
6 http://lakeridgect.com Lakeridge Life

By Lisa Bernard

Iwas confounded in December 2020 when I looked out my din-
ing room window and saw a bear resting at the base of a tree. 

She looked right back at me. I was in awe, transfixed by this 
creature who has captivated humans for as long as humans have 
been around. Bears enchant us, from teddy bears and dancing 
bears to Winnie the Pooh and Paddington. The reverse may not 
be true, though, as the bear did not seem to care about me at all. 
I grew grateful for that as I came to my senses and took photos 
and video so my city friends and family would believe me.

After my bear encounter in what I thought was the off-season, I 
did some digging and found an email from March 2020 alerting 
us to the awakening of hibernating bears. The email confirmed 
my memory that black bears hibernate from early December until 
mid-March. But this was December 10th … maybe she likes to 
stay up late? And prevailing wisdom says that bears react to us 
humans, not lounge lazily in our presence. Was this bear ill, I 
wondered? Perhaps confused by the relatively warm weather? (It 
was 45 degrees with bright sunshine). I made a mental note to 
do some research into this apparent anomaly.

The next day, December 11th, brought even warmer tempera-
tures, and I saw “my bear” again. This time, she was in action. 
She was raking dry leaves with her paws and moving them back 

towards a rock formation with an opening to a cave just twenty 
feet from my window. I was mesmerized. The bear was unboth-
ered, even indifferent to my presence. In the two minutes that felt 
like a cinematic two hours, I saw my bear prepare her den and 
descend into it, then covering herself and the entrance with the 
brush she had gathered. It was breathtaking and inspiring!

I spent the next day at my window to see what other miracle was 
in the offing and what other myths about black bears might be 
dispelled before my eyes. I was not disappointed. My bear had 
come out of the rock cave and was leisurely padding around, 
stopping to rub her neck on a nearby Douglas fir tree. Research 
into the behavior of black bears catapulted to the top of my “to-
do” list. And it was a good thing because I saw that bear almost 
daily for the next six weeks. And yes, she saw me.

I started calling her “Little Bear.” It became a priority for me to 
learn how to understand her behavior, communicate my respect 
for her, and stay safe so I could enjoy and chronicle what had 
become a daily matinée. On that journey, l learned much more 
than the fact that it is perfectly normal for black bears in these 
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parts to be out and about well beyond December.

For starters, black bears are not true hibernators. Instead, in late 
autumn, black bears enter torpor, a state of decreased physiolog-
ical activity. Their heart rates, body temperatures, and metabo-
lisms fall. They eat almost nothing, living off their ample fat stores. 
They are ambulant but lethargic — which explained why she 
had been quasi-napping at the base of the tree. And, with the 
decline in foraging and eating, bears don’t poop in the woods! 
They don’t defecate or urinate in the winter at all.

Lucky for me, the first viewing of my bear was from twenty feet 
away, as this is a black bear’s radius of concern. That means a bear 
does not enter alert mode when another creature is beyond that 
line. If they seek a closer look at something — or someone — they 
may stand up on their rear two feet. This is curiosity, not hostility.

When bears concede ground or show respect to another bear 
and its territory, food, or mate, they may sit and look around, 
appearing to stare into space. When they define their turf — 
meaning their food supplies — they suddenly lunge towards a 
possible threat, sometimes huff and blow repeatedly, and then 
stop and turn. Called a “false charge” or a “bluff charge,” the 
message is clear: come no closer, so there is no need for a 
confrontation.

If you happen across a bear, the advice you have received from 
our Lakeridge management team is sound: Back away while 
facing the bear(s) and talk softly but audibly so they hear that 
you are human. I did this earlier that same year in June while hik-
ing with my daughter around Burr Pond. A black bear dropped 
down from a tree, and bluff charged us. We backed away 
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slowly, exhibiting (feigned) calm through 
the situation. That bear watched us as we 
receded into the woods and then climbed 
back up the tree.

Mature bears at Lakeridge see us humans 
all the time and understand there is noth-
ing inherently threatening about us. Mama 
bears out with their cubs view sightings 
of people as teaching moments. They 
will direct their cubs to climb high into 
a tree as they bluff charge the human(s) 
and evaluate the situation. As we humans 
move along, our presence as a possible 
threat is obviated, and mama bears have 
demonstrated to their cubs that climbing is 
a crucial survival skill and trees there are 
safe havens.

Bears smell us humans coming well before 
they see us. Bears have the most remark-
able known sense of smell on earth! Their 
olfactory system is seven times better than 
bloodhounds and 2,100 times better than 
ours. In retrospect, I realize that my scent 
telemetry may be why Little Bear was un-
fazed by my presence. Coiffed and per-
fumed, or perspired after jogging, I have 
likely been on that bear’s olfactory radar 
since her first stroll in our mutual habitat 
months before. She had walked through 
my backyard in July of that year, right past 
me as I sat on my deck.

Black bears scout out options for their win-
ter denning months ahead of torpor. Some-
times I look around when I hear motion 
in the woods, but I rarely see anything. 
Odds are, I have been near black bears 
but didn’t know it. They can run up to 35 
miles per hour, climb a tree in five seconds 
flat, descend a tree before you can spell 
Mississippi, and go from 0 to 30 miles an 
hour faster than we can say, “Holy black 
bear, Batman!” They are  natural and 
 impressive athletes. Even cubs just out of 
their birthing dens can scale trees, and all 
bears are proficient swimmers.

There was a lot of snow during Febru-
ary of 2021, and Little Bear remained 
encased in the cave she worked so hard 
to outfit and enclose with brush. I saw no 
footprints or evidence of her emergence 
for five weeks. I was looking forward to 
the spring thaw and seeing her again. I 
didn’t hear the chortles of cubs. Perhaps 
my bear was a yearling: independent but 
not mature enough to mate. I had long 
believed Little Bear to be female — a sow, 

And enjoy Little Bear I did. She emerged 
from her den one temperate March after-
noon. My first spotting of her was from my 
bedroom on the second floor. I could sense 
her presence. I looked out my window to 
the tip-top of my fir tree, and there was Lit-
tle Bear, resting on a branch, prone, legs 
dangling. When her nap was done, she 
barreled down that tree while I made a 

beeline back to the windows in my living 
and dining rooms. These windows per-
fectly frame the glorious pop-up zoo of a 
backyard I am blessed with at Lakeridge.

For the next few days, before she de-
parted from our shared space, I watched 
in awe as that sweet bear performed her 
repertoire. She dug for roots and insects, 
practiced ascending and descending 
trees, and sunbathed — feet up, toes in 
hand and rocking — atop the den she’d 
made her home for nearly four months. I 
treasured my time with her. I respect her 
tremendously, and I miss her.

Lisa Bernard credits Out On A Limb: What 
Black Bears Have Taught Me About Intel-
ligence and Intuition by Benjamin Kilham 
for putting so many of her empirical ob-
servations and experiences with Little Bear 
into perspective and helping her make 
sense of bear behaviors, body language, 
and facial expressions.

LITTLE BEAR, continued from page 7 judging by the ears. A sow’s ears are far-
ther apart on her head, while a male’s (a 
boar’s) are closer together and in better 
proportion to his face. And Little Bear was 
only about 150 pounds.

Time would tell, but in the interim, I did 
right by my neighbors, human, ursine, 
and avian, preparing for when the bears 
would become active in March. I retired 
my bird feeder, which is a magnet for 
black bears. Instead, I potted native plants 
for my flying friends. Fear is not a key moti-
vator for aggression in bears, but sourcing 
and protecting food most certainly is.

In spring and summer, bears require 
20,000 calories a day: that’s more than 
20 medium-sized pizzas or 40 Reuben 
sandwiches from the Lakeridge Cafe 
 every day! Since a black bear’s diet is 
85% insects, berries, roots, and grasses, 
that means a lot of daily foraging is need-
ed for sustenance. Bears can safely digest 
our processed foods and have found it 
convenient and even desirable to eat our 
food scraps when our trash cans are ac-
cessible. Management is entirely correct 
in its admonitions about securing our 
garbage in latched metal containers and 
never, ever leaving food or wrappers in 
open cans or littered about.

Bears remember where they found food 
and will return to that spot seeking it for 
years after. Our increasing presence in their 
habitat has conditioned them to our scents, 
sounds, and food habits. The latter is one 
set of behaviors that we can — and must 
— control so we can all continue to safely 
enjoy black bear sightings and their antics.
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