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  Foreword




  Three of the best-known writers about Alaska are Rex Beach, Jack London, and Robert Service. Beach wrote such Alaskan classics as The Iron Trail, The Spoilers, and The Silver Hoard, all works of fiction. London also wrote fiction, his best-known Alaskan works being White Fang and The Call of the Wild. The poems by Service—The Spell of the Yukon, The Cremation of Sam Magee, and The Shooting of Dan Magrew—are well known, even to folks who have never been north or west of Cleveland.




  All of those authors are from a period, early in this century, when Alaska was a vast, unknown territory. Their stories and poetry helped in formulating a vision, often inaccurate, of Alaska that continues to this day in the minds of armchair adventurers.




  Larry Kaniut is destined to join Beach, London, and Service as one of the best of Alaskan writers. But unlike the writings of these authors, Larry Kaniut’s Alaska Bear Tales, More Alaska Bear Tales, Cheating Death, and now his latest, Some Bears Kill, are fact, not fiction. Kaniut’s true stories of bears are to Alaska what Capstick’s lion stories are to Africa.




  Larry Kaniut and I love bears. We believe there is something missing from a woods that has no bears. A woods without bears is little different to us than a city park, and strolling through such places is usually a pretty tame experience.




  The person who chooses to venture into the wild places of Alaska, on the other hand, knows that sooner or later a bear might appear. The Alaskan hiker also knows, or should, that bears are unpredictable. As a result, a stroll through the Alaskan wilderness is an exciting experience, because whether or not a bear is seen, the hiker knows the bear could be there, in the bushes, watching, waiting, and perhaps in a bad mood.




  The bears in Larry Kaniut’s latest book did more than watch and wait. And therein lies the fascination of Larry’s stories. Larry has interviewed hundreds of people while gathering tales of what happens when man and bear came into contact, and the bear was hungry, or cornered, or angry, or just being a bear. These are stories of people like you and me who simply found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.




  This book is not recommended for reading around a campfire on a dark night in bear country.




  In about 1973, I faced a charging brown bear near Cordova. I killed the bear when he was only eleven steps away. To this day, I still don’t know what the bear’s intentions were. He might have been attacking, he might have just been curious, or he might have just been the local version of the “welcome wagon,” coming to welcome me to the neighborhood.




  I still wonder whether I had to shoot that bear. I suppose the only way I could have been sure of that bear’s intentions would have been to see if he bit me. I chose, however, not to let the bear get close enough to do that. That incident left a lasting impression on me about bears, and was, to say the least, a most interesting experience.




  Larry interviewed me shortly after that had happened. Since my bear story was published in Berthold Kohr’s Reisen Der Wildnis - Abenteuer mit Grizzlies (1991), Larry Kaniut didn’t publish it himself. At the time he was collecting many other exciting bear stories to write about. Some of these stories are in this, Larry’s third bear book, Some Bears Kill. I know you will find this book as fascinating as I have.




  Larry Kaniut’s fervent patriotism, his love of adventure, and his knowledge of the outdoors are well known and respected here on the Last Frontier. But Larry is most known for his bear stories. Larry Kaniut’s bear tales are the stories of Alaska, the true stories that continue to contribute to the mystique of our great state . . .




  AND THEY ARE ALL TRUE!




  Wayne Anthony Ross




  Past Vice President,




  National Rifle Association of America




  Anchorage, Alaska




  16 June 1997
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  Introduction




  Anatomy of a Bear Attack




  Red blueberry bushes carpeted the area above timberline. Downhill the frosted berry bushes abutted golden yellow willows studded with dark green spruce trees. Farther down the mountainside, alder patches dissolved into thick black spruce forest.




  Two moose hunters crested a knoll above the berry patch only fifty yards from the willow thicket. Both shouldered backpacks and rifles. Then it happened.




  Without warning a brown-beige grizzly erupted from the willow patch. Its ground-eating gallop was accompanied by an ear-shattering roar of defiance as it barreled toward the hunters from behind.




  The beast swatted the rear hunter, knocking him ten feet to where he landed unconscious. Without slowing, the bear grabbed the lead hunter’s right shoulder in its jaws and yanked him off his feet and onto the ground. Savagely the beast punctured his head, then legs, with bites.




  The hunter screamed. Meanwhile his partner had regained consciousness and groggily struggled to stand up. The bear lunged at him.




  In its biting frenzy the brute failed to notice the lead hunter point his rifle and fire. His bullet hit the bear just aft of its powerful forelegs and expanded into its spine, partially paralyzing it and dropping the beast beside his companion. A second shot to the head took the bear’s life.




  The men assisted each other stanching the flow of blood and rendering the maximum medical assistance their first aid kit afforded. Their task now was to reach their vehicle and proper medical help.




  These veteran outdoorsmen did not know that the boar grizzly was defending his moose kill, buried behind the wall of willow branches. Most large grizzly boars will defend their kill during a surprise encounter by downing the intruder with a blow from its right paw, then mangling him with his teeth or claws for good measure.




  This grizzly attack was not uncommon. Nearly all North American black or grizzly bear attacks are defensive and take place when the human is within sixty yards of the animal. The attack usually involves one or two people and ends within thirty seconds.




  In general there are two kinds of bears: people bears and wild bears. People bears have had at least some contact with humans. Wild bears run the gamut from the meek and passive to the malevolent marauder.




  Most attacks are nonfatal, though grievous injury results from powerful paws and jaws. One-third of maulings in Alaska occurred while people were hunting, and 36 percent of the hunters were rescued when their partners shot the attacking animal off them.




  This Book




  This book is one more effort to educate people on how to avoid bear attacks, in the hopes of saving both bears and people. Some Bears Kill contains stories of close calls and maulings by all three North American bears: black, grizzly, and polar.




  While compiling two other bear books, I interviewed hundreds of people and researched hundreds of maulings, primarily in Alaska. My research over forty years has exhausted dozens of books and hundreds of articles, resulting in the submission of 1,500 pages to publishers.




  There are a few other bear books on the market that give detailed information about specific encounters. The suggestions they offer for safety in bear country require so much effort that I wonder if it wouldn’t be easier to forgo the outing.




  I have listed information on bear behavior, its probable meaning, and man’s best action. I have not touched upon every situation, but I hope I’ve covered enough to keep you safe in bear country. My hope is that you will glean safety tips from the stories and the follow-up section, Bear Attack Prevention, found in the Appendix.




  May you enjoy many hours of informative reading as you delve into Some Bears Kill. And may all your hours in the outdoors be safe and rewarding.
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  Mountain Monarch




  by Larry Kaniut




  From Alaska’s interior tundra—high benches, blueberries and such—




  to the Great Land’s southeastern Panhandle—devil’s club, alders and brush—




  from a six-inch-long, kitten-sized bear cub, stone blind and near hairless at birth,




  to a Mountain Monarch of thirty springs, the grizzly’s the king of the earth.
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  He is born the first month of the season, with his twin their mother gave birth.




  Together they live in their winter’s den, in the deep, dark bowels of the earth.




  And in April or May at their den site, on a slope facing to the north,




  they emerge, guaranteeing their debut. At thirty pounds, each cub comes forth.




  The cub’s nourishment comes from his mother, though she feeds on grass and some roots,




  skunk cabbage, blueberries and carrion, small rodents, slick salmon she loots.




  His mother’s warm love is protective, and all of his needs she supplies.




  For two seasons long she’s directive; her stern Code of Law she applies.




  As the young cub matures to adulthood, he learns from the Law of the Zone.




  Soon he wanders away from his mother, to search for a life of his own.
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  He meets her above a big river, on the slopes where the winter winds boom;




  they spend several long weeks together, from May to the middle of June.




  Their courting begins rather lightly and lengthens, as summer days see




  down countless streambeds interwoven, on spruce-covered hillsides and scree.




  Summer ends and their mating is finished. She’ll not mate again for three years.




  But during mom’s time without callers, her cubs will learn all about fear.
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  There’s no beast upon earth that’s more awesome. Old Ursus is greatest by far




  in spite of the places one finds him, whether mountains or river bars.




  He lumbers along in the morning mist, upon a gray, gravel shore;




  he wades to the center of boiling froth, unfazed by its maddening roar.




  His eyes are glued to its silvery host, that he’s watched in the years gone past.




  The ear-splitting nyeee of chain saws, tells him loggers are at their task.




  Regardless of all, he is master here. He proudly surveys everything—




  from tundra to thicket in the Great Land, from his birth to death he’s the king.
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  But then comes the day he faces his foe, and the doings of man are heard.




  Ursus is wakened from slumber below, by the drone of a distant bird.




  He cocks an ear and looks into the sky as a Super Cub passes low;




  from within its gut four eyes peer out and their great bear they see below.




  This aged veteran of many a brawl, has never a battle lost—should any opponent get in his way, he’ll fight to the death at all costs.




  He strolls across the green, grassy slope; Mother Nature has turned her back.




  Two men hunker near a far alder patch, awaiting with rifles and pack.




  A softpoint bullet mushrooms through his frame, and he feels the stabbing of pain.




  The wind shifts then, springs up at his back—Monarch catches man’s scent once again.




  Rage bursts within his hammering chest; he charges to the echoing boom.




  Undaunted by lead expanding in him, he presses the charge to his doom—




  as one shot is more than he can withstand, it shatters his massive bear spine.




  A final explosion bursts in his face; his reign upon earth he resigns.




  Yet part of the tale has already spread, how he grew from an infant small




  to the Mountain Monarch . . . His Majesty. His reign’s just begun after all.




  Larry Kaniut




  22 February 1976
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  [image: This book is dedicated to: All bear-mauling victims—those who survived and the memory of those less fortunate—in hopes that from their misfortune we can learn to save more human and bear lives and . . . All those who responded to the needs of the maulees in rescue and in providing medical assistance and rehabilitive support.]




  




  He Never Quit




  by Don Coverston




  “I thought about the ravens coming down and picking at my skull while I was still alive.”




  When I first read about Don Coverston 8 August 1989, I was finishing a second collection of Alaskan bear stories. Don had encountered a grizzly four days after an Eskimo family had had a similar experience with another grizzly.




  I called Don at Fairbanks Memorial Hospital and explained my project. Although sedated and recovering, Don was friendly and cooperative. He said, “We’ve got to educate the public about bears. They are very strong animals. I don’t know how long I’m going to be in the hospital. There’s so much more that happened than what was in the newspaper. I don’t know where to start.”




  I later visited him in Wasilla where we finalized his story. I’ve since lost track of Don, but his story is still powerful. I hope you enjoy it.




  In December 1983 the state of Alaska opened up a remote parcel program, where individuals could stake up to forty acres of land. My younger brother John; James West, my longtime friend and hunting and fishing buddy; and I decided to stake land together. Although some parcels were very remote, we chose to stake one at the Middle Fork of the Chulitna River, within a mile of the Parks Highway near Broad Pass.




  It was an opportunity to pick up some nice property, so we hit the woods. With chain saws and flagging tape, we carved our own Oklahoma Land Rush and spent two weeks working it. I was amazed at all the wildlife we saw— every day we shared our plot with wild animals—which was a wonderful experience. We registered with the state and paid our lease fee.




  Afterward, then whenever I visited the continental United States, my desire to get back to the Middle Fork intensified. When I returned to Alaska, I wanted to build a cabin.




  Because bears were in the area, I asked my friends if they would go with me. None had the time, so I waited for good weather and went alone. Although it’s not smart to go into the woods in Alaska by yourself, I headed my car up the Parks Highway with my camping gear the first nice Saturday, 5 August 1989.




  I picked up a young hitchhiker from Germany who told me about things he’d seen throughout Alaska. I told him about the wildlife on my property, inviting him to accompany me for photographs. He agreed.




  Along with my backpack I carried my .357 Ruger Magnum handgun. It’s an old single action, and not the safest thing to carry because it has a tendency to go off by itself.




  We struggled like the dickens working our way through the alder brush, stopping to rest every hundred yards. We saw a couple of old bear tracks, spruce hens, lots of fresh moose signs, and a beaver. I finally managed to find a survey mark, which was my principal goal.




  The German stopped and watched a moose looking at some ducks. He said, “What would happen if a bear attacked hikers in the woods?”




  I gave him that Alaskan look and my little speech. “Nothing to worry about. I see bear tracks back here all the time. When you see big tracks and little tracks you can worry, because that’s the sign of a mama bear and cubs.”




  I smiled and looked at my .357 magnum slung over my shoulder. I grew up around bears in Kodiak. All Alaskans going into the woods are bound to see bear tracks, or Alaska wouldn’t be Alaska.




  After tromping through the heavy alder brush, we were worn out. We headed back toward the road. We struggled through the alders until we crossed the Alaska Railroad track, which connects Fairbanks to the north with Seward to the south, a span of over five hundred miles. I blazed a trail with my camp ax until we reached the highway, and I gave the German a ride to the little trading post in Cantwell. We got soda and chips, then split paths.




  I headed back to my property at six o’clock in the evening. It was early to set up camp, so I decided to return to that survey mark and follow it to the next one. It was beautiful T-shirt weather, so I thought I would go to the river and back, brushing out the trail to work up an appetite. I won’t need my backpack. I grabbed the ax from my pack, picked up the pistol, and looked at it. I won’t need this—it’s clear to the riverbank. I set it back in the car, loaded and ready.




  I reached the train tracks, clearing branches along the way. I made enough noise to warn any animals of my approach. I found the survey mark and without any problems crossed the river on the tree that spans the water. Once I got on the far side of the river, I started seeing bear signs. I didn’t feel alarmed enough to run back to the car and grab my pistol. I was only going a little farther before heading back to cook dinner.




  I walked down the open trail, and lo and behold, there was the marker with our names on it—the one I had driven in six years earlier. It was my trapping partner’s marker. Since my land was just to the west of his and I had walked the property line of his land, I wanted to see one of my markers.




  Before I knew it, I was on my property. I looked at likely places to build a cabin. The equipment I’d stored in a tree was still there and unmolested; no critters had shredded my gear. I moved up the ridge a little and sat down to look out over the valley. A short time later I started along the property line and got into some heavy birch trees. Then I hit some spruce trees and alder brush. I grunted my way through the alders and ended up near the riverbank and a bear trail that bore signs of heavy use.




  I noticed what appeared to be the same bear tracks we’d seen earlier that day. I moved rapidly and found a way off the riverbank to distance myself from the bear trail. It was gentle terrain about fifty yards from the river. I reached another game trail; it showed no sign of bears. It was approaching 7:00 P.M., and I was getting hungry. The property marker where I’d cut up the ridge was a short distance ahead. From there the trail would take me back to the car in a jiffy.




  Clearing a patch of alders and approaching a forty-by-fifty-foot clearing, I heard rustling in the brush behind me. Hoping it was a moose, I turned but saw nothing. Forty feet across the clearing I saw the brush move and watched a brown animal move into the clearing. What is it ?




  A brown bear stood up.




  I froze. Her big black eyes stared straight at me. I thought about my pistol. Oh, God, this is the first time I’ve been back here without my gun. I looked down at the ax. At the same time the bear stood up. She stretched her neck and perked her ears. I froze. Lie down. Play dead. My only option was to be quiet, crouch down in the grass, and be still.




  I started to move and the bear stood up more, riveting her eyes on me. I stared back. Man and bear were locked eye to eye. I can’t run. Can’t move. God, just help me. I could die. I better make some noise and scare her. Maybe she’ll run. I gave her the old, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Get outta here!”




  The echo thundered through the silence.




  The bear dropped to all fours. She stepped forward, hesitated, then charged. Oh, no. This is it. She’s coming after me. I took four or five running steps to the side, then turned around and planted my feet.




  The bear’s just a blur. She’s coming straight at me. Her nose is down. She’s looking at me. She’s only a few feet away. Time stopped dead. I was 32 years old, 5-feet-10-inches tall, and weighed 165—no match for this bear. It seemed like an hour passed.




  I raised the ax in my right hand. Just before the bear got to me, I swung down toward her head as hard as I could. The sharp edge hit her head and glanced off to the side. The ax fell.




  The next thing I knew I was down. Many people mauled by bears were protected to some degree by their backpacks. But I had no pack, so I tried to cover my neck and head with my hands. The bear bit into my neck, picked me up, and shook me. She pinned me to the ground with her front paws and grabbed my head with her teeth, trying to pull my head off. I yelled, “AAAhhhh!”




  The bear lifted me again and moved full speed backward, shaking her head back and forth like a dog shaking a rope. My arms and legs were flying in the air. Abruptly she let go, dropping me to the ground. She must be gone.




  I pulled myself up with my elbows onto my hands. Oh, God my arms hurt. Blood is all around me. I got on my hands and knees. What’s that rustling in the brush? Oh no, she’s coming back! Her eyes were piercing. She roared “Aaaaarrrrrggghhh!” and came full speed.




  She hit me again. She’s got my right foot. She’s dragging me. She’s trying to pull my foot off. I started pushing myself toward the bear to relieve pressure on my foot. Oh, my foot hurts.




  While I was pushing with my hands, I felt the ax. I picked it up in my right hand and looked straight into the bear’s eyes. Our eyes locked, and the bear let go of my foot and lunged toward my head. I dropped the ax. Curling my arms over my face and head, I cupped my hands over my neck and forced my body into a fetal position. I put my hands on my face and blood ran over them and onto the ground. Oh my God. My face and forehead are shredded. There’s a huge cut through my cheek, my nose, my face.




  As blood poured from my wounds, she returned and bit my arm. She shook me, then clawed in my side in an attempt to roll me over. She pawed my head and her claws ripped through my flesh.




  This is it. My life’s over. This is the way that I’m going to die. I’m dead.




  I yelled, as loud as I could, “Help!” I went limp. She bit me a few more times. The biting sounded like a rock dragging across my skull. Then the bear left, probably to check on her cub. I had seen only one smaller brown clump of fur behind the bear at the beginning of the attack. I turned in her direction and saw her bolting through the brush in the direction I’d come from. I can’t believe it’s over. I gotta get outta here.




  But she was back. She pounced on me again and picked me up. I had no sense of direction. Again she let go. I huddled on the ground. She didn’t stop. She was all business, no play. She opened her jaws around the back of my head, crushing the bones. It hurts so bad. This is it. She’s going to eat my brain out and leave me.




  Suddenly the bear was gone.




  I struggled to my hands and knees again. I couldn’t see the sow. There was so much blood pouring out of me that I thought I wouldn’t survive. God, I’m so bad off I’m not gonna make it. I know I’m not gonna make it. So bad. Oh God.




  I could stand up. I had no vision at all out of my right eye. A big chunk of skin hung down over it. I rubbed enough blood out of my left eye with my T-shirt so I could see, but it was blurry. All the grass around me was mashed flat and covered with blood. The sun shone through the alders in patches. It was still a beautiful day. My legs bled very little. She had bitten through my boots and punctured my foot. The major injuries were to my hands, shoulders, neck, and head.




  Knowing my only chance of survival was to reach the road, I carefully listened for the sound of the river, then picked up my ax and hat and tottered toward it. I had to will myself through the alders, planning every step. Branches poked into my loose scalp. I stopped to wipe the blood from my eye and face. As I stumbled on, my vision was a red blur, the top bright, the bottom dark.




  I would stop to rest for a minute, plan my next step, then take it. I hear the river getting louder. That’s encouraging. I was getting closer. I fell two or three times. It seemed like an eternity. I forced thoughts of the road from my mind and focused on reaching the river.




  My strength is waning. Along with the blood running from my head into my eyes, I feel warm blood running down my back and chest.




  Near the river I made out a beaver pond. The beavers had built a seventy-foot dam across a tributary. I worked my way toward it. It will be easier crossing the beaver pond than fighting the brush. I reached the pond and eased into the water. Feels so good. I gingerly stepped through the chest-deep water. I moved as fast as I could, through the soft muck on the bottom, telling myself not to stop until I was across.




  The pond ended and the dam dropped sharply into the river. I needed to be cautious because I was on the deep and swift side of the river. Making it to the river encouraged me—Maybe I’ll live after all. I slipped over the dam and into the waist-deep river. It was glacial water. So many things to consider. The water will get rid of my scent should the bear decide to follow me. I can’t go too far downstream because the river leaves the road. I have to end up by the old railroad refuge yard. Got to be careful not to lose my balance and go down—I don’t want to drown. I slowly moved against the powerful current, planting each foot carefully. The current tugged at me. Glad the river’s only thirty feet wide at this point.




  The current carried me farther downstream than I’d wanted, but I reached the far side safely and collapsed on the gravel. Because my arms and shoulders were so chewed up, it was hard to get back on my feet. I splashed some water on my left eye and wiped it with my T-shirt to get my vision back. Got to get my bearings so I can keep headed toward the road. A thick patch of willows and alders met me on the bank. I knew that Fourth of July Creek entered the river just a little south of me.




  My next objective was the train tracks. I was back to forging through the alders, planning each step: a very slow process. I tried to keep the limbs from hitting my head and the blood out of my eyes. I’m getting there. Don’t have much time. Gotta keep going. I’ll make it. Getting so tired. Probably taking a minute a step in the alders. So hard to see where I’m putting my feet. Trying to keep my balance. The cooling nighttime temperature coupled with the cold water chilled me, but it probably helped stop the blood flow.




  Next I found easygoing in ankle-deep swampy muskeg. I picked my path from high spot to high spot and was soon across it. A twenty-foot hill stood between the railroad tracks and me. I kept thinking that the bear would wander back and finish me off. Whenever I stopped, I thought about the ravens coming down and picking at my skull while I was still alive. My hunting and trapping experience reminded me of this reality. I’ve gotta go. If I don’t get up, this is my final resting spot. No one will find me.




  I crawled to the tracks, where I could see a three-wheeler trail. I knew the road was just over the hill from there. Got to make it to the road . . . just a little bit farther. Please, God, help me. Fifty yards of thick, willow-brush bog stood between me and the highway. I plunged into the thicket. I got stuck. I cried. I prayed. I cursed. More than anything else I hurt, and I was so tired.




  At last I emerged from the infernal thicket and collapsed onto the ground. I’ll rest. I need a break. I deserve it. Everything hurts. My foot hurts. My right ear. I can’t even feel it. Nothing there but a big bloody trench where my ear used to be. I could hear the cars on the highway. I knew I had only a little farther to go. I crawled up the final hill. There was a ridge of gravel left from the road’s construction. The ground was leveling out. I walked uphill on the gravel. Just as I reached the top, I heard a car go by. The occupants didn’t see me, and I didn’t see the car.




  I was twenty feet from the road when I saw a vehicle coming. I waved my hands and yelled, “Please, God, stop! Please, God, stop! Please, God, stop!” The vehicle passed me. I stumbled to the edge of the road, got down on my knees and continued yelling, “Please, God!”




  Another vehicle pulled off the road. It parked a few feet in front of me. The occupants sat in their vehicle looking at me in disbelief. I was yelling at the top of my lungs, “A grizzly got me! Please, God, help me! A grizzly got me!”




  Then another car stopped. Someone asked me if there was anyone else with me. I said, “No.” They asked if I had a gun. “No,” I replied, “I left it in the trunk of my car. It probably wouldn’t have helped me anyway.”




  The man’s name was Steven Ballek. He and his wife were traveling from the North Pole to the Kenai River on a fishing excursion. They made a U-turn and another car (northbound) stopped.




  I asked if my ears were still on. He greatly reassured me. I don’t remember what he said, but it was pleasant. While he spoke to me, they organized a place for me in the back of one of the cars and put a sheet of plastic down on the seat. They helped me to my feet, and I stumbled over and into the car. They got me on my side and put a pillow underneath my head. They took me to Leon’s Igloo City, twenty-two miles south of Cantwell.




  Once we got to the igloo, they went in. Gordon Waterman was the attendant. They returned and told me that a helicopter had already left from Anchorage and should be there any second. Evidently someone had seen me earlier and called rescue people.




  I lay there beside the Jeep. I asked the owner of the igloo to get my vehicle and move it to his place. I was trying to think of the things that I had to do. The state trooper arrived and asked me questions, most of which I don’t remember.




  I told them how to treat me for shock: unbutton my pants, take off my boots, get my feet up. I was extremely thirsty. Although I knew that fluids could have sent me into shock, I asked for water. They wet gauze and let me suck on it—very soothing.




  One man must have knelt beside my head. I don’t know who he was, but he talked in the nicest, calmest voice. He kept the same soothing tone. I don’t know how long he talked—probably until the ambulance got there. His voice was like a voice from Heaven.




  By this time, State Trooper Roger Ellis had arrived. Within twenty minutes an ambulance rolled up. Marge Nord of Cantwell Volunteer Ambulance reassured me. Calls for an air ambulance had been made. They called Medical Air Support Transport (MAST) helicopter out of Ft. Greely. Providence Hospital’s Lifeguard helicopter in Anchorage would be faster, but it was down for repairs. They called Humana Hospital-Alaska in Anchorage; they had no chopper available but offered a fixed-wing aircraft.




  There was talk of blocking off the road and landing an aircraft on the highway, but the FAA nixed that idea. Trooper Ellis recalled MAST, whose crew needed forty-five minutes to assemble and warm up, plus an hour and fifteen minutes of flying time to reach me. Trooper Ellis was frustrated that the helicopter wasn’t coming from Anchorage. The people in the ambulance were disgusted because the airlift was out.




  At length the ambulance people said, “That’s it. We’re going north now. Have them meet us anywhere along the line if they can.” An hour and a half after they spotted me on the roadside, we were finally on our way to Fairbanks. I couldn’t have been happier.




  It seemed like we had driven a long way when I heard a Huey, a UH-l Army helicopter. Sure enough, a chopper from Fort Greeley landed at Mile 193. The ambulance stopped, and I was put on a stretcher and placed inside the helicopter. It was a rough ride, especially with the solid neck brace. My neck injury was so severe that I felt great pain with every vibration of the helicopter.




  At Fairbanks Memorial Hospital I thought the emergency people were going to fix me. But they smiled and told me, “No, you’ve just made it to step two.” Step one was getting me there. Step two was to evaluate my injuries, writing down where they were.




  They took me to the X-ray room, which took quite a while. Because I couldn’t move my neck, others had to help. Two staff braced my feet and two others pulled my shoulders apart. They could barely get me into position to get the necessary pictures.




  Next I spoke with the doctor. By then I was actually smiling. I was so happy to be alive. They were putting me together. They told me about the anesthetic, and I was thrilled to death. I asked the doctor how good he was at sewing. The next thing I knew I was out. I was in surgery over nine hours. They put in an average of three and a half stitches per minute, which amounts to nearly two thousand stitches.




  Later I was told that the scalp above my left eye had opened and was torn around the back of my head. I had puncture wounds about one inch long and a quarter of an inch wide. My jugular vein was exposed. Some bite marks were so deep that the doctors had cleaned dirt away near my vertebrae. The back of my neck was sliced to the bone from ear to ear. I had no broken bones. A claw or fang had pierced the corner of my right eye two inches, but left my eye intact. I had suffered significant blood loss. They said my injuries could easily have caused death had the bites been a little deeper or a little off to one side. My rescuers and medical staff were the most wonderful people I’ve run into.




  EPILOGUE




  Taping my story helped me rid myself of nightmares; it was good therapy. I have no idea what this experience is going to cost me. I’ve just been a little over eight months in training for Alaska Army National Guard, and that only pays six hundred dollars a month.




  If I had had my .357, I would have had a fifty-fifty chance: if I had only wounded the bear, it would not have stopped until it had torn me to shreds, but if I had hit a vital spot, I would have come out without a scratch.




  I did three things that significantly contributed to my accident and injuries: 1) I left my old trusty Ruger .357 in the car; 2) I crossed the river, even though I had planned to stop there; and 3) I yelled at the bear. If I had it to do over again, I wouldn’t have yelled.




  It’s hard to say what enabled me to survive. I didn’t want to come back to town and be a mangled face, an ugly freak holed up somewhere forever. I can’t say that I really wanted to make it back. I would just as soon have had it be over right then and there. But God gave me a chance to move my feet in the right direction. And I’ve always lived by one rule: winners never quit, and quitters never win.




  God gave me the chance to win, and I did.




  [Although Don’s injuries necessitated great care in cleaning and required hundreds of sutures, he healed quickly and recovered completely.]




  Don Coverston struggled alone to safety. Having a partner would have helped, as it did in the case of Diane Nelson and her two surveying companions.
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  It’s a Bear Attack!




  by Diane Nelson




  “She shook me as though I were a rag doll.”




  At the end of their work day, three land surveyors hiked toward a meadow. Kyle Scholl was in the lead, followed by Diane Nelson; their coworker, John Pex, trailed behind. They eagerly anticipated the helicopter flight out of their work area and the return to their camp for the night.




  Kyle was working his first summer for the Bureau of Land Management in Alaska. He was a twenty-two-year-old cooperative education student from the University of Southern Colorado in Pueblo. Diane was thirty-one years old and had begun her employment with BLM in Alaska in May 1985 in a field position. John was twenty-four years old, the crew chief, and a full-time employee.




  They had been working hard all day, cutting trees and performing their land-surveying duties. Even though they had seen signs of bears in the area earlier, they made enough noise with their chain saws and general work hubbub that any self-respecting bear would have left long before.




  As they walked toward their designated pickup point, their good-natured banter was meant as talk among friends, as well as to alert any wildlife that people were present.




  They never would have guessed that they were minutes from a full-blown brown bear attack.




  Diane Nelson graciously shared their experience with me on 11 September 1989.




  At the time of the interview I was employed with the BLM in the Federal Building in Anchorage, Alaska. However, on 24 July 1985, I was surveying a 160-acre native allotment near Lake Iliamna with John Pex and Kyle Scholl.




  About 4:00 P.M., Bob Campbell flew overhead in the helicopter until he spotted us. Because we were working on a steep hillside, there was no place near us to land, so Bob radioed and told us that he would pick us up at a meadow a few hundred yards away. He pointed out a nearby drainage we could follow to the meadow.




  The draw was so distinct that we figured we’d have no problem finding the meadow. It was extremely brushy with lots of alders, spruce trees, moss-covered boulders, and neck-high grass. Knowing we’d return the next day, we left the chain saws near our survey cutline, took our personal things, and started hiking down the draw. Kyle was ahead of me; I was in the middle; John brought up the rear. We’ve always hiked together like that.




  It was a nice day. The sun was out so we didn’t have cumbersome rain gear with us. Moving toward the meadow, Kyle and I talked about the day’s events. Usually, if we didn’t want to converse, we sang to ourselves or made continuous noise, warning wildlife of our whereabouts. Considering all the noise we’d made running chain saws, coupled with the clatter of the helicopter overhead, talking among ourselves seemed the only extra noise necessary for the hike out to the meadow.




  Bear signs indicated their presence; we’d seen fresh bear tracks on the beach where we’d landed that morning. Earlier I had noticed flattened grass, obviously a bear bed only minutes before. My chain-saw noise probably moved that bear out of our path.




  We always carried one rifle. Sometimes each person carried a gun, but not today. My experience with bears demonstrated that noise normally eliminated any surprise situations: You let them know you’re there; you go your way; they go theirs.




  We’d been hiking about fifteen minutes when we encountered a lot of devil’s club (a large-leafed, thorny plant that grows from waist to head high). I’d been hit several times in the face with devil’s club thorns while running the chain saw and felt I’d reached my quota of devil’s club for the day, so I skirted them on the right side of the draw. Although little patches of brush dotted the area, we could see each other.




  Carrying the tripod and hiking up the ridge, I spotted the meadow. I yelled to Kyle, “I can see the meadow. Come back over this way.”




  I anticipated the reply, “Okay, I’m coming.” But was I in for a surprise when he responded, “Bear!”




  I looked in his direction and saw the head of the bear. She was standing and she woofed, then dropped down and charged Kyle. Her two cubs scattered. They were three-year-old cubs and nearly as large as their mother. They were of age and spending their last summer with her before she would kick them out on their own. Although I could no longer see her, I heard Kyle.




  He had perhaps thirty seconds to respond. He ran a bit, then crouched into a ball and hoped she would whiz on by. Since he wore a backpack, it would provide some protection should she choose to attack. She didn’t run by! Rather, she ran up, straddled him, and tore into the backpack. It took no time for her to demolish the eight-thousand-dollar surveying instrument in the backpack.




  The sow chewed on the back of Kyle’s head, tearing away a large portion of his scalp. Then she tried to roll Kyle over with her paws, leaving deep claw lacerations in his shoulders and arms, and threw in a few random bites to his right leg.




  When I realized that she was mauling Kyle, I dropped the tripod, wondering what I could do to help him. Even though there were plenty of foot-wide, climbable trees close-by (large for that part of Alaska), I never considered climbing one. I was fully into helping Kyle.




  Since John had the rifle, I had to alert him so he could come to Kyle’s assistance. Amidst the pandemonium I was thinking that John wasn’t far behind me, as we’re usually right on top of each other when we hike out of the woods. Unfortunately, of all days John had taken a fall on some moss-covered rocks, banged his knee, and had sat down to massage it. This put distance between us.




  Since I knew where Kyle was, I figured the best plan was to yell so John could come toward my voice and rescue Kyle. I walked a ways from where I’d dropped the tripod and yelled, “John, bring the gun. There’s a bear on Kyle! Bring the gun! John, over here.” When not yelling for John, I listened. I still couldn’t hear John, so I yelled louder and moved a short distance in his direction, not wanting to get too far away from Kyle.




  During the mauling Kyle put his hand up, which probably saved his ear because the bear bit into his thumb area. The bear briefly stopped mauling Kyle, and he thought that she was going to leave. He moved a little to check, and she lunged again and bit into his thigh. Then she left him.




  I finally heard a shot, which sounded close. John hadn’t heard what I’d said, but he knew something was unusual, and he tried to scare the bear by shooting into the air. I yelled, “John, John, bring the gun!”




  While John charged toward my voice, he saw one of the cubs run by so closely that he could have touched it. He thought, Hah, that’s the bear that’s bothering them. So he stopped.




  I didn’t hear John’s next shot, probably because I was making so much noise. Then he heard me continuing to yell and ran toward me all the harder. There was so much commotion between Kyle and the bear that I never dreamed the bear would come after me. As I yelled for John, I had one of those sensations people have when they feel somebody staring at them from across a room. When I turned my head, the bear was right in front of my face!




  She slammed into me like a wrecking ball against a building wall. She bowled me over, then bit me under my left eyebrow, where she caught her tooth. Another canine tooth went into my skull as she gripped my head. She shook me as though I were a rag doll. I felt my left eye pop out of the eye socket. She continued chewing on my head, tearing my scalp into shreds. I put my hand out to push the bear away as one would an annoying dog, but it was futile. The bear was too strong. I thought, This is it. I didn’t think I was going to die from a bear mauling.




  By that time John was forty feet away and had spotted the bear and me. His first thought was, I’ll try and shoot wide and not hit Diane, but maybe Diane would be better in the long run if I do hit her. His first shot from fifteen feet hit the sow in the shoulder. She stopped chewing on my head. She took one more bite into my left arm and then charged John. His next shot was at ten feet, and he got her in the eye, momentarily stopping her. She continued her charge. His third shot hit her in the neck and dropped her. She rolled downhill and lodged against a tree.




  If anybody from our group should have had the gun that day, it was John because he’d been hunting ever since he was a kid. Another plus was that he had his own gun. (BLM field workers are allowed to carry their own weapons after completing a required gun handling exam. See Appendix 8.) Even with his adrenaline going and seeing that the bear had me, he was able to do the right thing. John approached the bear and kicked at her. Unsure that she was dead, he fired one more shot into her skull. Then he came over to me.




  While the bear was attacking me, Kyle had been able to use a hand-held radio to call Bob in the helicopter. “Bob, I’ve been attacked by a bear.” (Kyle did not know that I was being mauled.) Amused, the pilot said, “You’re kidding me.”




  Kyle yelled into the microphone, “Get the medics!” The call screamed volumes of alarm and Bob went into emergency action, activating communication with the FAA and the retrieval of two other surveyors from the other side of the lake. The FAA at Iliamna called Providence Hospital in Anchorage, requesting a med-evac Lear jet to pick us up at Iliamna. Arrangements were made and two Cessnas came to Pedro Bay—by Cessna it’s about twenty-five minutes, quicker than by helicopter.




  I lay on the ground reminding myself to stay conscious. It was important for me to hear myself talk because I thought I should be dead. John helped me assess my injuries. Communicating with John and listening to the radio chatter helped me understand what was going on.




  I told John to check Kyle because he wasn’t aware that Kyle had been mauled. I was about seventy-five feet from Kyle with heavy brush between us. John knew that there were other bears in the area, and he had used up all his bullets.




  I’d been hiking with a sweatshirt tied around my neck. I removed it and wrapped up my head as best I could using my one good arm. My head felt sloshy with mingled hair, flaps of scalp, and oozing blood.




  John went back and forth between Kyle and me, helping us until the helicopter returned with surveyors Brent Jones and Kent Foster. They had a handgun.




  Kyle was eager to get out of the woods, and he leaned on others and hopped the 100 to 150 yards to the meadow. Within half-an-hour of the mauling, Kyle was at the helicopter. It had just enough fuel to complete two trips with us. Another helicopter was en route from Igiugig to bring more fuel for the helicopter.




  I had tried getting up on my elbows, but this made me dizzy. Lying down and being still was better. (Actually, when the seven-hundred-pound bear hit me, it threw a disc out in my neck. This injury was not fully diagnosed until two and a half years later. It was necessary to fuse the fifth and sixth vertebrae. It’s a good thing that I stayed flat and didn’t move around a lot.)




  John, Brent, and Kent took another half-an-hour to prepare me, since I was unable to hike out. They made a stretcher by pulling some small spruce trees out of the ground for poles and utilizing our four belts and a raincoat that one of the other surveyors had. The raincoat was laid between the two limbs for my head, and the belts supported my torso.




  I had all their shirts wrapped around my head for pressure and to protect my eyes. Once in a while I’d hold open an eyelid; but because it was intensely bright, it felt better to keep my eyes shut. While carrying me, the men’s effort was compounded by the thick brush and soft tundra. They stopped often, put me down, checked that I was okay, then continued. The distance to the meadow was not great, but it seemed like a long way because of my discomfort and concern that other bears might come.




  After reaching the meadow, John and I got into the helicopter and left immediately for Pedro Bay. The two other surveyors had to wait for another helicopter to come from the other end of Lake Iliamna, eighty miles away. They stood back to back in the meadow with one handgun, reassuring each other that they saw no bears. The mosquitoes were atrocious and Brent and Kent were shirtless. They said it was the longest twenty minutes in their lives.




  In short order I got to the Iliamna airport near the villages of Iliamna and Newhalen. A Lear jet from Anchorage was circling and landed right after us. The med-evac doctor and nurse administered painkiller and pushed my eye back in the socket, even though the bone was cracked. That was neat. The doctor had to hold open my eyelid but asked, “How many fingers do you see?”




  I said, “I see two fingers.” Everybody gathered outside of the plane cheered, “Yeah! She can see!” I had signed off the use of my left eye.




  We got to the hospital in Anchorage in an ambulance shuttle at almost 8:30 P.M., four hours after the bear mauling. They took me into surgery. During the eight-hour surgery, the doctors saw a portion of one of the bear’s teeth embedded in my skull above the left temple. They removed the whole tooth: a rotten tooth from an old bear. (The other surveyors kept claws to give to Kyle and me.)




  I do have sight in my left eye. Having twenty-twenty vision to start with was a plus. Although the doctor pushed my eyeball back into its socket, there was extensive damage to the muscles within the eye orbit and the nerve that controls the levator muscle used for eye control. I had several surgeries to improve the eyelid, but I can’t retract it. I can only move it down.




  I do have permanent partial double vision. Two of the six muscles around the eye are gone. The left eye can’t fully move up or down. If I need to look extreme upward or downward, I see double, so I move my head around. The double vision is the pits, but I’m lucky considering the whole ordeal.




  I had over two thousand stitches, mostly in my scalp. It reminds me of a patchwork quilt. The stitches were numerous because the scalp tears were deep, requiring intricate layers of stitches. I also have some muscle damage and scars on my left arm from the bite near my elbow.




  Kyle had more problems with the initial surgeries and was in the hospital for thirty days because of infection to the skin grafts on the back of his head. The bear had chewed off a big patch of scalp from the back of his head, but the backpack had shielded his back and his neck from further injury. In fact, they found the scalp when they went back to the site of the mauling to look at the bear and check the area. Kyle’s instinct to curl up underneath the pack saved his vitals and reduced injuries to the face.




  Kyle’s injuries included head lacerations and deep lacerations on his shoulders from the bear’s claws when the bear tried to roll him over. After a year, doctors used tissue expanders by which they balloon and cut out the extra scar area and tighten the scalp back together. Now he only has a scar the width of a pencil on the back of his head.




  AFTERWARD




  My medical costs for the six-hour surgery by Dr. Kralik and Dr. Nathansen, including my stay at Providence Hospital, was $10,000. The next surgery (including MRI scan) a year and a half later in March 1988, plus a week’s recovery in Anchorage’s Providence Hospital, was $8,000. Three follow-up eye and eyelid surgeries, including out-patient tests with eye specialist Dr. Wobig in Portland, Oregon, were around $3,000 each. There were numerous follow-up visits and yearly checkups with specialists in neurosurgery, neurology, and ophthalmology.




  Several factors led to our immediate rescue and evacuation. Having John’s rifle and his expertise saved our lives. If the gun hadn’t been available or used with such marksmanship, the bear would have gotten into my skull and killed me. We were in a working situation in which we carried hand-held radios. Aircraft was immediately available. Timely arrangements with extra hands helped meet our emergency needs. Providence Hospital in Anchorage, the closest city with the necessary medical facilities, was equipped to meet unplanned medical needs in the remote parts of Alaska. Without the timing, the radio communication, the other surveyors’ help, the Cessnas and the Lear jet transportation from Anchorage, and the logistics that afternoon, we would both have bled to death from our severe wounds.
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book is dedicated to:

fortunate—in hopes that from their misfortune we can
ve more human and bear lives and . . .

All those who responded to the needs of the maulees in rescue and
in providing medical assistance and rehabilitive support.
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