







Praise for If You Lived Here, I’d Know Your Name

“Delightful.... The writing is simple yet graceful.... A pleasure to read.”

—USA Today

“Lende offers touching stories about neighbors with whom she shares wedding celebrations, potluck dinners, tears for missing fishermen—all the joys and sorrows of family life in a remote town.”

—People magazine

“[A] beautiful, funny, compassionate story.... When, now and again, your reading is interrupted by tears, they will be the sweet sort.”

—Michael Perry, author of Population: 485

“Part Annie Dillard, part Anne Lamott, essayist and NPR commentator Heather Lende introduces readers to life in the town of Haines, Alaska... subtly reminding readers to embrace each day, each opportunity, each life that touches our own and to note the beauty of it all.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Dense and powerful.... Tiny jewels that, gathered together, create a stunning effect of pure, dazzling light.”

—The Grand Rapids Press

“This is something tender and brave—using death as an introduction to lives and loves and fabric of community in a northern town. Heather Lende provides powerful witness.”

—Seth Kantner, author of Ordinary Wolves

“Heartfelt, homespun essays about life.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

“Lende’s quiet voice resonates long after the book is finished.”

—Booklist

“A true tale of ordinary people who do extraordinary things with (and to) one another in one of the most beautiful backwaters on Earth.”

—Tom Bodett

“Full of joy and insight, humor and sobering truth.”

—Salem (OR) Statesman Journal

“Written with ease and empathy, this is both about maintaining a household in Alaska and about being at home in the world.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Absorbing and reflective.”

—Library Journal

“Lende presents a remarkable sense of place.”

—The Oklahoma City Oklahoman

“Heather Lende is the perfect frontier guide—clear-eyed and big-hearted, tackling family and community and life and death with humor and hope.”

—Stewart O’Nan, author of Wish You Were Here
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For Chip


We bring our years to an end, as it were a tale that is told.

—from Psalm 90
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INTRODUCTION

We Are What We Want to Be, Mostly
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I HAVE LIVED in Haines, Alaska, all of my adult life but there are still times, especially winter evenings when the setting sun washes over the white mountaintops, the sky turns a deep blue, and the water is whipped into whitecaps by the north wind, that I can’t believe my good fortune. It’s so wild and beautiful that all I can do is walk outside my house and stare. Looking south, I can see the red cannery at Letnikof Cove on one side of the inlet and Davidson Glacier on the other. Out front, Pyramid Island breaks the surface where the Chilkat River meets the sea. Behind it, steep mountains rise right up from the beach. On this fading winter evening, standing in the snow in my yard, I think I hear a wolf howl up the Chilkat River Valley and hold my breath, hoping to hear it again. But I don’t. Maybe it was just the wind. I turn around and look back at my house—our youngest children moving in front of lighted windows, the teenagers doing homework at the table, my husband, Chip, reading by the woodstove—and my heart swells in my chest like a balloon.

It took us a year to build our shingled home on the beach down Mud Bay Road, a mile and a half from Main Street. From my bedroom window, I’ve watched bears wading in the channels along the shore in the summer. When I walk the dogs to the cove in the fall, the icy tidal flats are covered with bald eagles. The oily, smeltlike fish called eulachon return to the river in the spring, and the sea lions chasing them are so loud that they wake me up from a sound sleep. I see the light on across the road and, even though it’s two in the morning, call my neighbor Linnus. The sea lions woke her up, too. She and her husband, Steve, walked to the beach in their pajamas. The sea lions were having a wild party down there, Linnus says.

JOHN MUIR CAME to Haines in 1879 with a friend, who established a Presbyterian mission where the city of Haines now sits. Muir, one of the first non-Natives to explore this region, afterward advised young people not to come to our part of Alaska. He warned that they’d have to either stay or know that every other place they’d see for the rest of their lives would be a disappointment.

But just because it’s beautiful doesn’t make Haines an easy place to live. It is isolated, cloudy, and cold. Everything from land to groceries is expensive, and there’s little work to help with the high cost of living. There are twenty-four hundred residents in the Chilkat Valley, although I don’t think they’ve ever all been home at once, and probably a third leave in the winter. There’s no hospital and the high school has just ninety-three students. There is no shopping mall, no McDonald’s, no movie theater—heck, we don’t even have a stoplight. Tony Tengs, a friend of mine who grew up here, says there’s nothing wrong with Haines “a couple thousand people couldn’t cure.” Still, half of the residents don’t want any changes at all. We have terrible community fights every time there’s a local election or public hearing. We usually split the vote on everything, fifty-fifty. I won’t sign any more petitions, no matter what they’re for.

On a map of Alaska, Haines is up near Skagway, at the northern tip of the Inside Passage, an archipelago that stretches five hundred miles from the southern end of Prince of Wales Island, near Ketchikan, to the head of Lynn Canal, the largest fjord in North America. We call this region Southeast, in the same way some eastern states are called New England. Most of it is very wet, and all of it is covered with big trees. To get anywhere from here you have to drive hundreds of wilderness miles. In the winter the Chilkat Pass into Canada is often closed because of heavy snow. Anchorage is eight hundred miles away. Whitehorse, the capital of the Yukon Territory, is about two hundred and sixty miles. It’s possible to keep going past Whitehorse and drive all the way to Seattle, but few of us do. Instead, we take the ferry or fly ninety miles to Juneau, the state capital—a small town by most standards, with thirty thousand people—and catch a plane south. Every time I get on a jet to or from Juneau, I know people. The planes are different from the ones that cross the Lower Forty-eight. They’re noisier, because everyone is talking to everyone else.

My sister-in-law came to Haines for Christmas, some years ago, from her home in Virginia. She took a plane from Dulles to Seattle, and then had to wait in Seattle two days for snow to clear in Juneau so the Alaska Airlines jet could land. On the way up it stopped in Ketchikan and Sitka. Each time they screeched to a halt on those short island runways, she braced herself against the seat in front of her. Local passengers cheered when the plane stopped. In Juneau she learned she couldn’t fly up to Haines because of snow and fog, and was advised to take the ferry instead. After four hours of cruising by waterfalls, glaciers, and forested coastline she docked in Haines just as the day’s six hours of light were being replaced by inky darkness. The first thing she said after walking up the boat ramp to greet us was “People have a lot of nerve living here. Maybe you shouldn’t.”

Well, it’s too late for that. John Muir was right. Chip and I both grew up on the East Coast, met in college, and drove to Alaska when we graduated. This is our home now, and I have a feeling it always will be. In many ways Haines is a place out of time. Chip and I don’t lock our doors, or even take the keys out the car. Ever. We don’t expect to read the daily papers from Juneau and Anchorage on the day they are printed; they rarely get here on time. In the winter, when snow or rain or lack of daylight limits flights to and from Juneau, they sometimes don’t arrive at all. We haven’t had TV at our house for months because a new water tower blocked the transmitter for the one free channel we could get from Anchorage. I have never seen Survivor.

I get my wider world news from the public radio station, which plays NPR early in the morning and country music and rock and roll all afternoon. I have the radio on all the time. The eclectic mix is the soundtrack to my life. Everyone reads the Chilkat Valley News, our weekly paper, all eight or twelve or sixteen pages of it (depending on the season, the ads, and the letters to the editor), from headlines to the unclassifieds. When someone is selling a house or boat and only the phone number is listed, we find out who it is by running a finger down the few pages that the Haines listings take up in the southeast Alaska phone book. The two reporters joke that most readers are checking for mistakes, since they already know the news. I took over the paper’s “Duly Noted” social column from its creator, Doris Ward. When her husband died, Doris needed a break from recording who went on vacation or who bid on what at the fund-raising auction for the Alaska Bald Eagle Festival. It wasn’t much of a leap to go from reporting on the living to chronicling the dead, so I began writing the obituaries, too.

Death is a big part of life in Haines. As they do everywhere, people get cancer and have heart attacks. Teens die in car wrecks on the Haines Highway. One middle-aged man even succumbed to a weird flesh-eating bacterium. But there are many accidental deaths, too. This is a dangerous place. One man died falling off a cliff while goat hunting. Another was lost diving for sea cucumbers. Skiffs capsize in icy water, planes disappear in the mountains. Sometimes people vanish without a trace.

The house next door to ours is empty now. The neighbors crashed their plane on Douglas Island last summer. They died instantly, along with two passengers: their best friend’s newly wed son and daughter-in-law. They were the second owners of the house. The couple who built it came here from New Zealand after buying a local air taxi service. The wife flew me back and forth to Juneau for my prenatal appointments. She had gray hair and five children. She died when her plane hit a mountain on a flight over the ice field between Glacier Bay and Haines. No wonder I’m afraid to fly.

In Haines, funerals are community affairs. I’ve been to memorial services in churches, gardens, the Elks Club, the Alaska Native Brotherhood Hall, and the American Legion. At Paul Potter’s funeral, held in the high school gym, the pastor invited everyone to come up in front of the coffin and sink a basket for Jesus. Paul was a popular youth basketball coach who had recently joined the Haines Cornerstone Foursquare Gospel Church. Even people who don’t normally attend church turn to God for comfort when someone dies. Being with men, women, and children who have lost the person they loved most in all the world only days before yet still open the door and invite me in, ask if I want honey in my tea, and then thank me for helping them when I leave is all the proof I need that God is good.

In most places, families write their own obituaries for local papers—or they send in an even shorter death announcement to larger newspapers. They pretty much say what they want. When my grandmother died back East, my parents gave the New York Times her incorrect age, by mistake, but the Times printed it just as they wrote it. Only celebrities or prominent citizens get the kind of treatment I give everyone who dies in Haines.

I spend as much time as I can researching a life but, with a weekly deadline, invariably I’m talking with friends and family heartbreakingly close to the death. Often within a day or two. Mostly I just listen. The details I need for the obituary are usually given right away, but the visit lasts much longer. By the time I’m ready to write, I know a lot about the person, and their friends and family. Much more than we’ll ever print in the paper.

HAINES IS THE kind of town where if you live here long enough you recognize everybody and everybody recognizes you. High school basketball games are the biggest thing happening on most winter weekends, and on Sunday morning the church parking lots are full. So is the driveway at the Buddhist-style meditation hut. Picking up the mail at the post office (we all do; there is no home delivery) is a chance to socialize. If I arrive at the post office in a bad mood, I usually leave in a good one after chatting with everyone in line. Haines is so full of local color that if they ever made a movie about us, no one would believe it. There’s an artist who lives with his wife, a weaver, in a fanciful cabin overlooking Rainbow Glacier. He keeps a dead temple pit viper in a big jar filled with vodka and takes sips of the “snake juice” every now and then to ward off illness. He’ll offer you some if you stop by. The controversial new Presbyterian pastor’s arms are covered with tattoos. The sewer plant manager rides a Harley-Davidson and has a ZZ Top beard. Recent mayors have included an artist, a heavy equipment operator, a Tlingit Indian woman, a Scotsman with a burr in his voice, and a white-haired former Vermonter. One school principal was a Roy Orbison impersonator; he dressed all in black and sang “Pretty Woman” at fund-raisers. Dave Pahl has collected so many hammers the Smithsonian sent him their old life-sized manikins to help him display them in action—right in his house, which doubles as the Haines Hammer Museum. I haven’t even mentioned the Mormon spelunkers, the one-legged lady gold miner, or my friend Tim, a salmon fisherman and carpenter who spent eleven years building a classic thirty-six-foot reproduction Herreshoff ketch, doing all the work himself, from sewing the sails to melting lead from old car batteries for the keel. When it was done, he asked me to teach him how to sail.

John Schnabel, an old-timer who owns the Big Nugget Gold Mine in the historic Porcupine mining district, is the reason we were able to stay in Haines when the sawmill Chip worked at closed. John offered to sell us a building supply business he also happened to own. Twenty years and five children later, Chip still runs the same lumberyard and hardware store at the bottom of the hill, just across the road from the new cruise-ship dock. There are a lot more tourists than loggers in Haines now.

We have a weekend cabin off an old logging road eight miles south of town. You can get to it in a four-wheel-drive truck that you don’t mind scratching with tree branches, or you can walk. That’s in the summer. In the winter you have to snowshoe, ski, or snowmobile in. Our cabin is built on the former homestead of a writer and Danish seaman, Hjalmar Rutzebeck. The pond it sits on is called, optimistically, Rutzebeck Lake. It’s mostly muskeg and about eight feet deep in the deep end. If you’re brave, you can wade in the muck all the way across it. The shallow water gets warm enough on sunny days for skinny-dipping. Rutzebeck, who came to Haines in the 1920s after jumping ship somewhere on the West Coast, wrote two fat novels about his life here. He shot ducks on the pond and didn’t have a dog, so he dove in and picked them up in his own mouth. He killed a man and was sent to jail in Juneau, but he escaped and walked the hundred-plus miles home over the ice fields, around Skagway, and back down the peninsula. He hadn’t shot the fellow in cold blood. He’d been hired as a watchman for a cannery because people were stealing supplies from the warehouse. Before he went to sleep one night, he rigged a string to the trigger of a loaded shotgun behind a door with a sign that said IF YOU OPEN THIS YOU WILL BE KILLED. A would-be thief ignored the warning and was shot dead.

When asked to sum up his philosophy of life, Rutzebeck wrote something that holds true for most people in Haines today: “We are what we want to be, mostly.”

Most folks in Haines know I write obituaries, so while I’ve spent a lot of time sitting at kitchen tables thumbing through old photo albums, I’ve also had people stop me on the road while I’m out running to tell me something about their friend who recently died. They talk with me about dead people over coffee at Mountain Market, at the back booth in the Bamboo Room Restaurant, in the aisle at the grocery store, and when they are looking for garden tools at the lumberyard. I’ve stood on the sidewalk in front of the bank while a father told me he felt the presence of his dead son, and I quietly left the Pioneer Bar during a wake when two grown sons fought about cremating their father’s remains. One Tlingit elder helped me write her obituary after she’d been buried—I learned everything I needed to know about her, and much more about the first people to live in the Chilkat Valley, from watching a series of interviews Anne Keener had given on videotape at the museum a few years before she passed away. When an older man was dying at home, his neighbors let me know they didn’t expect him to last through the weekend. Just so I’d be ready. Recently, one new widow even called the newspaper office and asked when I was coming over. I didn’t mind at all.

Because I love what I do. Being an obituary writer means I think a lot about loss, but more about love. Writing the obituaries of so many people I’ve known makes me acutely aware of death, but in a good way, the way Emily Dickinson meant when she wrote, “That it will never come again / Is what makes life so sweet.” My job helps me appreciate cookouts on clear summer evenings down on the beach, where friends lounge on driftwood seats and we eat salmon and salads by the fire while our children play a game of baseball that lasts until the sun finally sets behind the mountains, close to eleven o’clock. And it helps me savor the quieter view from the top of Mount Ripinsky on New Year’s morning when Chip and I and our neighbor Steve snowshoe up at sunrise.

Most of all, though, writing about the dead helps me celebrate the living—my neighbors, friends, husband, and five children—and this place, which some would say is on the edge of nowhere, but for me is the center of everywhere.


DULY NOTED
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An article in the New York Times travel section recently called Haines “the real Northern Exposure.” Tourism director Michelle Glass said that while the television show may not be how we see ourselves, the comparison can’t hurt. “We couldn’t buy this kind of publicity,” she said. The article also mentioned that women in Haines have a fashion sense twenty years behind the rest of the country. When asked what she thought about that, Michelle pondered for a minute, then said, “No comment.”

_____________

Tammy Hotch took matters into her own hands Friday in Ketchikan where she assisted in the birth of her son Casey Logan. “She reached down and pulled him out herself,” said Tammy’s mother, Linda Terracciano, who watched Casey’s birth at Ketchikan General Hospital’s new birthing facility. Casey joins brothers Steve and Alex and dad Stan Hotch.

_____________

Tlingit Barbie is here. The iconic female doll now comes in a Northwest Native American version, complete with a Chilkat blanket, headdress, and other regalia. The Mattel Corporation sent a shipment of dolls to the Chilkat Valley Historical Society last week. Joan Snyder said the group asked for three but were given eight, so the extras will be raffled off.

_____________

The bad news was that Judy Clark was stuck in Haines three days longer than she’d planned following the eightieth-birthday celebration for her mother, Betty Heinmiller. Planes were grounded because of snow and rain, and there were no ferries scheduled until later in the week. The good news is that she was able to stay and celebrate brother Lee’s birthday as well. “We half-expected it,” Lee said. “It is winter, after all.”

_____________

Brian and Laura Johnson are trying a unique approach to selling the Bear Creek Camp youth hostel in Haines. They are sponsoring a nationwide essay contest, offering the 2.5-acre Small Tracts Road facility to the winner. Entrants must submit a four-hundred-word essay describing how owning the rural Alaskan camp would change their life.

_____________




If Things Hadn’t Gone Right
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IT WAS JUST us and the small Haines clinic staff eighteen years ago when I had our second daughter, Sarah. Dr. Jones had the day off, so Dr. Feldman was in charge. Some people called him the “hippie doctor.” He lived on his boat and had a beard. He’d also graduated from Johns Hopkins Medical School. I liked him. The worst blizzard in a decade raged outside. Inside, I was pushing. I had started at one in the afternoon. Two hours later, I was still at it. I pushed and breathed and pushed and breathed and pushed some more. Then I gave up. “I can’t do this,” I said. Chip got pale. Mary, the nurse, who had been a friend just moments earlier, snapped, “Of course you can.” Dr. Feldman was even firmer. He said that the only way this baby was coming out today or, for that matter, any day, was if I made it happen. He was deadly serious.

It was snowing so hard that looking out the window I could barely see beyond the curtains to the log visitor center across the alley. There were no regular planes flying and no ferry. A Coast Guard helicopter flight to the nearest hospital, in Juneau, would risk the lives of the crew. And there might not be time anyway. There was no operating room in the clinic. Dr. Feldman said all these things to me as I tried not to cry. Dr. Jones, who owned the clinic, was coming in the door to help when Mary leaned over and whispered, “Come on, Heather, you can do this.” On the next contraction, I pushed as hard as I could, and out she came with a shout—a healthy baby girl with a head as round as a baseball.

The mood instantly changed. There were smiles all around. We took turns holding the baby and taking pictures. When they heard the news across the street at the Fogcutter Bar, they brought us all sandwiches and cold drinks. Cranberry juice with ice cubes never tasted so good. By six o’clock, we were back home with Sarah’s older sister and my mother. Mom had arrived from New York a few days earlier on a ferry coated with ice. The usual four-and-a-half-hour trip had taken nearly eight as northern gales kept the boat from moving at full speed. Mom was one of the few passengers who didn’t get sick. She also didn’t know it was dangerous at all. She’d never been on the ferry before and assumed it was always like that. She was much more concerned about me having a baby with no hospital nearby.

When we walked in with Sarah, Mom thought I should go right to bed. She was even less happy when I got to the kitchen before she did the next morning. Our friends Steve and Joanne were co-hosting a radio show on KHNS, and they talked on air about the new Lende baby, telling listeners that her name was Sarah (after my mother) and her weight was eight pounds, two ounces. As for the state of the mother’s health: “I saw Heather shoveling the driveway today on my way to work,” Steve said.

I thought my mother would kill me. “He’s kidding, Mom,” I told her. “It’s a joke.” She was not amused. She decided to go out for her morning walk but found she couldn’t get out the door. The snow had drifted up to the second-floor windows. The dog had to burrow down to scratch the top of the door. It would take Chip most of the morning to dig us out. Dr. Jones snowshoed down the hill from his house to make sure we were well. By then, I felt great—like Wonder Woman, like a pioneer. This was better than Little House on the Prairie.

The high cost of malpractice insurance was one of the reasons the clinic quit deliveries in Haines in 1987. Dr. Jones retired shortly afterward. With 620 births in twenty-five years, he’d never lost a mother but hadn’t been able to save a “few” infants, he recollects now. Even so, he says, his clinic had “a very, very good record. I’d put it up against anyone’s in any place.” They did it all without an operating room, fetal monitors, or anesthesia. Dr. Jones had a gift for anticipating who would need help. If he thought there was any reason you might not be able to have a baby in Haines, he made sure you went to Juneau, Whitehorse, or even home to Mother. He informed you of the risks of not being able to fly or drive out in bad weather and of being in labor on a plane or a slow ferry to Juneau. He had great confidence in the Coast Guard helicopter pilots but little cause to call them, even when things didn’t go exactly as planned.

Once, a young woman was in labor—a girl, really; she was still in her teens—when Dr. Jones discovered that something was not right. The baby was coming out feetfirst instead of headfirst. When children are delivered this way, their lungs inflate as soon as they are out of the womb. But with the head still inside, they can’t breathe. If they aren’t pushed out right away, if there is any delay, they suffocate. The only way to make sure that a baby in this position survives is to perform a cesarean section. Dr. Jones had to get his patient to the hospital in Juneau, quickly. Luckily, it was clear and cold, a good day to fly. Dr. Jones called a flying service and chartered a plane.

Pilot, doctor, and laboring mother-to-be flew as far as the Eldred Rock lighthouse—it’s on an island in Lynn Canal about thirty miles south of Haines—before the baby started to come. Somehow, in the back of a rattling, drafty plane as big as a taxicab and half as comfortable, Dr. Jones pulled that baby out in time. Then he tucked it safely inside his coat to keep it warm, double-checked to make sure both mother and child were well, and told the pilot to turn around and head back home to Haines.

Outside actuaries didn’t see childbirth in Haines the same way Dr. Jones did. They saw the potential for disaster and advised insurance companies to make sure that they asked Dr. Jones to pay for it. Alaska Native insurers concluded that it would be best not to take the risk, and all their clients were advised to give birth in the Native hospital in Sitka. Other Haines families couldn’t afford what Dr. Jones would have had to charge to break even. That was the end of that.

THESE DAYS, WHILE Dr. Jones no longer practices, the once young Dr. Feldman is my neighbor. He has two children of his own now and a private office in his house. On Sarah’s eighteenth birthday, I stopped to talk with him on the way back from my morning run. The weather was better than it had been when she was born, but we’d gotten a few inches of snow overnight. Dr. Feldman was out shoveling his front steps. I reminded him that it had been eighteen years to the day since he’d delivered Sarah. “Remember the blizzard?” I asked.

He said he’d never forget it. Then I asked him, a little wistfully, if he thought babies would ever be born in Haines again. His answer startled me. Sarah’s birth, he said, was “the perfect example” of why he’d quit obstetrics. “If things hadn’t gone right...” he began. Then, seeing the look on my face, he changed his tack. “Healthy women who are well prepared can and do have catastrophes. It really isn’t safe,” he said. “I loved delivering babies. Those were wonderful, almost home births, but I hated being so apprehensive, doing acrobatics without a net.”

This week safety was very much on my mind. I had four obituaries to write: An old man had died of cancer at home and three people closer to my age had been killed when their skiff had capsized in rough water between Haines and Skagway. Gathering information for the obituaries of the drowning victims was painful and sad. At the Pioneer Bar, where the woman who died had worked, I learned she had been afraid of the sea. “I just can’t imagine how terrified she was when the skiff turned over in that cold, cold water,” Christy Fowler, the bar owner, said.

The skiff captain, Dan Burnham, had regularly taken his little boat between Skagway and Haines—about fifteen miles—and had never had any trouble. Dan was a lifelong Skagway resident who had recently moved here. “I’m sure he thought it was perfectly safe or he wouldn’t have done it,” one of his friends told me. While I was at the house of the third victim, a retired logger, his grown sons got into a big fight about where their father wanted to be buried. When someone you love dies senselessly, the line between grief and anger gets really blurry.

As I was researching the obituaries for the drowned trio, Jim Hatch lay dying of cancer with a church choir at his bedside. “They sang him into heaven,” his widow told me when he finally passed away late that day. Even though his family assured him that it was all right if he said good-bye, that he was so sick they would understand, and that it was time for him to go—Jim stayed. He hung on so long that the choir started repeating songs. “He liked the music so much he didn’t want to leave,” said one of the singers. Which put me right up against the paper’s deadline.

After turning in Jim’s obituary late that night, I lay in bed, not sleeping. Three bad deaths and one good one, but the endings were all the same. “What’s the point?” I said loudly—twice—to wake up Chip. When he turned toward me, I told him that if the biblical “three score and ten” life span was correct, we were past the halfway mark. “Shouldn’t we stop for a minute and reevaluate here?” I asked. “I mean, why get up and go to work if we’re just dying anyway?”

Chip yawned. “Because that’s what people do,” he said. Then he put his arms around me and fell back asleep before I could argue. I listened to his heartbeat and thanked God I’d married such a steady, good man.

THE SOUTHEAST ALASKA Regional Health Consortium has transformed our former clinic into a million-dollar state-of-the-art rural health center, with three doctors, a dentist, nurses, counselors, and physician’s assistants. When my son, Christian, broke his hand a few months ago, we got to look around. The X-rays came up on a computer, instead of a plastic sheet developed in the closet, like in the old days. Now they are e-mailed to a bone doctor in Seattle for advice. The little brown paneled room where I was in labor with Sarah is long gone.

The new clinic is beautiful, but I miss the old one. Not the building, but what happened in it. I’m sad we can’t begin the circle of life in Haines anymore. My friend Nancy, who had all her four children in Haines, says that even with the new clinic, without a hospital nearby we still have to “accept medical risks just living here.”

It is precisely because Dr. Feldman understands those risks that I took Christian to his new office next door to our house when he complained of terrible stomach pains. I knew Dr. Feldman would know what to do. Dr. Jones had taught him well. My great-grandmother had died when her appendix ruptured. My grandmother lived with us when I was growing up, so I heard the sad story every time anyone had a stomachache. The day we visited Dr. Feldman, the weather was bad: raining hard sideways on the shore and snowing on the mountains. No planes were flying to Juneau, and the ferry had left a couple of hours ago. The only way out was the road to Canada.

Dr. Feldman prodded, and Christian jumped in pain. An old dog pushed open the door between the living room and the office and walked in, but the good doctor didn’t notice. He scratched his beard and looked out the window. He thought for a long, silent minute and said, “I’m pretty sure it’s appendicitis. If he was my kid, I’d be on the way to Whitehorse.” He guessed we had twenty-four hours from those first bad pains—which meant we had about ten hours—until it might rupture. “And you don’t want that to happen in Haines,” he said. He called the Alaska-Canada border. The officer said it was snowing and the road was closing for the night. We had to leave right then or we wouldn’t get through.

In the summer, on a nice day, you can drive to Whitehorse in four hours, or so I’ve heard. It takes twice that long in a car full of children who never pee in the bushes at the same pit stop. Eliza and Sarah were old enough to be in charge while we were gone, so we didn’t have to take the whole gang. But we were in the middle of a winter storm, and our new snow tires hadn’t arrived. The old ones were fine for around town, but we couldn’t afford to skid off the road right now. We borrowed our neighbors Steve and Linnus’s sturdy truck and, in a flurry of purposefully calm activity, they helped us grab essentials before we kissed the girls good-bye. Following an old Haines rule, we dressed for the weather, not the vehicle. Just in case. It was snowing hard when the officer waved us through Canadian customs. From there, we headed over the Chilkat Pass through 120 uninhabited miles, to Haines Junction, Yukon Territory—population six hundred.

At the top of the pass falling and blowing snow brought us to a complete stop. We couldn’t see the road. I hoped we wouldn’t have to turn back—what would we do then? But the headlights caught the reflective tape on the tops of the eight-foot-tall snow-plow guide poles, spaced about every fifty feet on either side of the road. Chip shifted into a lower gear and we skidded from pole to pole, hoping the road was still underneath us somewhere.

We navigated like that for two and a half hours, without seeing another vehicle, in the thick snowy silence, on high alert, moving full speed ahead, or at least as fast as we possibly could in the storm. Having a sick child helps make warriors out of ordinary parents. When we got near Haines Junction, the skies cleared and a full moon rose over Dezadeash Lake and the broad white hills of the Yukon. It was beautiful. I put in a CD and Muddy Waters sang the blues. That’s when Chip, who was driving, exhaled and said, “This is surreal.”

The bumps on the last leg, an old roller coaster of a road through the empty countryside, hurt Christian. I helped him breathe through the pain the way I had been taught in childbirth class. Five and a half hours after we’d left home we walked into the sixty-bed Whitehorse General Hospital.

No one asked us for any ID or if we had insurance. They didn’t even know our names until the nurse examining Christian in the emergency room asked us. She said Dr. Feldman had been right, and she called a surgeon (there are two). A nurse with a German accent said, “I’ve come to take your blood,” just like Dracula. We smiled. Christian winced. It hurt to laugh. We helped him into a hospital gown and didn’t look when they stuck the needle in for his IV. When the doctor arrived and learned we were Americans, he had us sign a paper saying we wouldn’t sue him. Then we trotted alongside the gurney with coats flapping, still in our boots, and kissed Christian before he went through the swinging doors and was gone. That’s when I walked around the corner, where Chip couldn’t see me, and cried. For just a minute.

An hour later Christian was wheeled by on the way to a recovery room. The doctor said he was fine. He had removed the inflamed appendix just in time. Three days later, we were headed back south in snowy sunshine, veterans of a successful campaign with only good stories to tell. Christian gets carsick, so we had all the windows down and our hats on. The windchill must have been minus thirty. I said we’d all get frostbite, and we all laughed. I wondered out loud if it was crazy—or just plain irresponsible—to raise a family so far from a hospital. Chip didn’t think so. He said, “This proves we can get anywhere—when we need to.”

ON A COLD, windy afternoon, not long after the appendix adventure, my youngest daughter, J.J., and I took a walk on the beach. The calendar said April, but it felt more like February. After pulling hats over our ears, zipping jackets, and tugging on rubber boots, we opted to walk into the wind first, so the way home would be warmer. Living in the northern end of the Lynn Canal makes you appreciate what a blessing the old Irish prayer “May the wind be always at your back” really is.

We held hands and leaned into the southerly gale, occasionally throwing driftwood sticks for her little terrier, Phoebe, and my big Lab, Carl. The wind carried them so swiftly, and so far off course, that by the time Carl got halfway down the beach, he’d turn back, confused, forgetting what he was chasing.

J.J. took this rare one-on-one time as an opportunity to tell me about her third-grade writing project. “It’s a story about a girl with a perfect life, who lives in a perfect house. Until she gets kidnapped by aliens,” she said. I think every mother wants her child to have a perfect life. I don’t know if other parents worry as much as I do that it may end prematurely. I can’t help it.

In the cold, bright light of day with my little daughter’s hand in mine, I tried to forget about what might happen if sick children don’t get to hospitals on time. I didn’t want to wonder why I had a healthy baby in a blizzard and Christy’s friend drowned on a routine boat ride. I didn’t want to think about what happens if a baby coming out feetfirst gets stuck or why old men dying from cancer just want to hear one more song before they go. Instead, on that blustery spring day I concentrated on something happy and very much alive—J.J.

As we climbed over slimy boulders, I asked about the details of the story she was writing. “You said your main character has the perfect life, in a perfect house. How is it like ours and how’s it different?”

“Well, her life is pretty much like mine,” J.J. said. “And she has a house a lot like ours.” I felt better already. “Only nicer.”

Only nicer?

I looked back down the beach at our home tucked into the spruce trees. I think it’s a perfect house, in the nicest town, in the prettiest place on earth. But J.J. said she wants a house more like the one farther down the road, the grandest private residence in Haines. She had good taste, anyway. “What do you like most about it?” I asked, curious which fancy details caught her young eyes.

“The bowls with Jolly Ranchers in them,” she said. “I think we should have little dishes of candy everywhere at our house, too.” I remind her that we do, at Christmastime. Then J.J. asked if Santa Claus is real.

Is life good? Will summer ever warm this beach? Should we believe in magic? “Sure, Santa Claus is real,” I said, “and the best stories have happy endings.”


DULY NOTED
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During a city council discussion on the new zoning plan last week, councillor Norm Smith asked, “What about the cemetery, is that going to be zoned as park, or a greenbelt, or as commercial area or what?” Mayor Don Otis replied, “Norm, we are going to call that multifamily residential.”

_____________

“It is great to be back,” said Kate Rineer. Kate and Stan Boor have returned to their Highland Estate’s home after a winter working in Salt Lake City. “The city is such a rat race,” Kate said. “I know Haines has its little problems, but it’s really such a nice place.”

_____________

Warm weather has melted the snow and ice so rapidly that the Chilkat River has swelled to just a foot below flood stage. Tall cottonwood trees have toppled over the bank at 14 Mile, and River Adventures guide Ken Gross said moose calves are drowning in the swift current. Fisherman Gregg Bigsby reported that the mud from the rivers has colored Lynn Canal brown all the way to Sherman Point. “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” he said.

_____________

Lisa Schwartz said she and Gordon Whitermore are canceling their subscription to Shack Life magazine. The couple moved into their new home at 18 Mile after living in a less substantial dwelling for a period of time she refuses to disclose. It took four years for them to complete the new house. Lisa said their new digs are fine. “This is a real home; my heart goes out to all those women who have lived in a shack.”

_____________




Nedra’s Casket
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LAST YEAR SEVEN people were buried out at the Jones Point Cemetery, near the Chilkat River on the edge of town, behind the softball park and the Eagles Nest Trailer Court. That’s not enough deaths to support a funeral parlor, and Haines isn’t close enough to anywhere with one to move bodies back and forth affordably. Families have to charter a small plane to Juneau if they want cremation or embalming services. There are lots of stories about both bodies and ashes getting lost on flights back from Juneau or even Anchorage, where the state sometimes requires them to be shipped for autopsies.

This winter one urn filled with the ashes of an old-timer who died at the Pioneer Home in Juneau didn’t make it back to Haines for the funeral, which was held anyway with a cloth-covered cardboard box standing in for the ashes. Out-of-town family members couldn’t wait for the weather to clear. They had to get back to homes and jobs in the Lower Forty-eight.

It’s much simpler to stay in Haines if you’re dead than to go anywhere else. Haines can be a hard place to live, but it’s a good place to die, thanks to a handful of dedicated volunteers, service clubs, and churches.

One woman had the sad experience of burying her father in Haines, then two months later going through the whole thing all over again with her husband’s dad in Pennsylvania. “In the Lower Forty-eight for thousands of dollars strangers will take over and do everything for you, in the mistaken assumption that they are helping,” Randa said. “It was so much easier for me to work through the grieving process when I had an active role in the preparations for burial.”

That’s where Annie Boyce and Paul Swift come in. The husband-and-wife team prepares the dead for viewing and burial. They do this for free, for anyone who asks. Family and friends stop by the makeshift morgue—a garage with a walk-in cooler at City Hall, next door to the jail—to help them, or to just take a last look at a parent, child, or friend.

Paul has bathed and dressed over one hundred bodies in the fifteen years since he inherited the job from a Presbyterian pastor. Annie started helping a few years ago. “It’s good to have a woman, too,” Paul says. “The main thing is to keep it dignified and respectful.” He doesn’t find the work creepy or morbid at all. “I think it’s my Christian background,” he says. “I feel the soul’s departed...”

“Even,” says Annie, quietly finishing his thought, “with people we’ve been close to, it’s good to be able to help. Yes, it can be difficult and emotionally exhausting. Nevertheless, I believe what we do is a powerful witness.”

“JUST BE SURE you have three points of contact,” Paul yells. We are a long way from the morgue, on the steep, snow-covered slope of Mount Ripinsky. “That’s two poles and one snowshoe, or two snowshoes and one pole,” he adds, looking down at me over Annie’s head. It is a brilliant Thursday morning in February. The snow is white, the sky is blue, and when Annie called to see if I could get away for a day outdoors I didn’t hesitate, even though I’d never gone up this section of the mountain on snowshoes before.

“You’ll be fine,” Annie said. “You’re in shape and you have good equipment.” My snowshoeing has been limited to the gentler trail up Mount Riley or the flats along the river. Now we are going very slowly, straight up. Above me, Annie and Paul methodically dig snow steps with the crampons on the toes of their snowshoes. I follow, shoving my boots hard into each one, double-checking them before planting my foot too firmly. Gripping like this, with just my toes, makes my calves hurt. I’m thinking we should be roped to something, or one another, like those photos I’ve seen of Mount Everest expeditions.

Paul and Annie are experienced mountaineers. They climb this route in December, after work, in the pitch dark with headlamps. They do it in the rain, in the snow, and when you can barely see your feet in the fog. Annie says they hike as much for their heads as for their hearts. It feels good to be outside and alive.

Annie and Paul don’t have that Outside magazine kind of style. Annie has a faded bandanna around her head to keep the sweat from stinging her eyes. Paul’s cap advertises Aspen Paint—most days he works in a hardware store. They both wear faded plaid wool shirts. Paul is sixty-three years old, has a white beard, rosy cheeks, and a hearing aid. We all celebrated Annie’s fiftieth birthday a couple of years ago.

I’m no slouch, but the going is hard, slow, and takes all of my strength. My muscles quiver. I’m sweating, breathing hard, and gripping my climbing poles tight. I hope the new ligament in my knee holds. While it works great on the flats, cycling or running, this is a big test. On the other hand, Annie had the same surgery, more recently—and just watch her go. After looking way down, over my shoulder, I resolve not to do it again. We’re a thousand feet up. I jam my boot into the step made by Paul and packed down by Annie, and the snow gives way—not completely, but enough for me to hear the blood rushing through my veins.

It’s Paul’s regular day off, but Annie has taken a leave day from her job as high school secretary. It’s been a long, dark winter. The last time we had sunny skies, warm temperatures, fresh white snow, and no wind was a year ago. There was a little debate at the trail-head if this route was too difficult for me, but I assured them I could do it.

Now I’m not so sure. I slip a little and my forehead touches the snowy wall. Maybe I should just crawl up it. Leaning into the hill makes me lose any purchase I have, and I slowly slip down.

“The runoff isn’t too bad,” notes Paul, the leader with eyes in the back of his head. “If you feel yourself going, dig the poles in or grab the snow with your hands.” Annie tells me to go with the fall, maybe even roll a little if I can’t stop.

“Stay loose,” she calls down. “Just stay loose if you’re going.”

My body is tall and angular, more Tin Man than Kathy Rigby. I’m pretty sure I’ll break before I bounce. I wonder, for just a moment, if I could get killed doing this and decide, just as fast, that yes, I could. I jam the poles hard into the bank to stop myself from sliding, but they don’t catch. It feels like I’m falling forever. I don’t see my life flash before my eyes; I don’t see a bright light. I don’t see anything at all. My eyes are shut. Finally I stop. Turns out I’ve only skidded about twenty feet.

My partners continue up, unconcerned. Maybe it’s because Paul and Annie are the undertakers that they don’t have my fear of falling. They know death is inevitable and would rather meet theirs on a mountain than at home in bed.

On a good day, a day like today, Haines is often compared to heaven. But on a bad day, these mountains and the water below them are deadly.

I know that, but I still want to be up here. I keep climbing, not only because I can’t back down without falling but because I feel so good all of a sudden. I faced my fears and won. For now anyway. I want to sing—but I don’t dare because it takes all my concentration just to hold on to the hill.

At last, we step up onto the ridge, and rest before heading up and over the gentler hiking trail for the trip back down. I try to drink from the water bottle on my fanny pack, but it’s frozen. Paul offers me some from the flat old Listerine bottle he keeps tucked into an inside pocket. We break an energy bar and pass it around with some cold orange slices. The only other tracks in the snow belong to a wolverine. Below us, eagles glide over the treetops.

Paul shakes his head in awe of the view. He’s seen it a thousand times and it still moves him. Annie sighs and then smiles a big, wide grin. It’s a face she never wears down in town. Seeing them now so happy reminds me of a more somber afternoon, back when I didn’t know them as well but was just as impressed by their bravery and teamwork.

ANNIE AND PAUL worked quickly. They bathed Nedra and shampooed and dried her wispy white hair before slipping her thin arms and legs into undergarments and sliding over all of it the royal blue dress that once showed off her eyes.

Nedra was my friend Joanne’s mother. Joanne had helped Paul and Annie get her dad in his last suit, but she said that with “Mom” it was different. The long illness had reduced Nedra’s already small frame to veins and skin, nothing really, and Joanne didn’t want to remember her that way.

Taking care of Nedra, especially near the end, wore Joanne out. One afternoon I came home and found her asleep on my couch. Sometimes after Nedra went to sleep, Joanne would go for a drive with her dog and park someplace where he could run around, while she lay on the warm hood of her pickup, watching the northern lights.

Joanne did finally call the hospice people for help, but Nedra was already dead before they arranged for her care. She had bad lungs and died of emphysema. Seneca wrote that asthma is a rehearsal for death. If that’s true, then Nedra had about ten dress rehearsals and time enough to prepare for the final curtain. Her last instructions requested an Emblem Club funeral, an Episcopal burial, and Joanne to make her casket.

The casket part came about because when Joanne’s dad died, she and Nedra had tried to buy one at the True Value hardware store, the only place in town that sells caskets. The coffin that matched their budget was green fiberglass. Joanne said it looked like a submarine, and she knew her dad wouldn’t want to be buried in something with a snap-on lid, like a plastic garbage can. Since Joanne had just finished building her kitchen cabinets, she thought she could make a wooden casket. Nedra was so pleased with Joanne’s first one that she ordered another, for herself.

Joanne’s sisters, Kathy and Julie, live in California and Nevada now. Kathy flew up as soon as Joanne called to say Nedra was going fast, but she missed saying good-bye to her mother by one flight from Juneau. Julie and her husband were driving up the Alaska Highway in their motor home, and weren’t expected to arrive until the day before the funeral. Julie’s two daughters and their children drove down from Anchorage as soon as they got the word that Nedra had died.

On Tuesday morning, we sat at Nedra’s kitchen table writing her obituary. It was my first one. I’d volunteered to do it because Nedra hadn’t liked a new reporter at the paper. He was an investigative type from down south. I also wanted to do something for Joanne. She’s the kind of friend who brings her mother and her dog to dinner. The last time we’d carried Nedra into our house in a lawn chair; it was Joanne’s fortieth-birthday party.

I listened as the two sisters struggled with the Victorian language of death—“passed away,” “gone to her reward,” “resting eternally,” “met her maker,” “entered into the kingdom of God.” None of it fit Nedra. She was a direct woman and would have appreciated letting people know right up front how and when she died. We wrote, “After a long illness, Nedra Allen Waterman died from emphysema Saturday evening at her Small Tracts Road home. Her daughter Joanne was by her side. She was seventy-eight years old.”

The rest was easier, because Nedra had written most of it down herself. There was her ride on the first steamship into Seward after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, how she met and married Wes Waterman, the years at the gold mine, the babies, leaving Alaska for California and coming back again, the hotel she ran in Anchorage, and the volunteer work she did in Haines for the Emblem Club. Nedra had even included the date and place of her high school graduation, and the middle names of her parents. All seventy-eight years in two letter-sized, handwritten pages.

When the obituary was finished, Kathy turned her attention to Joanne and the casket. “It’s now ten A.M. on Tuesday and the funeral is six P.M. on Thursday,” she announced, taking a long pull on her cigarette. She was still in her pink bathrobe. “Mom better be buried in something sturdier than an old bedspread.” She didn’t say it in a mean way, and succeeded in making Joanne laugh for the first time all morning. Joanne has a great laugh, a deep-throated belly chuckle that makes anyone who hears it smile.

The casket had to be finished in time to put Nedra into the dress she wanted to be buried in, the one she wore to her fiftieth high school reunion.

Karl Johnson walked over from next door to see if Joanne needed any help with the casket. He’d heard at the lumberyard that she’d bought the wood and planned to build it herself. Kathy, who can’t tell a mitered joint from a dovetail, said yes, but Joanne, the carpenter, shook her head and answered, “No, thanks.” She said there was plenty of time.

We all went into the shop and looked at the pine one-by-twelves, one-by-sixes, and two-by-twos that Joanne still needed to cut, screw, and glue into a casket. Kathy said that if Joanne didn’t get to work soon she’d miss the family dinner planned for that evening. Which I think is exactly what Joanne had in mind. Building the casket gave her an excuse to leave the crowded kitchen, filled with women and babies—Nedra’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The work helped Joanne sort it out, alone.

Joanne finished the casket about five hours before the funeral. She coated it in Danish oil instead of varnish, so it would dry on time. Julie and the motor home pulled into the driveway the night before, carrying a bolt of blue satin to line the coffin. Kathy tucked some quilt batting underneath it.

NEDRA WAS LYING comfortably inside the casket in plenty of time for the move in the old ambulance, which doubles as a hearse, to the Elks Lodge for the funeral. Even Kathy said that once the casket was done, time seemed to slow way down. The final hours before the funeral were empty. Getting everyone showered and dressed took less time than anticipated, especially with the motor home’s extra bathroom. It was a warm, sunny April day. The very best kind of day. We sat outside in Nedra’s garden, trying to keep the children clean and Joanne’s energetic spaniel away from our good clothes.

Nedra’s favorite hymn was the one about walking in the garden with Jesus. “And he walks with me and he talks with me and he tells me I am his own.” At the funeral, Debra played it on the piano while everyone sang. I pictured a healthy Nedra alone with Jesus. What would Nedra say to him? My guess is she’d suggest a shave and a haircut, and then she’d question him about why he hadn’t intervened in the more difficult days of her life. “Where were you,” she might ask, “when all I had to feed the girls was mustard sandwiches?”

The ladies of the Emblem Club, dressed in black from gloves to stockings, conducted the service, taking turns at the wobbly podium overlooking the closed casket. Each woman carried a dark purple silk rose.

At the graveside, Reverend Jan Hotze said the final blessing, and the Emblem Club ladies each dropped a handful of dirt and a flower onto the coffin. Maisie Jones, who has buried a husband and several close friends, says it’s good for the living: “When you throw flowers on the grave and say the Twenty-third Psalm, it does help. It helps us come to terms with the absence. Everybody feels serene about it afterward.”

The Episcopal burial service includes a verse from John’s gospel: “in my house are many mansions.” In the obituary letter Nedra left for her daughters, she wrote proudly that her first home in Alaska was a fourteen-by-fourteen-foot shack on a mining claim in Talkeetna.

Nedra spent most of her life in the biggest state in the union in small, handmade houses. She wouldn’t be comfortable for eternity in a mansion. Which is why her simple cabin of a casket, built with love and skill by her youngest daughter, ought to make her feel right at home in her new neighborhood.


DULY NOTED
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On Monday about thirty Klukwan residents turned out at the Alaska Native Sisterhood Hall for an Elizabeth Peratrovich Day luncheon program honoring the legendary Alaska civil rights leader. A video of Elizabeth Peratrovich, a play performed at Hoonah High School a few years ago, was shown. The Klukwan School children read essays they’d written about Mrs. Peratrovich. Elsie Spud said, “It was hard for us to hold back tears because of the good job the kids did, both in the writing and the reading.” She added, “We all left with important knowledge about why we celebrate the holiday.” Elizabeth Peratrovich is credited with convincing the territorial legislature to change laws that once banned Native people from many public places, including movie theaters, restaurants, and stores.

_____________

The last weeks of the school year mean trips and special events for elementary school classes. Kelly Pape’s third graders went to Whitehorse on a two-day camping trip at the hot springs. Jansy Hansen’s fourth graders took the water taxi to Skagway for a ride on the White Pass and Yukon Route Railroad and visited the Klondike Gold Dredge. Tim McDonough’s fifth graders loaded up a school van with gear and left for two nights at Rainbow Glacier Camp.

_____________

Local carvers John Hagen, Clifford Thomas, and Greg Horner have started work on a new totem pole commissioned for actor James Earl Jones. Alaska Indian Arts president Lee Heinmiller said the twenty-two-foot pole will take about a year to complete. “It’s basically still just a log right now.”

_____________

A snowboard signed by members of the Teton Gravity Research pro ski team was Lucas Dawson’s big present at his eleventh birthday party Saturday. The team of elite skiers and snowboarders from around the world stayed at the Dawson family lodge while they filmed extreme spring skiing adventures. “Lucas got to know the guys while they were here—and they got together and gave him the board,” Lucas’s dad, Jon Dawson, said.

_____________




Everyone Knew Her as Susie
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DUANE WILSON SLIDES open the glass door to his parents’ house, adjusts his eyes to the darker inside light, and takes a deep breath of the warm, smoky air, scented with fish and fresh cedar. “Smells like an Indian house,” he says, and we all laugh. On the table, a foot-square pile of dried smoked eulachon (pronounced “hooligan”) rests on newspaper. Next to it is the remains of a sugary sheet cake. “Hmm. Cake and fish,” Duane says, helping himself to both. The cake is left over from the potluck supper after the Alaska Native Sisterhood funeral of Susie Brouillette, a Tlingit elder who died earlier in the week.

I’m at the kitchen table, carefully chewing my own little dried fish and wondering if I should eat the fins and tail. It’s actually better than it sounds. Much better than a similar dish my dad eats for breakfast—steamed kippered herring, or “kippers,” which smells bad enough to drive a daughter to move to, say, Alaska when she grows up. Anyway, the reason I’m crunching the tougher parts of a eulachon and watching Duane snap off the shriveled eyeless heads into a neat pile is because I need Susie Brouillette’s Tlingit name and the proper phrasing of her tribal lineage for the obituary.

This house is the home of the Alaska Native Sisterhood secretary, Marilyn Wilson, a happy woman with a round face and big glasses. She keeps good notes on her computer and has a fax machine in the back bedroom that she always offers to use when I call with a question. “What’s your fax number?” she’ll say, and I’ll tell her I don’t have one. I’d rather talk with Marilyn and her husband, Paul, in person. I like being in their house. There are usually puppies underfoot, grandchildren playing, and a nephew or cousin asleep on the couch. Marilyn and Paul’s projects are everywhere. Today the television is on but no one is watching it.

While Marilyn and Duane, who is the president of the Alaska Native Brotherhood Haines Camp No. 5 and knows Tlingit better than his mother does, translate into English the Native words I’ve asked about, Paul carves a design on a yellow cedar canoe paddle and keeps me company. Paul doesn’t greet me with any of the usual talk about when it will stop raining or if this summer will be warmer than last. Instead, the first thing he says is “I have missed many years of my culture.”

Paul tells me he’s learning the Tlingit language so he can believe the stories of his people, not just know the plots. When he was young, missionaries and the government prohibited Alaskan Natives from speaking their language and living traditionally. They often took Tlingit children from their homes and families, placing them in boarding schools as far away as Washington and Oregon. Now Paul is a grandfather and is committed to relearning a way of living that he says is not lost but rather hiding, just below the skin. He is proud of Duane and watches for a moment as his son helps his wife. “When I sing the old songs,” Paul says, “it’s like my chest is opened up and my heart is showing.” Paul’s words are poetry. I know because there is nothing I can say afterward. I just watch him resume his carving and try not to look too closely at the eye sockets of those dried fish. I recognize the movie on the television: On Golden Pond.

Meanwhile, at the other end of the table, Duane and Marilyn have quietly sounded out the deceased’s name, but they’re not completely satisfied with the result. “I’ll write Taac, but it’s really Taak’d,” my hostess says softly, emphasizing the throat-clearing ending sound. Tlingit names are based on the moiety, or reciprocal group, to which they belong. The term moiety is taken from a Greek word meaning half, and there are two moieties: Ravens and Eagles. In the old days, Ravens could only marry Eagles. Now Tlingits don’t always observe that rule, and in fact often marry non-Natives. However, Ravens and Eagles still take care of each other. When a Raven dies, it is the Eagles who plan the funeral. Eagles sing songs to Ravens at potlatches. When a raven and an eagle are depicted together on silver jewelry or wood, the design is called “love birds” and is often circular, like the Eastern yin and yang symbol. They are different, but always complementary. The two halves make a whole.

The denotations don’t stop with Ravens and Eagles. There are also what we call clans, although there isn’t a matching word in Tlingit. Clans are more political and specific to an area than the Raven and Eagle identifications, which cover all Tlingits everywhere. Clans are what determine design, story, song, and property ownership. Unlike moieties, clans do have designated leaders.

Another grouping—are you still with me?—determines lineage. Houses are named for the place where the family initially lived, and link blood relatives. What makes it confusing is that, traditionally, newlyweds moved to the bride’s mother’s village and often lived in an uncle’s house there. (The mother determines the children’s moiety affiliation.) And sons were raised by their mother’s brothers, not their fathers. Much of this has never been written down, and over time some of the finer points have been lost or changed. Often, so-called experts disagree.

Still more factors that make Tlingit families hard to track are adoption and the way names are used. Tlingits are generous with their culture and have adopted many non-Natives, giving them equal footing with birth relatives. They don’t usually adopt them as babies and raise them as their own; instead, they adopt adults they like and who agree to honor Tlingit customs. Also, when an elder dies, his or her name is given to another relative (adopted or blood). This ensures that the family will have everyone they have loved with them throughout all time.

So you see, deciphering a Tlingit family tree, filled with the same names for many generations, gets confusing, even if you are Tlingit. I use the Tlingit names in obituaries because they tell who the person was and where they came from. But in the “survived by” category I stick with blood family lines. There isn’t enough space in our little newspaper to write more.

Now Marilyn says that her friend Susie was a Raven. She thinks she was also in the sockeye, or Lukaax Adi, clan. “But don’t put that in the paper,” she tells me. “I’m just not sure.” She does know that Susie was from Taac Dein Caan, or the Snail House, and that her name was Naa Goolth Claa. Marilyn watches me carefully spelling everything correctly. I repeat the way the words sound until she nods her approval. She suspects the truth—that I am trying to make up for past wrongs by people who look like me, who are part of my broad Christian-European-American heritage, by honoring her culture and her wisdom and her husband’s open-heart poetry. After I get it all right, she smiles and says, “Everyone knew her as Susie.”

All I can think of is the Beatles’ song “Rocky Raccoon,” where Magil was called Lil, “but everyone knew her as Nancy.” I have a feeling Marilyn may have shared that thought.

Besides all the Tlingit stuff, I learn from Marilyn that Susie raised five children and two stepchildren. Her husband, a fisherman, was killed loading a log ship in 1965. Their youngest daughter drowned. One of Susie’s friends from the Catholic church where she worshipped had already told me that, despite personal tragedy, “Susie had a gift for making whoever she was with feel special.”

Before I leave the Wilsons’, Duane hands me a pint jar of smoked eulachon. His father likes his dried, but Duane prefers to can them after smoking because the moisture comes back in the pressure cooker, plumping them up. They look like sardines. These first spring fish arrive sometime between March and May. The rendered oil is especially valued by Natives for both taste and health benefits.

This year the eulachon run has been strong. Beaches are noisy with hungry shorebirds. Sea lions cruise the shoreline with their mouths wide open. In the first few hours of the run, before the birds arrive to eat them, spawned-out dead eulachon litter the tide lines. As soon as word gets out that the eulachon are here, families such as the Wilsons reopen their fish camps along the Chilkat River. There are blue tarps strung between cottonwood trees for shelter and a shack or trailer to sleep in. Often there’s an old couch or the bench seat from a pickup on the bank for elders to sit on. Some fresh eulachon are roasted over open fires, some are smoked, but most are buried in lined pits and left to rot for about three weeks. They smell so strong that when I’m riding my bike nearby I have to hold my breath. After the fish decompose, they are boiled outside in big pots until the oil can be skimmed off the top. When it cools, it’s solid and white, like bacon grease.

Paul is eating some now, licking it off the spoon. He keeps it in a jar in the freezer and has it once or twice a day. “It’s good for the heart,” he says, offering me a spoonful. I try not to make a face. Paul laughs. He knows that eulachon, and especially the fat, is an acquired taste. I have a Native friend who won’t touch the slimy little fish—not “boiled, roasted, or smoked,” he says. He does help harvest them, though, because for him it’s an annual reminder of the past, and an affirmation of the Tlingit culture’s future.

The perfectly sealed jar of fish Duane gave me took the better part of a week to make—from netting on incoming tides to smoking for three days, and finally to sterilizing jars, checking lids, cutting and packing the fish, and staying close to the stove and watching the pressure cookers seal them for one hundred minutes at ten pounds of pressure. It is a generous and unexpected gift.

I COULDN’T CALL Susie Brouillette’s daughter Della and tell her I was coming over because she didn’t have a telephone. I’d seen the red Trans Am she drives, but I hadn’t been successful in flagging her down; she didn’t pay any attention to my frantic waving. I had thought I was finished with Susie Brouillette’s obituary when Marilyn gently insisted that I couldn’t put anything in the paper without the immediate family’s blessing. That would be Della. When I couldn’t make contact with Della, I asked Marilyn where she lived. She told me, and said I could tell Della she had sent me. Marilyn also mentioned that Della was a private person and might not take kindly to a stranger. Then she added, “You’ll do fine.”

Cold rain blew as I knocked at the trailer door. When Della appeared, she was in her pajamas. It was almost noon. Marilyn had told me she was between jobs. Even surprised and rumpled, she was extraordinarily beautiful. I tried not to stare. I said Marilyn Wilson had sent me. She looked at me sternly and shut the door before I could tell her who I was or why I was there.

A long minute later, she reopened the door enough for me to finish my introduction and explain that the paper wanted to borrow a recent photograph for her mother’s obituary. I also asked, quickly, if I could run the content by her, to be sure it was all correct. Silently, she took in my eager fair face, Patagonia jacket, and pressed khakis. For a second I thought she might throw me off the porch. Instead, she shut the door again and left me standing in the rain with a wet cat rubbing my ankles. I knew that her mother had been gracious, and that she was her mother’s dutiful daughter, and that Marilyn had said I had to do this, so I waited, hopeful, under the wide eave of the firewood shed attached to the trailer.

When she reemerged it was to show me a photograph. I leaned inside the doorway to look. Actually, there were two: one was recent, her mother’s long white hair instantly recognizable; the other showed a young black-haired Tlingit beauty, much like herself. She wouldn’t give the pictures to me until she heard what I’d written. She was prepared to dislike it. Sometimes you just have to do things, like eat a eulachon, that you think you can’t do. I read carefully.

Della was quiet. It was okay, she said. For me, okay was perfect. Then she said there was one thing she’d like me to take out. She asked that I not quote the nice old lady from her mother’s church. “She doesn’t like Indians,” Della said. I mumbled something about not knowing that, which I hadn’t, and scratched the words out dramatically.

Then Della asked that I use both photographs; the younger one was her favorite. I said I was sorry, but my editor (and good friend, Tom Morphet) would never print it. “No forty-year-old wedding portraits,” Tom had told me the first time I’d brought one like that back. “No one will know who the hell it is.”

I explained it differently to Della. “We can only use one picture,” I said, “and since your mother was so well liked and respected by so many people who may not recognize her name but will know her face, it is important to show what she looked like, you know, now.” But since she was dead, I added, “Sorry, I mean, then.” Della had me flustered, and I suspect she knew it. My ancestors had never met hers, but that didn’t absolve me of guilt about what my race had done and in many ways is still doing to Native Alaskans and Native Americans. I wanted Della to know I was respectful as well as trustworthy. It might not be much, but writing a good obituary for her mother was the best I could do. Printing an out-of-date picture, though, was impossible. She said she was disappointed but she understood. She shut the door without saying good-bye. I tucked her mother’s photograph safely inside my coat and stepped off the porch.

Last time it had been Paul Wilson’s heart that was showing; this time it was mine. I wanted to raise my hands and testify—thanking God for all these good people who forgive the past without forgetting it. I almost shouted Thank you right out loud. Thank you for Della’s face, the Wilsons’ kindness, eulachon, and for strong hearts beating in rhythm with ancestors. Thank you for Ravens and Eagles and halves made whole.

But I didn’t. I never do anything like that. I am, as my mother likes to say, a “stiff-upper-lip” white Anglo-Saxon Protestant. That is my culture. So instead, I stood in the mud next to my car and realized that the only thing that keeps us going is love. I knew it then like I knew it was raining. I got a little off balance, the way you do when you’re on a boat. I thought, It’s as if we are all moving through this world on a big old ship, holding on to one another as we cruise up the generous river of life. The water that floats us is always new, yet it flows in the same direction, over the same old sand.


DULY NOTED

[image: Image]

About seventy local fishermen, their wives, and guests celebrated the season at the Fishermen’s Ball. The annual event was held at the Harbor Bar, with a big buffet spread on the pool table and live music from Skagway’s Reverend Neil Down. The party lasted until the band quit at two A.M.

_____________

Kristin Bigsby and Frank White planned to spend the time between last week’s gill-net opening and this one planning their August wedding. Instead they were mending Frank’s net after a humpback whale swam right through it. “It was brand-new,” Kristin said, “which made it even more of a bummer.”

_____________

Gillnetter Norm Hughes is back from a Hawaiian vacation. He spent some time with other Haines vacationers, the Jacobson family, before visiting his mom, Colleen Hughes, at her home in Maui. Norm says he couldn’t sit still on the beach so he took a diving class and is now a certified rescue diver.

_____________

Gold Medal Tournament basketball games were broadcast for the first time to Haines on Juneau’s KINY radio station. The champion Haines Merchants team includes the Fannon brothers, Jesse McGraw, Danny Pardee, Stuart Dewitt, Chris Dixon, Andrew Friske, Daniel Martin, and David Buss, who all played for the Haines Glacier Bears in the high school state championship game not so long ago. Steve Williams called the games, which were broadcast to Angoon, Kake, and Yakutat as well.

_____________
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—Los Angeles Times

HEATHER LENDE






ops/images/common.jpg







ops/images/pub.jpg
ALGONQUIN Books oF CHAPEL HiLL
2006





