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 One of the tasks of any Zoo director is to keep exhibits up-to-date.  Often decades can pass before an exhibit renovation is targeted.  This letter will inform you about an exhibit renovation and the bears that will occupy it.   
 

The current bear exhibit at the National Zoo is outdated:  built in the 1890's, it is understandably old-fashioned by contemporary standards.  The Zoo has long been exhibiting various species of bears.  Among them are sloth bears (Melursus ursinus), the first of which came to the Zoo eight years after it opened in 1898.  Our current sloth bears will move—to facilities near the Zoo entrance when our new Asia exhibit opens two or three years hence.  Perhaps the most famous of all bears was the first Smokey the Bear, which was rescued as a badly burned cub after a 1950 forest fire in New Mexico.  When the burns had healed, Smokey moved to the National Zoo.  Following World War II, the Forest Service launched its Smokey the Bear campaign to prevent forest fires, probably one of the most successful advertising campaigns of its kind ever initiated.  Americans have made the bear an extraordinarily visible icon in our culture, but other disparate cultures have similar bear icons, as I will discuss subsequently. 
 
 Perhaps because of their ability to stand erect on their hind legs, humans have long felt an affinity with bears dating back to the Pleistocene era when Neanderthals competed with Cave bears (Ursus spelaus) for shelter.  This ancient close contact undoubtedly led to bear cults among our forebears.  Bear cults, in fact, were widespread among indigenous cultures in Siberia, North America and within the Ainu of Japan until recently. 
 
 Cave bears were frighteningly huge; as big as Alaskan Kodiaks, the largest bear of today.  In European caves, bear skeletons were found mixed with human ones in strata that have been dated from 40,000 to only 10,000 years ago.  What is astonishing is the number of bear skeletons that had accumulated within caves.  In Austria, for example, one cave contained the remains of 30,000 bears, but it is still a mystery how they all died.  Many bear skeletons showed evidence of ax strikes, but that so many could have been killed by Neanderthals seems almost unbelievable.   
 
 A common image of bears as being a slow, lumbering animal is belied by the short speed bursts of a charging grizzly, which can easily outrun the fastest human.  In fact, the now extinct Giant short-faced bear (Arctodus simus) of the western plains was designed for speed.  They ranged, until about 80,000 years ago, from what is now Alaska to Texas and from California to Pennsylvania.  They had evidently evolved to exploit the vast herds of grazing bison and antelopes that covered the plains of  North America.  Like  
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the cave bear, they too were huge and are estimated to have weighed 1,000 kg (more than a ton).  They had a short-muzzled head like a cheetah and extra long legs with forward- aligned toes, rather than having bear-like inward-curved toes, to run down their prey. 
 
 Although these running bears survived into the late-Pleistocene, we can only speculate on why they, too, became extinct.  They had ranged so widely that climate change seems too remote a reason.  Perhaps they could no longer compete with faster cursorial hunters in the cat family, such as giant lions and giant cheetahs that also roamed the grasslands in those times.  In any case, the only North American bear that has survived to this day is the Spectacled bear (Tremarctos ornatus) that fled North America over the land bridge and still maintains a precarious existence in the mountains of Columbia, Venezuela and south to Bolivia.  The three bears of North America—the brown, black and polar—are all of Old World origin, with the first two now classed in the genus Ursus.  Polar bears are classified separately in the genus Thalarctus, but they must have diverged from the European brown bear fairly recently because polar bear x brown bear hybrids bear fertile young so that their maintenance as separate genera is probably habitat, not genetic incompatibility. 
 
 The brown bears (Ursus arctos) spread from the Pyrenees across Europe and Asia to Alaska and south to Yellowstone, making them one of the widest-ranging terrestrial mammals.  Their habitat overlaps that of both the Asian and North American black bears, but there is no evidence of natural interbreeding.  The brown bears are globally the most familiar of all the bears and are the kind that appear in "Goldilocks." The brown bears are so well-known that I will focus on the most numerous species here, the American black bear (Ursus americana). 
 
 Ursus americana lives in woods and swamps from Alaska to Florida and from California to New England.  It has become increasingly adaptable to humans, particularly in the crowded northeast where it frequently wanders into the suburbs.  This bear, despite its name, is remarkable for the variation in its coat color.  In eastern North America it is almost always black; in California and the Rockies, on the other hand, it is almost always brown or cinnamon. 
 
 In Alaska the coats of a group of these bears have a definite ice-blue tinge;  they are thus known as Glacier bears.  There is an even smaller population of about 350 almost white or cream-colored bears that live in three small isolated parts of coastal British Columbia.  They are known as Kermode bears and at one time were considered, along with each of the non-black populations, as a separate species.  These pale-colored bears have brown eyes and black noses and are thus not albinos.  This pelage is controlled by a recessive gene, so that about one in ten bears is born white.  The pelage of black squirrels around the National Zoo and white squirrels in Elgin, Illinois is also the result of a recessive gene.  The Elgin squirrels are well-known locally and are a feature of  
 
March 2002       Page Three 
 
 
this city.  The Kermode bear has never been common and was only first described in 1905 by William Hornaday, then of the Smithsonian.  Because of their unusual color they were an important animal in the lore and spiritual life of the local Amerindians.  Some mammals, such as black bears, woodchucks and red foxes, seem to exhibit greater color variation than their cogeners, but there is no complete agreement on why such a range of colors would be an evolutionary advantage. 
 
 Sloth bears, which I mentioned at the beginning of this letter, are always black and live and behave quite differently from other bears.  I have seen them in the open forests of Nepal, India and Sri Lanka; their long unruly coats make them appear disheveled.  They characteristically shuffle through the open forest with their long hairless snout close to the ground.  When they come on a surface termite colony, I have watched them sniff carefully around it and subsequently break the mound apart with the long claws on their front feet.  To clear the dust and particles from the termite colony, the sloth bear inhales and with its tongue curled blows a blast of air through a longitudinal hollow in its bony palate and out its mouth, unimpeded by front teeth, which it lacks.  With most of the detritus so cleared, the bear reverses the process and using its extraordinarily flexible snout and tongue as a vacuum cleaner sucks in the termites.  Considering the small size of the individual termite and the large size of the bear, one wonders how they can get enough to eat, until one realizes the mass of protein available in a termite colony.  The bears are omnivorous and are not dependent only on one food source.  They are, however, one of the few large mammals in their range that has evolved to exploit this food source. 
 
 If all goes well at the Zoo in our new expansive sloth bear exhibit, we hope they will breed.  The sloth bear mother is one of the few large non-primates that often carries its young on its back.  What is fascinating about this behavior is that a similar-sized mammal insectivore, the giant anteater of the llanos of central and South America, also exhibits this behavior.  Why would two coarse-pellaged mammals, continents apart but both termite predators, carry their young piggyback?  Ideas are welcome!  
 
 In closing, I want to mention the endangered Asian black bear (Selenarctos thibetanus).  This is quite a different bear from the American black one and with the human population continually encroaching on its forested mountain habitat, it is subject to severe poaching pressure in China, Korea and Japan.  Its gall bladders are in particularly strong demand for traditional Chinese medicine.  For example, a six ounce undried gall bladder from a freshly killed black bear in South Korea sold for the equivalent of $55,000.  No wonder there soon developed a rash of American black bear poaching in California, Washington and Oregon to satisfy this demand in Oriental medicine markets both here and in Asia.  The Chinese government, to reduce pressure on wild bears, has established bear farms where captive black and brown bears have their gall extracted via tubes inserted into their gall bladders, a process that does not seem to harm them.  Such a procedure is surely preferable to killing wild bears. 
March 2002       Page Four 
 
 
 Other pressure on the wild stock comes from black bear cubs being captured for training as carnival performers.  Asian black bears are large and shiny black (when healthy) and have a broad white crescent-shaped blaze across their chests.  Hence, they are often known as moon bears.  They can walk on their hind legs further than other bears and a well-trained one has been reported to cover a quarter mile bipedally. 
 
 Fortunately, these black bears have been bred in zoos, but being normally solitary, except during the few weeks of the breeding season, their zoo behavior can be unpredictable.  The New York Times (2/16/02) reported that an aggressive female Asian black bear was killed by the male at the Denver Zoo.  A second female in the exhibit was untouched.  Minor encounters had been observed previously between the two animals, but they had not been deemed life-threatening.  Such tragedies are rare, but nonetheless upsetting and probably never entirely avoidable. 



  

 
 Clearly, the long-term goal is to protect habitats for wild populations, but that requires land and the competition between animals and humans will only increase such conflicts.  An equitable division of space may hopefully evolve, but it will be our grandchildren's task to meet this daunting challenge as the human population will almost double during their lifetime. 
 

David Challinor 
Phone:  202-673-4705 

        Fax:      202-673-4607 
                                                                                                E-mail:  ChallinorD@aol.com 
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