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DEDICATION

WHEN I SAT DOWN TO WRITE THIS BOOK, IT WAS LIKE opening a treasure chest of memories. As I dug deep into my mind, I often relived and felt each moment and remembered the forgotten. What a wild ride it has been since the very beginning. But along the way, one thing stood out to me very clearly. I was born with a passion, a desire to pursue a career and lifestyle that was very unorthodox and outside the box, so to speak. Without the full support of my family and friends, I would never be where I am now. Most people would call me crazy and ask me why I didn’t I go get a real job. I never had that obstacle. I was allowed to run free and follow my dreams, and was often encouraged, even when there seemed to be little hope. My father, mother, brothers, and sister all stood by my decisions and put their fear aside, knowing that I was living the life I wanted. Others believed in my dreams and came along for the ride, dedicating their own lives and allowing the dream to continue. Dad, Mom & Tim, Jeremy, Patrick, Aaron, Windy, and the rest of my family, thank you for being my foundation. John, Ami, Judy, and my Montana Grizzly Encounter crew, thank you for being my strong and nurturing heart, pumping relentlessly and keeping our dream alive. Thank you to the Grizzly Creek Film team for helping take this dream to another level. And to my beautiful wife Missi, thank you for being my soul mate, giving me inspiration, and being my hero. Without you, I would be lost in the wilderness of loneliness. I write this book for all who remain untamed as they follow their hearts, and of course, for my best friend, Brutus.
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

WHEN I FIRST “DISCOVERED” CASEY AND HIS REMARKABLE relationship with Brutus, stories like “Christian the Lion” and Tarra the elephant and her best friend, Bella, a dog, had already charmed millions, as I myself had been. I was always hoping that I too would have the chance to be part of a story that touched so many.

My own journey into bear country began with a photo of Brutus sharing a Thanksgiving “turkey” with Casey Anderson and his family in Montana, and soon segued into a visit to the National Geographic website and clips of Anderson’s show, “Expedition Grizzly” and “Expedition Wild,” Brutus’s very own web page, and the remarkable organization that is the Montana Grizzly Encounter.

What struck me at once about Anderson and Brutus was that, for all the other heartwarming animal stories out there, theirs alone focused on conservation, education, and protecting the integrity of our natural world. Not content with being a YouTube phenomenon, Casey took it upon himself many years ago to create a preserve to foster bears like Brutus who had been born into captivity (in some cases, cruel and inhuman captivity) and could not be returned to the wild, yet who still deserved to grow up and live out their lives “being bears.” This preserve would also be a way for people to see grizzlies in a more natural state and learn about these magnificent, powerful creatures, who are neither bloodthirsty killers nor giant teddy bears. They are complex, emotional creatures who form lifelong relationships and truly have the capacity to love. Cubs will cry when their mother abandons them; Brutus jokes with Casey and loves to ham it up for company as much as any budding Hollywood starlet. He has his own personality, distinct from other bears out there, as they too have their own unique temperaments and characters.

But an even more important facet of Casey and Brutus’s work is educating us humans, the adaptive species, on how we can better live alongside our grizzly neighbors. Bears and humans have always had a close bond: the sloth bears in India, the spectacled bears of Peru, the polar bear paparazzi in Canada. Yet this relationship has become strained in recent years, and it is up to us to make it right. And there is no place better to start than in one of the greatest bear enclaves in the world, Yellowstone National Park.

As someone who has been fascinated by the natural world since childhood and a staunch advocate for environmental protection, I found this part of Casey’s mission to be the most compelling of all, prompting me to pick up the phone almost two years ago and contact the Encounter. This was a story that needed to reach a wider audience so that even city slickers like me can understand the fascinating nuances of animal behavior and experience the wonders of an icy cold night on a mountainside, with only grizzlies and moths for company. This story needed to be told so that recreational backpackers can understand the world they are entering when they step out onto the trail—so that the braided path of bear and human existence will continue for a new generation. Never before has the bond between man and bear been so intimately explored, and I hope you will be as moved by the remarkable Story of Brutus as I was.

Jessica Case

Pegasus Books

New York, 2010


CHAPTER 1

COCO AND CORKY

THERE IS NOTHING SPECIAL ABOUT ME, BUT BRUTUS IS an exceptional grizzly bear, who just happens to have me for a pet.

Brutus came into the world as any grizzly cub would, but it was clear from day one that this bear was special. I was twenty-six years old, and I had been working with animals professionally in some respect for about eight years and was now a curator at a drive-through wildlife park in Idaho. Brutus was born in a small man-made cave we had constructed of concrete and steel to give the cubs the feel of being born into a real “cave.” Our replication wasn’t perfect, but it sheltered the tiny newborns from the brutal eastern Idaho winter weather. Brutus clung close to his mother for warmth and nourishment, and acknowledged the clues of the mysterious world that awaited him. Along with the howls of the January winds, he could also hear the rumble of a Chevy engine, and the muffled voices of his future—humans. Most grizzly bear cubs would learn to fear these sounds, but Brutus was developing what would become a curious love affair and affinity with them, since his mother, who had been in captivity her entire life, perked up to our presence and did not react in fear.

One cold, clear February day, Brutus’s life changed in an instant. If cubs are not removed at a very young age, they cannot be handled, and come early spring, male bears will kill them in order to mate with the female. Female bears defend their cubs fiercely, even if they are used to humans, so to prevent our being mauled by a defensive mother, we would immobilize her to remove the cubs. He was pinned beneath the weight of his tranquilized 400-pound mother. As he squirmed, he was suddenly freed as I rolled his mom to the side with a labored heave, and I scooped up what was going to become my son into my arms and sheltered him from the crisp winter air. He let out a little cry, and like a new father I held him closer and looked into his little brown eyes with paternal pride but also with the newfound fear that all new parents have of the unknown days that are to come.

His first moments of the new world were bittersweet. I tried to imagine the overwhelming rush that must have flooded his senses. He seemed to be uncomfortable and scared for the first time, but then he nestled his head into mine and found a new calmness. So the bond of trust was born. He sheltered his little wet nose in the bristly hairs of my goatee. It wasn’t Mom’s soft, silver-tipped fur, but the coarse brown hair must have felt good. Little did he know at that point that he would be greatly responsible for turning my brown hair silver-tipped, too. My warm and loving arms would soon be etched with little bloody grizzly bear scratches and painted with mustard-colored cub diarrhea. But those battles were to come. Meanwhile, the connection that would form between two species that usually are segregated by fear would be life-changing. Brutus never had the opportunity to become prejudiced against humans, a behavior that is learned, not instinctual. In fact, in a staggering way, his heartstrings were tugged in the opposite direction.

BEFORE BRUTUS CAME ALONG, I HAD GOTTEN TO KNOW HIS parents quite well. His father was Corky and his mother was Coco. Both of them had been owned by a woman who trained bears for the television and film industry. Coco seemed much more amenable to training than Corky. In fact, rumor had it that Corky had been put to the side and ignored a bit because the other bears he lived with were used more often for movie jobs, but the result was an attention-yearning sweetheart. Corky was very charming, very peaceful, and just plain laid-back. As far as grizzly bears go, he was perfect, and didn’t seem to miss the proverbial spotlight one little bit. On the other hand, Coco was spunky and full of life. Corky and Coco spent their time together in their very own enclosure at the wildlife park. Coco was the boss, even though she was only about half the size of Corky. Not that different from some human couples in that respect!

Coco and Corky’s enclosure was separated by two 5-foot-tall electric fences that paralleled one another approximately 10 feet apart. Just on the other side was the enclosure where approximately thirty black bears lived. One of my favorite memories was of the mating season. Two female black bears, Rosie and Hannah, would walk to the fence’s edge and flirt with Corky, admiring his big, beautiful male grizzly stature. Corky loved the attention and would hover just on the other side and show off by digging massive holes, pushing over trees, and standing on his hind legs, showing those black-bear ladies that he was much more than just your average bear. But Corky was not the only one with an interspecies admirer. A large male black bear named Leonard would also walk the fence’s edge and flirt with Coco. She was not as impressed, but I did see her give some signs of interest, enough to keep Leonard around—the tease!

Though Corky was ten years old when I first met him, anytime I was near him he would engage me with full-on eye contact. I could tell that he desperately wanted to interact. From all that I’d learned up until that moment, interacting with a ten-year-old grizzly bear for the very first time would be foolish. But something was different about Corky. So despite the rules, the owner’s wishes, and to the chagrin of my fellow keepers, every day after work I would sneak down alone into the grizzly enclosure and spend some time with Corky. I started off with baby steps. I would feed him by hand over the safety of the fence to build his trust. Gradually, as he became more relaxed, I would touch his face with the hand I wasn’t using to feed him. He would turn to smell the new hand but would go back to the food. Then, it moved to food-free touching. This allowed him to concentrate on me and investigate me a bit more. I then moved to crossing the fence and standing next to him, again with food to build a trust. Then, when the food was removed, this was the biggest step because it was just the two of us, without barriers, standing together exploring each other. I would have to swallow my fear or apprehension so as not to introduce the element of anxiety to the newfound bond. I continued in this fashion, little by little, until one night, I got to the point I could sit in his lap. In a process like this, you learn so much about communication with a grizzly bear. Each moment has to be analyzed very carefully, and any misinterpretations would end badly. If I had walked into a situation like this with too much or too little confidence, I would have been destroyed. Finding a balance, creating respect, and crossing the lines only when invited are special skills that I feel we all have. The hard part is just digging them out from beneath all the clutter and trash of our uncharitable minds.

It didn’t take long for Corky and me to develop a close bond, a bond that I had to show off. Nobody could believe it, and although they had been opposed to my starting this relationship, everybody was astonished. The relationship became so close that I could sit on Corky’s lap as he nuzzled my face and I scratched his belly. There was something in his eyes and in his gentle mannerisms that invited me in. I had worked with perhaps fifty adult bears, and I’d never taken a leap of faith the way I did with Corky. It was ironic that I had picked the biggest grizzly bear I had ever worked with to be my first for such a relationship.

Coco, on the other hand, was much harder to control. I often thought that Coco was too smart for her own good. I would watch her watch Corky and me. She would pay special attention to our patterns. Something about her kept me on my toes. She would show off her tricks without being asked and engage you in a way to draw you in closer. Then, just when you let your guard down and were close enough, she would take a swipe at you. If she wasn’t going to be the bear getting all the attention at the park, then she was going to make the headlines for ripping your face off.

One morning, I woke early to the ringing of my cell phone. I lived on the premises of the wildlife park in a small trailer at the time. On the phone was my boss. He said, “Casey, I just got a call from the Sheriff’s Department and they said there is a grizzly bear on the highway!” That was the worst news in the world to wake up to in those days. I leapt up from my bed, threw on my clothes, and called my partner, Christine, for backup. I drove into the wildlife park, looking for a bear on all sides. I did not see anything on the highway, and the traffic wasn’t reacting as if there was a grizzly on the road. As I drove near the grizzly enclosure, I’ll never forget what I saw: a large pile of freshly excavated dirt and a tunnel going underneath the gate. On the other side sat Corky with a confused look. I remember thinking that of the two grizzly bears who could have escaped, I was hoping it was Corky. He would have been the easier of the two to get back into the grizzly enclosure. Coco, on the other hand, would have created a ruckus if we had to do anything with her. I looked back toward the corner of the large elk, deer, and bison enclosure, and I noticed that all of the hooved animals were paying close attention to something or someone. Just then, Christine rounded the corner in her little white jeep.

Christine had previously worked with most of the bears now in the wildlife park. She hadn’t had very much experience with Coco, but it was certainly more than I had had. Coco, who had now escaped through the tunnel and was having second thoughts, sat terrified on the edge of the ungulate enclosure. Christine and I came up with a game plan. Christine was going to walk alongside Coco and lead her back to the gate with treats. It was our hope that once we got her back to the gate, in fear of her new surroundings, she would willingly return to the comforts of her own enclosure. We walked along with Coco, marshmallow by marshmallow, leading her step-by-step slowly toward her escape route.

About halfway across the 30-acre enclosure, Coco started to get nervous and began to hesitate. Some of the occupants of the enclosure, a large flock of wild turkeys, were making their way over to see their new friend. Coco did not want to be friends with the wild turkeys. In fact, she seemed to be scared of them. Coco sat down in the middle of the road that wound through the enclosure. She began sucking on Christine’s finger, a sign of nervousness, but was finding some pacification in the sucking. Christine and I spoke to each other in a calm way and came up with plan B.

Christine was going to stand there allowing Coco to continue to suck on her finger while I returned to the truck and got the makings of a small electrical fence. I was going to come back and put the fence up around her to contain her and then we would go and get the bear trailer and attempt to load her into it. I went back to the truck, gathered up the items, and slowly returned to Christine. I was about 20 yards away when it happened. With lightning speed, Christine was engulfed in a barrage of brutal strikes and bites from Coco. Christine collapsed to the ground, and Coco sprinted away in full panic.

I ran to Christine and noticed that she was beginning to go into some sort of shock. I gave her a once-over and, not seeing any obvious wounds, scooped her into my arms and carried her to the truck. I remember asking her if she was okay, and by her reaction I knew she wasn’t. I began to look closely at her and noticed blood soaking through her sweatshirt. I pulled back her sleeve. It was bad. Most of her arm on either side of her elbow looked like hamburger meat. I kept my cool, trying not to let her see the panic welling up inside me. I quickly drove her out of the park and rendezvoused with one of the park owners. I asked him to rush her to the emergency room while I returned to attempt to contain and extinguish the emergency situation that had been left behind.

Christine went off to the hospital and I returned to Coco.* I wasn’t messing around now, and three tranquilizer darts later I dragged Coco’s unconscious body back into her enclosure. Corky, who was sitting there watching the whole event, gave us both curious looks as if he wondered what all the fuss was about. The park staff decided to keep Coco around. She was a spitfire, but she was the only breeding female grizzly bear they had. Grizzly bear cubs were a vital asset in order to attract visitors to the park, so despite her disposition and rap sheet, they decided to let her stay. (Her enclosure was fortified to be escape proof.)

I find it a general rule of thumb that female grizzlies tend to be a little more moody than their male counterparts. I speculate that it comes from their relentless protection of their cubs. Whether protecting them from humans, other bears, or countless other obstacles, they must always be on guard, and they almost always choose an offensive strategy if they sense danger. As I got to know Brutus over the years, I saw equal parts of his father and mother in him. Brutus will always be 100 percent a grizzly bear, and I never forget that 50 percent of that is Coco.

* Christine recovered from her injuries. She now lives happily with her family in Minnesota, but no longer works with bears.


CHAPTER 2

HYBRID

I WAS BORN IN MONTANA. MY DAD WAS A MOUNTAIN MAN AND my mom ran a homeless shelter. Now I give homeless grizzly bears a place to live. My mother’s side of the family have been cattle ranchers in Montana for several generations, and politically conservative, while my father’s family were mostly fairly liberal, so I got a healthy dose of different opinions while I was growing up. I would like to think it expanded my mind and gave me a chance to understand both sides of an issue, although as it usually is between parents and children, there were some bumps along the way.

When my father had any free time, it was spent in the mountains, and I was hot on his heels. Whether it was gathering firewood, hunting, hiking, or camping, most of my childhood was spent exploring the surrounding forests. My dad believed in wilderness and liked the land to be pure and untouched. He would complain about motorcycles and clear-cut logging, and if we encountered on public land the type of barbed wire fence used for cattle, we usually destroyed it. I was an ecoterrorist in training, and some of those ideals still run deep in my soul. Ironically, the next weekend, we could be found at my mom’s family’s cattle ranch fixing fences, riding around on four-wheelers to check the calves, and talking about falling cattle prices and the potential of selling agricultural land to subdivision developers.

Growing up in Montana was wonderful, but being raised in a family with a dichotomy of perception about wilderness was confusing. However, it did give me a wide perspective, and one thing both sides had in common was the love for animals. It is here, at my roots, that the obvious need to coexist with the wilderness became a seed that I have been cultivating my entire life.

I love both sides of my family, and I have watched them adjust to each other over the years. They have found some sort of harmony and respect in each other’s opinions, and they have listened and adapted accordingly, and I think it is time for the rest of the world to do the same.

My mother directed a homeless shelter in Helena, Montana, for most of my childhood. The shelter took in mostly homeless men, whose background ranged from Vietnam vets to the mentally ill. My mother instilled many values in me, but the one that sticks with me in my interactions with wild animals—and people, too—is the value of never judging a book by its cover.

Many of the men my mother helped and cared for are the same people that many will take one look at and step back from. Our closed minds have made us cower from them as if they have leprosy or are going to steal something from us. My mother made friends with these people, and so did I. It didn’t take me long to realize how very wrong the common perception of most transient people is. The people I met were caring, honest, and intelligent. My mother met some of her closest friends at the shelter. Those friends continue to be some of her most loyal. I learned a lot from my mother when it came to blind compassion, and sacrificing your own comfort for the comfort of others. There is no greater gift than to take your favorite shirt off your back and give it to someone who needs it more than you. This is the basis of my passion to help grizzly bears and other wild creatures. Like the homeless men and women on the streets across the country, grizzly bears are misjudged and treated poorly out of fear and ignorance. Mom taught me to learn about and understand them.

Transient people are often identified by nicknames. “Canada” was a grizzly-bear-sized man who had ridden the rails from north of the border in Ontario to Montana to start a new life. He was a gentle giant. Though he was a massive, hairy man who would have intimidated most people, he was as soft-hearted as a lamb and as loyal as a person could be. We would talk about the wilds of the north, and he would encourage me to chase my dreams to work with wildlife. Not too long after, when my dreams began to take shape, I started working at Yellowstone Bear World as the curator. I wanted two weeks off to go scuba diving in Cozumel, Mexico, but it was the height of the tourist season at the park, and the park’s owner did not want to be left short-handed during this valuable time, so he made me a deal. If I could find someone experienced with grizzly bears to fill in for me during those two weeks, he would allow me to go. I didn’t know anyone with that kind of experience. My tropical plans were certainly doomed.

That night Canada’s name popped into my head. Though he had absolutely no grizzly bear experience—in fact, his only experience with animals was maybe petting a stray cocker spaniel—I knew he would do anything for me. I called the homeless shelter in Helena and got him on the phone. I explained the situation, and we fabricated a plan. We came up with a story that would fool my boss. Canada was going to pose as a guy who used to be a zookeeper at some wildlife park in Ontario that we found on the Internet. He was going to say he had just moved to the United States to look for work, and I happened to find him at this opportune time. We laughed as we created this far-fetched story, but I could sense his apprehension to be thrown to the bears, so to speak. Our next dilemma was getting him from Montana to Idaho. He didn’t have a car, and I didn’t have time to drive up and get him. Canada decided to travel the way he knew best, and that was by freight train. He mapped out the routes, and figured he would be in Pocatello, Idaho, sometime between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. the next afternoon. I drove down to the rail yards late the next evening, circling in my truck, looking and waiting for Canada. After a few hours, Canada had still not shown up. Disappointed and worried, I returned home. Late that night the phone rang. It was Canada. He told me a horror story about how he had hopped the wrong train and got caught on a “bone rattler” all the way to Green River, Wyoming. A bone rattler is a freight car whose suspension has given out. It rumbles, sways, and vibrates like crazy and pulverizes anything inside. Canada was pounded in the rail car until he passed out, only to wake up a state away. I got out of bed and headed south. I had to drive through the night and back to get my replacement to work on time.

We rolled in a couple of hours late. We had plenty of time to polish the story, and we just blamed our tardiness on a missed connection at the Salt Lake City airport. I introduced Canada to the administration and staff and they all seemed to take the bait. Canada had decided to wear a Crocodile Dundee hat he had found in a Dumpster, and it seemed to be just the trick to make it all believable. We went down into the park and I gave him a crash course in animal husbandry. I wanted my friend to be safe, but not so apparently apprehensive that it would be unbelievable. I came up with ways he could get by, but there is an element of risk anytime you work around wild animals.

I loaded my suitcase with flip-flops, tank tops, and sunscreen, and headed off to the Caribbean. As I pulled away, I felt a bit worried, but somehow I knew that I could count on Canada no matter what.

When I returned after my fun in the sun, I could not believe my eyes. Canada had taken the charade to another level. Not only did he exceed my expectations, he impressed the park’s owner, too. Canada had been offered a full-time job! But there was a problem. Canada was not a U.S. citizen, nor did he hold any valid identification to fill out the forms for employment. Up until then, the entire staff knew him only as Canada and asked no questions. When it came down to it, Canada came up with an I.D. out of nowhere. I didn’t know where it came from, but the photo looked nothing like him. It was worth a try, though. The name on the I.D. was Charles something. When we sat down at the desk with the owner and filled out the paperwork, I giggled when I said to Canada, “Hey, Chucky, it is sure nice to have you around full time.” He glared at me without the slightest bit of humor on his face. Canada spent the next year working at the park. Along the way, I taught him as much as I could about the animals, and he really seemed to enjoy it. But after a while, there was a wildness in Canada that could not be contained in a nine-to-five job. One morning Canada disappeared, and his days as a wildlife expert were finished. His loyalty will never be forgotten, and the legend of Canada or Charles what’s his name will live on among the ranks of the wildlife community forever.

I WAS ONCE CALLED THE GRIZZLY COWBOY BY SOMEONE WHO SAW me ride on Brutus’s back like a horse. With my upbringing, it’s sort of fitting. I have had horses and bears, and I love a good Montana-grown angus steak, but I don’t blame the wolves for liking them, too. I’m not a big fan of clear-cut logging, but I live in a house made out of wood. I have chosen to speak for those who have spoken to me ever since I can remember. Even though they lack verbal expression, they still have plenty to say.


CHAPTER 3

THE MAGNET
My Animal Connection

EVER SINCE I CAN REMEMBER, ANIMALS HAVE DEMANDED, my attention. It started with grasshoppers. I was three years old, stumbling around through the fields that surrounded my hometown of East Helena. As I walked hand in hand with my grandma Lillian, I would periodically let go and desperately try and catch them, they were so colorful and unique. My curiosity fueled my desire to capture them even further, so I watched them carefully, trying to figure out their patterns. I would watch which way they jumped and what made them jump.

Trial and error, over and over again I would make my attempt, each time getting closer, learning, beginning to understand their moves, their strengths, and their weaknesses. Just then, one would hop from the depths of the timothy, brome, and spotted knapweed and perch on my arm. I would look at every detail of its shiny body, watching it twitch and move. I admired its metallic highlights and its strong outer armor that resembled a knight. I didn’t catch the grasshopper, it captured me.

After the grasshoppers, it was a muskrat named Marvin my family had on its property. There was an irrigation ditch that cut through the yard of my childhood home. Prickly Pear Creek fed the waterway that ran for miles out to flood some farmer’s alfalfa field. I would walk down the broken concrete sidewalk to a footbridge that crossed the water. There I would sit anxiously in the shade of the cottonwood trees and wait for Marvin to appear.

I learned that if I sat long enough, his little brown head would pop up from under the water. Every time I caught a glimpse, a small shot of adrenaline shot through me. This was the beginning of an addiction. I would see him swimming with a mouth full of grass, back and forth to his den in the bank. If I made the slightest move, he would disappear with a splash back under the slow-moving murky water and he would likely not return. As patient as I could be at the age of five, I would try harder and harder to remain motionless, realizing that it would pay off. The longer I could hold still, the more of a show Marvin would give me. I enjoyed the seconds of viewing I would have, and I would relay the moment to my parents in excitement.
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