
BEAR' 'S DEN 
THE RESEARCHERS, STUDENTS, AND VOLUNTEERS AT THE WISCONSIN 

BLACK BEAR RESEARCH PROJECT DON'T BELIEVE IN LETTING SLEEPING BEARS LIE. 

OUR REPORTER TRAVELED WlTH THEM FOR A CHANCE TO GET UP CLOSE 

AND PERSONAL WlTH URSUS AMERICANUS 



"S IGN THIS IN CASE a bear eats you." 
A guy in a camouflage baseball cap hands 

me an insurance waiver. I smile. He's got me 
peged  as a city boy. 

1 a;pectcd a little ribbing when 1 asked to tag along on 
winter den surveys for the Wimnsin Black Bmr Research 
Project. The people standing around me routinely handlc 
300-pound bears. The biggest anind I've ewr wrangled is 
en ovenveight house cat. 

I was not aware, however, that the bears might no1 he 
asleep. Mwie Hcino, a veteran oft hest surveys, relievcs me 
of my fdse impressiun. 

"7I11ht b t m  will hear us mming, so it's very &portant 
we kcep quiet as we approach the dens? she warns. 

Thy're not hibernating?" I ask. 
"Oh yeah, they M w n a l t :  she says, wbut it h ' t  w 

m ~ a d a e p k p a a ~ e ~ p . ' I A e y s o r t d g o l n a n d ~ u t  
of conscimmess. The mama k r s  q p e d l p h y  may 
hear our foowep from a hundred yards away. So be sure 
y". ketp quiet" 

Moments later, my snowshQes are gingerlg uwching 
through crusty, dB-klmq snow on 1 solemn maKh 



through balsam and cedar to our f k s ~  den. Wc're about a A m r & r  reaches deep into a hole in the snowy h C  
quarter mik off a backwoods logging road in the Che- side and puk out a b l i n g  dweek-old baby b M  bear- 
qwncgon-Nicde~ NatianaI hmt near Clam Lake, one of kg autsttetched, tiny daws sphyd, fuzzy head q g h q  side 
the project's three study areas. to side in disorientation. It's his first time outside the den. 

Here, the Wisconsin Black Bear h ~ h  Project k Another cub comes out of the den tk same way, 
studying 15 radic-transmitter-ahred bear MWS, or fe- erupting into raspy p w l s  as soon as sumlight hits hi & 
males, living within a 2O-$quore-mile area The collars emit He is handed to me, and I promptly stuff him into my jack- 
a f q u e n q  that can b.e tracked with radio telernetyv anten- et for warmth. He looks like a 3-pound teddy bear come to 
MS. In fall, projm mrchers drive t h r o d  the fomt or life, with perfectly round ear& tender pink nose, and bright 
fly a h  in airplanes, waving antenus to deiec t whm their blue eyes. His tiny m u l e  is d d  witb cinhamon. 
b*lrs have denned. Now, in February, about a rnorrt h before After a few moments of nuding against my chest, his 
the k m  ~ a k e  up, the researchers visit the dens ta cheek in 
on the ~lws--and perhaps find a litter of cubs. 

In 1978, W-Stevens h i n t  wildlife b i o l o ~  professor 
Ray Anderson @an studying bar habitat, hibernation, and 
reprrduaion. (He later became known for spearheading the 

Amazingly, the den smells like 
fresh dirt. I never would have 

&moductibn of d~ near Clam Lake,) The UIWS n i e r i -  guessed three wild animals live here. 
canus researJl conducted bv Andecson. Neil Pavne Ia now- - -  
retirsd W S P  proksso~ w k d  been looking at bear habitat 
use since 1976), and oiheFs eventually led to the founding of 
the Wmonsin Black Bar R e ~ a r Q  Project, which hapad 
establish UWSP as an esteemed school far wildlife research. , 

When Anderson died in 2000, Christine Thomas, -J 

another UWSP prolewr who is now dean of its College of 
Natural Reso- inherited the project "Ray ahvays dd 
the study on a lick and a prayer, with dribs and drabs d 

, 

money here and here. i didn't get how it could go on: she 
says, "But you know, [after Ray died] WE had 20 bears with - .  
colIars runniq,around in the woods. I thought we needed 
to do right hy the* bears, and by Rays memoryryP ' T b m ~ a o n b l i d ~ p i d n a r k o f ~ f r o m g w -  , 

mmmt rffa;vrch grants to donations from S a h i  Club 
International, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundafbn, and 
Whwkey Jack G u n p a  group of local hunters with a lodge .-&A 
deep in the 4 outside Clam Lake who are committed t~ 
supporting wildlife mnmwtion and mead.  

I Looking at the folks headed with me to thie &st den of 
h e  day, 1 can pee the project relies on a patchwork of sup- 
prtetx, too, Along with university professors and graduate 
xudenb, our group consists of a few Wwnsin Depart- 
mcnt of NaturdReso~rror~ers , ibio~teacherimm ! 
Ashland High Schwl, some I d  members of the Rocky q 
Mountain EIk Foundation, and e few Whisky Jack Camp 3 
ers (including the camouhge-hatted guy). And then the& 
Heino. When she wanled me a h n t  waking up the bears, I 
assumed she was a wildlife biologist. Turns uut she's a voi- 
unteer who's been helping wlth Lhc project since 1985 
because she cares about tht bears. 

"M om's down." 
Those iwu words, from a man with 

a tranquilizer-ladm hypodermic, let 
everybody relax. Up tu this poin~, the group has been as so- 
id ly  silent as monks processing to morning prayer. Now 
there are &es of anljcipation. 

cries melt into soft chuckles. A lump foms in my t b t .  I 
haven't felt this kind of visceral lore since I held my new- 
born son for the first time. 1 instinctively Start rocking side 
to side and w h i i i n g ,  "It's all right, sweetie:' before I 
member I'm in the company of scientists. A little embar- 
rassed, I walk wer to where they've laid the cubs' mother on 
a blanket. 

l'ue seen bears in the hundary W a r n  before. Once I 
came wjthin a few yanls ofone on a hiking trail, an unnm- 
ing experience I like in recall wound campfires. Now I'm 
kneeling beside a kar, warvarching her chest rise and fdL 1 put 



HOW TO BUILD A BEAR DEN 
In addition to waul &ambers, bwn In tlm WImnsh BBLaelt 

Bmr R m m h  Pmfact have h fwnd kliwnating in r&y 
crevices, in a ground nest d balsam bough, and even rlgbt, out im 
t h e ~ n e b e w / r r s t M ~ ~ o ~ r h l m s a h e ~ e d t l k a  
snowbank, In 2W, one Wfmonsln beer made bedlines by kibor- 
n a t i n g I n a n ~ l e ' r n e a t I t b t o p d a W l o 0 t ~ ~ ~ r h  
C h i i w v a  Rowaga in Sawym County. 

hmsmwtwhsanw&ainoonsecubhre~SPraebms 
m b i n  a complex of sewral dens M i n  thek home mnp. Y you 
~ u p m a k w I n a p k n , l e a w h h - E n b h g a b e a r d e a w b  
w t a a r n n b i R W ~ m ~ ~ n h r n o n t R s i n j a i h a S 1 0 , ~  
f i n e , a ~ n s l ~ I f y w d o n ' t g e t m u k d W .  4 

11iy hand on her,and I'm quickly enwlaped in midnight fur 
up to my wrist. 1 pat hcra few times and puffs oi dust a r i ~  
in a cloud, as if I w m  beating a dirty rug. I've watched 
nature fur years, but I've never had the opportunity to so 
intimatdy encounter one of its players. 

Quietly, I thank the bear for every bear I've ever seen. 
I'm examining thc leathery, weathered pads of her 

paws when I notice that there are only thm of them. The 
bear's missing a front leg. 

"My k t  wess wwuld be that she got hit by a a r P  sqs 
5 m  Ginnett, UTVSP professor and c u m t  faculty ]cad on 
t hc project, who's kneeling hi& me, taking b i d  samples. 
"Last year, she was a sickly thing when we visited her dm- 

I 
festering wound where her leg was, she was down M 
p u n &  to 115. But she's hdthy now. We weighed her at 

1 p n d r  h d  she2 repmiuting. laa g w  lo dmr you 
how resilient bcacs arcn 

Btan haw needed that resilience over the last hundred 
i years, when habitat destruction and overhunting were ram- 
f pant in northern Wisconsin. Whih extensive logging deci- 
5 

M t o  ti&t Voluntwr Bruu P r d m  ek&u medical mated other woudland species, bears feasted on the ants, 
squlp- ~ W - S h v a a  Point p r u r  Tim Gin- a d  berri* and grasses found in the clear-cut fields left 

amcl rturlent W n i e  H a m  maasure a bear; H a m  &hind 
w n a t 9 . r n . r u r o o r m m o f t h b m r ' s ~ I 0 ~ r m  

wlhm wno a &. Abew: a 'XS long as we don't wage an all-oui hrar on bears, 
they'll be fine," says Bruce Kohn, a now-retired DNR 
wildjife resarch biologist who helpd manage the state's 
bear populiuion from 1972 until his retirement in 2004. 

''The problem in the 1980s was, there were more bear 

Wisconsin ' l 'rai l~ 



hunters thm bears." 
In 1985, Wisro~in's bear population hit its low point, 

around 5,700 b; that year the DNR dwd the hunting 
season. The following year it began limiting permits to reg- 
ulate the number of bear hunters. During that time, the 
Wisconsin Rlack Bear Research Praject provided invaluable 
insights that helped the DNR manage the population. 

"I pafinered with Ray on the first few surveys, but the 
DNR couldn't keep it going: says Kohn. "After a few years, I 
had to rnm on to wolf and fisher studies. But Ray kept at 
it, God bless him. Now we'w got the complete picture of 
what's been going on with our bears over the last third of 
the 20th century, Other states wonder why Wins in  doe 
such a great job of managing its black beats. L tell them it's 
because we'w cot thtee decades' worth of mearch to 
inform what we're doing." 

The project &urnen14 the bears' impressive ability 
lo repraduce and survi~e. One sow in the study produced 
19 cubs over a decade, 17 of which survived. Today, 
Winsin's  estimated bear population is  10,950-clw to 

the U.S. Departmenl of Agriculture Wildlife Servim di- 
vision received 978 complaints about nuisance bears in 
Wisconsin. 

"I think we're d d i g  with an acceptable number of 
nuisance complaintsP says Kahn. "We can handle about 80 
percent of them over the phone, hytdingpeople to take in 
their bird fders or dean up their garbage. The rest, we trap 
and mow the bear, 

"Our forests codd certainly accommodate more 
bears,," he continues. "We're managing the bear pbpuIation 
at a Socially acceptable lewl. We'w got hunters who want 
more bears in the woods wry  fall. We've got protectionists 
who want to end hunting because they think bears are an 
endangered species, w t r i  they're not. And then we've got 
people who leave their trash uncovered, then want a bear 
killed because it got in their garbage. 

"TO tell you the truth," he concludes, "it's easier man- 
aging bears than people." 

Bear attacks like the 1999 incident in which a J3oy 
b u t  was attacked in his tent in Washburn County are 

the DNR's population goal of 11,300 bears. The project has 

, also been ins~rumental in setting responsible harvest tar- 
gets. Between 2,000 and 3,000 bears arc killed by hunters 
wcry year--about 23 percent of the population, a percent- 
age that balances with the number of new cubs. 

In the 21st century, it's not just hunters puttinp pres- 
sure on the bear population. People are building cabins 

I pitching tents, and planting corn in bear country. In 2004, 

extremely rare. Kbhn a~tributes that attack to uextenuating 
ciruumstanc~s" and says he can't remember another attack 
of its kind during his tenure a1 the UNR 

It's hard to imagine the ball ofblack fur inside n ~ y  jack- 
et ever hurting anyone. T h e  cub's asleep now, head pressed 
ro my chest, no doubt soothed by the familiar sound of a 
heartbeat. He howls when it's time to stuff him back inside 
the hole with his mom, but he's quickly content and 



m m  nuFslng.  profess^ ' I h o m ~  holQ the other cub. 
Tm not so ashamed of my parental tendencies anymore. 
Zbomas, the distinguished wildlife researcher, is fighting 
badttem. 

u I ~ n ' t ~ i & n s h e ~ % c u h ~ ~ m e . n  

B ruce Prentice, the h i  d o 0 1  biology teacher, dons 
a headlamp and pqare8 to enter he second den. 
Mast tthaols have a $less club or a math team. 

Renlice has made Aghlatld High School perhaps the only 
~chaal  that offen bear-den surveyin8 as an extracurricular 
aciivir~ 

In addition to th den surveys he does with his stu- 
drnts around Ashland, Prknricg assists nn almust all of the 

other project sutvey+auw God made this man for 
crawliq in to bear dens. Standing 5 feet 1 inch 1d and " 1 M 
pounds when he's wet; acoording to one DNR stafler, the 
gray-mustached Prenticp is nimble beyond Ris years and 
far& well beyond hi stature. 

Thsden holds a sow and two yearlings; cubs stay with 
their mother for two winters before they're chased off and 
she b d s  agsin.Tbe sow is lying near the h n t  of the den, 
so she's ~ i l y  subdued with a hypodermic jab. But the other 
ttw bars are Wind her. Prtntice dwn't hesitate to crawl 
inside the hole, squeeze over the sedated sow, and shimmy 
to the back of the pitch-black den to administer the tran- 
q G ~ r  by h a d  to twu feisty ).earling with fdly grown 
teeth and Jaws, 

W l a t  asked how he fceh about the job, he smiles and 
sip, "f g u a  it3 one of the advantages of being smaller." 

When nU thrre beam have been knocked out and 
removed, I investigate the den, which is a hole cx~avatcd 
tlndm the~aats efa fallen balsam. Put a door over the hole 
and it could be a h ~ m e  for Pcter Rabbit or a hobbit. Inside, 
the den is a cramped, circular chamber dug out of dirt, with 
a bed of gnrss fm insulation. Later, f learn the den's dimen- 
sions are 2 feet high by 5 feet wide by 6 feet deep, Amazingly, 
this campact apace houses a 193-pound sow, a 70-pound 
yearling, and a 55-pound yearlitrpmorc than 300 pounds 
of bear-from October through March. 

Even more amazingly, the den smells like fresh dirt. if 
1 hadn't seen the h r s  pull4 out, I: mwr would have 
guessed t h e  wild animals live here. During hibernation, tt 
h r ' s  kidneys shut down almwt completely, so fot six 
m o n h  the animals rarely urinate or defecate, If newborn 
cub are in the dm, the sow eats thdr feces. Whether they 
do this to prevent smells that might attrarta wolf or to rev- 
dc m n c  of the nutrition lefi in the cub' excrement is a 
matter of & h e  among biologists. 

W I ~  all the weights and measurements taken, pukes 
monitored, and female yearlings outfitted with radio col- 
lars, the last task is to give d the yedings bngbt yellow mr 
tap. Yellow tags slnrufv that these bears are W S P  study 
sub* (Red tw were previously usad by the DNR 
identify a nuisance beat.) 

Prentice uses an m-tqging gun to punch the tags into 
the bears' mrs. Their eyes Mink as they begin to awaken 
from their st upor. Ya with each punch of the gun, the bean 
hardly wince. I 

"Bears are really pretty accommodating," he says, 
shouldering a bear's rear as he stuffs it head-tirst back inlo 
the hole. "I think about all the times I've been in h e  den 
with ymrlings when they're not sedated and have mry 
chance to bite or take a swipe at me, and it's never hap- 
pened. I'm not saying bears are friendly and cuddly. It's just 
amazing how tolerant they can be." 

Wisconsin Trai ls 



DO BEARS REALLY HIBERNATE? 
At one time, chipmunks, squirrels, and wmdehutkr worm 

c o w k k d  thr only rm, h i h a t o m  b u w  their b d y  tmpemturss 
drop to wmnd 40 d e p m .  A W s  stays around 90 abwrt 10 
d e g m  atty ol its normal rummertrrnpsratum ThMs why bean can 
stay d d  to ddcngm; they don't haw ta warm up thairbodiaa ba#om 

T 
they can react 

he shadows are getting long as wc arriw at our last Today, b o  are wrnrdb c o n s i d d  nature's most diBient 
den of h c  day. Thk sow is a1 alone, a daughter of hibmtaton. FW th9 Mst p.rl u n k  chipmunk md woodchucks, 

thebear we just she$denned less than a mjk they don't eat, drink, or urinatr for six months. SElentiats arm studying 

from hcr mother. wlsansin Bl& Beer W w e h  Projmct bears to how thwre abla to 
do thls without damaging their kiheys. The answer m y  hold bendto 

That4 not a sign of overcrawding. Female b r s  tend to humma on kidnq ws+ 
stay close tv home. Project research shows that saws stay FormwoinfwmaiononthbWtsm&nBbekBemrkemhRo~ 
within a home range of  7 square miles, whereas male bears visH - . u w . ~ u l c n r l m ~ ~ h l b l a c k ~ a ~ l i n d . x m .  4. A. 

roam within territorlcs averaging 36 square mila That's 
why only sows are collared for he study. They wiU reliably 
stay put within a range that can be monitored by telemetry. 

Laid out in the direct rays of the setting sun, the bear's 
mat txhibits a luxurious ebony sheen. Prmtice pulls back 
her lips lo measure thc fearsomc teeth that are w d  mainly 
for munching on acorns, raspberries, and inseas, Amid the 
rnttdic cEnk of witntific instruments being wed on the 
bear, I hear a sniffk. I turn around and see that Thomas' 
eyes have welled up again. It turns out she nit? this bear as 
a wee cub in 2001, on her first den survey. I wonder how a 
wildlife researcher, and a hunter who has stalked bear as 
ganw can be so emotionally attached to the bears in Lhe 
project. So I ask her. 

Her answer flows forth Like a torrent, 
"Do 1 go bear hunting?'' shc asks. "Yts. Would I shoot 

one of m y  collared bears? No. Do I resent people who hunt 
our bears? No. And do I feel that these statements are incon- 
gruent? No. As a hunter, I come faEc to lice with my natur- 
al place in the ecosystem. In doing this den research, I come 
to the tremendous realimtion that because humans have SO 

dominated the natural world, we have a broader responsi- 
bility as caretaker for the well-bang of these animdn But 
either way, as hunter or raarcher, 1 feel the same strong 
feelings of interconoectedness among us, bears and all liv- 
ing things." 

Our work is done. The bear is posikioned back in her 
den with her head iying out of the eniran-he wodr 
completely fit. In about an hour, she'll come to and conceal 2 
herself inside. For now, we lay balsam boughs o w  her head 
to protect her from the elements and imedoprs. I 

d 
Then Frentice takes a small pouch of tobacco out of 2 

h ~ s  toolbox of instruments. He sprinkles three pinch= atop 
the den in a bencdiaion that Ray Anderxln adaptad from 
O~ibwe hunters. 

- 
-1 0 

"This is thanks for the knowledge and wisdom this 
bear gave to us, and to wish her well in the year to come,'' 
Prentice says. 

I whisper my thanks, too. This time, it's for all the bears 
I'll ever see for the mt of my life. * 
Gusrnve Axelson is m freehsce writer in Minttesota. Siwce 
writing this story he has lagged nloq  with bioiopts invcsti- 
gatit18 beur derrs in nor thew^ Minnmta, atd foutd i k t  expe- 
rience no less a w i n g  rlre second rime arovnd. 




