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 WITH THEM FOR A CHANCE TO GET UP CLOSE
AND PERSONAL WITH URSUS AMERICANUS

BY GUSTAVE AXELSON



Above: An adult female, or sow, can measure

4 to 41/z2 feet long and weigh 225 to 450 pounds.
Sows usually give birth in January or early
February, while they're in their winter dens.

A typical litter is two cubs, each weighing under

a pound at birth. Cubs can take care of themselves
at 6 months, but stay with their mother for two
winters. Right: Head-first into a den

CC IGN THIS IN CASE a bear eats you.”
A guy in a camouflage baseball cap hands
me an insurance waiver. I smile. Hes got me
pegged as a city boy.

1 expected a little ribbing when 1 asked 10 1ag along on
winter den surveys for the Wisconsin Black Bear Research
Project. The people standing around me routinely handle
300-pound bears. The biggest animal I've ever wrangled is
an.overweight house cat,

1 was not aware, however, that the bears might not be
asleep. Maggie Heino, a veteran of these surveys, relieves me
of my false impression,
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HOW TO BUILD A BEAR DEN

tn addition to degout chambers, bears in the Wisconsin Black
Bear Research Project have been found hibsarmating in rocky
cravices, in a ground nest of balsam boughs, and even right out in
the apen—one bear just let snow cover him 50 he locked fke a
snowbank. In 2004, one Wisconsin bear made headiines by hiber-
nating in an sagle’s nest at the top of a 45-foot aspen tree near the
Chippswa Flowage in Sawyer County.

Boars never use the same den in consecutive years. Some bears
maintain a complex of several dens within their home range. if you
happen upon a bear In & den, leave it alone. Entering a baar den with-
out a parmit i Wisconsin can get you nine months in ja#l, a $10,000
fine, or both—an«l that's if you don’t get mauded first. —GA
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Left to right: Volunteer Bruce Prentics checks medical mated other woodland species, bears feasted on the ants,

equipment; UW-Stevens Point professer Tim Ginnatt and  orybs, berries, 2nd grasses found in the clear-cut fields lefi
grad student Mslanie Harsen measurs a bear; Hansen behind
uses o tape measurs on one of the bear's paws; longtime

voluntesr Magaie Heino weighs a ouk. Above: inside a den “As long as we don’t wage an all-owt war on bears,

they'll be fine,” says Bruce Kohn, a now-retired DNR
wildlife research biclogist who helped manage the state’s
bear population from: 1972 until his retirement in 2004,
“The problem in the [980s was, there were more bear
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the DNR’s population goal ef 11,300 bears. The project has
aiso been instrumental in setting responsible harvest tar-
gets. Between 2,000 and 3,000 bears are killed by hunters
every year—aboul 23 percent of the population, a percent-
age that balances with the number of new cubs,

In the Zist century, it's not just hunters putting pres-
sure on the bear population. People are building cabins,
pitching tents, and planting corn in bear country. In 2004,
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extremely rare. Kohn altributes that attack to “extenuating
circumstances” and says he can’t remember another attack
of its kind during his tenure al the DNR.

It's hard 1o imagine the ball of black fur inside my jack-
et ever hurting anyone. The cub’s asleep now, head pressed
to 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
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Christine Thomas of UWSP seizes a chance to snuggle with a cub.
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DO BEARS REALLY HIBERNATE?

den of the day. This sow is all alone, a daughier of
the bear we just visited. She’s denned Jess than a mile
from her mother.

That’s not a sign of overcrowding. Female bears tend to
stay close to home. Project research shows that sows stay
within a home range of 7 square miles, whertas male bears
roam within territories averaging 36 square miles. That’s
why only sows are collared for the study. They will 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
coat exhibits a luxarious ebony sheen. Prentice pulls back
her lips to measure the fearsome teeth that are used mainly
for munching on acorns, raspberries, and insects, Amid the
metallic clink of scientific instruments being used on the
bear, | hear a sniffie. I turn around and see that Thomas’
eyes have welled up again. It turns out she met this bear as
a wee cub in 2001, on her first den survey. 1 wonder how a
wildlife researcher, and a hunter who has stalked bear as
game, can be so emotionally attached to the bears in the
praject. So I ask her,

Her answer flows forth like a torrent,

“Do T go bear hunting?” she asks. “Yes. Would I shoot
one of my collared bears? No. Do resent people who hunt
our bears? No. And dg [ feel that these statements are incon-
gruent? No. As a hunter, I come face 10 face with my natur-
al place in the ecosystem. In doing this den research, [ come
to the tremendous realization that because humans have so
dominated the natural world, we have a broader responsi-
bility as carelaker for the well-being of these animals. But
either way, as hunter or researcher, | feel the same sirong
feelings of interconnectedness among us, bears and all liv-
ing things”

Our work is done. The bear is positioned back in her
den with her head lying out of the entrance—she wont
completely fit. In about an hour, she’ll come to and conceal
herself inside. For now, we lay balsam boughs over her head
to protect her from the elements and interlopers.

Then Prentice takes a small pouch of tobacco ont of
his toolbax of nstruments. He sprinkles three pinches atop
the den in a benediction that Ray Anderson adapted from
Qjibwe hunters.

“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, if's for all the bears
’ll ever see for the rest of my life, ®

The shadows are getting long as we arrive at our last

Gustave Axelson is a freelance writer in Minnesota. Since
writing this story, he has tagged along with biologists investi-
gating bear dens in northern Minnesota, and found the expe-
rience ho less amazing the second time around.
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At one time, chipmunks, squirrals, end woodchucks were
considerad the only true hibamators because their body tamperstures
drop to around 40 degrees. A baar's stays around 90 degrees, about 10
dograes shy of its normal summer temparature. That’s why bears can
stay slort to denger; they don't have to warm up their hodies hafore
they can react.

Today, bears are genarslly considered nature's most efficient
hib#rnators. For the most part, unkke chipmunks and woodchucks,
they don't eat, drink, or urinate for six months. Scientists are studying
Wisconsin Biack Boar Research Project bears to see how they're able to
do this without damaging their kidneys. The answer may hold benefits
for humans on kidney dialysis.

For more information on the Wisconsin Biack Bear Research Project,
visft www.uwaep.sdu/enr/research/blackbears/index.htm. —a.A.





