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Sam Carlson 
On Bear Encounters 

 
When my dad was a Boy Scout leader, he would entertain us with all kinds of stories on 

campouts. The stories you would expect to hear from a Boy Scout leader on a campout. A little 
scary, a little irreverent, mostly funny, always cheap. He recalled one tale involving two young 
Scouts, much like our 12-year-old selves at the time. Two friends camping in the woods, some 
uncharted forest. They wake up in their tent one morning to rustling noises outside. Friend 1 
peaks through the zipper and sees a bear rummaging through their site. He whispers to Friend 2, 
“There’s a bear outside!” Friend 2, without missing a beat, begins putting on his sneakers. 
Friend 1: What are you doing? You can’t outrun a bear! 
Friend 2: I don’t have to outrun a bear. I just have to outrun you. 
Then we all laugh and never contemplate further the fate of Friend 1. Probably because we never 
thought the story was real. 
 
--- 
 

Two weeks shy of our first anniversary, my wife and I planned a trip to Canada, this little 
British Columbian town called Nakusp. A few hours north of Washington, a few more hours 
west of Calgary, a 15-hour drive from our home. I don’t know why we picked such a random 
town besides it having a cheap Airbnb, but we quickly found reasons to stay. It was right next to 
Arrow Lake, only an hour drive away from a Canadian National Park, and nestled right in the 
midst of beautifully forested mountains. 

When you go to Canada in the summer, you hike. It’s what you do. There’s an immediate 
appreciation for nature, primarily due to the vast greenness that exists on this foreign side of the 
border. It wasn’t just green—it was Canadian green. Using the available Wifi at our Airbnb since 
our cellular data no longer worked, we planned out two separate hikes on two separate days. The 
first day would be at Glacier National Park. Not the Glacier National Park you’re thinking of—
the Glacier National Park of Canada. There were several available trails, and we selected ones 
that were a moderate distance with a satisfying reward at the end. The first was Bear Creek Falls 
Trail. A steep dirt path quickly turned muddy with the carried mist from the waterfall. It lived up 
to the “Creek Falls” in its name, but we saw no bears. Maybe it wasn’t named after actual bears, 
but simply the idea of bears. The second trail we picked for the day was Balu Pass. Balu, like 
Baloo, like Baloo the bear from The Jungle Book. We were met at the entrance of the trail with a 
plastic sign blocking our path. Its message was clear and simple and unexpected. “Active bears 
in area. Four or more adults required for this trail.” We were only two adults. We did not hike 
Balu Pass, but we knew this one lived up to its name. 
 
--- 
 

A few months before our trip, my dad gifted me a book he actually enjoyed. A Walk in 
the Woods by Bill Bryson. If my dad liked it, I figured it was worth my time. What better time to 
start reading it than on vacation? I cracked the first page on the grass near the shores of Arrow 
Lake during our first evening in Nakusp. The somewhat autobiographical book follows Bill 
Bryson taking on the Appalachian Trail. He starts by sharing his research. By research, I mean 
bear horror stories. Detailed accounts of homosapien-ursus encounters. Bill eased his own mind 
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with the fact that the Appalachian Trail is home to mostly black bears, the more docile of the 
bear family. He was grateful to not have to deal with grizzly bears, the more aggressive of the 
bear family and the species commonly associated with attack stories. Grizzly bears are found on 
the west side of the continent. The Nakusp side of the continent. It was the perfect time to start 
reading this stupid book. 
 
--- 
 

I once sat across from a close friend, both of us in chairs at desks with our feet up on the 
desks. We were supposed to be working, so we started talking. In a complete digression from our 
topic of movies, my friend asked, “What would you do if your kid came home smelling like 
weed? Like you knew they had just been out smoking.” I couldn’t tell if this question was a test 
of my character or advice for my friend. I gave it a brief moment’s thought, but no longer 
because I didn’t want to seem like I couldn’t handle such a situation, and replied along the lines 
of I would stay composed and seek for an honest explanation. “No, but like would you flip out? 
Would you ground them or yell at them?” I said no, reaffirming my goal as a future parent to 
stay composed and not get heated in a potentially charged situation. I want a good relationship 
with my kids and want them to feel comfortable talking to me, especially in troubling times. My 
friend frowned slightly, obviously unsatisfied with my answer. I don’t think he believed that 
would be my actual reaction, that I could be so calm and respectable. Maybe he’s right. I’ve 
never had a kid come home smelling like weed. 
 
--- 
 

On our last day in Nakusp, we picked a closer hike with a gorgeous reward at the end. 
Kimbol Lake Trail. Beautiful water at the top, beautiful foliage along the way. Marked as easy-
moderate hiking. 4-kilometer trail. I did quick, estimated math. A little over 2 miles. Totally 
manageable. The trail kicks you off with a Kodak-moment bridge suspended over a rushing river 
with gargling, oddly-cold-in-August crests. It was a picturesque way to start our last memory in 
Canada. And the pictures continued. Vast fields of plants and moss growing everything on the 
ground, creating a green carpet unlike anything I had ever seen. Trees taller than building 
creating a canopy to protect you from the elements, creating a home for you, a personal oasis on 
the trail. We eventually hit a fork in the path that a website had warned us about, and even 
though we saw another small group go right, we trusted what our research had told us and went 
left (don’t worry, it was the correct choice). At this fork, a mile marker said 3 kilometer to 
Kimbol Lake. Sweet, about a mile and a half.  

Not many people were on the trail. It was quiet, but not uncomfortable. Moments where 
you can breathe in nature, get familiar with it, ask it about its day, how it wants its coffee. Our 
intimate conversation with the forest was interrupted by an older couple, walking down the trail. 
People are simply nicer in Canada. The stereotype is true. Instead of the typical hey hi how’s it 
going good you? good good have a good one with a you, too fading as you walk past each other, 
the older couple stopped. 
“You two going all the way to the top?” 
My wife and I looked at each other. “That’s the plan!” 
“Enjoy! Just try to make sure you’re back down before dark.” 
It was currently 2pm. Sunset was at 7:18pm. “Ok, we will.” 
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“Also, it gets pretty steep coming up.” 
These were old people. Not senile or decrepit. But still old. How steep could steep be? “Good to 
know!” 
“Oh, and it’s huckleberry season, so be on the lookout for bears.” 

I’m sure cordial farewells were exchanged after this last warning, but I don’t remember. I 
do remember them walking away like it’s nothing, like cautioning for bears is comparable to 
birdwatching. “There are red cardinals near the top, so try to catch a glimpse! But don’t get too 
close, because they might murder you.” I’m still not sure if I’m grateful or ticked off about their 
last piece of advice. 
 
--- 
 
 Here’s another account of a close friend. She’s been married for a few years and has a 
little boy toddler named Ollie. Ollie has Down Syndrome. Every October is Down Syndrome 
Awareness Month, and last October, this friend opened up about her experience. She began with 
elaborate detail about the life her and her husband had planned and the devastation that came 
when she found out they were pregnant. It conflicted with work, with school, with travel plans. 
But after days of thinking and praying and talking with family, she started to become excited 
about it. The next checkup, the doctor shared a lot of pregnancy complications. While they didn’t 
know at the time he would be born with Down Syndrome, they knew something would be 
wrong. The devastation returned, along with the shame. A complicated web of emotions, coupled 
with questions like “why me?” and “why now?” She explained how it was one of those situations 
where you tell yourself you will love your child no matter what, but silently pray to have the trial 
taken away and be given a normal kid. We look on as third-party observers and say, “How dare 
you feel devastated, he is your child. I can’t believe you. I would love my baby the same, with or 
without down syndrome.” We usually don’t have an Ollie. 
 
--- 
 
 After the encounter with the Nakuspian old couple, the trail headed downhill, crossed a 
stream, then did indeed get steep. Uphill for about 200 meters. It leveled out, and we thought, 
“Wow, that was pretty steep. They were right.” Except that wasn’t what they were talking about. 
The trail turned the corner and that’s when we saw it. The Stairway to Heaven. It was hell. It was 
one of those hills where you can’t see the end of it. Like, not figuratively, as in you think it will 
never end. I mean literally. Your eyes could not see where the uphill ended. And that’s partially 
because it never ended. It went up and up and up and up and slightly more up and up some more. 
With each upward step, there were two more to follow. Now I’d like to say that was the worst 
part of it. That I was only concerned with the perpetual burn in my calves and strain on my 
thighs and controlling my rapid breath. But no. I was preoccupied with looking for huckleberry 
bushes. 
 I don’t know if I’ve ever experienced paranoia before this moment. Pure distrust for 
everything that surrounds you. Questioning the nature of all that surrounded me. Every 
movement was a threat. Every shape was a predator. I kid you not, I was seeing things. Fallen 
trees, mossy rocks, muddy patches were all what we feared. And the stillness that at first fostered 
a relationship began talking behind our backs, growing quieter and quieter. The silence was 
conspiring against us, sneaking up from behind and in front and to the left and from the right. It 
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swallowed our every thought, suffocating it with the fear of any wind rustle or branch snap. I 
was choking on my worry, wearing it like gravity. Neither of us talked, afraid to vocalize our 
fears and the dread we were both experiencing. We could feel the same paranoia radiating from 
each other, yet we climbed. With each step, we encroached further into enemy territory. No 
intent to turn back—not from resilience, but from a lack of confrontation. We hadn’t seen any 
bears yet, so why go back? Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s how bear attacks work. I find it 
hard to imagine they meet you on the trail, look at your Bear Attack Punch Card, and snarl, 
“Alright, you got two more run-ins before I eat your face,” then clamber off into the greenery. 
No, it would be a once in a lifetime experience, and I mean that in every sense of the saying. The 
worst part, however, was not contemplating the potential pain; it was not knowing what to do.  
 It’s often described as fight or flight. Put up your dukes or make them eat your dust. 
There’s also the description of “like a wild animal backed into a corner,” emphasizing that you 
don’t know what it’s going to do or what it’s capable of. I felt somewhere in between these two 
sayings. If it was any other threat, I think would’ve been fine. I know what to do with a mountain 
lion—you make yourself big, make a lot of loud noise, and go for intimidation. I know what to 
do with a rattlesnake—you leave it where you found it, pose no irritation, and stomp as you walk 
so they feel the vibrations. I had little to no idea what to do with a bear. We tried to train 
ourselves a bit on the matter with some blog research beforehand, but it was less than useless. In 
one article, it talked about making some noise or talking in your group so bears and wildlife can 
hear you coming. Later in that same article, it stressed the importance of staying quiet so as to 
not disrupt or upset the bears. There was one rule I was certain about with bears: never run away. 
In that moment, though, I was not so certain I could follow that rule. I racked my mind with 
every possible scenario. A bear on the trail, a bear in the distance, a bear in a tree. Would we 
run? Would we hide behind a rock? Would we climb a tree? Would we wait? Would I stand to 
protect my wife, fighting off or distracting the bear until she could escape? I didn’t know then, 
and I still don’t know today. 
 We never saw a bear. There was one moment on our journey up the magnum opus of hills 
where my wife suddenly breathed in sharply and whispered to me, “Sam! There’s something 
black up there!” To which I immediately grouped next to her and began rifling once again 
through all possible options. Run. Hide. Walk slowly. Make noise. Wait it out. My eyes scanned 
the trail for any movement that could be our demise. It was a hiker. It was just a hiker. I have 
never sighed so relieved in my life. As he walked down to where we were calming our 
heartrates, he assured us in a European accent that Death Hill does actually end, and we were 
about 20 minutes from the lake. We continued on with hope, our burden shaved a little lighter 
knowing someone had made the trek without incident. Still our heads swiveled. But like I said, 
we never saw a bear. In fact, we saw no wildlife. We made it to the lake, a beautiful body of 
glassy water next to layers of forest, inhabited only by us. We ate our lunch on the rocky shore, 
captured the moment with photos, and began the journey back down. If going to the lake was 
entering enemy territory, going down was retreat. I wanted to wave a white flag as we hiked, 
carry a sign written in Bearish that said, “Don’t worry, we’re leaving! No need to attack!” Each 
step took us towards a safer place, an area we were familiar with and trusted. Land that had been 
trodden. Land where we were in control. 
 
--- 
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 I worry that I won’t know how to handle problems. That no matter the amount of 
preparation or character building I do beforehand, the moment will prove different results. What 
if my child does come home smelling like weed? If they’re born with Down Syndrome? If they 
have crippling questions about faith? If they explore sexuality prematurely? If they get involved 
with drugs? If they’re hurt in an accident? If they get cancer? If they need something I can’t 
provide? If if if if if if. All of these are situations I’ve tried to solve, but all ultimately end up in a 
mental cabinet labeled “Deal With it When You Get There.” I’ve talked with my wife about 
them, talked to friends, family. Everyone has their own experiences to relay, each with different 
factors and different results from different perspectives. There is no formula. Yet I’ve convinced 
myself I have my own personal formula. A foolproof personality to problems. Whatever 
situation I’m confronted with, I can handle it. I can be the person I know I can be, the husband 
my wife needs, and the father to lead my family. I can show love at all times, I can be controlled 
and level-headed. I can discipline while also teaching. I can foster good relationships with each 
of my children. I can talk to them and they can talk to me. I know who I am and I know what I 
should do. But I’m afraid I actually don’t. I’m afraid I might run. 


