July 27, 2011 - Close Encounters of the Bear Kind

Of the many things I like about running off the beaten path, I truly enjoy the close encounters with wildlife the most.    It isn’t like a visit to any zoo or nature preserve where one expects to see certain animals.      Instead, on any given day I could see several animals or none at all.    I may encounter wildlife two minutes into a run or not until I’m five miles out on the trail.   The sheer unpredictability of wildlife sightings adds immensely to the excitement.     While deer, raccoons and foxes are the animals I see most often, occasionally a bear wanders across my path.

The black bears in central Florida are relatively small compared to bears in other parts of the country.   Adult males can reach 300 – 400 pounds, but most of the bears I have seen are much smaller.    During the 1990s, I rarely saw any bears on my frequent runs in Wekiva State Park.   They have freedom to roam over thousands of acres in the park, but there was also plenty of land outside of the park which provided additional bear habitat.     As residential housing and commercial development reduced the total acreage, the bear population has increased within the confines of the park.    Now I encounter as many bears in a year as I used to see in a decade.    Hmmm…   is this good or bad?
The first time I saw a bear it was a definite surprise.   I was running early in the morning before the park officially opened for the day and was over two miles from the trail head.   There was a crunching sound to my left which I thought was a deer.   Instead, there was a big bear, probably a 300-pounder, lumbering along about 40 yards to my left and paralleling my route.   I picked up the pace as I didn’t have any desire to be close to him.    Then I realized the trail would take a left turn in about a quarter mile.   If the bear continued in the same direction, he would cross the trail.   Of course my imagination ran wild and I figured he would intersect my path and a nasty encounter would follow.   My only hope was to run faster and get the heck out of there.   My easy morning run accelerated and I was well under 6:00 mile pace.     I made the left turn and didn’t see the bear, kept running fast for a few more minutes and then slowed down and caught my breath.    Gladly, the bear didn’t make another appearance that day.
One day I was less than a mile into a run after a day at work and there was a bear in front of me to the left at about 10:00.    It saw me and took off, running directly in front of me across the trail into the woods.    The bear ran so smoothly that it was almost like watching a slow-motion movie.   A few times I have seen bears while running with my friend, Karan Singh, who is from India.    It was a treat for Karan who hadn’t seen a bear in the wild before, though it was a bit unnerving as in India there are big game cats in their preserves that will attack and kill.
Another day it was later in the evening and dusk had fallen.   I was past the halfway point of the same seven mile loop when a half dozen deer scattered from the path.    That’s a big group of deer as I usually see a solitary deer or just two or three at a time.   Less than a minute later I heard some noise to my left and looked to see how many more deer there were.    There were no more deer – just one big bear!     It was one of those bears that weighed in at a few hundred pounds.    Again, my pace quickened just like that.    It’s amazing how bears have that effect.     Maybe I should have race directors station bears along the last mile of local 5k races to help me improve my times!
I wonder how many times there have been bears near me and I haven’t noticed them.     As I watch the trail ahead of me to navigate turns and uneven footing and I am deep in thought, there have probably been countless times that I missed a bear sighting due to my own inattentiveness.     My friend, Robert Weatherwax, and I were way out in the woods on a 10 mile run one morning, when Robert said, “Do you see that bear?”    “Where”, I responded.     “He just crossed the trail about fifty yards ahead and is on our left”.     Suddenly a big head poked up from the scrub brush with ears pointed upward.     The bear was a big one and took off like a dragster across a field.    He traversed the 100 yards or so at what would be world record pace for a human.      If Robert hadn’t been there, I may have missed seeing that bear.    Or maybe Mr. Bear wouldn’t have run away since he wasn’t outnumbered.

In that same general area I had an extremely close encounter one morning.   On a sandy section of a jeep path I had my head down as I attempted to find good footing and avoid fallen pine cones.   Suddenly as I passed some bushes and a big pine tree there was a mother bear and three baby bears a few feet from me.   “Hraaugh,” mom grunted as she started chasing me.   My pace accelerated markedly.   It was like changing from Dean Karnazes, Ultra marathoner, to Usain Bolt, 100 Meter World Record Holder.   Okay – maybe not quite like that, but you get the idea.   The mother bear ran a few feet behind me on the side and continued grunting for what seemed like an eternity but was only ten seconds at most.   Then she scampered back to her brood, making some guttural sound that resulted in two of the bears climbing down from the pine tree’s refuge to join their sibling.   Then they just walked as a group across a pasture and I headed on down the trail with adrenaline coursing through my blood vessels.

Twice I have visited Yellowstone National Park and continued my daily running while within the park.     The potential for bear sightings is different than in Florida.     The black bears are larger and there are also grizzly bears.     The trail heads have log sheets to enter one’s name when entering and leaving the trails.    There are also large warnings posted about potentially dangerous wildlife encounters.     I presume the log sheets allow rangers to call next of kin while they search for hikers in some type of peril.     Someone told me that bears have trouble running downhill.     When I was running on a trail that was parallel to the Yellowstone Gorge I remembered this information.    It probably wouldn’t have helped though if a bear attacked me and I ran and tumbled down the gorge before falling to the rocks and water below.   At least I would have a nice view of Yellowstone’s Lower Falls on the way down.

A ranger in Yellowstone National Park gave us good information prior to a hike.   He told us that bears were the most dangerous when they were surprised.   Therefore, it was a good idea to wear a chain with little bells around our neck.     The sound would alert a bear to our approach and the bear would most likely scamper away before we encountered him.    Another ranger gave us some good information regarding evidence left behind by wildlife.   He was discussing the differences among droppings left by deer, coyotes, raccoons and other animals.   “Does anyone know how to identify bear scat?” the helpful ranger inquired.     When no one answered he simply said, “There are little bells in it.”   This was followed by tremendous laughter – on his part.     I’m just glad that Florida black bears are afraid of people.     Or so they say.
One thing I have heard repeated over and over again is that bears are as afraid of us as we are of them.     That is why they usually scamper away when we see them.   Sometimes I take a camera with me on an easy run, but I never have had one with me when I’ve seen a bear and, even if I did, it would be difficult to get ready to take a picture on most occasions.      There was one time where I had more than enough time to take a picture.    In fact, I had way too much time.

After only about five minutes of running a bear was only twenty yards ahead of me just to the left of the trail.     I stopped and watched as he looked at me and slowly walked across the trail.     This bear was in no hurry to get away and decided to munch on some leaves.      He was about thirty yards from the trail and I walked toward him to get a closer look.     I picked up a big branch for protection.   The branch was about ten feet long, five inches in diameter and weighed fifteen pounds.     I got very close to the bear and he lifted his head up to look at me.    Then he alternated sniffing the air and looking at me a few times.      After a minute or so I decided to leave the bear behind, so I walked back to the trail and resumed my run.

This is when things became interesting.    I was still carrying the big branch, just in case I needed it.    I heard trampling of underbrush, looked over my shoulder and saw the bear – now running about 15 – 20 yards behind me.     “Stop, stop,” I yelled at him, but I guess he didn’t understand English.    My next decision was to get off of the trail and to run up a hill through some relatively easy terrain to the main park road.    I figured the bear would probably stay on the trail.     I was wrong.
The bear was now running behind me on the road.    That fifteen pound branch got heavier, but I had no desire to drop it.     I thought of a run several years ago with my friend, Steve Gallagher.     I mentioned to Steve that I had seen bears in the park.   When he asked how often, I casually said, “Oh, at least ten times in the last couple years.”   His jaw dropped as he said, “Ten times?     I wouldn’t feel safe out here alone.    I would carry a club.”     Suddenly, Steve seemed very smart.

The park’s campground was a couple minutes away and I left the road for the trail which headed toward it.     Of course, Brother Bear also thought this was a good direction to run and he continued to amble along behind me.    He seemed to keep the same distance.    I didn’t feel threatened, but the whole situation was unnerving.     As I approached the campground, there was a man taking pictures of a butterfly.     I stopped and said, “If you’d like to take some good pictures, there is a bear that has been following me.”     I turned in the direction behind me and the bear had also stopped on the trail.    I still had the big branch for protection.    Other people appeared and I felt safe.    It must have been the strength in numbers theory.     During the next few minutes several people took pictures of the bear while he walked around in the wild grass and shrubs.      I saw this as a good time to make my escape, so I continued my run down the trail – this time without my buddy, Brother Bear.     I sure am glad that bears are afraid of people.
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