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INTRODUCTION





  WE NOW LIVE OUR LIVES SURROUNDED BY FAKENESS.




  Perhaps not every minute—but surely there has never been a time in history when the human world was so phony and stupid.




  The cause—or a big one, anyway—is not far to seek: the glowing screens that vacuum us toward them like a broken window in a pressurized jet airplane. They were tough enough to resist back when the internet began to mature in the late 1990s and into the 2000s, and there were suddenly websites and “web logs” for every imaginable pursuit, serious, semi-serious, and ridiculous. Already, we were developing a large population of men, especially men, who were utterly consumed by massively multiplayer games like Minecraft and Worlds of Warcraft, and never went outside.




  Then came the smartphone. The great leap, it is generally agreed, was the introduction of the iPhone by Apple Computer in 2007. At first it was not clear what had happened, and even today, some people—older people especially, like me—are still discovering the full, vast extent of the change. Computers had been big and clunky, made up of a giant X-Files-era monitor and tower, giant printer, keyboard, mouse, external speakers, and so on. Getting online required hijacking a landline telephone. We called them “desktops,” but they actually filled part of a room, and operating all that stuff required something close to expertise. The iPhone was a computer that anyone could use, and was so portable that young women now use it as what amounts to a fashion accessory, protruding at a flirty angle from a rear hip pocket.




  We were all seduced.




  What child now grows up outside the influence of all the glowing screens? The statistics are astounding. Nearly all teenagers now have smartphones. A Gallup survey in 2023 found that over half of US teenagers were on social media for at least 4 hours a day, and in that group, girls were on for 5.3 hours, every day. Teens of both sexes were on YouTube for nearly 2 hours, every day, and were on TikTok for an hour and a half. Instagram just barely brought up the rear among those three, at not quite an hour a day. Both sexes spend a good deal more time online than they do on homework.




  Girls are on social media more than boys, but boys make up the difference with video games. Another survey, from 2024, arrived at a final total of all online time: It found that kids were looking at screens for over seven hours a day, a number that has increased by two hours just from 2015—and those are average numbers. Some kids, especially those who are shy, awkward, self-conscious about their looks, and not good at sports, are looking at them even longer. It does not help that we are now well into multiple digital generations. If mom and dad were shut-ins when they were younger, they will tend to be more permissive about time spent online by their kids. A 2020 survey by the Mott Children’s Hospital at the University of Michigan found that 71 percent of parents believe video games are good for teenagers, a number that surely has a great deal to do with wishful thinking.




  But that brings us to Yellowstone. It shows us all a way out.




  That may seem at first like a leap, but what are we confronted with, when we enter Greater Yellowstone? A place that is in earnest, in a frightening way. There is nothing about it that is fake. You cannot know what it might throw at you, and whatever it does throw may be as real as a hardball coming at you at major-league speed.




  Yellowstone, to put it briefly, demands you pay attention. In a place like this, the rules humans normally live by are only one set of rules among many. Leave the roads and the villages, and other rules come into play, because humans are no longer in charge. Other creatures have a say, and they are not always your friends.




  Did you know that there are, by my count, four kinds of animals in Greater Yellowstone that will eat people? Did you know that the biggest land animal in North America lives here, and that it is often so ill-tempered that it picks people up and throws them through the air? Did you know that the park hosts the pathogen that gives you bubonic plague? And the thing the news media calls the “brain-eating amoeba”? And probably hantavirus, and probably rabies, and definitely something very close to mad cow disease?




  This is Yellowstone—but if you think about it, it is actually unsurprising that a land with such astounding landscapes will also have astounding life-forms.




  And that is what makes it real. It is the opposite of AI, and it is mainly the dangerous animals and other life-forms that give it this quality. The terrain is only a threat when you are doing something foolhardy, like wandering around the thermal areas at random or hanging over the edge of a cliff to get a selfie. For a smaller group, this danger comes from getting creative, like climbing a mountain from a route that might turn out to have been a bad idea. Most people, however, never do these things, but just enter the woods, and its creatures are there, even if you do not ever see one. They are there in your imagination, to be sure, but they are also there somewhere, maybe right there around that bend in the trail, or behind that stand of trees where a twig just snapped. Their presence is what makes the experience routinely riveting. This is what makes it real.




  (And speaking of AI, which is in the news nonstop as I write this—not one sentence in this book was written by AI. Not even a single word.)




  The Yellowstone experience does require effort. What we find there today, to switch to the human side of it, is a certain amount of tension between the real and the unreal. Employees in the park used to be utterly cut off from the electronic media produced in the outside world. A television in Mammoth Hot Springs could pull in one or two stations from Billings and Bozeman, depending on how you manipulated the clothes-hanger antenna, but elsewhere in the park, even AM radios did not work. Today, however, the employee housing is wired for internet, and the employees regularly never go outside. The park has cell towers, installed because cell reception provides a way to call for help, but the effect is that people are regularly staring at those screens. Every professional guide in the area has stories to tell about the children of some of their clients, who, when the tour vehicle enters one of the park’s many cell shadows, cry, throw a tantrum, and even spin into an anxiety crisis complete with hyperventilation and a sound of panic in the voice. It happens all the time.




  Heartening, however, is the fact that a majority never does anything like this, including the kids. As you travel through Yellowstone National Park and hit a traffic jam caused by animals (a “bear jam,” “elk jam,” etc., in the language of the park), notice how the kids behave, especially the younger kids. They nearly jump through the windows in excitement. They understand that the scene outside those windows is more gripping by far than the scene on the little screens scattered around the interior of the car.




  It is the animals that have this effect. Something about the sight of them is so electrifying that all the distractions of the modern world drop by the wayside. They have a power over us still.
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  A star and his, or her, adoring fans. GETTY IMAGES




  What is the nature of this power? It has many facets. For some of the kids, the animals are just cute. For some of the adults, they are just one of the many “sights” of the park. For both, they are another thing to photograph—which, if you have ever tried it, you will understand can be an impossible challenge (the animals just . . . will not cooperate). Many among the visitors are farmers and ranchers, accustomed to sizing up big animals in an appreciative way. Many are hunters, accustomed to the same, if in a more riveting way.




  More is happening, though. Look at those big animals long enough, and they begin to remind you of others, just as big, just as awesome. At first, the recollection is hard to place, but it comes in time.




  What they look like are the animals in the flickering light at the back of the cave.




  We know of quite a few such caves, in various parts of Europe, from the time before humans made it across the land bridge from the Old World. The most famous is in the countryside in southwest France, and is named for a local manor house called Lascaux. In late summer 1940, just as the German air force was beginning to hammer London every night, a dog belonging to a local teenager turned up an unfamiliar hole in the ground. Thinking they had found a secret tunnel leading to Lascaux manor, the teenager and his friends began to explore. In the uncertain light of an oil lamp, they descended into the darkness, until, in that flickering light, they made them out: animals. Hundreds of images of animals painted on the walls, and in the light, they seemed to be moving.




  They were painted there by astonishingly talented artists of the Old Stone Age, about seventeen thousand years ago, give or take. They took as their subjects most of the big animals they encountered every day, and that they depended on for every aspect of their being. The walls swarm with food animals, like bison, deer, muskoxen, and horses, and also animals they would have respected and maybe feared, like wolves, lions, and bears. Prominent among the animals are aurochs, the ancestors of today’s domestic cattle, although these are not animals you would try to rope and brand. Among them is a figure that art historians call the Great Black Bull, a colossal, almost overwhelming bull aurochs measuring a full seventeen feet long. It dominates the room around it as the actual animal would have dominated the landscapes of ice age Europe.




  What did the artists mean by all this? It was certainly not mere doodling or graffiti. The paint did not come from Home Depot; simply acquiring the materials required effort and expertise. The paintings themselves have a boldness about the outlines that suggests the confidence that comes from long practice. Creeping back into this dark place, by the same kind of flickering light that guided its rediscoverers, needed effort and commitment in itself. It required devotion, and cave art, in the end, became a project that went on for generations. It involved a feeling for the animals that can only be called reverence.




  What we can see in this cave, and others like it, is an early instance of the fascination and wonder at the life around them that led people everywhere to enshrine animals as either spiritual beings or gods outright. Bulls, creatures of maximal power and virility, were worshipped all over the world, and still are. The Great Black Bull is an early example; a later one (of many) is the bull god Apis of ancient Egypt. The bulls of the bullrings in Spain carry on the tradition. Also worshipped were bears, who, just like the bears in Yellowstone, disappeared into their dens as the world expired in autumn and reappeared with the new life of spring—and so were tailor-made to be the central symbolic figures in the death and rebirth rituals that are a part of religions everywhere.




  In Greater Yellowstone you are participating in this ancient tradition—and you are not being pagan by doing so, unless you start making weird sacrifices to the animals. They have the elemental power of the bull in the bullring, and of the old bull gods.




  An old piece of advice that rangers give to Yellowstone visitors is important here: They say that to avoid coming to grief in a run-in with a bear, you should hike like an animal, and not like a tourist. What they mean is that safety comes, paradoxically, from escaping the comforts of civilization; as you move down the trail, you need to give your surroundings all your attention, and leave the phone in your backpack. By doing so, you get out from behind the shell of technology that surrounds us all the time and actually experience your surroundings—and that awareness keeps you from blundering into a dangerous animal. You can now actually notice the creature and give it a sensible distance.




  And get a thrilling encounter as part of the bargain. When you enter Greater Yellowstone and engage it on its own terms, you become one of its life-forms. You do not have to climb the Grand Teton to have this experience—even just spending the night in one of the campgrounds is enough for a strong taste. When you enter that special space, the animals become like the bulls on the walls at Lascaux. A big part of their power is their dangerousness. It is what keeps our attention at all times, and makes them riveting at moments of high drama.




  In this book, we are going to look at those life-forms, and not just animals, but every kind of life that you need to know about to preserve your own—life, that is. My emphasis will be on what they can do to you. Why? Because we all need a taste of the real. If you want to get something worth having from your visit, then you need to give the creatures of Yellowstone all the power they naturally possess. They are even more formidable than you may think.




  We will also look at these creatures because they are living the most “real” lives imaginable. There is nothing fake about them or the challenges they present. They are not leading phony lives, and you don’t have to, either.




  Let them show you how. It is a lesson that follows almost inevitably when you fully enter their world.




  We will look at creatures you probably had no idea exist in Greater Yellowstone. Most first-time visitors, for instance, are unaware that there is a species of poisonous snake in the area, and it is not a rarity.




  Yellowstone has almost every species of deer native to North America—lacking caribou alone—but only some of them will remind you of Bambi. Because we have so many different kinds of deer, we have the unfriendly ones, too: Be aware that “deer,” for a biologist, includes elk and moose. They kick and gore and trample people. A verb you sometimes see when a moose attacks someone is “savage,” as in “A visitor was savaged by a bull moose today.” It fits. They share precious little in common with Bullwinkle.




  We have other grazing animals, and among them is the least friendly of all. The bison, which you will see lumbering around open areas all over the park, is the creature referred to earlier: the biggest land animal in North America. Full-grown males will weigh two thousand pounds and stand six feet high. They can be profoundly ill-tempered. Hardly a summer goes by without multiple “incidents” involving bison and people, because they are also profoundly dangerous. They throw people through the air like a referee’s flag in a football game.




  We have lions. We have wolves. They mostly leave people alone, although the potential for serious trouble is always there with them. The bears do not leave people alone. We have two kinds, again including nearly all the species in North America (sadly, we lack polar bears). We have the less aggressive black bear—less aggressive, but not harmless, and since they can grow to be over three hundred pounds, they deserve your full respect. Not so their cousin, the grizzly bear. They deserve your fear. It is an open and probably meaningless question what the most dangerous animal in the park actually is, but only one—the grizzly—routinely eats people. Although it happens less often than you may believe, they do seem to think nothing of it.




  We will look at all these animals in this book, but will not stop there. Even our plants can hurt you. And more: Most visitors, even experienced ones, are unaware of the amazing range of pathogens in Greater Yellowstone—viruses, bacteria, and parasites that will leave you thinking that they have it in for you.




  It is a challenging, demanding place, Yellowstone. It can be terrifying. It all goes together to make the place awesome—the ultimate kind of “real.”




  You will be safer for having read this book, although people also tend to overdo it. “Safety” is not worth enduring the state of constant fear that some visitors carry with them through the park, from one end to the other until they exit the park. They may relax then, unaware that Greater Yellowstone is enormously larger than Yellowstone National Park. In this book, we will look at the whole place. The Greater Yellowstone Eco-system is sometimes defined as the present range of the Yellowstone grizzly bear, which is maybe twenty million acres, and probably more. If you are afraid inside the park, you should be afraid until you get all the way to Idaho Falls, Billings, or Salt Lake City. But fear is not necessary. You do not, for instance, need to carry bear spray on the sidewalks at Old Faithful—some people think you do, but that is taking it way too far. Some people are afraid to leave their cars. Yes, the place can be perilous, but the threats can be coped with—and the place would not be the same without them.




  So my purpose is not to scare you—although in the pages ahead, you will be scared. Almost no one dies in this book (I will refer you to Death in Yellowstone, the classic work by retired Park Historian Lee Whittlesey, where that topic is covered very thoroughly and gruesomely indeed). There will be some exceptions, especially for those who have run afoul of the bears, and a few other varieties of fatal mishap. Fatal or not, the life-forms in this book can be scary. I will show you what they can do, and also show you how you can avoid getting into trouble, which is really not difficult at all.




  The reward is enormous: Once you get inside the place, and once you put the phone down, the influence of all fakery over your life is on hold.




  I will go so far as to say that I can offer you a vision: In Yellowstone, you can live as bold and red-blooded a life as you wish. It can be the last word in real. I say “can”—it is not guaranteed. But as long as you are heedful of their lessons, and mindful of their demands, the creatures of Yellowstone will show you the way.









 



  CHAPTER ONE




  The Shocking Truth




  THE BEARS I




  SADLY, WE MUST BEGIN WITH A BROKEN PROMISE. YOU MAY RECALL ME saying just now, in the introduction, that no one dies in this book. Notice, though, that it says almost no one dies. I hedged, and given the nature of some of the wildlife, it would have been foolish of me not to.




  Many of the creatures we will look at are deadly dangerous, or can be. That is what gives them the absorbing, riveting, and potentially terrifying qualities that make them what they are, and that combine to make Yellowstone what it is. As noted, it is an open and unresolvable question just which animals here are most dangerous (although there are only a handful at the top—think of them as future first-ballot inductees to a Hall of Fame of mayhem). Equally unresolvable is the question of which is most frightening, but if we were to run a poll, the winner would surely be the bears.




  But which bears? The one you are most likely to see, during a visit to the area, is the American black bear, Ursus americanus. It is the smaller of the two bear species in the park, and the common name is accurate: Representatives are usually a glossy black, with a tan muzzle that is often the easiest way to recognize the species. Adult females weigh in the range of 150 to 175 pounds, and adult males around 275, although they can get to be 400. They are generally less aggressive—but not harmless, as we will see later in this chapter. Anyone who has had the increasingly common experience of confronting an agitated pit bull will know that the experience is unnerving at the very least. Bears and bulldogs are equipped with much the same armament: teeth, claws, bite force, speed, and muscle power just in general. It’s true the bear is probably less bellicose than a pit bull, but it also weighs a great deal more.




  Still, the really frightening one is the grizzly, Ursus arctos horribilis. There is nothing like them anywhere in the temperate part of North America. They are profoundly dangerous.




  And they are unpredictable. You can never be entirely sure that you know what to expect, and the surprises they deliver can be appalling. That unpredictability may be one of the most frightening features of our most frightening animal.




  Consider what happened in the early morning hours of July 28, 2010. This incident was as uniquely horrifying as anything in the history of human-bear interactions, and was also uniquely bizarre. These things happen, yes . . . but not like that.




  It was a typical middle-of-summer night. At Soda Butte Campground, in the Gallatin National Forest, twenty-four of the twenty-seven sites were occupied; in the middle of summer, it should have been full, but compared to the famous places in the region, it was off the beaten track. Unlike some of the campgrounds in Greater Yellowstone, it is a small, obscure, pleasant location. It runs east–west along a thousand-yard stretch of Soda Butte Creek, a mile beyond the little tourist town of Cooke City and five miles outside the Northeast Entrance to Yellowstone National Park. It is thus the responsibility of the US Forest Service. People get the agencies mixed up, and the differences are more important than you may imagine. The National Park Service runs, naturally, the national park, and is a part of the federal Department of the Interior, while the Forest Service is in the Department of Agriculture. Yellowstone National Park is the more heavily visited, crammed with both famous sights and the people seeking them out, and so is more heavily policed. People zero in on the national park, while the national forest is altogether more mellow, so much so that when this one changed its name, people scarcely noticed. It is now the Custer Gallatin National Forest. Two forests were combined into one, and parts of it now stretch all the way to South Dakota.




  Mellow or not, this one was ready for all comers: Every campsite had a bear-resistant steel container for storing food—a kind of armored pantry—and there were plenty of bear-proof garbage receptacles. Hanging everywhere were the standard signs warning about the bears. Where food was concerned, they were ready for anything. As was normal, though, an unknown number of campers slept on the ground in tents, with nothing but a wall of nylon as protection against visitors. Oh, and there was bear food in the campground. It was growing all over the place, in the form of what botanists call forbs and most people call herbs, or just flowers. Bears find them delicious, and there are few parts of Greater Yellowstone where they do not grow. It was pretty much inevitable that they would grow here, too.




  There is no getting away from it: Yellowstone is more welcoming to the bears than it is to us.
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  A Yellowstone grizzly. GETTY IMAGES




  As they are required to do after such an event as took place that night, the many agencies in whose jurisdiction the bears live sent representatives to make up a formal investigative team, along with other experts. The result was an unusually lengthy report (seventy pages—in the past, they were as short as eight). It is as detailed as one could wish for, if one wished for such things, but some details are missing.




  For instance, no report on the incident that I can find will tell me exactly how close the people in the campground were, as they slept, to Soda Butte Creek. We know where the campsites were, yes, but that does not necessarily tell us where the people were sleeping, an important detail in a Forest Service campground where the rules are a little looser than in the park itself, just down the road. The creeks in Yellowstone, even the smaller ones, can be surprisingly loud. That sound starts as heavenly mountain music, the kind of sound people come here from all over the world to hear. Eventually, it becomes white noise, and in the end, if—as happens when sleeping on the ground in the high mountains—insomnia develops and a period of hours passes, the water sounds like Nirvana—not the Buddhist state of enlightenment, but the Seattle grunge-rock band (I am entirely serious about that: I once got “Smells Like Teen Spirit” stuck in my head that way). It can easily drown out other sounds. I talked to a botanist who has studied the plants all along Soda Butte Creek, and has stayed in that campground over and over. Willows grow along the creek, a thick shrub-like plant that loves watercourses. The hallmark of that night, as is normal in a bear mauling, was confusion. The vegetation would have further confused matters, since a bear tends to use open areas that border dense vegetation as a way of slipping in and out of sight. Even at night, that can matter. “Sounds wouldn’t be completely drowned out by the creek,” the botanist concluded. “What would happen is they would be masked so much that you would hear the noise, then pull the blanket over your head and go back to sleep.”




  As Yellowstone goes, it was not unusually dark. Newcomers can be surprised and even frightened by the absoluteness of the darkness in this part of the world, but the moon was only two days past full and high in the sky at that hour, with no rain. Witnesses, and the people directly involved, were understandably vague on the exact time, on the clock, when it all happened, but the official report settled on roughly 2:00 a.m. It was too late for people to be partying. That is a major use of campgrounds in national forests, sadly: They are places where people go to get hammered. We will return to this subject, but for now, this fact of life does help explain how the sequence of events could have unfolded while so many people nearby were unaware. One heard a scream, but dismissed it as a “domestic disturbance,” which in the context actually makes perfect sense.




  Finally, each campsite is walled in by trees. As the report explained, “Campsites are separated from each other in most cases by visual cover with thick stands of spruce and other conifers providing visual screening.” Soda Butte Campground is one with its surroundings in this way; the campground is in a valley, and this part of it is densely forested. It is deeply shaded during the day and, normally, quiet.




  The point here is that the human participants were mostly on their own. They were part of the temporary community of the campground, but what happened to them happened in isolation.




  And no one noticed, at first, the new arrivals: four figures moving steadily out of the shadows.




  What were they doing here? What did they want? No one will ever know, or at least no human. We can only guess. The guess may be educated, but uncertainty is the dominant factor here.




  They will not have been moving quickly (and there I go, guessing already, but this matter is too pressing to leave unexamined, so we do what we can). They were searching. They did not know what they were searching for, but they would know it when they found it.




  They ran their noses over the ground. They tested the air. They were not finicky—they never were—but found nothing right away as they entered the clearing. There will have been a jumble of smells inside the campground, a wild and tempting jumble. It did not matter how clean the campsites were; the four will have been able to pick up even traces of odor, plenty of it coming from the kind of high-calorie, sugary, fattening food that is rare in their world but common among humans. There followed a moment in which a game of chance was played. It was reminiscent of the famous short story by Shirley Jackson in which the town selects “winners” by lottery, and then, to ensure a good harvest, stones them to death. Here, the outcome may have been worse. With twenty-four occupied sites to pick from, they chose #16.




  The four were bears, and they were the dangerous kind, Ursus arctos horribilis, the “dreadful bear,” a name that preserves for us how the early explorers of the American West felt about it.




  That there were four of them is perhaps the first feature of the evolving incident that was odd. Bears are loners; here in the latter part of summer, they ought to have been wandering, solitary and untethered. When they are together, it mostly has to do with reproduction, and that is what was happening here: This was a mother with three cubs, born the previous year. Considering the impact she made—for a few days, she was the most famous bear in the world—it feels as if we should know more about her than we do. Most of us have the idea, admittedly a vague idea, that bears live an easy life. It gives us the lyrics from the Disney film Jungle Book:






   Look for the bare necessities, the simple bare necessities




   Forget about your worries and your strife (yeah man!).




   I mean the bare necessities




   That’s why a bear can rest at ease




   With just the bare necessities of life.
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    The most dangerous kind of bear: a grizzly, with cubs. BRYANT AARDEMA/GETTY IMAGES




  It is an appealing idea, but the female and her three cubs gave it the lie. She had led a hard life. Her weight was normal, but at the bottom of the range for “normal.” In fact, by the general standards we apply to the species, she was, at 216 pounds, not large at all. The yearlings were similarly thin. The mother’s mammary glands were producing a little milk, but only a little. Fat stores were marginal. She had both tapeworms and roundworms in her stomach and intestines, and her small intestine was inflamed from the parasite load. She had pneumoconiosis, which in humans would be called “miner’s lung” or “black lung disease.” It comes from inhaling dust, and she had probably gotten it digging a den, or digging food. Analysis of her hair revealed that she had lived almost exclusively on plants for two years; scientists who examined her concluded, “Ninety-two percent of the grizzly bears in the Yellowstone ecosystem consume a higher proportion of meat in their diet than did this grizzly bear.” The immediate area had had a good crop of whitebark pine nuts, but she had not eaten any, or not many. When you belong to a species that has to put on loads of fat during the short period of warm weather before going into a long hibernation, it is a rough way to make a living. And she was still nursing.




  So she had had a tough time. Given what followed, an idea circulated in the extended park community in the aftermath: that her behavior could be explained by stress. Being around the bear equivalent of three teenagers would not have helped. She had, in effect, just finally gone off the deep end. But, of course, we will never know.




  As we have seen, the bears stopped first at campsite #16. There came, now, that instant in time that is the source of so much speculation, the moment when “a grizzly explores a person as something to eat.” That line comes from the classic book Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance, by Canadian wildlife biologist Stephen Herrero. In it, Herrero brings all his vast experience to bear on the question of what makes these animals behave the way they do. “A psychology professor I knew,” Herrero writes, “used to tell his classes, ‘Studying nuclear physics is child’s play compared to studying child’s play.’ What he meant was that the behavior of children—indeed, all animal behavior—is complex and very difficult to predict. Anyone who studies behavior soon learns this truth. It applies to bears as well as people.” Since Lewis and Clark first encountered grizzly bears at the start of the nineteenth century, enough people have been attacked by bears that Herrero can draw some conclusions:






   Grizzly bears usually enter camping areas at a walk, and at night. Before an attack, a person seldom sees any signs of aggression; such attacks, however, typically occur when there is too little light for a person to see. No single course of action can be recommended. If you are suddenly bitten while your body is bulging out of the side of a tent, then perhaps the normal startled yell will be enough to let the bear know that you are a person and not a salami. Most campground-marauding grizzlies still have enough “fear” of humans that they will flee when discovered.




  But if you are camping in a remote area with a small party, the bear may press the attack. Under such circumstances, playing dead would be akin to offering yourself to the bear. If you suspect that a grizzly is about to eat you, you must do everything possible to deter the bear momentarily so you can escape. All group members should shout at the bear. Throw things at or near it to try to distract it. Use every possible weapon or deterrent you might have.







  The victims, this night, tried more than one strategy. Only one of them worked.




  The bears at campsite #16 confronted—or would have confronted, if the light had been better—what would almost count as a crowd in this part of the world. Here was the Fleming family: Maria Fleming in one tent, her father and sister in another. Also in Maria’s tent were her boyfriend, twenty-one-year-old Ronald Singer, and their dog, described in the ranger’s report as a “young puppy.” The dog was not formidable, but Ronald was. The two, Ronald and Maria, were awakened when the tent, even though it contained two adults, a dog, and whatever they had with them, went sliding several feet across the ground. Three things happened then, more or less at once: Ronald felt something powerful and massive bite his leg through the tent fabric, Maria screamed, and Ronald started punching.




  It was the one thing on this long night that went well. Herrero would certainly have approved. Ronald, an engineering student at the University of Colorado, did not talk to the media in the aftermath, but his mother spoke briefly to the Denver Post. His justifiably proud mother said, “He is strong! He was a wrestler in high school and it [his instincts] just kicked in. He started punching. He didn’t know how many times he punched it.”




  Some of the blows landed, and the bear disappeared. Singer never got a look at the animal. He and the rest of their party left and drove to Cooke City, a mile west of the campground, where they managed to get through on 911. Ronald had his injuries treated at one of the hotels there, which makes sense: The lobby is lit, the door is unlocked, and, sleepy or not, someone is on duty. There is no hospital in Cooke City; there is nothing resembling even a clinic. He was able to ride to the hospital in Cody with the Flemings. In light of what happened later, news reports tended to describe his wounds as moderate, even minor, but they were not quite. On his lower leg were lacerations two and three inches long, with deep muscle damage. How deep? The bear’s teeth dug divots out of the bone.




  Now, bear attacks are not common to begin with. Even at this point in the event, we are already into the “vanishingly rare” range. As of late 2024, in its entire history, eight people have been killed by bears inside Yellowstone National Park, and the real number is actually seven; the very first attack, over a hundred years ago, was recorded in only one unreliable source, and we can disregard it with near certainty. The authorities would like everyone to be as cautious as possible in the park, but they will admit that the odds are strongly in your favor. On their Yellowstone “Bear Management” website, the National Park Service says it like this: “More people in the park have died from drowning (125 incidents) and burns after falling into hot springs (23 incidents) than have been killed by bears. To put it in perspective, the probability of being killed by a bear in the park (eight incidents) is only slightly higher than the probability of being killed by a falling tree (seven incidents), an avalanche (six incidents), or being killed by lightning (five incidents).” An alert reader will have noted, though, that the Soda Butte Campground is not in Yellowstone National Park; it is well outside the Northeast Entrance. Still, the numbers are not especially scary. According to the experts at the Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team, in all of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, bears have killed twenty people since 1892. The IGBST maintains a kind of scoreboard. Ominously, for several years now, they have been updating it every year, although as I write in late 2024, the bears are getting ready to hibernate, and we may make it through the year without a death.




  It is generally assumed that it was the mother bear that launched the attack at Soda Butte Campground. She now did something bears rarely ever do under any circumstances. Getting pummeled by Ronald Singer was not enough for her. She moved to another campsite.




  And there found another victim.




  There, in campsite #11, was a tent occupied solely by Deb Freele, a fifty-eight-year-old retiree who had been fly fishing in the mountains. She was in one tent, her husband in another. “He snores, and he drinks and I don’t like the smell of that,” Freele later told Slate magazine. All was otherwise peaceful—until it was not.




  “I had been sound asleep, and I had this sense that something was badly wrong, and it was bringing me out of my sleep,” she remembered. “I was just becoming aware, and the bear clamped down on my arm. The tent was gone at that point. Then the bear bit down and held me there for a while. My back was to the bear and to my bear spray. The bear was driving me into the ground, and it was trying to pull me up.”




  She tried, first, and instinctively, to follow Herrero’s advice: “The more I yelled, the more aggressive the bear got. I needed to let everyone know in earshot; I hoped people would get together and scare the bear off, but no one did anything. . . . The bear continued to bite. The more I yelled, the harder it got, and it still hadn’t brought its paws into play. I was trying to think about what might happen next, and the thought of it was just horrifying.”




  So she went to the next, and standard, piece of bear advice: She tried playing dead. “I just went limp. Like a rag doll, didn’t move a muscle, didn’t move an eyelid. You can disassociate yourself from what’s going on. I was only hoping I could get my bear spray. The other option was, how could I end it quickly?” If she could only get the bear spray. (People new to the Greater Yellowstone area may wonder what that is. Bear spray is a simple but powerful weapon: 8.1 ounces of capsaicin, the active part of chili peppers, which sounds tasty and harmlessly domestic, but is unbelievably irritating.)




  If only she could get to it . . .




  Playing dead did not work, either. The bear only bit harder, and harder, and Freele was reminded of what she had heard about lions in Africa, how they keep biting harder until the bone breaks. The pressure was like a vice, and she ultimately heard and felt a snap. In the surreal, hallucinatory weirdness of the whole experience, she heard sounds that she could not place at first. It made her think of the forest at her home in the Canadian province of Ontario, of the sound of worms moving under the leaves on the forest floor. Much later, she came to understand that it was the three yearling bears. They were not innocent bystanders in all this. They were jumping around like puppies whose mother had caught something interesting, and one of them now bit her on the leg. Freele thought she was part of a schoolroom lesson for the young bears: The mother was holding the upper half of her body “so she could teach her cubs to go for meat.” She drew a conclusion with which Professor Herrero would agree: “I could tell it wasn’t normal bear-seeking-food behavior. I figured, I am definitely prey.”




  That night, the bears were looking for a person to eat.




  In the end, nothing Freele did contributed to her escape, except that her screams alerted the people in the next campsite. They then made a run for it, and could be heard locking themselves in their vehicle. It was the click of the lock that distracted the bear and caused her to move on. Again, news reports tended to describe Freele’s wounds as modest, but as with Ronald Singer, they were not. She was taken first to a hotel in Cooke City, then to the hospital in Cody, Wyoming. The doctor who treated her said that her left arm had suffered a cut six inches long with deep muscle damage; that arm was broken and covered with other lacerations. She had surgery on the arm, was in the hospital for four days, and spent a year regaining use of one hand.




  Of course she did. She had been attacked by a grizzly bear.




  One thing Yellowstone locals noted, starting the next morning and continuing to the present day, was the response of everyone else in the campground, which one observer referred to as “an ‘every man for himself’ reaction.” One element that no one has adequately considered, that I know of, is alcohol. As we have noted, drive-in campgrounds are beset, every night during the summer, by a certain percentage of people who go there to not just drink, exactly, but more like “get as drunk as possible.” If the people in that campground were partying the way campers regularly do, not hearing a shout, or a scream, or a car horn would just be normal. Deb Freele’s husband, after all, slept through the whole attack, and he was in a tent in the same campsite. The elevation would have worked with the alcohol to make lowlanders all the more drunk. Elevation has that effect: A single drink can render a light drinker inebriated, and the campground is over 7,500 feet above sea level.




  There is also what we might think of as a “Pearl Harbor effect”: That morning in Hawaii, when the Imperial Japanese Navy attacked, the response of nearly everyone was comically inadequate. They just could not believe it was happening. Something like that will have happened here, although some did try to raise a warning. When the people in the campsite next to Deb Freele locked themselves in their vehicle—the door locks inadvertently saving Deb—they drove around trying to warn people by honking the horn. They had children with them, so they were not going to open the doors again. They were ignored. As they drove, they missed the campground’s west loop. Afterward, they regretted that—but amid the confusion and the dark and the fear, did they even know the loop was there?




  So far, the same four bears—though really, just the one—had racked up two human victims. That number, two, is outlandishly high for bears. They are normally not interested in killing people. This one was. And she was not finished.




  She and the yearlings walked through most of the campground and down that west loop. The other campers in the almost-full campground did not know it, but death had walked by, given them a sniff, considered them, and walked on, the youngsters following. Do they know that to this day? The bear stopped, at last, at the site occupied by Kevin Kammer, a visitor from Grand Rapids, Michigan.




  Montana newsman Scott McMillion covered the event. “Kammer’s site, number 26,” McMillion wrote, in Montana Outdoors magazine, “was one of the most isolated. The closest campsite was 60 yards away. It was very dark out, and the nearby stream masked noises. Nobody saw or heard a thing.” The investigators felt especially sympathetic when they learned more about him. McMillion continued:




 

    Kammer, 48, had taken a break from a career as a medical technologist to be a stay-at-home dad to his four kids, the youngest just 9 and the oldest 19. Two of them attended a Christian school. His family chose not to comment for this story, but news accounts and comments from friends provide at least a partial picture. Dedicated to his family, he was the kind of dad who showed up at school board meetings when a decision affected his kids. When coworkers had a bad day, they could count on the affable and friendly Kammer to elicit a laugh. He liked fishing and camping and kayaking, fixing up the house, and relaxing in the hot tub.




  His camp was clean. His food was properly stored. He wasn’t in the wilderness; he was in a campground, a few feet from his car, a place with toilets and picnic tables and improved roads. Though surrounded by wild country, this place was built for people. He did nothing wrong.







  But that is the thing about bears: You can never be sure what they are going to do. As we have noted, as much as anything else, what scares us about them is their unpredictability.




  At about 4:20 in the morning, a Park County sheriff’s deputy drove through the Soda Butte Campground and at long last brought everyone’s vacation from reality to an end. With a loudspeaker and a spotlight, he woke them up and got them moving, out and away. When he got to Kammer’s site, he found that the bear had done here just what she had tried to do with both Ronald Singer and Deb Freele. With Singer, she had met her match; with Freele, she had been distracted. Here, she had finished the job.




  She reached in and attacked Kammer while he was asleep inside the tent, pulling him out by his head and shoulders through a hole she had ripped in the insect screen. She pulled him to a spot four feet from the door of the tent. Here, he bled to death; the pool of blood soaking into the earth at this spot told the investigators that. She later pulled the body ten yards away, and because she had so much time with it, much of the torso was gone. She and her offspring had eaten it.




  They are beautiful creatures, but yes, there is a side to them that is all wrath.




  Even the “safer” species of bear has it. The American black bear is, again, smaller and much less aggressive than the grizzly. In traditional media, in film and TV, black bears regularly appear as figures of comic relief: bumbling, playful, charmingly inept, filled with harmless mischief. Given his size and reliance on trickery over force, it appears that the iconic Yogi the Bear of Jellystone Park is a black bear, although it is hard to know what to make of Boo-Boo, who appears to have suffered some kind of growth hormone disorder. Yogi made his debut on the animated series The Huckleberry Hound Show in 1958, and got his own show in 1961, both, perhaps appropriately, sponsored by Kellogg’s. Food defined him. During that era, a major pastime for visitors to Yellowstone National Park was to feed the bears. Black bears parked themselves along the road, and cars lined up with bags of marshmallows and the like. Feeding had been illegal in the park from an early date, but there was always a faction inside the Park Service that believed the public would demand it. There was also always a faction that hated it and thought it a travesty, and when it became possible to eliminate it, during the “ecology” fad of the early 1970s, they did so. Nevertheless, the park archives are filled with photographs running well back into the nineteenth century of tourists who stopped along the road and made black bears do ridiculous things to earn a bit of junk food. Out of this cultural dynamic, Yogi was born.




  So, too, a charmingly silly Disney movie of this time, Yellowstone Cubs, which debuted in 1963. In it, the black bear cubs Tuffy and Tubby are separated from their mother, and hilarity naturally ensues. The film, clips from which are available here and there on the internet, saves for us scenes from the 1963 park, including a view of a more or less normal bear jam, complete with feeding antics. “Most of the first-time tourists just want to be friendly, but even the bears take a dim view of things when familiarity goes too far,” explains the narrator, the cowboy actor Rex Allen, in a characteristic 1963 Disney, folksy voiceover where “view of things” becomes “view of thangs.”
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    An American black bear. The two bear species can be difficult to tell apart, but the black bear is often genuinely black and has a distinctly blond snout. JAMES HAGER/GETTY IMAGES




  When popular culture gets hold of black bears, it turns them unthreatening. Even when a black bear is formidable, the culture turns it a little silly, as with California’s celebrity black bear that got into the habit of breaking into houses around Lake Tahoe and eating just about anything it could get its mouth around. As often happens, multiple animals were actually involved in this lengthy string of incidents, and when the California authorities captured the main villain in 2023, it turned out to be a female with cubs. The public, guessing an aggressive bear would be male, had named it Hank the Tank during its long rampage. He/she turned into everyone’s favorite; one of my students called Hank “a great American hero.” Hank was a real-life Yogi, just more successful, and enormous. She got to be five hundred pounds, and in some photographs is shaped like a bowling ball.




  Other celebrity bears have specifically been black bears, like Gentle Ben and Smokey the Bear. The species has more recently loaned its common name to a successful chain of coffee shops, the Black Bear Diner, where you eat surrounded by stylized bears. “The unique and clever bear carvings,” the company says of its locations, “reflect the local flavor of each diner. You’ll find bears as skiers, fighter pilots, grape-stompers and more.”




  But the real thing can be terrifying.




  The black bear is, as noted, the one you are most likely to encounter during a visit to Greater Yellowstone. They are easiest to see in the area around Tower Junction and the Northeast Entrance Road. If this part of the park strikes you as . . . different from the stretches down by, say, Old Faithful, your impression is correct. Locals call this area the “northern range.” The elevations are lower, and the ecology is altogether different; the result is long open meadows and sagebrush flats miles across. Because of the general lack of dense forest and the wide-open sight lines, it is possible to spot animals from far away. That black spot in the distance may very well be a bear. Furthermore, the Roosevelt area, every year, hosts at least one female black bear with one or more cubs, who parks herself in the area and displays the cubs as if posing for photos. There is one every year, a different bear usually, and sometimes more than one in a single year. The locals call her, or them, “Rosie,” and the cubs are cute enough to melt the photographer’s lens; when I first spotted Rosie’s cub in 2024, for an instant I thought—I actually thought—that someone had lost a stuffed animal. Just look for the bear jam, the contemporary equivalent to the bear jam in that Disney film.




  It may feel like you are in a zoo, but you are not. Bears are bears. They are large, and they lead large and dramatic lives. Seeing one under any circumstances is a thrill. And seeing one on foot in the backcountry, away from roads and civilization and any hope of immediate help, is the experience I keep talking about. Here is where you escape the fake life and meet the real. Just follow the National Park Service’s rules for safety around bears: At the very least, do not get closer than one hundred yards to a bear of either species, or a wolf (for our numerous visitors from overseas, one hundred meters is about the same). Whenever you are on foot away from roads or villages, carry bear spray. The park concessionaires rent canisters, and they are on sale in lots of places in Greater Yellowstone. Here, also, is a piece of insider information that it is handy to have: The Costco in Bozeman normally sells a package of two for the exact same price as one in Gardiner, and sometimes even less. The National Park Service has more elaborate instructions on bear safety in the back-country; it is, of course, on their website.




  Black bears can and do kill with some regularity, although it might or might not have ever happened in Yellowstone National Park, keeping in mind that the landscape of the park is maybe twelve thousand years older than the mere “Park” designation, running back to the retreat of the glacial ice, and there were people and bears in it for most of that time. Black bears furthermore have a terrifying habit of targeting children.




  Stephen Herrero, in Bear Attacks, has an entire chapter on this nightmarish topic, and it makes for some of the most awful reading in the book. As we have seen, grizzlies attack when they feel threatened, which apparently leads them, when they do attack, to go after full-size people and not the much less threatening man-cubs (although as with so many assertions about the habits of bears, saying so requires that we read their minds). What appears to happen with black bears is that local food sources, like berry crops, may occasionally fail, and when hunger makes them desperate enough, they begin to take an interest in humans as a source of calories. They then attack those humans who represent the easiest prey.




  Hence, the attack on little Carol Ann Pomranky in 1948. She was three, and her family was living in a house in what was then the Marquette National Forest, near Sault Sainte Marie along the south shore of Lake Superior. Disaster struck from out of the summer sky, as Carol Ann’s mother told an investigating ranger. The day, July 7, was hot, and Carol Ann was playing outside. “My first indication that anything was wrong was when I heard Carol Ann utter a cry of alarm,” she said.






   I ran to the back door, which was open with the screen door closed.




  Carol Ann, when I reached the door, was on her hands and knees on the porch with one hand touching the screen in the door, and a bear was about midpoint of the three steps of the back porch. The bear growled, showing his teeth, and grabbed Carol Ann with his mouth and pulled her off the porch onto the ground where he picked her up by the arm with his mouth . . .




  I ran for my husband’s pistol, a .32-20 Colt revolver, but in my excitement could not load the pistol. I ran to the door, but the bear and child had disappeared into the bushes.







  A search party was organized, and a dog led them to Carol Ann’s body, partly consumed. The bear was killed a short time later. It was, of course, a black bear; the grizzly is a western species, and never lived in Michigan. The bear was physically normal, but thin, and the berry season was some weeks away. The best guess is that it was driven to this behavior by hunger.




  Herrero’s recommendations are different for black bears, compared to grizzlies: If you find yourself under attack by one, he believes that you should not play dead, as with grizzlies, but should do everything in your power to resist, using any weapon available, including your fists. He also tells the story of an attack by a black bear on an unnamed ten-year-old girl in British Columbia in 1976. The report of the incident, in the form of a memorandum by the British Columbia Fish and Wildlife agency, calls the location a “lonely hut” in the woods—almost like a fairy tale, but entirely real. A bear approached her as she was fetching water from a creek. She picked up an axe, hit the bear twice, and ran for home. The bear followed, knocking her down and breaking ribs. Once home, the bear tried to follow her inside. She hit the animal with the 1976 equivalent of bear spray: She threw a pot of boiling water in its face. That was enough. It ran. Herrero is filled with praise for her actions (as is pretty much everyone else who has heard the story since then). He thinks the bear was trying to eat her. Under those circumstances, the thing to do is fight back.




  The most recent edition of Herrero’s book, from 2018, continues to call black bear attacks rare, as it did when the book was first published in 1985, but . . . I don’t know. Wikipedia has a page titled “List of fatal bear attacks in North America.” For all the assertions people make about how very uncommon bear attacks are, the page gets updated with some regularity. It includes, just counting the fatal attacks since Herrero’s first edition, eight deaths by black bear in the 1990s, sixteen in the 2000s, eleven in the 2010s, and eight so far in the 2020s. These include a seventy-one-year-old woman who was killed by a black bear in 2023 in the Sierra Nevada town of Downieville. She became California’s first-ever known victim of a fatal black bear attack.




  So, Smokey the Bear is not really your friend, either.




  When encountering a bear in the backcountry, away from civilization and whatever aid that might give, it is best to be cautious, without allowing yourself to be terrorized. Assume any bear is a grizzly, especially since they can be difficult to tell apart, and many believe one hundred yards is not enough distance to keep from a grizzly, especially a mother with cubs; they go to extraordinary lengths to protect their young. The bears have distinct profiles at the head. Grizzlies have a concave facial profile, while a black bear’s profile is long and straight, closely resembling that of a bull terrier. A grizzly’s ears are smaller, more round, and disconcertingly cute. Most strikingly, a grizzly has a distinct shoulder hump and claws so large they are visible from a surprising distance. These adaptations are not for ripping you up; they are for digging for food, one of a grizzly’s favorite activities. They also spend a surprising amount of time just grazing.




  Color is not the best way to tell them apart, but the difference can be striking. The grizzly gets that name from its grizzled fur, which is streaked with gray up and down its sides. When a grizzly runs—and they can run faster than most dogs—the flesh underneath that fur rolls like a wave, and it may remind you of something hard to place. It takes quite some time to pin down the comparison, but it comes at last: The shimmering ripple is like the aurora borealis—the northern lights. If, on a long trip through the West, you were to leave Yellowstone and drive north, you would, soon enough, reach places where the aurora is a more regular companion than it is in the United States. You can see it in the Canadian province of Alberta; it appears in the Rockies—where, appropriately, grizzlies are as at home as they are in Yellowstone—or lighting up the sky along the northern rim of the prairie. It can shine so brightly that on summer nights when the sun sets late and rises early, darkness never really falls. When that happens, the aurora may present itself as a wall of light that looks like a curtain, a glowing curtain across the northern horizon, and as you watch, streaks of brighter light flow across that curtain, from one end to the other, just a bit faster than they would with the curtains in your house if you set them on fire. And, yes, that is what the side of the grizzly looks like when it is running: fire in the heavens.




  Best give it room. What is rippling there is the outer few layers of a body that, in Yellowstone, may weigh 700 pounds. In Alaska, where they get more food, they can reach 1,200 pounds or more.




  For at least a century, visitors to the western United States, going to places where bears are likely to turn up, would hear advice and opinions about them that today is quaint at best. Now that the advice is old enough that it is no longer likely to get people killed, it can even be cute. Visiting a national park with grizzlies in it at any point up until roughly the late 1960s, this was what you would hear: Confronted by people, they are natural cowards. They are terrified of fire. Their sense of smell is acute, but their hearing is weak, and their eyesight is comically bad. Their favorite foods are basically anything that is horrifyingly rotten, although they are easily satisfied and never picky. They do like honey more than anything in the world.




  What we get from the traditional lore is an animal that seemed to owe a good deal to old cartoons: Baloo, Winnie the Pooh, and Mr. Magoo.




  Over the course of roughly the last fifty years, we have learned much. We know more now than we did then about grizzlies and their aggressiveness toward humans: why they attack, how attacks tend to go, and what can be done to avoid them. Sadly, we know these things partly because there have been attacks, quite a few of them, although the number is not increasing drastically, as some people believe. Glacier National Park, on the Canadian border to the north of Yellowstone, has hosted grizzly bears for all of its existence, and it is true that there were no attacks in that park for that entire existence, until a single night in 1967. Before that night, the bogus “wisdom” above was readily available there. Nearly everyone, it seemed, believed grizzlies were natural cowards that would always turn tail.




  That night in 1967 can stand as a rough starting point for the education we have had, over the last half century, in bear attacks. In many attacks, as we have learned, the bear is not to blame. Often, the bear is “habituated.” Two of Yellowstone’s bear experts, Kerry Gunther and Travis Wyman, explained habituation in a 2008 issue of the in-house journal Yellowstone Science, published by the National Park Service. “Human food conditioning is defined as the attraction to human foods or garbage due to prior food rewards giving positive reinforcement. . . . Human food conditioned bears are almost universally considered a problem and dangerous to personal property and human safety by most bear management agencies. Most bears conditioned to human food eventually become aggressive in their efforts to obtain human foods and damage property or injure people in the process. Then they must be destroyed by managers.” If you ever had a class in psychology that reviewed the work of Ivan Pavlov with his famous conditioned dogs, and BF Skinner’s “operant conditioning,” you will be familiar with the basic ideas. Professor Herrero, who may be the reigning expert in the world on the subject of habituation and bears, explains it like this:






   A new noise, sight, or smell usually catches an animal’s attention, and it responds in some way. But if the stimulus is presented repeatedly and nothing good or bad happens, then the animal becomes used to the stimulus, and attention and response wane. The animal has become habituated to the stimulus. If a bear regularly encounters quite a few people, but doesn’t get food from them and isn’t harmed, it simply gets used to people, will tolerate them at closer distances than before, and will sometimes ignore them. Such a bear is habituated to people.




  A habituated bear that also eats people’s food or garbage behaves differently from a bear that is only habituated. Such a bear forms a simple association—“people” may be followed by “food.” . . . While habituation may occur without food-conditioning, the food-conditioned bear is almost always somewhat habituated to the smell or sight of people.




  Habituation combined with food-conditioning has been associated with a large number of injuries. Inside the national parks it is probably the most frequent circumstance associated with injury.







  The essence of the situation is that bears do not belong in campgrounds, or along roads, or inside the pantry of your expensive South Lake Tahoe VRBO. Put them in such places regularly, and a clock begins ticking. Think of it as the tyranny of statistics: Put a bear in contact with people, and the chances of a dangerous encounter, for whatever reason, go up considerably. The more regular the contact, the greater the chance; when the bear is in contact all the time, the chance spins upward toward certainty.




  The rangers who run national parks no longer allow such habituation to develop. Over the course of, roughly, the second half of the twentieth century, parks with bears in them were elaborately redesigned. Incredibly, you used to be able to see bears feeding at garbage dumps inside Yellowstone National Park; there were even bleacher seats, and a ranger would deliver a lecture on bears while the grizzlies came in to feed on the day’s garbage. As we have seen, the bears were fed beside the roads, too, and the rangers during this time mostly hated it. Paul Schullery, a longtime Yellowstone NPS ranger and former park historian, wrote a memoir about working in the park in which he shares the ranger’s point of view:






   What I’ve seen in Yellowstone has convinced me that feeding wild bears, in dumps or along roads, is a stupid, ugly, typically human thing to do. What bothers me most is not so much the people who get hurt but what it does to the bears. Hundreds of people were clawed or scratched in those days . . . but look what they were doing: ignoring all sorts of warnings; smearing jelly on a child’s face so they could photograph the bear licking the child; placing children on the bear’s back for a picture; feeding bears film wrappers, cigarette butts, ice cubes, cherry bombs, and even food; running over an occasional cub . . . in short, doing everything to test the forbearance of an incredibly patient providence. Providence frequently took the form of a mama black bear who finally had had too much and took a swat at the hundredth citizen of Poughkeepsie to make a grab at her cubs that day. Then the rangers would be called to destroy the “dangerous bear.”







  It was a travesty, and when history turned in their direction and they finally could do it, the authorities got rid of it all. The dump feeding shows were shut down, the dumps themselves eventually closed, and the beggar bears chased away from the roads. Today, when you see a bear in Yellowstone, you are almost always seeing a truly wild animal. Thank the garbage men, among others. Inside the national park—and regularly outside the park, too—trash is not treated with the nonchalance normal to human places. It is instead treated like jewelry. The garbage cans are designed to be impregnable to bears, even to the largest of them—in other words, impregnable to animals that can tear the door off a car with ease.




  Both kinds of habituation—to food and to people—were common in Glacier National Park in the 1960s, where situations had developed that rangers and bear biologists would today regard as insane. But that kind of thing was common wherever you found bears. There were just fewer bears then, so the madness was less widespread than it might have been. It was here in Glacier that history turned, and the relationship between bears and people changed. Yellowstone and Glacier would both change as a result, and in the end very much for the better, although it took decades for the relatively happy ending to unfold.




  During the summer of 1967, one bear in particular made a great nuisance of itself in the Trout Lake area in Glacier National Park. It had appeared earlier that summer at Kelly’s Camp on the north end of Lake McDonald, on the other side of a high ridgeline from Trout Lake. It (“it” later turned out to be “she”) was a sick-looking, abnormal bear, with thin hair that was missing in patches along the backbone and an odd misshapen head. Reading descriptions and the reactions people had made the bear sound like the banjo-playing kid from the movie Deliverance. Her behavior toward people was menacing from the start. She fed regularly on garbage behind the camp, and found any motion inside the buildings annoying; she would actually attack the building, on one occasion coming close to tearing a door down and attacking the inhabitants. She visited the camp fifteen times, terrorizing people on nearly every occasion. When she moved over the high ridge to Trout Lake, she continued with the same kind of behavior. She developed a habit of running people out of their campsite (the same campsite, repeatedly), chasing them away or up trees, then tearing the camp to pieces and eating all the food, or as much as was left after her fits of violence. She did it to a pair of teenage boys; she did it to a honeymooning couple; she did it to a whole troop of Girl Scouts.




  According to Jack Olsen, who wrote the bestseller Night of the Grizzlies about these events, the bear had another odd habit: “There were times when the peculiar animal would follow campers for hundreds of yards, always staying 20 or 25 feet away, and scare them half to death. Almost always the victims of such encounters berated themselves later, the tenderfeet for not knowing that grizzlies are relatively harmless and the oldtimers for realizing it and still being afraid.” An awful lot of people really seem to have believed that. However, there “was something about this persistent grizzly that alarmed even the most knowledgeable. Grizzlies had been snooping in and out of the campsites of North America ever since the first primitive man had pitched the first camp, but they had not made their intrusions while the campsites were occupied and certainly not while people were in the middle of meals and other activities. The oddly shaped grizzly did not seem to know fear. It stormed into camps and bowled over fire tripods, tents, and packs. It stayed exactly as long as it wanted to stay. It ignored the shouts and screams, and sometimes the rocks, of annoyed and displaced campers.”




  Even during that era, the government rules were clear: “Such a bear must be shot, but somehow the skinny animal managed to remain alive.” The bears were like birds and squirrels at picnic tables. They had never killed anyone in the history of the park, so the misbehavior was tolerated.




  The government rules were also clear on how concessionaires were supposed to handle their garbage. Thirteen miles from Lake McDonald is The Loop, a sharp turn in the Going-to-the-Sun Road; from here, four miles of hiking takes you to Granite Park Chalet (which is thus well into the backcountry, unlike any of Yellowstone National Park’s hotels, even the most primitive). It has always been a strange place. Built by the Great Northern Railway in the early years of the twentieth century, it looks, from a distance, like a scene from The Sound of Music. Close up, one sees how primitive it is. During the “ecology” fad of the 1960s, it was wildly popular, especially when people learned that a hiker could nearly always see grizzlies there. Sadly, there was a reason.




  Garbage, as you might have guessed, was the reason. The authorities had purchased an incinerator for the chalet the year before, for the princely sum of $84. It was only “as big as four or five shoe boxes,” and could not begin to handle the constant flow of garbage. The chalet was trapped in a relentless feedback loop: The more popular it became—so many people were coming that overflow guests had to sleep on the floor—the more garbage it produced. There was no other place to put it, so the managers dumped the garbage where it had always gone, in a nearby gully, which lured in more bears, which made the place more popular, which led to still more garbage. Three years earlier, the government had established a primitive campground a few hundred yards downhill from the chalet. It was there to handle the overflow of people who hiked in, then found that there was no room for them at the inn. Summer 1967 at the chalet fell into a regular pattern. Every evening, the same bears showed up on the same trail, the one heading from the campground to the chalet. It was their regular commute, leading them to the gully-dump. The garbage was drawing grizzly bears right by the campground. It was all just kind of tolerated, by everyone, because no one had ever been hurt.




  Bear managers in various agencies will read descriptions of what happened that summer with amazement, and in fact anyone who knows the basic facts about what happens with habituated bears will look with wonder on an era when such audacious lunacy was allowed. But look: We still do it. All over the park system, there are animals that are habituated to people, and food-habituated, too. The foxes at Channel Islands National Park are infamous for begging, as are the coyotes in Death Valley, and there is a state park in South Dakota, Custer State Park, where people go just to see the burros that stick their heads through your car window, demanding handouts. In Yellowstone, if you climb Bunsen Peak, you will find, at the top, a ruthless gang of chipmunks that exploit their adorability as a means of extorting treats (check out the summit logbook, where you will find portraits of the animals drawn by visitors with, and without, artistic talent). At the picnic tables in various places around Mammoth—this can happen anywhere, but it seems to happen at Mammoth especially—ravens will walk right up to you, making those weird vocalizations you expect, given their vocabulary (blorkel is one, approximately; glorck is another). The ravens are not exploiting their adorability at all, but the goal is the same. For years, marmots would emerge from underneath the boardwalks at Old Faithful and beg; they even lost all their hair at one point, it was thought because of a diet too heavy in Twinkies. And at picnic areas all over the park, there are ground squirrels and songbirds, perhaps thousands of them, that make a living off visitors, carrying on Yogi’s tradition.
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    A Bunsen Peak chipmunk, in the summit logbook.
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    A habituated raven. This one spent every day outside the Tower Junction restroom.




  The rangers do what they can to stop this activity, but they are busy and have to prioritize. Feeding animals is illegal and nearly always harmful to the animal. There are signs everywhere reminding people of that. The animals, however, have us under their control. That is an important thing to consider, and it applies to beggar bears, too. We are not in charge in that situation. The animals, at some level, realize that they have this terrific power over us. The funny-looking multicolored creatures that get out of the rolling multicolored boxes, they know, have food, and if they strike the right pose, they can use it as leverage. Even the most enlightened visitors are unable to help themselves when a chipmunk jumps up on a boot and poses as if for a photograph. The chipmunk gets the Cheeto it came for. If one of these animals were ever to seriously injure someone, they would go to the top of the rangers’ list of priorities, but these are animals weighing, often, a few ounces. Nor is feeding them instantly destructive. It is not the worst thing people do to animals, but it is an especially bad idea when the animals are bears, and dreadfully bad when the bears are grizzlies.




  The great change began on the night of August 12–13, 1967.




  In both cases, the park’s concession employees were involved. Long ago, I was one myself. The businesses in the park are run by a small number of large corporations that are “conceded” the right to do business in exchange for certain considerations (the government gets a share, for one). These concession companies need to find an instant staff every year to fill positions that are very much not career-track jobs. They have traditionally relied on three groups: retirees, college students, and bum-luck drifters. Be patient with the person in the ill-fitting uniform trying to help you; that person may have arrived in the park even more recently than you, and may not speak much English (recruiters fly all over the world to fill these positions). The law-enforcement rangers find the students to be a handful, and always have; inexperience and exuberance lead them into the most absurd misadventures. Romance blossoms pretty regularly, and was involved in the events of that night (it was not to blame). Nearly everyone comes through it unharmed, and for the rest of their lives, they look back on that summer, or string of summers, as the most improbably perfect of their lives.




  That is the kind of summer probably everyone was having in the group of five friends who climbed the high ridge and descended to Trout Lake on the night of August 12–13. They were in a hurry, a normal feature of that life; the late sunset will have helped them find their way, “late” for most of them because Glacier is on the Canadian border and so is much farther north than, for instance, San Diego, where nineteen-year-old Michele Koons was from. She was part of that group of five friends, all concession employees and most of them college students, who hustled over the ridge with, we can guess, the kind of frantic energy characteristic of such outings. The climb is two thousand feet over two and a half miles, and so can be challenging, particularly given the elevation. These five were untroubled, and even were carrying, literally, a dog, a mongrel puppy abandoned in the park and adopted by one of the party. When he tired, they picked him up and cradled him like a baby. Today, it is illegal to take a dog camping like this, in both Glacier and Yellowstone; dogs will see a bear and want to fight it, and so they are not allowed in the backcountry, for this and other reasons. The dog, however, played no role in what followed.




  Michele shared the burden. She worked in the gift shop at the Lake McDonald Lodge, and so had been to Trout Lake more than once. She knew there were bears in the area regularly. She was, her boss later remembered, “a blessing, a girl with a zest for life.” She was having, it appears, a typical park employee’s summer, the kind you remember forever, the kind that makes the rest of life feel a little disappointing.




  Their campsite was the very one frequented by the strange-looking bear. They were not worried, and might or might not have known anything about the possibly diseased and definitely weird grizzly that had made this her literal stomping ground since leaving Lake McDonald. They arrived at the site with time left to fish, but Michele volunteered to do the work of making camp, cooking hot dogs, and watching the puppy while the others caught fish to round out dinner. It was a happy scene . . . until the moment when, over a dinner of densely odorous fish, Michele looked up and screamed.
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