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York, and its surrounds, is a landscape that faces tremendous public pressure. 
Along with the Trailside Museums & Zoo, and Bear Mountain with its tour 
bus-sized parking lot, is a beach with a more than 9,000-person capacity and 
32 summer camps clustered around lake complexes. These hubs of human 
activity create bear attractants, such as wafts of barbecue and the garbage I 
smelled coming through Bear Mountain. 

For a long time, there was not such a visible bear presence in this region. In 
1898, in A Study of the Vertebrate Fauna of the Hudson Highlands, naturalist Edgar 
Mearns listed black bears under “Recently Extirpated Mammals” between the 
Canada beaver and northern fox squirrel. “The Bear disappeared from the 
Highlands many years ago,” Mearns wrote, “though my father’s mother saw 
them there.” Until recently, only young male bears would occasionally roam 
through, wandering after leaving their mothers. But over the past twenty years, 
as I learned from museum and zoo director Dr. Edwin McGowan, a popula-
tion of female bears arrived and decided to stay. In 2013, a study by amateur 
observer Jim Conlon put the black bear population in Harriman at fifteen 
bears. Conlon estimates that today there might be more than 100 bears in the 
park. McGowan believes that the bear population now is at saturation.

In response to the influx of black bears, the parks have been installing 
cables at shelters, adding requirements for food storage at campgrounds, 
and shelling out money for bear-resistant dumpsters throughout the park. 

Sadie, formerly called Josephine or Fee, a cinnamon-phase black bear, came to the 
Trailside Museums & Zoo in 2005. MARGARET REDMOND WHITEHEAD
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McGowan recently hired three new people as a frontline wildlife response 
team to support the short-staffed, busy rangers. 

The human population is also a key factor in increased bear-human 
encounters. The area’s close proximity to urban areas puts the bears at higher 
likelihood of encountering novice hikers—people with ready access to nature 
and a lack of awareness of what that means. There’s a mirroring happen-
ing in the area’s human and bear populations. As they both have grown, so 
have interactions between the two. Compounding and affecting bear-human 
encounters are factors we might not instinctively consider: the highs and lows 
of resource availability to bears, the years of plenty and those of dearth. 

Even visible, even at saturation, the bears around the New York State sec-
tion of the AT are not as conspicuous as they could be. These are megafauna. 
They are half-ton bodies of bone and muscle and fur, and yet—although they 
are completely aware of us—their appearances are relatively rare. They wait 
in the wings. They fill in the cracks around humans and human activity like 
sand around stones, simultaneously ubiquitous and furtive. 

I think of the traffic I could hear on the trail, and how I was fully aware 
of its presence. But I didn’t, in fact, meet too many cars. Sometimes I had to 
cross a road and, then, I saw a car or two, but more often than not, I slipped 
across the road and no car was present to document my migration. I won-
der whether, to bears, humans are something like the white noise of traffic 
sounds: as ever-present and as tedious as pollution. 

After speculating that trees might be biding their time until the end of the 
Anthropocene, Amitav Ghosh pauses: “But perhaps this is all wrong? After 
all, trees and humans are not—or not just—adversaries competing for space. 
They are also linked by innumerable forms of cooperation. Perhaps what is at 
fault here is the very idea of a single species.” 

Maybe it isn’t that we are stepping into bears’ spaces, or that bears are 
coming into ours. Maybe space is more fluid than we envision it, with our 
lines and demarcations of order, our designations of wild from tame. The only 
certainty is that, in the blurring of these lines, we will encounter nature and 
its inhabitants in an ambivalent terrain. 

Margaret Redmond Whitehead’s writing has appeared in the Boston Globe, The Atavist 
Magazine, and The Millions. She earned a master’s degree in literary reportage from 
New York University in 2016, was a literary journalism fellow at the Banff Centre for 
Arts and Creativity in 2017, and was a Lambda Literary fellow in 2018. 
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