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Dedicated to my wife Amy and to my boy Haydin.


Introduction



They walk mainly unseen through the woodlands and brush, maybe even through your neighborhood. Skirting prickly-pear patches and digging under acorn trees, cruising along cornfields and down creek bottoms, the herculean dark figures own the territories they travel. Small brown eyes, an always searching nose, keen ears, and enough claws and power behind them to get the job done, black bears are creatures to be admired, respected, and sought after. They are not graceful like deer but have agility similar to their ungulate prey. Loud and unafraid when comfortable, they can slink away just as quietly as a deer wanting to go unnoticed. They are really a contradiction of sorts, an apex predator that viciously attacks fawns and elk calves but enjoys fruits and berries just the same. How can you really characterize black bears? The truth is, I don’t think you can. I think they are in a category all their own among big game. Hunting black bears specifically also puts you as a hunter in a category all your own.

I’ve been hunting big-game animals since I was twelve years old. Some of the happiest times in my life have been hunting with my late grandfather, my siblings, and my dad. It truly saddens me when I meet someone who doesn’t like hunting—or, worse yet, hates hunters. It saddens me because they think hunters are bloodthirsty, poaching slobs with little or no regard for nature, in part thanks to Hollywood drivel. Several anti-hunters I have met would like to do away with all hunting. It bothers me for probably the same reason that it might bother you. If they want to do away with hunting, that means they would also deny the upcoming generations some of the happiest times, quite possibly, of their lives. If that were to happen, it would be a great loss to our country and heritage—not to mention, yes, even our wildlife.

Why are my hunting memories happy memories? Was it because I was successful on every single trip out and that hunting was as easy as they show on TV or on an overproduced cable show? Not really, no. I wasn’t successful hunting until I was fourteen—and by successful, I mean that I killed an animal. Even then, it was a black-tailed deer spike I shot with my grandfather’s 12-gauge shotgun. I was so proud of that spike, I rode in the backseat of the Bronco all the way home looking at it.

The truth is, I spent my first few years hunting with boots that were hand-me-downs, way too big for me, and leaked. I carried a .30-.06 lever-action that I was more gun shy of than accurate with. I stumbled around, fell over logs, and got soaked and cold, all the while rarely seeing deer of any sort. I am sure, due to my clumsiness, anyone walking with me would not see any game either. My Uncle Joe can attest to that—which he told me as I got older. Thank goodness for the patience of loved ones when it comes to introducing hunting.

Yet, I continued to hunt. It was time with my family, friends, and nature that drew me further and further into my passion for the outdoors. I cherished sharing the times in the often miserable weather, dragging ourselves back to my grandpa’s Bronco, busting out a Coleman propane stove, cooking up a few cans of Dinty Moore with some butter rolls and hot coffee while overlooking some wooded gulley in the pouring rain. You see, I like to hunt not because I am bloodthirsty. I like to hunt because it gets me closer to nature, closer to my family, closer to the Almighty. I am fulfilling what I am designed to do. People who do not hunt are truly missing out on the human existence, in my opinion.

By nature’s design, I am not supposed to go to a drive-through window and eat out of a sack. That is not what humans have done since the dawn of time. What have we done as a species? We have hunted since the dawn of time! I am supposed to earn what I eat—a healthy, low fat, free-range animal that I respect to the highest degree. I am supposed to chase animals, to learn to track and follow, to learn to call to them, to learn their habits, what they eat, where they roam, why they do what they do, how they find food, and so on. Hunting and fishing, by definition, are natural ways to feed oneself and family—as natural as humans could possibly hope to get. Being a hunter is what we are designed for and therefore is what I am at the very core of my being.

So when you meet an antihunter or someone on the fence about hunting, be articulate and explain why you love it, how it feeds your family, how it is the greenest activity a person can do in this modern society. Perhaps you can persuade others to think twice about hunters, who are real people, grandpas and grandkids spending time together, fathers and sons enjoying the outdoors, mothers and daughters carrying on traditions, and husbands and wives building new ones. Explain how license fees and tags are used to help support game and nongame species alike and how without those funds we would not be supporting wildlife efforts against poaching. Thanks to the Pittman-Robertson Act of 1937, hunters and fishers alike have raised more than eight billion dollars, according to the US Fish and Wildlife Service data collected in 2013. Hunters, and their money, are the best friends of an animal.

Now, really, I have to ask you, why are you interested in bear hunting? Is it their super strength? Perhaps it is their cunning? I am sure for some of you the nice, full winter coat of the bear is very appealing. I can tell you why I am so infatuated with bear hunting. There are actually several reasons why. Black bears to me are amazing animals in strength, stealth, and overall beauty. But they can be deadly—and, to me, that is what is so appealing about them. They can stalk you just like you are stalking them. There is a degree of danger in hunting bears that is greater than that of chasing deer, and if you have not hunted bears before, you had better be well aware of the danger.

Black bears can be predatory to humans, however unlikely. Most times you see a black bear, it will bolt to safety, especially if it smells you. It does not want anything to do with you. But if one does attack, it’s predatory in nature. It is trying to kill and eat you, so you best fight back as if your life depends on it. Don’t play dead like you are supposed to do with grizzlies. A few fatal, predatory black-bear attacks on humans have occurred in the past few years, and the number will likely increase as the black-bear population increases. Numerous states across the lower forty-eight are showing a massive jump in the black-bear population. With increased development and human population growth, it is important to continue to manage the bear populations through regulated hunting.

Several states are being overrun with black-bear populations, including New Jersey. Bears have now been spotted in all twenty-one of New Jersey’s counties. People have more and more issues with bears getting into their garbage or roaming in backyards. It’s not just the Garden State’s problem either; Florida is also experiencing a population growth. As I write this, Floridians are enjoying their first bear hunt since the mid-1990s. In my opinion, black-bear population growth is a great thing. They are wonderful animals, and our world is better with them. Bears do like to get into trouble with people at times. All too often, this is just as much the fault of humans as it is of the bears.

People not securing their trash or leaving out dog food or other edibles for bears to smell and be attracted to spell disaster. But how do you deal with black bears being too close to home? Along with good housekeeping comes sound management by state game departments based on science, not political emotions. A hunting program in states with bear populations that can sustain it is nothing but an economic benefit, bear deterrent that helps enforce the healthy fear of humans, and ensures a wonderful tradition for many families to carry on—not to mention some of the best breakfast sausage and pepperoni sticks known to man.

Issaquah is a town resting on the foothills of Snoqualmie Pass in Washington. It has had a human population boom in the last decade or so, as it is an upper-scale suburb that allows for an easier pace of living within a short drive to Seattle (depending on traffic, of course). However, they have had bear issues every spring and summer as citizens further encroach on the bear population’s home range. It isn’t the bears’ fault, and it really bothers me to hear people complain about bears in their backyards, which is common on local news broadcasts. The bears were there first. It is often some of these city folk who look down upon hunters, as well. The very people who are taking over the bears’ home range have the audacity to complain about bear hunters who help manage bear populations and support wildlife, both game and nongame species alike, with the license and tag fees. The antihunting mind-set never ceases to amaze me.

Bear hunting has grown more popular in the last several years, not just in Washington, where I reside, but seemingly all over the nation. Hunters are beginning to realize what fun it is to chase black bears. They are finding out how challenging it can be to find bears and what wonderful and tasty trophies they are. Compared to hunting deer or elk, hunting bear is night-and-day different. Bears are generally solitary animals, which makes them a challenge to locate. You won’t see any bear herds when you are walking by a cornfield that has been harvested like you might with deer. You won’t hear a bugle from bears during the rut like you would from elk. Yet the allure of bear hunting is drawing in hunters from all walks of life.

The question asked most of me by people who do not hunt bears (but still hunt other animals), specifically, is how to find them. While they are hunting deer or elk, most hunters just stumble upon a bear as it is walking a logging road or eating an old deer carcass. Very few know specifically what to look for when searching for bears. This book will give you all the information you could possibly need to get started in your quest to hunt bears, or it will help sharpen some of the bear-hunting skills you already have. It is true, you can teach an old bear hunter new tricks. After all, I learn a few new lessons almost every time I go out—taught by bears, of course.

Do you live in Michigan or Maine? Have you been hunting bears with bait or dogs before? If so, have you ever tried using a predator call on a bear in the dense northern woods? If not, you really should try it. It is an absolute rush to call bears. Say it can’t be done? Say it is just too thick in the woods and it is impossible? I bet it can be done and have proven it so, personally, in the dense underbrush of Washington (literally solid walls of blackberries) and Idaho (steep, rugged, leg-burning terrain) to the choked willow and alder thickets of Alaska. Now, am I knocking those who hunt bear with bait or dogs? Never! I am offering new bear hunters and old-timers new ways to approach bear hunting. Never baited bears before but finally have the chance to do so? This book will help you out with that, too. From where to set up bait sites to how to initially draw bears into your site and more—I’ve got you covered.

It is my hope and goal that you find this book unlike your typical hunting book. I have composed what I believe to be the most comprehensive information on the subject. It is filled with the dos and don’ts of bear hunting while not overloading you with tons of banter about useless information and pictures of dead bears. Pictures of dead bears, while great to look at, will not showcase to you different bear scat throughout the year, the different types of food sources bears find, and how to actually judge a decent bear. That is my goal: to pass along to you relevant, useful information about black-bear hunting that you can take to the field and find success. I have added plenty of pictures—as we all know, they speak a thousand words. I have also included some of my triumphs, mistakes, and hard-learned lessons to pass along the knowledge that I was both blessed to learn and cursed to find out.

I regret I did not start hunting bears when I was younger. I really didn’t get into it until, by chance while deer hunting, I was able to score my first bear. I have been after bears now for several years with a pretty good success rate, but I sure would have loved to chase them in my teens. My stepson, Haydin, is very excited to get his hunting license next year, and he will be hunting bears with me come August 1, the good Lord willing. By the time you finish reading this book, I hope you have gained some knowledge you didn’t have before about hunting bears and that it provides not only entertainment but also years of hunting success and wonderful memories.

Like with any hunter who takes the sport seriously, I want to challenge each of you reading this book to try to become the best bear hunter you can be. Really study this book and bears. Get to know the difference between bear scat and other animal scat, be able to tell a grizzly print from that of a black bear, really understand how a bear thinks and why they do what they do. Be truly observant of the story that nature is trying to tell you as you walk through the woods, deserts, sage, swamps, or rugged mountain peaks. Be a black-bear hunter. You will not regret it. I know I don’t.


Chapter One

Preseason Scouting



Your bear-hunting season is limited by the season’s duration and available time. If if you have a family, your ability to go out and hunt during the season is probably very limited like mine is. That’s why preseason scouting is a good way to maximize your hunt and increase your chances of tagging out. Plus, it helps get you in shape for the fun ahead!

Now, where I live, we have a fairly generous bear season from August 1 or August 15 to the middle of November, depending on which side of the Cascade Mountains you live on. But for those fellow bear hunters who live back East in Michigan, for instance, you have just over a month of a season for hunting, and it’s a special draw. Scouting is especially important if you were drawn for a special permit. You don’t want to let an opportunity like that go to waste because you didn’t take the time to get out there and find a good hunting area.

Preseason scouting should start as early in the spring as possible. Bears usually come out of their dens in early April, depending on weather and your location. Scouting is a great way to dust off the hunting gear and ward off cabin fever. This effort should include getting yourself into hiking shape. You want to be able to hike where you need to and, provided the hunting gods smile upon you, carry out the bear as quickly as possible. Now personally, I do not work out a ton, as my day job is fairly physical. I walk a lot, lift heavy objects, and am generally active, but I don’t hit the gym. I could stand to lose a few pounds, but that is just insulation in case I get cold out there. I have not had too many issues getting animals out from where I hunt, so at my current age of forty, I am not too worried about it. Judge for yourself if you should skip that slice of pie and go for a quick hike instead. Of course, having some younger bucks in your hunting party doesn’t hurt, as they are usually all too eager to carry something out, while us older and wiser hunters let them struggle. The point is, know your physical limits.
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Sometimes you don’t always find bears when scouting, but you might find an elk! This bull came in while I was waiting in a blueberry patch.

Getting in shape also depends on where you are hunting. If you are able to use your ATV or vehicle and cruise to where you want to hunt, set up a bait station, tree-stand hunt, and so on, you may not need to be in the best shape. But if you live where I live and pretty much everything is gated due to people trashing public and private hunting lands, then you are in for a hike … and the inevitable hike out. Make sure your boots are oiled and broken in before the first day of the season. A good waterproofing is likely necessary. Little things like having a good pair of boots that are broken in and easy to wear make a big difference. It is never any fun walking with a set of blisters on your heels reminding you of every step you take. I have been there enough times to know, and I don’t want to go back. If you have the availability, take your backpack, fill it full of whatever you intend on bringing along then maybe a little extra, and go for a walk. Get your body used to lugging a full pack to make it easier once you start the season. Anything you can do to increase your strength, cardio, or lung capacity will help you in the long run in becoming a successful bear hunter.

On a side note, make sure your hunting vehicle is in good (or at least decent) running order. Get the oil changed, make sure your battery is in good shape, check the spare, and ensure you have a wheel lug wrench. Carry some basics with you, including fresh water, blankets, snacks, an emergency or first aid kit, some sort of fire starter, a small chainsaw for those unexpected spring storms, and the like. I always say, even if you are just going out for a day hike, make sure you pack enough supplies on your person to be able to stay the night out in the woods. You never know when you are going to roll an ankle, fall in a creek, or have nasty weather sock you in. Accidents happen, and most of the time you will not see it coming. The point is: be prepared.
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Some early bear scouting, both in life and in season, never hurt anyone. Here is my hunting buddy Haydin enjoying some time out in the woods on a spring bear hunt.

Rule number one for bear hunting, which you will read throughout this book, is find what a bear is eating during that time of year specifically (berries, cambium, acorns, corn, fawns and calves—whatever it may be) with minimal human interference and you will likely find bears. This is the absolute golden rule with bears. Stick this in your head, refer to it when you are out in the woods, and along with a bit of luck you will spot bears. Of course, this doesn’t count for baiting bears, but that’s a different story we will deal with in a later chapter. Preseason scouting is a great time to hone your future hunting efforts. Bring a digital camera if you can. It can help make you familiar with some of the sites you have visited, you can take photos of sign to compare later, and so forth. I usually carry a small digital camera just big enough to fit into my front pocket or coat pocket. Remember, if you are putting it in your coat, put it in a pocket with a zipper—they can fall out while you are hiking about. This kind of reveals my age a bit, I guess, as most people have cell phones with cameras on them. I, for some reason, actually use a camera instead of my cell phone.

With the price of gas nowadays and the amazing technology we have at the tips of our fingers, Google Earth is a wonderful tool when scouting for bears, or any other big-game animal, for that matter. If you are not familiar with this program for your computer, get to know it. It essentially gives you a bird’s eye view of anywhere in the world from altitude down to street level on certain parts of the map. It’s a bit scary actually to think that this is the technology they are showing us, but put on your tinfoil hat and start checking it out. We cannot stop Google, so you might as well embrace it.

I owe my 2009 spring bear success, in part, to the use of this piece of technology. I was in search of bear sign in a wonderful area called Sultan, which is at the foot of a mountain pass called Stevens Pass. Surrounded by massive rocky peaks covered with snow, the jagged mountains seem to tear at the sky in utter defiance of time. I love this area for bears—not just for the beauty of the land but also the bounty of bears in the area. It is filled with wooded areas, clear cuts of various stages of growth, creeks, ponds, hills, and some of the thickest, nastiest brush you will want to tromp through. Perfect!

While walking along, I happened upon a pile of bear scat just on the edge of a group of trees that were about ten years old. I worked my way deeper into the thick brush, which was choking the trees, and found more scat. Tangled among the trees were blackberries and devil’s club, a particularly nasty creation with thorns all over. Picture the scene in the classic Disney movie Sleeping Beauty, during which the prince has to cut his way through the magical growing spiked vines—it was about like that except without the sword. This is where a good pair of leather work gloves come in handy. I hardly ever go bear hunting without some plain old leather gloves. Now, this little bit of sign was just what I was looking for during this special draw hunt. It was a starting point—it was enough.
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An example of bear poo in spring, when the bear has been busy eating grass. It almost looks like horse droppings.

I pushed through some more brush and ended up stumbling upon small openings in the thicket, which were actually caused by dead Douglas fir trees that had been stripped by bears for their cambium layer. They die completely within two years of being stripped, generally, and then this allows more sunlight to filter through to the grass below, a great find for early spring. The area didn’t offer much room to hunt, as the opening was very limited.

Not knowing much about the area and having decided it was too thick (in the patch I was in, I had about ten yards of visibility), I backed out and went home. It would not have been much fun to try to line up a shot with my 3 × 9 Leupold scope in such close quarters. Later that night, I looked that area up on Google Earth. I noticed that there were small pockets of open area scattered all throughout this half-mile-by-half-mile bean-shaped area. Even better, on one side of this area, lined by mature trees, was a larger area about half the size of a football field. This clearing butted up against a steep wooded hillside. I would have to check this out! So, off I went on my next hunt to check out my newfound glimmer of hope.
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Get to know your scat. This is not from a bear but from a coyote. You will see lots of hair and small bits of bone in coyote scat. Not to mention it is generally smaller than any bear worth interest to you.
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Bears will strip the bark off Douglas fir and other pine trees to reach the cambium layer during the spring. This generally kills the tree the following year.

Come to find out, it was a slightly swampy area but covered in nice green grass (a staple for bears in the spring) and lined with perfect trees that bears like to peel this time of year. More importantly, and to the point, I had to travel through about fifty yards of thick blackberry brush before I was able to access the openings. The average hunter would walk right by it not realizing it was an absolute bearadise (yes, a bear paradise) on the other side of the brush. I call it bearadise because it had food, cover, and an enormous amount of bear sign, including recently damaged trees and scat. I was later able to bag a nice boar out of this very spot from about fifty yards thanks to the use of my computer and field verification. A little bit of luck and persistence didn’t hurt either.
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Pay special attention to a tree with vertical teeth marks left by a bear. Once the bark is stripped, a bear scrapes its teeth against the wood, which leaves these marks.
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Again, take a close look at trees for these vertical teeth marks. Porcupines damage trees, too, but they usually go farther up onto the tree and will often leave quills near the base of the tree; the scratch marks are narrower, too. Porcupine scat will be small round balls that almost look like owl pellets in size and shape (they don’t have mouse fur in them like owl pellets do). Don’t confuse a deer or elk rub for a bear peel, either. Just be observant and study the pictures, and you will be able to tell the differences between them in no time.

You see, it doesn’t matter if you are in the thick forests of Maine, the vast canyons of Alaska, or the rain-soaked coasts of Washington, the formula for success is finding bear food for that particular time of year (and, of course, bear habitat). You need to ask yourself, what are they eating in your area at that specific time? Are you doing a spring, summer, fall, or winter hunt? Depending on where you live, there will be different food sources from old apple trees to a farmer’s corn field to vast blueberry fields high in the mountains to flowing green seas of grass that line a saltwater flat bordering the vast Pacific Ocean. East Coast hunters should be looking for acorns and other nuts available. Anything the bear can eat readily to put weight on for winter is what you must concentrate on when scouting. Remember food sources as your main thought because that is a bear’s main thought unless it is the bear rut.
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You can tell the difference between fresh damage and old bear damage fairly quickly on stripped trees. Notice the sap running down the tree. The tree will also turn yellow, orange, red, and then finally lose all needles or leaves. Even if all you find is older damage, the area still might be worth looking into for bear activity. Search the area more closely for further sign.

If you are having trouble finding out what the heck bears eat in your neck of the woods, check out your state’s hunting forums online, and simply ask around. There are several bear forums available, as well as numerous forums online dedicated to bear hunting in general. Don’t just hop on a forum, ask for a secret spot (or any spot, for that matter), and expect results. Put in your time with the forum by contributing and you will have much better luck. Bear Hunting Magazine is a helpful periodical to pick up for some light reading and to get the beginning bear hunter some basic knowledge. My point is, take the time and effort to expand your knowledge not just by reading this book but also by researching online, watching YouTube videos on bear hunting, and getting out into the wild and looking for signs of your prey. Bears will eat just about anything … ask any game-camera owner who has put his camera up in bear country. If you are finding sign but no bears, don’t get too frustrated. I see it far too often online where people will find sign and then get frustrated. Give yourself some time to find bears, and give yourself some credit for finding bear sign. Remember, if you find fresh sign, you are on the right track. Just stick with it.

I am going to start you off with the idea of a spring bear hunt. Not many states have spring bear hunts permits available for just anyone to purchase over the counter. Idaho has them; in my state of Washington, it is a special draw. Make absolutely sure you check your game regulations before heading out to hunt. Know the rules to play by.
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You can see in this picture that a bear was working the side of the road for tasty cambium from the tree on the left. Keep your eyes peeled (no pun intended) for such obvious signs.

So, in the spring, what is there to eat in the wild? Winter has lost its grip and snow is melting or has melted. Nature is greening up, which is your first clue. Bears will eat fresh shoots of grass and plants, so keep an eye out for any area that will green up faster than others. For example, clearings in trees, old logging roads, southern exposure of hillsides, swamp edges, tidal flats, and the like. Areas that green up first will naturally attract animals of all sorts, bears included. The plant matter helps to kick-start the bear’s digestive system. You will sometimes hear people refer to a bear losing its “plug,” a term used for, well, a plug that the bear acquires in its intestines during hibernation. After they emerge from their dens and begin foraging, they soon eliminate this blockage and their stomach begins working normally again.

If an area has logging operations in progress, oftentimes you can check in with the logging office or loggers themselves and ask where they have seen bear activity either in the current year or years past. I have generally found loggers to be a wealth of information as far as bear location is concerned. Check with local farmers or people who may have crop or livestock damage due to bears. They are out on their tractors long hours and might have spotted a nice black bear that just isn’t welcome on the farm. After you have checked the forums, farmers, loggers, and even your local wildlife agent, you should have a general idea of where to start. If not, really focus on south-facing slopes and anywhere that is greening up with vegetation. Take a drive or a hike and look for yourself. Put in the time! Watch the sides of trails and roads you walk. Check for scat in any sort of green grass opening in the woods or on hillsides.
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Bear scat can tell you a lot about the local bears. Check out any piles you may come across and inspect for freshness and what they have been eating. Notice how fresh the wetter of these two piles looks? This is usually a great sign that a bear is in the area or was not too long ago. Step on the piles to mark that you have already checked them out. That way if you come down that path again and piles have not been stepped on, you know they are fresh from the last time through.

Bears are naturally lazy. They plod along looking for the easiest meal they can get. They also like to remain cool. Although this isn’t a big deal in the spring, in the summer and early fall always keep an eye out for remote creeks or nice brushy draws. Even in the desert where bears are located, check rambling creek beds and draws—you’ll be surprised how often you will find bear sign in places like this. In mountainous territory, keep an eye on avalanche chutes. In the winter, an avalanche may have occurred and killed some animals. This might have pushed food down the hill or onto the hillside. Bears will smell this and come to gnaw on the remains. Try to think outside the box. Working avalanche chutes, you might come into contact with a wolverine, too, which is always a treat.

In springtime, focus on what there is to eat because it is limited compared to the summer. In later spring, doe deer and cow elk will start to drop their fawns and calves. Believe it or not, these are tasty snacks for bears, coyotes, cougars, and other wild predators. So, in your travels, if you happen to find areas where you know fawns and calves are birthed or hidden, pay special attention. There is a specific hill where I go archery elk hunting on which I have seen several cow elk dropping calves, and I have often seen bears strolling along looking for tasty baby treats. It’s not a nice thing to think about, but nature isn’t nice. It is not a Disney movie, as most hunters are well aware. If you have ever seen an animal get killed by another, it is generally a pretty nasty way to go.

I like to keep a small tablet with me to write down notes about where I have found bear signs, the time of month, what type of sign (scat, tracks, damage, animal kills), what is growing where, and the specific dates. These can be a handy in later seasons to remind you of spots that used to hold bears and spots that, given a few years, may hold bears. For example, if I come across a fresh clear-cut, it usually will not be much good for about three years. But by then, it should start to become a place I want to check out. This is because it takes a bit of time for brush to come back. But once it does, the bears (deer, elk, and so forth) love it. As hunters, we truly should thank the logging industry and support them all we can since logging can produce such great habitat for animals of all sorts.

The same can be said wherever you may be hunting. Did you come across an old apple orchard or old homestead with twisted fruit trees on them that are not bearing fruit yet but will be a bit later? Mark it on a GPS if available and come back later in the year (or just plain remember where it is). This could also help out with your deer season, if you hunt those animals like I do. Is there a small water spring with grass and brush around it in the desert, an elk wallow, or other likely area for game? Mark it down! Soon you will have a good collection of notes and places to check. Get organized with spots and signs and you might be surprised about how successful you will be with this added knowledge.
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Yellow, orange, and red dying trees are bright call signs to the bear hunter. Notice on this hillside all the dying trees, which were getting hammered by bears for the past few years in spring. This should indicate to you that you must check out this area. If it is too thick to spot and stalk, get up high and call into it with a predator call.

As you hunt or hike looking for bears, you’ll notice that their scat changes noticeably throughout the seasons depending on what they’re eating. In early spring, bear scat is almost always plant matter. In the later spring, when fruits and berries start to arrive, the scat will have various shades of purple or bluish red and plenty of seeds in it. Later on in the year, it will become more berrylike, have chunks of apples in it, corn, or any other types of fruit or vegetables available to eat, or it might be a darker color from the meat the bear is scavenging.

In the spring as you scout, pay special attention to berry plants that are in bloom. Take the time to get to know native plants and what to look for—plants that bear fruit and nuts are key. These could be great spots to revisit later in the year once the fruits are in full swing. If you have hills or mountains where you are hunting, walk the ridgelines and look carefully at any game trails you come along. Be observant of your surroundings. Pay special attention in the spring to any brush or saplings that look busted up or otherwise freshly thrashed upon. While this could be a simple case of a deer or elk—or cows for that matter—grazing on it, it could also be a bear marking its territory. Examine the plants and look for any residual hairs on them that might have been left from the bear. It is common for a bear to rub its back against a sapling, bend it over its shoulder, and bite or break it off: just a general bear announcement to other bears in the area that this is its territory.

[image: image]

Another example of bear scat. Once you really get into bear hunting, you will find yourself stopping and checking out bear scat every time you find it. At least I know I do.

[image: image]

Here a bear decided to mark its territory. Ask yourself if the leaves are wilted or still in good shape. This will give you a hint of how fresh it is. Are there other trees or bushes like this in the area? By doing a little investigating, you might just find a big old bruin marking his home range!

[image: image]

Nature is trying to tell you something. Stop and listen. Inspect why this bush’s leaves are turned upside down and why branches are busted on it. This was caused by a bear, as the hair found on it later proved. It was eating the berries.

Keep in mind, too, that not all berries and fruits arrive at the same time, and sometimes it even depends on elevation. Lower-elevation fruit might ripen quicker than fruit at higher elevation. Pay close attention to this detail. Learn when fruit, berries, and nuts will be ready to eat and at what elevation. If a bunch of berries are ripe down low, say in July, and your season doesn’t start until August, those berries might be done by the start of season at that elevation. Therefore, you may need to go higher or find another food source. Really take the time to get to know what is growing in your area. I cannot say that enough—get to know what is growing in your area, and when it is ripe, you have just simplified your bear hunting by 50 percent. It is like baiting the natural way.

[image: image]

While the fruit is not ready to eat yet, this bush will soon be a wonderful food source for bears. Get to know the local plants in your hunting area, what they look like, and what they produce. This knowledge will greatly increase your chances of narrowing down a food source for bears throughout the year.

Personally, I like to find creek bottoms that I know have brush in them along with mature timber and older clear-cuts. For the western states this is my general plan. In contrast, on the eastern part of Washington, we have a lot of desert with rolling ancient volcanic hills. These hills are covered in mesquite and sage brush and dotted with lots of pine trees that range from a lone tree to a whole massive forest. Most of the brush is confined to creek bottoms or anywhere there is water, which is limited. Elk and mule deer roam freely while some white-tailed deer walk like ghosts along creek and river bottoms. Bears on this side of the mountains again head for the cooler draws and brush-choked creeks. Any place with water, brush, and little human interaction is a great place to start looking for desert bears, or bears in general, during hot summer days. They like to be cool, so remember these spots. If you find a stand of prickly pears in the desert, make sure to keep an eye on it when the season comes around. Bears love some prickly pears!

We have lovely majestic mountains and volcanoes where I live. One such volcano is Mount Baker, a great area for bears, and it really calls out to the spirit of any hunter who gets to bask in its glory. For any mountainous terrain, I like to find mountain blueberry fields or high alpine grassy fields. You will find bears up top later in the season scarfing down blueberries to pack on the pounds before winter finally hits. Grab some United States Forest Service (USFS) maps and explore what your state has to offer. Also, keep an eye on trailhead signs. Often hikers will post on the signs “BEAR SEEN AT [SUCH AND SUCH] LOCATION.” You can use this to your advantage. Don’t be afraid to check hiker forums online, as well. Hikers often do your scouting for you. Just remember to share the trail. I always like to give a smile and say hello if I am on a trail that is being used by other hikers. A little hunter diplomacy can go a long way.

There is a reason they call it hunting and not target practice or grocery shopping. Work is involved, and no amount of reading books or watching hunting videos can compete with actually getting out there and being a part of nature, as humans are born to be. You’re a hunter by design, there is no denying that. Even nonhunters are designed this way—despite how much they may try to banish the thought of earning their food instead of buying it at a grocery store. If you want some non-GMO, gluten-free, free-range, cage-free, grass-fed meat … go hunt!
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In mountainous regions across the Northwest, there are endless miles of blueberry fields, which are prime bear habitat.

In the preseason, if you get the chance, you can use pruners to trim back brush that leads to a certain water hole or possible feeding area—say, an old fruit orchard or other tree-stand area that offers fruit. If you take the time early in the year to clear a path, animals of all types will start to use it. By the time the season comes, this could make your approach to the feeding area much more concealed or allow you to set up a blind or stand. My point is, if it is really thick where you live, that’s great for bears! Don’t let that discourage your hunting—it just might make it better. Clear a path, bears will start to use it, and now you can manipulate the situation to your benefit. Lead the path to a choke point, a logjam, a watering hole in hot climates, past your tree stand—anything to give you that edge. When stalking, you will need all the help you can get. And remember, you will blow stalks, but you are supposed to. Cougars don’t have 100 percent success rates when hunting, why should you? That is how you learn, and it teaches patience. Don’t get discouraged if you live in an area that is thick with brush—areas in which you only have forty yards or less of visibility—you can get close to bears in this stuff, you just have to manipulate the environment to benefit you or find pockets of open areas.

[image: image]

It’s not just the plants and berries that get eaten by bears, as is proof from this fawn hoof I found in a pile of bear scat. Fawns and calves take quite a hit every year from bears.

Preseason (and year-round, ideally) means it’s time to work on your marksmanship for your weapon of choice, whether it’s a bow, rifle, pistol, muzzleloader, or crossbow if legal. I’m sure it’s preaching to the choir, but shot placement is a key to hunting—and a key to hunting bears, especially. A well-placed shot through the vitals is extremely important. Make sure you can hit the vitals of a bear with your weapon, and know your limit on range.

I like to shoot as often as I can with my rifle or bow. I never get to do it as much as I would like, but that’s okay. The point is, I do it. Try to incorporate real-world situations while target shooting. Get down on your knees and pull back your bow at a target that is up- or downhill from your position. Most animals will not be holding still at twenty yards on a piece of flat, level ground. There will be variations that you must be ready for. Plus, adding variety like this to your target regiment breaks up the monotony and should be designed to challenge you. You want that muscle memory to take over regardless of what the conditions are.
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