HUNTING THE GRISLY
1899
If out in the late fall or early spring, it is often possible to follow a bear's trail in the snow; having come upon it
either by chance or hard hunting, or else having found where it leads from some carcass on which the beast
has been feeding. In pursuit one must exercise great caution, as at such times the hunter is easily seen a long
way off, and game is always especially watchful for any foe that may follow its trail.
Once I killed a grisly in this manner. It was early in the fall, but snow lay on the ground, while the gray weather
boded a storm. My camp was in a bleak, wind-swept valley, high among the mountains which form the divide
between the head-waters of the Salmon and Clarke's Fork of the Columbia. All night I had lain in my buffalobag, under the lea of a windbreak of branches, in the clump of fir-trees, where I had halted the preceding
evening. At my feet ran a rapid mountain torrent, its bed choked with ice covered rocks; I had been lulled to
sleep by the stream's splashing murmur, and the loud moaning of the wind along the naked cliffs. At dawn I
rose and shook myself free of the buffalo robe, coated with hoar-frost. The ashes of the fire were lifeless; in
the dim morning the air was bitter cold. I did not linger a moment, but snatched up my rifle, pulled on my fur
cap and gloves, and strode off up a side ravine; as I walked I ate some mouthfuls of venison, left over from
supper.
Two hours of toil up the steep mountain brought me to the top of a spur. The sun had risen, but was hidden
behind a bank of sullen clouds. On the divide I halted, and gazed out over a vast landscape, inconceivably wild
and dismal. Around me towered the stupendous mountain masses which make up the backbone of the
Rockies. From my feet, as far as I could see, stretched a rugged and barren chaos of ridges and detached rock
masses. Behind me, far below, the stream wound like a silver ribbon, fringed with dark conifers and the
changing, dying foliage of poplar and quaking aspen. In front of the bottoms of the valley were filled with the
somber evergreen forest, dotted here and there with black, ice-skimmed tarns; and the dark spruces clustered
also in the higher gorges, and were scattered thinly along the mountain sides. The snow which had fallen lay in
drifts and streaks, while, where the wind had scope it was blown off, and the ground left bare.
For two hours I walked onwards across the ridges and valleys. Then among some scattered spruces, where the
snow lay to the depth of half a foot, I suddenly came on the fresh, broad trail of a grisly. The brute was
evidently roaming restlessly about in search of a winter den, but willing, in passing, to pick up any food that lay
handy. At once I took the trail, traveling above and to one side, and keeping a sharp look-out ahead. The bear
was going across wind, and this made my task rather easy. I walked rapidly, though cautiously; and it was only
in crossing the large patches of bare ground that I had to fear making a noise. Elsewhere the snow muffled my
footsteps, and made the trail so plain that I scarcely had to waste a glance upon it, bending my eyes always to
the front.
At last, peering cautiously over a ridge crowned with broken rocks, I saw my quarry, a big, burly bear, with
silvered fur. He had halted on an open hill-side, and was busily digging up the caches of some rock gophers or
squirrels. He seemed absorbed in his work, and the stalk was easy. Slipping quietly back, I ran towards the end
of the spur, and in ten minutes struck a ravine of which one branch ran past within seventy yards of where the
bear was working. In this ravine was a rather close growth of stunted evergreens, affording good cover
although in one or two places I had to lie down and crawl through the snow. When I reached the point for
which I was aiming, the bear had just finished rooting, and was starting off. A slight whistle brought him to a
stand still, and I drew a bead behind his shoulder, and low down, resting the rifle across the crooked branch of

a dwarf spruce. At the crack he ran off at speed, making no sound, but the thick spatter of blood splashes,
showing clear on the white snow, betrayed the mortal nature of the wound. For some minutes I followed the
trail; and then, topping a ridge, I saw the dark bulk lying motionless in a snow drift at the foot of a low rockwall, down which he had tumbled. The usual practice of the still-hunter who is after grisly is to toll it to baits.
The hunter either lies in ambush near the carcass, or approaches it stealthily when he thinks the bear is at its
meal.
One day while camped near the Bitter Root Mountains in Montana I found that a bear had been feeding on
the carcass of a moose which lay some five miles from the little open glade in which my tent was pitched, and
I made up my mind to try to get a shot at it that afternoon. I stayed in camp till about three o'clock, lying lazily
back on the bed of sweet smelling evergreen boughs, watching the pack ponies as they stood under the pines
on the edge of the open, stamping now and then, and switching their tails. The air was still, the sky a glorious
blue; at that hour in the afternoon even the September sun was hot. The smoke from the smoldering logs of
the camp fire curled thinly upwards. Little chipmunks scuttled out from their holes to the packs which lay in a
heap on the ground, and then scuttled madly back again. A couple of drab-colored whiskey-jacks, with bold
mien and fearless bright eyes, hopped and fluttered round, picking up the scraps, and uttering an
extraordinary variety of notes, mostly discordant; so tame were they that one of them lit on my outstretched
arm as I half dozed, basking in the sunshine.
When the shadows began to lengthen, I shouldered my rifle and plunged into the woods. At first my route lay
along a mountain side; then for half a mile over a windfall, the dead timber piled about in crazy confusion.
After that I went up the bottom of a valley by a little brook, the ground being carpeted with a sponge of
soaked moss. At the head of this brook was a pond covered with water-lilies; and a scramble through a rocky
pass took me into a high, wet valley, where the thick growth of spruce was broken by occasional strips of
meadow. In this valley the moose carcass lay, well at the upper end. In moccasined feet I trod softly through
the soundless woods. Under the dark branches it was already dusk, and the air had the cool chill of evening. As
I neared the clump where the body lay, I walked with redoubled caution watching and listening with strained
alertness. Then I heard a twig snap; and my blood leaped, for I knew the bear was at his supper. In another
moment I saw his shaggy, brown form. He was working with all his awkward giant strength, trying to bury the
carcass, twisting it to one side and the other with wonderful ease. Once he got angry and suddenly gave it a
tremendous cuff with his paw; in his bearing he had something half humorous, half devilish. I crept up within
forty yards; but for several minutes he would not keep his head still. Then something attracted his attention in
the forest, and he stood motionless looking towards it, broadside to me, with his fore-paws planted on the
carcass. This gave me my chance. I drew a very fine bead between his eye and ear, then pulled the trigger. He
dropped like a steer when struck with a pole-axe.
If there is a good hiding-place handy it is better to lie in wait at the carcass. One day on the head-waters of the
Madison, I found that a bear was coming to an elk I had shot some days before; and I at once determined to
ambush the beast when he came back that evening. The carcass lay in the middle of a valley a quarter of a
mile broad. The bottom of this valley was covered by an open forest of tall pines; a thick jungle of smaller
evergreens marked where the mountains rose on either hand. There were a number of large rocks scattered
here and there, one, a very convenient shape, being only some seventy or eighty yards from the carcass. Up
this I clambered. It hid me perfectly, and on its top was a carpet of soft pine needles, on which I could lie at my
ease.
Hour after hour passed by. A little black wood pecker with a yellow crest ran nimbly up and down the tree
trunks for some time and then flittered away with a party of chickadees and nuthatches. Occasionally a
Clarke's crow soared about overhead or clung in any position to the swaying end of a pine branch, chattering
and screaming. Flocks of cross-bills, with wavy flight and plaintive calls, flew to a small mineral lick near by,

where they scraped the clay with their queer little beaks. As the westering sun sank out of sight beyond the
mountains these sounds of bird-life gradually died away. Under the great pines the evening was still with the
silence of primeval desolation. The sense of sadness and loneliness, the melancholy of the wilderness, came
over me like a spell. Every slight noise made my pulse throb as I lay motionless on the rock gazing intently into
the gathering gloom. I began to fear that it would grow too dark to shoot before the grisly came.
Suddenly and without warning, the great bear stepped out of the bushes and trod across the pine needles
with such swift and silent footsteps that its bulk seemed unreal. It was very cautious, continually halting to
peer around; and once it stood up on its hind legs and looked long down the valley towards the red west. As it
reached the carcass I put a bullet between its shoulders. It rolled over, while the woods resounded with its
savage roaring. Immediately it struggled to its feet and staggered off; and fell again to the next shot, squalling
and yelling. Twice this was repeated; the brute being one of those bears which greet every wound with a great
outcry, and sometimes seem to lose their feet when hit--although they will occasionally fight as savagely as
their more silent brethren. In this case the wounds were mortal, and the bear died before reaching the edge
of the thicket.
I spent much of the fall of 1889 hunting on the head-waters of the Salmon and Snake in Idaho, and along the
Montana boundary line from the Big Hole Basin and the head of the Wisdom River to the neighborhood of Red
Rock Pass and to the north and west of Henry's Lake. During the last fortnight my companion was an old
mountain man, always called either "Hank" or "Griff." He was a crabbedly honest old fellow, and a very skilful
hunter; but he was worn out with age and rheumatism, and his temper had failed even faster than his bodily
strength. He showed me a greater variety of game than I had ever seen before in so short a time; nor did I
ever before or after make so successful a hunt. But he was an exceedingly disagreeable companion on account
of his surly, moody ways. I generally had to get up first, to kindle the fire and make ready breakfast, and he
was very quarrelsome. Finally, during my absence from camp one day, while not very far from Red Rock pass,
he found my whiskey flask, which I kept purely for emergencies, and drank all the contents. When I came back
he was quite drunk. This was unbearable, and after some high words I left him, and struck off homeward
through the woods on my own account. We had with us four pack and saddle horses; and of these I took a
very intelligent and gentle little bronco mare, which possessed the invaluable trait of always staying near
camp, even when not hobbled. I was not hampered with much of an outfit, having only my buffalo sleepingbag, a fur coat, and my washing kit, with a couple of spare pairs of socks and some handkerchiefs. A fryingpan, some salt, flour, baking-powder, a small chunk of salt pork, and a hatchet, made up a light pack, which,
with the bedding, I fastened across the stock saddle by means of a rope and a spare package cinch. My
cartridges and knife were in my belt; my compass and matches, as always, in my pocket. I walked, while the
little mare followed almost like a dog, often without my having to hold the lariat which served as halter.
The country was for the most part fairly open, as I kept near the foot-hills where glades and little prairies
broke the pine forest. The trees were of small size. There was no regular trail, but the course was easy to keep,
and I had no trouble of any kind save on the second day. Afternoon I was following a stream which at last
"canyoned up," that is, sank to the bottom of a canyon-like ravine impassable for a horse. I started up a side
valley, intending to cross from its head coullies to those of another valley which would lead in below the
canyon. However, I got enmeshed in the tangle of winding valleys at the foot of the steep mountains, and as
dusk was coming on I halted and camped in a little open spot, by the side of a small, noisy brook, with crystal
water. The place was carpeted with soft, wet green moss, dotted red with the kinnikinnic berries, and at its
edge, under the trees where the ground was dry, I threw down the buffalo bed on the mat of sweet-smelling
pine needles. Making camp took but a moment. I opened the pack, tossed the bedding on a smooth spot,
knee-haltered the little mare, dragged up a few dry logs, and then strolled off, rifle on shoulder, through the
frosty gloaming, to see if I could pick up a grouse for supper. For half a mile I walked quickly and silently over
the pine needles, across a succession of slight ridges, separated by narrow, shallow valleys. The forest here

was composed of lodge-pole pines, which on the ridges grew close together, with tall slender trunks, while in
the valleys the growth was more open. Though the sun was behind the mountains there was yet plenty of light
by which to shoot, but it was fading rapidly.
At last, as I was thinking of turning towards camp, I stole up to the crest of one of the ridges, and looked over
into the valley some sixty yards off. Immediately I caught the loom of some large, dark object; and another
glance showed me a big grisly walking slowly off with his head down. He was quartering to me, and I fired into
his flank, the bullet, as I afterwards found, ranging forward and piercing one lung. At the shot he uttered a
loud, moaning grunt and plunged forward at a heavy gallop, while I raced obliquely down the hill to cut him
off. After going a few hundred feet he reached a laurel thicket, some thirty yards broad, and two or three
times as long which he did not leave. I ran up to the edge and there halted not liking to venture into the mass
of twisted, close growing stems and glossy foliage. Moreover, as I halted, I heard him utter a peculiar, savage
kind of whine from the heart of the brush. Accordingly, I began to skirt the edge, standing on tiptoe and gazing
earnestly to see if I could not catch a glimpse of his hide. When I was at the narrowest part of the thicket, he
suddenly left it directly opposite, and then wheeled and stood broadside to me on the hill-side, a little above.
He turned his head stiffly towards me; scarlet strings of froth hung from his lips; his eyes burned like embers in
the gloom.
I held true, aiming behind the shoulder, and my bullet shattered the point or lower end of his heart, taking out
a big nick. Instantly the great bear turned with a harsh roar of fury and challenge, blowing the bloody foam
from his mouth, so that I saw the gleam of his white fangs; and then he charged straight at me, crashing and
bounding hard to aim. I waited until he came to a fallen tree, raking him as he topped it with a ball, which
entered his chest and entered his chest and went through the cavity of his body, but he neither swerved nor
flinched, and at the moment I did not know that I struck him. He came steadily on, and in another second was
almost upon me. I fired for his forehead, but my bullet went low, entering his open mouth, smashing his lower
jaw and going into the neck. I leaped to one side almost as I pulled the trigger; and through the hanging smoke
the first thing I saw was his paw as he made a vicious side blow at me. The rush of his charge carried him past.
As he struck he lurched forward, leaving a pool of bright blood where his muzzle hit the ground; but he
recovered himself and made two or three jumps onwards, while I hurriedly jammed a couple of cartridges into
the magazine, my rifle holding only four, all of which I had fired. Then he tried to pull up, but as he did so his
muscles seemed suddenly to give way, his head drooped and he rolled over and over like a shot rabbit. Each of
my first three bullets had inflicted a mortal would.
It was already twilight, and I merely opened the carcass, and then trotted back to camp. Next morning I
returned and with much labor took of the skin. The fur was very fine, the animal being in excellent trim, and
unusually bright-colored. Unfortunately, in packing it out I lost the skull, and had to supply its place with one
of plaster. The beauty of the trophy, and the memory of the circumstances under which I procured it, make
me value it perhaps more highly than any other in my house. This is the only instance in which I have been
regularly charged by a grisly. On the whole, the danger of hunting these great bears has been much
exaggerated. At the beginning of the present century when white hunters first encountered the grisly, he was
doubtless an exceedingly savage beast, prone to attack without provocation, and a re-doubtable foe to
persons armed with the clumsy, small-bore, muzzle-loading rifles of the day. But at present bitter experience
has taught him caution. He has been hunted for sport, and hunted for his pelt, and hunted for the bounty, and
hunted as a dangerous enemy to stock, until, save in the very wildest districts, he has learned to be more wary
than a deer, and to avoid man's presence almost as carefully as the most timid kind of game. Except in rare
cases he will not attack of his own accord, and, as a rule, even when wounded his object is escape rather than
battle.

Still, when fairly brought to bay, or when moved by a sudden fit of ungovernable anger, the grisly is beyond
peradventure a very dangerous antagonist. The first shot, if taken at a bear a good distance off and previously
unwounded and unharried, is not usually fraught with much danger; the startled animal being at the outset
bent merely on flight. It is always hazardous, however, to track a wounded and worried grisly into thick cover,
and the man who habitually follows and kills this chief of American game in dense timber, never abandoning
the bloody trail whithersoever it leads, must show no small degree of skill and hardihood, and must not too
closely, count the risk to life or limb.

