	
	Black Bear
Ursus americanus
	 

	Range: Alaska, Canada, northern California, Washington, Rockies, northern Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Appalachians, east coast from Alabama to Maine 
Habitat: Forests, mountains, prefers areas of dense cover
Size: 4½-5 feet long, 2-3 feet high at shoulder, average 300 pounds
Young: One or two young are born during the winter, usually in January or February. They weigh ½ pound at birth and grow quickly by nursing on the mother's milk, which can contain as much as 20% fat. 
Tracks: Front 4-8 inches long, Hind 5-8¾ inches long
Scat: Bear droppings are over an inch thick, and tubular. The scat varies with diet, which can be 90% vegetable matter.
Stride: 36 to 42 inches
Diet: Varied diet includes: grass, leaves, nuts, berries, buds, twigs, roots, corn, fruits, insects, plant sprouts, invertebrates, fish, carrion, fruit, succulent plants, eggs, birds, small mammals, and human garbage
	Narrative
Black bears are the smallest American bears, and the most common.  
Black bears are usually nocturnal, but can be active during the day. Bears are strong, agile, and quick. They swim and climb trees well. A bear can run 30 miles per hour in short bursts. 
Diet varies with the seasons. In spring, they eat the early available grasses and herbaceous plants. They are also living off stored fat at this time. As other plants begin to grow and produce fruit, their diet changes. In summer, their diet includes more fruits and other seasonal foods. In the fall, they are at the stage where they are putting on as much weight as they can to make it through winter, when food is scarce. Their diet is high in carbohydrates and low in fats and proteins.
Bears will dig up underground wasp nests to eat the insects, nest and all. They are extremely hungry when they emerge from their winter dormancy period in the spring and will often strip the bark off trees to eat the sugary cambium layer. The bears in many regions do not hibernate all winter, but they do sleep away the harshest part of winter. Bears den in logs, beneath fallen trees, and in caves. Several days before entering the den, a bear consumes roughage, including leaves and bits of its own hair. These form a plug up to a foot long in the digestive system that is voided after the bear emerges from the den. 
Bears are shy animals and will usually run from humans. They sometimes raid human garbage, compost piles, or pet food dishes that are left outside. They usually do not prey on mammals, but will consume them when the opportunity exists, especially if they find a carcass. 
The inner toe in the track is the smallest toe. Bears walk plantigrade or flat-footed. Bears use the same trails over and over for generations. They tend to place their feet in exactly the same place every time they use the trail. You can find these trails where each footfall is in a depression worn into the ground by the passage of so many bears over the years.
I find bears challenging to track because their feet are relatively flat. They walk plantigrade, or flat-footed. You would think that such a large animal would leave huge imprints. Actually, they don’t. Most of the time, the tracks I find are indistinct flattenings of the soil. Every once in a while, I find a nice clear print showing all five toes and maybe the claws. Usually, the claw marks are not visible. Sometimes, the fifth toe doesn’t make an imprint. Tracking bears is like tracking barefoot humans. There are no sharp edges on the feet to leave distinct impressions on the ground. Often, the toes don't even show up. The most prominent feature I find is the heel pad, which looks somewhat kidney bean shaped to me. 
	

	Black Bears, Tracks and Sign
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	Black bear right front track 
Claws do not usually show in the tracks. The round heel pad does not always show up either. In loose soil, the toes may not leave much of an imprint, especially the smaller inner toe.
	Black bear right hind track 
The long heel does not always show up in the tracks. Claws are shorter on the hind foot and often do not leave an imprint. The inner toe is the smallest, the opposite of human feet. 

	 

	Here is a look at the tracks and signs of black bears, in a variety of habitats.
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	Broken branches in apple tree and scat 
Branches in old trees like this are not able to hold up the weight of a bear and often break.
	Claw marks on bark of apple tree 
The yellow marks are the most recent climb marks. The older marks have turned gray with age. 
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	Black bear claws 
Claws help with digging, climbing and more.
	Black bear track in dust 
Clear print showing all five toes. This is the left foot.
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	Black bear, cougar, and quail tracks in dust 
The cougar track is just above the ruler. The cougar was following this sow with two cubs, possibly to try and catch a cub to make a meal out of it. It was not successful.
	Different light angle brings out more 
details of same track above 
You can adjust the light angle on your tracks by using a flashlight or mirror. Times when the sun is low in the sky are the best for tracking as the shadows in the tracks are longer.
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	Plaster cast of black bear hind track 
All the details of the foot are clearly visible here. This is the left hind foot. The smallest toe is the inner toe, just the opposite of human feet.
	A bear dug up a wasp nest here 
The bear ate the entire nest, with wasps inside. Wasps are a good source of protein. 
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	Black bear trail through grass 
The right light angle can make trails like this stand out. 
	Old claw marks on apple tree bark 
Repeated climbing by bears has left many scars on the trunk of this apple tree. The holes are old sapsucker wells. 
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	Black bear trails in old orchard 
Bear scat in the foreground indicates the maker of these trails. Old orchards like this provide a good food source for bears. During the season when apples are ripe, bears can be found here nightly. They break branches when they try to go too far out in their pursuit of fruit. 
	Trail and scat in old orchard 
This orchard had many such trails crisscrossing it. The bears were very active here. Each year, they re-establish their routes. The more well-worn paths lead to the trees that produce the most fruit.
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	Pair of black bear tracks in deep dust 
Hind track on the right only left a partial heel print. 
	Regularly used bear trail 
Bears use the same trails over and over, particularly where there is a good food source nearby. Trails are often well worn into the landscape. Other animals will use these routes as well. 
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	"Bear stairs" coming down an embankment. 
The repeated use by bears over many years of this trail has worn "steps" into the embankment. 
	Bear track after a rain 
This is still identifiable as a bear track. Rain does not always completely obliterate tracks. 
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	Bear tree - cambium layer was eaten 
The cambium layer provides nutrients when other food sources are scarce. Because bears girdle trees like this, they are not favored in commercial forests where trees are grown for lumber. This damage was old. The tree had oozed a lot of sap. See fresh bear trees below. 
	Black bear cub repeatedly climbed this tree 
Mother bears will often send their cubs up trees for protection. Cubs climb more readily than adults. Adult black bears can climb due to their curved claws, but adult grizzlies usually do not climb. 
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	Black bear in a yard 
This bear was eating pears in a park ranger's front yard. It later jumped the fence in the background in one leap. (See videos below.)
	Black bear 
This is the typical color of a black bear. Dark coat and light snout. Black bears lack the shoulder hump that characterizes grizzly bears. 
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	Cinnamon colored black bear 
One of a pair of bears in the local zoo. The snout of a black bear is straight. That of a grizzly bear gives its face a dished appearance.
	Claws visible, but not very long 
This zoo bear may not have the opportunity to use his claws to rip apart a log. 
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	Cinnamon and black colors 
Two black bears with different shades of coat color. Black bears can weigh from 200 to 540 pounds.
	Cinnamon colored bear 
Black bears come in a variety of coat colors, including the blonde "ghost bear" and the blue "glacier bear."
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	Close-up of bear claw 
Claws are relatively short and do not always leave imprints in tracks. (Photographed in a natural history museum.)
	Black bear claws - five on each foot 
Black bear claws are not as long as grizzly bear claws. Curved claws are good for digging and allow the bear to climb. 
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	Toes and claws 
From a museum specimen.
	Pair of cub tracks in dust 
Penny provides scale. Penny is 3/4 inch across.
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	Cub track 
A very clear cub track in fine dust. Some ripples on the bottom of the foot are visible. 
	Cub track 
Another cub track in dust. This is the hind track. Black bear cubs will usually stay with their mother for about 18 months. 
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	Cub track - different angle 
This is the hind foot. The large heel pad is visible. Note the line across the middle. 
	Cub trail pattern 
One cub walked from lower right to upper left of this photo.
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	Front track in deep dust 
Some claw marks are visible. The shape of the heel pad is very clear. 
	Shape of heel pad - like a kidney bean 
Close-up showing only the heel pad.
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	Front track 
All five toes are visible. This is the mother bear that accompanied the cubs whose tracks are below. 
	Trail pattern in gravel 
Running trail pattern of a bear that I met on a trail. 
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	Trail pattern in loose gravel 
This bear retreated after I surprised it on a trail. It was running through this gravel. 
	Front track in mud 
This is the right front track. The round heel pad did not leave an imprint. The smallest toe is the inner toe, which is not visible in this track.
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	Front track in mud along creek 
The kidney bean shape of the heel pad is clear in this track. Although the tracks were in mud, no claw marks are evident. 
	Tracks of a pair of cubs 
The two cubs were following the mother bear. They appeared to be walking side by side, or very close together. 
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	Bear feeding 
Bear jumping fence video

	Trail pattern in deep dust 
This type of fine dust is excellent for finding perfect tracks and trail patterns. 
	Short video clips showing black bear behavior. The bear was eating pears fallen from a tree. It noticed me and jumped the fence and ran away. Fence is about 6 feet high.
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	Bear hair snagged on a telephone pole 
The bear rubbed on this pole, leaving behind some hair. 
	More bear hair 
A strand of coarse black hair left by a bear rubbing on this telephone pole. 
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	Bear track smudged on door 
This track was on the door of a compost bin. The bear was attracted by the enticing smells from within. Bears have an excellent sense of smell. 
	Bear tracks on door 
This is an overall view of the compost bin door, showing several bear tracks. There was a small opening above the door that let out the smells that attracted the bear. 
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	Bear claw marks on telephone pole 
The five scratch marks were made by the claws of a black bear. 
	Bear claw marks 
More bear claw marks on a telephone pole. Several poles in a row had been clawed by the bear. 
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	This apple was partially eaten by a black bear. 
	Same apple, opposite side showing tooth marks. Bears like the fruit that ripens in orchards late in summer.
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	Black bear drinking from pond of water in a zoo.

	Section of photos of black bear scat with many variations
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	Black bear track in shallow sand. 
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	Close-up of bear tooth marks on a tree whose bark the bear had stripped to get at the cambium layer.

	 

	[image: H:\Science\Science Olympiad\What Went By\Animal Tracks CD\tracking\blckbear\bearte1.JPG]
	[image: H:\Science\Science Olympiad\What Went By\Animal Tracks CD\tracking\blckbear\bt3.JPG]

	Bear trees.  Bears strip the bark to get at the sugary cambium layer. This is a common food source in winter when other sources are not available. 
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	More bear trees. Because this type of damage can kill the tree, bears are not favored by lumbermen. If the bark is removed all the way around the tree, the tree cannot get water and nutrients and it dies. 
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	These bear trees were found near each other in a state park. During summer, these bears have ample supplies of berries as well as fruit from abandoned orchards. 
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	More bear tooth marks on a tree stripped of bark.
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