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    Foreword

    If I had been an Indian chief and Dick Scorzafava had been born into my tribe, he would have been named Bear Talker. Or perhaps Listener to Bears.

    In my fifty years as an outdoors editor and writer, many outdoors-men have come under my eye-of-the-hawk scrutiny, and when it comes to bear hunting, a certain number, I would venture to say, have actually appeared to understand our largest of predators. Fewer, yet, however, have understood that each bear is an individual, with its own traits and a power to pulverize, a very wild thing, indeed. The black bear has an innate ability to play hide and seek, with its life the prize. And quite possibly, under certain conditions, the hunter, or the innocent who thinks real bears are plaything Paddingtons, can become the hunted.

    The bear hunter must know that to get a bear within his or her grasp, one must get cunningly close to his or her adversary, which has one of the strongest, sharpest grasps in the world. To think of a bruin as anything but an adversary is a big-time mistake. When hunting for bear, you truly have an opponent, more so than when seeking any other North American big game.

    A few years ago, National Geographic produced a special on black bears that said the animal was responsible for more run-ins with humans nearing ruination than any other species in the bear family. This finding is not mentioned here to frighten you. To the contrary, in this book, Dick Scorzafava presents teachings that will make you more—rather than less—confident around bears. Because with learning comes confidence.

    Whether you’re a beginner who wants to be introduced to bear hunting or an experienced hunter who wants to bring the bruiser bruin into closer range, you will do well to go to the top of the hunting pyramid for a mentor, one who has learned from the mistakes and absorbed the abilities of those who make up the bulk of the triangle. Every type of hunter can learn from the teachings, experiences, and expertise of the best.

    While I’m certainly not a fan of Disney’s Bambi, I did derive part of my life philosophy from bit player Thumper, the rabbit, whose mother told him, “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all.” So although over the years I have endorsed several experts on deer hunting, I had never found an expert on bear hunting that I could stand behind. That is until I came across one who comes as close to being able to talk with bears without actually being a bear. This Bear Talker has written the book you are now holding that I consider to be the definitive word on bear hunting.

    Dick is a self-taught man who has earned what I call the three major degrees. His first degree in bear biology was learned by both reading books and tramping the woods with experts and biologists in the field. A second degree was earned while spending many hours looking down a rifle, shotgun, muzzleloader, handgun, and bow. To attain the third degree, he had to pay his dues at—where else?—the School of Hard Knocks.

    With an integrity not found in all how-to authors, he admits that part of his education was formed by making mistakes. To his everlasting credit, he reports that much is to be learned from mistakes, but if you listen to what he has to tell you, you don’t have to make the same errors.

    Dick didn’t enter the woods and fields as a teenager looking for an escape from computers, TV, and electronic games. His father was one of thirteen children who quickly learned that if the family was to have meat on the table, he had to be a successful hunter. Dick was about eight when he started hunting rabbits, squirrels, and chipmunks—all big game to a kid. Learning to hit something small and to think like a small animal when you’re a kid certainly helps when later in life you plan to think like big game and down big game.

    And big game he did down. The 6-foot 8-inch bear he shot in Idaho in the spring of 2006 wasn’t shabby, but then he took things to the next level when one month later, in Manitoba, he shot a 7-foot 8-inch bear with an estimated weight of nearly 600 pounds. It had a green score of 222/16, which would put it in the top ten of black bears of all time. But most likely, this bear will not make the record books because Dick is not a record seeker. Rather, he is a bear hunter, who travels within his Bay State backyard and as far away as the Arctic expanse in search of bruins.

    Bear Talker’s first up close encounter with a big bear resulted in a roar and an “Oh, my God!” It occurred while he was tranquilizing bears, taking down health statistics, and putting monitors on them with a crew of biologists. While he was lugging a supposedly tranquilized bear out of a tree, the bruin gained consciousness, opened its maw, some 6 inches from Dick’s face, and roared. What Dick remembers most from this encounter was not his heart standing still, but rather that the bruin’s breath was putrid.

    “But this didn’t keep me from realizing these great animals are intelligent, with some having unusual intelligence,” he told me. “And all are individuals.” Hey, bears even come in a variety of colors: blond, chocolate, cinnamon, black and white, and basic black.

    Many who live close to bears regard them with great respect, and Dick found, starting with our Native Americans, the Inuits of the far north and other early groups, that many people hold them in reverence. He said that on an isolated island off the coast of British Columbia, they have a bear, known as the Spirit Bear, that appears to be a throwback to the ice age.

    As paradoxical as it may seem to some, Dick is dedicated to ensuring that bears have a future in what is quickly becoming a man-only world. But in respecting this awesome creature, he also seeks to help both the beginner and experienced hunter get the biggest bear of his or her life.

    Bear need habitat, food, game law protection, and the expertise of biologists, Dick said, but they also need humans to understand them, especially as the bruin population expands into the suburbs, often in close proximity to man. When this happens, of course, humans must be kept safe. This safety must come through education by learning that the supposedly docile bear is not a Paddington and thus deserves our respect. “People must understand that a fed bear is a dead bear,” he said. “They are not tame and must never be tamed.”

    Dick Scorzafava is the first writer of a bear book to touch all the bases after hitting a home run. He is truly both the Bear Talker and the Listener of Bears.

    Frank Sousa

    Editor/Publisher, Woods and Waters USA

  


  

  
    Introduction

    Ahunter who chooses to bear hunt has already upped the ante. By deciding to hunt a black bear, he can ascend to another level. He can leave his safe existence behind for a few hours or days and enter into a new realm of excitement and potential danger. The exhilaration of black bear hunting is unparalleled. These creatures of the forest are a unique species to hunt: Their size, strength, and speed make them a formidable adversary. But black bears are not docile prey animals that will bolt off to safety; rather, they can be a fierce predator who kills to eat and who can and will charge and attack a human.

    This book is meant not only to share my many years of experience studying and hunting these magnificent creatures all over the North American continent, but to inform readers of the various methods of hunting black bears, some of which they may not have tried or even considered, and to provide techniques, tips, strategies, and equipment suggestions that have worked well for me. For your reading enjoyment, I share some trophy harvesting experiences and a few close encounters with the black bear. Consider that more encounters occur each year with black bears than any other type of bear, and the numbers are growing annually.

    Black bear hunting can enrich and extend your time in the woods since many areas offer two bear seasons, spring and fall. Due to the nature of some of the methods and the location you select for your bear hunt, you may also be able to enjoy world-class fishing or have a combination hunt.

    This radical bear hunter will share his many years of experience hunting the black bear and will teach those who wish to pursue this majestic big-game animal how to do it radically. So if you aspire to ascend to the higher level of hunter, read on and become a radical bear hunter like me.

  


  

  
    CHAPTER 1
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    The Beginning of

    My Love Affair

    with the Bear

    The most important part of being a good hunter is gaining an intricate knowledge of your quarry. When it comes to black bears, I’ve been fortunate to have had a whole lifetime to learn about this fascinating species. Black bears have excited me ever since the day my dad pulled a stuffed toy bear out of a box for my sixth birthday. The toy had a cord on its back, and when you pulled it, the bear growled. From that moment on, I was hooked and destined to become a bear hunter.

    Few creatures in North America will inspire more awe and respect than a black bear. It symbolizes the true spirit of the wilderness and is a central figure in history and mythology. The drawings by the Native people and their legends, the adventures and exploits of the fur traders, and tall tales from game wardens, explorers, and hunters have added to our fascination with the “black ghost of the forest.” The black bear is the type of bear that people most often encounter in the wild. Across the North American range, they number well over seven hundred thousand and are many more times abundant than the other species of bears.

    The black bear can be extremely dangerous to humans. I bet you didn’t know that black bears are the most likely bear to stalk, kill, and even eat you. Most of them do not know they are supposed to be afraid of humans. To them, everything that moves in the woods is a potential meal, and they will stalk you, believe me! Just check the records on human attacks by a black bear; it will open your eyes.

    RUNNING WITH THE HOUNDS

    I grew up running behind beagle hounds with my dad, and later I got into running first-class bear hounds. It was a great time of my life. Back then, there were no restrictions, and we could run our hounds at any time in my home state of Massachusetts. The hounds, I believe, really enjoyed the excitement of the pursuit, even more than I did. To me, there is nothing more exciting than listening to the chop squall voices of a good pack of Plott hounds on the hot trail of a big bear. The thrill of the chase with the hounds providing a symphony of background music can really get my adrenaline flowing.

    [image: ]

    Plott hounds treed on a bear in Massachusetts during the early years.

    I have hunted black bears using every legal method—baiting, spot and stalk, and hunting with hounds—and although the other methods can be very productive, running behind an impressive pack of hounds is both demanding and exciting as hell. Having hunted black bears from Alaska to Newfoundland, I know that other methods can be more productive given the right scenario, but running the hounds will always be close to my heart.

    Glory Years in Canada

    Each spring for several years, during the early 1970s, I would hook up with fellow bear hunting fanatics and head off to a remote area just above Lake Nipigon in the Canadian province of Ontario. Back then, this area was virtually untouched by bear hunters, and some really monster bears roamed around in the biggest cedar swamps imaginable. With no limit on the number of bears you could bag, one just had to go into the Department of Natural Resources office and purchase another license for a nominal fee. If I recollect correctly, I believe it was five dollars. Because of the large concentration of bears that were in this area, this was a great location to run young, inexperienced hounds with the old pros. By culling out the hounds that would not meet our standards, we could put the best pack together in a very short period of time.
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    This large Canadian bear bayed on the ground for over twelve hours before we were able to get close enough for a killing shot.
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    This young hound learned a valuable lesson about porcupines that day.
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    Canadian bear taken during the autumn of ’78.

    The area was huge with only a few logging roads running through it so it was difficult to cut off the hounds by using any kind of road. You had to get into the bush and try to keep up with the hounds. The bears would always head into the biggest, thickest cedar swamps, which were nearly impossible for us to get through, never mind trying to keep up with the hounds. We had some long chases in that country, and many bears would never tree. The dogs would continually bay up on the ground, and the bear would fight with the dogs for a while and then be off running again. It was almost as if the bear had stopped to rest and the dogs were like flies that it would try to swat away. The old hounds were on to those tricks and would take turns biting the bear on the butt while others barked in his face. When he turned around to try to swat the dogs biting him, the ones barking in his face then would bite him on the butt.

    The young dogs learned quickly that they had to stay out of reach of the bear or they would get hooked up with his claws. These situations would always get my heart hammering. When running into one of these scenes on the ground, it became close encounters of the dangerous kind. One never knew if the bear would just charge and pounce on one of the hunters.

    At the time, this area had more bears than anywhere I had ever been. In fact, there were so many bears that they were putting a lot of pressure on the moose herd, especially the calves in the spring. A biologist in the area told us that bears had caused almost a seventy-five percent mortality rate on calves, and with no one hunting the bears it was getting worse. After we heard that, we decided to take as many bears as we could during our visits in an effort to keep the bears in check. I remember one week when our group shot thirteen bears, several of which were what anyone would consider a trophy bear.

    WORKING WITH BIOLOGISTS

    As a young man, I had the opportunity to learn a lot about black bears through my state bear biologist. During the late 1970s, I spent thousands of hours with the biologist collecting data to monitor population levels, the age structure, and the reproductive parameters of sows. The sows were typically radio-collared while in their winter dens, and their movements outside hibernation were monitored. I remember the first time I crawled on my belly into a bear’s den to tranquilize a sow so that we could change her telemetry collar and conduct a physical on her and her cubs. I was both excited and scared as I crept through the dark cover with a small flashlight in my mouth to try to spot the sow and stick her with the tranquilizer. This is the kind of experience that takes getting used to, even when you are young and fearless.
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    One of thirteen bears harvested on our Canadian hunt during my early days of black bear hunting with the hounds.
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    Treed bear in Massachusetts that was tranquilized, collared with a telemetry unit, and tagged for monitoring.

    We also used culvert traps to entrap and hounds to tree bears so that we could tag and collar the bears, either for further studies or when a bear was creating a problem in an area. The state needed sound data on which to base quality management decisions regarding the bears. Good research can help alleviate bear problems. For example, the information we gathered proved that hunting does not have a negative impact on the overall bear population. As a matter of fact, in my home state of Massachusetts the bear population has grown substantially, despite an increase in hunting, from approximately a hundred animals back in the early 1970s to more than twenty-five hundred animals in 2005.
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    Both bears were harvested on the same day during the late 1970s: one in Vermont, the other in New Hampshire.

    Some of the increase in the bear population could be traced to the state’s elimination of hunting with hounds several years ago. Most of the people who voted this into law do not have to deal with the bear problems that people in the western end of the state have to face. Most likely the only place that people from the eastern end of the state have ever seen a bear is in the zoo, if at all, and they have no idea what problems these animals can cause and how much money it costs the state to correct them.

    THE RADICAL BEAR HUNTER

    Back in the early 1980s, I teamed up with several fellow bear hunters to guide hound and bait hunts where legal in New England, Ontario, and British Columbia. When we weren’t guiding clients on hunts, we were hunting black bears ourselves, moving from coast to coast to follow the hunting seasons. During those years, I witnessed some incredible things in the wild, and in one season I had more bear encounters than most experienced hunters have in a lifetime of hunts. This intense level of experience has transformed me into a radical bear hunter, and I continue to actively hunt black bears every year.

    [image: ]

    Massachusetts bear harvested by author Dick Scorzafava during the early hound season.

    Over the years I spent hunting these ghosts of the forest, I have experienced every legal hunting method possible. I have hunted these magnificent creatures in almost every state or Canadian province that allows black bear hunting, and I have killed more than a hundred bears while guiding or being part of a group during very close to nine hundred harvests. That’s a lot of years and a lot of bears. My goal in writing this book is to give every bear hunter the knowledge that will transform him or her into a radical bear hunter.

    To become a radical bear hunter, you must make a serious commitment on your part to master the skills and tactics necessary to realize your full potential for harvesting whopper black bears. So forget about the luck factor and throw out all the old-fashioned lessons you’ve learned about black bear hunting over the years. If you want to kill those big old monster bruins, you will have to start thinking differently.

    This book will show you:

    
      • How to find big black bear hot spots in North America

      • How to field judge a good black bear

      • How to read bear sign

      • The right questions to ask a prospective outfitter

      • Do-it-yourself bear hunting

      • Special techniques for bear hunting outside the box

      • How to take advantage of the latest and greatest equipment to get the overall job done

    

    If you have dreamed of taking a trophy black bear and are ready to step up to the next level, this book will teach you all the necessary skills. The bear of your dreams will test the full range of your skills and transform you into a radical bear hunter. By putting all of your new knowledge to use, you will be able to achieve the ultimate victory—a trophy bear.

  


  

  
    CHAPTER 2
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    Understanding

    the Black Bear

    To become a radical bear hunter, you first must understand the population and distribution of the black bear. This information will enable you to better pinpoint locations for the best hunting opportunities. You also need to know about the anatomy of the black bear, the size of the black bear, and the senses of the black bear. Once you learn these things, you can determine the perfect shot placement for a clean quick kill or quickly assess the size of the animal so you know almost immediately whether he is the trophy you are after.

    The size of bears varies, and many will tell you they are the most diffi-cult of all game animals to determine size. Of all the big-game animals in North America, bears have the most ground shrinkage, and let’s face it, when estimating a bear’s size you don’t want to make a mistake, since this is not a catch and release sport. Thoroughly understanding a bear’s senses will enable you to overcome them when you want to get up close and personal without the bear being aware of your presence. Knowing the basic groundwork will help a hunter understand his quarry before entering into the bear woods to hunt. My goal with this chapter is to lay the groundwork so that you better understand the black ghost of the forest.

    DISTRIBUTION AND POPULATION

    The black bear (Ursus americanus) is endemic to North America, which means that it is only found on this one continent and nowhere else in the world. Because beans are very adaptive in their nature, they are distributed across the entire continent of North America, from Alaska to Mexico. Prior to European colonization, the black bear was found throughout the entire continent of North America except in the very arid desert regions of the Southwest and the barren tundra areas of Canada. The black bear once inhabited all of our fifty states, except Hawaii, and thrived throughout all twelve of Canada’s provinces. Today, however, the black bear is extinct in the province of Prince Edward Island, and its numbers are threatened in the states of Alabama, Connecticut, Delaware, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, Rhode Island, South Dakota, and Texas.

    Only twenty-seven states in the United States and eleven of the twelve Canadian provinces have substantial populations of black bears and a hunting season today. In Mexico, the black bear is endangered, and the hunting season has been closed since 1985. Yet the Mexican government continues to have trouble controlling the poaching of these magnifi-cent animals.

    Determining the number of black bears present in a given region can be difficult. The black bear is too secretive, wide ranging, and tough to catch without harming it to make an accurate count even possible. For those reasons, wildlife managers use what is called an estimate or population estimate to approximate the true population based on some sampling methods.

    In my past work performing studies with biologists, it was difficult to get data for population studies in areas of heavy forested habitat. We accomplished it by radio-collaring and handling large numbers of bears, but those old methods put extreme stress on the animals. Recent advances in genetic technology through DNA testing have enabled biologists to determine individuals, gender, and species from hair and feces samples without ever touching a bear. The population density can be easily and accurately estimated from hair collected at a strategically placed hair trap.
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    An Alaska black bear fishing in a stream during the fall salmon run.

    Several years ago a bear study in western Canada showed that adult males can affect the bear population when they evict or kill younger males and, to a much lesser degree, females. The four-year study concluded that removing adult males through hunting increased survival rates of the younger males and females. Such information proved that the adult males regulated the population density by controlling recruitment of the younger immature males.

    In the northern United States and Canada, female bears that eat only wild natural foods have a lower reproductive rate and mature much more slowly than a female that is able to supplement her diet with other foods such as fish or garbage. In the state of Pennsylvania where high-energy mast crops are available to the bears for much longer in the year than in the north, the female bears mature much more quickly and reproduce at an age of three to four years (compared to six and a half years for the northern bears). The food supply in an area is a major factor determining population densities of bear. For bears to thrive in an area, the habitat has to provide abundant, reliable, and well-distributed food in the spring, summer, and fall. A steady food supply will increase the growth rate of bears, decrease the age of female first reproduction, and enhance cub survival.

    The population density of the black bear varies widely across the North American range with the highest numbers in Alaska, where estimates of a hundred fifty thousand animals have been determined. The Pacific Northwest in the Canadian province of British Columbia has an estimated population of a hundred forty thousand black bears. The latest estimates of black bears living across the entire North American range are nine hundred sixty-six thousand and growing. When you compare this number to the estimated half-million bears living across the continent when the settlers arrived from Europe, the total population of black bears has grown since colonial times even though their historic range has shrunk dramatically. It’s not unheard of to find high population densities of thirty-five to forty bears per hundred square miles, or even a little higher, in exceptional hunting areas such as those around Lynn Lake in Manitoba and Prince of Wales Island in Alaska.
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    BEAR ANATOMY

    We as hunters have an ethical responsibility when hunting black bears to make a clean, quick kill and to recover the game that we shoot. How many times have you heard someone complain about all the hunters who wound game and never recover the animal? The anti-hunters just love this stuff. If we don’t quickly kill and recover our game, we are adding fuel to the fire and helping the anti-hunter get sympathy from the general public in their efforts to close hunting seasons down. The keys to a clean, quick kill and recovery of your black bear are accurate shot placement, shooting within your ability, and understanding the anatomy of the black bear so you will know where to place the shot with your weapon of choice.

    The black bear has a much heavier bone structure and hide than most other big-game animals. Not only are they significantly different in their structure, but bears are also potentially much larger in size. The skeleton of a black bear is designed for power and strength. They have massive shoulders, very thick limbs, and a short back, which is why they are not an efficient predator. Their skulls are massive and larger than most other big-game animals on the North American continent, and the hinge of their jawbone is large to accommodate the heavy muscles of the jaw. The average bear’s skull is 6½ inches wide and 11½ inches long. A sow’s skull is narrower and much more pointed than that of a mature boar. A black bear has forty-two teeth that are normally in place by the time they reach 2 and a half years of age. The teeth are large and omnivorous with incisors, canines, premolars, and molars. Black bears use their premolars and molars for grinding their food, and their teeth, when used in combination with their paws and claws, are their first-line tools in obtaining food and defending themselves.

    Knowing these facts, you will want to have the right shot placement on a black bear to ensure a quick, clean, efficient kill and to recover the animal. In my opinion, the black bear is one of, if not the, most difficult big-game animal to judge where to place that killing shot. A wounded black bear is difficult and sometimes almost impossible to track because the animal’s layers of body fat and long dense fur often soak up most or all of the blood before it can drip on the ground and leave a trail to follow. Keep in mind that a wounded black bear could attack and, far from an exciting adventure, could turn a hunt into a life-threatening encounter. Back in my guiding days, I had several run-ins with bears wounded by clients. Believe me when I say that an angry bear is bad enough to deal with, but facing an angry, pain-crazed, wounded bear can be harrowing and intimidating to even the pros. If a hunter panics, drops his gun, freezes, or runs, he has lost whatever advantage he might have had over this awesome bear, and he is in serious jeopardy.
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    The anatomy of the black bear.
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    Black bear’s skeletal system.
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    Musculature of the black bear.
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    The circulatory system of the black bear.
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    Internal organs of the black bear.

    A bowhunter uses a razor-sharp broadhead on the tip of his arrow to cut the bear’s flesh, arteries, and veins, and if the shot placement is correct, this will result in severe blood loss. An arrow can easily cut through the soft bones on the rib cage of a black bear but will rarely, if ever, penetrate the heavy bones of a bear’s hips, head, neck, and shoulders. The bowhunter’s perfect shot every time should be a spot in the middle of the lungs from a broadside position. This shot will not only result in massive bleeding, but it will cause the bear’s lungs to collapse, and a quick death through suffocation to result. Because the lungs on a bear are quite large, they make a sizable target. Also, other vital organs surround them: A bear’s heart is between the lungs, and the aortic artery is on the top of the heart; the liver and kidneys are on the back of the lungs, and the spine goes just below the top of their back.

    Bear hunters using a firearm have more choices on the shots they can take, but a bullet shot into the heart, lungs, shoulder, or spine areas will result in massive shock and tissue destruction and will prove fatal to a black bear. Many bullets today have the design, speed, and weight to smash through the heaviest bones of a bear and enter into the vital organs.

    The bear hunter using a smokepole or muzzleloader has to make special consideration to shot placement because the heavy bullet has less down-range energy than a center-fire rifle bullet. In most situations when using a muzzleloader, you will only get one shot off because of the time it takes to reload the weapon. Any bear hunter using a muzzleloader should only shoot within their own effective range, which should not be more than 100 yards. The bear hunter’s top priority once he decides to take the bear should be to make a clean, quick kill on the animal. This requires keen marksmanship skills, a true shooting weapon, and the patience to wait for the perfect shot angle. For any firearm bear hunter, this would be a broadside shot, although the quartering-away broadside, quartering-toward, and head-on shots are effective with a firearm large enough for black bear.

    The bear hunter should study the anatomy of the black bear and practice enough to be able to make clean, one-shot kills with their weapon of choice when the opportunity arises. Thoroughly understanding the anatomy of the black bear will enable the hunter to make a quick killing shot, which should be every bear hunter’s goal.

    SIZE

    The size of the black bear is normally expressed in terms of the animal’s weight. Most black bear hunters and the general public often misjudge the weight of the black bear. While black bears can be very large, they are not the 1,000-pound monsters they are made out to be from the people who encounter them in the wild. I can’t tell you how many times people have told me about the bear they saw last fall that had to be well over 1,000 pounds. To the untrained eye, all bears are huge, often much greater than their actual size. From my experiences, most people estimate a bear’s weight at at least twice the actual weight of the animal. Because bears are perceived to be ferocious toward humans, they often appear much larger than they actually are. Like the old saying goes, perception is reality. I have always joked with people at my seminars by telling them the farther they get a black bear away from a scale, the more it will weigh.

    The actual weight of a bear depends on many factors, including the age, health, and sex of the animal, the season of year, the bear’s individual ability to locate food or digest a specific food, and the condition of the habitat. The seasonal fluctuations of a black bear’s weight are very predictable. In the fall of the year, their pre-den weight is normally about thirty percent higher than their spring emergence weight. Their weight can also be affected by food sources available during the different seasons of the year. Also, it is important to note that the black bears on the East Coast of North America are on average heavier than those found on the West Coast. The male black bear is generally thirty-three percent bigger in overall size than a sow of the same age, and this differential is caused by what is called sexual dimorphism.

    To obtain the weight of black bears, harvested animals are weighed at checking stations during hunting seasons, and when they are immobilized for management research. The heaviest black bear ever recorded was a male that weighed 880 pounds and was ten and three-quarter years old when he was harvested in North Carolina in the late 1990s. In 2001, a vehicle traveling near Winnipeg, Manitoba, hit a monster boar that tipped the scales at 886 pounds. The average male black bear weighs 225 pounds, but their weight ranges from 125 pounds to over 550 pounds. Females are much smaller with an average weight of 125 pounds and a range of between 90 and 275 pounds.

    A mature black bear male will measure between 2½ to 3 feet tall from the bottom of the paw when flat on the ground to the high point on the shoulders. The overall length of a mature boar will average around 5 feet, from the tip of its nose to the tip of its tail.

    SENSES

    Recent studies show that the black bear has reasonably good eyesight. Although there is still much to learn about the visual capabilities of the black bear, several biologists believe that a bear acts as if it has poor vision because it doesn’t trust its eyes as well as it trusts its superior nose. The black bear’s eyes are small, round, various shades of brown, widely spaced, and facing forward. Black bears also have the ability to see colors and are particularly sensitive to blue, red, and green wavelengths. Since a large part of their diet consists of different colored berries and fruits, this sensitivity to color helps them to find food. The nearsighted black bear has difficulty trying to distinguish objects at any great distance, but its binocular vision allows the bear very good depth perception. Like most other nocturnal animals, the black bear’s eyes are reflective and mirror the faintest glow of the moon. The eye’s reflective layer, called tarpetum lucidum, which lines the back of the eyeball, allows the eye to reflect light back through the retina to stimulate the rods for a second time and greatly improve the bear’s night vision.

    Because we are unable to test a bear’s hearing to obtain positive results like we do for humans, it is very difficult to determine how well a bear can actually hear. But from the data that is available, most researchers believe that a black bear can hear somewhere between 16 and 20 megahertz, and quite possibly higher in the ultrasonic range. A bear’s ear structure is unique compared to any other carnivore. Its middle ear has a bony structure shaped like a balloon that forms a resonating chamber around its eardrum. These structures, called the auditory bullae, increase a bear’s hearing sensitivity. A black bear’s hearing does not play a prominent role in its daily activities and is not nearly as reliable as its sense of sight or as keen as its incredible sense of smell, but hunters would be wise to remember that a black bear can hear at least as well as, if not better than, any human.

    The black bear’s most important sense is its smell. No other animal in the entire animal kingdom has a keener sense of smell. It allows a bear to locate a mate, avoid other bears, identify its cubs, and find a food source. Although the region of the black bear’s brain that is devoted to sense of smell is only average size, the area of nasal mucous membrane in its head is a hundred times bigger in size than a human’s. An organ in the roof of a bear’s mouth called a Jacobson’s organ further enhances its sense of smell. To put this in perspective for you, a black bear has a sense of smell seven times better than a bloodhound, and everyone knows how well one of them can sniff out something. A bear cub learns the smell of food items by sniffing the mouth of its mother. Although not tested and proven, it is widely believed that a black bear can identify the dead carcass of an animal from several miles away. A black bear in northern California was once observed traveling in a straight line upwind three miles to reach the carcass of a dead Columbian black-tailed deer.

    As do all animals, including humans, the black bear has a very distinct odor. This odor is quite pronounced, though not necessarily repugnant depending on an individual’s nose, and I believe it is the easiest scent for a dog to track. Once you have experienced the odor of a bear, you will never forget it. When you smell the odor again, you will know instantly it’s a bear.

    The animal’s habitats, habits, and physical characteristics all come into play when you are trying to learn about the black bear. A radical bear hunter will learn as much as possible about his prey before entering into the woods, and once in those woods will use each experience to understand more about this formidable adversary.
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ESTIMATED BLACK BEAR POPULATIONS IN THE
UNITED STATES AND CANADA

State/Province
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Georgia

Idaho

Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana

New Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Population
140,000
2,500
3,500
33,000
11,000
125
1,900
20,000
24,000
600
2,500
18,000
24,000
50
150
17,000
6,000
1,500
5,000
7,000
11,000
10
25
27,500
15,000

State/Province
Rhode Island
South Carolina
Tennessee
Texas

Utah

Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

CANADA
Alberta

British Columbia

Manitoba

New Brunswick

Newfoundland/
Labrador

NW Territories

Nova Scotia

Ontario

Quebec

Saskatchewan

Yukon

TOTAL

Population
10
600
2,500
50
3,000
4,500
8,000
10,000
11,000
13,000
10,000

35,000
140,000
30,000
17,000

90,000
10,000
10,000
90,000
70,000
30,000
10,000
966,020

‘Source: Bear Hunting Magazine
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