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  Editorial Note




  In 2012 the Colorado Division of Wildlife, abbreviated as DOW, merged with the Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation to become Colorado Parks and Wildlife, abbreviated as CPW. The new name and abbreviation are used in this book.
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  Preface




  A bear kept me up last night. As I drifted off, I heard one banging up my neighbor’s trash can, heard my chickens cackle in response, heard my dog get up from her bed to stand at the window and growl. This morning, when I walked outside, I saw that my yard swing had been clawed up—the green fabric remnants floated up in a small breeze. I glanced at my neighbor’s trash can, now with a huge dent in the top, but otherwise still intact. Then I looked up, into the cottonwoods, scanning the crooks and big branches, just checking. Hoping, really.




  I went for my usual walk, down the dirt county road in northern Colorado, along the first hogbacks of the Colorado Rockies. My breath misted out, the world was softly crystallized in white, the yellow dots of leaves circled through the air. The dog ran on ahead, sniffing; a fawn and doe stepped quietly out of sight. Mainly, though, I was looking down, scanning for scat—this time of year, there’s bound to be a pile or two of apple-seed–laden stuff, crumbly and pleasant. Sure enough, I found several, and I paused in the quiet morning to gaze up at the foothills. Somewhere in the mountain mahogany, willows, wild plums, and rock outcroppings, a bear was hanging out.




  This afternoon, at the bus stop, I will walk out and wait for my children—the mountain lions and bears are a little too prevalent right now, even for me. And tonight, probably, the phone will ring. This is the time of year my neighbors call each other: bring in your birdfeeders, watch your trash, did you see the cubs in the tree by the river? When we meet at the Grange, I will overhear someone complaining that she’s got bear snot on her windowpanes.




  Bears are a part of life here, but all I usually see is the evidence left behind. At my parents’ ranch nearby, I recently walked out back to the far edge of the property—past the hay meadows and into wilder territory—and stopped under the hidden ancient apple trees surrounded in undergrowth. I marveled at the huge and plentiful piles of scat full of apple seeds, the clawed-off bark. When I moseyed back to the cluster of outbuildings, I found my parents gathered round the chicken house. They looked mildly grumpy: a bear and cubs had somehow twisted the window pane, and, without breaking the window, had broken into the supposedly-bear-proof chicken-house and slaughtered all the chickens. I stood there, surveying the damage, noticing the small paw prints—a mix of mud and chicken blood—that scaled a vertical cinderblock wall. Spider-man bears, I thought. I can’t say that I was that sorry to have the rooster gone, because he’d harassed me for years, but the hens and chicks—well, that was a bummer. I mourned their loss and examined their entrails and feet scattered all around me. The big bear had also left us a scat pile as big as a full backpack that looked rather human (since the bear has been eating more like a human lately; chicken protein, for example), and we were fascinated by that, too. We wished the bears back into the wilderness, vowed to do better, and agreed that the bears should be full and content before heading into hibernation.




  Such is our life with bears. We all do what we can to minimize bear-human conflict, we must try to do more, but sometimes events like this happen anyway, accepted by us all as part of the deal. And as I fall asleep tonight, I’ll listen for evidence again, and be grateful, as always, that I live in the company of bears.




  When I was asked to write this book, I hesitated. For one thing, I didn’t know that much about bears—either the black bears that now occupy our state, or the grizzlies that once did (and perhaps still do). I’m an outdoorsperson, and I’d classify myself as a student of Colorado’s backcountry and wildlife, but that made me no expert. But while it’s true that writers often write what they know, it’s equally true that writers write what they want to know—what they’re curious about. And it’s true I was curious about bears.




  My other worries about writing a bear book were broader: I didn’t want to write a romantic-sweet bear book. The bears of our cultural zeitgeist make me queasy—gift shops make me cringe, with bear-paw coffee mugs and stylized bears with Indian maidens scantily clad. The nearest restaurant/shop to me, in fact, has all this stuff, along with a stuffed bear cub standing with a sign in his paws: Please Seat Yourself, which you can do, and then stare at the jackalope on the wall.




  Nor did I want to write a horror-thriller book about bears and their menacing ways. The other end of the cultural mythology is just as erroneous. Movies about human-eating-grizzlies and orphan-producing bears make me wonder why humans often wish to make wild animals into something far more dangerous than they actually are. Our grossly distorted perception of them seems very stubborn—perhaps an innate fear of predators contributes to this, even when there’s ample evidence to suggest that only very rarely are we anything except the top of the food chain. In any case, it seems we’ve often been too busy killing these animals rather than observing them for the creatures that they are, and I certainly didn’t want to contribute to that cultural mythology.




  So why write a book about the best bear stories of Colorado? In the end, because of one reason: curiosity is one definition of love. The more I learned about real bears, the more I loved bears. Not in the hug ’em goofy sense, but in the deep respect and care that goes along with real emotion.




  My hope, then, has been to paint the real portrait of bears. I am not here to reveal bears as dangerous creatures, although, yes, both black bears and grizzlies can be dangerous, and in this book there are some stories of tragedy and violence. Nor am I presenting them as cute cuddly things, although that famous photograph of Theodore Roosevelt bottle-feeding a bear is awfully endearing, and the cubs I’ve seen surely make one want to cuddle. But in the end, bears are what they are—wild animals, full of curiosity, strength, playfulness, boredom, activity. I wanted to get to know them and the people who have—by choice or not—found their lives intersecting with the bruins of Colorado.




  One epiphany that came with writing this book was the full realization of how many grizzlies once roamed the space where I live—and for the first time, I felt the sorrow and silence of their absence (and the safety I take for granted, perhaps—although I also came to fear grizzlies far less after learning more). Some of the chapters explore the first encounters with these grizzlies, from the most famous Colorado grizzly, Old Mose, to the quiet playful ones in the land of Enos Mills, who was perhaps their best advocate. “It would be a glorious thing,” he wrote in 1919, “if every one appreciated the real character of the grizzly bear.”




  This book also explores the possibility of a remnant population of grizzlies in Colorado, and the more I talked to people in the know, the more I became open to the idea that there might, in fact, still be a chance that some exist, though not in any numbers to remain a viable population. I also interviewed others who would like grizzlies to be a part of Colorado’s future—a concept that I find fascinating for the deep wildness and hope that such a goal represents. Historical documents proved to be equally interesting, as when I discovered a nutty story about Zebulon Pike and the first grizzlies on public exhibition in the world, or when I discovered early newspaper accounts of grizzlies that were charming, horrific, or downright funny.




  I also learned a lot about Colorado’s black bears, Ursus americanus. If the grizzly is indeed extinct, black bears (which can vary in color and are often not black) are the largest carnivores in the state. There are an estimated 10,000 to 12,000 of them here, and thus bear stories are pretty common around the campfire and water cooler. Although black bears still occupy vast areas of North America, bears have lost 90 percent of their original range, and humans continue to encroach on what remains of bear habitat (consider, for example, that condos are often placed at the same altitude as bear habitat). It’s not surprising, then, that conflicts between bears and humans have increased dramatically in the last few decades. In fact, these conflicts are related to a third of all bear mortalities in Colorado—and a few tragic encounters for people, too.




  In researching this book, I have crawled into a black bear’s den and put my face up to a hibernating (and tranquilized) black bear, watched baby black bear cubs play, gone exploring in the far reaches of Colorado for stories. I have talked to a father who lost a son; two men who nearly lost their lives; and scientists who have spent hundreds of hours with hundreds of black bears. I have talked to historians, artists, good hunters and moronic hunters. Across the state (there are even black bears on the plains of Colorado), I’ve listened to stories. Thus, this book is about bears, but it is also a story of people; there cannot be one without the other. It is also very much a story about place—some of the very far corners and highest reaches of my home state of Colorado.




  Bears seize our imagination, perhaps because they are so human. We seek them out and integrate them into our lives in all sorts of ways. Tourists want a glimpse; schools use bears as symbols of identity; scientists study; conservationists worry; wildlife officials deal with the human-bear interface; hunters want to harvest the animals for sport, trophy, meat, or pelt; photographers hope for the right light, the right bear, the right moment; Native Americans associate the animals with spiritual beings, death, and rebirth; many others feel a spiritual or soulful pull. And all of us, I think, would pause and marvel if, by chance, a bear sauntered into sight.




  Despite the fascination, though, few of us have had the opportunity to really get to know bears—they are by nature reclusive and quiet creatures. It’s fair to say that I spend a lot of time outside in the mountains—hiking or cross-country skiing or snowshoeing or camping—and I have to admit that I haven’t seen that many bears. When I have, it’s usually been a quick glimpse, save for the times when a bear is up in a tree and stuck there. For that reason, perhaps, I didn’t know that much about their habitat and habits, their role in ecosystems, and about the people who know them best. The greatest gift in writing this book was that I’ve come to know the bear as more than a creature that rips up my lawn furniture or beats up neighbor’s trash cans. Their habits, their preoccupations, their physiology, their personalities have—at least a little—been opened to me.




  It is perhaps the case that once you start to know a creature, you can fall in love, and if you fall in love, you want to protect. Thus, the final lesson for me in writing this book is the renewed conviction and belief that this great state has the great gift of bears—and therefore the deep responsibility of keeping them safe and their habitat wild. Our record thus far hasn’t been stellar—from the extermination of grizzlies to the current bear-human interface problems—but the fact that Colorado has bear stories to tell offers hope. There are real and tangible things we can do to protect them and their wilderness. And the best way to do that, perhaps, is to know their stories. This book contains, then, the best stories I could find. Enjoy!




  The Ghost of Hope




  Grizzlies in Colorado




  Perrhaps they’re here, deep in the mountains of southwest Colorado. Perhaps they’re all gone, shot and trapped and poisoned to extinction. Perhaps they should be reintroduced. Or perhaps there is not enough wildness in the lands of Colorado to protect them.




  Grizzlies in Colorado. They used to be here, in the hundreds, and their current existence remains just at the cusp of possibility. Rumors abound, sightings are reported, searches are conducted. The subject spawns all sorts of emotions, depending on who you talk to: hope or sorrow, relief or disdain, believers and doubters. Many will argue that grizzlies have been extinct in Colorado for decades; that for better or worse, they’re gone. And yet, deep in the southern Colorado mountains, in the San Juan Mountains, there’s just enough wildness left for the possibility, enough evidence to fuel the fires of hope.




  When I travel through the southwest part of the state, into folds of mountains that repeat to the horizon, it’s no surprise that the existence of grizzlies in Colorado is not a cut-and-dried situation. The scope of the landscape is enormous and, no matter which side of the debate you fall on, it’s true that there’s room—as evidenced in these mountains themselves—for a little uncertainty.




  While grizzlies were all gone from northern Colorado by the 1920s, viable populations were still present in the southern part of the state until much later. In 1952, a government trapper named Lloyd Anderson—who had already legally killed at least seven grizzlies and an estimated five hundred black bears—killed a sow in this area. This sow was later deemed the last grizzly in Colorado, and wildlife officials declared the grizzly extinct statewide. Around the same time, the state of Colorado formed the “Rio Grande–San Juan Grizzly Bear Management Area” to protect grizzlies—meaning that, ironically enough, by the time that the Colorado Wildlife Commission declared the grizzly bear endangered, it was too late.




  Most people believed that the law was moot anyway—there weren’t any grizzlies left to protect. But then, in 1979, something incredible happened: a hunting outfitter named Ed Wiseman, who was bow hunting for elk, killed an old female grizzly in the south San Juans. This was twenty-seven years after they’d been declared extinct.




  The “Wiseman Bear,” as she was commonly called, stirred up the debate. For years, reports and rumors about grizzly bears had been surfacing—but this was proof. In response to the Wiseman bear, Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) took another look, and a study was headed by its well-known and respected black bear biologist, Tom Beck. Beck spent two summers directing a search for grizzlies in the San Juans, and while the so-called “Beck Study,” turned up “lots of black bears but no grizzlies,” Beck also noted in his final report that “failure to catch a grizzly does not mean a definite absence of bears.”




  In fact, Beck, now retired, knows that there were grizzlies in the state in between the 1950s and 1970s. “What it’s hard to convince people of is that while grizzly bears weren’t being killed, it doesn’t mean they weren’t there,” he told me. “The state had said that was illegal to kill a grizzly, but if you were setting traps, how were you going to release one? People didn’t have the drugs or the know-how to immobilize bears yet. So what was a guy to do if he caught one? Shoot it and not report it. I asked a number of sheep men, none of whom I will identify, and trappers, none of whom I will identify, if this indeed happened. All of them confirmed [it]. So, there were bears here during that interim time. Not a lot. But they were here.”




  Which just makes the question more interesting: Was the Wiseman bear the last one, or not? Besides having unreported deaths, many people believe that just because grizzlies are smart enough to avoid notice, doesn’t mean they aren’t there. In fact, that particular attribute might be the very thing that keeps them alive.




  Just ask rancher and guide Dennis Schutz. He told me that he watched a large grizzly sow and three cubs for about half an hour in 1990. “I’m positive they were grizzlies,” he said. “I was up on the mountain, in an area I’d never been before, and I was looking for a way out before it got dark. I found a big elk trail that I knew would take me out, so I stopped to relax, and was sitting still when the bears came out.” As it turns out, this area was about only about a mile away from where the Wiseman bear was killed—and she was, according to some, a lactating sow.




  Schutz recounted how he watched three bears came out into a meadow while he was resting, and he thought, “Man, those are big black bears.” But then they did something odd—they started playing. “It was like a slug fest going on,” he said. “They were romping and rolling, having a big time in the middle of a grassy meadow. Three adult black bears, acting like cubs—that was odd. Then all the sudden, in a creek bed filled with alders, a bear comes out of the creek bottom. And she was a lot bigger than the cubs. She must have known I was there—I don’t know if she scented me or sensed me or what. But she got them out of there. She smacked a couple of them and took off leading them up the hill. When one stopped to play, she made a little circle around him and barked him into shape. As they left, she would stop and sit on her haunches and lean back to her left and look me in the eye.”




  Schutz contacted Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) right away. “It was elk season, and the local officers were busy, and it was several days before they were able to go up there. There was some snow on the ground on the north-facing steep canyon. There were obvious bear tracks, and there had been some elk in there, and the tracks were sort of melted out. The CPW said it was interesting but inconclusive.”




  Whether or not people believe him is not one of Schutz’s main concerns. “I don’t care if people believe me or not. Some do, some don’t. Those were grizzlies. We’re talking about 68,000 acres of private and undisturbed land. There are places here that I bet have never been touched by a human foot. There’s just no reason that they can’t be up there. And I have a good feeling that I’m telling truth. It makes me happy inside knowing that they’re up there.”




  A handful of people, guided by hope and instinct, perhaps, have gone looking for exactly that—evidence that Colorado is still wild enough to have some of her original grizzlies. Everyone who keeps up with such things knows who they are—they are Colorado legends. Perhaps the most colorful is Doug “Hayduke” Peacock, a filmmaker, author, outdoorsman, and grizzly expert. He’s been looking for evidence of bears for years, and has written extensively about his inquiries and searches for grizzly, including the popular book In the Presence of Grizzlies, in which he and his wife Andrea delve into the life of grizzlies and grizzly-human relationship via interviews with biologists, mauling victims, hunters, and photographers. Peacock believes that the existence of a small population of grizzlies in Colorado has been clearly demonstrated, citing hair samples collected by searchers and identified by an independent forensics laboratory as grizzly; several finds of huge, grizzly-like tracks; and two highly-credible sightings. What he wants is to prove the existence of a remnant population of native Colorado grizzlies and assure their preservation.




  Several expeditions to look for evidence have been mounted. In September 1990, Doug Peacock, writer Rick Bass, and biologist Dennis Sizemore went on a trip in search of evidence. Bass’s book The Lost Grizzlies is a detailed account of that trip and the possibility of grizzlies in general, or perhaps the possibility that there is simply enough wildness to contain them. “I am not arguing for bears, because that cannot really be done,” Bass wrote. “They seem beyond argument, like whales or clouds. What I am arguing for is a little space for the bears.” Recently, I asked Bass about the possibility of bears since the publication of his book. “The world has gotten smaller since Doug and I were in the San Juans,” he said. “My own feelings are that they are gone for now—but that one way or the other, they will be back. I look forward to that day.”




  David Petersen, a well known outdoorsman and writer from the area, has also been on the lookout—and echoes Bass’s sentiments. He believes that the last credible report occurred well into the 90s. “The last report of a live grizzly in Colorado that I find credible was the DeSwarte encounter in the summer of 1995,” he told me. As he notes in his book Ghost Grizzlies: Does the Great Bear Still Haunt Colorado?, this bear sighting was later judged a “Class 3” by Tom Beck, who investigated the report, meaning that one physical characteristic of a grizzly bear was reported by a credible witness, but that no other evidence was discovered.




  Petersen has conducted his own extensive searches, and his wonderful book recounts four years of trips into the backcountry, interviewing wildlife officials, hikers, hunters, taxidermists, and anyone else with a connection to the great bear—hoping to find evidence that a few still range Colorado’s rugged backcountry. His book is a thorough and lively account of evidence and the country itself.




  “If any native grizzlies remain in Colorado,” he told me, “I have come to hope they are never discovered. I am a passionate traditional bowhunter. Yet I do not hunt bears. While I have no objection to fair-chase hunting of bears (that is, no bait and no hounds involved) as a necessary element of scientific wildlife management, and while I’ve eaten bear meat and find it delicious, I simply have no desire to hunt bears myself. If you explore the worldwide history of man’s relationship to bears, you’ll find a remarkable consistency in the shared feeling that bears are ‘almost us.’ Indeed, it’s a universal human ‘spiritual thing.’ Basically, I quit arguing for reintroduction, called off my own search, and suggest we should just let any remaining bears die in dignified peace, since the political situation in this state will never accommodate wild grizzlies.” He notes that CPW (and others, including himself) continue to get grizzly sighting reports every tourist season, some with photos. “None so far, zero, has been in the least credible,” he said. “In short, while I cannot say ‘no more grizzlies in Colorado,’ I am frankly doubtful.”




  And yet the debate rages on. Some people liken the possibility of grizzlies in Colorado as being along the lines of “Yup, I fished for the Loch Ness Monster and I saw a grizzly being chased by a Yeti,” as one CPW employee humorously put it. But reports continue to trickle in. One credible sighting came when a plane crashed at Banded Peaks, where searchers believe they found grizzly tracks in snow near the wreckage. From the air, they appeared to be snowshoe tracks. Another report came in 2006, when two hunters say they spotted a female grizzly bear and two cubs near Independence Pass. They were experienced hunters, and there was enough evidence to take the report seriously—the Parks and Wildlife officials used a helicopter with videographers and photographers on board. They searched the area but found no evidence to substantiate the report.




  The mystery remains—which is, perhaps, the best way to leave something as grand as the grizzly.




  Whether or not they’re here, some wonder if they should be back. One such person is Jorge Andromidas, who founded the Colorado Grizzly Project in 1995. This group advocates reintroduction either to augment a small population which may still exist in the San Juan ecosystem—or to re-establish one using bears from a similar habitat in the interior West. In addition, Andromidas also argues that the time has come for responsible management agencies to act as if grizzlies were still present, and to take immediate action to protect Colorado’s last few grizzlies and their habitat. After all, should the existence of a distinct southern Rockies grizzly subspecies be proven, it would be the most critically endangered mammal in North America. His group would also like to see sheep allotments purchased and retired by groups like the Nature Conservancy; or, to have the Forest Service retire them when the current permit holders no longer want them. They’d also like to carefully regulate black bear hunting in the area where grizzlies would be introduced, since it’s very hard to tell a black bear from a grizzly.




  The Colorado Grizzly Project, he noted, “was intended to build tolerance for grizzlies among that segment of the population that would otherwise be adamantly opposed to re-introduction.” To that end, they want to instill a “recognition of the value of a whole, healthy, and intact ecosystem” and to “create or sustain an appreciation of the grizzly bear as a top-level predator.” One of his main goals is simply to “build a constituency for the grizzly, and that comes with patience,” he told me, noting that successful lynx and wolverine (and possibly wolf) reintroduction might pave the way, as people learn that these animals are not the dangerous killing creatures they were once made out to be. “I don’t think it’s in the best interest of anyone to haul bears to the San Juans without having done further habitat study and education of the local populace. But people might come to recognize that top-level predators like the grizzly bear still have not only relevance, but a distinct physical place in Colorado, particularly in the southwest.”




  He’d also like to convince people that the existence of grizzly bears would not harm the local economy, but would help it. “As the economic viability of ranch work declines, tours and outdoor activities offer an economic alternative. Whether it’s Japanese tourists or people getting on a horse to ride up into the San Juans, people have an interest in the real world. They have an interest in non-consumptive use of resources—there’s been a transition from a consumptive use of the wilderness to a more sustainable model. I want people to know that we have one foot in the real world, one foot in the ideal.”




  In fact, his role in moderating public opinion on grizzlies is in response to extreme positions on both sides—not only bear alarmists, but bear enthusiasts. Timothy Treadwell, the filmmaker who lived among the grizzlies in Alaska for thirteen years before getting killed by a grizzly, contacted Andromidas “wanting approval of his views and practices—wanting an endorsement of his goals, more or less.” Andromidas, however, refused: “I warned him and told him, ‘You’re not doing anything good for the bears, and you’re endangering yourself.’” Andromidas made it clear that he doesn’t want to anthropomorphize bears, or romanticize them—and he doesn’t want others too, either.




  But his work on and about bears has given him a sense of place, a sense of the ecological niche bears fill, and the integrity of whole ecosystems. He added that we don’t exactly know what ecological values grizzlies bring to ecosystems (although he’s also hesitant to use that term at all, because it tends to reduce wild creatures to the level of economic assets rather than creatures with intrinsic worth). He did note, however, that grizzlies are seed dispersers, they aerate soil as they vigorously dig for marmots and field mice and roots, and that their consumption of rodents may help regulate those populations.




  It would be hard to be a grizzly advocate without getting curious about their possible existence, and Andromidas has gone looking himself. He was a field researcher on the Citizens Search for the Colorado Grizzly project, which was a concerted, diligent effort to find a sign of grizzlies. The Wiseman Bear, he noted, was a female, and appeared to have borne young. “I was invited to examine the pelt of the Wiseman grizzly at what is now the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, and the teats displayed signs of having been used by nursing cubs. Which means there was a male to impregnate her, and at least one or two cubs. With the sightings and such excellent habitat, there was a likelihood that grizzlies could have endured.”




  He added that the habitat of that region is excellent. “Some people say that the habitat is better than that in Yellowstone. I’m not a scientist, but I can see why. Consider the remoteness—less oil and gas drilling, fewer people, less hunting pressure. Also, good precipitation, good food sources.” Such a population would be an “island population”—cut off from others—but Andromidas pointed out that “Yellowstone is too, and Glacier is on the threshold of becoming an island population, because of development in Alberta.”




  His search did turn up interesting clues—he noted that over 1,000 hair samples and bear scat were collected, but as far as he knows, the items were never tested—a bit of a mystery in itself, noting that “as far as I know, those samples just deteriorated.” The search also revealed differing opinions about what should be done should a bear be discovered. Although there was agreement and camaraderie among the bear-seekers about finding a bear, there has been some conflict about what to do immediately after. “Even back at that time, there was a split—a schism between people who wanted to find incontrovertible evidence and who wanted that evidence reported to the officials,” he told me. “And there were others who thought we should just protect that bear—not even report it—and let the bear live out its life, without all that radio collaring, extracting a molar, blood draws, and all the inevitable handling of that bear.”




  This brought up perhaps the most intriguing point of the case for grizzlies in Colorado. As Andromidas hinted, there are certainly people who might be seeing bears, but keeping mum. Indeed, while talking to various people in southern Colorado, I got the distinct impression that some people weren’t telling me the whole story—and I got the impressions that sightings are more common than one would think. Schutz, the ranch manager and guide who spotted the three bears, confirmed my suspicion. He said, “If I had it to do over, I would just tell my friends. I’d keep quiet, more or less. I didn’t know then that speaking up would cause a semi-stampede of people who wanted to see them. I’m a different person now.” Then he paused and chuckled a little. “If I saw them again—or if I’ve seen them again—well, now, I wouldn’t say.” And indeed, perhaps it’s best to leave it that way, in the hopes that wildness can remain wild.




  [image: ]




  The Wiseman Bear




  and the Natural History


  of the Grizzly




  In a quiet back room at the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, Jeff Stephenson shepherded me through a maze of army-green lockers and shelves, and then handed me a surprisingly bright pair of purple latex gloves. Since he was the Collections Manager in charge of zoology, I assumed he wanted to protect his specimens, and that the oil on my hands wouldn’t be doing them any favors. But as it turned out, he was protecting me, too: he explained that arsenic was once used for preserving animals, and although the practice stopped years ago, there was enough left to consider the whole collection mildly contaminated.




  Convinced, I put the bright gloves on. I was glad to avoid that danger in order to touch another—or, at least, to touch remains of an animal that once was. I was eager to touch the famous “Wiseman bear,” not because this last known grizzly of Colorado had such powerful and deadly potential (although she nearly did kill Ed Wiseman in her last minutes), but because of the secrets she might hold. Mysteries, perhaps, can also be rife with hidden danger.




  I reached out to touch her. The Wiseman bear’s pelt was folded on a table in front of me, her skull and bones resting next to her pelt, large and human-like. I ran my hand across her massive head, down her brown-with-black-stripe pelt, over her short rounded ears, and then across the broad grizzly shoulders. Her teeth were yellow and large, as were her claws. I unfolded her hide so that I could see her chest, and I fingered the two wounds, one of which killed her.




  “I suppose that’s what did it,” Stephenson said, putting words to what I was thinking: This is the wound that took the last known grizzly in Colorado—this small hole left a larger hole in our state. She lost this fight, and we lost too.




  It was deserted and quiet in this back room—we were away from the schoolchildren visiting that day, away from the fiberglass replica of the T. Rex at the entrance, away from the Pirate exhibit. As we quietly stared at the bear, Stephenson told me about the role of the museum, which, as he said, is “to record the natural and cultural artifacts and to be the warehouse of the vouchers of that story.”




  Thank heavens for museums, of course, for doing exactly that—but it also strikes me that some stories can’t be known. This bear, for instance, has spurred a lively debate and even a federal investigation, and the true story can’t be known for sure, except, perhaps, by one man—Ed Wiseman. What actually happened that day? How did the grizzly die? That particular story comes down to a he-said, she-said type of story, but behind that story is another, larger story. The story of human nature, our defense mechanisms, our desire and ability to kill, and our decisions whether or not to. And that’s the story that I really find intriguing.




  The grizzly bear has been on the North American continent for 200,000 years, and is thought to descend from the brown bear, Ursus arctos, which crossed to Alaska from eastern Russia across the Bering Land Bridge. Over time, America’s brown bear developed distinctive characteristics and became what we know today as the grizzly bear, or Ursus arctos horribilis. Tens of thousands of years later, grizzlies were joined in North America by the earliest human migrants to the Pacific Northwest. The link between Native American cultures and the great bears has been well established—to my knowledge, all American Indian tribes in bear territory placed great importance on the bear, who was viewed as both capable of great danger and as having great spiritual and regenerative powers.




  It’s thought that the first European to specifically mention bears was Francesco Vasquez de Coronado, whose journal of 1540 makes a comment, although he doesn’t go into detail (his travels, by the way, took him as far north as present-day Colorado). Probably the first serious mention of the grizzly by a European was that of Father Antonio de la Ascensión, official scribe on the voyage of Sebastian Vizcaino. In 1602, the padre saw the bears feeding on a beached whale and, later inspecting their tracks in the sand, noted that they measured “a good third of a yard long and a hand wide.”
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