BY JOHN B. SNOW

They say that good things come to those
who wait. How then to explain the black
bear L was looking at through my spotting
scope? Less than 15 minutes into the first
day of a weeklong hunt, what looked like
the bear of my dreams emerged from a
strip of thick Alaskan rain forest about a
third of a mile from where my two hunting
partners and [ had set up to glass. So much
for patience. A great thing, it seemed, had
landed in my lap.
. We had just unloaded our gear from
our small skiff at the mouth of a tidal river
when the bear showed. He was feeding on
newly greened-up plants at the far end of
a broad, natural amphitheater where the
river emptied into the cold salt water.
Unaware of the three hunters who were
watching him, the bear would walk a few
steps searching for tender shoots of sedge
and, when he found some to his liking,
would lower his massive head to feed.
The bear’s image waved and jittered in
the spotting scope from the thermals ris-
ing off the ground that separated us, yet
these distortions couldn’t obscure his size.
He was huge.

Bears are among the most difficult big-
game animals to size correctly. But I could

tell from his heavy head, thick neck and
squat profile that this mature boar was
much larger than any other black bear I
had ever seen. My guide, Jimmie Rosen-
bruch, with more than 40 years of bear
hunting under his belt, was a bit more
precise. “He’ll go eight and a half feet,” he
whispered after observing the bear for a
minute. “What do you think?”

He was asking, of course, if I wanted to
start stalking to get within shooting range.
Even though I didn’t want the hunt to end
so quickly, T agreed we should get closer
for a better look. Gazing through the spot-
ting scope one last time before we started, I
marveled at the bear’s size. Seven is the
magic number most hunters hope for
when going after a trophy. At eight-foot-
plus, this bear was as big as, or bigger
than, most inland grizzlies. For a black
bear he was practically off the charts.

Encountering this gargantuan bear did not
happen by chance, however. Over the
course of decades of guiding, Rosenbruch
has explored thousands of miles of Alaska’s
coast and has hunted countless inlets, bogs
and alpine heights. Like most guides, he has
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others—an island of giants.

Alaska has always been renowned
for its size. Everything there is famously
large—halibut that need to be hauled
out of boats with a forklift, salmon that
outweigh supermodels and cabbages
the size of small pickups. And, of
course, it is known for big, big bears.
But in Alaska’s tendency for the super-
sized there is a curious contradiction.
Along the coastal reaches in the south-
eastern part of the state, where moun-
tains thrust suddenly skyward, seem-
ingly straight from the sea, Alaska’s
famously prolific wildlife is concen-
trated in the narrow strip that runs
from the water’s edge to the low-lying
tree line, which seldom extends above
3,000 feet or so. It’s in this thin band of
green, just a small portion of the total
landmass, that the ravens, wolves, deer,
moose, bears and other animals com-
pete to stay alive and hunters chase
most of their game.

Our island was much like this, iso-
lated and almost untouched by humans.
The only neighbor to these bears is a
lonely homesteader who staked his
claim on a nearby island. He chose to
live at this quiet outpost beyond the
edge of the modern world after endur-
ing repeated depth-charge attacks
from the Japanese while serving on a
submarine during World War II. A
faded picture in his house shows him
with one of the wolves from the island

Bears search
for food at low.
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. years of
“hard-won experience, he has uncovered
_in Alaska’s mist-shrouded waters one
hunting ground that outshines all

An 8x42 binocular is ideal for hunting

. coastal bears. It performs well in low
“light and its moderate magnification

lets you glass from a moving boat.

of the giants. He is holding the dead
wolf high overhead, his arms stretched
to their full length, gripping it by the
base of its tail. Its front paws, as big as
his hands, easily touch the ground.

STALKING MONSTERS

My hunting partner, Greg Jones, and I
followed Rosenbruch across the soggy
broken ground toward the big bear. We
walked in single file to keep our group’s
profile to a minimum and angled for a
small stand of fir trees about 50 yards
from the animal. Moving quietly, we
got within range and were able to give
the bear a better look. Through our
binoculars he was every bit as big as we
had thought but his hide was rubbed
bare over much of his body. With sever-
al days still to hunt, I decided to pass.

Our plan at this point was to return
to our skiff and move it to deeper
water before the outgoing tide stranded
it in the mud—a sensible goal since we
had no other way to get back to the
large boat that served as our base
camp. But just as we started to retrace
our path toward the launch, another
bear appeared, this one about 300
vards to our left. Like the first bear, it
was very large—another eight-footer.
It was late May and these bears had
been out of their dens for some weeks
but the mountains that surrounded
our hunting area were still draped in
deep snow, forcing the hungry animals
to search for food at sea level.

Jones waited behind while Rosen-
bruch and I moved in on the second
bear, but the stalk unraveled when I
stepped on a stick. The large flat where
we were hunting was absolutely silent
except for the sporadic honking of a
group of Canada geese who were feed-
ing nearby. The pop of that twig prob-
ably rang like a rifle shot in the bear’s
sensitive ears even though we were at
least 75 yards away. He wheeled
around and trotted for the safety of the
dense growth in the rain forest.

Figuring the water was rapidly dis-
appearing from under our boat, we
moved quickly toward our skiff. We
had again made scant progress when
we saw a third bear cruising on the
opposite side of the tidal flat from us—
yet another brute. At this point we had
to either abandon this big bear or
abandon our ride back to camp. We
looked at the animal and looked at
one another and then agreed that if a
group of bear hunters is going to be
stuck on an island it might as well be
on an island teeming with huge bears.

We used trees and brush to screen
our approach, but by the time we got
close the bear had moved on and didn’t
show again during the hour we waited.

MURPHY’S VISIT
The light of the long Alaskan day was

finally starting to dim when we noticed
a fourth bear picking its way along a
stream bed, well away from the edge of







