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HUNTING Harvest total included two state 
record bears • By Kevin Kelly

Banner 
Bear 
Season
Jim mcKenzie lets out a knowing 
chuckle. it implies that what he’s about to 
say next is so extreme it may sound unbe-
lievable.

“i shot the bear at 12 feet,” he says 
plainly.

say that again.
“i shot it at 12 feet,” he reassures.
Twelve feet?
“i knew i had to do something and do 

it quick,” he said. “After i got him down it 
took me ‘til dark to quit shaking. Yeah, it 
was exciting.”

Of the record 46 black bears taken by 
hunters in Kentucky in 2015 , none of them 
were as big as the one mcKenzie took at 
perilously close range in Harlan County on 
the first morning of the December firearms 
season.

The bear weighed 500 pounds, eclipsing 
the state record set by Andrew Burton just 
seven weeks earlier on opening day of the 
archery-crossbow season.

“it may be that my record doesn’t stand 
for long. You just never can tell,” mcKenzie 
said. “There are some big bears here.”

Burton, of Grays Knob, took his bear 
with a crossbow in Harlan County. it tipped 
the scales at 465 pounds.

“i missed one last year with a bow,” 

He was joined by a friend for the Dec. 
12 opener of gun season. They had noticed 
some promising trails while scouting a cou-
ple days earlier and decided to focus their 
efforts around them, he said.

mcKenzie was carrying a single shot 
marlin .444-caliber rifle and a .44 magnum 
revolver.

“We were walking through a laurel 
thicket,” the Harlan resident said. “it went 
out kind of a little flat and then a hill came 
up into the laurel thicket. The bear was 
walking up the hill and we were on the top 
looking down at him. We just walked up on 
him.”

mcKenzie kept his wits and quickly 
fired a shot from the rifle. The bear fell to 
the ground and mcKenzie dispatched it 
with the handgun. 

His sons helped him recover the bear. 
He had the meat processed and planned to 
make a european mount to remember the 
accomplishment.

“i’m hooked now,” mcKenzie said. “i 
never even dreamed i’d take one, much less 
one like that. it’s just being at the right place 
at the right time, i guess.” n

Burton said. “i was in a stand and gosh it 
was about a 15-yard shot. Once it got so 
close to me, it looked and saw me. That’s 
when i shot it. i was so excited i almost fell 
out of the tree. That’s the truth.”

interest in hunting bears in Kentucky 
has grown since the first hunt was held in 
2009. The Kentucky Department of Fish 
and Wildlife Resources sold 1084 bear per-
mits in 2015, up from 377 in 2009 and 729 
in 2014.

An avid deer and turkey hunter, mcK-
enzie warmed to the thought of hunting 
bears and bought his first Bear Permit last 
year.

The 500-pound black bear taken by Jim 
McKenzie (above) broke the state record 
set weeks earlier by Andrew Burton 
(below).
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The 465-pound black bear taken by An-
drew Burton in October in Harlan County 
had been captured in May in Letcher 
County and relocated to Perry County the 
same day.


