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PRAISE FOR The Best of Outside


“Engaging, sharp-eyed reports on the people, places, politics, art, literature, and natural history of the great and not-so-great outdoors.”

—Miami Herald




“There’s a reason Outside magazine has received the National Magazine Award for general excellence … it’s the writing…. Whether you’re in need of a good laugh, a sobering thought, or just plain entertainment, you’re likely to find it in The Best of Outside.”

—North Coast Sports




“Outside has long been known for its writing; it has been nominated for National Magazine Awards 16 years in a row and won six.”

—The New York Times




“Original and engaging reports on travel, adventure, sports, and the environment…. The Best of Outside represents the finest the award-winning magazine has to offer: thirty-one stories that range from high action to high comedy.”

—Women’s Magazine




“This book glitters … highly recommended.”

—Library Journal




“Outside writers offer unique insights and powerful prose. I shake my head in wonder at the strength and clarity of such writing; I know I’ll visit this book again and again. So should you.”

—Bookpage




“The Best of Outside is filled with the serious and the thoughtful, the humorous and the outrageous…. A must for anyone who enjoys provocative outdoor adventure writing.”

—Wisconsin Bookwatch




The Best of Outside

Outside magazine has been in publication since 1977. It has received six National Magazine Awards, including the award for reporting in 1997 and the award for general excellence in both 1996 and 1997.
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Introduction


The difference between journalism and literature is that journalism is unreadable and literature is not read.

–OSCAR WILDE



“Nobody who loves to hunt feels absolutely hunky-dory when the quarry goes down,” wrote Thomas McGuane in his now classic “The Heart of the Game,” published in Outside’s inaugural issue twenty years ago and reprinted here. “The remorse spins out almost before anything and the balancing act ends on one declination or another. I decided that unless I become a vegetarian, I’ll get my meat by hunting for it…. I’ve seen slaughterhouses, and anyway, as Sitting Bull said, when the buffalo are gone, we will hunt mice, for we are hunters and we want our freedom.”

Freedom was what Outside’s editors sought as well, as that first issue made abundantly clear. In this particular landscape, freedom meant an editorial ability to range near and far: Alongside McGuane’s elegant, richly personal consideration of hunting were an article on the shock-troop ethos of Greenpeace; an examination of the egg; a melancholy report from paradise lost on the island of Kauai; reviews of the Minox 35EL camera, the Hi-Roller cowboy hat from Texas Hatters, and The Hallucinogenic and Poisonous Mushroom Guide; and a decidedly short story (188 words) by Richard Brautigan about a bicyclist and two dogs on a roof. Obviously no one was looking to get typecast at Outside; not only would the magazine entertain a full array of subjects, but it would also air a wide spectrum of opinion as well—the better to keep the reader guessing and preserve, as editor-at-large David Quammen would put it years later, “the cacophonous disunity of souls.” The one fixed requirement was that the writer, every writer, be skillful enough to pull it all off.

That the magazine was trying to stake out some wide-open territory in which to conduct its business, that it had journalistic and literary ambitions, was largely a response to the banality of much that was available to people who loved the outdoors and loved to read, circa 1977. Among magazines there were the traditional hunting and fishing and camping monthlies, some respectable if earnest back-to-the-land journals, and lest we forget, the longstanding “men’s adventure” periodicals, which were still happily serving their readers a never-ending bounty of flesh-eating headhunters, exploding volcanoes, and blood-crazed wild beasts. There seemed to be no magazines about the outdoors that would have published the more lyric offerings of a contemporary Twain or Melville or Dinesen or Conrad, wilderness folks all. In fact, there was no publication that saw itself as a general-interest magazine about the outdoors and placed a premium on reporting and thinking and storytelling. To Outside’s editors and writers, there was no more perfect arena in which to probe the complexities of the human condition than the natural world, the world as it really is out there. And there was no better method of exploration than the long and demanding process of reporting and then writing—truly writing—about it. “I write because I hold the conviction, smarmy as it might seem, that we must give back to that from which we take,” Bob Shacochis, the National Book Award winner and Outside contributing editor, has said. “Take a penny, leave a penny. What I’ve most taken from in my life is the banquet table of literature. What most fulfills my sense of worth are my own attempts to contribute to the timeless feast, to keep the food replenished and fresh … ‘There are no old myths,’ the writer Jim Harrison once said, ‘only new people.’ ”

The great Oakland Raider George Blanda once observed, “You stay in this game twenty-two years and things are gonna happen.” Happily for us, they seem to have been happening right from the beginning. Through the years, the magazine has continued to interpret its mission broadly, seeking to evolve with the times, its readers’ changing interests, and its writers’ and editors’ intuitions. Thus far, it seems to be working: What early critics deemed a charming if naive little enterprise that would never attract great writers, let alone a large and committed audience, has been nominated for National Magazine Awards in each of the last fifteen years, winning six times, three of them in the last couple of years. But whatever we’ve achieved in our better moments comes compliments of the magazine’s ambitious roots—and the skilled writers that those ambitions led us to discover and publish. We’ve been profoundly fortunate to provide an environment for some of the finest writers of a few generations: Norman Maclean, James Salter, Annie Proulx, Robert Stone, David Quammen, Jane Smiley, Edward Abbey, Barry Lopez, Tim Cahill, William Kittredge, William Burroughs, Bob Shacochis, Susan Orlean, Barry Hannah, Jim Harrison, Ian Frazier, Jonathan Raban, Thomas McGuane, Bill Bryson, Peter Matthiessen, Chip Brown, Randy Wayne White, Bill McKibben, Donald Katz, Kate Wheeler, Mark Kramer, Garrison Keillor, Craig Vetter, James Hamilton-Paterson, Willian Finnegan, Edward Hoagland, Jon Krakauer, and many others.

Spouting such a list probably seems a little like boasting, and perhaps it is. But what I’m trying to get across here is how privileged we are. Outside may be (as I’m prone to prattle on about) a great license to be curious, but it would be another magazine altogether without this particular corps of writers. What Outside’s authors share is not so much a style of writing as an attitude—about themselves and the planet at large. An attitude that is fiercely independent and often irreverent, touched by irony yet also generous and inclusive. These writers marvel at much of what they discover—whether at the far ends of the earth or lurking in the backyard—yet they are also, properly, saddened and angered by some of what they find. They resist compartmentalizing their experiences, understanding that what we see and do outside is an integral part of life, a life crammed with contradictions and maddening, intriguing shadings. Thus they aim high, creating pieces not merely to entertain on the subject at hand—knocking around the forests of Belize, summiting Mount Everest, home-steading in Montana, evading the snapping jaws of the Komodo dragon—but to explore our behavior, our values, our judgments, our place in the natural order of things. These people know how to watch and listen and tell a story.

They also know how to revel in the simple awkward act of being human, and they aren’t shy about advertising their screwups; misadventure in the right hands can make for a memorable tale. And so it is that we see McGuane on an uncharacteristically lackadaisical hunting trip, tucked under a cottonwood to wait for whitetail deer, fast asleep. “I woke up a couple of hours later, the coffee and early morning drill having done not one thing for my alertness. I had drooled on my rifle and it was time for my chores back at the ranch.”

One of the painful truths about magazine journalism is that these flashes of humor and grace—some of the best writing of our times—often get heaved with the trash at the end of each month. Collecting it again between two covers is immensely satisfying for obvious reasons, yet what a trying experience: selecting only one piece per writer when some of these authors, like our former “Natural Acts” columnist David Quammen, have been contributing on an almost monthly basis for a decade and a half, even two. Many worthy writers, sad to say, could not be represented here—blame it on space and story mix. And so we grit our teeth against those hard cuts, at least until anthology time comes round again.

In the meantime, special thanks are owed to my colleagues in the editorial ranks—past and present—who have lent their ideas, their wisdom, their passion, their endurance, and their skills with a nubby No. 2 Mirado Black Warrior. In particular to Larry Burke, Outside’s owner and publisher, for his remarkable support all these years, and to Greg Cliburn, John Tayman, Hal Espen, Susan Casey, Hampton Sides, Adam Horowitz, Brad Wetzler, Susan Smith, Gretchen Reynolds, Mike Grudowski, Michael Paterniti, John Rasmus, Alex Heard. Dan Ferrara, Kathy Martin O’Neil, Andrew Tilin, Eric Hagerman, Will Dana, Lisa Chase, Donovan Webster, Terry McDonell, Marshall Sella, Dan Coyle, Marilyn Johnson, Michael McRae, Michelle Stacey, David Schonauer, Alison Carpenter Davis, Todd Balf, and Amy Goldwasser. Many of the writers in this collection are indebted to these people, and so am I. My thanks as well, and most importantly, to Laura Hohnhold, with whom I’ve had the pleasure of working for twelve years now. Much of the effort and taste and sensibility in this anthology are hers.

Last, enormous gratitude to our readers, who continue to help us prove that Oscar Wilde had it wrong.

—Mark Bryant, editor



THE SPORTING LIFE




THE HEART OF THE GAME

by THOMAS McGUANE

Hunting in your own backyard becomes with time, if you love hunting, less and less expeditionary. When Montana’s eager September frosts knocked my garden on its butt, the hoe seemed more like the rifle than it ever had before, the vegetables more like game.

My nine-year-old son and I went scouting before the season and saw some antelope in the high plains foothills of the Absaroka Range, wary, hanging on the skyline; a few bands and no great heads. We crept around, looking into basins, and at dusk met a tired cowboy on a tired horse followed by a tired blue-heeler dog. The plains seemed bigger than anything, bigger than the mountains that seemed to sit in the middle of them, bigger than the ocean. The clouds made huge shadows that traveled on the grass slowly through the day.

Hunting season trickles on forever; if you don’t go in on a cow with anybody, there is the dark argument of the deep freeze against headhunting (“You can’t eat horns!”). But nevertheless, in my mind, I’ve laid out the months like playing cards, knowing some decent whitetails could be down in the river bottom and, fairly reliably, the long windy shots at antelope. The big buck mule deer—the ridge-runners—stay up in the scree and rock walls until the snow drives them out; but they stay high long after the elk have quit and broken down the hay corrals on the ranches and farmsteads, which, when you’re hunting the rocks from a saddle horse, look pathetic and housebroken with their yellow lights against the coming of winter.

Where I live, the Yellowstone River runs straight north, then takes an eastward turn at Livingston, Montana. This flowing north is supposed to be remarkable; and the river doesn’t do it long. It runs mostly over sand and stones once it comes out of the rock slots near the Wyoming line. But all along, there are deviations of one sort or another: canals, backwaters, sloughs; the red willows grow in the sometime-flooded bottom, and at the first elevation, the cottonwoods. I hunt here in the early fall for the whitetail deer, which, in recent years, have moved up these rivers in numbers never seen before.

When I first start hunting in the fall, I’m not used to getting up so early. I won’t get up that early to fish, not three or four in the morning just to be out in the middle of nowhere at first light.

The first morning, the sun came up hitting around me in arbitrary panels as the light came through the jagged openings in the Absaroka Range. I was moving very slowly in the edge of the trees, the river invisible a few hundred yards to my right but sending a huge sigh through the willows. It was cold and the sloughs had crowns of ice, thick enough to support me. As I crossed one great clear panel, trout raced around under my feet and a ten-foot bubble advanced slowly before my cautious steps. Then passing back into the trees, I found an active game trail, cut across lots to pick a better stand, sat in a good vantage place under a cottonwood with the ought-six across my knees. I thought, running my hands up into my sleeves, this is lovely but I’d rather be up in the hills; and I fell asleep.

I woke up a couple of hours later, the coffee and early morning drill having done not one thing for my alertness. I had drooled on my rifle and it was time for my chores back at the ranch. My chores of late had consisted primarily of working on screenplays so that the bank didn’t take the ranch. These days the primary ranch skill is making the payment; it comes before irrigation, feeding out, and calving. Some rancher friends find this so discouraging they get up and roll a number or have a slash of tanglefoot before they even think of the glories of the West. This is the New Rugged.

The next day, I reflected upon my lackadaisical hunting and left really too early in the morning. I drove around to Mission Creek in the dark and ended up sitting in the truck up some wash listening to a New Mexico radio station until my patience gave out and I started out cross-country in the dark, just able to make out the nose of the Absaroka Range as it faced across the river to the Crazy Mountains. It seemed maddeningly up and down slick banks and a couple of times I had game clatter out in front of me in the dark. Then I turned up a long coulee that climbed endlessly south and started in that direction, knowing the plateau on top should hold some antelope. After half an hour or so, I heard the mad laughing of coyotes, throwing their voices all around the inside of the coulee, trying to panic rabbits and making my hair stand on end despite my affection for them. The stars tracked overhead into the first pale light and it was nearly dawn before I came up on the bench. I could hear cattle below me and I moved along an edge of thorn trees to break my outline, then sat down at the point to wait for shooting light.

I could see antelope on the skyline before I had that light; and by the time I did, there was a good big buck angling across from me, looking at everything. I thought I could see well enough, and I got up into a sitting position and into the sling. I had made my moves quietly, but when I looked through the scope the antelope was 200 yards out, using up the country in bounds. I tracked with him, let him bounce up into the reticle and touched off a shot. He was down and still, but I sat watching until I was sure.

Nobody who loves to hunt feels absolutely hunky-dory when the quarry goes down. The remorse spins out almost before anything and the balancing act ends on one declination or another. I decided that unless I become a vegetarian, I’ll get my meat by hunting for it. I feel absolutely unabashed by the arguments of other carnivores who get their meat in plastic with blue numbers on it. I’ve seen slaughterhouses, and anyway, as Sitting Bull said, when the buffalo are gone, we will hunt mice, for we are hunters and we want our freedom.

The antelope had piled up in the sage, dead before he hit the ground. He was an old enough buck that the tips of his pronged horns were angled in toward each other. I turned him downhill to bleed him out. The bullet had mushroomed in the front of the lungs; so the job was already halfway done. With antelope, proper field dressing is critical because they can end up sour if they’ve been run or haphazardly hog-dressed. And they sour from their own body heat more than external heat.

The sun was up and the big buteo hawks were lifting on the thermals. There was enough breeze that the grass began to have directional grain like the prairie and the rim of the coulee wound up away from me toward the Absaroka. I felt peculiarly solitary, sitting on my heels next to the carcass in the sagebrush and greasewood, my rifle racked open on the ground. I made an incision around the metatarsal glands inside the back legs and carefully removed them and set them well aside; then I cleaned the blade of my hunting knife with handfuls of grass to keep from tainting the meat with those powerful glands. Next I detached the anus and testes from the outer walls and made a shallow puncture below the sternum, spread it with the thumb and forefinger of my left hand and ran the knife upside down clear to the bone bridge between the hind legs. Inside, the diaphragm was like the taut lid of a drum and cut away cleanly so that I could reach clear up to the back of the mouth and detach the windpipe. Once that was done I could draw the whole visceral package out onto the grass and separate out the heart, liver, and tongue before propping the carcass open with two whittled-up sage scantlings.

You could tell how cold the morning was, despite the exertion, just by watching the steam roar from the abdominal cavity. I stuck the knife in the ground and sat back against the slope, looking clear across to Convict Grade and the Crazy Mountains. I was blood from the elbows down and the antelope’s eyes had skinned over. I thought, this is goddamned serious and you had better always remember that.

There was a big red enamel pot on the stove; and I ladled antelope chili into two bowls for my little boy and me. He said, “It better not be too hot.”

“It isn’t.”

“What’s your news?” he asked.

“Grandpa’s dead.”

“Which grandpa?” he asked. I told him it was Big Grandpa, my father. He kept on eating. “He died last night.”

He said, “I know what I want for Christmas.”

“What’s that?”

“I want Big Grandpa back.”

It was 1950-something and I was small, under twelve say, and there were four of us: my father, two of his friends, and me. There was a good belton setter belonging to the one friend, a hearty bird hunter who taught dancing and fist-fought at any provocation. The other man was old and sick and had a green fatal look in his face. My father took me aside and said, “Jack and I are going to the head of this field”—and he pointed up a mile and a half of stalks to where it ended in the flat woods—“and we’re going to take the dog and get what he can point. These are running birds. So you and Bill just block the field and you’ll have some shooting.”

“I’d like to hunt with the dog.” I had a 20-gauge Winchester my grandfather had given me, which got hocked and lost years later when another of my family got into the bottle; and I could hit with it and wanted to hunt over the setter. With respect to blocking the field, I could smell a rat.

“You stay with Bill,” said my father, “and try to cheer him up.”

“What’s the matter with Bill?”

“He’s had one heart attack after another and he’s going to die.”

“When?”

“Pretty damn soon.”

I blocked the field with Bill. My first thought was, I hope he doesn’t die before they drive those birds onto us; but if he does, I’ll have all the shooting.

There was a crazy cold autumn light on everything, magnified by the yellow silage all over the field. The dog found birds right away and they were shooting. Bill said he was sorry but he didn’t feel so good. He had his hunting license safety-pinned to the back of his coat and fiddled with a handful of 12-gauge shells “I’ve shot a shitpile of game,” said Bill, “but I don’t feel so good anymore.” He took a knife out of his coat pocket. “I got this in the Marines,” he said, “and I carried it for four years in the Pacific. The handle’s drilled out and weighted so you can throw it. I want you to have it.” I took it and thanked him, looking into his green face, and wondered why he had given it to me. “That’s for blocking this field with me,” he said. “Your dad and that dance teacher are going to shoot them all. When you’re not feeling so good, they put you at the end of the field to block when there isn’t shit-all going to fly by you. They’ll get them all. They and the dog will.”

We had an indestructible tree in the yard we had chopped on, nailed steps to and initialed; and when I pitched that throwing knife at it, the knife broke in two. I picked it up and thought, this thing is jinxed. So I took it out into the crab-apple woods and put it in the can I had buried along with a Roosevelt dime and an atomic-bomb ring I had sent away for. This was a small collection of things I buried over a period of years. I was sending them to God. All He had to do was open the can, but they were never collected. In any case, I have long known that if I could understand why I wanted to send a broken knife I believed to be jinxed to God, that I would be a long way toward what they call a personal philosophy as opposed to these hand-to-mouth metaphysics of who said what to who in some cornfield twenty-five years ago.

We were in the bar at Chico Hot Springs near my home in Montana: me—a lout poet who had spent the day floating under the diving board while adolescent girls leapt overhead; my brother John had glued himself to the pipe, which poured warm water into the pool and announced over and over in a loud voice that every drop of water had been filtered through his bathing suit.

Now, covered with wrinkles, we were in the bar, talking to Alvin Close, an old government hunter. After half a century of predator control he called it “useless and half-assed.”

Alvin Close killed the last major stock-killing wolf in Montana. He hunted the wolf so long he raised a litter of dogs to do it with. He hunted the wolf futilely with a pack that had fought the wolf a dozen times until one day he gave up and let the dogs run the wolf out the back of a shallow canyon. He heard them yip their way into silence while he leaned up against a tree; and presently the wolf came tiptoeing down the front of the canyon into Alvin’s lap. The wolf simply stopped because the game was up. Alvin raised the Winchester and shot it.

“How did you feel about that?” I asked.

“How do you think I felt?”

“I don’t know.”

“I felt like hell.”

Alvin’s evening was ruined and he went home. He was seventy-six years old and carried himself like an old-time Army officer, setting his glass on the bar behind him without looking.

You stare through the plastic at the red smear of meat in the supermarket. What’s this it says here? Mighty Good? Tastee? Quality, Premium, and Government Inspected? Soon enough, the blood is on your hands. It’s inescapable.

It is New York City and the beef freaks are foregathering at Bruno’s Pen and Pencil. In the kitchen the slabs quiver. In the dining room deals sear the air. Princess Lee Radziwill could be anywhere, fangs aloft to hit the meat that Bruno’s Pen and Pencil’s butcher’s slaughterhouse killed for the Princess. The cow’s head and lightless eyes twirl in the rendering vat as linen soars to the Princess’s dripping lips.

Aldo Leopold was a hunter who I am sure abjured freeze-dried vegetables and extrusion burgers. His conscience was clean because his hunting was part of a larger husbandry in which the life of the country was enhanced by his own work. He knew that game populations are not bothered by hunting until they are already too precarious and that precarious game populations should not be hunted. Grizzlies should not be hunted, for instance. The enemy of game is clean farming and sinful chemicals, as well as the useless alteration of watersheds by promoter cretins and the insidious dizzards of land development whose lobbyists teach us the venality of all governments.

A world in which a sacramental portion of food can be taken in an old way—hunting, fishing, farming, and gathering—has as much to do with societal sanity as a day’s work for a day’s pay.

For a long time, there was no tracking snow. I hunted on horseback for a couple of days in a complicated earthquake fault in the Gallatins. The fault made a maze of narrow canyons with flat floors. The sagebrush grew on woody trunks higher than my head and left sandy paths and game trails where the horse and I could travel.

There were Hungarian partridge that roared out in front of my horse, putting his head suddenly in my lap. And hawks tobogganed on the low air currents, astonished to find me there. One finger canyon ended in a vertical rock wall from which issued a spring of the kind elsewhere associated with the Virgin Mary, hung with ex-votos and the orthopedic supplications of satisfied miracle customers. Here, instead, were nine identical piles of bear shit, neatly adorned with undigested berries.

One canyon planed up and topped out on an endless grassy rise. There were deer there, does and a young buck. A thousand yards away and staring at me with semaphore ears.

They assembled at a stiff trot from the haphazard array of feeding and strung out in a precise line against the far hill in a dog trot. When I removed my hat, they went into their pogo-stick gait and that was that.

“What did a deer ever do to you?”

“Nothing.”

“I’m serious. What do you have to go and kill them for?”

“I can’t explain it talking like this.”

“Why should they die for you? Would you die for deer?”

“If it came to that.”

My boy and I went up the North Fork to look for grouse. We had my old pointer Molly, and Thomas’s .22 pump. We flushed a number of birds climbing through the wild roses; but they roared away at knee level, leaving me little opportunity for my over-and-under, much less an opening for Thomas to ground-sluice one with his .22. We started out at the meteor hole above the last ranch and went all the way to the national forest. Thomas had his cap on the bridge of his nose and wobbled through the trees until we hit cross fences. We went out into the last open pasture before he got winded. So, we sat down and looked across the valley at the Gallatin Range, furiously white and serrated, making a bleak edge of the world. We sat in the sun and watched the chickadees make their way through the russet brush. “Are you having a good time?”

“Sure,” he said and curled a small hand around the octagonal barrel of the Winchester.

“A guy in a New York paper said I was destroying you with my lifestyle.”

“What’s a lifestyle?”

“It’s a word they have. It means, how you go around acting

He said, “Oh.”

“The same guy said the movies gave us four hundred thousand dollars.”

My son looked at me sharply. “What did you do with it?”

“I never got it.”

“Who is this guy?”

“Name of the Village Voice.”

“Is he a liar, liar with his pants on fire?”

“He’s a yellow journalist.”

“What’s that?”

“Filth.”

“What happened to all that money?”

“I don’t know. Somebody forgot to pass it on. Then the journalist blamed it on me.”

“That Marlon Brando got it,” Thomas said.

“I don’t think so. All he wanted was to be an Indian. We needed more for him to be a cowboy, but he wanted to be an Indian.”

“He had the suit.”

“I think that was our problem. I think he already had the suit.”

“Can he hunt?” asked my son.

“I don’t think so, Tom.”

The rear quarters of the antelope came from the smoker so dense and finely grained it should have been sliced as prosciutto. My Canadian in-laws brought edgy, crumbling Cheddar from British Columbia and everybody kept an eye on the food and tried to pace themselves. The snow whirled in the windowlight and puffed the smoke down the chimney around the cedar flames. I had a stretch of enumerating things; my family, hayfields, saddle horses, friends, thirty-ought-six, French and Russian novels. I had a baby girl, colts coming, and a new roof on the barn. I finished a big corral made of railroad ties and 2 × 6s. I was within eighteen months of my father’s death, my sister’s death, the collapse of my marriage, the recutting of a film I’d made by ham-fisted producers, and the turning of a compact Western I’d written into utter rat shit by the puffy androids of avanti cinema. Finally, the fabrications of these bird-brains were being ascribed to me by such luminaries as John Simon, masochistic New York’s house Nazi, and Rex Reed, the Prince of Mince. Still, the washouts were repairing; and when a few things had been set aside, not excluding drugs and paranoia, a few features were left standing, not excluding lovers, children, friends, and saddle horses. In time, it would be clear as a bell. I did want venison again in the winter and couldn’t help but feel some old ridge-runner had my number on him.

I didn’t want to read and I didn’t want to write or acknowledge the phone with its tendrils into the zombie enclaves. I didn’t want the New Rugged; I wanted the Old Rugged and a pot to piss in. Otherwise, it’s deteriorata with mice undermining the wiring in my frame house, sparks jumping in the insulation, the dog turning queer, and a horned owl staring at the baby through the nursery window.

It was pitch black in the bedroom and the windows radiated cold across the blankets. The top of my head felt this side of frost and the stars hung like ice crystals over the chimney. I scrambled out of bed and slipped into my long johns, put on a heavy shirt and my wool logger pants with the police suspenders. I carried the boots down to the kitchen so as not to wake the house and zapped the percolator on. I put some cheese and chocolate in my coat, and when the coffee was done I filled a chili bowl and quaffed it against the winter.

When I hit the front steps I heard the hard squeaking of new snow under my boots and the wind moved against my face like a machine for refinishing hardwood floors. I backed the truck up to the horse trailer, the lights wheeling against the ghostly trunks of the bare cottonwoods. I connected the trailer and pulled it forward to a flat spot for loading the horse.

I had figured that when I got to the corral, I could tell one horse from another by starlight; but the horses were in the shadow of the barn and I went in feeling my way among their shapes trying to find my hunting horse, Rocky, and trying to get the front end of the big sorrel who kicks when surprised. Suddenly Rocky was looking in my face and I reached around his neck with the halter. A 1,300-pound bay quarter horse, his withers angled up like a fighting bull, he wondered where we were going but ambled after me on a slack lead rope as we headed out of the darkened corral.

I have an old trailer made by a Texas horse vet years ago. It has none of the amenities of newer trailers. I wish it had a dome light for loading in the dark; but it doesn’t. You ought to check and see if the cat’s sleeping in it before you load; and I didn’t do that either. Instead, I climbed inside of the trailer and the horse followed me. I tied the horse down to a D-ring and started back out, when he blew up. The two of us were confined in the small space and he was ripping and bucking between the walls with such noise and violence that I had a brief disassociated moment of suspension from fear. I jumped up on the manger with my arms around my head while the horse shattered the inside of the trailer and rocked it furiously on its axles. Then he blew the steel rings out of the halter and fell over backward in the snow. The cat darted out and was gone. I slipped down off the manger and looked for the horse; he had gotten up and was sidling down past the granary in the star shadows.

I put two blankets on him, saddled him, played with his feet, and calmed him. I loaded him without incident and headed out.

I went through the aspen line at daybreak, still climbing. The horse ascended steadily toward a high basin creaking the saddle metronomically. It was getting colder as the sun came up and the rifle scabbard held my left leg far enough from the horse that I was chilling on that side.

We touched the bottom of the basin and I could see the rock wall defined by a black stripe of evergreens on one side and the remains of an avalanche on the other. I thought how utterly desolate this country can look in winter and how one could hardly think of human travel in it at all, not white horsemen nor Indians dragging travois, just aerial raptors with their rending talons and heads like cameras slicing across the geometry of winter.

Then we stepped into a deep hole and the horse went to his chest in the powder, splashing the snow out before him as he floundered toward the other side. I got my feet out of the stirrups in case we went over. Then we were on wind-scoured rock and I hunted some lee for the two of us. I thought of my son’s words after our last cold ride; “Dad, you know in 4-H? Well, I want to switch from Horsemanship to Aviation.”

The spot was like this: a crest of snow crowned in a sculpted edge high enough to protect us. There was a tough little juniper to picket the horse to, and a good place to sit out of the cold and noise. Over my head, a long, curling plume of snow poured out, unchanging in shape against the pale blue sky. I ate some of the cheese and rewrapped it. I got the rifle down from the scabbard, loosened the cinch and undid the flank cinch. I put the stirrup over the horn to remind me my saddle was loose, loaded two cartridges into the blind magazine and slipped one in the chamber. Then I started toward the rock wall, staring at the patterned discolorations: old seeps, lichen, cracks, and the madhouse calligraphy of immemorial weather.

There were a lot of tracks where the snow had crusted out of the wind; all deer except for one well-used bobcat trail winding along the edges of a long rocky slot. I moved as carefully as I could, stretching my eyes as far out in front of my detectable movement as I could. I tried to work into the wind but it turned erratically in the basin as the temperature of the new day changed.

The buck was studying me as soon as I came out on the open slope; he was a long way away and I stopped motionless to wait for him to feed again. He stared straight at me from 500 yards. I waited until I could no longer feel my feet or finally my legs. It was nearly an hour before he suddenly ducked his head and began to feed. Every time he fed I moved a few feet, but he was working away from me and I wasn’t getting anywhere. Over the next half-hour he made his way to a little rim and, in the half-hour after that, moved the twenty feet that dropped him over the rim.

I went as fast as I could move quietly. I now had the rim to cover me and the buck should be less than a hundred yards from me when I looked over. It was all browse for a half-mile, wild roses, buck brush, and young quakies where there was any runoff.

When I reached the rim, I took off my hat and set it in the snow with my gloves inside. I wanted to be looking in the right direction when I cleared the rim, rise a half step and be looking straight at the buck, not scanning for the buck with him running sixty, a degree or two out of my periphery. And I didn’t want to gum it up with thinking or trajectory guessing. People are always trajectory guessing their way into gut shots and clean misses. So, before I took the last step, all there was to do was lower the rim with my feet, lower the buck into my vision and isolate the path of the bullet.

As I took that step, I knew he was running. He wasn’t in the browse at all, but angling into invisibility at the rock wall, racing straight into the elevation, bounding toward zero gravity, taking his longest arc into the bullet and the finality and terror of all you have made of the world, the finality you know that you share even with the Princess and your babies with their inherited and ambiguous dentition, the finality that, any minute now, you will meet as well.

He slid a hundred yards in a plume of snow. I dressed him and skidded him by one antler to the horse. I made a slit behind the last ribs, pulled him over the saddle and put the horn through the slit, lashed the feet to the cinch Ds, and led the horse downhill. The horse had bells of clear ice around his hooves and, when he slipped, I chipped them out from under his feet with the point of a bullet.

I hung the buck in the open woodshed with a lariat over a rafter. He turned slowly against the cooling air. I could see the intermittent blue light of the television against the bedroom ceiling from where I stood. I stopped the twirling of the buck, my hands deep in the sage-scented fur, and thought: This is either the beginning or the end of everything.
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We watch the little Cessna roar down the gravel bar toward the river, going away. At full throttle, into the wind, pilot and airplane are fully committed—they must take off or die. Once again the miracle takes place, the fragile craft lifts itself from the ground and rises into the air, noisy as a bumblebee, delicate as a butterfly. Function of the airfoil, pulled forward by a whirling screw. And I am delighted, one more time, by the daring of my species and the audacity of our flying machines. There is poetry and music in our technology, a beauty as touching as that of eagle, moss campion, raven, or yonder limestone boulder shining under the Arctic sun.

The airplane diminishes downriver, banks, and turns through a pass in the hills and is gone, out of sight, suddenly silent, ephemeral and lovely as a dream.

I notice now that we have been left behind. Two of us, myself and Dana Van Burgh the Third, a handsome, hearty river guide who looks a bit like Paul McCartney or maybe one of Elvis Presley’s possible sons. The Cessna is bound for an Eskimo village called Kaktovik (“fish-seining place”) about a hundred miles away on the most dismal, desperate, degraded rat hole in the world—Barter Island. If all goes well the plane will return in two hours with more of our equipment and two or three more members of our party. Our expedition. Mark Jensen’s Alaska River Expeditions, Haines, Alaska.

The river at our side, more crystalline than golden, is called the Kongakut, and the plan, if all goes right, is to float down this river in two rubber rafts to another straight gravel bar eighty miles away. There, ten days from now, the airplane will pick us up and ferry us back—to Kaktovik, and Barter Island. Something to look forward to. But the river is alive with Arctic char and grayling, first-rate primeval fishing waters, and in the valley and among the treeless mountains around us roam the caribou, the wolf, the Dall sheep (close cousin to the bighorn), the moose, and of course the hypothetical grizzly bear. Himself, Ursus arctos horribilis. So they say.

If I seem skeptical about the bear it is because after several efforts I have yet to see with my own eyes a grizzly in the wild. I spent a summer as a fire lookout in Glacier National Park in Montana, and I saw a few black bears but not one grizzly. Even hiking alone, after dark, through alder thickets on a mountain trail, I failed to attract the GRIZ (the plural form of which is GRIZZ). I sweated up another mountain trail behind Douglas Peacock, himself half-grizzly, to a secret place he calls the Grizzly Hilton, where he has filmed, encountered, and talked with many grizzlies, but we saw nothing except flies, mosquitoes, and the devil’s club, a mean, ugly plant with hairy leaves, thorny stems, a fist of inedible yellow berries on its top. Ten days on the Tatshenshini River in the wilderness of the Yukon and southeast Alaska again failed to produce an authentic grizzly bear. I even tried the Tucson Zoo one time, but the alleged grizzly (if such there be) refused to emerge from its den in the rear of the cage. I could see a single dark paw with ragged claws, a host of loitering flies, nothing more.

The grizzly bear is an inferential beast.

Of course I’ve seen the inferential evidence—the photographs and movies, the broad tracks in the sand, the deep claw marks on a spruce tree higher than I could reach, the fresh bear shit steaming like hot caviar on the trail. And I’ve heard and read the testimony of many others. What does it come to? Inference. If “p” then “q.” It could all be a practical joke, a hoax, even a conspiracy. Which is more likely? asked Mark Twain (I paraphrase): that the unicorn exists or that men tell lies?

The grizzly bear is a myth.

The high peaks of the Brooks Range stand behind us, to the south, barren of trees, dappled with snowfields and a few small glaciers. To the east is Canada, perhaps a hundred miles away. The nearest city in that direction would be Murmansk. Murmansk, Russia. The nearest city to the west is also Murmansk. The nearest city in any direction is Fairbanks, about 600 miles to the southwest. (If you are willing to allow Fairbanks a place in the category of city. And why not? We are a generous people.) The nearest permanently inhabited or reinhabited town, after Kaktovik up there in the Beaufort Sea, is an Athabascan Indian settlement called Arctic Village, a couple of hundred miles away on the other side, the southern, wetter side, of the Brooks Range.

After the Australian outback, this is the most remote spot on which I’ve managed to install myself, on this particular planet, so far. But it seems benign here, especially, the river flowing nearby, its water clean enough to drink, directly, without boiling or purifying. Imagine the rare, almost-forgotten pleasure of dipping a cup into a river—not a stream but a river—and drinking the water at once, without hesitation, without fear. There are no beaver in the Brooks, no domestic cattle, no permanent humans, and extremely few transient humans, and therefore no coliform bacteria. So far.

And the sun keeps shining, circling, shining, not so intensely as in the desert or at high elevations (we’re only 2,500 feet above sea level here), but more persistently. With a doughty, dogged persistence—that midsummer sun will never go down.

We gather firewood. Timberline begins at sea level on the north side of the Brooks Range divide, but there is a scrubby growth of willow, shoulder high, along the crystal river, and little groves of small, slender cottonwoods—like baby aspens—tucked in sheltered corners here and there. We garner driftwood, enough for a couple of days, from the gravel bar.

Dana stops, hearing a noise in the willow thicket downstream. A noise like the thump and thud of heavy feet. He faces that way, watching intently. The noise stops. I look the other way, upstream and to both sides, afraid of something fierce creeping up on us from behind.

“It ain’t wilderness,” says my friend Doug Peacock, “unless there’s a critter out there that can kill you and eat you.”

Two pump-action short-barreled shotguns lie on our duffel a hundred feet away, loaded with 12-gauge slugs. Back at the Barter Island airstrip Dana had explained the shotguns in the following way to one of our passengers:

“You fire the first shot in front of the GRIZ, into the ground, to scare him away. If he don’t scare but keeps advancing you wait until you can’t stand it anymore, then shoot to kill. First a shot to knock him down, next a shot to finish him off.”

I like Dana’s phrase, Until you can’t stand it anymore … Thoroughly subjective but admirably rational.

The noise we heard is not repeated; Dana and I surmise that the sound came from a lone caribou browsing on willow leaves. We finish our work. Erecting my own tent out on the gravel bar close to the river, where the breeze is breezier and the mosquitoes scattered, I happen to glance up and see a file of caribou—twelve or fifteen of them, moving rapidly down the open mountainside on the other side of the Kongakut Valley. They appear to be heading for an acre field of overflow ice, the white Aufeis, as the Germans call it, which covers much of the bottom land a half-mile to our north. I watch them for a while through my binoculars. Pale brown or yellowish in color, as big as elk, each animal carries an impressive rack of antlers (not horns) on its head, the cow and yearling as well as the bull. They look to me like storybook reindeer, exactly the kind that Santa Claus once harnessed to his sleigh. The caribou gather on the ice and linger there, perhaps to escape for a time the flying swarms of devils that infest the grass, flowers, shrubs, heather, and bracken of the tundra-upholstered hillsides.

The Cessna returns, circles once, floats down upon the rough shingle of the gravel bar, bounces to another hair-raising stop in an aura of dust. A door is opened from within, disgorging our trip leader, Mark Jensen; another half-ton of baggage; the pilot; and a lawyer. A lawyer on the Kongakut River? Everybody has to be somewhere, said the philosopher Parmenides, explaining his theory of the plenum. Her name is Ginger Fletcher, and she comes from Salt Lake City, where she works as a public defender. She’s that kind of lawyer, public-spirited, and a smart, lively, good-looking young woman to boot. (I list her more conspicuous attributes in random order of importance.) Later, when she opens a bottle of schnapps from her bag, we name her Ginger Schnapps.

Mark Jensen, like so many professional outdoors people, is one of those depressingly youngish types (thirty-four years old) with the body of a trained athlete, hands like Vise-Grips, and a keen mind bright with ideas and full of enthusiasm for any project that promises the rewards of difficulty. He has the usual array of primary skills, being a first-class boatman, fisherman, hunter, camp cook, mountain climber, and so on and so forth. He has hair like Robert Redford and a sort of Robert Mitchum high-bridged nose that gives him, in profile, the classical heroic Homeric look. Life is not fair. In compensation he addresses everyone as “mate” or “partner,” which fools no one. Enough of these Übermenschen. I wish that Fran Lebowitz or Nora Ephron were here. My sort of people.

Jensen smiles, opens a big thermos jug, and pours each of us a cupful of hot, smoking coffee. Our pilot, young Gil Zemansky, Ph.D. (biology), gulps his quickly; we pivot his aircraft around by hand, nose into the wind, and off he roars in all-out effort, racketing over the stones and gravel at fifty miles an hour, heading toward the willow thicket, the boulders, the river, departing Earth as before at the last plausible moment. He has one more trip to make, three more passengers to bring us, before his work is done and the day ends. But of course, I remind myself, it’s late June in the Arctic; this day will not end, not for us. For us that sun will never go down.

We carry the baggage off the landing strip, build up the fire, start a two-gallon pot of coffee, eat a snack before supper. Or is it lunch? Ginger puts up her tent back in the caribou-cropped willows. We watch more caribou trickle over the mountain to join their friends on the ice field. A golden eagle sails overhead and the gulls come and go, hoping for someone to catch and gut a fish.

I realize that I have described all of these people, including the pilot, as young. Compared to me they are. Everywhere I go these days I seem to find myself surrounded by younger and younger humans. If one keeps hanging about, as I do, then the temporal horizon expands, the pursuing generations extend toward infinity. But why should I care? Sagging into my late middle age, I have discovered one clear consolation for my stiffening back (I never could touch my toes anyway, and why should I want to?), my mildewed pancreas, my missing gallbladder, my panza de cerveza, my cranky and arthritic Anglo-Saxon attitudes. And the consolation is this, that I am content with my limitations.

Unsuspecting, the caribou come to meet us, a herd of twenty-five or so. Anxious and bug-harassed creatures, they usually keep on the move. They pass us, their big ungulate feet clicking, then stop, turn, go the other way, as finely attuned to one another’s movements and emotions as a school of minnows. Watching them at close range, I can see the velvet on their antlers, the large glowing eyeballs, the supple muscles, the spring and tension in their step. Each animal moves within its personalized cloud of gnats, flies, mosquitoes, every insect probing for entrance into an eye, nostril, ear, mouth, vagina, pizzle, rectum, or wound. I do not envy the caribou. North of here on the calving grounds, the bear and wolves are attacking their newborn at this very hour. The natives hound them on snowmobiles (or snow machines, as Alaskans say), shooting them down by the thousands with high-powered, scope-sighted rifles (“subsistence hunting”). Even the golden eagle, according to some Alaska Fish and Game officials, will attack and kill a caribou calf. Nobody envies the caribou. But like fruit flies, rabbits, alley cats, street rats, and the human race, caribou possess one great talent for survival: not intelligence or the power of reasoning, but fertility—a high rate of reproduction.

Once more our aerial taxicab returns, unloading the balance of the 1983 Kongakut expedition: John Feeley, a schoolteacher from a little town called Whittier in southern Alaska; Maurine Bachman, a legal secretary from Anchorage; and Mike Bladyka, an anesthesiologist from Los Angeles. Good people, happy to be here. All of us but John have been on a river trip with Mark Jensen before. Obeying the territorial, nesting instinct, each man sets up his tent first thing. Maurine moves in with Ginger. John uncases his rod and goes fishing. Mike joins the crowd in the cook tent, out of the wind, to manufacture the Salad for our first wilderness dinner. I too do my part: I sit on my ammo can and activate my word processor. It’s a good one. User-friendly, cheap, silent, no vibrations or radiation, no moving parts, no maintenance, no power source needed, easily replaceable, fully portable, it consists of a notebook and a ballpoint pen from DESERT TREES, 9559 N. CAMINO DEL PLATA, TUCSON, ARIZ. The necessary software must be supplied by the operator, but as friendly critics have pointed out, an author’s head is full of that.

For dinner we get by on soup, salad, spaghetti and sauce with meatballs. We drink no beer on this trip. When air freight costs one dollar a pound beer is not cost-effective; we subsist on wine, whiskey, schnapps, and, best of all, the 40-degree, immaculately conceived waters of the Kongakut River.

The sun angles sidewise behind some western peaks. But there is no sunset, no evening. Not even a twilight. The bald, unmediated light continues to shine on the mountainsides east of the river. There are a couple of wristwatches in our group, but no one refers to them. There seems no point to it. At last, and reluctantly, one by one, we let the wind or the mosquitoes or fatigue—it’s been a long day—worry us into our tents.

The light inside my translucent nylon dome is bright enough to read a book by. The mosquitoes gather outside the netting of my doorway, poking their Pinocchio noses through the interstices, sniffing at me like bloodhounds. A few have followed me inside. I hunt them down, one at a time, and pinch their little heads off. For such resolute, persistent, vicious, bloodthirsty animalcules, they are surprisingly fragile. As individuals. One slap on the snout and they crumple. Collectively, they can drive a bull moose insane. I feel no remorse in extinguishing their miserable lives. I’m a cold-hearted bleeding heart. Yet I know that even the mosquito has a function, you might say a purpose, in the great web of life. Their larvae help feed fingerlings, for example. Certain of their women help spread the viruses and parasitic protozoa that give us dengue, yellow fever, and malaria, for example, keeping in control the human population of places like Borneo, Angola, and Italy. No organism can be condemned as totally useless.

Nevertheless, one does not wish them well. I would not kill them all, but I will certainly kill every one I can catch. Send them back where they came from.

We sleep. I dream that I hear robins, 300 miles north of the Arctic Circle. Dreaming of Home, Pennsylvania.

JUNE 25

Today we climb a mountain. We follow a brook up a deep ravine, over the rocks and a deep-pile carpet of tundra, lupine, buttercups, forget-me-nots, campion, mountain avens, bayrose, eight-petal dryas, kinnikinick, saxifrage (“stone-breakers”), woolly lousewort (a favorite of mine), Labrador tea, drunken bumblebees, piles of caribou droppings like chocolate-covered almonds, pictographic lichen on the limestone, and many little yellow composites. What are these? asks Ginger. Don’t know, says Mark. Water gurgles under the rocks. Call it a virus, says Dana; that’s what doctors do when they don’t know. Ain’t that right, Doc? Doctor Mike smiles, chuffing along with me in the rear guard of the party. Aside from myself, he is the only person here over the age of thirty-five.

We scramble up a pile of scree and eat lunch on the summit, 2,500 feet above the river, 5,000 feet above sea level. Snowy peaks lift hoary heads (as John Muir would say) in most—not all—directions. We are in that part of the Brooks Range called the Romanzof Mountains, which recalls the former colonizers of the Alaskan territory. To the Russians Alaska must have seemed like merely a two-bit extension of Siberia. Extreme East Slobbovia. No wonder they parted with it so cheaply.

Americans think Alaska is big. The Northwest Territories of Canada are bigger. Siberia is one and a half times bigger than both combined. So much for surface extension. If the state of Utah—which consists mostly of mountains, plateaus, mesas, buttes, pinnacles, synclines, anticlines, folds, reefs, canyons, and vertical canyon walls—were ironed out flat it would take up more room on a map than Texas. What does that prove? It’s what is there, or here, now, that matters.

So much for chauvinism. Most of the mountains around us, so far as we know, have never been climbed by anybody but the Dall bighorns. The majority have not even been named, except for the most prominent, like Michelson (9,239 feet) and Chamberlin (9,020).

We return to camp by a different route, finding fresh bear sign on the way: torn-up sod, where the bear was rooting for marmots and ground squirrels; a well-trod bear trail; a messy pile of bear dung. Dana carries his shotgun slung on shoulder, but we stay alert as we march along. There is an animal out here that is bigger than we are.

We tramp through a mile of muskeg at the foot of the hills. Muskeg consists of tussocks of balled-up grass, each tussock the size of a human head, all rooted in a bog. It is difficult to walk among them in the soft muck, even more difficult to walk upon or over them. We lurch and stumble through the mire, and as we advance great shimmering hosts of mosquitoes rise eagerly from the weeds to greet us. Alaska is not only the biggest of the fifty states, it is also the boggiest and buggiest. Dripping in sweat and the greasy oil of insect repellent, we stagger on. Takes guts to live in Alaska, no doubt about it. I am favorably impressed, once again, by the pluck and hardihood of these people, both native and white. I wonder though, sometimes, about their native intelligence.

We reach camp, the fresh breeze, the welcome hard ground of the gravel beach, and wade into the icy river for a drink, then a shampoo, a bath—ladies upstream, men downstream.

Shivering in the wind, I dry myself with my cleanest dirty shirt. Forgot to bring a towel. The wind is coming up the river, as usual, from the north and the frozen Arctic Sea; I can feel that chill malignancy penetrate the marrow of my bones. Hurriedly I dress, layering on a shirt, a hooded sweatshirt, and a parka. When I feel warm the wind stops.

And they come out again. I wait. One slap on the arm kills nine. Forgot to bring cigars. I reach for the repellent.

We have Mexican food for supper, preceded by a pitcher of margaritas iced with snow carried down from the mountain in a daypack by Mike, a thoughtful and foresighted man. We drink to his health. Life is rough on the Last Frontier Don’t feel quite right myself, but it’s only a matter of acclimatizing: When I left Tucson three days ago the temperature was 106 in the shade; at Salt Lake City, where we paused for a day and a night, it was 65 degrees and stormy; at Fairbanks (elevation 448 feet), where I stayed for two nights, the air was humid, muggy, and close to 90 degrees—and hotter than that in my little cell at the El Sleazo Hotel on the banks of the Chena River. From Fairbanks by DC-3 to Barter Island, on the edge of the Arctic ice pack, we found ourselves in the heart of the wind-chill factory—even the Eskimos were wearing their parkas; and now on the river, where the wind comes and goes, the temperature seems to fluctuate from subfreezing to 80 and back again. No one complains about the weather except me, and I do it inwardly only; can’t let the others know that the most sissified rugged outdoorsman in the West is now squatting among them on his ammo can, huddled in thermal long johns, wool pants, wool shirt, flannel sweatshirt, wool ski cap, and a flannel-lined hooded parka.

Before turning in for the sun-bright night I requisition a handful of aspirin from the expedition infirmary; Mark also doses me with 10,000 milligrams of vitamin C and other huge jellied capsules, spansules, and suppositories, each about horse-size. “Can’t get sick on us, mate,” he says. “You know there are no germs north of the Arctic Circle.”

“Of course not,” I agree. “But one could always show up.” Crawling into my geodesic tent, sliding into my antique, greasy, duct-tape-mended mummy bag, I say to myself, No germs, eh? Well, if I were a germ I wouldn’t want to live here either.

The sun shines all night long.

JUNE 26

I awaken by degrees to the sound of robins chirping in the cherry trees of Home, Pennsylvania. Impossible. But when I emerge from my cocoon the first thing I see is a fat robin redbreast bouncing along on the gravel bar. How could such a small, harmless, innocent bird travel so far? Or as Jensen says, how many fpm (wing flaps per minute) to cover 3,000 miles?

Mark has caught an 18-inch char for breakfast. Six or seven pounds. He packs it with lemon, paprika, and butter; wraps it in aluminum foil; and bakes it on a grill over the low driftwood fire. The flesh is firm, sweet, pink, something like fresh salmon but better, not so oily, much like the Dolly Varden we used to eat, years ago, from that little lake—Akakola—below the Numa Ridge fire lookout in Glacier Park. The Dolly Varden, in fact, is a type of char.

Today we set out on the Kongakut. We inflate, rig, and load the two neoprene rafts; strike tents; police the site. Like all good professional outfitters, Mark Jensen practices no-trace camping. Everything noncombustible is hammered flat with a stone and packed out. The ashes from the fire, collected on the metal fire pan, are dumped into the river, where they will end their chemic lives blended with the Arctic Ocean. Even our footprints—since we’ve made camp on the flood plain—will be obliterated by the next rise in the river.

We launch forth. Check the time by Maurine’s quartz crystal wristwatch: 2:00 P.M. in Fairbanks. We have again failed to crack the noon barrier. But here, where high noon lasts for hours, it does not matter.

We float downstream through the treeless hills, among the golden tundra mountains. It’s something like boating through Colorado at 13,000 feet. We see golden plovers out on the flats, another golden eagle overhead. And the gulls. And the robins. And a raven.

“My favorite bird,” says Mark. “Smart, talented, handsome—”

“Like you,” says Ginger.

“Like me. When I—” He points to the high mountainside on our left. “Sheep.”

A herd of Dall bighorns is grazing up there, a dozen of them, ewes, lambs, rams with curling horns. Placid, motionless, they watch us—phantom beings out of nowhere—drifting through their world.

“When I come back,” continues Mark, “I want to come back as a raven.”

“Crawling with lice,” Ginger points out. “Smelling like a dead fish.”

“With a beak even bigger than the beak you’ve got now,” says Maurine. “Proportionately speaking.”

Smiling, Mark stands up between the oars to survey the channel ahead. Like most Alaskan rivers the Kongakut is shallow, broad, and braided, hard to read, forcing the boatman to search constantly for the one navigable channel among many false options. Following us in the second boat, Dana watches carefully. Only Mark has seen this river before.

All goes well today. In the evening we make camp on another bar, a pleasant site with limestone cliffs overlooking the river, a grove of little ten-foot cottonwoods on the other shore, a vista upriver of the valley we have come through and the splendid craggy snowy mountains beyond. The classic alpine-Arctic scene—photogenic, fundamental, perfect.

Why are there almost no trees on the North Slope of the Brooks? The reason is the permafrost two feet below the surface, a substratum of rocklike ice that prevents trees from sinking roots. Only close to the river, where the ground is warmer, can the dwarf willows and midget cottonwoods take hold.

Years ago I was employed briefly as a technical writer for the Western Electric Company in New York City. The company had a contract with the War Department to prepare training manuals for the workers building the Arctic radar stations and air bases of the Distant Early Warning System. One hundred of us sat at desks in one huge office ten floors above Barclay Street in lower Manhattan. Fluorescent lights glared down upon our bent, white-shirted backs. (All technical writers were required to wear white shirts. With tie.) Since my security clearance had not yet come through, I was assigned the menial task of editing the manual called How to Dispose of Human Sewage in Permafrost. I told the boss I wanted to be sent to the Arctic in order to conduct firsthand field studies. He told me that my job was spelling, grammar, and punctuation, not shit research. I returned to my desk among the other stuffed, bent white shirts—we all faced in the same direction—and stared moodily out the window for two weeks, watching the sun go down over Hoboken, New Jersey.

The boss came to me. “Abbey,” he said, “do you really want to work for Western Electric?” “No sir,” I said, “not really.” “I thought not,” he said. “We’re letting you go as of 1700 hours today.” I could have kissed him—and knowing New York, I probably should have. “That’s all right, sir,” I said. “I’m leaving right now, as of 1330 hours.” And I did. Spent the afternoon at the White Horse Tavern on Hudson Street, then with cronies at Minsky’s Burlesque in Newark. Reported to my wife, drunk and happy, at 2200 hours with what was left of my first and final Western Electric paycheck. Pointed the old Chevy pickup south and west at 2300 hours and headed for Arizona. Never did learn how to dispose of human sewage (is there any other kind?) in permafrost.

But I know now. What they do on Barter Island, at least, is dump it into a sewage lagoon two feet deep, chlorinate the water, and drink it. And how do they dispose of general garbage on the North Slope? They don’t; they leave it on the surface, where it becomes the highest and most scenic feature of the landscape.

Beef Stroganoff for supper. The Russian influence lingers on in nostalgia-loving Alaska.

Loaded with aspirin and more of Jensen’s horse medicine, I retire early to my tent, still feeling lousy. Forgot the towel, forgot the cigars, forgot to bring a book. So I borrow a paperback from Maurine, something called Still Life With Woodpecker. Yes, that appears to be the title. I glance at the blurbs, the summary on the back cover. “You didn’t bring anything for grown-ups?” She has not. “Did anybody?” I ask the group.

Dana offers me a book called The Dancing Wu Li Masters, by a Mr. Gary Zukav. “How about a Gideon’s Bible? Or a dictionary?” Mark offers his ammo-can edition of Merriam-Webster. “Already read that one,” I say. I borrow the first two, ungrateful bastard, and sulk off. The wind has died; a number of dancing Wu Li masters follow me into my tent. I slaughter them and bed down with Tom Robbins and Mr. Gary Zukav. Ménage à trois … de poupée … entente …

JUNE 27

Breakfast goes by in a blur. We load the boats, shove off, glide down the current between walls of turquoise-colored Aufeis. Horned white sheep crawl upon the distant hillsides like woolly maggots. Clouds cover the sun; the Arctic wind comes sweeping up the river. Dana strains at the oars, sweating hard to keep up with Mark while I sit huddled in the bow swaddled in layers of Pendleton and polyester and self-pity. “Let me know if you see a GRIZZ,” I growl, nodding off. He nods.

Hours pass, along with some gravel bars, a few willow thickets, more walls of ice. This is the kind of thing, I say to myself, that no one actually wants to do. And afterward you’re not even glad you did it. Unlike the infantry, or suicide, or exploratory surgery. I become aware of danger ahead. Trouble: I look up hopefully.

Mark has beached his rubber raft on a most unlikely, rough, difficult spot. Emphatically, he signals Dana to bring his boat alongside. “Ready for a fast landing,” Dana says, pulling hard toward shore. I pick the coiled bowline from under my rubber boots. We grate onto the ice and gravel. I stagger out with the rope and hold the boat against the violent tug of the current. Dana jumps out, and we heave the boat higher onto the gravel. There is nothing here to tie up to: All hands are summoned to drag both boats out of the river.

Mark talks quietly to Dana. Followed by John, they go off to investigate something ahead. All that I can see, from where we have landed, is the river funneling into a narrow channel between vertical walls of blue ice six to ten feet high. Fifty yards ahead the river swerves around a bend, going out of view within the icy walls. We have stopped at the last possible takeout point short of a full commitment to the ice canyon.

“What seems to be the trouble here?” I ask, holding out my GI canteen cup. Ginger is pouring hot coffee from the thermos jug. My hands shake with cold; I need both hands to hold my cup steady.

“Don’t know,” she says. “Mark said he doesn’t like the looks of the river here.”

“Looks like the same old Styx to me,” Mike says from deep within his parka hood. I’m glad to see that he, too, is feeling the cold. Los Angeles. He and I, the only southwesterners in the party, are equally thin-blooded.

Mark, Dana, John come back. Mark looks somber, an unusual expression for his habitually cheerful face. “We’ll camp here, mates.”

“Here? On the ice?”

He points to the left bank, beyond the ice. “Over there.” We unload the boats and carry our gear and baggage to dry land, then come back for the boats. By then we’ve seen what the problem is. Not far beyond the bend the river goes under the ice, emerging a hundred feet beyond. If we had gone on in the boats we would have been trapped and drowned beneath the ice, or, if flushed through, we would probably have died of hypothermia before we found dry matches and sufficient wood to get a big fire going.

“I had this feeling,” Mark says.

JUNE 28

I totter down the hill from my tent and join the jolly bunch around the breakfast fire. Mutely, sadly, I hold out my tin cup; someone pours coffee into it. “How’s it going, partner?” our leader says. “Great,” I mumble, “great.”

I swallow my coffee and watch Ginger and Mike squabbling politely over Mark’s last blueberry pancake. You take it, she says. Naw, you take it, Mike says. They remind me, in my fluish delirium, of my friend Kevin Briggs, another river rat, and his

Parable of the Last Pork Chop

My friend Kevin is a stout, husky fellow, and, being a graduate student of philosophy and literature, he is always hungry. One day he and five classmates were invited to lunch by their teacher, Ms. Doctor Professor H. A kind, well-meaning, but frugal woman, Professor H. seated her six guests at the dining table in her home and set a platter holding exactly seven pork chops at the head of the table. Kevin, seated on her right, too hungry to waste time counting the pork chops, helped himself to two from the top and passed the platter on. Professor H. meanwhile had gone back to her kitchen. She returned with the mashed potatoes and gravy just as the platter had nearly completed its round of the table. One pork chop remained. She sat down. The young man on her left, who had not yet served himself, looked at the last pork chop, then at his hostess. She looked at him. Both laughed awkwardly. You take it, he said. Oh no, she said, you take it. I’m really not hungry, he said. I’m not either, really, she said. Kevin, by this time, had gobbled down everything on his plate; he reached across the table with his fork and stabbed the last pork chop. I’ll eat it, he said. And he did.

Moral? He who hesitates is second? No, Kevin explained to me, not at all. Remember the words of our Lord and Savior: “To him that hath much, much shall be given. But verily, from him that hath little, that little shall be taken away” (Matt. 13:12).

Mark Jensen, looking at me, says, “We’ll stay here a couple of days. Who wants to climb another mountain?”

I creep back to my tent. I read the borrowed books.

Hours later I am roused from a deep stupor by Mark, bringing me with his own hands a bowl of hot celery soup and a plate containing chunks of fish with noodles and mashed potatoes. It looks good, and I am hungry.

“How’s it going, partner?”

“Fine, Mark, fine. Say, this is damn good fish. You catch another char?”

“That’s turkey. Out of a can.”

“Damn good. See any GRIZZ?”

“Had a glimpse of one going over the next ridge. Only for a minute. A true silvertip—we could see the fur shining on the shoulder hump. You should’ve been there, mate.”

“I know. What else?”

“Lots of sheep. A wolf. A lone bull caribou.”

“Sure sorry I missed that bear.”

“We thought of you, mate. If I’d had a good rope with me I’d have lassoed the son of a bitch and drug him back here. Better take some more of these pharmaceuticals.”

JUNE 30

Another gay, sunny, brisk, breezy Arctic morning. We carry the boats to the river, since the river will not come to us, and proceed as before, downstream. My flu has entered its terminal phase and I am ready to meet my Maker, eyeball to eyeball, way up here on top of the world, as we say in these parts.

The top of the world. But of course the giddy, dizzying truth is that the words top and bottom, from a planetary point of view, have no meaning. From out here in deep space, where I am orbiting, there is no top, there is no bottom, no floor, no ceiling, to anything. We spin through an infinite void, following our curving path around the sun, which is as bewildered as we are. True, the infinite is incomprehensible—but the finite is absurd. Einstein claimed otherwise, I know, but Einstein was only a mortal like us. No ceiling, no floor, no walls…. We are 350 miles north of the Arctic Circle, and we flow as we go, like spindrift, like bits of Styrofoam, through the outliers of what Mark says is the northernmost mountain range in the world, i.e., on Earth. Will we ever get back to downtown Kaktovik?

I think of the Eskimos there, holed up all day inside their $250,000 airfreighted prefab modular houses (paid for with oil royalties), watching Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood on their brand-new color-TV sets. A few grinning kids race up and down the dirt street, among the melting snowbanks, on their Honda ATCs. What we call “road lice” back in the Southwest. (Girls love horses. Little boys love machines. Grown-up men and women like to walk.) The kids seem to have nothing else to do. A dead bowhead whale—rare species—lies rotting on the waterfront, partially dismembered. Slabs of whale blubber—muktuk—are stacked in the yard of each house, along with the empty plywood crates, the diesel spills, the oil drums, the Skiddoo parts, the caribou antlers, the musk-ox bones, the wolf pelts, the moose heads, the worn-out rubber boots, the tin cans and liquor bottles and loose papers and plastic potsherds. In each yard lies one howling arthritic Husky dog, token souvenir of former days, short-chained to a stake out of reach of the muktuk. The dogs are never released from the chain.

And the wind blows day and night, forever, out of the north, from beyond the dead whale on the beach, from beyond the mangled ice floes, out of the infinite wastes of the most awesome sight in the North: that pale, cold, no-man’s-land, that endless frozen whiteness leading as far as eye can perceive out over the Beaufort Sea and into the Arctic Ocean. Toward the Pole.

What will happen to these people when the North Slope oil gives out? The Eskimos and other Alaskan natives still enjoy the hunt, as much or more than ever, and when they do go hunting, on their screaming packs of snow machines, they kill everything that moves, or so I was told. But this kind of hunting, whether of land or sea animals, depends upon technology and access to the cash nexus—money. (The musk ox, for example, had to be reintroduced from Canada into the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge because the natives, equipped with white man’s machines and armed with white man’s weapons, had exterminated the local herds.) Impossible to imagine, I was told, that the new generations would or could return to the traditional nomadic way, using primitive weapons, following the game in its seasonal migrations from Alaska to Canada and back, surviving in hide tents and sod huts under the snow as their ancestors—their still-living grandparents—had done. Unimaginable. When the oil money is gone, they’ll all move to the slums of Fairbanks, Anchorage, and Seattle, join the public welfare culture, before consenting to such romantic humiliation. Can’t blame them; until the coming of the white man the natives spent half their lives on the edge of starvation. Famine was common. Now, despite alcoholism, violence, suicide, their population is growing—and fast.

What happens to these people when they migrate to the city? I think of “Two Street” (Second Avenue), Fairbanks, which resembles the center of Flagstaff or Gallup on a Saturday night. There is even a “Navajo Taco Stand” on one corner, selling genuine Athabascan tacos (fry bread, shredded lettuce, and hamburger), and the street is lined with grim little bars jam-packed with brawling Indians and Eskimos. Just like down home: the Club 66 in Flag, the Eagle in Gallup, or the Silver Dollar in Bluff, on the edge of the Navajo reservation.

We camp today at a broad open place that Mark has named Velvet Valley. Under a spiny, purple, crenellated mountain that looks like Mordor, like the Hall of the Mountain King, like Darth Vader’s childhood playpen, like the home of the Wicked Witch of the North, extends a lovely valley clothed in golden tundra, a million bloody blooming flowers, the lambent light of the midnight sun. (I dislike that word lambent, but it must be employed.) A soft, benevolent radiance, you might say, playing upon the emerald green, the virgin swales of grass and moss and heather and Swede-heads.

The Arctic wind blows merrily: it takes four of us to get the cook tent up, our only communal shelter. I scrounge for firewood with the others, and soon we’ve got a good fire burning near the entrance to the tent, a big meal under way inside.

More time slippage. We’d eaten lunch at five in the afternoon, we’re having dinner at eleven. Time, says Einstein, is a function of space. Or, said another philosopher, time is but the mind of space. How true. And is everything finally only relative? It is not. The light is fixed and absolute. Especially the Arctic light. We’ll eat dinner at eleven and have a midnight snack in Seward’s Icebox at four in the morning if we bloody well feel like it. Who’s to stop us?

The sun shines all night long.

JULY 3

John and Mark catch a big char and a small grayling for breakfast. A fine kettle of fish.

We go for a walk up the Velvet Valley, through the willows, through the muskeg, up onto the tundra, deep into the valley. Flowers everywhere, each flower concealing a knot of mosquitoes, but we’re accustomed to the little shit-heads by now; they don’t bother us; we rub on the bug juice and let the insects dance and hover—patterns of organic energy made visible—in futile molecular orbits one inch from the skin. Like the flies in Australia the mosquitoes here become simply part of the atmosphere, the decor, the ambience. We ignore them.

A ram watches us from a high point of rock; his flock grazes above. Mark kneels by a mountain stream trying to photograph the cross-hatched ripples of converging currents. Dana glasses the high ridges for bear, shotgun at his side. John is fishing back at the river. Mike, Maurine, and Ginger are eating cheese and crackers and identifying the many flowers, with the help of a guidebook, that I have not mentioned. I sit on the grass scribbling these notes, with a clump of Siberian asters fluttering at my elbow.

This is what I am writing:

Alaska is not, as the state license plate asserts, the Last Frontier. Alaska is the final big bite on the American table, where there is never quite enough to go around. “We’re here for the megabucks,” said a construction worker in the Bunkhouse at Kaktovik, “and nothing else.” At the Bunkhouse the room and board cost $150 a day, on the monthly rate, but a cook can earn $10,000 a month. Others much more. Alaska is where a man feels free to destroy an entire valley by placer mining, as I could see from the air over Fairbanks, in order to extract one peanut butter jar full of gold dust. Flying from Barter Island to the Kongakut, Gil Zemansky showed me the vast spread of unspoiled coastal plain where Arco, Chevron, and others plan oil and gas exploration in the near future, using D-7 bulldozers pulling sledges, thus invading the caribou calving grounds and tearing up the tundra and foothills of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, last great genuine wilderness area left in the fifty United States. In southeast Alaska the U.S. Forest Service is allowing the logging companies to clear-cut and decimate vast areas of the Tongass National Forest, home of our national bird and officially, ostensibly, the legal property of the American public—all of us.

Last Frontier? Not exactly: Anchorage, Fairbanks, and outposts like Barter Island, with their glass-and-aluminum office buildings, their airlift prefab fiberboard hovels for the natives and the workers, their compounds of elaborate and destructive machinery, exhibit merely the latest development in the planetary expansion of space-age sleaze—not a frontier but only one more high-tech slum. For Americans, another colony. Alaska is the last pork chop.

Down the river, through the portal of the mountains into the foothills, approaching the coastal plain, we float northward in our little air-filled boats. Seeing that I have come back to life, the literary natives on shipboard badger me with bookish questions. I am happy to oblige.

What’s the best book about Alaska? The best book about the North, I say, is The Call of the Wild. In the language of critics, Jack London captures there the essence of the mythos of the wilderness. No, my companions say, the best book about Alaska. Winter News, I say, by John Haines—pure poetry; and by pure I mean poetry about ordinary things, about the great weather, about daily living experience, as opposed to technical poetry, which is concerned mainly with prosody—with technique. (One of my favorite lectures.) Don’t lecture, they say; what about prose—books in prose. (I sense a trap about to snap.) I pause for a moment, pretending to reflect, and say Going to Extremes, by Joe McGinnis. A brilliant book. Mandatory for anyone who wants a sense of what contemporary life in Alaska is like. My opinion does not sit well with the locals. No! they say, McGinnis writes only about the sensational. Alaska is a sensational place, I reply. He’s a scandalmonger, they say. Alaska is a scandalous place, I say; McGinnis tells the truth. How much time have you spent in Alaska? they want to know. About four weeks, all told, I answer. They smile in scorn. Four weeks of observation, I explain, is better than a lifetime of daydreaming. What about Coming Into the Country? someone asks. I had to admit that I had started on that book but never finished it. McPhee, I explain, is a first-rate reporter, but too mild, too nice, too cautious—no point of view. More questions. You like Robert Service? I love him. But, says one inquisitor, I don’t think you really love Alaska, do you? The most attractive feature of Alaska, I say, is its tiny, insignificant human population—thanks to its miserable climate. I like the mountains, the glaciers, the wildlife, and the roominess, I hasten to add—or I would if the bugs would stop crowding me. I think you are a geographical chauvinist, she says, a spatial bigot. Special? Spatial. Well, I confess, I’ll admit I’ve lived too long in the Southwest; I should have saved that for last. Then what are you doing in Alaska? she says.

Me?

You.

Slumming, I explain.

Quiet, whispers Mark, resting on the oars. Look over there.

We look where he points. Three wolves are watching us from another bar beside the river, less than a hundred feet away. Three great gray shaggy wolves, backlighted by the low sun, staring at us. Silently we drift closer. Gently, Mark pulls the boat onto the gravel, where it stops. Don’t get out, Mark whispers. The wolves watch, the cameras come out, the wolves start to move away into the willow thicket and toward the open tundra. A whistle stops the last one as it climbs the bank. I stare at the wolf through my binoculars, the wolf stares at me; for one still, frozen, sacred moment I see the wild green fire in its eyes. Then it shrugs, moves, vanishes.

We drift on, silently, down the clear gray waters. After a while my friend says to me: When’s the last time you saw something like that in Arizona? In your whole crowded, polluted, stinking Southwest?

Me?

You.

Moi?

Vous.

Another pause. Never did, I say.

You ought to be ashamed of yourself.

I am.

You ought to take back everything you’ve said.

I take it all back. (But, I think, all the same …)

Now the river tangles itself into a dozen different channels, all shallow. The main channel runs straight into a jungle of willow. We unload the boats, portage them and our gear around the obstruction. As I’m lugging two ten-gallon ammo cans across the damp silt I see a pair of tracks coming toward me. Big feet with claw marks longer than my fingers. The feet are not so long as mine, but they are twice as wide. Double wides, size 10-EEEE. I stop and look around through the silence and the emptiness.

Old Ephraim, where are you?

He does not appear.

We go on. We camp for the day and the daytime night at what Mark calls Buena Vista—a grand view upriver of the Portal, Wicked Witch Mountain, the hanging glaciers of the high peaks beyond. Char-broiled char for supper.

John and I go for a long walk into the hills, over the spongy tundra, taking one of the shotguns with us. Peacock can face his bear with only a camera; I want firepower. As we walk uphill toward the sun we see the mosquitoes waiting for us, about two and a half billion of them hovering in place above the field, the little wings and bodies glowing in the sunlight. “It looks like a zone defense,” John says. But they part before us, lackadaisical atoms unable to make up their pinpoint minds, yielding before our scent and our more concentrated nodules of organic energy, as Alan Watts would say. John is a quiet fellow, likable, attractive despite his Yasser Arafat-type beard. He tells me a little about life in Whittier, Alaska. To get to his classroom in winter he walks from his bachelor apartment in a dormitory through an underground tunnel to the adjacent but separate school building. The wind outside, he says, would knock you clown; when there is no wind the snow comes up to your armpits. Yet Whittier is in the far south of central Alaska—the balmy part. (You have to be balmy to live there.) When the one road out of town is closed he buckles on touring skis and glides five miles over the pass to the railway station for a ride to the heart of Anchorage. He likes his life in Whittier. (He says.) Likes his students, the bright and lively Indian kids. Doesn’t mind the isolation—he’s a reader of books. Is fond of snow, ice, wind, mountains, the soft summer—bugs and icicles both. How long do you plan to stay there? I ask him. Oh, another year, maybe two. Then where? Oh … back to the other world.

JULY 4

Mark celebrates with four blasts of the shotgun, shattering the morning air. Thinking a GRIZ is raiding the camp, I go running back only to see our leader and the others drinking coffee around the fire. Mark is always drinking coffee, and he makes strong coffee, stout, vigorous, and powerful. “Listen, mate,” he says, explaining his secret formula, “you don’t need near as much water to make coffee as some people think.”

John stands by the river with his camera, photographing another dead fish. He lost most of his rod to the Kongakut days ago but didn’t let that stop him; he attached his reel and a new line to his rod case and went on fishing. We’ve had char and grayling coming out our ears for a week. We’re up to our asses in fish. But good—beats bacon and beans by a country mile. And I like bacon and beans.

Last stop on the river. We’re encamped at the place known as Caribou Pass, near another straight gravel bar on which Gil Zemansky will land to pick us up for the last flight to Barter Island, where we then will catch the Air North DC-3 for the journey over the Brooks Range to Fairbanks and points south.

Caribou Pass—but where are the caribou? They’re supposed to be massing out on the coast 100,000 strong. So far the biggest bunch we’ve seen was 25 head. But here is where they should pass, through these low hills, on their annual trip into the Yukon and south from there to the edge of the forest, where they spend—where they endure, somehow—the dark, six-month Yukon winter.

On the hill above us, a mile away, stands a white wall-tent and a little below it four small bivouac tents: Bear Camp. A squad of wildlife students from the University of Alaska is living up there, trapping (alive) and identifying the rodents in the tundra, watching for the caribou herds, the wolves, the GRIZZ. Mark has told them about my grizzly problem, and when a young, blond-haired, brown-skinned man named Mike Phillips comes rushing down the hillside I climb up the hill to meet him. A male grizzly, he reports, one mile east of Bear Camp. He rushes up the hill; I trudge after him. When I get there, on the high point, the bear has disappeared. Down in that willow thicket along the creek, says Mike, pointing. We glass the area for an hour, but the bear is gone. Probably took off behind the ridge, Mike explains, and crossed over the divide. Of course it would, I think, knowing that I was coming. The grizzly bear, I explain to Mike, is apocryphal, like the griffin, the centaur, and the yeti. You wouldn’t think so, he replies, if you’d been with me two days ago. And he tells me about the scene at the caribou birthing grounds, the leisurely, arrogant GRIZZ he’d observed circling the great herd, chasing the cows and devouring some of the newborn young.

We watch for another hour, but the grizzly does not show. I return to the river. There I find my own party staring at a spectacle two miles away on the hillside west of the river. A big herd of caribou, 2,000, 3,000 of them, a compact animal mass, is advancing steadily to the south. If they go up the side valley over there they’ll be blocked by the mountains; if they come our way they’ll have to pass within a quarter-mile of where we stand, waiting and hoping.

But something, we can’t see what, spooks the herd, and after milling in confusion for a few minutes the caribou reach consensus and reverse direction, returning north the way they had come, jogging along at a smart pace. Within ten minutes the entire herd is out of sight. The caribou, like the grizzly, is an unpredictable animal. It refuses to be guided by precedent, or reason, or common sense, or the wishes of a delegation of tourists.

An albino mosquito lands on my forearm. She walks nervously back and forth on my naked skin, searching for the ideal pore to probe for blood. I wait. She selects a spot she likes; the needle nose, like the drooping snout of a supersonic jet, comes down and enters. Slight prickling sensation. I hear an audible snorkeling sound—but no, I must be imagining that. I am about to slap the little thing into eternity, into its next cycle on the meat-wheel of life, when something stays my hand. Let this little one live, a voice says in my inner ear. Just once, be merciful. I hesitate. Another voice says, Don’t let that Buddhist karma run over your Darwinian dogma: Mash the brute. But still I hesitate, and as I do the tiny albino withdraws her dildo, waggles her wings, and floats off into the mob. God only knows what ghastly plague I may have loosed upon humanity and the caribou by letting that one go. But I feel good about it.

We deflate and unrig the rafts, roll them up into snug bundles, stack boats, oars, rowing frames, ammo boxes, rubber bags, icebox, tents, and other dunnage at the downwind end of the imaginary airstrip.

The Cessna comes, and the ferry operation to Barter Island begins. Mark assigns me the third and final flight, giving me four extra hours on the shore of the Kongakut. Last chance. Last chance for what? I know what but dare not bait the gods by even thinking of it. Last chance for an understanding with the Spirit of the Arctic, that’s what.

We wait. The plane comes and goes again with most of the cargo and all passengers but Maurine, John, and me. Two more hours.

John sleeps. Maurine is reading a book and watching the hills and meditating. I go for a walk beside the river, over the gravel bars and through the willow, heading north. The cold green waters rush past at my side, breaking over the rocks with a surflike turbulence, bound for the northern sea. A mile beyond the airstrip I am cut off by a headland. I stop and look back. The shining river races toward me. The velvet-covered hills rise on either side; the great jagged wall of the Brooks extends across the southern horizon—700 miles of largely unknown mountains, reaching across Alaska from the Yukon to the Bering Sea. The end of the Rockies. The final American wilderness.

Where is he?

The willow leaves flash their silvery undersides in the wind; McCone poppies and the purple lupine and red bayrose and yellow composites dance on the hillsides. Wordsworth would enjoy the spectacle. I think. But he might not care much for what I’m waiting for. Expecting. Both shotguns lean on the last pile of duffel where John lies sleeping, out of sight, out of hearing. I am unarmed, ready, open. Let it come.

Two shrikes watch me from the willows. Three screaming gulls pursue a golden eagle high above the river, diving and pecking at its head, trying to turn it into a bald eagle. I long to see that eagle flip on its back in midair, snatch one of those gulls in its deadly talons, and—rip its head off! But the eagle sails on in a straight, steady airline toward the hills, and the gulls drop away, bored.

My bear does not come.

As the plane takes off Gil Zemansky says, “I’m going to show you something.” He banks and turns off course and enters a pass through the foothills west of the river. We fly a thousand feet above the lion-colored tundra. Little ponds and bog holes wink, sparkle, glitter in the light.

We cross another ridge. And there below, suddenly, the hills appear to be in motion, alive, as if the skin of the earth had begun to crawl over its rockbound bones. A broad river of caribou streams in waves west-southwesterly up the ridges and through the valleys, all its elements in rapid, parallel advance. It takes me a moment to realize that I am looking down on the greatest mass movement of untamed four-hoofed animals I may ever see. It’s like the stampede of the wildebeest on the Serengeti Plain.

“My God,” I say, “how many?”

Gil banks and circles, looking down. “Hard to tell. It’s only a part of the Porcupine River herd. Maybe 40,000, maybe 50,000.”

John and Maurine are busy taking pictures. I’m too excited to get out my binoculars. “Any GRIZZ down there?”

Gil looks again. “Bound to be a few,” he says. “But they blend in so well we’d never see them.”

He circles one more time, then takes a bearing northwest for Barter Island and Kaktovik, over the last foothills and 2,000 feet above the coastal plain. Well, I’m thinking, now I’m satisfied. Now I’ve seen it, the secret of the essence of the riddle of the Spirit of the Arctic—the flowering of life, of life wild, free, and abundant, in the midst of the hardest, cruelest land on the northern half of Earth.

And then as we approach the coast and the flat, small island at its edge, the frozen sea appears again, that curving rim of bland, silent whiteness stretching on and on and on, unbroken, toward the stillness of the polar climax—and beyond. And I know at last that I have seen but little of the real North, and of that little, understood less.

We don’t know what it means.

MARCH 1984
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