
From Woodsong 

by Gary Paulsen  

This excerpt from the memoir by the award-winning author of Hatchet tells the true story 
of Gary Paulsen’s life in Minnesota’s isolated north woods.  

  Fear comes in many forms but perhaps the worst scare is the one that isn’t 
anticipated; the one that isn’t really known about until it’s there. A sudden fear. The 
unexpected.  And again, fire played a role in it. We have bear trouble. Because we feed 
processed meat to the dogs there is always the smell of meat over the kennel. In the 
summer it can be a bit high because the dogs like to “save” their food sometimes for a 
day or two or four—burying it to dig up later. We live on the edge of wilderness and 
consequently the meat smell brings any number of visitors from the woods.  

Skunks abound, and foxes and coyotes and wolves and weasels—all predators. 
We once had an eagle live over the kennel for more than a week, scavenging from the 
dogs, and a crazy group of ravens has pretty much taken over the puppy pen. Ravens 
are protected by the state and they seem to know it. When I walk toward the puppy pen 
with the buckets of meat it’s a toss-up to see who gets it—the pups or the birds. They 
have actually pecked the puppies away from the food pans until they have gone through 
and taken what they want.  

  Spring, when the bears come, is the worst. They have been in hibernation 
through the winter, and they are hungry beyond caution. The meat smell draws them like 
flies, and we frequently have two or three around the kennel at the same time. Typically 
they do not bother us much—although my wife had a bear chase her from the garden to 
the house one morning—but they do bother the dogs.  

They are so big and strong that the dogs fear them, and the bears trade on this 
fear to get their food. It’s common to see them scare a dog into his house and take his 
food. Twice we have had dogs killed by rough bear swats that broke their necks—and 
the bears took their food.  

We have evolved an uneasy peace with them but there is the problem of 
familiarity. The first time you see a bear in the kennel it is a novelty, but when the same 
ones are there day after day, you wind up naming some of them (old Notch-Ear, Billy-Jo, 
etc.). There gets to be a too relaxed attitude. We started to treat them like pets.  

A major mistake.  

There was a large male around the kennel for a week or so. He had a white 
streak across his head which I guessed was a wound scar from some hunter—bear 
hunting is allowed here. He wasn’t all that bad so we didn’t mind him. He would frighten 
the dogs and take their hidden stashes now and then, but he didn’t harm them and we 
became accustomed to him hanging around. We called him Scarhead and now and 
again we would joke about him as if he were one of the yard animals.  



  At this time we had three cats, forty-two dogs, fifteen or twenty chickens, eight 
ducks, nineteen large white geese, a few banty hens, ten fryers which we’d raised from 
chicks and couldn’t (as my wife put it) “snuff and eat,” and six woods-wise goats.  

The bears, strangely, didn’t bother any of the yard animals. There must have 
been a rule, or some order to the way they lived because they would hit the kennel and 
steal from the dogs but leave the chickens and goats and other yard stock completely 
alone—although you would have had a hard time convincing the goats of this fact. The 
goats spent a great deal of time with their back hair up, whuffing and blowing at the 
bears—and at the dogs who would gladly have eaten them. The goats never really 
believed in the truce.  

There is not a dump or landfill to take our trash to and so we separate it—organic, 
inorganic—and deal with it ourselves. We burn the paper in a screened enclosure and it 
is fairly efficient, but it’s impossible to get all the food particles off wrapping paper, so 
when it’s burned the food particles burn with it.  And give off a burnt food smell.  

And nothing draws bears like burning food. It must be that they have learned to 
understand human dumps—where they spend a great deal of time foraging. And they 
learn amazingly fast. In Alaska, for instance, the bears already know that the sound of a 
moose hunter’s gun means there will be a fresh gut pile when the hunter cleans the 
moose. They come at a run when they hear the shot. It’s often a close race to see if the 
hunter will get to the moose before the bears take it away. . . .  

Because we’re on the south edge of the wilderness area we try to wait until there 
is a northerly breeze before we burn so the food smell will carry south, but it doesn’t 
always help. Sometimes bears, wolves, and other predators are already south, working 
the sheep farms down where it is more settled—they take a terrible toll of sheep—and 
we catch them on the way back through.  

  That’s what happened one July morning.  

  Scarhead had been gone for two or three days and the breeze was right, so I 
went to burn the trash. I fired it off and went back into the house for a moment—not 
more than two minutes. When I came back out Scarhead was in the burn area. His 
tracks (directly through the tomatoes in the garden) showed he’d come from the south.  

He was having a grand time. The fire didn’t bother him. He was trying to reach a 
paw in around the edges of flame to get at whatever smelled so good. He had torn 
things apart quite a bit—ripped one side off the burn enclosure—and I was having a bad 
day and it made me mad.  

 I was standing across the burning fire from him and without thinking—because I 
was so used to him—I picked up a stick, threw it at him, and yelled, “Get out of here.”  

 



 I have made many mistakes in my life, and will probably make many more, but I 
hope never to throw a stick at a bear again.  

  In one rolling motion—the muscles seemed to move within the skin so fast that I 
couldn’t take half a breath—he turned and came for me. Close. I could smell his breath 
and see the red around the sides of his eyes. Close on me he stopped and raised on his 
back legs and hung over me, his forelegs and paws hanging down, weaving back and 
forth gently as he took his time and decided whether or not to tear my head off.  

  I could not move, would not have time to react. I knew I had nothing to say about 
it. One blow would break my neck. Whether I lived or died depended on him, on his 
thinking, on his ideas about me—whether I was worth the bother or not.  

 I did not think then.  

  Looking back on it I don’t remember having one coherent thought when it was 
happening. All I knew was terrible menace. His eyes looked very small as he studied 
me. He looked down on me for what seemed hours. I did not move, did not breathe, did 
not think or do anything.  

 And he lowered.  

  Perhaps I was not worth the trouble. He lowered slowly and turned back to the 
trash and I walked backward halfway to the house and then ran—anger growing now—
and took the rifle from the gun rack by the door and came back out.  

  He was still there, rummaging through the trash. I worked the bolt and fed a 
cartridge in and aimed at the place where you kill bears and began to squeeze. 

In raw anger, I began to take up the four pounds of My notes about what I am pull 
necessary to send death into him. reading  

And stopped.  

 Kill him for what?  

That thought crept in.  

 Kill him for what?  

 For not killing me? For letting me know it is wrong to throw sticks at four-
hundred-pound bears? For not hurting me, for not killing me, I should kill him? I lowered 
the rifle and ejected the shell and put the gun away. I hope Scarhead is still alive. For 
what he taught me, I hope he lives long and is very happy because I learned then—
looking up at him while he made up his mind whether or not to end me—that when it is 
all boiled down I am nothing more and nothing less than any other animal in the woods.  



 
 
 
Response Questions- 
 
Please provided detailed explanations and textual support. 
 
 
1.What is a primary theme in the story? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2. What elements does the author use to make this narrative interesting/ 
(Example, vivid imagery, dialogue, etc.) Explain and provide textual support (in 
the form of examples/quotes from the story). 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
________________________________________ 
 
3. Does the author provide “a feeling of closure? How does he do this? Support with 
examples from the text 
 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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