“Those who have packed far up into grizzly country know that the presence of even one grizzly on the land—elevates the mountains, deepens the canyons, chills the winds, brightens the stars, darkens the forests, and quickens the pulse of all who enter it.”




--John Murray

Bear Encounters

The following section deals with black and brown bear encounters in the Alaskan wilderness.  When it comes to “what-to-do-if-I-bump-into-a-bear” advice, you can’t give one set of “what-to-dos” and expect it to fit all experiences.  All that can be done is to acquaint the reader with basic bear behavior so  he knows not only how to avoid an encounter, but also what to do if there is a bear encounter.  Although each bear is different and reacts to your behavior in different ways, there is some commonality in bear behavior, and for the most part, the advice given below will work to your advantage in most cases.

Fortunately, the odds are that when traveling in bear country, the bear will hear you and get out of your way before you even know it is there. Or if you do see the bear, the only part you will see is its rearend as it runs in the other direction.  Bear, for the most part, will flee rather than fight given the chance.   So make sure you give the bear that opportunity.  
Protecting Yourself By Being Prepared

As you prepare for your trip into the Alaskan wilderness, you have a few important questions to ask yourself:  Am I going to be prepared for a possible bear encounter?  And if I am, what will be my course of action and what protection will I take along on the trail?  

I believe the best protection for a hiker in the Alaskan wilderness against bears is the human brain.  As humans, we have the capability to think through problems before they happen.  We can also prepare various courses of action before the event occurs.  I suggest reading and talking to others who have experience in bear country.  Find out what they suggest you do in various bear encounter situations and commit them to memory.  Then spend some time developing bear encounter scenarios in your mind along with how you will respond to those scenarios.  Preparation is the best defense you have going for you.

Along with preparing yourself mentally is the decision as to what you can do to deter an aggressive bear.  Several options are available and can be used together or individually depending on the situation.  You can depend on your wits, wear bear bells, carry pepper spray, or carry a firearm.  You must decide for yourself the protection you will take.  But since this is my book, you’re stuck with hearing my opinion.

First of all, let me discuss each of the above items and my opinion of each:  


--your wits--like I said earlier, your thinking skills are the best protection because you have the opportunity to make decisions that can save you in most situations.  Problem?  Sometimes it doesn’t matter what decision you make, a bear can still threaten you with a charge. And sometimes the fear is so overwhelming, you cannot think.


--bear bells--these are great for lone hikers who don’t want to spend their entire hike talking to themselves or making noise.  The bells make a “metal on metal” sound that is annoying to bear (and to other hikers).  This sound is supposed to warn bear of oncoming danger so they will clear out of the way before the hiker even knows a bear is around.  Problem?  The bear can’t hear the bells while the hiker is sleeping in his tent or preparing his meals at the campsite and is therefore not deterred.  Another problem is based on current research and written about in "Backpacker Magazine".  It has been found that when a bear hears sounds natural to its environment (breaking branches, etc.), it ignores these sounds.  When a bear hears sounds unfamiliar to it (bells jingling), it has a tendency to investigate the sound.  Therefore, although the sound of bear bells lets the bear know you are there, you may be inviting it to investigate what the sound is.

 
--pepper spray--this is an excellent option if the bear is within 30 feet of you, there are no branches or brush, and the wind is not blowing in any direction except toward the bear. It is also a good deterrent if you are in your tent in the evening or early morning because it is easy to reach and get in position (never spray it inside the tent) to fire at the bear.  Pepper spray also saves the life of the bear by temporarily burning it’s eyes, mouth, and nose.  Problem?  Wind direction, brush, temporary effect (the bear may return), and small range it is usable in.


--firearms--this is the protection used by many, many Alaskans.  With the right type of firearm, when a bear is too close for comfort, a warning shot can be fired to frighten the bear away.  A bullet from a gun is not so dependent on wind and the range is much greater than the 30 feet you have with pepper spray.  Problem?  A wounded bear is worse than an unwounded bear.  The wrong caliber of gun or type of gun can get you killed because the bullet is not big enough to kill the bear.   Some people get a false sense of security just by carrying a gun and many people, in a frightening situation, shoot at a bear before there is danger of being attacked.  Also, a gun can become jammed at the wrong time and finally, when in a frightening encounter with a bear, it is easy to forget everything--including how to shoot a gun.

My suggestions?  Here they are.  I always travel in a small group (I’m am definitely not a lone hiker), I carry pepper spray, and I carry a 12-gauge shotgun that can pump out 6 shells as fast as I can pump the shells into the chamber.  

Here is my justification for the above.   I carry pepper spray because I like having something to use instantly at my disposal--especially at night.  A gun is a little hard to swing around inside a tent.  I also like having the pepper spray with me on the trail just in case I surprise a bear at close range.  I also like to carry a 12-gauge shotgun.  Some hikers would rather carry a pistol because of the ease in carrying it, but the only time I believe it is appropriate to shoot a bear, is if it is charging and 30 feet or less from me.  This means that I will get in a chest or  head shot (a small target). And I know I could not possibly hold a pistol steady and land a bullet where it needs to in order to put a bear down.  A shotgun loaded with alternating slugs and 00 buckshot gives me a lot of punch from the slug and a bit of spread from the buckshot.  

Some Thoughts On Pepper Spray

Pepper spray, I believe, is an excellent bear deterrent.  Its effects are temporary, and if it is carried on the hip belt of a pack, it is easily accessible. It also has a sufficient spread making a bear a target anyone can hit.  According to current research on the affects of pepper spray, even in a worst case scenario, a brown bear with cubs, it appears to be 80-90 percent effective.

Remember, pepper spray will only work if it is easily accessible.  It won’t do any good if it is in the bottom of your pack.  Keep it buckled to your backpack hip belt facing forward.  When it is necessary to use, you probably won’t have time to take it out of the holster, so practice flipping off the safety cap and firing it from the holster position (don’t worry, a little practice will still leave you with plenty of spray).  While you are practicing the firing of the pepper spray, it is a good idea to walk through the cloud to get an idea of the impact it has (remove contacts first) because if you do have to use the spray on a bear, you will undoubtedly end up breathing some of the spray yourself.  

It is also important to carry the right kind of pepper spray.  It must have at least 1% of capsaicin and related capsaicinoids.  A 12-ounce can must contain at least 225 grams of spray and the distance should extend at least 25 feet.  And finally, if it doesn’t cost around $40 for a 12-ounce can, it’s probably the wrong stuff.  You get what you pay for, so expect to pay a great deal for the spray.

Avoiding On-The-Trail-Encounters


--Do not hike in the early morning or evening hours.  Bear are active in the evenings, throughout the night, and into the early morning.  Your chances of running into one on the trail are therefore increased.


--After observing fresh bear scat or when hiking in dense brush, on hilly trails, or on trails with blind curves,  make noise by singing or talking loud.


--Stay away from bear habitat areas such as stream bottoms, avalanche chutes, and thick berry patches and cow parsnip.


--If you smell something dead, a bear probably has already smelled it and taken guard over it.  Back away.  Another sign of a dead animal are carrion birds such as: ravens, magpies, and eagles in the area.


--One of the best ways, I believe, to avoid a bear encounter is to travel in a group.  A lone hiker travels more quietly and has a difficult time maintaining a conversation with himself and soon grows tired of talking to no one.


--Above all, use as many senses as possible and stay alert.  Listen, maintain a sense of mental alertness, keep your eyes open, and avoid the "staring at the ground in front of you" trap.  Always be on the lookout for any sign that a bear is near.

Setting Up Your Camp In Bear Country


--When searching for a campsite, stay away from animal trails, stream banks, lakeshores, or bear food sources.  Scan the area for bear sign such as bear scat, or rubbing posts.  One way that I suggest scanning the area is to stand where you want to make camp and start walking in outward concentric circles until you are about 200 feet from your beginning point.  This way you are searching the entire area in a 200-foot radius.


--Sleep in a tent.  Even though you know the tent is just a thin wall of nylon, a bear is not aware of this.  To a bear, it is a real barrier.


--The goal of bear proofing your camp is to minimize food odors that might attract a bear.  Since it is impossible to get rid of all food odors, I make sure that my cooking and food storage areas are at least 300 feet away from my sleeping area.  I realize that this is inconvenient, but I would rather hear a bear getting into my foodstuffs 300 feet away than right next to my tent.


--Make sure the food storage and cooking areas are downwind from your sleeping area


--Keep all odor producing items in double zip-loc bags.  These odor producing items include:  leftover food and food containers, soap, deodorant, feminine products, toothpaste, and foodstuffs.  Store these items in your bear bag at night.


--Change out of the clothes that you prepared your meal in and hang in the bear bag.


--Dig a sump hole to dispose of water from cooking cleanup.


--When camping in a treed area, bear bagging is a smart idea to keep bear from gaining access to your food.  Find a tree 300 feet downwind from your camp and hang your bag with your food at least 10 feet above the ground and at least 4 feet from the trunk of the tree.  If you are above tree line, hang the bag over a cliff.  If none of the above is available, you really have no other alternative than to use a bear proof canister or leave your food on the ground 300 feet from your tent.  If I must leave my food on the ground, I usually put pans and other noisemakers around so I will awaken if a bear is getting into my stuff.

When You Spot A Bear

When hiking in Alaska, you are bound to spot a bear in your travels, perhaps at a distance of 150 yards or so.  Chances are, the bear doesn’t know you are there.  If it did, it would most likely be gone.  So what do you do?  At this point, you start to make choices.  Some experts say to start making noise to make the bear aware of your presence giving the bear the opportunity to smell and see your humanness so he can leave the area in plenty of time.  I disagree.  I say if the bear does not know you are there, keep it that way.  If you must go around it, give the bear a wide berth and quickly and quietly slip around it downwind and be on your way.   It is a good idea to keep an eye on the bear to see where it goes so another encounter doesn’t happen.   Why do you want to keep the bear from knowing you are there?  Because if the bear knows you are there, the bear becomes the one making the decision as to what will happen next.  And its decision may not be to run away.  It may be curious and start toward you or it may even be threatened by your presence and charge.  If you can avoid it, don’t put the bear in the decision making position.

If the bear does know you are there, make a large detour around the bear upwind.  Since the bear already knows you are there, it is important to let it know you are human by letting it smell you, hear you, and see you (there is some argument as to how good of vision a bear has--some say it is poor, some say it is as good as a humans,  I take the second opinion if only because it makes me more cautious).  It is also important for you to let the bear know you are non-threatening and getting out of the way.  If the bear is feeding on a carcass, leave the area immediately by returning the way you came.  This should also be your reaction if a cub is seen.  Nearly three-fourths of aggressive brown bear encounters involved a mother with cubs.

How far should you stay from a bear?  Well, the closer you are to a bear the higher the odds there will be an encounter.  It is necessary to watch the bear and see whether the bear is nervous in your presence.  I have been around many bear, and most of the time they will make it very obvious when you are making them nervous.  They will start to slowly walk away and will keep turning around to look at you in order to increase the distance between you and them.  They will sometimes turn sideways pretending not to pay any attention to you in order to express its dominance.  At this time they are looking for a way out and are reluctant to charge.  If you continue to approach them, they will usually run away.  This is absolutely the most stupid decision you can make.  Never approach a bear.  By approaching the bear, you are threatening it and jeopardizing your safety.  If the bear feels threatened, it will look directly at you, put his ears back, and may bark, woof, or make moaning sounds.  If the bear clacks its jaws and teeth together, gives a series of woof, or both, it is highly agitated and quite likely to charge.  If the bear approaches on all four legs, this is also an aggressive approach. Remember, the greater the distance between you and the bear, the more options you and the bear have to avoid an encounter.

If the encounter is with a black bear without cubs, attempt to chase it off with mild aggression—yell, shout, throw something, or bang metal objects together.  Do not be timid.  DO NOT respond this way if it is a brown bear, or a sow with cubs.

So, how close is too close?  If you see a bear for the first time and it is closer than 100 yards, you should be concerned.  According to Stephen Herero, professor of  Environmental Design at the University of Calgary, Alberta, author of  Bear Attacks:  Their Causes and Avoidance, "90 percent of all recorded aggressive encounters between hikers and bears occurred when the hiker was unaware of the bear until it was within 55 yards of the bear."  The surprise was most likely mutual, since most bears would have left the area had they known humans were present.

So, What Do You Do In A Sudden Encounter At Close Range?


--Stop.  Stay calm and quiet.  Make no sudden movements.  Don’t run or turn your back.  Running can trigger a chase-and-attack response in the bear.


--Break eye contact.  Direct eye contact is recognized as an aggressive gesture in the animal world.


--Speak to the bear in a quiet monotone voice.  What you are trying to do is let the bear know through your attitude and posture that you are no threat and would like to get away if possible.


--Look for signs of agitation and aggression.  A bear that stands on its back legs is merely trying to smell what you are.  It is not necessarily a sign of aggression.  A threatened bear may lower its head and swing it from side to side and may “pop” its teeth together and make “woofing” sounds.  It may also slap its paws on the ground.  Also, check the position of the bear’s ears.  The more flattened to the top of the head, the more agitated the bear is.


--Get out your pepper spray or firearm.


--If possible, back away from the bear slowly.  Stop if this seems to further agitate the bear.

If A Bear Walks Toward You

An approaching bear, even if only curious is a dangerous bear. 


--Back away out of its path.  If you and the bear are on a trail, get off the trail.  The bear may only want to get by and you are in its way.  If the bear continues to advance toward you, stop.


--Drop a non-food item on the ground as you back away and out of the path of the bear.  This may take its mind off of you giving you a chance to put more distance between you and it.  


--Climb a tree.  Do this only if you have time and can climb at least 15 feet up the tree.  A bear can run 44 feet per second.  If the bear starts his charge 100' away from you, you only have about 3 seconds to climb the tree.  This is not much time to climb.

If The Bear Charges


--Stand your ground.  Most charges are “bluff charges” and the bear will usually stop several yards before reaching you.  He may do this many times.  If he does, continue to stand your ground.  Granted, standing there while an 800-pound animal with fangs, claws, and fur runs at you is next to impossible, but it is your only chance for survival.  

Many people disagree with my response to a charging bear, but so be it.  In my opinion, if a bear charges you and you have a firearm available and ready, shoot the bear on the initial charge.  Don’t shoot to scare the bear, shoot to kill the bear.  I suggest kneeling down and shooting.  The reason for kneeling is to make the shot a straight shot.  When a bear is coming at you and you are aiming down at it, your aim can very easily be off.  Whereas if you are at eye level with the bear, you are shooting straight on.  I also suggest unloading the gun on the bear.  Don’t shoot once and then stop to see what the bear is going to do.  Keep shooting the bear until you are sure it is dead.  DO NOT APPROACH A BEAR THAT APPEARS TO BE DEAD.  Many times the bear is not dead and you will be the victim of a mauling.  Make sure it is dead. Yes, I know, I know, many people feel that this is the wrong approach to a bear charge.  Well, my way of thinking is this, I do not want to shoot a bear and will avoid it if possible, but I also will not put my life, or those with me, in danger because I want to give the bear a chance to “bluff charge”.  If it is between me and those around me, or the bear, it will be the bear.

If the bear comes within 15 to 20 feet and you are using pepper spray:


--Start with short bursts.  If the bear keeps coming, empty the can.  


--Back away quickly leaving the area.  The effects of the spray are only temporary.

If The Bear Makes Physical Contact


--Play dead.  Only play dead after the bear has made contact.  If you drop to the ground any sooner, you could turn a bluff charge into a mauling.  Lay face down with legs spread slightly apart with hands clasped behind the neck.  Oftentimes a brown bear will try to roll the victim over.  If this happens, let the bear roll you over and continue rolling until you are again on your stomach.


--Remain silent and passive, even if the bear bites and claws you.  Most bear will leave the area once they realize you are no longer a threat to them.  Remain quiet and motionless until you are sure the bear is gone.  Then leave the area quickly.


--If the bear mauls you continuously, the final strategy is to fight back.  This may be your only option.  Aim for the eyes, and nose.


--If the bear is a black bear, do not play dead, fight it off aggressively.

I say again, these are my ideas as well as others who have dealt extensively with brown bear.  When in bear country, your response to an encounter can save or take your life.  

You are responsible for your own life, and if you want to hike in the Alaska Wilderness with no bear protection, that is your decision--though, a stupid decision.  But please, as an adult, don’t travel with children with no protection because you are responsible for their safety.

Basic Brown Bear Information

Here is some information on brown bear that is interesting to know and good to be familiar with.

--Mating is in late May to early July

--Females don’t get pregnant until November when the egg attaches to the uterus depending on the mother’s ability to nourish the baby

--Young are born in late January on into February

--Males emerge from dens in March with females without cubs coming next, and last the mothers with cubs

--Adult males will kill and eat cubs if given the chance

--Females will die for their young

--One-half of a bear’s diet is grasses and berries

--A bear can run up to 35 mph (44 feet per second)

--Males weigh up to 1500 pounds and females up to 750 pounds

--Cubs stay with their mothers 2-3 years

--Siblings may stay together throughout the first summer away from their mothers

--Less than 1/2  of cubs born survive until adulthood

--Bears usually don’t mate until they are 4-5 years old

--Only during the brief mating season do male and females tolerate being around each other.

--Adult males can eat up to 30 salmon per day and gain 2-3 pounds per day

--By summer’s end, cubs weigh 100-200 pounds

--The larger the ears, the younger the bear.  As a bear matures, it grows into its ears

--To tell the difference between males and females, watch the urine stream.  The female’s stream goes behind the bear, while the male’s does not.  Also, a female’s head is usually heart-shaped while the male’s head is more of a square shape.

