I’ve only had a couple of bear encounters, beyond garbage bears by the side of the road as I drive past. Once, I was in a little boat just off the shore, and another time hiking in the Queen Charlotte Islands. They stand out in my memory as pivotal moments in nature. Bears are strangely captivating creatures. There’s this sense of fear and wonder that surrounds them, and then there’s this intangible connection between human and animal. When I started to read Shadow of the Bear by Brian Payton, I really didn’t know what to expect. Would it be a travel book? A conservation ethics guide? An adrenaline-driven, predator-stalking piece? A textbook-style essay on the ursine creatures? Well, I was pleasantly surprised to find that it was none of these and it was all of these.

The book takes on a vast topic—bears in the world. Payton travels to India, China, Peru, Cambodia, Manitoba, Italy, France and Navajo Nation in America to tell these stories of the bears. There is some degree of focus on extinction and conservation and what have you, but it certainly isn’t preachy. Nor is it essay-like, with drab, uninteresting text—Payton keeps the stories moving with a sense of curiosity, his movements in these far-flung countries catalogued with a feeling of giddiness and wonder. I think that the most complimentary (and ultimately true) thing I can say about Shadow of the Bear is that I wish I had written it myself. I’m not talking simple jealousy here for his amazing travel experiences—including climbing into an occupied tiger cage, living alongside polar bears, eating a four-course meal in the Italian mountains—I’m also talking about his prowess with words. Payton skillfully demonstrates subtle use of the English language, conveying humility and humour with seemingly effortless prose.
As I read the book, my one problem with it was a conspicuous lack of photographs. You would expect from a travel book, and a book that deals with rare, often unheard of species of animals, at least a few photos. I questioned Payton about this lack, and have to respect his response. “That was a very specific choice made at the beginning of this project, that I did not want any photos in the book,” he says with conviction. “The reason for that is I wanted to tell stories and to have a writing style that was descriptive enough that I was able to paint word-pictures and describe the stories through my writing.” He eventually conceded to a small degree and allowed field-sketch drawings to accompany his text. Though I did grumble a bit when the book was in my hands, I do grudgingly admit that he pulled it off, and that I would probably aspire to do the same, if I’m really honest.
Payton had a few obstacles to overcome with this book—the biggest, he says, was choosing which stories to tell. “It’s about narrowing it down and choosing and making that work to tell a larger story about the species.” And of all the sub-species he studied, which grizzly story to tell seemed to be the hardest decision, with expectations being put on him from all over—what about the Kodiak in Alaska? What about BC? What about Montana? So instead he ended up choosing a dying breed of brown bears whose diminishing home is in the National Park of Abruzzo in Italy. Alaska, BC, northern USA—these are familiar stories, Payton says. “[But] no one has heard of the bears in Italy,” he laughs. “And I thought there’s a more important story to tell here, one that hasn’t been told. I think that it’s a cautionary tale for us in North America because we still have a good chance here, we still have great habitat left . . . but if we don’t watch ourselves we’ll quickly move towards the European model, which is sort of containment inside postage-stamp sized national parks. I really wanted to draw this analogy between what was happening in Italy—[like] the idea that they want to put a ski hill in right across this critical grizzly bear habitat—with what’s also happening in North America. That, and I wanted to draw a deeper analogy between Western-European society and our relationship with the brown bear, which hasn’t really been discussed a lot, particularly here in North America—we’re more familiar with the Native American and Native Canadian stories regarding bears.”
So it’s a book about bears, but it’s also about mankind, and our relationship with nature. There is, as he admits, a cautionary tale, but at the same time, there is a story of hope. The people that Payton meets along the way all work in their respective parts of the world towards a common goal of preservation and conservation. There is hope in that. Our relationship with bears continues to be a fascinating one, and with Shadow of the Bear Payton has joined the likes of the ancient cave artists who long ago painted pictures of the creatures that inspired their dreams.
