encoun-

tered few people.

I have camped in bear country for many years 

and have never had any serious bear problems. 

However, I did experience one alarming incident. 

I was camped alone on a ledge above Canyon 

Creek on Kodiak Island. During the middle of 

the night I became aware that I had company. A 

bear was quietly circling my tent, making woofi ng 

sounds. I was sure it was going to try to enter, so I 

sat with my rifl e in my lap. The night was extreme-

ly still, but occasionally I could hear a twig snap 

and the sound of breathing. I yelled loudly a few 

times, but the bear continued to circle, seemingly 

unafraid. After about thirty minutes, it fi nally left. 

I was never sure whether the bear was just curious 

or had detected food odors.

Even if you are careful, someone who used your 

campsite before you may have been irresponsible 

with food. If a bear does arrive and is obviously 

looking for food, it is best to pick up your pack and 

move on. It does not pay to take chances with a 

bear that associates campers with an easy meal. One 

careless person can endanger subsequent visitors.

Bears can be dangerous; bear attacks can be 

fatal. But the odds that you will become a victim 

are very, very remote. I tell my friends that trav-

eling through bear country is similar to walking 

through a city. If you take precautions and follow 

the rules, you will not have any problems. If you 

are careless in traffi c or enter a dangerous, dark 

alley, you may end up in trouble. The following 

precautions should be taken by anyone traveling 

through bear country:

1. Carry all food double-wrapped in plastic bags 

to keep odors to a minimum. Nearly all parks 

now provide bear-resistant food containers 

(BRFCs) that campers are required to use. 

2. Pick your campsite carefully. Do not camp near 

bear trails or food sources such as a stream 

fi lled with spawning salmon. 

3. If possible, pick a site that has tall trees in 

which you can hang your food out of a bear’s 

reach. I always carry a few long ropes that can 

be tossed over a limb to hoist the food sacks 

high in the air. If no trees are available, store 

your food on a rocky ledge or other spot that 

bears rarely frequent. Most important, keep 

the food away from the tent.

4. Keep dishes clean. Dishwater and other wastes 

should be dumped well away from the camp.

5. Place all garbage in plastic bags and carry it 

out.

Brown bears may react violently if they feel 

threatened or cornered. The following situations 

will typically make a bear feel threatened, and 

should be avoided at all costs:
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1.  Getting too close to a sow with cubs. A mother 

is naturally protective of her offspring; she feels 

crowded if something comes between her and 

her cubs. She may feel threatened and react 

quickly to encourage you to leave. Normally, if 

a sow with young sees you in time, she gathers 

up the cubs and fl ees the area.

2.  Getting too close to a breeding pair. During the 

breeding season when males and females are 

paired the boar is very protective of his mate. 

The male may treat you like another boar com-

peting for his mate. His message is: “Stay away, 

I’m a jealous lover!”

3.  Getting too close to a bear guarding its food 

cache. When bears kill a large animal such as 

a moose or caribou, they may feed on it for 

several days and remain in the vicinity of the 

carcass to defend it from intruders (see chap-

ter 7). People have been attacked when they 

stumble accidentally onto a bear’s food cache. 

Be vigilant for signs of a bear kill, including 

concentrated bear tracks, disturbed vegetation, 

and groups of ravens or eagles descending into 

or perched in trees. Take a wide detour around 

these features.

4.  Surprising a bear at close range. A bear that 

is startled by your presence at close quar-

ters may react suddenly and violently before 

leaving the scene. Bears are much like some 

people who lash out in all directions before 

running if they think an attack is imminent. 

FIGURE 51 These fi shermen in Brooks River left a pack with food on a small islet, which a bear discovered. This is a sure method of getting 

in bear trouble.
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Unfortunately, a quick slap of a bear’s paw or 

nip of its teeth can do considerable damage 

to a human. The same reaction to another 

bear would rarely draw blood. To avoid such 

an encounter, hikers should make plenty of 

noise when walking through brushy habi-

tat. Walking downwind or detouring around 

dense vegetation is the wisest choice, even if it 

means taking a longer route.

5.  Coming into contact with a bear that has 

learned to associate humans with food. The 

most dangerous bear of all is one that has lost 

all fear of humans and associates them with 

a potential source of food. Usually this type 

of behavior develops around camps or small 

settlements that do not have adequate garbage 

disposal facilities. Landfi lls without bear-proof 

fencing or incinerators often attract bears from 

long distances. Once a bear is conditioned to 

human food, it can become a real pest. It is dif-

fi cult to break a bear of its habits, and prevent-

ing this association from ever happening is the 

best solution.

A number of years ago while I was working for 

the National Park Service, I was sent to Glacier 

Bay National Park to investigate the circumstances 

in which a brown bear had killed a camper in a 

remote part of the park. I arrived at the lodge and 

met with a friend to discuss the catastrophe. While 

we were talking, an employee rushed into the room 

and blurted, “I’m sorry to bother you, but there is a 

bear in my offi ce!” We went to investigate and, sure 

enough, we found a black bear in her offi ce with its 

head in a wastepaper basket scrounging for food. 

We eventually chased the bear out of the building 

and into the nearby woods.

Later that evening, when I returned to my room 

at the lodge, I saw a black bear walking across the 

deck. The next day I inspected the local garbage 

dump, which was only two miles away, and found it 

unfenced. When I slammed shut my car door, seven 

bears came sauntering out of the woods, anticipat-

ing the garbage truck with a fresh load of refuse. 

The driver of the garbage truck later informed me 

that the bears sometimes jumped into the vehicle 

before it was unloaded. I was appalled: this sub-

standard garbage facility, which had taught bears 

to associate humans with food, was obviously the 

underlying reason that bears had begun to wander 

into the lodge to look for food. The following year 

the Park Service fenced the dump, greatly reducing 

the bear problem.

When bears become a “problem,” it is often 

because of a situation created by humans, rather 

than because of anything innate in a bear’s per-

sonality. Being able to recognize a problem bear, 

identify the cause of its stress, and knowing how 

to deal with it is very important. Animals that feel 

threatened or agitated give defi nite physical and 

audible warnings. A nervous, agitated bear can be 

very dangerous.

Many times, stressed bears make false charges. 

They run toward you full-bore, then stop, hoping to 

scare you away. They are saying, “Get out of here or 

I’ll smack you.” It works with me—being charged 

by a bear is a terrifying experience, and an agitated 

bear is best left alone.

Curious bears, or ones that want to test you, can 

also become dangerous. This is particularly true of 

juveniles or cubs that approach you. In this case, a 

short rush toward the cub is often wise, yelling and 

stomping your feet or throwing a stick. It will teach 

young bears to respect humans and let them know 

that you will not tolerate any closer contact.



FIGURE 52 When hiking, be aware of bear signs, including trails. Do not camp near bear trails and other heavily used bear areas.
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During my years of capturing bears for study, I 

was charged a number of times by angry, excited 

mothers whose cubs were caught in a trap or snare. 

These were abnormal situations, but they did give 

me an opportunity to observe the behavior of the 

sows under extreme stress. Usually the behavioral 

sequence involved long stares in our direction when 

we fi rst arrived, followed by woofi ng, popping jaws, 

and often foaming saliva oozing from their mouths. 

They then retreated, held their ground, or moved 

toward us. In some cases they launched into a full 

running charge. Our response was to yell, wave our 

arms, and sometimes discharge a fi rearm or lob 

a shellcracker several feet in front of them. They 

always broke off the charge to return to their cub, 

continuing to woof and stomp around. Eventually, 

with constant harassment, they left.

One fall when I was doing research at Brooks 

River, a small female with two yearling cubs arrived 

in camp. She was an extremely nervous and feisty 

little sow. If we got too close to her and her cubs, 

she exploded toward us in a fast charge and did not 

break it off until she was within fi fteen or twenty 

feet. Then she would huff, chomp her teeth, and 

stomp her feet a few times before turning and walk-

ing away. Her yearlings frequently ran by her side or 

followed behind her when she initiated the charge. 

Her method was an effective way of putting fear 

into anyone who encountered her explosive mood. 

Apparently that was her intention. For obvious rea-

sons we dubbed her Scary.

The tourist season had ended, fortunately, and 

only a few experienced park personnel were in camp. 

Even so we were caught in the open a number of 

times and had to submit to her scary tactics. Ranger 

Rollie Ostermick once spent an hour in a tree waiting 

for her to leave. A lot of yelling usually meant some-

one was receiving her attention. I was her intended 

victim two or three times, but each time I was near a 

cabin and managed to escape inside.

We fi nally decided to radio-collar her, but it 

took several days of effort before I outwitted Scary 

and shot a dart into her hindquarters. Once she 

was collared, I stepped outside of the cabin each 

morning with my receiver and antenna to record 

her approximate location. That way we managed to 

avoid the testy sow.

If you do encounter a bear that is obviously agi-

tated and about to charge, you should take several 

actions:

1. Face the bear and start waving your arms while 

talking loudly.

2. If you have a coat, raise it over your head to 

look as big as possible. A better tactic is to carry 

a large lightweight garbage bag in your rear 

pocket. If a bear approaches, snap it over your 

head. In addition to making you look big, the 

snapping bag makes a lot of noise.

3. If you are with a group of people, remain close 

together. 

4. If the bear continues to act in a threatening 

manner, make more noise, yell loudly, pound 

metal cans, blow whistles or sound an air horn, 

and continue to wave your arms.

5. Most bear experts would advise you to hold 

your ground; I prefer to back off a little bit, but 

very slowly, to give the bear more room. If your 

retreat causes the bear to advance again, stop 

and hold your ground.

6. Never, never turn and run. Running from a 

bear is the worst possible reaction. It typically 
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incites the bear to chase after you, triggering an 

instinctive predator/prey response.

7. If the bear continues to make aggressive moves 

toward you, throw rocks or sticks toward the 

bear. If you have a gun, fi re a shot into the air 

or into the ground in front of the bear.

8. Only in dire circumstances—a full charge in 

close quarters—should you attempt to shoot 

a bear. Instantly killing a charging bear with one 

shot is almost impossible. An enraged, wounded 

bear is the worst predicament imaginable.

Bears are much less likely to attack groups of 

people than an individual or a couple. They seem 

to respect numbers and size. I have often consid-

ered attaching a large balloon to my hat that could 

be instantly infl ated if a bear problem developed. 

Suddenly looking twice your height or size should 

be a great deterrent to a bear. I will leave that inven-

tion for someone else to develop.

Sometimes a bear that is advancing toward you 

is unaware of your presence. In this situation, the 

ideal response is to move away and give it room 

to pass. If you cannot avoid the approaching bear 

and it is obviously going to get too close, clap your 

hands or yell to make sure it knows you are there. 

It is better to surprise it at a distance than when it is 

almost upon you.

A number of mechanical devices are avail-

able to deter bear aggression. The most obvious 

is a fi rearm. Should you carry one, or not? That 

depends in part upon your experience with such 

weapons and how you feel about having one. If 

you are not well trained in the use of guns, I would 

not recommend carrying one. In some areas, such 

as in many national parks, you are not permitted 

to carry a fi rearm. During my bear-trapping years 

and throughout most of my career, I carried either 

a rifl e or a shotgun. A twelve-gauge shotgun with 

slugs or double-00 buckshot is effective at close 

range. I used to carry shellcrackers in the shotgun 

as a loud scaring device, with slugs as backup (see 

chapter 12).

In the past few years, I have quit carrying a gun; 

instead I pack a can of pepper spray and a small 

fl are gun. The gun makes a loud pop when it goes 

off and the fl are can be bounced toward the bear. 

It should not be used, however, around dry veg-

etation that could ignite a fi re. Pepper spray is an 

effective deterrent in most instances. It does have 

drawbacks: it can be used only at extremely close 

range, and the bear must be downwind from you 

or else the contents will blow back in your face. 

I have used pepper spray only twice. The fi rst 

time I was with some English photographers on 

the Katmai Coast when we encountered a yearling 

cub with its mother. The sow was a relatively tol-

erant bear and gave us no problems, but the year-

ling became curious and decided to test us. It kept 

advancing in spite of our shouting and stomp-

ing. It would stop for a few moments, and then 

come toward us again. I was not too concerned 

with the cub, but I was afraid the mother might 

become alarmed and intervene if the cub got too 

close. I sent my companions back to our small 

boat, then turned with the spray can to face my 

young adversary.

As the yearling topped a bank about thirty-fi ve 

feet away, I gave it a shot of spray. I knew this was 

a bit far, but I thought the wind would carry the 

contents to the young intruder. Unfortunately, it 

settled in the grass just short of the bear’s nose. 

Just then the mother topped the rise and the pair 

sniffed the stuff. They rolled around in it like a 
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dog rolls in fresh horse dung. It was not quite the 

response I had hoped for, but it did give me time 

to get to the boat.

The second incident was similar. We were pho-

tographing two juveniles who tested us on several 

occasions. They made short bluff charges, not stop-

ping until they were within twenty feet in spite of 

our yelling and arm waving. I grabbed a can of pep-

per spray and gave them a shot as they again started 

a charge from thirty-fi ve feet. Though the contents 

reached the bears, it had dissipated by the time 

it got there, settling on the ground around them. 

Again the reaction of the bears was to roll around 

in the smelly stuff.

I have never had the opportunity to use the pep-

per spray at close range, but a number of people 

have, with desirable results. I do recommend carry-

ing it for use in close quarters. It should be especially 

effective if a bear is trying to get into your tent. 

In his book Bear Attacks: Their Causes and 

Avoidance, Stephen Herrero documents instances 

of grizzly and black bear attacks in Canada and 

elsewhere. Much of the information is applicable 

to the coastal brown bear and well worth reading. 

I also recommend Living in Harmony with Bears, 

published by the National Audubon Society. It is a 

concise booklet that gives excellent advice for trav-

eling through bear country.



FIGURE 53FIGURE 53 Two photographers in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park, use long telephoto lenses to keep a safe distance from the bears. Two photographers in Hallo Bay, Katmai National Park, use long telephoto lenses to keep a safe distance from the bears.
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THE FEMALE BROWN BEAR WHITE-CLAW HAD SPENT 

many years near Brooks River. She plodded along a 

familiar trail through grassy meadows and dense patch-

es of willow. Near Brooks River Falls, the old female 

stepped out of the bushes and into the river to scan her 

surroundings. Two bears sat on top of the falls, waiting 

to catch a leaping red salmon, while a couple of large, 

dark-colored males and a small juvenile stood in the 

pool below the cascade, hoping for a meal. 

White-Claw waded to the edge of the river just 

above the falls and staked out a fi shing spot as the 

water swirled around her legs. She occasionally turned 

her head to look upstream to make sure no other bears 

approached her from behind. A few minutes later the 

two males got into a sparring match, their roars reso-

nating above the noise of the turbulent waters. 
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Salmon leaped steadily in their attempts to clear 

the precipice. Occasionally one landed atop the bar-

rier and powered its way through the fast water 

toward the spawning grounds. White-Claw stood 

patiently at the top of the falls for about fi ve minutes 

before a red salmon leaped high in the air near her 

left front paw. She lunged and caught the salmon 

in midair. The large fi sh struggled to free itself, but 

the bear held it fi rmly in her clenched teeth, then 

turned to wade across the river. She was oblivious to 

the snapping camera shutters and the oohs and aahs 

of the thirty-three bear watchers who stood on the 

viewing platform only 120 feet away. 

S
uccessful travelers take time to prepare 

themselves for trips to other countries and 

cultures. They learn something about the 

customs, proper dress, and rules of etiquette of 

the land they are touring. They honor the culture 

they are visiting and, by showing courtesy, gain the 

respect of their hosts.

Visitors to wilderness areas have similar obliga-

tions. Our very presence there introduces a new fac-

tor into the ecosystem and we should be mindful of 

the impacts we are having on the area and its wild-

life. It is vital for us to be aware that, while we want 

to be “up close and personal” for our own benefi t 

and enjoyment, we must maintain a comfort zone 

for the wild animals so that they are able to con-

tinue their daily activities.

Watching and photographing bears has become 

extremely popular in the last few decades. Bear 

country is getting more and more crowded. As visi-

tors, our goal should be to disturb the animals as 

little as possible. If you take the right precautions 

while watching or photographing brown bears, 

your chances of being injured are extremely low. 

Some bear-watching camps, such as Brooks in 

Katmai National Park and McNeil River Sanctuary, 

have operated very successfully in bear country with 

a minimum of people-bear confl icts. The facilities at 

Brooks include a lodge with adjoining cabins and a 

campground with tent sites. In addition, small tour 

groups fl y in for one-day bear viewing. Sometimes 

several hundred people are in the area on a given 

day. To my knowledge only two people have been 

injured by bears there in more than thirty years of 

operation: a visitor was bitten in the buttocks and a 

ranger was clawed in the hand.

The National Park Service has taken a number of 

steps at Brooks to avoid bear problems and promote 

harmony between the people and the animals:

1. Rangers give each visitor a brief orientation on 

bears.

2. All garbage is removed from camp each day and 

hauled to a bear-proof dump fi ve miles away.

3. Campers are required to store all food in hard-

sided sheds surrounded by an electric fence.

4. Fishermen must place their catches in large 

plastic bags to avoid odors and clean their fi sh 

in a special house constructed for this purpose. 

Fish wastes are ground and fl ushed into an 

underground sewage system.

5. Several elevated viewing platforms overlook-

ing Brooks Falls and the river are available for 

visitors while they are watching bears.
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6. Everyone is warned to keep fi fty yards from 

single bears and one hundred yards from all 

family groups when not on the platforms.

7. Park Service rangers discourage bears from com-

ing near the lodge, but allow them to use the 

beach along Naknek Lake as a travel corridor.

Despite all these preventative measures, a few 

problems have occurred. The Brooks River is a pop-

ular fi shing stream and occasionally, when fi sher-

men are playing trout or salmon in shallow waters, 

bears are attracted to the wriggling fi sh. Anglers 

sometimes cut the line to release their catch, but 

often they will drop their gear and run. After a few 

such experiences, some bears learn to follow fi sher-

men for an easy meal. During my latter seasons at 

Brooks, a bear named Sister became very adept at 

taking fi sh from fi shermen. Rangers tried to break 

her of the habit, but failed. She was eventually 

removed from the area. Considering the human-

bear interactions that occur daily at Brooks, the rar-

ity of injuries there is amazing.

McNeil Sanctuary also has a long safety record. 

The Alaska Department of Fish and Game has rigid 

requirements in camping areas. Personnel experi-

enced in bear behavior closely supervise all visitors 

and fl y all garbage to Homer. The number of people 

allowed at McNeil Falls is far lower than the num-

ber permitted at Brooks. All visitors are required to 

use the same site near the falls to watch bears. This 

keeps bear disturbance at a minimum. 

These are examples of camps that have managed 

people and bears extremely well. Unfortunately, 

FIGURE 54 Elevated platforms available in some areas provide a safe place to view and photograph bears. These viewers are at Brooks Falls 

at Brooks Camp, Naknek Lake, Katmai National Park.



FIGURE 55 The author photographing bears at Hallo Bay in Katmai National Park.
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incidents do occur in bear country where residents 

do not behave responsibly—for example, when 

they have not properly disposed of garbage. A few 

unethical owners of camps or lodges feed bears to 

attract them. This is illegal, and when the bears 

eventually become a nuisance, the end result is 

often the death of bears.

Supervised bear-viewing programs, such as 

those at McNeil River State Game Sanctuary, Pack 

Creek on Admiralty Island, and Brooks River in 

Katmai National Park, offer excellent opportunities 

to observe bears at close range. Bears concentrate in 

all three of these areas to feed on salmon. You can 

learn a lot about bears and bear behavior by spend-

ing a few days at one of these sites and listening to 

personnel who are responsible for managing them. 

A number of private lodges, camps, boats, and air 

operators in coastal Alaska also offer guided bear- 

viewing services. 

A good pair of binoculars, a spotting scope, or 

a telephoto lens makes it possible to watch and 

photograph the animals without getting too close. 

It is easiest to observe bears while they are fi shing 

for salmon. Knolls or hills along streams provide 

excellent vantage points from which to watch them 

without disturbing their fi shing. 

It is more diffi cult to view bears when they are 

grazing in meadows. I frequently worked with bears 

in open meadows or digging clams on a tidal fl at. 

Sometimes fi fteen or twenty bears were visible, but 

scattered over a wide area. It is more diffi cult in this 

situation to get within range to photograph the ani-

mals without disturbing them, and I use the follow-

ing approach. I keep my group close together and 

we walk slowly toward the bear we wish to photo-

graph. I make sure that the animal sees us before 

we get closer than 150 to 200 yards. When the bear 

looks in our direction, I observe its reactions. Is it 

nervous or is it comfortably continuing to feed? I 

might watch the animal for quite a while and if it 

remains calm and content, we move slowly forward 

at an angle toward the bear until we are in pho-

tographic range. If a bear acts nervous, we do not 

hesitate to back off and try another one. 

Taking your time is very important. Do not make 

any sudden moves or loud noises. Be consistent 

with your approach. I prefer to circle slowly in front 

of a bear and let it feed toward me. This is the least 

disturbing approach because the bear can select its 

own range of tolerance. Most bears have a personal 

distance at which they become uncomfortable and 

leave. So do I: if one intrudes into my zone of com-

fort, I slowly back off. You should always give bears 

plenty of space. If they decide to move past you to 

feed or drink water, back away and give them plen-

ty of room to pass. 

If you see a group of photographers watching a 

bear, do not approach the animal from the oppo-

site direction. This is not only unethical, but can be 

dangerous. Your approach might cause the bear to 

move too close to the fi rst group. 

When you work with a group of bears day after 

day, eventually they become tolerant and accepting 

of your presence. Those that do are referred to as 

“conditioned” bears or “habituated” bears. Some 

bears, however, never do learn to accept people. 

Perhaps they have had a bad experience or are 

unusually shy. Let them be. 

 As proper guests in bear country, we have the 

opportunity to observe the actions and behaviors 

of a beautiful and majestic animal in its natural 

surroundings. Few encounters in our lifetimes can 

equal this thrilling experience. We must remember, 

however, that we are the visitors. Our responsibil-

ity lies in respecting the rights of the bears in their 

wilderness home.



FIGURE 56 Brown bears require large tracts of wilderness to survive, such as this lush feeding ground in Katmai National Park.
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LOW FOG AND INCESSANT RAIN OBSCURED THE OLD-

growth rain forest that covers Chichagof Island in 

Southeast Alaska. The tops of the tall spruce and hem-

lock trees appeared like gray ghosts as they swayed in 

the strong winds that blew across from Chatham Strait. 

Through the foggy mists an old female brown bear with 

a young yearling cub emerged, following a bear trail 

that had been used for hundreds of years by thousands of 

bears. The family plodded methodically along the trail 

that wound through a jungle of devil’s club and huck-

leberry thickets.

She and her lone cub had spent the winter in 

a rock den high in the alpine regions of the island. 

After emerging from hibernation, they descended to 

some open avalanche slopes to forage on new shoots of 

15
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sedges and various roots they dug out of the ground. 

As the summer progressed, they moved on to the 

green alpine sedge meadows. In July the sow led her 

cub down to the ocean beach where they feasted on 

the many salmon that were spawning in the myriad 

streams and rivers that fl owed out of the mountains. 

The family traveled from drainage to drainage as 

the fi sh runs waxed and waned, often competing 

with other bears that were fi shing the same rivers.

Now in late August, as the fi sh supply dimin-

ished in these drainages, the sow decided to travel to 

another bay. She knew from experience that it har-

bored a late run of chum salmon. She and the cub 

needed to feed on the fall run to gain the fat reserves 

that would sustain them through the coming winter 

of hibernation. As they moved through the forest, a 

few Sitka deer bounded from the trail and red squir-

rels chattered from tree trunks. The trail zigzagged 

up a precipitous slope that topped out at two thou-

sand feet above the sea. The next valley was familiar 

to the old sow, as she had fi shed its major stream 

each fall for the past fi fteen years. She eagerly antici-

pated the fi sh meals that would soon be available.

As the bear family reached a small knoll, the sow 

paused abruptly. The cub sensed that its mother had 

detected something unusual, and it rose to its hind 

legs to look, its front paws balanced on her back. 

The pair stood silently for some moments, peering 

into the rainy mists. Faint noises rose from the valley 

below. The sow cocked her head and sniffed the air, 

but did not recognize the strange sounds that now 

crescendoed. The mother and cub moved forward 

another hundred yards and found themselves at the 

edge of a huge clearing. The giant trees that had 

always been there now lay scattered and tangled on 

the ground. About two hundred feet ahead, a wide, 

barren gravel trail wound down toward the sea. The 

old brownie could not comprehend that, in the year 

since her last visit, a logging crew had pushed a road 

into the valley and was now in the process of clear-

cutting the entire drainage.

As the mother and cub sat at the edge of the 

clearing, thoroughly perplexed, the distant sounds 

of chainsaws and Caterpillar tractors fi lled the air, 

sounds that she had never heard before. A large 

logging truck loomed out of the fog, its powerful 

diesel engine ripping apart the wilderness silence. 

At the same moment a gust of wind brought the 

scent of humans to her keen nostrils. This she had 

smelled before and had learned to fear from pre-

vious encounters. Suddenly every strange thing she 

saw and heard she associated with the alarming 

scent—the roaring truck, the hum of chainsaws, 

and the butchered forest. The old female knew she 

wanted no part of this frightening and alien scene. 

She whirled around and galloped back up the trail, 

scared and confounded, followed by her lone cub. 

They would be deprived of the late run of salmon 

and would have to survive on berries, now ripening 

on the higher mountain slopes, until they entered 

their den. A lean winter lay ahead.
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T
he brown bear is a large and long-lived 

animal that requires large tracts of wild 

lands to meet its biological needs. It 

stands at the very peak of the animal kingdom 

in Alaska; only man can topple it off that perch. 

Will it survive the changes that have now been set 

in motion in many regions of Alaska, or will it go 

the way of the grizzly in the western United States 

and the brown bear of Europe? There too the great 

bear once roamed abundantly supreme until mod-

ern man appeared on the same scene. The bears 

were ruthlessly slaughtered and their habitat was 

destroyed; now only remnant populations remain 

in small sections of the western United States and 

in the remote mountains of Europe. In most areas 

their survival hangs by a thread.

In our day of modern technology, scientifi c 

knowledge, and environmental awareness, do we 

have the will and the foresight to assure perpetu-

ation of this noble and symbolic animal for gen-

erations to come? Are we willing to make some 

economic sacrifi ces to assure survival of the brown 

and grizzly bears throughout much of Alaska? Or 

will future generations only dream and read about 

the great bears that once thrived in this great land?

If someone suddenly shot and killed half of the 

coastal brown bears in Alaska, people would rise up 

in arms. But subtle habitat deterioration, which is a 

slower process that is less noticed, may be having the 

very same effect over several generations. Apparently 

people are capable of measuring and recognizing the 

ecological changes that occur only within their short 

lifetimes. I have often wondered what Lewis and 

Clark would think if they could retrace their jour-

ney through the West today and see the changes that 

humans have wrought. They would be astounded, 

and I suspect Sacagawea would leave a trail of tears 

from the prairies to the sea.

I have been in Alaska only fi fty years, yet the 

changes that have occurred during my sojourn here 

are striking and seem to be intensifying. When I 

arrived in 1951 in the southeastern part of the state, 

Alaska was a territory. The Ketchikan Pulp Mill was 

still under construction. Old-growth rain forest 

stretched along the mainland coast and over every 

island. The dense growths remained basically as 

they had existed for eons. Little could I realize that, 

in a few decades, much of the area would be clear-

cut and roads would crisscross the islands where I 

was walking and exploring.

A few years later, when I moved to Kodiak Island, 

I felt reassured that two-thirds of the island had 

been set aside as a wildlife refuge for bears. I could 

not anticipate that twenty years later Congress 

would deed the heart of the refuge into private 

hands. I could not visualize that a major hydroelec-

tric development would be constructed within a ref-

uge that I had thought was forever wild. I could not 

foresee that much of the adjacent Afognak Island, 

a national forest, would also become private, with 

large portions clear-cut and interlaced with roads.

Throughout Alaska, changes are occurring at an 

accelerating rate. Alaska is rich in natural resources 

that are being extracted on a large scale. Oil discov-

eries led to the construction of the 800-mile pipe-

line and its access road, which bisects Alaska from 

the Arctic Ocean to the Gulf of Alaska. The popu-

lation of 150,000 in the 1950s has now increased 

to more than 600,000. Tourists come by the thou-

sands each year.

This expanding human population, coupled 

with modern transportation, has allowed hunters 

to penetrate formerly inaccessible regions of Alaska, 

fi shermen and rafters to explore the last remote riv-

ers, and hikers to enter pristine and wild mountain 

valleys. Wildlife viewers and photographers search 
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out concentrations of bears in every secluded niche 

of Alaska. Those who have limited time can charter 

aircraft to observe bears.

To accommodate all these changes, new towns 

have sprung up and roads are being constructed; 

camps, lodges, and cabins dot the shorelines of 

the most isolated rivers, lakes, and seashores. We 

would be naive to think that Alaska has reached its 

peak population, that no more oil will be discov-

ered and extracted, that the rich mineral resources 

will not be further exploited, that commercial log-

ging will suddenly cease, or that fewer tourists and 

travelers will enter the last remote parts of the state. 

All these changes and human pressures have and 

will continue to have a cumulatively negative effect 

on the wilderness of Alaska and on all the bears 

that dwell therein.

Yes, brown bears have survived many of the 

developments and human population pressures, 

but they are likely to be greatly reduced or extermi-

nated from many areas. Are we going to be satisfi ed 

with only a few bears in Alaska, or are we going to 

demand that in certain regions of this great state we 

will manage the wild lands in such a manner that 

bears will continue to thrive in their natural and 

historic numbers? One may appreciate the sight of 

a single brown bear, but an aggregation of bears in 

the great Alaskan wilderness is an awesome scene.

Fortunately, the conservation movement came 

to Alaska about the same time that rapid econom-

ic changes were unfolding. Before large oil and 

mineral extractions began and before the exten-

sive transfer of federal lands into private hands, 

conservation groups demanded that a portion of 

the wild lands that once covered the entire state 

would be set aside forever. Those of us who saw 

the changes coming fought hard to establish large 

tracts of wilderness. Many of these areas preserved 

in the coastal portions of Alaska contain some of 

the densest brown bear populations in the world. 

Here we have an excellent opportunity to shelter 

brown bears in historic numbers. 

The region with perhaps the most prolifi c popu-

lation of coastal brown bears is the expanse of wil-

derness that stretches from Kamishak Bay southwest 

to Kujulik Bay along the Alaska Peninsula. This area 

includes all the lands and waters within the McNeil 

River State Game Sanctuary and State Game Refuge, 

Katmai National Park and Preserve, Becharof 

National Wildlife Refuge, the Ugashik Unit of the 

Alaska Peninsula National Wildlife Refuge, and the 

Aniakchak Crater National Monument. Combined, 

these fi ve natural conservation units encompass 

approximately ten thousand square miles, an area 

the size of Vermont. This vast land has a rich supply 

of salmon resources, lush vegetation, mountains, 

scenic vistas, and wilderness; it is extensive enough 

to form a complete ecosystem. By and large it is 

free of roads and human settlements and protected 

from harmful resource developments. It has all the 

ingredients for maintaining the large number of 

brown bears it now harbors.

Since these fi ve conservation units were estab-

lished, conservation groups and resource manag-

ers have been complacent in the belief that brown 

bears will thrive there forever. But again, forces are 

at work that could have detrimental effects on the 

bears and on the wild lands that they occupy in 

the future.

Suddenly everyone loves the brown bear. Bear 

viewers and photographers are flocking into 

these remote lands in ever-increasing numbers. 

Air operators from King Salmon, Kodiak, Homer, 

and other towns are transporting people into the 

region by the thousands. Vessels operate along 

the coast shuttling people ashore to observe bears 
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and other wildlife. More than two hundred people 

each day fl y into Brooks Camp during the busy 

summer tourist season, jamming the bear-viewing 

platforms and trails along the Brooks River, primar-

ily to watch bears fi shing for salmon. The Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game has long limited the 

number of visitors to the McNeil River Sanctuary to 

ten per day during the bear fi shing season, but the 

number of applicants has risen rapidly; now only a 

small percentage of those applying are selected.

People want to see brown bears in the wild; this 

is good because these same people constitute an 

economic and ethical incentive to preserve bears. Yet 

as more and more tourists arrive land managers are 

pressured to provide facilities in the form of lodges, 

back-country cabins, campgrounds, trails, roads, 

and easier access sites, all of which encroach on the 

bears’ territory. Tourism is big business in Alaska and 

many resource managers and business and political 

leaders make decisions based strictly on economic 

gains. They readily sacrifi ce wildlife and wilderness 

values to accomplish fi nancial goals.

The welfare of the brown bear and its environ-

ment must be prioritized in this region if we are 

to perpetuate the dense population of bears and 

their ecosystem. The political will that created the 

conservation units demonstrates a clear mandate. 

We must enact a comprehensive management plan, 

encompassing the entire geographic area, in which 

the major goal will be the protection of wildlife 

and wilderness values for the long-term future. We 

must not permit economic developments that will 

seriously impact the ecosystem. Just as managers 

try to train bears to stay out of critical human zones 

around lodges and campgrounds, we must make 

some critical bear zones off-limits to people.

Many backcountry hikers, bear viewers, and 

nature photographers believe that their impact on 

the environment is negligible when they penetrate 

the last remote regions of the bears. By contrast, 

when a single bear injures a single human, people 

demand the removal of the animal. The ultimate 

result is as direct and dire as if a hunter had taken 

that bear.

It is important to have established areas such as 

Brooks Camp where large numbers of people can 

view and enjoy bears. These sites should be lim-

ited in number and chosen very carefully. We need 

innovative methods to permit people to see bears 

without crowding bears out of the region. These 

limits need to be established before areas are 

populated; implementing reforms after the carry-

ing capacity of the ecosystem has been exceeded is 

politically diffi cult, if not impossible.

In other coastal regions in Alaska we still have 

the opportunity to maintain brown bear popula-

tions in historic numbers. The Kodiak National 

Wildlife Refuge, encompassing about two-thirds 

of Kodiak Island, was established for the major 

purpose of protecting the 2,500 or so bears within 

its massive landscape. The area has long been rec-

ognized as one of the premier brown bear ecosys-

tems in the world. The seashore serves as a natural 

boundary, and the extensive fi shery resources and 

lush coastal vegetation provide a bountiful food 

supply. Mountains and wild lands provide the 

other essential ingredients for a healthy brown 

bear utopia.

Conservationists were worried when Congress 

deeded large sections of critical bear habitat with-

in the reserve to various villages and Native cor-

porations under the 1971 Alaska Native Claims 

Settlement Act. However, conservation agencies 

cooperated with Native peoples and other island 

residents to restore many of these lands to the ref-

uge. The larger tracts of lands were purchased with 
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funds provided by the Exxon Valdez oil spill settle-

ment fund (monies set aside by Exxon to mitigate 

damages caused by the 1989 oil spill). The Kodiak 

Brown Bear Trust (created as part of the Terror Lake 

hydro settlement) worked with various interest 

groups to purchase and restore many of the smaller 

tracts and private inholdings to the reserve. The 

Kodiak National Wildlife Refuge has once again 

become a shelter where brown bears can be sus-

tained in perpetuity. Now we must have the will 

and foresight to establish and enforce regulations 

that will guarantee the long-term health of the 

brown bear population.

We must also continue the biological research 

that has been ongoing on the island for many 

years. These long-term studies provide important 

information on the life history of these remarkable 

animals and of the impacts that occur when people 

invade their environment.

The rain forests of Southeast Alaska on 

Chichagof, Baranof, and Admiralty islands have 

long sustained dense populations of brown bears. 

Large-scale commercial logging, with its vast clear-

cuts and network of roads on northern Baranof and 

eastern Chichagof islands, has seriously eroded 

this habitat and jeopardized the future of the bears 

that fl ourish there. The human activity that follows 

roads will surely bring increased confl ict with the 

bears, fragmenting their habitat and greatly reduc-

ing their numbers. Hopefully, the citizens of Alaska 

will demand that at least a portion of these islands 

be protected from logging and perhaps restored to 

conditions that will allow the bears to endure the 

incursion of man.

The 1,709-square-mile Admiralty Island, with 

its 1,500 to 1,700 bears, is a haven for the ani-

mals. There, man and bear have long coexisted, 

both thriving on the rich salmon resources that 

migrate through the numerous saltwater bays and 

up the freshwater streams each summer. This vast 

expanse of old-growth rain forest was once slated 

to be logged by the U.S. Forest Service, but the 

residents of Angoon and other conservationists 

demanded that most of Admiralty Island be des-

ignated a national monument. In 1980, under the 

Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act 

(ANILCA), Congress protected much of it as wil-

derness. The island provides the best opportunity 

to maintain a dense population of brown bears in 

the rain forests of Southeast Alaska for the long-

term future. 

There are other areas in Alaska where we could 

conserve the present bear populations for posterity. 

But will we?

Perhaps I have painted an alarming picture for 

the future of brown bears in coastal Alaska. History, 

however, has shown that increasing human popu-

lations and resource development within brown 

bear or grizzly bear habitat does gradually reduce 

or eliminate the animals from their ranges. People 

and brown bears tend not to coexist very well. I 

see these forces at work in Alaska, as oil drilling, 

mining, logging, agriculture, road building, and 

recreational use gradually infringe on the environ-

ment of brown bears. Directly or indirectly, these 

activities do reduce bear numbers.

A case in point is the Kenai Peninsula, where 

I live. Biologists estimate that 250 to 300 brown 

bears inhabit this region. Their historical travel 

routes and feeding sites are now interwoven with 

highways, hiking trails, logging roads, and numer-

ous rural cabins, homes, and subdivisions. The 

bears have diffi culty following their traditional 

seasonal routes without coming into confl ict with 

man, and each year an increasing number of them 

are killed in self-defense. In 1998, the Alaska 
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Department of Fish and Game listed the peninsula 

brown bears as a population of special concern. 

Will they survive the onslaught? Is this a prelude to 

what will happen to other brown and grizzly bear 

populations in Alaska?

I hope Alaskans and other U.S. citizens will 

demand that, in regions such as the Alaska 

Peninsula, Kodiak Island, and Admiralty Island, 

the government protect wilderness resources so 

that brown bears can thrive in abundance. We must 

draw the battle lines now and not retreat. We can-

not let resource developers set the standards and 

still expect bears to survive in the wild. Viewing 

remnants of these animal populations in zoos or 

fenced enclosures may be good enough for some 

people, but it is not good enough for me.

Brown bears and grizzlies are among the most 

majestic wild animals that live in North America. 

In Alaska, these giant bears symbolize the lofty 

mountains, smoking volcanoes, ancient glaciers, 

vast wilderness, and scenic grandeur that defi ne the 

great state. If the bears disappear from these lands, 

then we as humans have seriously failed in our 

stewardship of this earth.
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