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Prologue

Sw im m ing the C handalar

Iɋm  standing on the bank of the sw ift C handalar R iver in the B rooks R ange of
northern A laska, trying to gather the courage to sw im  across. M y husband, Pat,
is by m y side. W eɋre alone, as w e have been for m ost of the past five m onths.

The sky is a depthless sort of overcast, no definition in the clouds, no
glim m er of sunshine. The tem perature hovers just above freezing and the air is
dam p after a night of rain. I grip the straps of m y pack, m y fingers raw  from  the
chill, and lean against Pat as w e look dow n at the river that flow s in a w ide
channel sixty feet below  us. The only sound is the steady rush of m oving w ater. I
push aw ay the voice in m y head that echoes a single question. W hat are w e
doing?

Itɋs the fifth of A ugust, 2012. O ver the last 139 days, w e have traversed
nearly three thousand m iles, m ost recently through places so lightly traveled our
topographic m aps have little to say about them . O nly the highest peaks are
labeled, and then solely by elevation. The B rooks R ange is the northernm ost
m ajor m ountain range on earth and has retained its integrity in w ays that few
places have. M any of the creeks and valleys are nam eless, their curves and
riffles left unexplored. There are no soft edges here, no boardw alks or trails or
park rangers. Itɋs w ild, em pty, and gritty.

W eɋre here because w eɋre attem pting to travel entirely under our ow n pow er
from  the Pacific N orthw est to a rem ote corner of the A laskan A rctic. W eɋre here
because w e need w ilderness like w e need w ater or air. Like w e need each other.
For m e, this trip is also a journey back to trees and birdsong, to lichen and hoof
prints. B efore leaving, I had lost m y w ay on the path that carried m e from
biology to natural w onder. I had forgotten w hat it m eant, not only in m y m ind,



but in m y heart, to be a scientist.
W e have a thousand m iles ahead of us, but for now  all that m atters is this

river. O n the m ap it looked harm less, squiggly and blue. A s I stare dow n at it
now , itɋs the color of m ud. From  our elevated vantage, the w aterɋs opaque
surface appears sm ooth, but w hen Pat throw s a spruce bough from  the bank, it
bobs in the sm all w aves, spins once, then vanishes quickly dow nriver.

In the first m onths of the journey, our destination w as so distant that it
seem ed alm ost peripheral. K otzebue. A  sm all village on the shores of the
C hukchi Sea. A  place on the m ap as arbitrary as any other. W e w ere consum ed
by each day, distracted by aching m uscles and w hales and the sim ple act of
m oving. A lw ays m oving. B ut the stakes quietly grew , shape-shifting from  a tally
of m iles into som ething m uch m ore. O nly now  am  I beginning to see this trip for
w hat it is. A  celebration and a letting go of youth. A  reaw akening of the
biologist in m e. A  reckoning betw een us and the land. Som ething w e m ust see
through to the end.

A nd so crossing this river has becom e necessary, in the w ay that itɋs
necessary to kiss a lover before leaving, to pause and look up w hen the m oon is
rising. O ur bodies know  w hat is essential and w hat is not.

  

B efore w e left, people asked us w hy w e w ere taking this trip; they w ondered
w hat com pelled us to w ant to Ɏdisappearɏ for a w hile. I tried to explain that
escapism  w asnɋt our goalɇ neither of us w as running from  a broken m arriage or
drug addiction or academ ic failure. W e w erenɋt trying to set a record or achieve
a first. W e w ere sim ply trying to find our w ay hom e.

Shortly after Pat and I m et in 2001, w e discovered that w e w ere m ost fully
ourselves in w ild places. That our love w as strongest am ong rocks and rivers,
trees and tundra. Since our first sum m er together, w hen w e spent tw o m onths
cam ped on the bank of a rem ote A rctic river, w e had dream ed about another
grand adventure. Increasingly, though, tim e in the outdoors w as taking a
backseat to m ore m undane endeavors. O ur trips w ere shrinking, our
com m itm ents grow ing. Even w orse, I had just finished a Ph.D . in biology feeling
m ore distant than ever from  the natural w orld. Five years of study had started as
an act of love and turned into pure drudgery.

M y research focused on a strange cluster of beak deform ities that had recently
em erged am ong A laskan chickadees and other birds. The afflicted birds grew
curled and grotesque beaks that resem bled som ething from  a dark version of D r.



Seuss. W hen I began m y graduate project, I w as sure I could find answ ers to the
m ystery of the beak deform ities, and that the resulting facts w ould m atter. I
fancied m yself som ething of a w ildlife detective, searching for clues that w ould
help m e crack the case. B ut instead I quickly learned that the m ost basic
inform ation about the anatom y of a birdɋs beak w as not yet available, and I had
no choice but to ask the sim plest questions first. I began w ith the tedious,
unglam orous w ork of slicing beaks into im possibly thin pieces using m iniature
knives and exam ining them  under high-pow ered m icroscopes. I housed
chickadees in a laboratory and studied the w ay their beaks grew , feeling rem orse
each tim e I stepped into the room  and stared at tw o dozen pairs of eyes that
w ould never again see birch leaves fluttering in the w ind or probe a treeɋs bark
for spiders and beetles.

The tiny black-capped chickadees w hose fam iliar calls belie the fact that they
are actually one of the m ost rem arkable species on earth w ere first m y
inspiration and then, later, m y bane. W hen m y advisor toasted m e after m y
dissertation defense, I cringed, know ing I had failed in the m ost fundam ental of
w ays. This w asnɋt a failure in the traditional senseɇ m y calculations stood up to
scrutiny, m y experim ents w orked, m y chapters w ere w ell w ritten. B ut
underneath it all w as the ugly fact that I sim ply didnɋt care anym ore. B etw een
hundreds of hours peering under a m icroscope and observing chickadees in
cages, I had forgotten w hy Iɋd w anted to be a biologist in the first place.

D uring the years of m y graduate research, Pat dedicated him self to several
building projects and spent m ore tim e com m uning w ith ham m er and saw  than
w ith forests or m ountains. Since he w as a boy, he had been driven to build
things. H is elaborate childhood forts eventually gave w ay to cabins and houses,
and he had created a fledgling, but successful, design-and-build com pany. B ut he
w as tired of m anaging budgets, juggling m aterial orders, and shoring up leaky
foundations. H e questioned w hy he w asted sunny afternoons buried in dryw all
dust only to realize that building houses, even those he designed, w ould never be
enough.

In our com m itm ent to education and jobs, w e had neglected w hat m attered
m ost to us. O ur calendars w ere shaped by academ ic deadlines and construction
schedules rather than tide cycles and seasons. W e m issed the freedom  that cam e
w ith sleeping outdoors for w eeks or m onths at a tim e. R ecently, decisions about
w hether to have children and how  to care for aging parents had started to feel
pressing. M y dad had been diagnosed w ith a degenerative neurological disease.
M y younger sister w as pregnant. The career that aw aited m e felt increasingly



like a sentence rather than an opportunity. Still, I w asnɋt entirely sure w hat all of
this had to do w ith our trip or w hat I hoped to find along the w ay. I didnɋt yet
understand how  traveling across four thousand m iles of w ilderness w ould help
m e face m y loom ing adulthood or a job I w asnɋt sure I w anted. I didnɋt realize I
needed to find m y w ay back to biology by the sam e m eans I had first discovered
it.

O nly m onths after w e left did I begin to appreciate that this trip offered w hat
ordinary life could not. C lear edges. Truth. A cceptance. A n understanding that
living w ith uncertainty is not only O K ; it is the only option. B efore w e started, I
w anted nothing to do w ith the facts that w ere staring back at m e. Life is tenuous.
Love is risky. W e have so m uch to lose along the w ay. I had forgotten the
converse side of this equation, that the m ost precious things in life are those that
donɋt last forever. I needed a crash course outdoors to rem ind m yself that a life is
not m erely a tally of days, that w hat really m atters cannot be quantified. The
glim pse of a w olfɋs taw ny back, his coat shim m ering w ith dew . The sound of m y
dadɋs voice on the satellite phone, holding steady and sure. The look Pat gives
m e w hen he know s m y pack straps are cutting into m y shoulders and m y spirit is
w aning, his expression encouraging m e that I can do the im possible.

  

W e hadnɋt originally planned to sw im  across anything. B ut now  w eɋre perched
at the edge of a cold A rctic river w ithout our packrafts; they are on a m ail plane
heading w est. Several days ago, w e decided w e w ould shed the extra w eight of
our boats to lighten our loads. W eɋll pick them  up again in the village of
A naktuvuk Pass, tw o hundred m iles to the w est, after m uch of the steep terrain is
behind us. W inter is only w eeks aw ay and w e need to m ove quickly if w eɋre to
reach K otzebue before freeze-up. The first seasonɋs snow  fell last w eek as w e
w oke to caribou m illing around our tent, a sm all band traveling south. B efore w e
got to the river, our decision to ship the boats seem ed like a good one. N ow , Iɋm
not so sure.

A s w e w atch the w ater sw irling below , I try to guess how  long it m ight take
to sw im  to the other side, tw o hundred yards aw ay. Five m inutes? Ten? Just as I
realize that the distance is equivalent to several laps in a very cold pool, Pat
interrupts m y calculations by asking w here I think w e should cross. B efore the
bend or after? W here the river is w idest or narrow est? I see him  looking
dow nriver. H e is thinking the sam e thing I am . W here w ill w e end up if w e get
carried dow nstream ?



W e clim b dow n the bank and find a spot to enter, right past a large elbow  in
the river, and I em pty the contents of m y pack, searching for the thin w aterproof
bag that contains m y extra clothes. O ut com es m y sleeping bag, sleeping pad,
three stuff sacks of food, satellite phone, rain gear, cooking pot, and cam era.
W hen I find the clothes, I begin to undress, goose bum ps rising on m y skin in the
cool air. I re-layer w ith alm ost everything Iɋm  carryingɇ w ool long-underw ear
tops and bottom s, fleece pullover, synthetic vest, nylon pants, and a w ool hatɇ
and w iggle into a plastic trash bag w ith holes cut for m y head and arm s before
pulling on m y rain jacket and pants. W e know  the w ater w ill penetrate our
layers, but are hoping the rain gear and plastic bag w ill help to preserve our body
heat against the cold. Like an im provised w et suit, Pat explained w hen he cam e
up w ith the idea.

I volunteer to go first, not because Iɋm  feeling especially brave, but because
one of us m ust do it. Pat isnɋt one for chauvinism ; still, he hesitates for several
m om ents, staring across the w ater. H e only agrees w hen I explain that it w ill be
easier for him  to rescue m e than the reverse. Just in case, I add.

  

Late last night, curled in our sleeping bags, I tried to envision our crossing. I told
Pat that if it seem ed too dangerous to sw im  m aybe w e could hike back to the
nearest village and find som eone to give us a ride to the other side. B ut even as I
said this, both of us knew  it w ouldnɋt happen. It w ould m ean w e had failed.

W hen w e com m itted to this projectɇ to travel from  rainforest to ice-filled
sea, from  the edge of the continental U nited States to the edge of the earthɇ w e
decided it w ould be com pletely on our term s. N o roads, no trails, and no m otors.
W e w ould travel by foot, on skis, in row boats, rafts, and canoes. W e w ould use
only our ow n m uscles to carry us through som e of the w ildest places left on
earth. This w asnɋt a m andate borne purely of stubbornness, though Pat and I
each possess a healthy dose of that trait, but because it w ould allow  us to know
the landscape as intim ately as w e knew  each other. Just getting to rem ote places
w asnɋt the point. W e could have hired a plane to drop us off at any num ber of
locations that w ould qualify as the m iddle of now here. B ut w e w anted som ething
different. W e w anted to hear the crunch of lichen beneath our feet, to sm ell the
tundra after a rainstorm , to understand how  it felt to w alk in a caribouɋs tracks or
paddle alongside a beluga w hale.

For years, adventure w as sim ply a part of our lives. It hadnɋt yet taken on the
urgency that arrived, in m y early thirties, like a loud and obtrusive neighbor, as



m y perception of tim e shifted from  lazy and boundless to precious and finite.
W ith it cam e the understanding that youth is only a tem porary pause, a w histle-
stop on the train that barrels along, leaving the aging and frail and illɇ in the
end, all of usɇ behind. W hen w e first started planning, I had an inkling that this
trip w ould m atter m ore than all of the others w eɋd taken in our ten years
together. N ot just because of its scale, w hich w as quickly grow ing to outrageous
proportions, but because if w e didnɋt do it now , w e m ight never have another
chance. W e knew  our bodies w ouldnɋt stay strong forever. Inevitably, our
responsibilities w ould grow ; our freedom  w ould shrink. I w ould never again be a
thirty-three-year-old on the brink of finishing her Ph.D ., childless, disillusioned
by the prospect of an academ ic career, and convinced that w hatever it w as I
needed could be found betw een tw o distant places on the m ap, one a coastal
tow n w here I had m et m y husband, the other a rem ote, ice-locked land Iɋd never
seen.

  

Iɋm  shivering before I step into the river. W hen I begin to w ade, the m ud soft
and forgiving beneath m y feet, icy w ater seeps quickly up m y pant legs. M y
m uscles stiffen in response, m y knees suddenly w ooden, m y groin aching.
Several steps later I lose contact w ith the bottom  as the current tugs on m y hips.

Im m ediately, Iɋm  being carried dow nstream , farther from  Pat but no closer to
the other side. I need to start sw im m ing, and fast. I lace m y arm s backw ard
through the straps of m y pack and attem pt to balance m y chest on top of the
buoyant load as though it is a kickboard. For a m om ent, this seem s to be
w orking. Iɋm  floating and kicking. B ut m y upper body is perched so high above
the surface that I canɋt get any purchase w ith m y flailing legs.

I try again. Low ering m y body and leveraging m y chin against the bottom  of
m y pack, I kick like hell. I can barely see above the pack, and w hen I crane m y
neck, breathing hard, I realize Iɋm  paralleling the shore. I reorient m yself and try
once m ore. I flutter m y feet but nothing happens. I kick from  m y hips, but I only
m ove farther dow nstream . This isnɋt w orking. H urry up.

A s Iɋm  floundering, I think of m y m om , queen of the breaststroke. Frog
kicks? M aybe? A fter m y first contorted attem pts, I find a w ay to use not just m y
legs but m y arm s, sliding abbreviated strokes through the shoulder straps. I
direct m y pack w ith m y chin. It w orks. I can m ove and steer and begin to propel
m yself tow ard the m iddle of the channel. Soon, Pat yells from  the bluff above
that Iɋve m ade it halfw ay.



I cheer m yself on silently, focusing the only part of m y gaze that isnɋt blocked
by m y pack onto the trees that are grow ing larger w ith each stroke. I can see m y
progress. Better. Alm ost there. A  surge of confidence follow s, and I slow  m y
frantic m otions enough to catch m y breath. Seconds later, I hit a stiff eddy line.
A  dozen yards from  shore, the sw irling w ater leaves m e nearly stationary. Pat
shouts som ething unintelligible. I try to stand up, but a sm all creek joins the river
here and the w ater is surprisingly deep.

Pat yells again. This tim e, I hear ɎG et up!ɏɇ but I canɋt. Iɋm  suddenly afraid.
A nd starting to tire. M y inner voice w avers. If you stop now . You. W ill. W ash.
Aw ay. Act, donɋt think, C aroline. I force m y m ind to go still. R obotic. K ick hard.
H arder. I try to touch dow n again, but feel only w ater beneath m y feet. I close
m y eyes and channel everything into m y legs. D o it. O r else.

A fter several m ore attem pts, I feel a release. I have finally m anaged to break
through the eddy. A s soon as I find contact w ith the m uddy bottom , I w ade out
of the w ater and flop onto the shore. I take several breaths lying dow n, staring up
at the sky. W hen I raise m y head and look across the river, I see Pat pum p his
fist into the air, celebrating for m e. Iɋm  only partially relieved. The sw im  w as
m uch w orse than I had im agined. N ow  I have to w atch Pat take a turn. H eɋs a
strong sw im m er, but the riverɋs stronger.

A s I stand up and m ove aw ay from  the riverɋs edge, Pat finishes stuffing the
last item s into his pack. It takes forever. H e seals his pack, then opens it up
again, retrieving som ething he left behind on the ground. H e arranges and
rearranges his load, m y anxiety building w ith each adjustm ent. W hen he finally
scram bles dow n the cutbank, he looks sm all and the river huge.

W ithin seconds of w ading into the w ater, heɋs kicking his legs and
w indm illing his right arm , holding the pack w ith his left. B ut Iɋm  not sure his
one-arm ed craw l is w orking. A ll but the top of his head is obscured by splashing.
Partw ay across, he sw itches arm s. H e slow s for a m om ent and begins to drift
dow nstream . ɎC om e on, Pat,ɏ I yell, w illing aw ay the excruciating m inutes of
w atching him  struggle, and he begins to w indm ill again. W hen heɋs finally near
enough for m e to see his face, his expression terrifies m e.

H eɋs w ide-eyed and intense. Fighting. H ard.
ɎA re you O K ?ɏ I shout. N o response. H e hesitates and changes arm s. I shout

again. N othing. Fifty yards from  shore heɋs practically at a standstill. I scream
that if he doesnɋt answ er m e Iɋm  com ing in after him .

ɎH old on to your pack, Iɋll be there in a second!ɏ Still no answ er. H eɋs
m oving tow ard m e so slow ly he looks stationary. I w ade into the w ater and



begin to breaststroke through the eddy, cursing m yself for w aiting so long. If the
current carries Pat m uch farther, I m ight not be able to reach him  in tim e. A nd
even if I do, Iɋm  not sure I can help.

I barely notice the cold this tim e as I pull against the gray w ater. B eneath the
surface the current churns and grasps. Even w ithout m y backpack, it takes all of
m y energy to fight through the eddy again.

Pat stares intently at the shore and m um bles that he is tired, so tired. Fatigue
is only part of the problem . N early ten m inutes in the frigid river is long enough
for hypotherm ia to set in. W hen Iɋm  close enough to touch him , I grab his pack
and position m yself behind him . W ithout the pack, he can use both of his arm s
and paddles m ore sm oothly. A t the eddy, he glances back at m e before stroking
hard for shore. Iɋm  right behind him , harnessing the strength that com es w ith
fear. Finally, w e stum ble out of the w ater and collapse together on the riverbank.

H orror at w hat could have just happened replaces the adrenaline coursing
through m e.

ɎD am n,ɏ Pat says and shakes his head, his eyes shining against the leaden
sky. H e shivers as he explains that his jacket had filled w ith w ater, m aking it
difficult to lift his arm  w ith each stroke. Suddenly, I understand exactly how
m uch I stand to lose. U nderlying all of our choices is the fact that if som ething
happened to one of us, the other w ould have to face the consequences. A t tim es
like these, itɋs im possible not to question w hether the risk is w orth the rew ard.
W hether w e are asking too m uch of the land, and of ourselves. W e stand up, hug
each other tightly, and begin to strip off our sodden clothes. Pat jum ps up and
dow n to w arm  him self. I help him  w ith the zippers of his jacket, then w ork on
m y ow n layers.

A s Iɋm  w ringing out m y shirt, contem plating w hat w eɋre doing here, I hear a
sound Iɋve never heard before. I pause, grab Patɋs arm , and put m y finger to m y
lips. Listen, I w hisper. Silence. A nd then I hear it again. A  fam iliar chick-a-dee-
dee-dee. B ut from  behind the voice em erges som ething entirely new . C oarser,
m ore nasal, perhaps an extra scolding tisk at the beginning. The differences are
subtle, and I strain to hear each note.

ɎO h m y god, Pat. I think itɋs a gray-headed chickadee!ɏ
A  m om ent later, I see not just one bird but an entire fam ily of chickadees

flutter onto a nearby spruce tree. Perched on a branch, w atching us, are tw o
adults and four fuzzy young.

A  gray-headed chickadee is anything but glam orous. A s the nam e describes,
itɋs gray. A nd sm all. A nd very, very hard to find. So hard, in fact, that several



team s of researchers and hundreds of hours of surveys devoted to searching its
presum ed range in northern A laska yielded only a single data point: one bird.
G enetically, gray-headed chickadees are closely related to black-capped
chickadees, the com m onest of backyard species, w hich I have also spent half a
decade studying. In other w ays, they couldnɋt be m ore different. Seeing a gray-
headed chickadee is special not because its feathers shim m er w ith iridescence or
because it has just arrived from  Polynesia but because alm ost nothing is know n
about these tiny birds. If I hadnɋt been paying attention, if I hadnɋt tuned m y ears
to the patter of w ings and the echo of silence, I w ould have m issed it entirely.

I w atch the chickadees as they flit and glean, pulling invisible insects from
the needle-clad branches. I take careful note of the shades of gray on the adultsɋ
heads and study the contrasting patterns of their feathers, fully aw are that I m ay
never see another one of these birds in m y lifetim e. A t the edge of a river that
nearly claim ed us, I feel the soul-stretching aw e that com es w ith discovery. I feel
like a biologist again. Todayɋs rare sighting validates the m any late-night
com puter sessions, the endless hours of packing and planning, every instance of
m y not feeling sm art enough to be a real scientist or strong enough to be a real
adventurer. It even m akes sw im m ing across the C handalar R iver seem  like a
decent idea. H ere, right now , there is only m e, Pat, and a fam ily of tiny gray-
headed chickadees above us.

Eventually, w e leave the birds behind and begin to hike up a steep slope,
sw eating, our bodies finally w arm  from  w ithin. W hen w e crest a rise, view s open
broadly into the next valley. The tundra blazes red and yellow  beneath our feet.
M y arm s sw ing m ore freely w ith each step, shaking off the m orningɋs scare.
Patɋs pace is m atched perfectly to m ine.

For the rest of the afternoon, all the answ ers I need are in front of m e. The sky
as big as w e are sm all, our form s dw arfed by m ountains and rivers and w ide-
open spaces. The w ay Pat and I stop in unison to w atch a bear trundle across the
valley, each of us reverent and w ordless. The scientist in m e, having shed the
degrees and statistics, once again filled w ith w onder. The realization that if w e
w erenɋt doing this, now , w e w ould alw ays be m issing som ething.



Part O ne

Zugunruhe

 



A laskan K id

I havenɋt alw ays loved the outdoors. B ut as a kid grow ing up in A laska, there
w as no escaping its offerings or denying the fact that the forty-ninth state, w ith
its coarse m anners and vast acreage, w as hom e.

Shortly after m y parents w ere m arried in 1974, they packed an old green Ford
utility van and began a three-w eek journey from  M ichigan, traveling on w hat
w as then an unpaved, rem ote road that stretched north from  C anada to A laska.
Even today, after m illions of dollars of road im provem ents has m ade it
som ething of an R V  thoroughfare in the sum m ertim e, bum per stickers still
proclaim , ɎI survived the A laska H ighw ay.ɏ Forty years ago, this boast actually
m eant som ething.

M y parents w erenɋt dodging the draft, the law , or anything, really. They had
only planned on taking a road trip to see som ew here new . B ut once they arrived
in A laska, they never left. M y dad began w orking for a local engineering firm .
M y m om  accepted a job as a special education teacher. W ith friends w ho
assum ed the role of fam ily, they spent their w eekends fishing, hiking, and
boating. Though they both grew  up in the flat expanse of the A m erican M idw est,
they signed up for courses in rock clim bing and m ountaineering at the local
university. Tw o years later, they spent sixty days on an ascent of tw enty-
thousand-plus-foot D enali (still dubbed M ount M cK inley at the tim e), after
sew ing their ow n clothes and gear, shuttling supplies by dog team , and
snow shoeing in from  the railroad.

I scaled dozens of peaks in the C hugach M ountains w hen just a w hisper, and
then an unw ieldy bulge, in m y m om ɋs belly. Later, m y sister, brother, and I w ere
carted off to cam pgrounds and rem ote ski-in cabins by our parents. They signed
us up for running races and N ordic ski lessons. In their view , spending tim e
outdoors held the sam e im portance as attending school and playing w ith friends.
A  child sim ply couldnɋt thrive w ithout it. N ow , I couldnɋt agree m ore. B ut at the
tim e, I often resisted.



  

In elem entary school, I buried m yself in books. I found an escape in stories, the
catharsis of sharing in som eone elseɋs trium ph or sorrow . I read about the
discoveries of M arie C urie and Louis Pasteur. I understood w hat it w ould m ean
to lose a beloved dog from  W here the Red Fern G row s. I learned that penguins
incubate their eggs w ith their feet and that m oose are accom plished sw im m ers. I
found out that the A rctic terns nesting on a lake in our neighborhood had flow n
from  the other side of the planet. I realized I could study alm ost anything I
w anted w ithout ever lifting a foot. Eagerly flipping dog-eared pages and peering
through thick glasses, I parked m yself in a sunny corner of our living room  until
m y parents forced m e to go outdoors.

ɎY ou need som e fresh air,ɏ theyɋd say. ɎItɋs not good for your eyes to read so
m uch.ɏ I protested these interruptions into the narratives that shaped m y view  of
the w orld and allow ed m e to travel thousands of m iles from  the com fort of the
couch. I w ould bargain for m y reading tim eɇ a chapter book for a hike, Jam es
H erriot for putting on m y snow  gear.

For m any years, the w ilderness didnɋt speak to m e in the sam e w ay that books
did. I w as a chubby, uncoordinated kid w ith knobby knees and sensitive skin that
w as easily irritated by heat or cold. W hen w e w ent cam ping or hiking, I
com plained about m osquitoes and steep hills, being w et and uncom fortable. I
donɋt think I m inded the conditions so m uch as the fact that it w asnɋt m y idea.
Still, I had no choice but to join m y fam ily on adventures in A laskaɋs
backcountry. The photos from  m y childhood show  ski lessons and shiny salm on,
rustic cabins and m oose napping in the front yard. Fram ed at m y dadɋs office
w as a picture of m y four-year-old brother, perched on the foam  seat of an
outhouse w ith the therm om eter near his head reading thirty degrees below  zero.
This w as just w hat w e did, no questions asked.

For m y parents, w ho w erenɋt particularly religious, the outdoors offered a
version of church that provided clarity w ithout dem anding a particular form  of
allegiance. It w ould be years before I found the sam e satisfaction that com es
w ith being part of som ething larger than m yself. I didnɋt yet see the connections
betw een w ild places and w ild ideas or understand that m y love of anim als
actually ran m uch deeper, far beyond their cute and fuzzy nature, and w ould
eventually lead m e to becom e a biologist. O nly later w ould I realize that books
w ere m y gatew ay to learning, but that som eday I w ould need to discover things
on m y ow n.



B y the tim e I started planning for college, I had plenty of passion but no idea
w hat I w anted to study. Though I excelled at the calculations and report w riting
required in m y high school m ath and science classes, I dreaded com ing up w ith
hypotheses and designing experim ents. There w ere no instructions, no recipes to
follow , and I w as alw ays afraid I w ould m ake a m istake. I w as careful to choose
lab partners w ho had creative ideas; they chose m e because I knew  how  to get
the answ ers right on the tests.

A lm ost as soon as I arrived at the U niversity of A rizona, w hich I selected as
m uch for the older boyfriend w ho w ent there as for the academ ic scholarship it
offered, I realized the university w as w rong for m e. The school w as huge and
freshm an classes hosted a hundred students or m ore. The universityɋs social
scene w as built around sororities and fraternities, w hich I had no interest in
joining. The pre-m ed classes I attended w ere com petitive rather than collegial,
and I no longer felt like the sm art kid, or even sm art at all. A s I m uddled through
introductory chem istry and biology classes, shaken by the first B  plus Iɋd ever
received, I signed up for a conservation biology class, hoping to find som ething
other than the overcrow ded, im personal courses Iɋd com e to hate.

The first day of class, I m et D r. B ill C alder, a professor in his sixties w ho had
m ore energy than our entire roster of tw enty-five college students. H e announced
that the voluntary Ɏlabɏ com ponent of the course w ould actually be a series of
field trips. B y the second w eek of the sem ester I cam e to understand w hat this
w ould m ean. A t daw n on a Saturday m orning, a sm all group of us piled into a
ten-passenger van and headed east to the m ountains in search of an elegant
trogonɇ a glam orous, long-tailed bird that rarely strays north of Latin A m erica.
O ur professor, w ho quickly inform ed us that w e should drop the form alities and
call him  ɎB ill,ɏ led the w ay through poison oak and tangles of juniper bushes,
binoculars sw inging. Though w e never spotted a trogon, and m any of us show ed
up on M onday w ith itchy, w eeping rashes, I w as enthralled. W e had seen the
tracks of a m ountain lion, learned the calls of birds Iɋd never know n existed, and
found the skeleton of a haw k.

O n other trips that sem ester, w e drove south and crossed the border into
M exico, follow ing dusty, rutted roads to reach a riparian corridor threatened by
illegal cattle grazing. O n som e outings, w e w ould get to our destination, clim b
out of the van, and sim ply look around for a w hile before heading back. O ther
tim es, w e knocked over fence posts, pulled invasive w eeds, and dug trenches to
return w ater to the earth w here it had been diverted by a culvert. From  these trips
I learned to look and listen, to get dirty and ask questions.



W hile w e w ere digging, covered in m ud, B ill w ould w ave his arm s and holler
for us to stop m id-shovel, then heɋd point to the sky. ɎLook, itɋs a short-eared
ow l. W hat do you think sheɋs doing around here right now ? N o one know s
w here they spend their w inters. M aybe one of you could find out for us.ɏ

B ill rose early, hiked fast, read voraciously, and expected the sam e of us.
H eɋd roust us from  our tents just as the sun had begun to color the acacia bushes
red, and prod us to hurry, get up, thereɋs so m uch to see out here. A nd, sure
enough, I w ould craw l out of m y sleeping bag to hear the calls of a G ila
w oodpecker or notice the w ay the desert grass furled in response to the first hot
rays of sunshine. H e w oke us one night at m idnight to check on the cereus cactus
w eɋd identified near our cam psite; this drab, scrappy desert plant bloom s only a
single night each year, exploding in synchrony across the desert w ith fragrant
w hite bloom s. U pon hiking dow n the hillside, w e found the plants still in their
w ithered, unrem arkable form . W e w ere w eeks too early to w itness the cacti
bloom , as Iɋm  sure he knew , but he w anted to instill the lesson that w eɋd never
see anything am azing if w e didnɋt look for it. A s w e returned groggily to our
tents, he said cheerfully, ɎW ell, look at Pleiades. H ave you ever seen those
sisters shining so brightly?ɏ

Form ally, B ill studied hum m ingbirds, but in practice he studied anything and
everything about the natural w orld. H e taught us not only about the ecosystem  of
the Sonoran D esert but about curiosity and w onder. H e show ed m e that, even
after fifty years of research, there w ere alw ays m ore questions to ask. There w as
alw ays m ore w ork to be done. H e also m ade no secret of his future plans for us.
ɎItɋs up to you all, you know . These places w onɋt be here if no one loves them .
The old farts like m e are going to die, and then youɋd better be ready to step in.ɏ
I cam e often to his office hours, not because I needed help w ith tests or
assignm ents, but because I loved to hear his tales and im agine m yself as
passionate about biology as he w as. H alfw ay through the sem ester, he suggested
that I search for sum m er jobs studying birds in A laska. ɎThe m ost exciting
projects are literally in your backyard,ɏ he told m e.

  

D espite B illɋs encouragem ent, m y career as a field biologist had anything but an
illustrious start. Though I had applied for m ore than a dozen sum m er jobs, I
returned to A nchorage the next M ay w ith only one prospect. A  local
ornithologist w ho, in an odd tw ist of coincidence, w ould later becom e m y boss
and m entor, allow ed a sm all num ber of volunteers to help at her bird-banding



station. A  fam ily friend told m e, ɎSheɋs a great teacher and she m ight take you
on as a volunteer this sum m er if you show  her that youɋre a hard w orker and a
fast learner.ɏ

A ll I had to do w as be at her field site by sunrise. In south-central A laska in
June, this m eant 3:45 a.m . Ignoring m y alarm , I overslept and show ed up six
hours late. The banding had all but finished, the coffee therm os w as em pty, and
the crew  of five volunteers looked at m e like the pathetic, late-rising teenager I
w as. Even w orse than m issing the action, I lied about it. ɎI m ust have gotten the
directions w rong,ɏ I said lam ely. ɎI thought it w as on the other side of the
m arsh.ɏ

The field leader only glanced at m e, gave a half sm ile, w hich I w ould com e to
know  m uch later as her Iɋm  not im pressed, but Iɋm  not going to say w hat I think
right now  expression, and said, ɎW ell, m aybe you can join us another tim e.ɏ I
donɋt think she rem em bers m e from  that day, and I have never seen a reason to
rem ind her.

D esperate for a job, I started w orking at the local grocery store as a cashier,
resigning m yself to a sum m er of studying PLU  codes rather than species nam es.
D ays later I got lucky. Som eone had backed out at the last m inute from  a field
crew , and they needed a substitute volunteer. I had zero qualifications except the
fact that I w as already physically in A laska. The crew  leader w ho called to
interview  m e asked, ɎC an you sleep in a tent and count to one hundred? If so,
youɋre hired.ɏ

A s part of the required field training, I got a crash course in being a Ɏrealɏ
A laskan. B ig-bellied m en w ith decades of hunting and fishing under their belts
taught m e to operate an outboard engine, drive boat trailers in reverse, stare
dow n bears, shoot guns, and adm inister first aid in rem ote settings. V ery little of
this training had anything to do w ith birds, and all of it intim idated m e. Standing
next to the m ostly m ale roster of other attendees, I, a petite nineteen-year-old
terrified of em barrassing m yself, w ondered if I had any business being part of
this seem ingly m acho operation.

O nly w hen I traveled to our field site, tucked inside a narrow  glacier-rim m ed
fjord in the heart of A laskaɋs Prince W illiam  Sound, did I start to appreciate
w hat a gift this season of fieldw ork w ould be. From  the deck of a tw enty-six-
foot boat, I caught m y first glim pse of our study species. B lack-legged
kittiw akes are sm all, delicate seabirds w ith clean black w ingtips. They breed on
rocky islands and spend their w inters on the open ocean. Though Iɋd
undoubtedly seen them  in A laskaɋs w aters plenty of tim es before, Iɋd never



bothered to look closely enough to actually identify one. A s our boat nudged into
the inner bay through a narrow  channel, stream s of kittiw akes began to pass
overhead, traveling neatly in tw o directions like cars on a divided highw ay.
Their distinctive eeh-ooh calls echoed off the steep rock w alls of the channel as
they flew  w ith apparent purpose. Inside the bay, just a short distance from  w here
I w ould pitch m y tent for the sum m er, a large piece of rock exposed by the
receding glacier hosted the largest congregation of birds I had ever seen.

Suddenly, the entire colony flushed, several thousand kittiw akes taking flight
at once. They flew  so close to one another that, for a m om ent, I couldnɋt see the
sky above m e. A s they cam e directly overhead, I ducked. W hen I looked up
again, the palette of colorsɇ w hite w ings against blue sky, gray rock against
green w aterɇ left m e gasping for breath. I had never seen m otion so
synchronized or a setting quite so stunning.

ɎPeregrine,ɏ R ob, one of the longtim e researchers, said. W ithout even seeing
the falcon, he knew  from  the behavior of the birds exactly w hat had happened.
Peregrine falcons are fast and acrobatic flyers. They catch sm aller birds on the
w ing, snatching them  from  the air in an instant. To evade a falcon, kittiw akes
instinctively band together, m oving in unison like a sheet flapping in the w ind.
The m ore tightly knit each stitch of the sheet, the m ore difficult it is for a falcon
to pick out an individual bird. A s R ob spoke, I felt som ething change inside of
m e. I w anted m ore than anything to understand this place, these birds, the w ay
he did.

In the follow ing w eeks, I learned that w orking on a seabird colony dem ands
not only full rain gearɇ seabird shit is no laughing m atterɇ but a tolerance for
high decibel levels. Itɋs a noisy and chaotic scene. Im agine endless row s of
m iniature apartm ents, the bustle of fifteen thousand lives cram m ed into half a
city block, each bird w orking in the frenzy that com es w ith the short and
precious sum m er. Every m inute of every day, kittiw akes w ere frantically
building nests, laying eggs, feeding chicks, defending territories, greeting m ates,
arriving, departing, sleeping, and, m ost of all, vocalizing. Soon, I forgot the
artificial silence that com es w ith being indoors. I slept and w oke to a cacophony
of voices and the sloshing of the tide, accented by the occasional crack of
calving ice.

A s soon as the first eggs began to hatch, I w as assigned the job of tracking the
grow th of the kittiw ake chicks. A t the tim e, it seem ed like a com plim ent to be
given prim ary responsibility for m onitoring the chicks, though I realize now  that
it w as nearly im possible to screw  up and thus suitable for som eone w ith m y lack



of qualifications. Tw ice a w eek, I boated the short distance to the colony and
visited several dozen nests, w eighing and m easuring each chick as it transitioned
from  fuzz ball to fledgling. Throughout the season, I studied the intricacies of
the kittiw akesɋ densely occupied neighborhoods and their predictable habits,
som e pairs sw apping parenting duties several tim es a day, som e leaving their
nests unattended for hours. I learned that certain birds traveled fifty m iles only to
feed on the w aste products from  canneries, the offal that equates to junk food for
seabirds, w hile others found fish in nearby bays. For the first tim e, I saw  the
natural w orld not through textbooks but through m y ow n eyes. I began to
understand how  ecological questions Iɋd learned about in school w ere em bedded
in the m uddy, m essy realities of fieldw ork, and I loved it.

For each of the follow ing sum m ers, I returned to A laska to study eagles, sea
ducks, shorebirds, and songbirds; during the academ ic year I helped w ith local
research projects in A rizona. A fter I graduated, m y field seasons stretched longer
and longer, and sleeping in a tent, cooking over a cam p stove, and w orking
outside in the rain and snow  becam e second nature. The question w as no longer
w hat I w anted to do w ith m y life, but w hat rem ote site I m ight visit next or
w hich rem arkable species I w ould study.



N ew  Y ork
M eets A laska

Pat had a connection to the north that ran alm ost as deep as m ine. The day I
m et him , he w as just a few  w eeks out of the college dorm s, a long-haired
room m ate to m y kid sister. It w as early O ctober 2001 and I w as visiting m y
sister in B ellingham , W ashington. I w alked through the back door of her drafty,
high-ceilinged rental house to find a tw enty-one-year-old version of Pat at the
kitchen table, textbook open, his head buried in a pile of papers. I hobbled in,
legs covered in m ud, w earing a stained fleece pullover and a w inter hat. Several
hours earlier I had crossed the finish line of m y first m arathon, and m y body w as
beginning to rebel. Legs in spasm s, I barely glanced up as I said a hurried hello
to Pat and headed for the show er.

That night, from  the corner of the couch I had taken over for the w eekend, I
w atched Pat flip through slides of a clim bing trip heɋd just finished in the N orth
C ascade M ountains. From  beneath his scratched w hite helm et, he grinned at the
cam era, leaving no doubt that the top of a m ountain w as exactly w here he
w anted to be. W hen I asked Pat about the peaks heɋd clim bed, he w as anim ated
and chatty. B ut on m ost other topics, he had little to say to m e.

The next day, m y sister m entioned a cabin Pat had built in the A laskan w oods
after he finished high school, w hen he w as just nineteen years old. W hat, I
w ondered, w ould m otivate a teenager from  N ew  Y ork to find a rem ote piece of
property thousands of m iles from  hom e, build a cabin, and spend a solitary
w inter there? W hen I probed Pat for details, he shrugged and said it w as
som ething he had alw ays w anted to do. H e told m e how  heɋd arrived in
Fairbanks days after graduating high school w ith a collection of borrow ed
goods: an uncleɋs chain saw , rifle, and boots, and a friendɋs husky. Just about
everyone he m et had tried to talk him  out of the idea. But you did it anyw ay, I
rem em ber thinking.



Later in the evening, w e w alked in the rain to a dow ntow n brew pub. A t first, I
flirted w ith Pat as an experim ent, w ondering if he reserved his passions only for
m ountains and w oods. I w anted to test the rules of his unfam iliar social
conventions. B ut after a couple of strong Scottish ales, our conversation began to
hum  w ith the first tw inges of desire. O n the dance floor w e bobbed to the tunes
of a local bluegrass band, grinning at each other in the hot, packed room .
D ancing w ith Pat w as a com pletely new  experience. N ot in his m oves, w hich he
m ostly reserved for his upper body, but in the w ay he looked at m e, his face
open but unreadable.

O nly later did I understand I had w itnessed a rare event.
ɎPat never dances,ɏ m y sister said.
I left for A nchorage the next m orning, full of questions about m y little sisterɋs

room m ate.
Though barely tw enty-three m yself, I felt m uch older. I had already finished

college and started m y career as a field biologist. I w as trying to shake off the
m ost recent in a series of boyfriends, all of w hom  w anted m ore from  a
relationship than I did. The last thing on m y m ind w as finding a life partner.

B ut w hen I returned hom e, I could think of little else besides Pat. W hat had
our brief tim e together m eant? W ho w as this w onderfully strange person? W hen
I saw  a ninety-nine-dollar sale on plane tickets betw een A nchorage and Seattle
several days later, I couldnɋt resist the tem ptation to find out if the sparks Iɋd felt
w ere som ething w orth chasing. A  w eek and a half after Pat and I had first m et, I
hopped on a flight to W ashington, a trip poorly disguised as a sisterly visit.

W hen I called Pat to tell him  I w as com ing, he said only, ɎO h. W ow .ɏ
Sheepish about w hat suddenly seem ed like an aggressive pursuit of a person I

hardly knew , I began to squirm  as soon as I stepped on the plane. B ut w hen I
show ed up, I realized that there w ould be no aw kw ard, rehearsed script of
flattery and flirtation. Pat didnɋt try to court m e w ith the usual dinner dates or
gushing com plim ents. Instead, w e spent m uch of the w eekend lying on our backs
by the ocean or running along dirt trails that w ound through forests of cedar and
D ouglas fir.

O ne afternoon, he rem inded m e that w e had actually m et before, w hen I cam e
to see m y sister in her dorm  room  half a year earlier. I rem em bered another dark-
haired Patrick w ho caught m y eye at the tim e, but not Pat. N ot the shy freshm an
w ho w ould som eday becom e m y husband. N ot the person w ho gently grabbed
m y arm  w hile w e w ere running on the trails around cam pus and pointed at a rock
that he had hoisted into a notch in a cedar tree as an installation art project. The



sam e one w ho, a decade later, w ould stop m e again at the exact sam e spot, this
tim e show ing m e how  the striated bark had grow n around the graniteɋs gray
contours just as he had envisioned.

B efore I left B ellingham  the second tim e, Pat show ed m e a photo of his cabin.
The perfect log structure m ight have been m istaken for the hom estead of a settler
from  another era, each joint carefully notched and chinked w ith m oss. There w as
a hand-hew n door, an elegant w ooden latch, and a roof of sod. B ehind its
construction lay m ore care and passion than seem ed possible from  a teenager.

  

A s Pat and I began to explore the possibility of som ething other than a w eekend
fling, w e spent m ore hours on the phone than I had since m iddle school. A t first,
I found m yself filling uneasy silences w ith chatter, rescuing Pat from  w hat I
thought w as a lack of anything to say. It took m onths before I realized that I w as
constantly cutting him  off. H e w as slow  and thoughtful in his responses, and m y
im patience m eant I w as m issing m uch of w hat he m ight have told m e.

The m ore I learned about Pat, the m ore obvious it becam e that w e w ere, by
m any accounts, opposites. I w as m ost com fortable in academ ia. Pat felt at hom e
in the w oods. I w as a bookw orm . Pat could barely spell the m ost com m on
English w ords. The first e-m ail I received from  him  m ight have been w ritten in a
different language. It took m e fifteen m inutes to decipher the tw o-paragraph
m essage, guessing at the phonetics that, in his dyslexia, he had tried
unsuccessfully to piece together. W hen I told Pat I secretly enjoyed taking
standardized tests, he adm itted, ɎW hen I get those things, I just hope that Iɋm
having a lucky day.ɏ

In other arenas, he had a confidence I found com pletely foreign. I dream ed of
clim bing m ountains som eday. Pat sim ply clim bed them . W hen I asked him  how
he had learned to scale frozen w aterfalls or build anchors on steep rock faces, he
looked puzzled, as though the answ er hardly needed explaining. ɎI borrow ed
som e gear and tried it.ɏ W hen he talked about the year he spent building and
living in his cabin, I listened quietly. I had little to add. I had never cut dow n a
tree, m uch less thought about how  I w ould assem ble a cabin. Pat didnɋt boast
about w hat he had done, but his excitem ent filtered through in his stories of
m ushing a dog team , being follow ed by w olves, and dodging w ildfires.

I quickly realized that Pat w asnɋt an ordinary N ew  Y orker. O r ordinary by
any m easure. A s a boy grow ing up in the A dirondack M ountains, he w as the
youngest person to clim b all forty-six peaks during a single w inter. In A laska



this m ight be equivalent to sum m iting the foothills of the Ɏrealɏ m ountains. Still,
for a sixteen-year-old kid, it took dedication, endurance, and a lot of backcountry
sensibility. A fter exploring his local w oods, Pat decided that he w ould head
north w hen he finished high school. H e explained that for as long as he could
rem em ber, he had planned to build a cabin in A laska. H eɋd barely been w est of
C olorado, and m ost of his know ledge about A laska stem m ed from  books and
m ovies, but it seem ed like his kind of place. H is m other w ould later tell m eɇ
delighting in the fact he had finally found his w ay back to A laska, and w ith a
girl, no lessɇ that even as a young child, he craved the outdoors.

ɎY ou borned m e in the w rong place and the w rong tim e,ɏ a five-year-old Pat
cried to her w hen he read stories of hom esteaders and adventurers from  w ithin
the confines of his ow n suburban house, w hich he shared w ith four sisters and a
brother. They lived in a sm all tow n but one recognized m ore for its w ell-heeled
horse-racing roots than its bucolic nature. H is father introduced him  to carpentry
at their fam ilyɋs cabin, in a part of the country that had long ago lost its pioneers
and large predators. Though his siblings w ere athletic, his fam ily only
occasionally hiked and cam ped together. Still, Pat w as sure of w hat he w anted
for him self. H e w ould find his w ay north som eday, to the last great w ilderness.

D uring his final tw o years of high school, Pat daydream ed about spruce trees,
sketched cabin plans, collected necessary supplies, and squirreled aw ay m oney
from  his law n-m ow ing business. H e planned to spend a year in A laska and then
figure out later w hat to do w ith the rest of his life. A verse to filling out
paperw ork and a bit behind the curve on the grow ing Internet boom , he didnɋt
w aste his tim e w ith the details of w here he w ould build a cabin or w hether such
a thing m ight be allow ed. This seem ed only a m inor stum bling block to be dealt
w ith later. W hen he got to A laska, he didnɋt purchase land or stake a claim . H e
sim ply found a place w ith a good stand of trees, received assurance from  a local
fam ily that no one w as likely to bother him  there, and started building.
O w nership w asnɋt the point. A dventure w as.

H e w as unlike anyone I had ever m et. I w as by turns sm itten and utterly
confused.

B y the second m onth of our long-distance relationshipɇ Pat sharing a house
w ith m y sister and other college room m ates in B ellingham , m e w orking in
A nchorageɇ I decided I had to see Patɋs cabin for m yself. I felt like I w ouldnɋt
really know  him  until I did. So, on one of our first Ɏdates,ɏ w ith plane tickets
still absurdly cheap, he flew  up to A nchorage for a w eek-long Thanksgiving
break and w e m ade arrangem ents to visit his cabin.



B efore driving north, I w anted Pat to m eet m y friends. B ut w ith each
introduction, in local coffee shops and on the ski trails, I felt m ore aw kw ard. The
conversations all follow ed a sim ilar trajectory:

ɎH ey, nice to m eet you.ɏ
ɎY eah,ɏ Pat w ould reply.
ɎA re you around for a w hile?ɏ
ɎN o, just a few  days.ɏ
ɎSo, youɋre visiting from  B ellingham ?ɏ
ɎY ep.ɏ
I squirm ed w hile they m ade a few  m ore attem pts at starting a conversation,

usually follow ed by silence on Patɋs end. A nd m ore silence.
ɎW hy didnɋt you talk?ɏ I asked Pat later.
ɎI donɋt know , I didnɋt have anything to say, I guess.ɏ
I knew  he had am azing stories to tellɇ Iɋd heard them . H e w as w itty and

funny w hen w e w ere alone. B ut w ith strangers, he w ent m um . Pat told m e m uch
later that he had been intim idated by m y seem ingly adult lifestyle. I had a car, a
job, and an apartm ent. N ever m ind the fact that the carɋs interior had been
thoroughly m utilated by the previous ow nerɋs dog or that it required rolling
dow n the driverɋs-side w indow  to open the handle from  the outside. O r that m y
job as a biology field technician, chasing birds all over the state for very little
pay, w as seasonal and tem porary. A nd the apartm ent? O w ned by m y parents,
w ho lived in the m ain house dow nstairs. I couldnɋt believe that som eone w ho
had built a cabin by hand and spent an entire w inter alone w ould be im pressed
by these sm all signs of independence. B ut for Pat, w ho had m oved out of a
college dorm  room  only six m onths earlier, I seem ed m uch older than the extra
year and a half I had on him . H is disinterest in sm all talk and norm al social
convention w as m ore puzzling than irritating, though I realized then that there
w ould be no tidy categories into w hich this enigm atic version of a boyfriend
w ould fit.

  

N orm ally, to reach his cabin, Pat w ould leave from  a sleepy com m unity forty
m iles outside of Fairbanks and follow  the Salcha R iver along its sixty m iles of
m eanders to a tiny island dotted w ith spruce trees. W hen he returned to tow n for
supplies, he w ould stop at the sm all roadside cafç, buy a plate of eggs and bacon,
and call his parents from  an unheated outdoor phone booth. H e slunk in and out,
dodging questions from  the w om an w ho poured his coffee, the curious eyes of



the store clerk. ɎJust staying up the river a w ays,ɏ heɋd say. ɎA n old m inerɋs
cabin.ɏ N o one w ould see him  for w eeks or m onths at a tim e. Then, out of the
w oods, heɋd appear again. H e never said m uch. N o one knew  his nam e. So they
called him  sim ply the Salcha K id.

To travel to his cabin this tim e, w e borrow ed an old snow m obile, the tw o of
us piled on the sm oky, belching contraption. B ehind us, w e tow ed our gear and
food in a yellow  fiberglass sled that m y parents had hauled up the flanks of
N orth A m ericaɋs highest m ountain tw enty-five years earlier. W hen the descent
becam e too steep to continue, w e found a sm all flat bench and left the m achine
there, stashing the keys in the top pouch of m y backpack. Pat harnessed the sled
to his w aist, tugging hard over the uneven ground. I sm iled w hen I pictured m y
m om  and dad, not m uch older than w e w ere then, w ith their m atching sleds.

W e trudged dow nhill on foot into a patch of black spruce that looked
indistinguishable from  every other stand of trees in the area. It w as only three in
the afternoon, but dusk sw ept sw iftly through the forest. Snow  filled m y boots
w ith each step. I sw ung m y arm s in w ide arcs to w arm  m y fingers and tried to
push aw ay the doubt that began to surface. H ave I been naive to put so m uch
trust in som eone I hardly know ? A nother three hours passed before w e em erged
from  the black forest to the startling expanse of frozen river below . Pat stood at
the bank for a long tim e, staring at the other side and sw iveling his head back
and forthɇ upriver, dow nriver, upriver, dow nriver. The snow  sparkled under a
slender yellow  m oon. Pat turned to squeeze m e and plant a kiss on m y frosty
cheek.

ɎThis w ay.ɏ H e pointed dow nriver.
O nly later did Pat adm it that his am azing navigation w as, in part, am azing

luck. The route w e had taken w as different from  the one he knew  so w ell, but w e
em erged at a distinct bend in the river just a quarter m ile from  the cabin. I w ould
soon learn that this good fortune seem ed to follow  him  w herever he w ent. H e
touted an optim ism  that w as hard to resist. Sure w e could clim b that rock face.
W hatɋs stopping us? It doesnɋt m atter that w e donɋt have a m ap. W eɋll find it.
A nd, incredibly, w e could and did. M ost of the tim e, anyw ay.

  

The perfect little log structure w as nestled into a tall stand of spruce. It didnɋt
seem  possible that a kid from  N ew  Y ork w ould be able to show  up w ith only a
few  hand-m e-dow n tools and no know ledge of the area and build som ething like
this. It w asnɋt just a hom e; it w as a piece of art. A  local m an w ho had pointed



him  tow ard the rem ote squatterɋs property w here his cabin now  stands later told
him , ɎW ell, if I knew  you w ere going to build a cabin like that I w ouldɋve had
you do it on m y land.ɏ

W hen w e stepped through the door, the life Pat had crafted and abruptly left
only sixteen m onths earlier sat w aiting for him . A  hand-carved chair, a double
bunk, a sm all table, and a bookshelf. A  stack of kindling lay adjacent to the
w oodstove.

ɎH ere it is,ɏ Pat announced shyly. W e dropped our packs by the door, the
light from  our headlam ps dancing across the rough-saw n floor, along the sm ooth
log w alls, past the pots arranged neatly beneath the countertop. O ther than a few
m ice and squirrels, no one had been inside since Pat closed the door and boarded
up the w indow s. W e lit a fire and soon the frost m elted from  the log w alls of a
space that m easured no larger than that of a childɋs bedroom . W e devoured tw o
boxes of m acaroni and cheese as Pat described his year alone.

The cabin, and alm ost everything in it, cam e from  local m aterials. The fram es
of the bunk beds in the corner w ere m ade from  spruce saplings. A  w eb of rope
strung betw een hand-drilled holes in the fram e form ed the tw o m attresses, each
narrow er than a norm al childɋs tw in.

ɎD o you w ant the upper or the low er?ɏ I joked. Pat looked at m e for a
m om ent before seeing m y sm ile. I pulled out our sleeping bags and zipped them
together, tossing them  onto the upper bunk. W e stripped dow n and clim bed in.
That night, I fell into a secret w orld shaped by the sam e tw o hands that now
traced the contours of m y body. The w orld had been distilled to the river, the ice,
the trees, this perfect little cabin, and us. A s I lay naked next to Pat, our bodies
pressed tightly together in the tiny bed, I w hispered to him , ɎI love this place.ɏ

D espite sharing w hat felt like the m ost intim ate of spaces in the m ost intim ate
of w ays, Pat still largely rem ained a m ystery. I had never spent a w eek alone,
m uch less an entire w inter, and his m otivations baffled m e. W as he a herm it at
heart? I w ondered w hat really lay behind his piercing blue eyes.

In the m orning, a gray jay appeared outside the cabin. W inter in the A laskan
interior is a quiet season, w ith frigid tem peratures and little to eat, m aking any
visitorsɇ hum an or anim alɇ notable. K now n colloquially as Ɏcam p robbersɏ for
their tendency to capitalize on food left unattended, gray jays belong to the
fam ily of corvids. C orvids are am ong the sm artest of birds, recognized for
rem arkable feats of m em ory and problem -solving that rival those of dogs and
even som e prim ates. Jays can recall the precise location of cached food m onths
later; closely related A m erican crow s can recognize individual hum ans by face.



In the case of a w ell-studied crow  population in Seattle, researchers have taken
to w earing m asks to avoid being recognized by the clever birds. Itɋs no w onder
that gray jays need their w its to survive the cold tem peratures of the places they
call hom e. O n a per-pound basis, a gray jay has a caloric dem and eighteen tim es
higher than m y ow n. U sing sticky saliva to hide food under bark, in clum ps of
lichen, and in crevices, the birds handily retrieve their caches throughout the
w inter and spring.

A s w e cooked pancakes on the w oodstove, the jay w aited patiently on a
branch by the door as though it knew  it w as only a m atter of tim e until w e
em erged w ith its breakfast. Pat w alked to the outhouse and the bird follow ed,
squaw king at him . W hen I w ent outside, it ignored m e entirely. Even after I
tossed a burned pancake its w ay, the jay continued to stay close to Pat,
apparently unw illing to sw ap loyalties so easily. It seem ed that it knew  a friend
w hen it saw  one.

Pat told m e that a pair of gray jays had visited regularly during his w inter at
the cabin. Perhaps this w as one of those birds, or their offspring. Even if driven
largely by the m em ory of free food, the nod of a jay seem ed like a high
com plim ent indeed, and I took the birdɋs recom m endation to heart.

O ver the next tw o days, I saw  how  Pat had com e to regard this little patch of
forest like hom e. H e loved its raw ness as m uch as he loved its subtle beauty. H e
loved the land not because he had conquered it, but because it w as a place that
refused to be tam ed. I had found som eone w ho appreciated A laska as m uch as I
did, though as an artist rather than a biologist. H e also happened to be the m ost
com petent w oodsm an I had ever m et.

In the city, Pat seem ed shy and aw kw ard, but outdoors he w as m ature beyond
his years. I could see already that he w ould challenge m e in w ays I hadnɋt
experienced before. H is vision carried him  m uch farther than rem ote field cam ps
and w allow ing through m ud in hip w aders w ith a crew  of other aspiring
biologists. H e w anted to find places w here he w ould be the only hum an for
m iles. I w as also draw n to w ilderness, but m uch less boldly. W here I dipped a
toe, Pat plunged. H e w as w illing to risk everything for a dream . W ould I do the
sam e?

It w asnɋt long before I had m y first opportunity to find out.



W hat C am e B efore

I w as chasing sea ducks on U nim ak Island in the eastern A leutians w hen the
idea for the first grand adventure w ith Pat began to take shape. These far-flung
volcanic islands extend so far w est they eventually cross the International D ate
Line; on the m ap they look like a m isshapen green necklace against a blue dress,
a string of jade splitting the B ering Sea from  the Pacific O cean. Sum m er offers a
haven for nesting birds of every variety, including som e that breed now here else
in the w orld. W inter brings sea ducks and w eather of the sort that has m ade the
B ering Sea crab fishery both deadly and fam ous, w ith ice-encrusted boat decks
and dram atic rescues that are now  the subjects of a popular reality TV  show .

It w as early February and tiny icicles dripped from  the vertically hung m ist
net that w e used to catch ducks in flight. There w ere four of us w orking that day,
each clad in neoprene chest w aders, float coatsɇ insulated jackets that served the
dual purpose of keeping us w arm  and buoyantɇ and as m any clothes as w e
could fit beneath our outer layers. The clouds shed a m ix of sleet and snow  and
the w ind blew  hard, w ith no trace of the tropical w arm th of the South Pacific,
w here the w eather system  had originated. Tw o m em bers of the crew  drove a
sm all inflatable boat, attem pting to herd birds tow ard the net, w hich w as
suspended above the w aterɋs surface w ith floats and alum inum  poles. I w aited on
shore, shivering, poised to w ade into the w ater w hen needed. H alf a dozen
harlequin ducks sw am  just out of reach of the boat, diving underw ater to feed on
m ussels before popping up again far from  our net. They glanced at m e
occasionally, m ore curious than afraid.

A lm ost every research project on w hich Iɋve w orked has required catching
birds, a task that often leaves m e w ondering w hether itɋs w e or they w ho are
truly capable of Ɏhigher thinking.ɏ There are as m any different capture tactics as
there are bird species. Som e birds respond to bait, attracted by the prom ise of
free food. C row s and gulls are crazy for C heetos and hot dog buns. C hickadees
favor peanut butter. M allards com e to corn. A  few  species are so dedicated to



sitting on their nests that they can be caught w ith a long-handled dip net and a
casual am ble, as long as you avoid eye contact. O thers are draw n to decoys and
w ill com e to check out the latest intruder in the neighborhood. W arblers w ill
m ob a fake falcon. A  haw k w ill land on a captive pigeon. D ucks like com pany.
W eɋre counting on these social habits today, although so far our efforts have
been fruitless.

O ften, just w hen Iɋm  sure w eɋve found the perfect strategy, the birds do
som ething entirely unexpected, and leave their w ould-be hum an captors
hum bled and sham ed. O n one occasion, I crouched in the bushes for an hour, m y
neck cram ped and aching, and w atched a crow  w alk circles around m y trap only
to realize later that several of its friends had found their w ay into the bag of bait
and happily carted aw ay the spoils to share w ith the rest of the flock. The teasing
bird caw ed jauntily at m e as it flew  aw ay to join its coconspirators. Iɋve seen
birds fly over, under, and through holes in m y net. Iɋve fallen in the ocean, in a
river, in the m ud, in a pile of trash, and on the ice in pursuit of birds that got
aw ay. B eing outsm arted by a bird had becom e a routine part of m y job.

Today w as proving to be no exception, as m y num b toes could attest.
M y eyes w ere on the ducks, but m y m ind w as on the conversation Iɋd had

w ith Pat that m orning. Iɋd called him  from  a grocery-store pay phone before
w eɋd started w ork, stealing a few  quiet m inutes aw ay from  the rest of the crew .
W e exchanged storiesɇ Pat about the peak heɋd clim bed the previous w eekend
and the tests he dreaded taking; m e about the ice-covered rocks and w ily ducks.
Then, as it often did, our conversation drifted to future plans.

A fter our tim e at his cabin, Pat and I had begun to schem e about a sum m er
trip together. W eɋd been separated for m ost of the w inter; w hile Pat attended
college in B ellingham , I continued to w ork at field sites or in the A nchorage
office, and our conversations w ere patched together by e-m ail and phone. H is
w ritten m essages continued to be so short and punctuated by m isspellings that I
usually gathered the gist of his subject but little m ore. That m orning, Pat could
barely contain his enthusiasm  as he told m e about his latest idea. H e w anted to
m ake a canoe from  the m aterials of a rem ote northern forest and paddle dow n a
river.

ɎW e donɋt have to carry a boat. W eɋll just take the tools w e need to build one.
Everything else w ill com e from  the site. Itɋs so sim ple, itɋs perfect!ɏ

I had little interest in the building part, but I loved the prospect of carving out
our ow n little piece of w ilderness for the sum m er. The idea of having tim e
sim ply to observe birds w ithout the stress of trying to catch them  w as appealing,



as w as that of spending tw o m onths alone w ith Pat. A fter taking orders from
crew  leaders all w inter, the thought of m aking decisions on m y ow n term s didnɋt
sound half bad, either. A s a biology technician, I had the privilege of doing the
jobs that no one else w anted. B etw een m om ents of excitem ent w hen I m anaged
to catch a duck and felt its heartbeat against m y palm s there w ere dozens of days
spent w aiting in the cold, w eeks of errands and preparation as I organized field
equipm ent and purchased food.

Sitting on the beach in m y rain gear, I thought about w hat such a trip w ith Pat
w ould m ean. Leaving in the m iddle of June w ould require m e to give up a
season of fieldw ork. Iɋd spent the past four sum m ers searching for nests, tallying
the days until the eggs hatched, and w atching the young grow  and fledge. A ll of
this happened under the surreal cloak of the m idnight sun, and often in the
com pany of a tight-knit group of co-w orkers. It w as m y favorite tim e of year.
Still, I knew  that the w ork w ould be w aiting for m e next year, but Pat m ight not.
A s I w atched our em pty net blow  in the w ind and counted the m inutes until I
could change into dry socks, I decided to take a chance.

  

W e eventually com m itted to Patɋs canoe-building idea, m ore or less in its
original form . W e selected the W ind R iver in northern C anada for its rem oteness
and the fact that w e could paddle north for several hundred m iles and still reach
a gravel road at the end of our journey. To pull off this crazy endeavor, w e
needed three things: birch trees, tools, and the food to sustain ourselves for tw o
m onths. Pat collected the necessary tools. I found vegetation m aps of northern
C anada that prom ised birch trees at the headw aters of the river and began to
prepare the food for our trip.

B y the tim e w e left m y parentsɋ house in A nchorage in the sum m er of 2002,
w e had packed dozens of pounds of grains and several gallons of C risco
vegetable shortening, w hich boasted the highest caloric value of anything I could
find on the grocery store shelves. W e did all w e could to shave w eight off of our
expanding loads. W e took only the blades of the tools w e w ould need, planning
to fashion the handles later from  local w ood. Pat designed m akeshift lifejackets
by stitching nylon fabric that w e w ould fill w ith our sacrificed sleeping pads for
flotation. Just before w e drove aw ay, w e prom ised m y parents w eɋd be careful
and asked them  to do the im possibleɇ not w orry.

A fter eight hundred m iles of battered roads that coated the interior of m y
rusty Subaru w ith a thick layer of dust, w e arrived at M ayo, Y ukon. A lm ost as



soon as w e began hiking, w e realized w e had gotten m any things w rong. O ur
packs w ere far heavier than w eɋd im agined theyɋd be. O ur food rations w ere
frighteningly m eager. The old w inter road m arked on the m ap w as little m ore
than a rutted bog in sum m er. A fter hobbling the first six m iles, w e decided w e
w ould have to split up our loads and double carry, covering each m ile three
tim esɇ forw ard, back, and then forw ard w ith a second load.

It took us nearly three w eeks of hiking and shuttling supplies to reach the
headw aters of the W ind R iver. O nce w e got there, it becam e obvious that the
vegetation m aps Iɋd found had never been validated. There w ere no birch trees
anyw here. O ur options w ere to turn back w hile w e still could or to figure out
another w ay to m ake a boat. O ne evening, buried in the boatbuilding book w e
carried w ith us, I found a brief reference to fashioning a canoe from  spruce bark.
I read the details aloud, Patɋs eyes grow ing w ider w ith each w ord. There w ere
spruce trees everyw here. ɎThis w ill w ork,ɏ he told m e. ɎI know  it w ill.ɏ

W e set up cam p on the riverbank and began to cut trees, collect bark, split
w ood into ribs, and dig roots for lashing. Each day w e w orked until w e could
barely stand. O ur food supplies w ere far too lean to m ake up for all of the
calories w e burned, and w e began to feel the effects of slow ly starving. B y the
tim e w e realized w e w ere in trouble, w e had no choice but to continue w ith
building. W e didnɋt have the reserves to return the w ay w eɋd com e.

D esperate for food, Pat shot a harlequin duck, one of the species Iɋd been
studying just a few  m onths earlier. Instead of the idyllic w ilderness experience
Iɋd envisioned, I found m yself plucking a duck out of season and feeling guiltier
w ith each feather. The only solace cam e from  the fact that the duck w as a lone
m ale, and not a breeding fem ale that m ight have left a brood of ducklings
behind. Though he had done the killing, Pat w as reverent w ith the duck,
handling its flesh w ith care. H e seem ed to understand w hy I needed to hold the
sm all body in m y hands before w e dism em bered it. Even at our hungriestɇ
pulses pounding, stom achs aching, blackness falling over our eyes w hen w e
stood too quicklyɇ w e w ere gentle w ith each other, focused on the shared goal
of m aking a canoe that had becom e our only w ay out. From  the absurdity of our
situation arose a closeness that Iɋd never felt w ith another person before.

  

Finally, after several harried w eeks of bending ribs, steam ing roots, and lashing
spruce bark to the gunw ales, w e began our journey dow n the river in a craft w e
dubbed Sprucey. W e m ust have looked like ghosts from  another era, em aciated,



dressed in filthy, oversize clothes, paddling a boat that resem bled an artifact
m ore than a canoe. B ut by the end of the first day, w e zoom ed dow nriver w ith an
optim ism  I hadnɋt felt in w eeksɇ still achingly hungry but elated by the fact that
the canoe actually floated. W hen w e dropped our fishing lines into the w ater and
the grayling started to bite, w e knew  that our hunger had ended. A s w e paddled,
high on our ow n success and the plentiful fish that filled our bellies, it w as hard
to im agine being anything other than happy and in love. Forever.

O ur days passed like a dream , punctuated by the new ness of each m om ent.
W e traveled by the rhythm  of the river, floating through the bright A rctic night,
later napping on the riverbank in the sun. W e searched for sheep and bears on
the golden hillsides as w e navigated gravel-lined channels. O ne afternoon,
huddled in a cave in a rainstorm , w e lit a fire and cooked fish over heated rocks.
The next day, w e paddled through the orange-w alled canyon of the Peel R iver,
the biggest w ater w eɋd face in our hand-built canoe. W e em erged from  the w ave
train and a pair of red-tailed haw ks circled overhead. A s they shrieked above us,
I knew  I w ould never forget the elation of riding the rapids in a canoe m ade from
the land, invincible and hum bled at once. Though w e didnɋt exchange a single
w ord, I could tell that Pat felt the sam e.

Suddenly, anything seem ed possible. A s the m iles carried us closer to our
destination, w e considered all the places w e m ight go som eday. The rivers and
m ountains w e m ight explore. The dream  of doing it together. W e sketched out a
plan to cross a large sw ath of the continentɋs northern reaches under our ow n
pow er. The details w ere fuzzy. East to w est? South to north? In sum m er or
w inter? Each version w as m ore outrageous than the last. W e m ade a pact that w e
w ould do a trip of this scale som eday. W e even gave it a nam e. Trans N orth
Am erica.

A fter w e returned to A nchorage, m y fam ily saw  our gaunt fram es and began a
cam paign to help us pack on the pounds. For several days, w e gorged on fresh
fruit and greasy pizza, took tw o show ers a day just because w e could, and
m arveled at the crisp w hiteness of the w alls, the com forts of the great indoors.
W e could think of little besides the lifetim e of adventures w e had im agined
together. In our enthusiasm , w e created a Trans N orth Am erica folder and
stuffed it full of m y scribbled notes and Patɋs sketches.

B ut it didnɋt take long for the novelty of the city to w ear off and the
excitem ent about our trip to fade. A nchorageɋs urban soundsɇ the train blow ing
its horn as it passed, the buzz of traffic, m usic from  a neighborɋs stereoɇ began
to keep us up at night. W e m issed the solitude and silence of the river, the sure



purpose of each day. A s the im pending separation of the fall loom ed, w e began
to get short w ith each other, the uncertainty of our future as a couple soiling the
tim e w e had rem aining.

O ne m orning, tw o w eeks after w e returned to A nchorage and several days
before Pat w as scheduled to leave for B ellingham , I opened m y eyes, startled
aw ake by a dog barking nearby. I lay still in the luxuriously queen-size bed and
stared up at a ceiling that stretched im possibly high above m e, feeling lonelier
than I had in m onths. A ll sum m er, Pat and I had w oken up each day side by side,
som etim es curled tightly against each other, som etim es linked only by a draped
arm  or leg, but alw ays touching. That m orning, there w as a noticeable gap
betw een us. I w as pressed against one edge of the bed, Pat against the other. It
w asnɋt intentional, but som ehow  our bodies knew  the w ords neither of us w anted
to articulate.

D o I really love you?
W hat does a silly trip in the w ilderness m ean, anyw ay?
W e hadnɋt argued m uch since w eɋd been back, but w e had m ostly stopped

talking about future plans. The private, tim e-arrested w orld that had been ours
didnɋt m esh easily w ith the realities of everyday life. Surrounded by the bustle of
the city, our canoe trip seem ed increasingly distant, an experience that belonged
to different people in a different tim e.

I cried w hen Pat left, m ourning w hat already seem ed lost. Like the canoe w e
built, the bond w e had forged felt antiquated and trivial. H e finally called m e on
a pay phone m ore than a w eek later and tw o thousand m iles aw ay, and I barely
recognized his voice. That sem ester, Pat had decided to live in a canvas tent in
an alley near cam pus, and the only phone he could use w as at a C hevron station
half a m ile aw ay. I w ould listen to his m essages and call the pay phone num ber
only to hear it ring unansw ered in the parking lot, cursing the fact that, for once,
he couldnɋt just be like everyone else and live in a regular house w ith a regular
phone. I felt our love quietly slipping aw ay.

  

W hen I flew  dow n to B ellingham  several m onths later, I didnɋt know  w hat I
m ight find. There w as Pat, at hom e in a tent in the city. H is alley neighbors
included dogs, trash barrels, and a pigeon coop that belonged to the ow ner of the
adjacent house. H e told m e about the pigeons as w e w alked past their m esh-
enclosed structure.

ɎTheyɋre hom ing pigeons,ɏ he explained. ɎN o m ap or com pass and they can



find their w ay back to this coop from  the other side of the country. Thatɋs a
w hole lot better than either of us could do.ɏ Pat w as not a birder or a biologist,
but he knew  enough to appreciate w hat w onders even these m ost hum ble of
birds could offer. H ow  could I not love a m an so m odest that he w as w illing to
share his living room  w ith a flock of pigeons?

The inside of Patɋs tent felt m uch like his cabin on the Salcha R iver. H e had
built a bed fram e, a desk, and a countertop w ith a sink that w as sourced from  a
neighborɋs hose. There w ere several photos of us tacked to a sm all bulletin
board. Lying cram ped against the dam p fabric on his narrow  single m attress, I
m arveled at the com plete rejection of convention that had im pressed m e w hen I
first m et m y sisterɋs ponytailed young room m ate. Though the alleyɋs nighttim e
noises kept m e aw ake and w e struggled to keep from  pushing each other out of
bed, I found m yself settling easily into the sam e private w orld w e had cultivated
on the river. A nd I suddenly knew  that the relationship w eɋd discovered the
previous sum m er w as real, m ore real in fact than anything else Iɋd ever felt.

The next sem ester, I m oved to B ellingham  and Pat and I began our first foray
into sharing a life som ew here other than on the banks of a rem ote northern river.
I enrolled in a graduate program  in w riting w hile Pat finished his fine arts
degree. W e found a deal on a tw enty-seven-foot sailboat and becam e live-
aboards in the sam e m arina from  w hich w e w ould launch our row boats eight
years later on the Trans N orth Am erica trip. Each night, w e nestled into the V -
berth in the boatɋs bow , the space so sm all that only one of us could lie on our
back at a tim e. If w e needed to change positions, w e did so in tandem . A s the
w ind how led and the halyards w histled and w e sloshed around in the w aves that
w ashed over the breakw ater, the annoyance of not sleeping w as overshadow ed
by the exhilarating pow er of the ocean.

O nce again, as w e had on the W ind R iver, w e began to im agine a future
together.



N ow  Is the
O nly Tim e

A fter Pat and I finished our degrees in B ellingham , w e headed north, w ith our
Bird Songs of Alaska C D  on repeat. I had a season of bird surveys planned, w ith
Pat lined up as m y field assistant. W e traveled on foot and by kayak to reach the
rem ote sites, w here Pat could stare at glaciated peaks and record data w hile I
looked and listened for birds. It w as the sort of fieldw ork that suited us both.
Later in the sum m er, after the surveys ended, w e drove to H aines, a com m unity
of tw o thousand nestled at the northern end of the Inside Passage. In college I
had spent a carefree sum m er studying bald eagles in this picturesque coastal
tow n. Independent of m y recom m endation, Pat had pored over m aps of the entire
northern Pacific coastline and m entally circled the striking interface betw een
m ountains and sea. W e had com e for a kayaking trip, but before w e launched,
w e brow sed the w indow  of the real estate office in tow n.

O ne piece of property caught our eyes. D escribed as Ɏrem ote beach front on
G lacier Point,ɏ it show ed stunning view s of a toothy, snow capped m ountain
range and described a glacier w ithin w alking distance. W e w rote dow n the
relevant details on a scrap of paper and grabbed a plat m ap before leaving, w ith
the casual thought that perhaps w eɋd take a look if it happened to be on our w ay.
W eɋd now  been together for nearly four years and w ere ready for som ething
new . M ore adventure, certainly. B ut also a hom e of sorts, a piece of earth to call
our ow n.

W hen w e arrived at G lacier Point, a large glacial outw ash plain that fanned
into Lynn C anal, a deep, glacier-carved fjord, w e stopped for the evening. A s w e
relaxed around a blazing driftw ood fire and w atched the m oon rise over the
m ountains, w e had no idea w e w ere spraw led on a stretch of beach that w ould tie
us to the canal in every w ay im aginable. The next m orning, w e crossed a grassy
m eadow  dotted w ith w ild straw berries, ducked through a thicket of young spruce



and alder, and popped out in a forest that m ight have housed a village of
gnom es. Light filtered through the old grow th spruce canopy onto a m ossy floor
painted a surreal shade of electric green.

ɎThis is the sort of place I dream ed about as a kid,ɏ Pat said as he sized up the
trees, noting their height and straightness, the idea of a cabin already taking hold.
I, too, loved the prospect of having a plot of w ilderness to truly know . N ot just a
place to drop in as a visitor for a w eek or a season, as I did w ith m ost field jobs,
but som ew here to plant roots. The decision to paddle back to tow n instead of
continuing on our kayaking trip w as an easy oneɇ all of our attention had been
diverted to figuring out how  to m ake this m agical place ours.

W hen the sale finally closed seven m onths later, w e began the transition from
dream ing to planning, and decided to use trees on the property to build a log
cabin. I turned dow n several biology jobs so I w ould have m y sum m er free to
start construction. Tree by tree, w e cut and hauled and stacked the w alls that
w ould becom e our hom e. U sing a hand-built crane, a pencil, and a chain saw , w e
hoisted and scribed each log so that it nested perfectly into the next. W henever I
could drag Pat aw ay from  the building site, w e explored the adjacent forests and
beaches. W e w alked past a tidal lagoon, w here birds and bears gathered, or hiked
the three m iles to the D avidson G lacier, nestled against a steep hillside dotted
w ith m ountain goats. Even as w e w orked, w ildness often found its w ay to us.
O ne afternoon, a w olf surveyed our progress from  the shadow ed corner of our
building site. A  pair of goshaw ks fed on deer m ice that scurried across the
clearing. B ears grazed the field of w ild straw berries on our beach.

B ut as m uch as w e loved G lacier Point, w e soon discovered that practicality
and passion w ere at odds. The sam e rem oteness that had first attracted us to the
property also m ade it im possible to live there year-round. W e needed an incom e,
even if only a m odest one, and our cabin w as m any m iles from  tow n and
em ploym ent opportunities. Thanks to the portability of laptop com puters, I had
m anaged to w ork part-tim e during the sum m ers, but this w as just a tem porary
arrangem ent. I w as also anxious to m ove beyond seasonal jobs as a technician
and take on m y ow n research as a graduate student. W e com prom ised by
splitting our tim e betw een G lacier Point and A nchorage, draw n to the city by
w ork, academ ic opportunities, and the com pany of friends and fam ily, but
alw ays eager to return to our cabin each spring.

D uring one of these w inters in A nchorage, I becam e obsessed w ith an
ecological m ystery so intriguing it m ight have com e from  the plot of a futuristic
m ovie. I w as w riting a report about the previous yearɋs bird surveys w hen I first



learned about the problem . A  large cluster of resident birds in A laska had turned
up w ith grotesque beak deform ities and no one had any idea w hy.
C oincidentally, m y boss at the tim e w as not only the sam e person w hose banding
station I had failed to Ɏfindɏ eight years earlier during m y first attem pt at biology
fieldw ork, but also the lead researcher on the beak deform ity project. She w as
alw ays in need of extra help catching black-capped chickadees, the species m ost
com m only affected, and I leaped at the opportunity to join her.

The instant I saw  the first afflicted bird, w hich sported an appendage that
looked like a stick grow ing from  its beak, I knew  I had to find a w ay to be a part
of this study. W hen I asked, m y boss told m e that there w ere no funds available,
the research had m et m any dead ends, and she didnɋt think it w ould be a good
graduate project. This only m ade m e m ore determ ined. I had long been draw n to
the w ork of R achel C arson and other early conservationists w ho helped the
w orld see how  w ild anim als, and birds in particular, w ere m ore than just our
proverbial canaries in the coal m ine. They w ere living proof of the state of our
environm ent. I w anted desperately to find out w hat caused the deform ed beaks
and w hat the birds m ight teach us about ourselves. If a cluster of beak
deform itiesɇ w hich are often linked to contam inants in the environm entɇ
suddenly appeared in birds that spent their entire year in A laska, w hat did that
m ean for the rest of us?

The next sum m er, betw een helping Pat to hoist logs and set w indow s, I sat on
the beach and w rote the proposal that w ould form  the basis of m y graduate w ork.
A s I chopped kindling or show ered under a spruce tree, I thought of chickadees
w ith tw isted, overgrow n beaks. That fall, I applied for research grants, arguing
that problem s am ong these sm all, fam iliar birds m ight foretell som ething m uch
larger about our environm ent. Six m onths later, I w as shocked w hen I received
an e-m ail stating that I had received the requested funding. Soon after, I began
m y studies at the U niversity of A laska, full of enthusiasm  that couldnɋt possibly
last.

A s I outlined m y research project, I scoured the scientific literature for clues
and learned everything there w as to know  about the inside of a birdɋs beak,
w hich w asnɋt m uch. The hard outer surface of the beak is m ade of keratin, the
sam e m aterial as hum an fingernails. B eyond this, alm ost no inform ation existed
about the structure of these tissues or the nuances of their grow th. Thus, w hen a
beak grew  dram atically out of control, as w as the case for the chickadees, any
hypothesis consisted of little m ore than a w ild guess. M y advisors steered m e
tow ard a project that w ould yield clear results, and I w as told I needed to focus



not on the big-picture questions of contam inants in our environm ent but on the
m inutiae of keratin grow th. Soon, I found m yself plopped in front of a
m icroscope and observing chickadees in cages.

I am  not a laboratory person by nature. I can be precise w hen necessary and
attentive to the details that m atter w hen conducting experim ents, but stick m e in
a w indow less room  for too long, and I begin to take on the sam e em pty
expression I saw  reflected back at m e from  the chickadeesɋ stainless steel cages
in the university basem ent. Each day, I dreaded pulling m y lab coat from  its
hook to begin another session of staining glass slides or peering through a
m icroscope for answ ers that never cam e. I had taken tw o dozen birds from  the
w ild into captivity in hopes of discovering the cause of the deform ities, but so
far I had failed. Perhaps w orst of all w as the fact that I w as gradually com ing to
despise w hat had started as an act of love. I cared about w ildlife, and the w ell-
being of our environm ent, but m y research left m e feeling distanced from  the
natural w orld, im m une to its w onders. In m y m indɋs eye, the chickadees had
transform ed from  tiny m arvels w ho could survive nighttim e tem peratures of fifty
below  zero into lab rats w ho refused to yield answ ers.

Pat, though m ore grounded by nature than m e, less prone to questioning every
m inute decision, w as also becom ing restless. W hile I w as pursuing m y Ph.D ., he
took on the equivalent of an inform al graduate program . W ith a background in
art and an aptitude for building, it w asnɋt surprising that he had found his w ay
into residential construction. B ut he didnɋt m erely learn to sw ing a ham m er and
w ork for an hourly w age. In just tw o years, he transitioned from  apprentice to
ow ner of a design-and-build com pany. D espite his aversion to com puters, he
taught him self how  to create architectural draw ings and design hom es from
scratch, the products of thousands of clicks of the m ouse and tiny balsa-w ood
m odels. H e m anaged em ployees and subcontractors, budgets and perm its.
Perhaps m ost im pressive of all, he convinced clients to trust him , a baby-faced
tw entysom ething w ith no official architecture credentials and only a lim ited
building rçsum ç.

W ith the sam e intensity that had sw ayed the opinion of the initial skeptics of
his Salcha R iver cabin, he prom ised he could build a house better, cheaper,
faster, and m ore beautiful than anyone else. A nd he did, often under ridiculous
circum stances. The w inter w e lived in Fairbanks, he poured a foundation as the
snow  flew , and installed w indow s at tw enty degrees below  zero. O ne of the
tem porary laborers he hired later told him  that he had only answ ered his ad on
C raigslist to m eet the lunatic w ho w ould attem pt such a thing. B ut these efforts



cost him . H is focus had to be com plete, leaving little tim e or energy for the
adventures that w e both m issed.

A s I entered the fourth year of m y Ph.D . program , I increasingly questioned
w here m y studies w ere taking m e. I had learned by then that passion and
research donɋt alw ays converge. I dug through dusty old journals to find articles
on horse hooves and sheepɋs horns and w ondered w hat I w as accom plishing.
A rguably, I had m ade contributions that advanced our know ledge about these
sick birds, but I hadnɋt fixed anything. I began to publish m y results, but nothing
changed. I w orked as hard as I could to find answ ers, but the ones I discovered
didnɋt seem  to m ake a bit of difference. The birds still had terribly deform ed
beaks and w e still didnɋt know  w hy.

Perhaps as an antidote to the stasis of laboratory and com puter w ork and the
frustrations of not finding the answ ers I w anted, I ran dozens of m iles each w eek
on the trails around cam pus, som etim es adding an extra hour to m y w orkout just
to avoid having to return to the lab. A s I com bed the scientific literature for clues
about keratin grow th that I m ight have m issed, I found m yself searching by
keyw ords unrelated to m y research. ɎM igration + endurance + A rctic.ɏ ɎLong
distance + shorebird.ɏ ɎE7 + A laska.ɏ Several colleagues had recently
docum ented the longest single flight ever recorded for a birdɇ a fem ale bar-
tailed godw it had traveled nonstop m ore than seven thousand m iles from  A laska
to N ew  Zealand, reaching her destination in just over eight days. E7, nam ed for
the alphanum eric code on her leg flag, becam e an instant avian celebrity, and I
quickly joined her fan club. I pored over the satellite m aps provided online of
this now -fam ous bird. I reveled in the collegial enthusiasm  of a new  discovery.
A s I stared through the m icroscope or w eighed tiny sam ple capsules, I w ondered
w hy I hadnɋt studied m igration instead of beaks. W hen spring cam e again, m y
eyes drifted constantly from  m y com puter to the sky.

I felt, m ore than ever before, a kinship w ith birds in the springtim e as they
bide their tim e, w aiting for the perfect m om ent to launch on a journey that w ill
take them  across continents or counties, over oceans and forests. For birds, the
urge to m ove canɋt be contained. Its pull is so intense that a sandpiperɋs organs
atrophy to accom m odate the dem ands of m igration. Its siren song lures godw its
from  N ew  Zealand to A laska. A  caged robin w ill launch itself northw ard again
and again, ham m ering against glass w alls, even if it has no view  of the outdoors.
Thereɋs a w ord for this: Zugunruhe, a G erm an noun m ade up of tw o parts: zug,
Ɏto m ove,ɏ and unruhe, Ɏanxietyɏ or Ɏrestlessness.ɏ It m eans m igratory
restlessness, and is seen in caged birds prior to the onset of the m igratory period.



Thereɋs no m istaking the signs. W ing fluttering. Sleeplessness. D isruption of
norm al activities. I had Zugunruhe in a big w ay.

  

A round the sam e tim e, I faced a series of personal losses that seem ed to signal a
shift to som eplace other than the carefree days of m y tw enties. It w as a transition
to adulthood I w asnɋt ready to em brace.

For several m onths, m y m om  had traveled back and forth to Portland to
provide hospice care to one of her sisters, m y favorite aunt, C laudia. The last
tim e I spoke to C laudia, I w as standing on the beach near our cabin at G lacier
Point. The w ind w as blow ing and the clouds scuttled by, casting shadow s on the
turquoise w ater. M y aunt had been battling lym phom a for years, but I didnɋt
understand how  sick she w as until near the end. W hen m y m om  left a m essage to
say that m y auntɋs health w as w orsening and that I should call soon, I realized I
had no idea how  to talk to som eone w ho w as dying.

A s I scuffed m y foot against the rounded beach pebbles, I told her I loved her.
W hen she asked m e how  I w as, I described our cabin project. I said I hoped she
could visit us som eday. Even as the w ords form ed in m y m outh, I knew  this
w asnɋt possible. There are so m any other things I w ish I had said instead.

W hen I w as eleven, I rem em ber staying up all night w ith you to paint a
bedroom  yellow . W e sat on drop cloths, our hands and clothes covered w ith
paint, and drank diet soda. You m ade m e feel so grow n-up.

I have alw ays loved the w ay you laugh, just like m y m om .
I still have the silly draw ing of the dog you m ade for m e in the w aiting room

w hile m y sister w as being delivered.
Iɋm  sorry this has happened to you.
G oodbye.
A  few  days later, she died.
The next sum m er, m y dadɋs best friend drow ned w hile they w ere on a rafting

trip on A laskaɋs K enai Peninsula. It happened on a river I had boated w ith m y
dad as a girl. The sam e river that m y dad and his friend had rafted together m ore
than a dozen tim es before. It w as just bad luck that he w as tossed from  the boat
shortly after he had taken off his too-sm all, borrow ed life jacket. It w as just bad
luck that he got caught in a w hirlpool he couldnɋt sw im  out of. This jolly m an
w hose fam ily had shared every C hristm as Eve w ith ours for as long as I could
rem em ber w as gone. H is laugh that filled a room  and m ade everyone around him
laugh, just because, had vanished w ith the current.



A nd then there w as m y dadɋs health. H e had begun to stum ble at odd tim es,
his right hand shook, his gait w as slightly stooped, and his norm ally exuberant
sm ile had started to w ane. The signs cam e on gradually, but they soon becam e
im possible to ignore. H e finally w ent to a doctor for an assessm ent.

The m orning I heard the diagnosis, sun stream ed in the upstairs w indow  and
bathed the room  w ith the optim ism  of an endless A laskan spring day. M y m om
w as w earing shorts and flip-flops, her dark hair pulled back aw ay from  her face.
Even pushing sixty, w ith laugh lines etched deeply, from  a distance she could
easily have been m istaken for a teenagerɇ her quick steps, the w ay her ponytail
bounced against her neck, her tendency to go barefoot before m ost people in
tow n had shed their jackets. B ut her body stiffened as she turned to explain w hat
she knew . She looked at m e sadly, as a parent m ight w hen a child dem ands the
truth about Santa C laus long after she should have stopped believing.

ɎThe neurologist thinks itɋs early Parkinsonɋs.ɏ
ɎW hat?ɏ I replied.
ɎH eɋs still on the young end; his aunt w as m uch older w hen she w as

diagnosed. B ut because his sym ptom s arenɋt too bad yet, he decided he didnɋt
w ant to start any m edication right now . Theyɋll just keep w atching him .ɏ H er
eyes w ere full of sorrow  and apology, as though she should be able to protect m e
from  this aw ful new s. I blinked hard but the tears cam e anyw ay, w etting m y
cheek as I turned tow ard the w indow . M y m om  took a step closer and hugged
m e. I hugged her back aw kw ardly.

O nly later w ould I lie on the floor alone and sob. W hen Pat returned hom e in
the evening, I began to shake as I tried to tell him  w hat I had learned, then ran
into the bedroom  and closed the door, covering m y face w ith a pillow  against the
bright evening light.

W hen I heard the diagnosis of Parkinsonɋs disease, I knew  only that it w as
bad, but a quick Internet search left m e struggling to breathe. D egenerative.
N eurological. N o cure.

Suddenly, everything around m e felt fragile. O ur physical bodies no m ore
solid than air. O ur plans and aspirations just a w ay of deceiving ourselves into
believing that the future is infinite. M y dad, w ho had clim bed the continentɋs
highest peak and done all the things w eɋre told w ill keep us fit and healthy, now
had a body that had turned on him . I w anted both to curl into a corner and w eep
and to escape to a place far from  reality, w hile I still could.

  



O ne A pril afternoon in 2011, I opened the file cabinet at our A nchorage
apartm ent in search of an undergraduate transcript and cam e across the Trans
N orth Am erica file Pat and I had created eight years earlier. The tab, labeled in
Patɋs barely decipherable handw riting, w as faded and creased. Inside the folder
w as a collection of notes that told the story of our im aginary journey. A  sketch
of an um iak, an open boat w ith a sail originally designed by Inuit w hale hunters,
that Pat had thought w e m ight build and live beneath during an A rctic w inter. A
crude m ap, show ing A laska and the Y ukon, w ith a pencil line stretching from
the A leutian Islands to the A rctic C oast. A  page of notes about food and gear
w eɋd used for the W ind R iver trip. A nd the m ost telling piece of all, a photo of
Pat and m e in Fort M cPherson, w here w e had finished our canoe trip, standing
together next to our spruce canoe. W e grinned at the cam era like the children w e
w ere, w ith nothing but the future ahead of us, each holding a paddle w e had
w hittled into shape and the otherɋs hand.

Som ething shifted in m e that day, even after I resum ed m y search for the
transcript. O ur Trans N orth Am erica dream  w asnɋt just a fantasy w e m ight
entertain som eday. It w as som ething w e had to do. N ot eventually. N ot
tom orrow . N ow .

  

W hen Pat and I began to sketch a route for our trip, w e started w ith the places
w e knew : The W ind R iver, w here, only a few  m onths after w eɋd m et, w e alm ost
starved but instead fell in love w ith the lure of adventure. The glaciers near our
cabin on Lynn C anal that overlooked the sea. The bay in W ashington w here
w eɋd lived on a tiny sailboat together. Then w e began to fill in the places
betw een. The ones w eɋd alw ays w anted to see. The ones w eɋd never considered
visiting.

Just as im portant as w here w e w ould go w as how  w e w ould do it. W e w anted
to experience the landscape as the birds and caribou did: entirely under the
pow er of our ow n m uscles, w ithout using m otors, roads, or established trails. W e
w ould leave behind clocks and schedules, jobs and com m itm ents, to follow  a
route that had never been m apped. A s w e pored over m aps, the details changed
but the idea stuck. O ne foot in front of the other. O ne paddle stroke after the
next. The steady sw ish-sw ish-sw ish of skis. A  departure from  our ordinary lives
for half a year, or m ore.

O ur dream  w as sim ple, the scale com pletely outrageous. W e w ould cross four
thousand m iles of roadless, trailless terrain through a landscape w here glaciers



are larger than entire countries, oceans nudge the edges of continents, and rivers
flow  north to the A rctic. The distance w e hoped to travel w as equivalent to that
w hich separates N ew  Y ork from  Stockholm . Such m ileage for a godw it, goose,
or hum m ingbird, even, w as a m igration that cam e w ith each season. B ut for us,
as w e sketched out a route that grew  from  a pencil line on a scrap of paper to a
m ap that covered our entire living room  w all, it m eant m ore m iles than w e had
traveled in all of our previous w anderings com bined. To do this as a single,
continuous trip, w e w ould have to push the lim its not only of our ow n bodies,
but of the seasons. W e w ould start in early spring and travel through the brink of
w inter in the A rctic. It w as a journey that prom ised to test us in every w ay
possible.

  

Planning a four-thousand-m ile trip through the w ilderness w asnɋt a logical
response to becom ing disillusioned by research or facing m y dadɋs illness. B ut
logic w as the last thing I needed. These w erenɋt m atters of the m ind but of the
heart, and I could think of only one w ay forw ard. The advice m y parents had
given m e for years now  rang true. G o outside, kid. Fresh air w ill do you good.
The tim e had com e to take on the grand adventure Pat and I had im agined m any
years ago.



Part Tw o

Inside Passage

 



Preparations

W eɋre scheduled to leave in four m onths, and the to-do list taped to our
refrigerator stretches alm ost to the floor. There isnɋt a single task that can be
checked off w ith a quick run to the grocery store or local outdoor shop. Instead,
the list is peppered w ith jobs that w ill each take w eeks or m onths of w ork.
ɎB uild row boats.ɏ ɎB uy food.ɏ ɎPack food.ɏ ɎR oute info.ɏ Earlier in the w inter
w e cam e to the disappointing realization that expedition-style row boats w ere not
com m ercially available and that w e w ould have to build them  ourselves. Pat
balked, then took this on as a night job. B ecause w eɋve alw ays liked our
independence w hen traveling, and because having tw o boats is safer than one,
Pat is doing each step in duplicateɇ for m y boat, and for his. B ut all heɋs
finished so far are the plyw ood shells. Iɋve planned out tw o hundred daysɋ w orth
of m eals, but I havenɋt started shopping yet. O ur notes for route inform ation
contain m ore questions than answ ers. I finally get so tired of staring at the list
that I pull it dow n, type the w ords into a spreadsheet, and congratulate m yself for
actually accom plishing som ething.

The list is m y dom ain; in all the years Iɋve know n him , Pat has never
regarded a to-do list as a w orthy endeavor. Perhaps itɋs how  he m aintains his
optim ism , w orking as hard and as fast as he can, dream ing only of the outcom e,
not the possibility of failure. O r m aybe he sim ply know s that Iɋll take care of it.
M y jobs as a biology technician have given m e a lifetim e of logistics practice.
Iɋve planned dozens of m eals for strangers. Iɋve w alked out of a bulk grocery
store w ith five hundred Snickers bars. Iɋve boxed and labeled and shuffled gear
on pallets until I w ondered w hy I didnɋt sign up to be a longshorem an rather than
a biologist. Thanks to m y detailed list-m aking, Iɋve rarely overlooked anything
essential. N ever, despite one bossɋs greatest fear, have I forgotten the field
pencils.

Som etim es I resent m y de facto role as the planner in our relationship, the one
responsible for schedules, finances, and research. The one w ho sees clearly just



how  far w e are from  being ready. B ut Patɋs response w hen I gripe about this
pattern is hard to refute.

ɎD o you think it w ould be better if both of us tried to be in charge?ɏ he asks
innocently.

The scale of our trip is not only daunting; itɋs a logistical nightm are. W e need
gear to row , ski, hike, packraft, and canoe. W e figure on being gone for at least
six m onths, m aybe m ore. To feed ourselves for this long, w eɋll need a thousand
pounds of nonperishable food purchased, sorted, and cram m ed into ziplock bags.
W ith the help of m y parents, w e w ill m ail m ost of our supplies to ourselves
general delivery through the U nited States Postal Service and C anada Post.
Seventeen resupply packages m ust reach us at exactly the right tim e and place.
For the first tw elve hundred m iles in our row boats, w e can stash extra daysɋ
w orth of food in the large hatches w ithout m uch added burden. B ut once w e
transition to ski and foot, our distances w ill be lim ited by how  m uch w e can
carry on our backs. The fact that there are few  tow ns along the w ay w here w e
can resupply only adds to the challenge.

M onths ago, before the reality of packing and preparing had set in, I had
focused on the trip as an escape. A s I peered under a m icroscope and stared at
graphs on a com puter screen, I daydream ed about the freedom  of traveling w ith
only w hat w e needed on our backs. I ignored the fact that this freedom  m ight
actually translate into som e of the hardest w ork I w ould ever do. I overlooked
the tedium  of hundreds of hours of sorting dried food, m aking phone calls, and
w eighing every single item  w e planned to carry for the next six m onths. I
underestim ated w hat it w ould take to build and outfit row boats.

N ow  that our departure date is quickly approaching, Iɋm  frantically dividing
m y tim e betw een statistical m odels and a tally of calories and m iles. Iɋm
scram bling to finish m y dissertation as Pat pow ers through a house rem odel that
w ill help fund the trip. W hen I w ork especially late at m y office cubicle, I call
Pat to hear that he is applying fiberglass to our row boats or w iring the basem ent
of the house he is building. W hen w e both m ake it hom e, exhausted, a second
job aw aits. There is alw ays another task to cross off the list. The trip has becom e
one m ore im possible deadline to m eet.

M any evenings, I park m yself in a room  in m y parentsɋ basem ent, w hich w e
have taken over for our food packing. O n those nights, dinner consists of a buffet
of snack foods. In a plastic tote the size of a clothes ham per, I dum p dozens of
pounds of nuts, chocolate chips, and dried fruit. I secure the lid and shake the
tote to shuffle the contents into a sem blance of a trail m ix. First calculating how



m any calories are in a pound, I w eigh each bag, designating tw o-or three-day
rations. C hocolate bars are stacked ten high around the room . Fifty pounds of
pasta and a bucket full of couscous occupy one corner. W e have a dozen tins of
freeze-dried vegetables that w ere prepared w ith the end of the w orld in m ind;
purchased from  a religious retailer, they com ply w ith the biblical m andate to
keep a stockpile of nonperishable food on hand. They also happen to taste good
in dehydrated soups and m ashed potatoes.

O n the bookshelf sits m y victory stash: several cases of instant coffee packets
and tw o dozen boxes of tea. Pat and I argued again and again about w hether or
not w e should have hot drinks on our trip. W ith the added tim e and fuel needed
to heat w ater, a quick granola bar w ould be the m ost efficient breakfast. B ut this
is the one luxury I refused to sacrifice, know ing that the fam iliar m orning ritual
w ill carry m e through each day.

O ne evening, m y sister, seven m onths pregnant, helps m e package instant
oatm eal in ziplock bags. B y the tim e w eɋre finishedɇ eight hundred packets later
ɇ w eɋre covered in a fine dusting of sticky oatm eal pow der and nearly delirious.
For the next six m onths, the sm ell of m aple and cinnam on w ill rem ind m e of m y
sister, belly bulging, spraw led on the floor pouring oatm eal flakes into plastic
bags. I w ill rem em ber how  w e laughed together that night. I w ill rem em ber how
fortunate I am  to have such support.

B ut even w ith help from  friends and fam ily, w eɋre not m aking headw ay fast
enough. Pat and I spend an entire day going through the dreaded list, trying to
figure out how  to be m ore efficient. I create a giant tim etable of w hat needs to go
w here and on w hich date. Pat tapes dozens of topographic m aps to the w all and
traces our intended route on each of them . W hen the m aps begin to tilt
crookedly, I snap at Pat to be m ore careful before he calm ly inform s m e that itɋs
not his sloppy taping job, but the curvature of the earth thatɋs responsible. The
scale is that big.

  

A s the days speed by, w e focus our attention on the m ost critical sticking points
ɇ the aspects of the route or pieces of equipm ent that, if not addressed now , are
m ost likely to cause us to fail. For planning purposes, w eɋve divided our route
into nine m ajor chunks. For sanityɋs sake, Iɋve also m entally organized them
according to the birds:

IN SID E PA SSA G E: R ow  north along the Pacific coastline. Start early spring.
Pat m ust finish boats. Scoters feed on the herring spaw n. H um m ingbirds cruise



north.
C O A ST M O U N TA IN S: Trade row boats for skis and packrafts. C ross glaciers

into C anada. Paddle to W hitehorse. C heck aerial photos. C all pilot. Thrushes
arrive in southeast Alaska. Sw ans congregate on M arsh Lake.

Y U K O N  R IV ER : R ent a canoe in W hitehorse. Float to D aw son. Look at trip
reports. W arblers sing their hearts out. C hickadees sit on eggs.

Y U K O N : H ike Tom bstone M ountains. G o east to W ind R iver. R etrace our
route to M cPherson by packraft. N eed a resupply on D em pster H ighw ay.
Songbirds quiet and secretive on their nests. Raptors feed young.

M A C K EN ZIE D ELTA : Paddle to the coast. M osquitoes. Slow  current. C anɋt
get our row boats to the A rctic. U se packrafts? Is this crazy? D uck m ania.

A R C TIC  C O A ST: H ike and packraft along the coast of the A rctic O cean.
Everyone says bears are hungry up there. Pack ice? Look at satellite im ages.
C olts (sandhill cranes) and cygnets (tundra sw ans) find their w ings.

B R O O K S R A N G E: 1,000 m ile traverse. M aps hang crooked on the w allɇ
Pat claim s heɋs not going crazy. N eed to figure out our route! M ost species begin
to head south. Birdsong disappears.

N O A TA K  R IV ER : A lm ost there! 425 m iles to K otzebue. N ow here to
resupply. N eed to arrange an air drop. G eese stream  past. Sw ans stage on the
coast.

A s w e outline each section, w eɋre careful not to state our itinerary too boldly to
others. W e tell friends and fam ily that w eɋll start in B ellingham  and m ake it as
far as w e can. W eɋve realized by now  that the trip w e have proposed is on par
w ith w hat only a handful of elite adventurers have m anaged to pull off. Itɋs an
am bitious goal, one larger than any w eɋve ever tackled. B ut instead of the
rçsum çs of professional explorers, w e have the credentials of a burned-out
biology graduate student and a carpenter. W e have no logistics coordinator. W e
donɋt have a single sponsor. N ever m ind the fact that w eɋve hardly paddled
w hite w ater. O r that w e have virtually no row ing experience. O r that w e w ill
cross som e of the m ost rem ote and bear-dense landscapes on earth.

W hen I w orry over all of the things that could go w rong, claim ing failure
before w eɋve even begun, Pat rem inds m e of our history. ɎW eɋve never done
things by a guidebook,ɏ he says. ɎW hy w ould w e start now ?ɏ I recognize that
fam iliar glim m er in his blue eyes, the one that burns m ost brightly w ith plans
that others deem  crazy. Iɋve learned by now  that he sees little need to prove



him self. O ther people can think w hat they w ant.
Still, I w onder if w eɋve taken that reasoning too far. W eɋve thrived on the

challenges of the outdoors, but w eɋve also becom e accustom ed to accom plishing
w hat w e set out to do. Som ehow , w eɋve m anaged to achieve nearly all of our
previous goals, no m atter how  difficult or absurd they seem ed. Sprucey.
C lim bing m ountains. M y Ph.D . Patɋs house projects. W hat if this tim e w e sim ply
canɋt do it? Itɋs easy to love the w ilderness w hen the w ilderness loves you back.
Everything changes w hen you feel like the land could sw allow  you w hole.

  

W hen I com e across photographs of the N oatak R iver in northern A laska in an
old N ational G eographic, Pat and I take a break from  our list and sit on the
couch to look at the article. W e press our shoulders together and flip through the
pages.

G rainy photographs show  a m an and his dog in the sum m er of 1989, tracing
their w ay across the B rooks R ange through m any of the sam e areas w e plan to
traverse. The landscape is exactly how  I had im agined it, endless tundra-covered
ridges and valleys thick w ith caribou. B asking in the low -angle sun, this patch of
earth sings from  the page. I hear the early-m orning chorus of Lapland longspurs
and Savannah sparrow s, A rctic w arblers and gray-cheeked thrushes. I feel the
pulse of energy that arrives w ith sum m erɋs short glow .

B ut I shiver w hen I see the next page. Several photos show  fresh snow  on the
ground and the m anɋs finger black w ith frostbite. The seasons m oved faster than
he did.

ɎLook, he spent the w inter here!ɏ Pat says as he points at the m ap. ɎW ell, w e
know  itɋs possible if w e get a little behind schedule.ɏ I look over and see that he
is grinning hugely.

The prospect of spending an accidental w inter in the A rctic isnɋt particularly
funny, but I canɋt help laughing w hen I see Patɋs face. Thereɋs som e part of each
of us that is inexplicably draw n to the idea.

The excitem ent of the unknow n tugs hard at us then, even from  the com forts
of a saggy red couch in a w arm  apartm ent. The m an on the N oatak R iver w ith
the frozen beard is a rem inder of w hy w eɋve com m itted to this trip. O ur pact.
The m agic w e first discovered on the W ind R iver. The bond w e forged by
sharing food, body, w ork; the w ay w e chased our canoe-building dream  w ith
such focus that everything extraneous disappeared. The w ay it felt to see the
w orld as though peering through binoculars for tw o m onths, w ith a field of view



so narrow  yet so clear.

Those last days before w e leave A nchorage, every hour m atters. R ealizing too
late that w e have the w rong schedule for the freight barge headed to W ashington,
w e recruit a neighborhood crew  to help us package the boats for their journey
south. Pat finished them  only days ago and their paint is barely dry w hen w e
drop them  at the shipping dock ten m inutes before the m idnight deadline. I plead
w ith the agent to let the boats onboard and then sneak into the w arehouse to find
a forklift driver w ho can assure m e they w onɋt get crushed in the loading
process. B efore they have com e anyw here near w ater theyɋre hoisted into a
cargo container, w ith large ɎFR A G ILEɏ stickers plastered all over their sides.

Later that night, I com plete the final paperw ork for m y Ph.D . graduation. Itɋs
nearly 4 a.m . by the tim e the files are scanned and ready. I press send and close
m y eyes. Thereɋs no celebration, only the w orry that I m ight have m ade a
m istake on one of the form s. C hickadees are far from  m y thoughts.

O ur final gear packing quickly becom es a m atter of triage. Things w e debated
about for w eeks are reduced to yes, no, or too late to w orry about.

Som e of these decisions are easy. Y es to the satellite phone. B esides the extra
safety m argin it allow s, saving our fam ilies any unnecessary w orry is w orth the
w eight and expense. N o to the gun. Itɋs logistically com plicatedɇ until recently,
firearm s w ere banned from  national parks in the U nited States; they are still
illegal in C anadian parksɇ and too heavy to justify. D espite w arnings about
hungry A rctic bears, w eɋve generally been of the opinion that a gun is a poor
substitute for caution. B ear spray has proven effective in m ost cases. Y es to the
trekking poles for the hiking portions. O ur knees w ill appreciate the support
through hundreds of m iles of tussocks and scree. N o to a spare paddle for the
packrafts. W e sim ply canɋt afford the extra pounds. Y es to the sm all solar panel
that w ill allow  us to charge our electronics along the w ay. N o to dry bags that
are supposed to keep the sm ell of food sealed in and aw ay from  the prying noses
of bears. The bags are pricey and difficult to find, and in our brief trials didnɋt
seem  to stand up to m ore than a single use. Y es to the cell phone for checking e-
m ail as w e pass through tow ns.

Finally, our chaotic piles begin to take shape.



Launch

Five days after shipping the boats, w e scurry around our A nchorage apartm ent
in another m idnight frenzy, shoving last-m inute additions of toothpaste, spare
boat parts, and neoprene socks into already bursting luggage. O ur m orning flight
to Seattle is scheduled to leave in less than six hours, and the living room  still
looks like a yard sale. Q ueasy w ith fatigue and hunger, I pick up a bow l of cereal
I poured for dinner that has sat untouched for hours. Pat joins m e at the table and
w e stare blankly at each other, shaking our heads at this m adness of our ow n
devising. A s I survey the m ess of clothes and gear, I hear a distinctive crack
follow ed by a low , quiet m oan.

Pat scow ls as he fishes around in his m outh and then spits out a quarter-inch
silver filling that had, only m om ents before, been attached to his m olar. ɎFuck.
Y ou have got to be fucking kidding m e.ɏ I take one look at the jagged piece of
m etal, a bit of tooth still attached to it, and begin to laugh before bursting into
tears.

Som ehow  w e drag ourselves onto the plane later that m orning, begging coffee
refills from  the flight attendant each tim e she passes. W hen w e touch dow n in
Seattle w e retrieve our luggage under the fluorescent lights of the baggage claim
and m eet m y brother outside in the slushy street. W e have landed on one of the
rare days w hen snow  is falling in Seattle, and his heavily loaded sedan struggles
through the unplow ed roads. Later that m orning, Pat goes to a neighborhood
dentist, returning an hour later w ith the report that a repair w ould require m ore
than a single visit.

ɎH e didnɋt think it w as safe to do such a m ajor job and then send m e out on a
boat,ɏ Pat explains. ɎSo I guess Iɋll just have to chew  on the other side of m y
m outh for a few  m onths.ɏ

In the m orning w e rent a tw enty-four-foot U -H aul, collect our row boats from
the freight dock, and w ind our w ay out of Seattleɋs narrow  streets and onto the I-
5 interstate to B ellingham . W e arrive at Squalicum  H arbor to find frost on the



docks and the sparkle of new  snow  on the distant slopes of M ount B aker. The
m arina w here w e spent tw o years as live-aboards on a tw enty-seven-foot sailboat
is nearly deserted. Even in a place w here residents pride them selves on enduring
the persistent w inter m onsoons, few  boaters venture out in the m iddle of M arch.
N orm ally, w e w ouldnɋt, either. B ut thereɋs no tim e to w aste if w e have any hope
of reaching the A rctic before w inter.

  

W ith dry bags and gear strew n across the law n, w e unload our boats and begin to
pore over the cryptic m anufacturer directions for how  to assem ble a pair of
oarlocks. W eɋve forgotten w hether green refers to port or starboard, one of the
m ost basic facts of seam anship, and w e stare blankly at the color-coded parts.
ɎFifty-fifty chance, right?ɏ Pat asks and begins on one side. I grab the other oar.
B y the tim e w e finish, the oars are attached securely but point backw ard like
w ounded birds w ith aw kw ard, drooping w ings. O ur first failure.

A fter w e sw ap the oars, w e take a break for late-afternoon sandw iches and I
dig out the m essage a friend had left m e as a send-off. Rem em ber to keep hands
relaxed on the oars, straight back, pivot at the hips, and let your legs do the
w ork. C atchɔ push w ith the legsɔ sw ing backɔ clean hands in and dow n to the
finishɔ arm s aw ayɔ sw ing upɔ and slow  creep up the slide to the next catch.
K eep 2Ɇ3 beats up the slide to 1 beat pulling back and youɋll glide along no
w orries. Pat and I laugh drily about the fact that w e donɋt know  w hat a Ɏcatchɏ
is, but w e also pay attention. Standing in jeans and sneakers on a patch of green
grass, w e need any help w e can get.

Instead of training for w hat w ill be a m ajor endurance event, w eɋve spent the
last several w eeks eating poorly, sleeping little, and forgoing exercise entirely. I
can only hope that our bodies hold som e of the sam e innate energetic capabilities
that m any m igratory birds do. To prepare for days or w eeks of travel, birds donɋt
fly sprints on their w inter territories or lift w eights at the local gym . Instead, they
stay put and consum e as m uch food as possible, in m any cases doubling their
body w eight in just a few  w eeks. ɎEating like a birdɏ is clearly a m isnom er.
G eese graze on nitrogen-rich grasses or gorge them selves on corn. Sandpipers
stock up on m ollusks. Finches chow  seeds. The sam e rate of w eight gain in
hum ans is alm ost unthinkable. So w ell adapted are birds to the rigors of
m igration that even their organs are flexible; in the great knot, a w ading bird that
flies betw een Siberia and A ustralia, nearly every body part not required for flight
ɇ from  intestines to liver, spleen to skinɇ shrinks during m igration. A s m odern



hum ans, w eɋre starting w ith a distinct disadvantage: no m atter how  m uch w e
train or how  far w e m ust go, w e canɋt survive on feast and fam ine. If w eɋre
lucky, Pat and I m ight be able to transform  som e of our love handles to energy
the w ay birds do.

O ur fitness levels arenɋt the only problem . In all of our frantic preparations
for the trip, w e had neglected perhaps the m ost im portant one of allɇ learning to
row . O ur total com bined experience is a quick jaunt in a friendɋs creaky
alum inum  dinghy across a protected cove, and a lazy afternoon of fishing in a
borrow ed raft. O ur initial plan had been to acquire row boats long before w e left
so w e could teach ourselves to row  and troubleshoot any potential problem s. W e
w ere com m itted to row ingɇ not only w ould it be m ore efficient than kayaking,
but it w ould allow  us to keep our legs strong for the hundreds of m iles of skiing
and hiking to follow . H ow ever, the fact that Pat had to build our boats, w hich he
barely m anaged to finish in tim e, and that m ost w ater in A laska w as frozen solid
w hen w eɋd left, m ade practicing im possible.

Perched next to the m uch larger skiffs and sailboats in the m arina, our
row boats look fragile, m ore art than function, their shiny paint m ocked by the
dented steel and stained fiberglass of the Squalicum  fleet. W hen I lift one end of
m y boat to help Pat carry it to the dock, the heavy, aw kw ard load strains m y
back and pinches m y knuckles. Each boat w eighs nearly one hundred pounds,
and w e m ust haul them , plus our food and gear, up and dow n the beach at each
cam psite. I have no idea how  Iɋll m anage to carry the boats over slippery rocks
and cobbles. I have no idea how  Iɋll do any of it.

W e low er m y boat into the w ater for the very first tim e and w atch anxiously
for leaks, running our hands along the glossy cockpits, testing the insides of the
hatches for m oisture. Pat helps m e clim b in and pushes m e aw ay from  the dock
so m y outriggers are free. It takes a dozen tries before I m anage anything
resem bling a stroke. The oars have a m ind of their ow n, and m y seat slides up
and dow n the length of the boat w ithout w aiting for m y direction. M y neck
im m ediately begins to protest the fact that I w ill have to look over m y shoulder
for the next thousand-plus m ilesɇ facing backw ard is one of the inherent
dow nsides of row ing. W hen Pat gets into his boat, he looks as aw kw ard as I feel.
Thankfully, the docks are em pty of spectators.

  

That night, after finishing our packing, w e stay in a friendɋs boatbuilding shop
near the m arina. A s I unroll our sleeping pads, Pat calls to m e from  the



basem ent. I w alk dow nstairs and see him  hunched in the corner, peering at a
w ooden box w ith his headlam p.

ɎItɋs Sprucey,ɏ he says w ith a grin.
Inside the box is the spruce canoe that shaped our relationship. Pat brought

the canoe dow n to B ellingham  by ferry after convincing his college advisor that
a m useum  exhibit featuring the canoe w as w orthy of fine arts credit. A fter the
exhibit, he stored the boat in our friendɋs basem ent, w here it still sits. A ll these
years later, itɋs fitting for Sprucey to see us off. That earlier canoe-building trip,
alm ost a decade ago, doesnɋt com e close to rivaling the present one in term s of
m iles, am bition, or sheer scale. The distance w e covered then w ould hardly
register on the m ap of our upcom ing journey. B ut w hat w e gained had nothing to
do w ith m ileage. B efore the trip, our togetherness w as tentative, a relationship
still searching for traction. O ur tim e on the river changed that. A s I lean against
Pat in the dark, he unscrew s one corner of the plyw ood lid. The um ber bark,
stitched w ith yellow  spruce roots, stares back at us.

ɎI guess this is w hat it m eans to com e full circle,ɏ I say.
A fter w e go to bed, I thrash around in m y sleeping bag, dozing off only long

enough to w ake again w ith a start. M y thoughts bounce betw een fears of
capsizing in big w aves to anxieties about the grow ing list of things I have
forgotten to pack. Pat, lying on the floor next to m e in his ow n sleeping bag, is
sound asleep. H e has put his w orries aside in favor of rest, w hich w e both
desperately need. It w ill be easier in the m orning, w hen w eɋre fresh, he told m e.
Itɋs a gift to be able to suspend doubt long enough to believe in the im possible.
A  gift Iɋm  currently lacking.

The next m orning, I stum ble out of bed and across the street for coffee,
craving nothing m ore than a lazy day of reading inside a w arm  cafç. B ut instead
I pull on several layers of synthetic and w ool clothing, don rain gear, and brace
m yself for w hat lies ahead. Itɋs M arch 17, St. Patrickɋs D ay. B eyond just
sham rocks and green leprechauns, itɋs a celebration of the patron saint after
w hom  Pat w as nam ed. I peer out from  under m y hood at the rain and w ish for a
bit of Irish C atholic luck today.

Tw o friends from  B ellingham  m eet us at the m arina and help us carry our
boats to the dock. B efore loading our brightly colored stack of dry bags, Pat
notices that the bolts on the oarlocks are loose, threatening to slip into the w ater
and disappear. H e m akes a hurried trip to the hardw are store for replacem ents as
I shiver next to m y friends in the rain and w atch a flock of harlequin ducks bob
in the lee of the breakw ater. C hop is beginning to form  on the w ater. W hen Pat



returns, w e secure the bolts in silence and step over the large outriggers into our
boats.

B efore I push aw ay from  the dock, I pause to exchange a grin w ith Pat.
D espite the uncertainties and the stresses of the previous w eeks, itɋs finally tim e
to launch! If nothing else, w eɋve m ade it this far. W e pose for a photo before
leaving the com forts and burdens of our regular lives behind.

A s soon as I begin row ing, I feel naked in the open cockpit, vulnerable to the
w ind and rain. U nlike a kayakɋs seat, the row boatɋs sliding seat is perched high
above the w aterline, and thereɋs no spray skirt to keep the w ater out of m y lap.
The oars are nearly ten feet long and unw ieldy as I lift them  up to return to the
top of each stroke. To m ake the blades m ove through the w ater in synchrony, m y
right hand m ust pass over m y left. Itɋs aw kw ard and I bum p m y thum bs nearly
every tim e. I try to rem em ber m y friendɋs m essage about the catch and the beats.
I know  only that m y beat is com pletely off. I let go of one oar handle to w ave at
our friends and it hits m e in the chin. W hen I look over at Pat, I notice the fine
creases around his eyes are etched deeper than usual.

B y the tim e w e reach H orseshoe Island an hour later, the cold M arch rain has
turned to hail. I step out of m y boat and try to shake the cram ps from  m y arm s
and legs, m ade w orse by tense overgripping and exaggerated strokes. Sm all,
round blisters have started to rise on m y palm s, and m y thum b is darkening to
purple w here I have repeatedly sm ashed it betw een the handles of the oars. A s I
stretch and shim m y, Pat does his ow n version of calisthenics, hopping from  one
leg to the other and pum m eling his butt cheeks w ith his fists.

The restlessness I felt before w e left A nchorage has been replaced by a
grow ing dread. U nlike the godw its and gulls that inspired m e as I sat in m y
office cubicle, I have no w ings, no m agic carpet that w ill carry m e north. N either
m y body nor m y m ind feels ready, and Iɋm  row ing a boat that refuses to obey
m y com m ands. I had thought foolishly that Zugunruhe w ould be enough. I had
im agined that the urge to m ove w ould take hold as soon as w e hit the w ater.
Instead, Iɋve already started to question the reasons for this journey. The
enorm ity of our goal is dizzying.

Tw o hours later, w e reach the Strait of G eorgia, w here the shelter of Lum m i
Island gives w ay to m iles of exposed row ing. A s soon as w e nose out into the
channel, a strong southeasterly w ind shoves us from  the side and w aves threaten
to w rest m y oars from  m y hands. A  m ew  gull catapults past m y head, leaving a
stream  of w hite guano on the bow  of m y boat. A s a child, Iɋd been told that
getting pooped on w as a sign of good luck, but after years of w orking w ith birds,



I know  the truth. Thereɋs nothing lucky about it.
ɎItɋs too rough, w e need to go back,ɏ I shout to Pat. I resist the oceanɋs

attem pt to pry m e from  m y seat each tim e I dig an oar into a w ave and slow ly
fight m y w ay back to the lee of the island.

A s w e scan the shoreline for a place to cam p, w e see only backyards and an
unruly assortm ent of gardens and sheds and old trucks. A  tangle of seaw eed and
sticks is nestled against the base of the bluff, evidence that this narrow  strip of
beach w ill flood at the next high tide.

ɎG reat, w hat do w e do here?ɏ Pat m utters.
ɎA sk if w e can cam p in som eoneɋs yard,ɏ I answ er, refusing to consider the

prospect of heading back out into the w aves. Pulling our boats ashore, I run up
the steep bank to knock on the door of one of the houses. N o one answ ers there,
or at the next tw o I try. Taking absence for tacit approval, w e choose a spot
hidden by a thicket of blackberry bram bles, picking our w ay around old pieces
of fencing and barbed w ire, and anchor our tent fly to a cracked four-w heeler
tire.

Itɋs far from  an idyllic beginning, but w eɋre too tired to care. W e fall asleep at
dusk and w ake to the sound of a car door slam m ing in the dark. N o one visits
until early the next m orning, w hen a fat brow n Labrador retriever w anders dow n
to pee on a tent stake. Sneaking aw ay just after daw n, w e cook breakfast on the
w et sand of the beach and launch tow ard G eorgia Strait again. This tim e, the
w ater is as still as a lake. Itɋs a blessing w e happily accept. W ith only seven
m iles of row ing behind us and nearly tw elve hundred to go, w e need every break
the w eather m ight offer.

O ver the follow ing days, as w e pass through protected w aters around the San
Juan and G ulf Islands, I slow ly learn to m ove w ith the w ater rather than against
it. Though stiff and sore each night, m y m uscles loosen to the rhythm ic m otion
of row ing. Eventually m y hands feather the oars intuitively and I can finally hold
a straight course. I see gulls and ducks cruising past and no longer curse them  for
m ocking m e w ith their easy w ingbeats and sure purpose. Still, the unsettled
spring w eather sends us careening frequently to shore in search of shelter. W e
w ash up on beach after beach to find m ost sum m er hom es em pty this early in the
year, w ith no one around to m ind a couple of bedraggled boaters cam ping on
their law n. O ccasionally w e pitch our tent unannounced only to realize later that
w e have slept in som eoneɋs yard w ho is hom e or have blocked the path of a



neighborɋs daily m orning w alk. Instead of angry w ords or the barrel of a
shotgun, w e alm ost alw ays face good-natured hospitality.

O ne m an apologizes profusely w hen he finds us in our tent at 7 a.m .,
sheepishly occupying a dorm ant flow er bed. ɎIf Iɋd know n you w ere here I
w ould have invited you up for hot drinks!ɏ he tells us. A t another beach, w e don
dry suits w hile a recent retiree from  the m ainland checks the forecast and calls
ahead to his friends to keep a lookout for us. A n hour later, w e look up to
sm iling shouts of ɎB ellingham !ɏ and a w aving flag. These first sm all acts of
kindness from  strangers buoy us through the rain and w ind.

Shortly after leaving the port tow n of N anaim o, w e are forced back by big
chop and gusty w inds and find ourselves hauled out on a paved path at a public
dog-w alking park. Trying unsuccessfully to be inconspicuous, w e hunker dow n
near our boats in the driving rain and w ait for darkness, w hen w e can pitch our
tent unnoticed. B efore long, an elderly gentlem an w ith a strong N orw egian
accent approaches us in the bushes and invites us to his house. ɎToo bad m y w ife
isnɋt hom e. Sheɋd know  just how  to take care of you. I could heat up a frozen
pizza,ɏ he says, Ɏand put your clothes in the dryer.ɏ H e w ill sound surprised
w hen I call his num ber several m onths later to thank him , as though an overnight
invitation is nothing m ore than a sim ple courtesy.

B ut friendly offers of food or a place to stay are alm ost alw ays follow ed by
surprise w hen w e explain our circum stances. W e face blank stares as people
look at our row boats, look at us, and ask w here w eɋre going. Alaska?! In those
boats? A gain and again, I nod and force a sm ile, pretending that m y ow n doubt
doesnɋt m irror their ow n.



 Storm  D ays

I used to think I loved the ocean. Today I hate it. Sw ells m aw  open at irregular
angles and threaten to sw allow  m e. The w aves have teeth. G usts w ash over m e
w ith the cold, sucking air of a passing train, forcing m e to brace rather than row .
I concentrate on keeping m y hands low  on the upstroke to avoid the jarring force
of the w ater grabbing m y oar. I try to think about anything except the fact that I
canɋt get out right now .

Pat row s his boat thirty feet aw ay, riding the sea like a new  jockey. H is eyes
are fixed; his jaw  is clenched. W ith each set his bow  plunges into the trough of a
w ave before rising again. N orm ally he w ould be checking in w ith m e every few
m om ents, offering a glance, a hand gesture. B ut for now  he is consum ed by the
w ater.

The storm  that has been threatening to blow  up for the past several days has
finally arrived, announcing its presence suddenly and offering us little tim e to
find protection. Itɋs the third gale in less than tw o w eeks, and this one prom ises
to be the w orst. Since leaving B ellingham , w e have com e to accept that this is
the season of storm s and driving rain and frost on our boats each m orning. W e
have w orked to relax into the steady cadence of pull-glide, pull-glide, to exhale
w ith the creaking of the oars. R ight now  those lessons seem  abstract and distant.
The fear burning in the back of m y throat does not.

Please, let m e be anyw here but here. H ead dow n, peering out from  under a
deluge of rain and sleet, Iɋm  holding on one second, fighting for control the next.
A gain and again the w aves threaten to leverage m e into the w ater. W ith each
stroke, the hard plastic handles of m y oars collide and graze m y knuckles. ɎI
donɋt know  if I can do this!ɏ I shout m y panic into the w ind. B riefly, the sound
of a hum an voice, even m y ow n, m ew ling and high-pitched, m akes m e feel less
at the m ercy of the sea. M y boat rolls and lurches and I channel terror into rage
ɇ at the w aves, at the w ind, at this stupid trip.



  

Early this m orning, as w e listened to the forecast on the V H F radio from  the
w arm th of our sleeping bags, w e debated w hether w e w ould have enough tim e to
m ake it past the next tow n, C am pbell R iver, before being pinned dow n by the
im pending blow . The com puterized voice w arning of thirty-five-knot w inds and
six-foot seas, predicted to hit by evening, m ade m e stiffen against Pat. ɎW ell?ɏ I
prom pted after w e turned off the radio. W ith his usual optim ism , he said he
thought w eɋd be fine, that w e could cover a few  m iles before w e w ould have to
find another cam psite. In return, I m um bled som ething about spring being too
storm y for row ing, even as I began to pack up the tent. W e both knew  that sitting
out the w eather on a perfectly calm  m orning w ouldnɋt get us any closer to the
A rctic.

For the first tw o hours, m y w orry seem ed silly. W e glided through w ater so
still and clear that our eyes could trace the stalky arm s of bull kelp dow n to their
anchors on the sea floor. C row s and ravens picked at foam y yellow  m ats of
herring eggs along the high-tide line. W e spotted our first hum pback w hale,
feeding in the shallow s. The w haleɋs rounded, silvery back rose from  the w ater
w ith a steam y exhale. N othing in its graceful m ovem ents hinted at the journey it
had just com pleted or the desperate hunger it m ust have felt only days or w eeks
ago. M igrating farther than any other m am m al on the planet, hum pback w hales
sw im  m ore than three thousand m iles each w ay betw een H aw aii and B ritish
C olum bia or A laska each year. W hen they return to northern w aters, they feast
on the sm orgasbord of silvery herring and tiny crustaceans, gulping giant
m outhfuls of plankton and krill.

A s I w atched the w hale surface, I rem em bered w hy being here m attered.
Traveling north in the springtim e is am ong the m ost prim al of acts. W ith salt
from  sw eat and seaw ater dried on m y lips, I felt part cetacean m yself. B ut that
w as before the w ind began to ripple across the w ater, before w e realized how
few  safe landings this coastline offered.

  

C am pbell R iver, a com m unity of thirty-five thousand people nestled against
V ancouver Islandɋs eastern coastline, begins to em erge from  the fog. A lthough
w eɋre less than three m iles from  the edge of tow n, thereɋs no m istaking our
aloneness. In theory, w eɋre capable of self-rescue. U nder m ost conditions, if I
capsized, I could right m y ow n boat and clim b back in. Today, in a storm  a half



m ile offshore, Iɋd be lucky to grab m y boat w ithout getting knocked in the head
by an oar. Iɋd be even luckier to hold on long enough for the possibility of help
to arrive. In this zone of big surf and forty-five-degree w ater, thereɋs only one
optionɇ w e sim ply canɋt capsize.

G iven their size, our eighteen-foot row boats have proven to be seaw orthy,
even pow ered as they are by novices. W ith the configuration of the sliding seat,
w e can direct all of the energy from  our arm s, backs, and legs into the long oars,
w hich act as outriggers. The boats are m uch w ider than typical racing sculls,
nearly three feet at the hips. Their hulls have just the right shape, offering
efficiency w ithout com prom ising stability. B ut no m atter how  w ell designed,
eighteen feet is only eighteen feet. Today, our boats feel tiny in the w aves.

I notice a pair of headlights flickering dow n the coast. Lights from  buildings
and houses are bright against the gray sky, and I im agine w hat it feels like to be
inside. W arm . Q uiet. Safe. For an instant, I escape to a previous version of
m yselfɇ a young girl curled up w ith a book and a cup of tea, reading about
som eone elseɋs crazy adventures. B ut the storm  continues to how l and w e need
to act. The tide is falling quickly and the rocky shoreline churns w ith breaking
surf. W hen a w ave splashes in m y lap, cold w ater seeping betw een m y thighs, I
fight the urge to call aloud for help. I pull harder on the oars w ith each stroke
and glance over m y shoulder just long enough to confirm  that Pat is still nearby.
Thereɋs nothing w e can do for each other right now , except to stay upright in our
ow n boats.

Eventually, a sm all beach appears through the m ist. I w ant to be there, now . I
turn and see Pat already nosing his boat slightly tow ard shore. W e m ake it only a
hundred yards before spray ricochets off of a subm erged reef in front of us. The
landing m ight be safe, but getting there clearly isnɋt; the fact is that w eɋre better
off out here in deeper w ater. If w e choose poorly, our boats could be crushed in a
second, sending us som ersaulting into the frothy m ess. Pat uses his arm s to
signal w hat I already know . W eɋll have to keep looking.

A fter tw enty m ore m inutes of w restling the oars, a boat landing w ith a sim ple
breakw ater and launch ram p com es into view . I shout to get Patɋs attention.
W hen he stares blankly at m e in response, I let go of one of m y oars to point and
give the thum bs-up. Pat returns the gesture and w e angle tow ard shore again. A s
w e near the breakw ater, I pause long enough to sw allow  m y pride. Pat is no
m ore suited to the landing than I am . Except he isnɋt afraid to try. W hen I
gesture for him  to go first, he doesnɋt protest. H e studies the w ater carefully
before bursting into m otion, row ing hard against the current of the outgoing tide.



O nce he passes into the lee of the breakw ater the w aves relent enough for him  to
jum p out. In w aist-deep w ater he drags his boat partially out of the surf and w aits
for m e to follow . I take a deep breath, w atch for a break in the sets, and pull w ith
everything Iɋve got. A s soon as I pass the breakw ater, heɋs there to catch m y
bow . Together w e m uscle the boats out of the w ater and collapse in a soggy heap
on the gravel.

ɎW e did it,ɏ Pat says as he reaches over to take m y gloved hand in his.
ɎB arely,ɏ I reply.
I am  content to lie here forever. A t least until m y toes start to com plain about

being cold. U ntil the beach begins to feel less like soft sand and m ore like lum py
gravel. O nly after discom fort fully edges out the lingering adrenaline do w e
stand up to take inventory of our surroundings. W hen the storm  first threatened,
I envisioned snuggling in our sleeping bags on a quiet beach w ith big trees for a
backdrop. Pavem ent and cars w erenɋt part of this equation. W e have landed at a
public boat launch surrounded by houses. A cross the street are a gas station and
a m otel w ith a neon red vacancy sign. W e had planned to sleep in our tent, as w e
w ould nearly every other night for the next six m onths, but the tem ptation of
show ers and a place to dry our clothes is too great.

ɎW hat are the chances of w ashing up w ithin one hundred feet of a m otel?ɏ I
ask. W ithout w aiting for Patɋs response, I jog across the street and push open the
scuffed office door, bells sw inging overhead. The m an at the front desk takes
one look at m y dripping hat and hair, bulky life jacket, and bright orange dry suit
and asks m e in a thick A ustralian accent only half jokingly if Iɋve lost m y boat.
W hen he tells m e that they have discounted room s for the w inter, I reach across
the counter to hug him . H e pulls aw ay and hands m e a room  key, m uttering,
ɎFooking crazies around here.ɏ

  

The m otel room  offers an abrupt transition from  bobbing in the surf to spraw ling
on a flow ered bedspread, and w e w aste no tim e settling in. U nder steam ing
w ater, I w hittle a sm all bar of com plim entary soap dow n to alm ost nothing as I
scrub m y body and m y hair, using w hatɋs left to w ash our clothes in the bathtub.
Lying pink-faced in socks and a tow el on the king-sized bed, I could be in a
luxury resort in the tropics rather than a dum py m otel on the battered N orth
Pacific coast. In our extravagance, w e order an extra-large pizza and devour it
easily in fifteen m inutes. Still hungry, I pull rain gear over m y nakedness and
m ake a visit to the gas station next door. For eleven dollars, I buy them  out of



super-size R eeseɋs C ups. W hen I return, I curl up next to Pat and sip the tea heɋs
heated in the m icrow ave.

W e stay up m uch later than w e should, not falling asleep until w eɋve finished
channel surfing through a series of sensational new s stories that feel like they
belong in a different reality. W hen I w ake in the m iddle of the night, Pat and I
are nested closely together as though w eɋre still in our tiny tent. I hear the
strange sound of canned laughter and roll over to click off the television rem ote.

For the first tw o days, as the storm  continues to rage, our unplanned stopover
feels m ore like a vacation than a stranding. A s w e hunker dow n in the m otel
room  and w ait for the w eather to im prove, w e repair gear, catch up on journal
entries, and call fam ily and friends. O ne evening, Pat dictates the first postcard
to his grandparents, a habit that w ill soon becom e part of our tow n routine. I
laugh as I w rite. ɎW eɋre stuck in a tow n called C am pbell R iver. Things could
certainly be w orse. The ocean is rough but the bed I slept in last night is aw fully
soft. H ope you tw o are doing w ell.ɏ

B ut by the third 5 a.m . w ake-up to a shrill alarm  clock, and w ith a continued
forecast of high w inds and big seas, the novelty of w aiting has w orn off. W e stop
calling our fam ilies to check inɇ w eathering a storm  in a m otel hardly seem s an
adventure w orth recounting. W e pore over m aps and grow  increasingly anxious
to sw ap the stale odors of used bedding and stained carpet for the briny sm ells of
the sea. A s rain stream s dow n the w indow s, I tally how  far behind schedule this
stopover is pushing us. W e counted on being able to row  m ore than tw enty m iles
a day. So far, w e have barely m ade ten. A nd now , three m ore days of averaging
zero. The m ath is sim ple: Every day that w eɋre stuck w aiting reduces our chance
of success. O nly one hundred and tw enty m iles into a four-thousand-m ile
journey, Iɋm  feeling less like a bold adventurer and m ore like a failure.

W hile w e w ere row ing, our needs w ere pared dow n to the essentials: eat,
sleep, m ove. W e rose at daw n, row ed until w e no longer could, and curled
gratefully in our sleeping bags each night. I w as learning to let m y body lead,
w ith the ocean as m y guide. N ow  that w e have stopped m oving, m y m ind has
taken over again and I find m y thoughts drifting back to w hat I left behind.

I had applied, shortly before leaving, for a postdoctoral fellow ship to w ork
w ith a w ell-respected w ildlife disease ecologist and a renow ned m athem atician
on the sam e beak deform ities Iɋve studied for the past five years. W hen I
subm itted m y application to the N ational Science Foundation, I did it less for
love of the subjectɇ m athem atical m odeling of the avian beakɇ than for the fact
that it seem ed like the right thing to do. Even now , the prom ise of w orking w ith



high-caliber scientists at Princeton is appealing, though m oving to N ew  Jersey
and studying beaks again is not. The aw ard w onɋt be announced for several m ore
w eeks. A nother job I had applied for w ith a federal agency in A nchorage is also
pending. Each of these prospects leaves m e tense and confused. A lthough I
know  I canɋt bob around in the ocean endlessly, Iɋm  no longer sure w hat it is I
w ant.

I check m y old university e-m ail account and see the nam es of several fellow
graduate students listed as the recipients of conservation aw ards and funding
grants. A s m uch as I w as ready for a break from  m y studies, I canɋt help but feel
a tw inge of jealousy. O thers seem  so driven, so certain about their paths. Instead,
Iɋm  sitting in a m otel room  on V ancouver Island hoping that a floundering
journey to the A rctic w ill offer som e clarity.

To m ake a trip like this possible, w eɋve had to give up m ore than just
professional com m itm ents. M y sister is due w ith her first baby in less than a
m onth and I w onɋt be there for the birth. M y dadɋs health is steadily w orsening,
and Iɋve recently done little to help or even to acknow ledge his situation. W eɋve
used m ost of our savings to purchase supplies and organize logistics. A s I lie
aw ake in the hotel room  at night, restless from  too m uch junk food and
inactivity, I feel like a thirty-three-year-old kid still w aiting anxiously for the
answ ers that are supposed to com e w ith grow ing up.

  

Finally, on the fifth day, the steady drone of the w ind against the m otelɋs cheap
w indow s eases and the quiet em anates like a giant sigh of relief. W e donɋt have
to listen to the w eather radio to know  w hen it is tim e to go. Leaving is easy. O ur
bags have been packed for days. W e grab one last coffee and sugary pastry from
the gas station next door, tiptoe out in the dark, and load our boats in the gently
lapping w ater.

W ithin an hour, our row ing com panions num ber in the thousands. Scoters
congregate in rafts so large that the round w hite patches on the backs of their
heads blur into a pointillist painting as they dive in synchrony. D ozens of sea
lions cavort near our boats. Sleek and graceful underw ater, they explode from
the surface like w aves crashing on a reef, tossing their brow n bodies through the
air in a show  of raw  pow er. H erring school in silvery m asses below  tornadoes of
foraging gulls. I catch a glim pse of a rufous hum m ingbird as it passes overhead,
its sm all body backlit by the pink sky of early-m orning fog.

In the days before the storm , w e saw  dozens of hum m ingbirds, often crossing



over large expanses of open w ater. Several cam e to investigate the bright red
deck of m y row boatɇ a giant faux flow er w ith no prom ise of nectar. I decided
then to christen m y boat Rufous in honor of these tiny travelers, and in fond
m em ory of m y conservation biology professor. Less than tw o years after I
graduated from  college, I received new s that B ill had died follow ing a short
battle w ith leukem ia. W e had stayed in touch by e-m ail, but I never properly
thanked him  for w hat he had given m e: a new  w ay of seeing the w orld.

A s the hum m ingbird flies past, I recall a photo of B illɋs gnarled hands,
show ing a silver leg band so m inuscule it fit w ithin the sm allest w horl of his
fingerprint. A t just over three gram s, a rufous hum m ingbird could be sent across
the country for the cost of a postcard stam p. B ut as B ill w as quick to point out,
size doesnɋt alw ays scale equally w ith toughness; proportionally, these birds
m ake the longest know n avian m igration on the planet. O n m iniature w ings that
beat tw o hundred tim es a m inute, they travel clockw ise, up the Pacific C oast in
spring and dow n the spine of the R ocky M ountains in late sum m er. Their
w intering grounds in M exico are separated from  their A laskan breeding grounds
by nearly 80 m illion body lengths. For us, this w ould be equivalent to traveling
eighty-three thousand m ilesɇ m ore than three tim es around the earth and just
shy of the distance w e m ight hope to w alk in an entire lifetim e. Thatɋs only one
w ay.

That first sum m er w ith the kittiw akes, I found a rufous hum m ingbird nestled
in a depression in the ground, its still form  pressed against a bed of snow  and dry
brow n leaves. It lay unm oving as I reached dow n to stroke its iridescent green
head. A  casualty of a late-spring storm , the last of its reserves sapped by the
recent snow , I figured. B ut w hen I picked up the bird and cradled it in m y hands,
its fragile body slow ly stirred to life. It w as cold, not dead. Each day, rufous
hum m ingbirds m ust eat three tim es their body w eight to pow er their flight. A t
night, they enter a state of torpor that allow s their core tem perature to drop and
heart rate to slow , just as chickadees do in the dead of w inter.

These birds survive by only the narrow est of m argins, but they act like they
ow n the w orld. W atch one at a feeder for a few  m inutes and youɋll see a tiny bird
w ith a big attitude. They thrust their sw ordlike beaks at potential intruders,
including birds tw ice their size, and leave no question as to w ho has claim ed
rights to the nectar. Their pluck has reportedly scared off even chipm unks and
eagles. B ill told m e stories about their grit, the w ay they fought against their
hum an captors like they had every chance of w inning.

A s the w ind rattled our m otel room  w indow s, I had w ondered how  the



hum m ingbirds, arriving before any blossom s or buds had em erged, fared in the
storm . N ow , w ith each pull of m y oars, I rem ind m yself that itɋs naive to
question the resilience of a bird that w eighs little m ore than a penny and
m igrates tw ice the distance w e plan to row  in less than a quarter of the tim e.

H eading north into the crisp m orning air, our ow n bodies w ell rested and w ell
fed, anything seem s possible.



C hasing Tides

A fter alm ost a m onth on the w ater, Iɋm  suspended in darkness, m y boat slicing
the border betw een a black sky and a blacker sea. Sea lions belch and m urres
m oan; voices that are fam iliar by day becom e disem bodied and eerie by night.
The sm allest w aves startle m e in this strange w orld of shadow  and sound as I
search for the neon illum ination of phosphorescence beneath m y boat, hoping for
som e definition in the inky w ater. W hen m y oar collides w ith a dead surf scoter
floating facedow n, the w hite patch on the back of its head stares up at m e like an
unblinking eye. Pat is only thirty feet aw ay, but I long for the com fort of
closeness. B ecause of the broad reach of the oars, itɋs im possible to row  in close
tandem  as w e w ould in kayaks. I canɋt m ake out the silhouette of his torso;
instead, his oar blades flash w hite and ghostly against the glow  of his headlam p.
It seem s crazy to continue like this, in the dark, but w e have no choice. W e canɋt
find a beach to land our boats. Every cove is sw ollen to its edges and cliffs stare
blankly at us as w e drift by.

W eɋre just a few  days past the spring equinox and the solar system  has
aligned, quite literally, creating an im pressive gravitational pull. Spring tides are
often large, but this cycle has trum ped our expectations. O ver the past several
days, record tides have sent us clam bering up steep banks to find dry cam psites
and forced us to haul our gear across m iles of kelp-strew n beaches. W ater found
its w ay to places that are norm ally dry, lapping at tree roots, creeping to w ithin
inches of our sleeping bags, and leaving the tentɋs guylines dangling in brackish
w ater. H ours later, the falling tide exposed m ussel beds that rarely see light.
Though even at their m ost extrem e, local tides are now here near the w orldɋs
largestɇ w hich can vary m ore than fifty feet, as they do in N ova Scotiaɋs B ay of
Fundyɇ the scale is relative. Itɋs the biggest tidal range this region has seen in
nearly ten years.

O ur tide book reports that tonight w ill bring the highest tide of the year. The
little bookɋs m odest design m asks the com plex forces that shape these num bers:



the m oon spinning around the earth, the earth around the sun, gravity that varies
across the surface of the ocean. Itɋs an interplanetary dance that requires
sophisticated physics to understand. B ut, behind the calculations, there exists a
basic truth: our w atery blue earth is a sm all piece of som ething m uch larger than
w e w ill ever com prehend. For us, these m onster tides also bring another set of
lessons about the sea, and about life.

  

Tw o nights ago, w e pulled into a narrow  cove under the falling darkness, hauled
our boats above the tide line, and clim bed into our sleeping bags. Several hours
later, I w oke to the sound of w ood on w ood, a hollow  thudding that nudged m e
aw ake. A s I startled from  sleep, it took m e a m om ent to locate m yself in the dark
forest, w edged betw een salm onberry thickets and the shadow s of stalky
hem locks. B ehind Patɋs gentle snores, logs banged against each other in the surf.
Suddenly the sound registered in m y m ind and I shook Patɋs shoulder as I began
frantically unzipping the tent.

ɎW ake up! I think the boats are floating!ɏ
W e scram bled to dress, cram m ed our feet into our boots, and clim bed out of

the tangle of bushes. The w ater had risen to m eet the m ossy forest floor and all
the driftw ood in the cove w as afloat. U nder the narrow  glow  of headlam ps, w e
picked our w ay dow n a jum ble of logs near the shoreline. I slipped on a slim y
cedar and splashed to m y w aist in the cold w ater.

Follow ing behind Pat, bleary-eyed and dripping, I prepared m yself for the
w orstɇ our row boats crushed am ong the driftw ood, buried beneath logs larger in
diam eter than I stood tall. A s w e rounded the bend, I stared at the place w here
our boats had been. I blinked and squinted into the darkness, trying to m ake
sense of w hat I w as seeing.

ɎPat, I canɋt believe it,ɏ I shrieked as he stared at the sam e startling scene.
O nly tw o feet low er and our boats w ould have becom e flotsam . Instead, they
w ere perched on the single stationary log in the sloshing fishbow l that w as once
a beach. The high tide had barely m issed picking them  up. W e tiptoed along the
w aterɋs edge to inspect our boats, then sat dow n in silence for several m inutes,
pressing our hips and shoulders together against the dam p night air.

B ack in the tent, clothes changed, m y m ind began to race. Earlier in the
evening, I hadnɋt been able to shake a nagging feeling that I should check in w ith
m y fam ily, but our satellite phone refused to pick up a signal am ong the large
trees. This is one of the hazards of straying beyond the reach of com m unication:



the w orry that com es w ith not know ing. I cycled through a hundred different
disasters that could have befallen the people I loveɇ car w recks, heart attacks,
ski accidents. M y sisterɋs due date w as also less than tw o w eeks aw ay and I w as
anxious to hear her new s.

I had learned about m y sisterɋs pregnancy just as w e began preparing for our
trip. She w as three and a half years m y junior, and her announcem ent rem inded
m e that decisions about having children couldnɋt w ait forever. A t the tim e, this
had seem ed like yet another reason to go. I knew  I needed to leave w hile I still
could. B ut out am ong trees and w ater, I felt acutely sad about not being there to
share in this m ajor passage of her life, and m ine. W e had becom e especially
close after Iɋd left for college, the years betw een us shrinking as w e grew  older.
W ith labor im m inent, I thought constantly about her health, and the babyɋs.

Pat w oke occasionally to m y stirrings, stroking m y forehead and rem inding
m e that our boats w ere fine and w e w ere safe. I lay aw ake for hours, increasingly
anxious as the first light began to brighten the tent.

In the m orning, w e launched into a headw ind and building chop. A fter
ducking into a cove to don dry suits, w e reached a protected channel and began
to head w est, tow ard the island com m unity of B ella B ella. Several hours later, at
the barely floating public docks, I pulled m y boat up next to em pty soda bottles
and a shopping bag full of clam  shells. B efore I had taken off m y lifejacket, I
dug out the satellite phone. U nder the curious stares of several local children, I
heard m y sisterɋs voice on a m essage. I held m y breath as I w aited for the new s
ɇ after an epic tw o-day labor she had delivered a healthy baby boy.

A s soon as the m essage ended, I dialed A shleyɋs num ber. H er husband
answ ered. ɎSheɋs sleeping,ɏ Scott said. ɎShe needs the rest but I know  sheɋll
w ant to talk to you. W e nam ed him  C orm ac. A nd W illem , after your dad. H eɋs
perfect.ɏ

W hen I hung up, reeling w ith the new s of m y nephew , I stood dum bly at the
docks w hile skiffs in every state of disrepair buzzed in and out of the harbor. W e
w ere conspicuous w ith our still-shiny row boats and colorful gear in this m odest
First N ations com m unity, but besides a few  kids playing near the w aterɋs edge,
no one gave us m uch m ore than a glance. The only exception w as a w eathered,
pale-faced m an w ho stared at m e as he chain-sm oked in his shiny w hite SU V .
A fter ten m inutes of his aw kw ard attention, I w alked over to the car w indow  and
said hello, tense before Iɋd opened m y m outh.

ɎIɋm  R ick.ɏ H e stuck his hand out the w indow  to shake m ine, our equally
callused hands a m atch.



ɎC aroline,ɏ I replied.
ɎW here you staying?ɏ he asked, part invitation, part threat.
ɎIɋm  here w ith m y husband,ɏ I told him  pointedly, Ɏand w eɋre not sure yet.

W e just pulled in.ɏ
ɎI have an extra bedroom  in m y house. Itɋs on the w ater, you can leave your

boats there.ɏ H is face transform ed from  scow l to sm ile as he continued. ɎM y
w ife w orks at the hospital. Sheɋll take good care of you. H ereɋs the address if
you decide you w ant to com e.ɏ

H e pressed a scrap of paper into m y hand, and pointed south along the
shoreline. ɎItɋs a quarter m ile dow n the beach, a yellow  duplex. Y ou canɋt m iss
it.ɏ A t first I w anted nothing to do w ith this m an or his strange offer. O nly after
he drove aw ay, tossing his cigarette out the w indow , did I reconsider. It w ould
be nice to have a show er. A nd there w as now here obvious to cam p. I dreaded the
thought of fighting w ith the tides again tonight. M ost of all, I really w anted to
talk to m y sister before w e left tow n.

ɎI guess thereɋs no harm  in checking it out,ɏ Pat said w hen I recounted the
conversation.

Sm oking on the back porch of a tidy duplex, R ick w as w aiting as w e pulled
up an hour later in our boats. I softened slightly w hen I saw  tw o hum m ingbird
feeders hanging above his head. A s prom ised, his w ife, K atherine, hustled dow n
to the beach to greet us.

ɎR ickɋs back is bad but I can help you unload. C om e in, have a show er. W eɋll
throw  your clothes in the w asher. Y ou m ust be ready for a soft bed!ɏ She w as all
charm  and chattiness, draw ing m e in as easily as her husband had pushed m e
aw ay.

W hile w e scrubbed our bodies in their clean tub, R ick began to prepare a feast
of locally harvested seafood. A s the praw ns turned from  pink to red in a sizzle of
butter and garlic, he tossed a few  choice pieces of m eat to a fluffy w hite sausage
of a dog. I could already see the kindness beneath his gruff facade. W hen w e sat
dow n at the table, I m entioned that m y sister just had a baby. ɎO h, youɋd better
call her right aw ay!ɏ K atherine said. ɎK ids w erenɋt in the cards for m e. B ut I
w ish they had been.ɏ W e ate in silence for a m inute before she continued.
ɎThereɋs no substitute for fam ily. D onɋt ever take your sister for granted.ɏ

In a brief w hirlw ind of a story, she told us how  she had treated an ailing
w om an over a period of several years at a health care clinic in the sm all
V ancouver Island com m unity w here she had been raised. Shortly before m eeting
her patient, K atherine had learned of her ow n adoption, and of sixteen biological



siblings sheɋd never m et. K atherineɋs patient had also been adopted, and they
chatted frequently about how  m uch they each w ished they had know n their
fam ilies. Though they spent tim e together only at the clinic, K atherine explained
that the connection ran m uch deeper than anything sheɋd experienced before. ɎI
saw  plenty of sickness and death, but for som e reason the fact that I knew  she
w asnɋt getting any better m ade m e sad. M uch sadder than I could understand at
the tim e. B y the tim e I realized w hy, she w as gone.ɏ

M onths after her patient had died, no closer to finding her biological roots,
K atherine learned a shocking fact. The w om an w as her sister. ɎW e both cam e
that close to having fam ily. B ut w e m issed the chance. C all your sister,ɏ she
insisted again. ɎD inner w ill w ait.ɏ

So I did. W hen A shley answ ered, her voice, hoarse w ith sleep, w as strong and
steady. There w as no bitterness w hen she explained how  nothing had happened
as sheɋd planned. She started in a birth center w ith a m idw ife but ended up in the
hospital w ith IV s and m onitors after her labor failed to progress. ɎIt w asnɋt w hat
I expected, but I donɋt think thereɋs anything m ore I could hope for. C orm acɋs
heart rate kept dropping, but heɋs O K  now .ɏ

W hen I asked her if childbirth w as really as crazy as it seem s, she said only,
ɎC razier. A nd now  I have a son. Som ehow  thatɋs the craziest part of all.ɏ From
behind her w ords em anated a stillness and com posure Iɋd never noticed before.
It w as m ore than sim ple exhaustion. I w as hearing the voice of a m other. A shley
and I filled our conversation w ith several long silences, not for lack of things to
say but because som etim es w ords are unnecessary. A fter one of the pauses, I
told her about K atherineɋs story, about the fact that she only cam e to know  her
sister through death. ɎIm agine, sis, if w e never knew  w e existed to each other.
U ntil it w as too late.ɏ

  

N ow , w ith B ella B ella and m y sisterɋs new s thirty-five m iles behind us, I w eave
betw een forested islets, navigating by both sight and sound. Straining to see, I
search for the shiny heads of seals as they rise w ith an exhalation and disappear
again w ith a splash. A s the m oonɋs huge yellow  orb rises above the w ater, I
force m yself to drop m y shoulders, easing the tension that binds m y m uscles and
begins to creep up m y neck. I rem ind m yself that I know  how  to row . Itɋs dark,
but I can do this.

M y body rocks forw ard and back as m y hips slide up and dow n the seat w ith
each stroke. Pull, glide. Pull, glide. Pull, glide. The oars answ er w ith a gentle



creak-creak, creak-creak, creak-creakɇ echoing a sim ple, soothing cadence, like
w ingbeats through the dark night. R epetition unravels m y frayed nerves.
M ovem ent brings stillness. M ind follow s body. The current has shifted in our
favor and w e cruise along easily in the night. I am  lulled into com placency, then
aw e, as soft, ethereal light reflects on the fjordɋs narrow  w alls.

C hanneling the calm  A shley exuded through the phone lines, I recall w here
w e had been w hile she w as in the throes of labor. W e had covered nearly forty
m iles that day, pushing our m uscles beyond com fort, then beyond discom fort.
B listered hands scoured w ith salt w ater as rain turned to sleet, I dug a little
deeper w ith each stroke, asking the im possible of m y body, w hile A shley asked
m ore of hers. Later, w e bum bled around in the dark in search of our boats, w et
and cold and scared, as she spent the first m om ents w ith her new  son.

A s m y thoughts drift into the night, I begin to notice faint sounds com ing
from  the sky and hold m y oars still to listen. Itɋs difficult to discern the precise
source or direction of the voices, and I begin to w onder if fatigue and darkness
are clouding m y senses. B ut w hen I see a few  sm all flecks silhouetted against the
m oon, I know  w eɋre not alone on our m idnight journey. M any species of birds
travel in the dead of night, flying across w ater and land. Itɋs yet another
im probable fact of m igration. The reasons for nocturnal flight are m anyɇ greater
opportunities to feed during the day; reduced turbulence; cooler tem peratures
that lim it evaporative w ater loss; avoidance of predators. B irds also happen to be
good at orienting them selves by the stars.

M y oars slip into the black w ater and I rem em ber A shleyɋs w ords just before
w e hung up the phone. ɎW eɋre on such different paths right now , but in a w ay
theyɋre the sam e, too. Every day brings som ething new . Som ething w eɋll never
forget.ɏ Sheɋs right. Just w hen the ocean has started to feel fam iliar, everything
is new  again.

R ow ing in the dark through the biggest tide of the decade, there is no night
but tonight, no tim e but now . Perhaps becom ing a m other is m uch the sam e,
every m om ent precious in its transience, each day unlike any other. M y sister
has just begun a journey w ith a new born w ho w ill soon becom e a toddler. She
w ill hear his first w ord. See his first step. She is learning w hat it m eans to create
a fam ily. For us in our row boats, there are birds passing in the night. Y ellow
herring eggs that are present for only a few  days each year. Tides that leave us
hum bled and reverent. A  trip that can only happen once. D espite all that w e have
before us, I canɋt help but w onder w hat rew ards a child brings that row ing
through the dark cannot. Even in her cheery hospitality, K atherineɋs sadness w as



palpable at the dinner table. The absence of fam ily, at least in the w ay she had
w ished, left a hole im possible to fill. It w asnɋt as sim ple as regret. It w as
som ething m ore. A  m issed opportunity. A  connection that could have been.

Three hours pass before w e reach an island w ith a narrow  strip of sand. A fter
hauling our boats out of the w ater, I rifle through our dry bags for late-night
staplesɇ a block of cheddar cheese crusted w hite w ith salt and a half-eaten bag
of peanut M & M s. W e fall asleep w ith m ulticolored fingers, fragm ents of the last
candy sm eared red against the floor of the tent.

  

The next m orning, w e drag ourselves out of our sleeping bags long before w eɋre
ready. The beach that w as nearly underw ater w hen w e landed in the dark has
grow n to ten tim es its form er size. Its w hite sand entices us to spend a lazy
m orning relaxing in the sun. B ut as I pack up the stove, the birds quiet in the
predaw n m ist, I rem ind m yself that w e m ust continue. W eɋre in a land of rain
and big trees. The A rctic is still im possibly distant. There are four m ountain
ranges, tw o seas, and a dozen rivers ahead of us. Itɋs tim e to go.

In order to stay on schedule, w e have to follow  the oceanɋs clock, not our
ow n. In m any places along the Inside Passage the tides funnel their energy in
and out of narrow  channels, and the resulting currents m ove faster than w e do.
Ignoring this fact is an invitation to struggle upstream , each stroke delivering a
view  identical to the last. Som etim es the consequences are m ore dire. The
tightest constrictions boil w ith w hirlpools and rapids that threaten to sw allow  an
unw ise boater.

Today, our battle w ith the currents w ill require m ore strategy than gum ption.
W eɋre headed tow ard Princess R oyal C hannel, a strikingly narrow , steep-sided
feature that stretches for thirty-eight m iles like an arrow  through the surrounding
m ountains. Though the strength of the current is not dangerous, itɋs enough to
keep us from  m aking progress if w e battle it, or to scoot us along at nearly tw ice
the speed if itɋs in our favor. The trick of tim ing here is that the tide pushes w ater
from  both sides of the channel to its m iddle, w here the opposing currents m eet
and then reverse flow . This m eans w e have to plan our row ing schedule to
coincide w ith the flood tide on the w ay in and the ebb tide on the w ay out, w hich
is not as easy as it sounds, especially w hen favorable tides begin long before the
sun has risen.

A s w e pull aw ay from  cam p, a faint breeze w hisks loose strands of hair into
m y eyes and I hear a tiny, fam iliar voice saying, ɎH ere w e go againɔ !ɏ I w ish



that for once w e could m ove through our day w ith no second-guessing, no need
for plan B  or C  or D . B ut itɋs too m uch to ask of the fickle spring w eather.
Em bedded in all of our careful calculations about currents and tides is the other
m ajor playerɇ the w ind, ready to negate any plans w e m ight have. W ithin an
hour, the current is strongly in our favor. The w ind, how ever, is strongly
opposed. I turn around in m y seat to look dow n the length of the channel and
catch a gust in the face. The tw o forces have collided into a slurry of w hitecaps
that are m ore frustrating than scary, but itɋs obvious w e w onɋt m ake it to our
m idpoint anytim e soon. Pat shouts som ething that is lost to the w ind. I gather
w hat he is saying from  his gestures, w aving an arm  tow ard the nearest shore.

O n days like this, thereɋs no point in fighting back. W e decide to stop at one
of the last protected bays w hile w e can still find a cam psite. W e soon discover
the rem ains of an old cannery and spend the afternoon im agining w hat this place
m ust have been like a century earlier. W hile Pat picks through crum bling block
w alls, I call m y sister on the satellite phone. W hen she answ ers, I hear m y
new born nephew  crying in the background. Pat w alks over in tim e for m e to
press the phone against his ear. H is squint is follow ed by a sm ile as he registers
the m ew l of an infant a thousand m iles aw ay. W hen a flock of snow  geese passes
overhead, I hold the phone to the sky for A shley to hear. Through a spotty phone
connection, w e exchange these sound bites from  our lives.

That night in the tent, m y conversation w ith Pat spirals around the idea of
having a baby. Parenthood is som ething w eɋd alw ays assum ed w e w ould get to
eventually. B ut the eventual is beginning to feel less and less distant. W hat if w e
did? w e ask ourselves. H ow  w ould our lives have to change? A nd then, W hat if
w e didnɋt? W ould w e alw ays w onder w hat w e had m issed? Tonight, these
questions have no answ ers. For now , I w ill pore over the photos that A shley
sends of her son changing daily. A nd I w ill tell her of the birds I see, the oceanɋs
patterns, the w ay the w ind feels w hen it blow s across m y bow .



R ules of the Sea

Shortly after crossing the unm arked border separating C anada from  A laska, w e
pull ashore at C ape Fox, a thin strip of sand buffered by an offshore island. A t
the leading edge of a 978-m illibar low , the barom etric pressure is dropping
precipitously fast and the w ind has begun to gust and sw irl. The storm  that is
forecast to arrive this evening has been described on the radio as a
Ɏm eteorological anom aly.ɏ H ere, on the N orth Pacific coast, such a report can
m ean only one thingɇ a huge blow . W edged betw een tw o fin-shaped beaches
peppered w ith deer and m arten tracks, our cam psite faces the open w aters of
D ixon Entrance. This is one of the m ost exposed places on the entire Inside
Passage; to our w est lies alm ost six thousand m iles of open ocean. Itɋs a straight
shot to M icronesia from  here. Inside the tent, protected by a stand of m oss-
covered cedars, w e fall asleep to the steady patter of rain.

The next m orning, the V H F crackles w ith ocean buoy reports of seventy-
m ile-per-hour w inds and tw enty-five-foot seas as w e snuggle deeper into our
sleeping bags. Even the ferries have been canceled today. U nder storm  surge and
big surf, our beach is beginning to collect flotsam ɇ bull kelp torn from  the sea
bottom ; a plastic w ater bottle; hundreds of brow n and w hite feathers; the carcass
of a tanner crab. Soon, there w ill be m uch m ore. Just m onths ago, a tsunam i
ravaged the Japanese coastline, sending the rem ains of entire cities into the sea.
For those struck by the tragedy, m uch has been lost and nothing gained. B ut for
beachcom bers on this side of the Pacific, it m eans an unprecedented arrival of
salvageable goods. Fishing boats, lum ber, and glass buoys feature am ong the
estim ated m illion tons of debris that are predicted to travel east across thousands
of m iles of open ocean.

Som e of the m ost popular public-interest stories have already m ade the new s.
A  soccer ball landed on M iddleton Island in the G ulf of A laska and w as later
returned to the Japanese child w ho had lost it. A  crated H arley-D avidson
m otorcycle w ashed up on a beach in the H aida G w aii Islands of B ritish



C olum bia. A  Japanese hand-built skiff w as retrieved, nearly intact, by an
A m erican boat builder. These reports relay the happy tales of item s lost and
found. M ore often, of course, the sea does not return w hat it takes. Each found
treasure is accentuated by lossɇ of lives, of hom es, of the security that com es
w ith a belief that disasters happen to som eone else.

B ack in the tent, w aiting out the storm -force w inds, I fill the afternoon
reading a book called D eep Survival. Though itɋs a narrative about horrific
accidents and gore, the book suggests a logical unraveling of tragedies that, at
first glance, seem  to result from  a convergence of unfortunate circum stances.
The author attem pts to explain w ho survives extrem e situations and w hy. I
w ould like to believe that w e can reason ourselves out of danger, that sm art
choices and a solid constitution can get a person through anything. B ut I donɋt
really buy his argum ent. Iɋve spent enough tim e am ong skiers and clim bers and
paddlers to recognize that, too often, luck trum ps skill. There is alw ays a certain
level of risk involved in negotiations w ith w ild places and w ild elem ents. Even
those places that seem  tam e, or fam iliar, like the river w here m y dad lost his best
friend, can claim  our lives. The key is finding a balanceɇ trying to determ ine
w hether the risk is w orth the rew ard. For us, right now , the equation is sim ple.
A t the edge of a volatile and unforgiving ocean, w aiting is our safety m argin.

A s I craw l out of the tent to pee, m asses of birds zoom  by. In just the m inute
or tw o Iɋm  outside, a flock of sw ans passes high overhead, hundreds of sm all
shorebirds cruise along the shoreline, and a stream  of gulls soars above the
island. They are all heading north, m ost tow ard A rctic breeding grounds. W e
know  from  satellite tracks that storm s can be both helpful and harm ful to
m igrating birdsɇ enough w ind and they m ake hundreds of m iles w ith alm ost no
effort; too m uch and they m ight not m ake it at all. Like us, they m ust play the
odds.

Thereɋs grow ing evidence to suggest that birds can foretell the w eather. From
w arblers to geese, m ost m igratory species seem  to know  just w hen to launch. For
instance, successful southbound flights of bar-tailed godw itsɇ those ultra-
m arathoners of the skyɇ alm ost all coincided w ith favorable tailw inds. Exactly
how  birds gather the necessary inform ation to m ake their decisions is still up for
debate. Large-scale atm ospheric w eather patterns are som ew hat predictable, and
thousands of years of evolution have likely shaped avian behavior to take
advantage of such system s. B irds rely on unique sensory abilities that m ake them
akin to m iniature avian w eather stations. R eceptors near the feather follicles of
the w ings act as a traveling anem om eter, allow ing birds to judge w ind speed



w hen they are on the ground or airspeed w hen they are in flight. Theyɋre also
sensitive to pressure changes, and m ay perceive approaching storm  system s just
as a barom eter does.

Even so, birds som etim es get it w rong. In a constant gam e of roulette w ith the
elem ents, they end up pum m eled, punished, caught in the w ind and w aves.
R eports of m igrating birds dow ned by rain, hail, or snow  pepper the scientific
literature. O ne of the earliest published accounts of storm -related m ass m ortality
dates back to A pril 2, 1881. A  biologist sailing thirty m iles south of the
M ississippi R iver in a gale w itnessed m ore than tw o dozen species of birdsɇ
ranging in estim ates from  Ɏquite a num berɏ to Ɏabundantɏɇ flailing, drow ned, or
w ashed up on the deck of his sloop. Incidentally, this observation also validated
the previously unconfirm ed suspicion that terrestrial birds m igrate across the
open w ater of the G ulf of M exico. Tw enty-five years later, a Lapland longspur
tragedy struck several tow ns in M innesota; 1.5 m illion birds perished in a single
snow y M arch night. The sm all A rctic m igrants, confused and w eakened by the
storm  and perhaps attracted by the tow nsɋ artificial lights, crashed to the ground.
The next m orning, they w ere seen strew n across yards, sidew alks, and frozen
lake surfaces, their brow n and w hite bodies broken and battered. A lthough
extrem e w eather events are clearly not new  phenom ena, their im pacts on birds
m ay be w orsening. C hanges in the earthɋs clim ate have led to less predictable
w eather and m ore intense storm s, and there is m ounting evidence that such
incidents have contributed to recent population declines. B irdsɋ evolutionary
w isdom  m ay no longer be keeping pace w ith the tim es.

B y m orning, the w inds have eased, the sun peeks out from  behind a bank of
clouds, and w eɋre anxious to get on our w ay. W e scan the horizon for w hitecaps.
W e listen to the m arine forecast on the radio. B ecause w eɋre barely across the
border into A laska, w e pick up tw o different w eather bands. The A laskan
version states a sm all-craft advisory w ith m oderate w inds and four-foot seas
over a broad coastal area south of K etchikan. N ot ideal, but w eɋve row ed in
sim ilar conditions on m any other days. The C anadian forecast, alw ays m ore
specific and perhaps a tad overly conservative, threatens another gale that could
bring fifty-m ile-per-hour w inds and seven-foot seas. In nontechnical term s, a
gale typically m eans big, scary w ater, w hile a sm all-craft advisory leaves us on
guard but not necessarily on land.

For the past five w eeks, w e have lived by som e version of the B eaufort scale.
W e crouch around the w eather radio listening to the forecast like it is our
divining rod. W e w ait for the crackling voice that w ill read our daily fortune. D o



w e stay or go? C an w e row  safely? For how  long? In northern w aters, m arine
forecasts often cover such a large area that any advisories require a heavy dose
of local interpretation. So each day w e listen like it m atters, look out at the ocean
in front of us, and m ake the call. D ecisions are easy w hen they are definitive.
B ut the in-betw een is harder. Today w e sit squarely on the fence. W e listen to
the forecasts again and opt for the m ore optim istic A laskan version. W e are in
A laska, after all.

A fter packing up cam p, w e launch our boats into the calm  channel betw een
our m ainland cam psite and an island just offshore. Iɋm  suddenly exuberant in the
sunshine, reveling in the w ay m y boat slices through the clear w ater. The m uscle
fibers in m y lim bs begin to lengthen after too m any cram ped hours in the tent. I
hear the sharp exhalations of porpoises before I see them , fram ed by the deep
blue of the open Pacific. A s I w atch their playful form s arc through the w ater,
w e m eet three-foot rollers around the first bend. Though the w aves arenɋt fierce
or even particularly big, they startle m e nonetheless. The sea surface appeared
sm ooth through the binoculars. This discrepancy rem inds m e that I am  still
guilty of seeing w hat I w ant to see.

Pat and I ride the w aves side by side in silence. This has becom e our habit
lately w hen w e m eet unfavorable conditions, neither of us daring to give voice to
our anxieties, hoping that if w e ignore the obvious, it w ill go aw ay. I begin to
exam ine the shore m ore closely. B efore leaving, w eɋd pored over the chart. It
show ed a series of irregularities along this ten-m ile stretch of exposed coastline,
but w e couldnɋt tell if there w ere any beaches w here w e could land our boats. So
far, the prospects donɋt look good. Sm all islets guard the entrance to any features
that m ight offer protection. Sw ell crashes into Ɏboom ers,ɏ subm erged rocks that
explode w ith the surf. They threaten like m ythical dragons of the sea, sucking
huge, hungry gulps of w ater before roaring in a boiling rage of foam  and froth.
W ith the lim ited vantage of row ing backw ard, w e risk not seeing a boom er until
it is too late, rolling our boats and sm ashing us against the reef. The m ore I look
around, the m ore I realize that this w ould be a spectacularly bad place to capsize.

For centuries, em barking on a sailing voyage involved lengthy negotiations
w ith the w him s of the sea. A t a tim e w hen the w orld m ight still have been flat,
an elaborate set of m arinersɋ rules offered sailors the hopeful prom ise of safe
passage. N o bananas on board. D onɋt leave on a Friday. A void redheads before
setting sail. N ever change a boatɋs nam e. D onɋt w histle in the w heelhouse. It w as
true that those sailors unlucky enough to be stuck w ith a cargo of bananas often
never returnedɇ in the 1700s, m ost ships that sank carried w ith them  a load of



the C aribbean fruit. D eadly spiders occasionally em erged from  bananas, striking
a m an dead in a m om ent. A nd the tem perature-sensitive fruit can ferm ent in the
heat, releasing toxic levels of m ethane that routinely poisoned anyone trapped in
the hold, including im prisoned slaves. M any of the other rules had little to do
w ith facts. In the w rath of a hurricane, the boat is the only character that m atters,
and like any character, it deserves the respect of a proper nam e. C hrist w as
crucified on a Friday; no need for irreverence w hen a crew ɋs lives are at stake.
W histling prom ises to stir up the seaɋs w rath. R edheads do the sam e. Even
today, w ith the benefit of detailed satellite im agery and sophisticated w eather
m odels, m odern m ariners steer by equal parts superstition and science. I am  no
exception, though today the superstitions speak m ore loudly.

R ow ing through the building w aves, I try to im agine w hich of the seafaring
rules w e m ight have violated. N o fruit, no redheads, itɋs a M onday, m y lips are
too taut to w histle even if I w anted to. Instead, I recall a statistic about
avalanches and other m ountain hazardsɇ groups traveling w ith w om en are m uch
less likely to have accidents that result in fatalities. W hether due to fem ale
intuition or sim ple caution, the outcom e is clear. I doubt the sam e statistics exist
for row ing, but the m essage w onɋt leave m e alone.

ɎPat,ɏ I yell across the w aves. ɎW e need to go back. Som ething doesnɋt feel
right to m e.ɏ

ɎA re you sure?ɏ he asks. ɎIt doesnɋt seem  that bad right now .ɏ H e looks past
m e at the ocean ahead. H e has never been one for superstition.

ɎItɋs bad enough,ɏ I shoot back w ith a confidence I donɋt feel, Ɏand w eɋll be
screw ed if w e get stuck out here. If it calm s dow n, w e can try again later.ɏ
Thereɋs no hope of rescue along this rem ote stretch of coastline. In fact, itɋs
unlikely our handheld V H F w ould broadcast far enough for anyone to hear. W e
havenɋt seen another boat for days, and itɋs too early for the fishing fleet to head
north. U sing the satellite phone, w hich isnɋt w aterproof and is often slow  to get a
signal, w ould be nearly im possible in these w aves. W eɋre com pletely on our
ow n. I w ant to go back to shore, now . Itɋs clear that Pat w ants to continue.

This isnɋt the first tim e our danger radars have crossed signals. R arely does
Pat regard a situation as dire. N ever have I heard him  say he m ight have died. Iɋd
like to think Iɋm  not prone to irrational panic, but I canɋt help but chase fear to
its term inal conclusion. Today, I see w aves in the cockpit, row boats upside
dow n, tw o tiny bodies in a brutal sea. I see m y dadɋs best friend throw n from  his
boat, sucked dow n a river that once seem ed friendly. I see m y m om ɋs terrified
expression as she stands on the bank of another river the next tim e w e go fishing



together. I see satellite tracks vanish from  the screen w hen a bird m eets its end in
a storm . I see enough to know  that w e need to go back.

Pat says nothing in reply but follow s m y lead and turns his boat around.
W ithin a few  m inutes, the w ind begins to tug hard on m y braids and I feel the
first real tw inges of w orry. The contours of the shoreline bob and lurch
erratically w ith the row boatɋs m otion as spray covers m y arm s and face. M antra-
like, I recite a litany of rem inders about seam anship, row ing, cold-w ater
survival. D onɋt let the boat get broadside to the crest. Stay loose, keep the blades
in the w ater. I cling to each w hispered syllable as desperately as I grasp the oars.

G lancing up, m y eyes focus on Patɋs boat close behind m e. A fter only a few
seconds I force m yself to look aw ay from  the violent yaw ing of the sleek, blue
capsule. N earing our old cam psite, w e row  hard to gain ground as the tidal
currents pull us aw ay from  land. W aves break near shore, prom pted to curl in the
shallow s. Finally, m y boat crashes to the beach and I jum p out of the cockpit
into the turbulent surf. M y feet w elcom e the uneven surfaces of schist and sand.
I pull the boat up as far as the w aterɋs buoyancy allow s and begin to unload.

ɎTurning around w as a sm art call,ɏ Pat offers in apology as he lands next to
m e, hair tousled and w et. I tell him  Iɋm  just glad to be out of the w ater. I donɋt
m ention that Iɋm  also relieved m y decision w as the right one, that I didnɋt end
our day on cow ardice alone.

B ack on the safety of land, w e sit and w atch the w eather. B y late afternoon,
the full force of the prom ised gale arrives. The C anadians w ere right. Soon the
ocean buoy reports are of thirty-foot seas and hurricane-force gusts. A s the w ind
begins to how l again, Pat w alks to the end of the point to photograph the w aves.
I retreat to the tent and pull out another book, this tim e a novel. W e donɋt bother
listening to the updated forecastɇ the sea has told us all w e need to know  for
now .

  

A s w e w ait out the storm , w hich builds in fury each day, Iɋm  am azed at m y
bodyɋs capacity to be sedentary for hours on end. O ver the course of nearly eight
hours, I realize that I have clim bed out of the tent only three tim esɇ to pee, to
heat w ater, and to adjust the tentɋs guylines. From  constant m otion to a slight
step above com atose.

Finally, late on the third night, the sound of the flapping tent is replaced by a
chorus of geese. I lie aw ake in the stillness as hundreds of birds pass overhead,
their voices m ultiplying as the w ind eases and then stops com pletely. The next



m orning daw ns as though it has alw ays been calm  and sunny. Even the m ore
conservative C anadian forecast gives us the go-ahead to leave. W e pack our
boats lazily on the fine sand; gone is the urgency brought by pounding surf and
breaking w aves.

A s w e near K etchikan a day and a half later, the sun is still shining. In a place
that receives 150 inches of rain a year, a w arm  Sunday afternoon is cause for
celebration. The air tem perature has peaked at fifty-one degrees Fahrenheit,
rising just six degrees above that of the w ater, and the effect is astonishing. K ids
in bathing suits line the shore. Tw o girls dog paddle in the shallow s, dunking
their heads, ponytails slick and dripping. A  m an in boxer shorts floats past in an
inner tube. The enthusiasm  is contagious, and w e bare m ore flesh than w e have
in m onths. N o longer hidden by layers of clothing, I notice how  m y body has
changed since w e left B ellingham  six w eeks ago. I am  all w ire and rope, tendon
and m uscle. M y legs are hairy and bruised. M y arm s are tanned only at the
w rists, in the space betw een m y shirtsleeves and m y gloves. Pat, already braw ny
by nature, has biceps that look cartoonish.

W hen w e arrive at the public dock, even the custom s agent is sm iling as she
asks us a few  distracted questions. A  fisherm an plays a peppy tune on his
saxophone, relaxing on the scuffed deck of his blue and w hite boat. R ain is in
the forecast, but at this point no one cares. W e pull our boats onto the dock and
w ander through tow n, sw apping grins w ith the locals. W e are here before the
tourist season has begun, and rates are cheap at a hotel that overlooks the m arina.
So w e decide to scrim p on a m eal and splurge on a bed. W e cook pasta over our
cam p stove in the room , and check e-m ail w ith the free Internet. A n article I
subm itted to a scientific journal before w e left has been accepted. It feels like a
m essage from  another life, and Iɋm  less excited about this new s than the prom ise
of ice cream  from  the nearby grocery store.

The next m orning, w e pack our dry bags again, donning dirty clothes over
clean bodies, and launch from  the harbor under curious stares from  a fisherm an
m ending his nets. W e have forty m iles of row ing ahead of us, but it turns out to
be a relatively easy day, w ith light w inds and few  w aves.

B y late evening, w e stop to cam p at a beach covered w ith crushed shells. In
the distance is the silhouette of Prince of W ales Island, suspended in the long
northern dusk. A s I light the stove to heat w ater for tea, I hear m uffled groans
com ing from  the w aterɋs edge. O ver the previous several hours w e had spotted
several bears along the shoreline and I tense at the unfam iliar sound. I call to Pat
as he sets up our tent in the forest. H e w alks dow n the beach to join m e and a



m om ent later there is an obvious slap on the w ater in front of us. R ipples
undulate in concentric rings. A nother splash, a plum e of w ater follow ed by spray
barely visible in the tw ilight. The rising tide laps inches from  m y boots. A s I
w atch the w aterɋs surface intently, bubbles begin to rise. Suddenly, a ridged and
dripping m ass of four heads breaks the surface, m ouths parted.

ɎPat, I think theyɋre bubble-netting!ɏ To feed, sm all groups of hum pback
w hales som etim es cooperate by sw im m ing head-to-tail, form ing, as the nam e
im plies, a giant net of bubbles. This is a piece of m agic Iɋve read about but never
seen in person. W ith controlled breaths, w hales etch circles in the w ater,
enveloping schools of sm all fishɇ herring, salm on fry, or candlefishɇ before
lunging to the surface and opening their m ouths to sw allow  thousands of gallons
of seaw ater teem ing w ith fish. W e stand w atching until cold w ater pools against
our feet, and darkness clouds our vision.

A fter dinner, w e relax around the cam pfire, listening to the w hales. A s w e
poke the em bers w ith driftw ood, streaks of electric green begin to skitter across
the sky, a late-spring display of the northern lights. Soon, night w ill disappear
entirely, replaced by sum m erɋs m idnight sun.

Later, I lie aw ake in the tent, listening to Patɋs steady snores, echoed by the
rhythm ic lapping of the tide. Tonight w e have returned to our first date at Patɋs
cabin, to those long dream y days in Sprucey. Tonight I donɋt need to know  the
answ ersɇ to w hether or not w e should have a baby, or w hat it m eans to be a
biologist w ho has strayed from  w onder, or even w hether w e w ill m ake it to the
A rctic. I need only to be here, breathing in tim e w ith the w aves.



Part Three

Y ukon

 



Into the
M ountains

A fter nearly tw elve hundred m iles of row ing, w e arrive at a ᾢdestination w e
have been craving since w e left B ellingham : the log cabin on Lynn C anal that
Pat and I built together. The cabin that built us as m uch as w e built it.

This season, our cabin is only a tem porary stopover w here w e w ill leave our
row boats and resupply for the next leg of our journey: a crossing of the snow -
covered C oast M ountains. Soon, w e m ust gather the courage to load packrafts
w ith skis and m ountaineering equipm ent and launch across eight m iles of ocean
in boats m uch less seaw orthy than those w eɋve been row ing. B ut, for now , w e
focus only on the luxuries in front of us: soft bed, hot fire, real food.

A fter w eeks of being tossed around in the springtim e surf, Pat and I nestle
indoors and happily ignore the w eather. A t night, w e relax against the cotton
sheets as branches rustle and raindrops spatter on our m etal roof. D uring the day,
w e scow l at sun rays peering through the fog and shrug at frothy w aves crashing
on the beach. W e park ourselves next to the w oodstove and w atch the clouds
zoom  past, staring at the row  of jagged, glaciated peaks that line the canal.

O ne lazy afternoon, as I scroll through e-m ails I dow nloaded at our last tow n
stop in Juneau, I notice a m essage from  the N ational Science Foundation. It can
be only one thing: the decision on m y fellow ship application. The funding for
these aw ards is com petitive, and before I click on the m essage, I dism iss it as a
form  rejection letter. B ut as I scan past the salutation, I see the w ords
C ongratulations, you have been selected to receive a post-doctoral fellow ship.
D espite the unexpected good new s, I donɋt feel any of the sam e excitem ent I had
w hen I first learned Iɋd received funding for m y Ph.D . research. B esides a flash
of pride that I have convinced a panel of judges I had a decent idea, I donɋt feel
m uch of anything, except a little panicked at the thought of having to m ake a
decision. A cadem ic successes seem  the stuff of another w orld.



  

The afternoon before w e leave, w e take a w alk in the w oods behind our cabin.
Just as w ith the first tim e w e saw  this forest, Iɋm  sm itten by the m uted colors and
tree-cast shadow s, light filtering through the canopy. W e follow  the local bear
stom pɇ a trail of footprints w orn into the m oss by generations of grizzlies
stepping neatly in one anotherɋs tracksɇ and pass a stand of cottonw ood trees,
w here I stop to scan for eagle nests. A s Iɋm  looking, I notice a sm all bird
ham m ering against the bark of an adjacent tree. I focus m y binoculars on the
bird for a closer look. W hat I see surprises m e. A  slate-colored back. A  w hite
patch on the cheek. A  striking black cap.

B lack-capped chickadee. Itɋs the species Iɋve spent the last several years
studying. Itɋs also the first one Iɋve ever seen near our cabin. C hestnut-backed
chickadees are com m on in coastal w oods, but a black-cap, partial to birch forests
farther inland, is a rarity here. I feel an odd m ixture of elation and regret at the
sight of this fam iliar little bird. Itɋs like bum ping into an estranged childhood
friend, a rem inder of a fond relationship that w ent sour. I instinctively exam ine
the birdɋs beak for signs of a deform ity. Iɋm  relieved to see it looks perfectly
norm al. Then m y m ind flashes to the steel cages and lifeless bodies of the birds I
dissected, and I feel again the deep am bivalence about m y research, the
uncertainty about the pending fellow ship offer.

B ut as the chickadee com es closer and begins to scold m e, I canɋt help but
laugh. Its m essage is clear: donɋt m ess w ith m y forest, or m y kind. N o m atter
w here you encounter them , these sm all birds are all vim  and vigor, as sure of
their place in the w orld as any self-im portant hum ans. I stop fretting about
research and jobs and sim ply w atch. The bird dangles upside dow n as it searches
for insects, then flits to a branch just overhead. It begins again: C hick-a-dee-dee.
C hick-a-dee-dee. D ee-dee. C hickadeesɋ calls vary in tone and duration. W hen
responding to a predator or an intruder, the num ber of dees reflects the perceived
level of threat. Today, I only w arrant tw o dees. H ardly m ore than an annoyance.
The fact that this bird cares so little about m e is reassuring. I donɋt know  w hat
these next m onths w ill bringɇ w hether our tim e in the w ilderness w ill carry m e
back to science, or if acceptance of a prestigious fellow ship w ill be enough to
curb m y w anderlust. B ut one thing is certain: I can alw ays count on the
brashness of a chickadee to keep m e hum ble.

  



O n the m orning of our departure, clear skies pry us from  bed at 5 a.m . to begin
our journey again. I m oan as m y w atch alarm  sounds its irritating bleep. O nce
w e leave, gone w ill be the w arm  glow  of the w oodstove, the endless coffee, the
perfect view , the crab that w e shelled for dinner last night. In their place w ill be
a cram ped tent, thin sleeping pads, and m ushy instant oatm eal. A s m uch as w e
w ant this tripɇ have poured every ounce of our beings into it, in factɇ w eɋre
also com pletely hum an. B ed or bedroll? C ouch or snow field? Safe cabin or
m ountain pass? The real question quickly becom es, W hat w ere w e thinking?

B ut after five days of cabin com forts, w eɋve run out of excuses to stay. The
six feet of snow  that fell recently has had tim e to settle. The rain has stopped and
the forecast prom ises better w eather on the w ay. O ur plan is to leave our
row boats at the cabin and cross Lynn C anal in packraftsɇ sm all, inflatable
dinghies that can be rolled up and carried on our backs. Their portability w ill
allow  us to paddle across the ocean and then continue into the m ountains. O n the
other side of the canal, w eɋll collapse our paddles, strap our rafts onto our packs,
and begin to hike uphill. O nce w e reach the snow  and ice of the coastal glaciers,
w eɋll ski across an unpatrolled border into C anadaɋs interior, eventually reaching
the headw aters of the Y ukon R iver.

W e launch from  our beach at low  tide, navigating slippery kelp in ski boots as
w e haul our backpacks and rafts to the w aterɋs edge. The w ind is calm  w hen w e
leave, but as soon as w e duck out from  behind the protection offered by the
curving shoreline w e face a stiff north breeze. B urdened by the heavy packs and
skis lashed to their bow s, the rafts are sluggish in the w aves. The benefits of
these lightw eight boats are quickly overshadow ed w hen the w ind begins to blow .
W ith inflatable pontoons only slightly m ore stream lined than an inner tube, even
a slight headw ind leaves us barely treading w ater.

W e pause to debate our options, running through a handful of different
scenarios and all of their potential outcom es. ɎM aybe these are just local gusts,ɏ
I say hopefully. ɎItɋs not supposed to be w indy today.ɏ

ɎW e could head tow ard the islandsɇ they m ight offer som e protection,ɏ Pat
replies. ɎB ut w e donɋt w ant to be stuck out there.ɏ

ɎM aybe w e should hug the shore as long as w e can. Itɋs not the m ost direct
but at least w e could land if w e had to.ɏ

ɎThereɋs alw ays the option of w aiting a few  hours.ɏ
ɎW hat if it just gets w orse?ɏ
This is the iterative m anner in w hich Pat and I usually m ake decisions, talking

through alternatives, stating the advantages and disadvantages of each, and then



repeating the process until a pattern em ergesɇ or until w e get sick of w affling
and flip a m ental coin. B ut only rarely does one of us offer a hard-and-fast
answ er. O nly rarely does a hard-and-fast answ er exist. If w e w aited for perfect
conditions, w eɋd still be sitting on a beach som ew here in B ritish C olum bia.

A s w e drift backw ard in the w ind, m ulling over the decision of w hether to
continue or retreat, a w hale breaks our im passe. In the distance w e see an
im pressive splash, follow ed by tw o m ore. A  hum pback launches its thick gray
body alm ost com pletely out of the w ater each tim e, falling back on its side w ith
a reverberating slap that echoes across the canal. W e w atch for several m inutes
as the w hale breaches and rolls and w ags its broad pectoral fin. N o one know s
exactly w hy w hales breach. M arine biologists have proposed a variety of
possible reasons: to rem ove parasites that attach them selves to a w haleɋs skin, to
com m unicate over long distances w ith other w hales, to stun schools of sm all
fish. Today, as I observe this forty-ton anim al burst from  the sea at nearly tw enty
m iles per hour, gravity be dam ned, I have a different idea. It looks, quite sim ply,
like fun.

Like us, anim als love to play. D allɋs porpoises w ill bodysurf the w aves
created by a passing shipɋs w ake. Itɋs not only hum ans w ho thrill in zoom ing
dow nhill on skis or a sled; ravens and otters do the sam e, careening again and
again dow n a slippery slope. B ow head w hales roll logs along their bellies like
oversize toys, and bottlenose dolphins toss their incapacitated prey from  snout to
fluke in a solo gam e of catch. I can think of no reason w hy hum pbacks w ouldnɋt
be sim ilarly inclined to goof around.

W hile Iɋm  w atching the w hale, I notice that the w ater appears m uch calm er
ahead. I pass m y binoculars to Pat for a second opinion. ɎI donɋt see any
w hitecaps out there, either,ɏ he says. ɎI think itɋs w orth a shot.ɏ Fifteen m inutes
later w e near the point w here w e saw  the w hale surface. The w ind has eased. A ll
signs of cetaceans have also vanished, but the tingle of know ing that an anim al
six hundred tim es m y size could explode from  the surface has not. Finally
confident in our decision to continue, I allow  m y fingers to relax their desperate
grip and begin to enjoy the m orning paddle.

Soon, a row dy group of teenage sea lions joins our crossing. They toss their
sleek bodies through the air and dive beneath our boats in the clear w ater. A s I
w atch them  pass just feet below  us, I recall a conversation w ith a friend and
fellow  biologist several years earlier. A s part of a research project studying
Stellerɋs sea lions, his job w as to capture them  underw ater w ith a handheld
noose. H e described the usual routine: don a black w et suit very sim ilar in



appearance to the seals that sea lions som etim es eat, suit up w ith scuba gear, and
dive in. ɎIf itɋs going w ell, theyɋre m outhing you everyw here. They w onɋt bite;
they just w ant to play,ɏ he told m e.

A s I count a dozen anim als splashing around us, the colorful tubes of our
packrafts suddenly feel m ore like beach balls and less like boats. Even if they are
only interested in playing, a nip w ith the sharp teeth of these seven-hundred-
pound carnivores could easily pop our rafts. B etw een their acrobatic bouts, I
keep a w atchful eye tow ard the w ater. I have no interest in sw im m ing w ith sea
lions today.

A nother tw o hours of paddling brings us to a steep shoreline on the far side of
the canal. The rocks glisten, slick w ith seaw eed. A s I step out, blue m ussels and
sm all w hite barnacles crunch underfoot. Pat helps to stabilize m y boat as I lift
m y pack over the edge of the rocky shelf. W hen itɋs his turn, I return the favor.
W e roll up our rafts, repack our bags, and grim ace as w e hoist our packs onto
our shoulders. O ur bodies are strong from  row ing but spoiled by the fact that,
until now , the w aterɋs buoyancy has carried m uch of our load. Today I stagger
under the sixty-five-pound heft of food, skis, cram pons, rope, harness, packraft,
and paddle. B efore w alking tow ard the forestɋs edge, I offer a silent goodbye to
the gray-green w aters of the Pacific. A fter alm ost tw o m onths in the constant
com pany of the sea, w e w ill head inland, traveling north into C anadaɋs Y ukon. If
our m ountain crossing goes w ell, w eɋll be in W hitehorse in less than tw o w eeks.

  

To reach the snow line, several thousand feet above us, w e m ust first clim b up a
steep forested slope. G runting, w e leave the coast to crash through a band of
brush and begin to m ake our w ay uphill over the m ossy ground, leaning heavily
on our poles w ith each step. In m id-M ay the forest is just beginning to em erge
from  w inter. Y oung shoots of devilɋs club sprout from  the recently thaw ed
ground, and yellow -green lichen dangles from  tree branches like neon tinsel.
This is m y favorite season in A laska, w hen the land sw ells w ith the prom ise of
all that is fresh and new .

Shirts drenched in sw eat, skis on our backs grow ing heavier w ith each step,
w e stop for w ater and snacks. I finish m y granola bar and lean back against the
soft duff, stare up at the dense canopy, and listen. A ll around us, forest birds are
w elcom ing spring. Perched on a branch above our heads, a Pacific w ren
launches into an enthusiastic outburst. These birds have lungs the size of lim a
beans but their voices are as large as their organs are sm all, filling the thick air



w ith a w aterfall of sound. ɎI hear a varied thrush,ɏ Pat announces proudly as a
long, m onotone w histle erupts from  a stand of shrubs nearby. I quiz him  on the
other bird songs Iɋve taught him , m em ories of w hich easily becom e fuzzy after
A laskaɋs long season of w inter silence. A  chorus of Tow nsendɋs w arblers
exchanges buzzy notes and w heedles. A  golden-crow ned kinglet w hispers its
quiet tsee-tsee-tsee. A  herm it thrush calls from  the understory as a brow n creeper
scurries up and dow n the trunk of a nearby hem lock.

I have studied som e aspect of the ecology of each of the species w e see. I can
tell you w here these birds have spent their w inters, how  m any eggs each w ill lay,
and how  they raise their young. I know  that a Pacific w ren depends on old-
grow th spruce and hem lock trees and feeds on insects hatched from  salm on
stream s. Iɋve counted the first Tow nsendɋs w arblers as they arrived from
w intering areas in M exico or C entral A m erica. Iɋve found the nests of varied
thrushes, blue eggs cupped in a bed of grass and m oss. Iɋve also stared at a
com puter screen for days trying to determ ine w hy a w arbler likes one patch of
forest better than another; Iɋve painstakingly counted seeds and analyzed blood
sam ples in the lab in an effort to answ er the question of w hat a bird had for
dinner. Tedium  is a regular part of m y job. B ut today the graphs and calculations
fall aw ay as I inhale the scent of dirt and spruce needles. O ut here, I am  half
scientist, half disciple. Iɋve left the laboratory far behind and, w ith it, the need to
quantify and contain. In its place, Iɋve reconnected w ith the sim ple act of
observation.

W atch. Listen. Learn. These w ere the tenets of the earliest naturalists, the
instincts of indigenous people around the globe w hose survival depended on
know ledge gained from  the land. M y passion for birds and the natural w orld also
em erged from  these basic principles. I fell in love w ith the im age of the sky
blocked by kittiw akes flying in perfect synchrony, becam e intrigued by a
chickadee w hose beak prom ised to foretell som ething about our environm ent,
tuned m y ears to the nuances of a w arblerɋs song. W hat drew  m e to research w as
not the rigor of statistics or the m ystery of w hat lies w ithin an organism ɋs genetic
code. It w as the birds them selves.

O bservation can guide us to w onder. Itɋs also the foundation of all scientific
inquiry. W ithout observation, w e have little hope of understanding an individual,
a species, or an entire ecosystem . B ut for m ost contem porary scientists,
including m yself, this is no longer enough. Innovative technologies have m ade
classical scientific techniquesɇ m any of w hich relied on an observerɋs eyesɇ
obsolete. Itɋs not necessary to spend hundreds of hours peering through



binoculars to determ ine w hat a bird eats; a genetic test of its feces provides the
sam e inform ation. A erial im agery offers real-tim e view s of the landscape,
elim inating the need to survey every acre of every m eadow . Satellites relay data
about anim al m ovem ents to our desktops from  thousands of m iles aw ay. Even
social m edia and Internet platform s have changed how  w e do our w ork, adding
m illions of observers around the globe and providing sam ple sizes m uch larger
than anything a single study could achieve.

Science has gone the w ay of m ost other things in our digital w orld. H igh-tech,
com puter-centric, and data-hungry. A s a result, w e know  m uch m ore than w e
used to. B ut w e also spend m uch less tim e as observers. W andering through the
w oods w ith only a backpack, a notebook, and a pair of binoculars has becom e a
novelty, rather than a necessity, for m any biologists. A fter five years of
laboratory research, itɋs w hat I need m ost right now .

A m ong the w arblers and w rens, I force m yself to think about w hat the
N ational Science Foundation fellow ship offer m ight m ean. B y m ost m easures,
itɋs an exciting opportunity. It w ould be a chance to launch m y career as an
em erging researcher. I w ould be surrounded by scientists m aking discoveries
that shape our collective know ledge and have resources not available in A laska.
Thereɋs only one problem . Iɋm  not yet sure w hat an Ivy League school m ight
offer in the w ay of w onder.

  

A s w e gain elevation and w ind through a quilted landscape of snow  and m oss,
w e alternate betw een skiing and w alking. Skis go on our backs, then on our feet,
then on our backs again. W e shim m y over logs and under alders, contorting our
bodies to m eet the organic shape of the forest. The higher w e clim b, the m ore
spring fades back into w inter. B irdsong quiets. A  continuous blanket of snow
covers the ground. B y late evening w eɋve m ade it to the toe of the glacier that
connects to the ice field leading into C anada.

The pass w e studied from  the cabin loom s large and intim idating above us.
M assive chunks of snow  and iceɇ evidence of recent avalanchesɇ lie jum bled
beneath the adjacent slopes. W e had seen this debris w ith our spotting scope, but
up close the slope angle looks even steeper, the avalanches scarier and m ore
destructive. Itɋs been several days since any snow  fell, and w eɋre gam bling on
the assum ption that there has been enough recent w arm ing to flush the rotten
snow  off of slopes that m ight be prone to slide. R ight now  this feels like a big
assum ption.



Pat and I are both tense, and w e go through the fam iliar routine of setting up
cam p w ithout speaking. Pat erects the tent, then pulls sleeping bags and pads
from  our backpacks. I light the stove and begin to m elt snow  in our cookpot.
W hen w e have each finished our jobs, w e crouch on our backpacks and devour
pasta slathered w ith butter and cheese. I im agine us in our cabin, sitting at the
table w ith driftw ood legs, passing the salt shaker and drinking w ine from  a box.
Iɋm  trying not to think about the fact that w e w onɋt enjoy such luxuries again for
several m onths. B ut m ostly Iɋm  trying to ignore the intim idating pass w e w ill
have to cross tom orrow . W hen I ask Pat w hat he thinks about avalanche hazards,
he tells m e the conditions donɋt seem  as solid as heɋd hoped. I know  exactly
w hat he m eans, but hearing him  say it aloud m akes the m acaroni taste bitter in
m y m outh.

The m ountains operate on a sliding danger scale. There are no right answ ers,
only better or w orse choices. H ere, w e have no guidebook to follow , no
avalanche forecast, no one to ask for route inform ation. W hen w e planned this
portion of our trip, w e queried old journal reports, searched the Internet, and
probed locals for details but could find no record of a sim ilar traverse ever
having been done. I w ake several tim es throughout the night, startled by the
gentle flapping of our tent fly or the w ind sw eeping dow n the valley. In m y
dream s, I feel the frozen ground disappearing beneath m e, then a raw , icy sting
as I claw  at the snow  w ith bare hands.

The next m orning, I fight the urge to burrow  deeper into m y sleeping bag and
instead craw l out of the tent to heat w ater for breakfast. W e inspect the slopes
m ore carefully; no new  avalanches have com e dow n overnight and w e decide to
clim b high enough to assess the snow pack. The pot steam s in the m isty m orning
as I open an extra packet of instant coffee. W eɋll need the caffeine to get us
through the day.

I offer to break trail to the pass. Slow ly, I pick m y w ay up the slope, prodding
the snow  w ith m y ski poles, assessing its density and structure. A s I probe I feel
for the suspect layers that could signal the threat of an avalanche w aiting to
happenɇ a hard crust, such as that form ed by freezing rain, slippery beneath a
heavy, w et blanket of snow . I sw itchback again and again, gaining confidence as
I go. The snow pack doesnɋt change m uch as w e clim b, and the avalanche of m y
dream  fades. Pat follow s several hundred feet behind, giving m e space to assess
the snow  and choose a route. H e flashes a thum bs-up w hen I look back at him .
B y the tim e w e finally reach the pass, the m orningɋs drizzle has turned to flurries
and the visibility quickly disintegrates. Like m any other sum m its and high



points, this is no place to linger. W e look briefly at the m ap and decide on a plan.
W eɋll descend a long, continuous slope to the glacial valley below .

In avalanche terrain, w e alw ays ski one at a tim e to avoid the possibility of
accidentally triggering a slide onto the person below . W e also serve as each
otherɋs eyes, keeping careful w atch in case of an accident. If a person is caught
in an avalanche, determ ining the general vicinity of w here the victim  is buried
can m ean the difference betw een life and death. Even w ith avalanche
transceivers that send a signal to w ould-be rescuers, it can take m inutes or hours
to locate a victim , and every second a person is buried counts. If youɋre lucky,
youɋll find yourself w ith an air pocket hollow ed out of the cem ent-like snow . If
youɋre not, the cold presses in against your face and suffocation com es m ore
quickly.

H ere, because of the poor visibility and lack of any protected m id-slope
view ing points, Pat and I w ill have to ski out of each otherɋs sight. I hate this
fact, but I also know  itɋs the safest choice w e have. Pat volunteers to go first and
I donɋt protest. A s he begins to descend, I peer into the grayness, follow ing his
red coat w ith m y eyes as long as I can. I try hard to control m y panic as I w atch
him  easily dodge a slow -m oving runnel of w et snow  before he is sw allow ed by
the fog. W hen I guess he has m ade it off of the slope, I start dow n, acutely aw are
of the fact that Pat w onɋt be able to see m e if anything happens. A s I descend, I
channel all of m y focus into skiing. M y pack is heavy and aw kw ard and
threatens to throw  m e off balance. Each turn ham m ers m y already tired
quadriceps. I squint through m y goggles into a featureless patch of w hite.
Partw ay dow n, I kick off a sm all avalanche. It stops before it m usters any speed,
but Iɋm  afraid each tim e I cut the slope that a bigger slide w ill follow . W hen I
can finally m ake out Patɋs form  on the expansive flat glacier below  m e, m y heart
lifts.

O nce I reach him , I drop m y pack next to his and sit dow n to catch m y breath.
ɎI donɋt like thisɇ ɏ I say.
ɎA nd going higher isnɋt going to help,ɏ Pat finishes m y thought. If w e

continue on our original route, w eɋll have to gain elevation, and avalanche
hazards w ill likely w orsen. The w est-facing slope w e clim bed to reach the pass
seem ed relatively safe; the one w e just skied dow n clearly w as not. It doesnɋt
take m ore than a few  w ords to realize that w eɋve arrived at the sam e conclusion.
Itɋs tim e for a change of plans.

N ot know ing w hat conditions w e m ight find, w e had outlined an alternative
route on the m ap before leaving. It w ill take us over low er-elevation, low er-



angle terrain and force us to exit off of one glacier and clim b back onto another.
Typically, transition zones betw een glaciers and rock are places to avoidɇ a
glacier often term inates w ith fins of steep, blue ice, offering no w ay up and no
w ay dow n. The other route is also longer, w hich m eans m ore days of travel and
correspondingly sm aller food rations. B ut, given the unstable snow , it seem s like
our only option.

A s w e descend, w e w eave betw een crevasses until the ice ends abruptly at a
narrow , scree-filled valley. H ere w e take off our skis, strap them  to our packs,
and begin hiking again. The footing is rough and I struggle w ith m y heavy load.
The com forts of the cabin are a lifetim e aw ay as I w onder w hether w e w ill ever
m ake it across the m ountains. ɎW hatɋs w rong w ith us?ɏ I m utter to Pat. ɎW e
spend years building a hom e on the coast and w e canɋt seem  to sit still long
enough to enjoy it.ɏ

Several m inutes later, a pebble w hizzes past m y head. I look up to see a
m ountain goat high above us as he steps onto the precipitous edge of a w aterfall.
Pat is a few  paces ahead of m e and I call to him  to pay attention. The goat pauses
for a m om ent on a tiny, vertical patch of m oss and bends his head for a drink.
H is horns parallel the ground as he sips from  a rivulet that plum m ets several
hundred feet to the glacier below . Standing there calm ly, the goat drinks again
and again from  the cold w ater.

The goat is all grace. The m ountains are his hom e. W eɋre only visitors here,
clum sily finding our w ay. W hen the goat begins to m ove again, w e continue
dow nhill. Suddenly, m y steps feel surer, m y load lighter. I w alk carefully w ith
m y cram pons along a narrow  tongue of ice that leads to the valley bottom . This
is a place of steep slopes, avalanches, and boulders the size of cars. It is also a
place of m agic. A s I w alk, I w hisper a quiet thank-you to the goat.



B order C rossing

Several days later, w eɋre cam ped on the lateral m oraine of an unnam ed glacier
near the C anadian border. I w ake up and peer out of the tent into a sea of flat
light. I blink through gauze. I look for the peaks that w ere there yesterday. N o
m ountains. N o sky. Just a few  boulders balanced at erratic angles on top of blue
ice. O ur cam p straddles a ridge of crushed rock that is the only discernible
feature in a field of w hite. W eɋve m ade it back onto the ice route that w ill take us
to the Y ukonɋs interior, but the w eather m akes m e feel anything but celebratory.
Itɋs snow ing big sticky flakes that turn to w ater on m y cheeks as I unzip the tent
to look outside. ɎN oooɔ ɏ I w hine as I snuggle closer to Pat, duck m y head back
into the nest of dow n, and draw  the last of the residual w arm th from  m y sleeping
bag.

ɎM aybe it looks w orse than it is,ɏ Pat offers w ith an annoying cheerfulness.
H e uses m y retreat as an opportunity to get dressed, pulling on his bibs and
jacket, grunting as he forces his feet into frozen boots. O ur tiny, transient hom e
offers only enough room  for one of us to dress at a tim e. W iggling into socks
and pants, zipping a jacket, or spinning around to face the tent door requires all
of the extra interior space w e have. A s w e clam ber over each other, itɋs hard to
avoid taking an occasional elbow  in the back or jabbing an errant knee in the
otherɋs thigh. The first one out of the tent gets the easy jobɇ lighting the stove
and preparing breakfast. The other pays the price of daw dling and has to deal
w ith packing up w et sleeping bags and a frosty tent, a task that turns hands to
stiffened claw s before the day has even begun.

Eyes and joints still hazy w ith sleep, I gather m y clothes and squirm  into a
cold sports bra, then pull on dam p socks and an extra layer of long underw ear.
The w ater is nearly boiling by the tim e I finish dressing and drag m yself out of
the tent. M y knees ache as I kneel on the frozen ground and begin to pull tent
stakes.

ɎH ere, you take over,ɏ Pat insists. I m uster a few  half-hearted w ords of



protest before gratefully accepting his seat on a boulder perched over the
steam ing stove.

ɎThank you.ɏ I sm ile as he shakes frost off of the tent fly. O ut here,
generosity com es not in the form  of m aterial things, but the gentle lessening of
each otherɋs daily burden.

W e gulp dow n oatm eal and coffee, strap on our skis, hoist our packs, and start
shuffling. W ind-driven squalls blow  snow  dow nhill, and w e squint through our
sunglasses, the snow ɋs reflection blinding even w ithout a hint of sun. W hen Patɋs
in the lead, I focus on his form , stare dow n at his tracks, and occasionally close
m y eyes. W hen w e sw ap places, I have to rem ind m yself to study the pattern of
m y skis or glance over m y shoulder to orient m yself in the featureless landscape.
V ertigo m akes m e stum ble as m y internal com pass sw ings w ildly.

For the rest of the m orning, the sky continues to hang low  and heavy.
Traveling uphill tow ard the pass that divides the w atersheds of the Pacific O cean
and the B ering Sea, w e ski into a headw ind that w hisks aw ay the sw eat on m y
forehead and the m oisture on m y lips. The m ountains are still hidden in a shroud
of fog. So far there have been none of the overexposed colors that define a
glacier in the sunshine, no piercing blue sky or sharp w hite peaks. Instead, it is
flat, m uted gray everyw here I turn.

W ith the steady sw ish-sw ish-sw ish of m y skis com es a stream  of loose,
m eandering thoughts. I picture m y sister at hom e w ith her son. I w onder how  m y
dad is really doing behind the upbeat w ords he offers each tim e I call. I think
about the chickadee at our cabin, prospecting for a m ate in a forest w here few
other m em bers of its species live. I recall the shiny-coated black bear that passed
our cam p tw o nights ago, follow ing the glacier to the coast.

Eventually, m y m ind travels far from  here, to questions about w hat w ill com e
after this trip. I have a loom ing decision to m ake. I m ust respond to the N ational
Science Foundation fellow ship offer w ithin tw o w eeks. In the days since w e left
the cabin, Iɋve w avered betw een excitem ent and dread as Iɋve tried to im agine
m yself show ing up on the East C oast in the fall w ith a com m itm ent to develop
m odels of bird beaks. M y w ork there w ould involve building m athem atical
equations extrapolated from  photographs of chickadees taken on the other side
of the continent. W hat had once seem ed so necessary now  feels petty. Iɋm  no
longer sure w hat m y proposed research has to do w ith the birds Iɋve w atched
soaring past, their purpose so sure. W hat w ould it m ean for Pat and m e to m ove,
even if only tem porarily, thousands of m iles from  the place w e love m ost? C ould
this journey possibly carry m e back to science? W hen I think of com m itting



m yself, once again, to years in a laboratory or in front of a com puter, distant
from  the birds, I feel m y jaw  tense and m y shoulders droop. M y body offers an
unequivocal answ er.

  

G radually the sky opens just enough to reveal a glacial lake shim m ering in the
m ist to our left. Ice shines through the clear w ater, and a rock is perched near its
edge. A s I get closer, the rock turns its head and is no longer the color of stone.
W hat w as gray from  a distance has becom e w hite. I blink and reach for m y
binoculars. Through glass, I see a shocking scene. A t nearly five thousand feet
on a broad ice field, a trum peter sw an is taking a bath. A  w orld aw ay from  the
low land ponds and lakes w here it breeds, far from  the plants it m ust eat to pow er
its flight, the bird appears perfectly at hom e. It looks over at us, stretches its long
neck tow ard the sky, then continues its ablutions. A s I look dow n to m ake a note
about our sw an sighting on the m ap, I see that w e are nearly straddling the
border betw een the U nited States and C anadaɇ a boundary that m eans little to us
or the sw an.

The surprise sighting rem inds m e to look up m ore frequently, and soon I
realize that w e have joined a procession of other travelers. First I notice a sm all
flock of sw allow s as they fight against the fierce headw ind. The birds toggle
back and forth to sw itchback into the gusts. W hen the clouds lift above the
m ountaintops, I see a haw k catch a therm al and rise into the gray sky. Soon,
other m igrants pass by. Shorebirds call overhead. A  flock of geese flies high
above us. Suddenly this place feels m uch less deserted. It occurs to m e then that
our route is a logical flyw ay for birds heading inland from  the Pacific coast. Itɋs
no accident that w eɋre all follow ing this path of least resistance, a low  point in an
otherw ise jagged range, a toothy gap in the barricade of the C oast M ountains.
From  Lynn C anal, birds funnel up the K atzehin R iver and over the m ountains
just as w e have.

O n every glacier crossing w eɋve m ade there is evidence of these trials. A  lone
feather hollow ed into the snow . The skull of a surf scoter perched upon a rocky
m oraine. A  tiny w arbler resting m otionless on the ice. I m ake guesses about the
circum stances of their m ishaps; perhaps a blizzard as they rounded over a steep
m ountain pass or a rogue storm  that blew  them  off course. O r perhaps they ran
out of fuel, the thousands of m iles separating A laska from  C entral A m erica or
the South Pacific eventually catching up w ith them . Today, the m igrants w eɋre
seeing look very m uch alive and purposeful. A s w e w atch, I m arvel at the fact



that they know  w hich path to follow . H ow  do they find their w ay over oceans
and glaciers, across continents and m ountain ranges, w ithout the benefit of a
m ap, com pass, or G PS?

For m any years, w eɋve know n that birds use the sun as a com pass. A t first
glance, this concept seem s sim ple. Even the m ost directionally challenged
am ong us understand that the sun rises in the east and sets in the w est. B ut in
practice, like m ost things in nature, it requires m ore than a basic heuristic.
B ecause the sun is not fixed on the horizon, birds m ust be able to adjust their
orientation to account for tim e of day. Early experim ents on avian solar
navigation found that w hen a birdɋs internal clock w as shifted (by changing
patterns of light and dark), it com pensated appropriately for the new  tim e,
launching in a direction that w ould have been correct if tim e had not been
scram bled. B irds m ay also derive clues from  shadow s and hues, m uch as w e do
in the nuances of a painting or a photograph. B ut the sun canɋt explain it all.
W hat about clouds and storm s, night m igrants, and tw enty-four-hour A rctic
light? D ecades of research has taught us that birds use a diverse suite of tools to
find their w ay, orienting by stars or w ind, responding to signals from  m agnetic
or olfactory receptors. In m any cases, though, w hen it com es to explaining how
birds navigate from  one place to another, the truth is that w e still sim ply donɋt
know .

H ere, am ong the ice and snow , lies the m agic that is hard to capture through
textbooks or journal articles or the blue screen of m y com puter. For individual
birds, there is nothing form ulaic about m igration. Each season is different, every
journey unique. B irds m ust learn to follow  the fickle pulses of the jet stream , to
negotiate snow y m ountain passes, to skirt the ferocity of spring storm s. E7, the
bird w hose satellite track revealed an im pressive 7,396-m ile nonstop flight,
didnɋt attain fam e because she did anything particularly unique for a bar-tailed
godw it, but because she show ed us how  rem arkable the usual can be. To get to
their breeding grounds, birds chance everything in an ordinary act that is by any
m easure extraordinary.

Itɋs at these tim es that I feel both m ost and least like a scientist. I am  sm itten
by the very fact of the birdsɋ existence. N o m atter how  m uch w e learn, m igration
w ill alw ays be m ysterious at its core. A  part of m e w ill alw ays hold that sam e
suspended disbelief that early naturalists did, 250 years ago, w hen they assum ed
that sw allow s m ust have hibernated by burying them selves in m ud all w inter.
The alternative seem ed too outrageousɇ w ings beating high above oceans and
glaciers, follow ing an invisible m ap thousands of m iles just because. Even



today, w ith satellite tracks across com puter screens offering indisputable proof,
itɋs hard to fathom  that our sm allest w inged com panions are capable of such
feats. These arenɋt the details that populate scientific papers or solicit grant
funding, but theyɋre the ones I hold in m y heart. Today I w ant only to sit back
and observe, to accept m agic as m agic, to sw ap know ledge for aw e.

B y late afternoon w e reach the crest of the gentle pass that m arks the high
point betw een the Pacific O cean and the interior. W ith a quick congratulatory
hug, w e tip our skis dow nhill into the Y ukon R iver drainage. The descent off of
the glacier is surprisingly gentle and w e ski dow n to find a textbook exam ple of
the rain shadow  effect. A s w arm , w et air m asses from  the Pacific hit the C oast
R ange, the m ountains act as a giant sponge, w ringing w ater from  the sky and
leaving m ost of the m oisture on the w est side of the m ountains. The difference
this creates is rem arkable. Instead of tow ering Sitka spruce and w estern hem lock
draped w ith lichen, w eɋre suddenly surrounded by an arid pine forest. W et has
turned to dry. B lurred edges have becom e crisp. Even the sun m akes an
appearance, shim m ering against frosty w illow  branches just beginning to burst
w ith silky gray catkins.

The next day, w orking our w ay into the valley that drains the headw aters of
the Sw anson R iver, w e begin to hopscotch from  one sm all patch of snow  to the
next. In this transition zone, w here spring is nudging out w inter, there is no
perfect w ay to travelɇ too m uch snow  for hiking and too little for skiing. The
river flow s through a narrow  slot canyon choked w ith ice, m aking paddling
im possible. W e clam ber over logs and across fields of pine needles and crispy
brow n ferns, skis dangling from  our feet like useless appendages. Sw eating and
straining, w e cover less than a m ile in tw o hours.

W hen the riverɋs gradient finally eases, the steep canyon w alls give w ay to
gravel bars, and the packrafts on our backs taunt us w ith the prospect of a free
ride. A s enticing as the river looks here, w e know  nothing about w hat lies ahead.
So w e hike for another m ile, continuing our agonizingly slow  progress through
the brush. Finally, the tem ptation is too great and w e decide to try boating. W e
take turns pulling ashore to scout around each bend. The w ater churns and
splashes and I grip m y paddle nervously. B ut even w ith our frequent stops w e
m ove quickly dow nstream  and soon the rapids end in a gentle, grass-lined
channel. The riverɋs m urkiness disperses like a finger painting into the turquoise
w aters of Tagish Lake, w here a single sw an is bathing by the riverɋs outlet.
Thereɋs no w ay of know ing, but I laugh at the prospect that this could be the
sam e sw an w e saw  on the ice field, a bird fastidious about cleanliness.



  

Iɋm  relieved to have reached the lake. Iɋm  also hungry. W eɋve been rationing the
past several days, trying to m ake up for the fact that w e didnɋt pack quite enough
to eat. D uring our m ountain crossing, w ith no places to refuel along the w ay,
everything w e needed had to be carried on our backs. O f course, food is
essential. B ut food is heavy, tooɇ tw o w eeksɋ w orth for tw o hungry people
w eighs in at seventy pounds. In the transition from  boat to backpack, every extra
pound taking its toll on our bodies, food suddenly becam e a lim ited resource.

Prior to the start of the trip, Pat had contacted the ow ners of a sm all
w ilderness lodge on Tagish Lake to ask if w e m ight be able to buy som e food
w hen w e passed. A fter a long phone conversation, Pat told m e that although the
proprietor had a heavy accent, he thought she said yes. M y vote for carrying
extra food in case there had been a m iscom m unication w as vetoed as soon as w e
saw  the size of our packs. ɎItɋs a lodge, Iɋm  sure they have tons of food,ɏ Pat
said. From  the com fort of the cabin, paring back our provisions seem ed perfectly
reasonable.

B ut w hen w e reach the lodge and m eet the friendly young couple, I begin to
w onder again if the idea of a resupply had gotten lost in translation. They greet
us at the dock, give us a tour of the cabins w here guests stay once the season
begins, and point out a sandy cam psite by the lake. There is no m ention of food.
Tw o hours later, the m an w alks dow n to our cam p to invite us to dinner.

The m eal is am azing. A nd the portions are tiny. I have never seen a piece of
steak so petite and w ell m annered. Itɋs like offering a can of prem ier cat food to
a starving w olf. W e try to quiet our grow ling stom achs as w e chat until late in
the evening about our trip and their unusual trajectory from  m anagers of big-city
European hotels and upscale tour com panies to living off the grid in the m iddle
of the Y ukon. B efore returning to our tent, I grab several handfuls of trail m ix
from  the food bag that w e had stashed in the entry of the lodge.

ɎPat, w hat sort of arrangem ents did you really m ake w ith her?ɏ I ask him .
The one resupply I had turned over to him  seem ed to have been com pletely
botched.

ɎI donɋt know  exactly. I told you, her accent is so hard to understand. W hat
else w as I supposed to do? Iɋm  sure theyɋll give us m ore tom orrow .ɏ

In the m orning w e join the couple for coffee before aw kw ardly broaching the
subject of food.

ɎO h,ɏ the w om an says. ɎI didnɋt know  you needed som e. M aybe pasta w ould



be good? A nd granola bars?ɏ W hew , I think to m yself, now  w eɋre getting
som ew here.

She pulls out a pound of pasta, half a dozen packets of instant oatm eal, and
eight snack-size granola bars. This w ill barely feed us for a day. W eɋre out of
dinners and have been rationing the last of our snacks. It w ill take at least three
m ore days to reach W hitehorse, the capital of the Y ukon, w here grocery stores
and our next box of food aw ait us.

ɎThat looks like a great start,ɏ I say. I try to hide m y disappointm ent w ith a
joke. ɎIf thereɋs anything else your clients donɋt like, w eɋd happily take it off
your hands.ɏ

Interpreting m y com m ent literally, she replies, ɎY ouɋd be surprised w hat
people enjoy w hen they think theyɋre roughing it. W e donɋt have any problem
going through food out here.ɏ

Pat and the m an say nothing during our exchange, leaving the negotiation to
the w om en.

I phrase m y next question w ith as m uch tact as I can m uster. ɎD o you think
w e could have a couple m ore pounds of pasta or rice? A nd m aybe a can of tuna?
I think that m ight do it. I know  itɋs a lot to ask but w eɋve run a bit low  on food.ɏ
R eally, this w ill translate into several hungry days, but I know  w e can m ake it if
w e continue to ration.

Last night the couple had told us, w ith no innuendos intended, about the high
food prices in the north, and the com plicated logistics involved in shuttling
supplies by truck and boat. ɎY ou have a rem ote hom e, so you know  w hat itɋs
like,ɏ the m an had said. A nd w e do. B ut I also know  how  hungry I am .

I offer repeatedly to pay for the food and hospitality, but she tells m e itɋs not
necessary. W e had alw ays intended to buy the food, w hich clearly had also not
been com m unicated and now  m akes our requests m uch m ore aw kw ard. A s I
glare at Patɇ see, I told you this w asnɋt w orking out like youɋd saidɇ she
rum m ages through the pantry for tw o cans of tuna, a can of sm oked sardines,
and a bag of w hite rice. ɎSorry w e donɋt have m ore to share,ɏ she says, Ɏbut w e
w ill be tight on our supplies this spring.ɏ

W e w onɋt starve, but the next seventy m iles of paddling w ill be largely
consum ed by thoughts of food.

  

The next night, a sm attering of shorebirds is staged along the m udflats as w e
paddle by. Several w him brels w atch us from  the lake edge, their stocky bodies



and characteristic dow n-curved bills obvious even from  a distance. I w ill learn
later from  a fellow  biologist that w him brels outfitted w ith satellite transm itters
are paralleling our route from  W ashington. O r perhaps w eɋre paralleling theirs.
W e overlap in space and tim e, but this is w here the sim ilarities end. These birds
are tough in w ays I canɋt begin to fathom . They started their trek thousands of
m iles farther south than w e did. They carry nothing but fat reserves. W e labor
under our burden of food and gear but still feel achingly hungry. They fly into
storm s w hile w e w ait them  out. A s I w atch them  through binoculars gathering all
the food they need from  the m ud, Iɋm  equal parts inspired and envious. They
m ake it look so easy, so natural. Tonight Iɋm  stuck w ith an em pty belly and a
grudge tow ard Pat.

Iɋm  restless in m y sleeping bag, still hungry after our dinner, w hich consisted
of a cup of w hite rice and a can of tuna, and unable to ignore the im pending
decision I m ust m ake about the fellow ship. Iɋm  finding few er and few er reasons
to go. W hat good w ould it do to w ork at a highly regarded institution if I donɋt
care about m y research? R eadying m yself for an academ ic career that w ill take
m e far from  w ilderness feels m ore like a curse than an asset. Plus, w hen I try to
picture Pat in a N ew  Jersey suburb, I see a bird w ith clipped w ings and no place
to hide.

Just before w e left our cabin, I also got notice that the federal job in
A nchorage w as m ine if I w anted it. A  governm ent research job w ould com e w ith
its ow n strings, but at least it w ould be in A laska. I know  m y colleagues w ould
be cut from  the sam e bird-obsessed, field-savvy cloth as those w ho led m e to
biology in the first place. W hat other form  of em ploym ent w ould yield co-
w orkers w ho spend their lives chasing shorebirds and ducks through som e of the
m ost unpleasant terrain im aginable? N o one is in it for the glory or riches. Plus,
for all m y reservations about returning to research, I canɋt dism iss the fact that
seeing a bird in the springtim e is m ade m ore am azing by virtue of know ing just
how  far sheɋs com e.

Eventually, I fall asleep to the hooting w histles of w him brels. In m y dream s I
see birds crossing over a sea of ice, Pat and m e paddling dow n the Y ukon R iver,
m y nephew  napping in m y sisterɋs arm s. For now , these truths m atter in w ays
that academ ic pursuits do not. W hen w e w ake up the next m orning the
w him brels are gone, leaving us to chase them  on their journey to the A rctic.



Y ukon D ays

B y the tim e w e pull into W hitehorse, Iɋve m ade a m ental list of all the foods
Iɋm  cravingɇ freeze-dried dinners and instant oatm eal are not on this list. Ice
cream , fresh produce, and cheese are. W e canɋt justify paying the exorbitant
tourist prices for a dinner of reindeer sausage and A laskan salm on, so w e trom p
to the grocery store in our ski boots instead. W andering through the shiny aisles,
w e grab greedily at the shelves. B agels, cream  cheese, avocados, tom atoes,
chips, cookies, chocolate, bananas. Everything looks delicious. W e fill our
baskets until w e canɋt carry anything m ore. A fter checking out, w e devour our
sandw iches on a city bench and w ash them  dow n w ith several bottles of beer.
The public cam pground is crow ded, so w e find an unofficial site by the park and
sleep hard on full bellies.

In the m orning, after a hearty breakfast of granola and yogurt, I dow n a quart
of chocolate m ilk. W e hit the ice-cream  parlor m inutes after it opens and Iɋm
already dream ing about w hatɋs for lunch. I head to the library to check m y e-
m ail w hile Pat m akes another trip to the grocery store for resupply item s. I start
w ith the only m essage I really need to w rite. I click on the header from  the
N ational Science Foundation and begin to type. ɎThank you for the generous
offer of post-doctoral support. I am  honored to have been selected. H ow ever, m y
situation has changed since I applied and I w ill have to decline the fellow ship. I
appreciate all you do for the sciences and for em erging scientists.ɏ A fter tw o
w eeks of stew ing over this decision, Iɋm  relieved to let it go. Iɋm  still not sure if
the job in A nchorage w ill be the right choice or if I w ill be ready to return to
research of any kind, but Iɋll stay in A laska, w here I belong. I can hold on to the
prom ise that even in the largest city in the state, w ilderness exists just beyond
the confines of m y office door.

A s I finish w ith e-m ail, Pat shops for our next Y ukon R iver leg like heɋs
preparing for a w edding reception. I find him  at the checkout w ith a forty-tw o-
pack of w hite dinner rolls, four extra-large bags of chips, several boxes of off-



brand chocolate chip cookies, three pounds of cheddar cheese, tw o heads of
lettuce, and a dozen apples. H e has already picked up a three-liter box of cheap
w ine at the liquor store and is grinning hugely as he snacks on the first box of
cookies. ɎThis is supposed to be our vacation, right?ɏ he asks.

A t other resupply points w e have supplem ented the boxes of dried food w e
shipped to ourselves w ith fresh item s such as cheese, butter, a day or tw oɋs
w orth of produce, a few  treats, and a celebratory six-pack of beer. A long the
Inside Passage and in the m etropolis of W hitehorse, splurging has been easy. B ut
our options w ill begin to shrink as w e head north. Produce w ill soon disappear
from  the shelves, and cheese, if any, w ill be lim ited to plastic-w rapped
individual slices that cost m ore per pound than the finest lobster at a N ew  Y ork
restaurant. A fter our next stop, at D aw son C ity, w e w ill no longer be able to
rew ard ourselves w ith beerɇ all of the A rctic com m unities w eɋll pass through
have banned the sale of alcohol. So w e indulge w hile w e can.

Pat pens a quick postcard to his grandparents, now  a regular part of our tow n
ritual. H e asks m e to check the text he scribbled on a piece of scratch paper for
spelling errors.

ɎW eɋre on the fam ous Y ukon R iver. W eɋve got it easy com pared to the gold
rush m iners. W e crossed the m ountains from  the ocean and are heading inland
now . M aybe w eɋll see som e grizzlies. Love, Pat.ɏ

A  canoe trip along the Y ukon R iver from  W hitehorse to D aw son C ity is one
of the northern classics. In the peak of the sum m er season, the river hosts
thousands of visitors and the best cam psites go fast. The guidebook details every
m ile, leaving little for us to figure out. Typically, w eɋd be less interested in
joining crow ds of B oy Scouts on a prescribed route than exploring unnam ed
glaciers by ourselves. B ut after w eeks of tough travel, a vacation is exactly w hat
w e need. A nd a canoe is the perfect w ay to enjoy it. Sitting on elevated seats
w ith plenty of extra space w ill be luxurious com pared to our recent days in
overloaded packrafts. The stream lined canoe w ill also be m uch faster. In rem ote
areas w e w ould just accept the packraftsɋ shortcom ings. H ere, renting a canoe is
relatively inexpensive and logistically sim pleɇ all w e have to do is pick it up in
W hitehorse and drop it off in D aw son C ity. A fter a visit to the post office to
retrieve our food boxes and m ail the postcard, w eɋre ready to find our boat and
hit the river.

Lined up on the riverbank next to tw o dozen others, the cheap w hite rental
canoe is so battered w e can see shadow s of the w ater through the hull. Pat
im m ediately dubs her ɎC asper.ɏ Sheɋs the perfect craft for a section that w e



previously m ocked but now  canɋt w ait to begin. B efore w e leave, I call m y
parents on the pay phone near the boat launch. Theyɋre planning to m eet us in
D aw son C ity to shuttle our unneeded gear back to A nchorage and deliver our
next resupply to the Tom bstone Territorial Park headquarters in the northern
Y ukon.

A s w e planned our route, w e faced tw o m ajor logistical hurdles in the
transition from  glacier crossing to river boating, and then to hiking and
packrafting. First, w e had to find a w ay to transport our skis, poles, plastic ski
boots, axes, harnesses, ropes, and other m ountaineering equipm ent back to
A nchorage. W e also needed a resupply som ew here betw een D aw son C ity and
Fort M cPherson as the food required for the three w eeks it w ill take us to travel
betw een them  is m ore than w e can carry on our backs. W hen m y parents agreed
to m eet us, and then drive the extra leg to deliver our box to the park
headquarters, they solved both of these problem s. A nd they rem inded m e of
w hat selfless love looks like. This shuttle w ill require a thousand m iles of
driving, m eaning that they w ill probably spend m ore tim e in the car than w ith us,
but they didnɋt hesitate w hen I asked them  to help several m onths earlier.

ɎW e canɋt w ait to see you,ɏ m y m om  says.
M y dad pipes in from  the other receiver. ɎW eɋre all ready to go. Just let us

know  w hen to start driving.ɏ

  

A fter w e launch from  W hitehorse, w e alternately paddle and lounge in our
canoe, letting the current do our w ork for us as w e plow  through a barrelful of
treatsɇ rolls w ith thick slabs of cheese, chips, cookies, apples, and chocolate.
The granola bars and peanut butter from  our resupply boxes m ostly rem ain
untouched. W e entertain ourselves by trying to recall each cam psite w eɋve used
since w e left B ellingham . O n the particularly easy sections of the river, w e take
turns sunbathing and reading w hile the other person paddles.

W ith so m uch idle tim e and little need for checking m aps or navigating
rapids, our m inds begin to w ander far beyond this river, and this trip. W e talk
about m y decision to decline the fellow ship and the possibility of a research job
in A nchorage. Pat m ulls over a house project som eone has asked him  to do w hen
he returns. Finally, w e circle back to the big, lingering question. K ids. I am
thirty-three, Pat is thirty-tw o. W e still have tim e, but w eɋre no longer floating
through our tw enties, w ith the prospect of a fam ily still a decade aw ay. Since m y
nephew  w as born, Iɋve been thinking about the topic m ore than ever. Pat and I



alw ays assum ed that w e w ould have children, but now  that the decision feels
im m inent, itɋs easy to com e up w ith pages of excuses for w hy w e should w ait
just a little bit longer. There are m any m ore m ountains to be clim bed, dozens of
places w eɋd still like to explore. There are the dem ands of a career, the
practicalities of finances and field schedules. A  baby doesnɋt fit easily w ith any
aspect of our lives.

B esides, Iɋve never had any visceral m aternal urges. I donɋt hear an infant cry
and feel a tug on m y heartstrings. I donɋt see pregnant w om en and w ish I w ere in
their shoes. In fact, Iɋm  terrified of losing m y body to pregnancy. Iɋve seen the
transition occur in enough friends to know  that w here the body leads, the m ind
often follow s. From  backcountry to baby nursery. M arathons to stroller w alks.
Ph.D . training to sleep training.

W hile w e w ere at our cabin, I called m y sister every day. Each tim e she
answ ered, I could hear som e of the sam e joy that w as in her voice shortly after
m y nephew  w as born. B ut I could also hear the exhaustion. H er current
adventure is one of sleepless nights and dirty diapers, a house littered w ith dishes
and laundry and the running shoes she isnɋt ready to use again. I didnɋt m ention
the fact that I felt stronger than I ever had. I didnɋt ask if she had any regrets. B ut
after each conversation, I tried to im agine m y ow n body recovering from
childbirth. O r burdened by an extra thirty pounds. O r tied to an infant and then a
young child. I cringed at the possibility of staying hom e w hile Pat w ent
som ew here w ithout m e. I could think of no easy w ay for us to continue doing
w hat w e love, together.

In som e w ays, Pat seem s m ore ready for kids than I am . ɎI guess w e could
w ait another couple of years, but I donɋt see the point in delaying forever.
Everyone says thereɋs no perfect tim e,ɏ he tells m e. I point out the fact that the
sam e rules donɋt seem  to apply equally to dads. Iɋd like to think Pat and I could
do it differently, but thereɋs no escaping the facts of biology. I know  I canɋt have
it all.

ɎThere are plenty of adventures w e could do as a fam ily,ɏ Pat says.
I try to picture us on a fam ily expedition. It w ould be unlike any trip w eɋd

ever done before. W hat sorts of crazy logistics are required to keep kids safe and
entertained on a glacier or a river? A t the least, w e w ould need a big tent, lots of
food, and a w ay to stay w arm . Even w ith such am enities, itɋs hard to im agine
w hat w e m ight do w ith a child w ho is too young to ski or paddle. A nd w hat of
the risk? Itɋs one thing for us to negotiate avalanches and rapids, but another to
do it w ith children.



C learly, thereɋs plenty to give up. W hat is less clear is w hat w e m ight gain.
The benefits all seem  hypothetical, a blind faith in other peopleɋs prom ises that
having a child is w orth the sacrifice. Even A shley, only tw o m onths into
parenthood, told m e this. H earing her report that som e days itɋs all she can do to
get show ered and dressed m akes m e w onder at w hat cost these rew ards m ight
com e. B ut itɋs the fear of regret that m akes us return to this conversation again
and again. Tw enty years from  now , w ill I be sitting on another boat som ew here
w ondering w hat I m ight have m issed? There are certain things in life that donɋt
offer second chances.

O f course it isnɋt just parenthood that m ight change everything. For now , our
joints tolerate the abuse that com es w ith the terrain. W eɋve been lucky, or
careful, or both, so far escaping the casts and surgeries and crutches that so often
result from  accidents. For now , w e are healthy and relatively young. B ut thereɋs
no guarantee about how  long our bodies w ill last.

B y late afternoon, the relative boredom  of the river com bined w ith too m any
unansw ered questions m akes us both irritable. W e leave our conversation about
having a baby behind for now .

  

M y parents have no w ay of know ing exactly w hen and w here w e w ill arrive.
Still, I alm ost expect to see them  w aiting at the bank w hen w e pull into D aw son
C ity several days later. A s w e drag our canoe up the m uddy landing, I scour the
boardw alk for an athletic-looking couple in their early sixties w ho are likely to
be chatting w ith local kids or reading the self-guided tour plaques w ith their
usual curiosity. Thereɋs no sign of them , so w e carry the canoe to the designated
drop-off location before finding our w ay to the Eldorado H otel. M y dad had left
a m essage on the satellite phone saying that heɋd reserved a room  large enough
for all of us to stay.

W e check into the hotel, take show ers, and have just w alked outside again
w hen w e see m y parents pull up, their little yellow  dog grinning out the back
w indow . A lw ays up for an adventure, m y parents are alm ost caricatures of good
sports. Theyɋre gam e to hike up a m ountain or tour on a crow ded city bus.
Theyɋll sleep on the floor or on a plane w ithout com plaint. R etirem ent for them
is less about slow ing dow n than speeding up; driving a day or tw o dow n the
bum py D em pster H ighw ay to m eet us in D aw son seem ed like a perfect
sum m ertim e outing. A nd in the back of all of our m inds is the know ledge that
such travel m ight not alw ays be possible. Though m y parents have both been fit



and healthy m ost of their lives, w eɋve learned how  quickly this can change.
W ith a big squeeze for each of us, m y m om  tells us w e look great, ignoring

the fact that w e have changed back into the dirty clothes w eɋve been w earing for
the past w eek. M y dad w aits his turn for a hug and says that w e m ust have m ade
good tim e on the river to already be here and show ered. H eɋs tanned and
sm iling, and Iɋm  relieved to see that he seem s to have changed little since the
spring. Still, I canɋt help but notice that his shoulders look thin and hunched. H is
trem or is apparent. I sw allow  a w ave of sadness and try to push m y w orries
aside.

For m onths after his diagnosis, w e danced around the fact of m y dadɋs
Parkinsonɋs. H e alternated betw een a graciousness that hum bled m e and a
stubbornness that m ade m e w ant to strangle him . H e dem anded the sam e of
him self as he alw ays hadɇ up early, shoveling snow , w ashing m y car
unannounced, biking to w ork no m atter the conditions outside. W hen his body
refused to cooperate or it took a few  m inutes longer to accom plish the tasks that
he had taken for granted, Iɋd hear him  cursing under his breath. B ut he rarely
unleashed his frustration on anyone but him self.

O ne afternoon, w e sat dow n for coffee at a neighborhood cafç and I broached
the subject of his illness for the first tim e. I only m anaged a few  sentences before
m y reddening eyes gave m e aw ay. ɎI havenɋt asked you w hat is m ost scary about
having Parkinsonɋs,ɏ I said. ɎI know  I donɋt alw ays express m yself, but if thereɋs
anything I can do to help, even just talking about itɔ ɏ I trailed off.

H e surprised m e w ith the honesty of his response. ɎIɋve been a little
disappointed that things seem  to have gotten w orse faster than Iɋd hoped,ɏ he
said. ɎB ut the disease is different for everyone.ɏ

ɎIt m ust be tough,ɏ I offered lam ely. ɎY ouɋre so active, and still a hundred
tim es m ore than the average person, and Iɋm  sure itɋs not easy to change your
expectations.ɏ

ɎM y biggest w orry is that Iɋll becom e a burden,ɏ he said. B y this point I w as
crying openly. ɎO h, honey, I donɋt w ant you to w orry about m e. Iɋll be fine.
Plus, I really donɋt have anything to com plain about. I have a w onderful w ife
and three w onderful children. There are a lot of w orse things that could happen
to a person.ɏ

Yes. And no, I thought then. For a m an w ho has clim bed the highest m ountain
in N orth A m erica and biked across Europe, w ho routinely signed up for a
running race in every tow n he visited, w ho squeezes m ore activity into long
sum m er evenings than anyone else I know , a disease that threatens to rob him  of



his m obility could be devastating. A t tim es, m ore than he lets on to anyone else,
Iɋm  sure it already is. Since his diagnosis three years ago, heɋs had to stop
running and skiing. H e needs additional tim e to get ready for the day. Sim ple
tasks are m ade com plicated by a trem or and w orsening fine-m otor skills. B ut
heɋs also refused to let it claim  his life. A nd in w itnessing his private struggles, I
have learned just how  tough he really is. A  journey like ours takes persistence.
D ealing gracefully w ith a chronic illness takes an ocean of strength. I hope that
som ew here inside of m e, I have a bit of that sam e strength.

W e help m y parents carry their luggage insideɇ one tiny backpack for each
of them  and a large cooler for Pat and m e. K now ing exactly w hat w e w ould be
craving m ost, they brought hom em ade cookies, cheese, fruit, vegetables from
their garden, and beer. A lm ost everything else in the car is for us, too: boxes of
food, hiking gear, m ail, and a stack of books in case w e need extra reading
m aterial. That evening, m y parents treat us to a salm on barbecue and ice cream .
Itɋs a perfect m eal for the hot sum m er day, the real food a w elcom e change after
a w eek of gorging on rolls and snacks. B ack at the hotel, w e begin to sort our
gear for the next leg.

A s w e pack, m y parents click through photos on our digital cam era. M y m om ,
in her usual contagious enthusiasm , oohs and ahhs as m y dad follow s along on
the m ap. W hen he sees a photo of an eagle, he eagerly reports that he spotted a
kingfisher at the lagoon near their A nchorage house. ɎA nd the loon babies are
getting big,ɏ he tells m e. O ver the last several w eeks, Iɋve gotten updates on the
status of the loon chicks that hatched on a lake nearby their house. Though
neither of m y parents is an avid bird-w atcher, they have done their best to tackle
bird ID  since I began w orking as an ornithologist. Their reports arenɋt alw ays
accurate, but theyɋre delivered w ith such pride that I rarely correct them . I know
the point isnɋt to check species off of a list but to honor their daughterɋs passion.
D espite m y som ew hat unconventional career choice, m y parents have never
suggested I should study anything other than birds. Theyɋve never com plained
about the fact that I regularly return from  the field sm elling like rotten eggs, or
that m y academ ic pursuits have given w ay to trom ping around in the w oods.
Theyɋve even m anaged to keep any doubts about our com m itm ent to w alk, ski,
and paddle to the A rctic to them selves.

  

The next m orning, m y parents hike w ith us for the first tw o m iles out of D aw son
C ity. W e follow  a four-w heel drive track that takes us to a fire lookout station,



w here w eɋll leave the road and head cross-country into the Tom bstone
M ountains. Itɋs a w arm  m orning, and our packs feel relatively light. A s w e hug
goodbye, I tell them  that w e intend to m ake it to the park headquarters in five
days, possibly sooner. I run through the num bers in m y headɇ fifteen m iles a
day, five days, no problem . M y parents plan to spend a few  nights at the park
after dropping off our supplies, and w e should see them  again at the cam pground
if w e donɋt run into any m ajor delays.

The m om ent w e step off the dirt road and onto the soggy tundra, our feet
begin to launch a protest. For m onths, they have been confined to rubber boots
or hard-shelled ski boots, not the lightw eight hiking shoes that now  squish and
slide on the w et ground. B etw een row ing, skiing, and canoeing, w eɋve hardly
w alked at all. A s w e pound through the first half a dozen m iles, itɋs obvious that
the transition w ill be a painful one. It takes only a few  hours of hiking for the
entire sole of each of m y feet to turn into a blister. Thereɋs no need to decide
w hether to drain the fluidɇ the blisters ooze and w eep as I w alk, and soon the
open sores are packed w ith dirt.

From  a distance, the Tom bstone M ountains looked like excellent hiking. B ut
instead of the dry ridges and easy trail m iles w e im agined, w eɋve found a
latticew ork of alders, w ild roses that claw  at our clothes and skin, and m uddy,
rutted tracks that lead to river crossings im passable at spring m elt. Itɋs the
m iddle of June, but sum m er has not yet arrived. Each tim e w e clim b high to
avoid the brush, w e m eet thigh-deep drifts of last w interɋs snow fall. The
granulated snow  scrapes our calves and shins and tears at our feet. W hen I lose
m y shoe several feet beneath the surface, I dig w ith bare hands as tiny balls of
ice fill m y sleeves. O n the descent, w e punch through to the unstable scree
beneath and use our trekking poles as poor substitutes for ice axes w hen the
surface becom es firm  and slippery. In the valleys, creeks are flow ing fast and
high. W eɋre m aking m iserable tim e.

A s w e struggle through the tough terrain, m y em otions begin to m atch m y
bodyɋs dw indling reserves. The w orry and grief about m y dadɋs illness that I
tried so hard to push aside w orm  their w ay back in. I canɋt stop thinking about
w hat this disease m ight take from  him , and from  us all. O n the third day I hike
only three m iles before telling Pat that I need to sit dow n and rest. Iɋm  light-
headed and have been fighting a grow ing exhaustion that I canɋt blam e on the
tough travel alone. Follow ing behind Pat, struggling to keep up even through the
least heinous of the bushw hacking, I feel a lum p building in m y throat. This is
the first real hiking w eɋve done so far and Iɋm  a m ess. W hat is w rong w ith m e?



W hat w ill I do if I canɋt continue?
Later, Pat w ill tell m e all he could think of w as the exchange w eɋd had at the

visitor center shortly before leaving D aw son C ity. The w om an staffing the front
desk w as dressed in Ɏuniform ɏɇ a G old R ushɆera dress and flow ery hat
covering long, curly auburn hair sw ept back into a silver barrette. She hardly
looked the part of an experienced backcountry traveler but surprised us by
offering to pull out m aps of the area after w e gave a brief synopsis of our
planned route. A s w e pored over the contours of the Tom bstone M ountains and
the drainages that w ould lead us to the W ind R iver, she pointed out dozens of
places sheɋd been to, including one valley w here she and her husband spent an
entire w inter in a w all tent. A s w e finally turned to leave, she said, ɎB e careful.
Iɋd w atch yourself in there.ɏ Expecting the usual w arnings about bears and
hypotherm ia, I nodded and prom ised to be cautious. She continued, ɎN o, Iɋm
serious. M e and three of m y friends got pregnant in the H art R iver drainage.
Thereɋs som ething about that place. M y husband and I planned to do a lot m ore
exploring but w e had our daughter instead.ɏ

W hen m y period com es a day later, Iɋm  w ashed w ith relief. B ut once I know
Iɋm  not pregnant, there is no good explanation for m y fatigue. Is the tough travel
alone enough to m ake m e dizzy and nauseous? O r is this all in m y head?

I distract m yself by thinking about m y parents w aiting at the cam pground,
only a day or tw o aw ay. Even now , at thirty-three, there are tim es w hen I could
really use som e childhood pam pering. This is one of them . I know  heɋs out of
range, but I decide to call m y dadɋs cell phone anyw ay. B efore w e left, I had
suggested that he check his m essages from  the park headquarters. O n his
voicem ail, I try hard to sound cheerful rather than pleading. I explain that w eɋre
running late but w ill be there in a day or tw o and w ould really love to see them
again.

The next evening, w eɋre only tw o m iles from  the D em pster H ighw ay w hen I
vote for setting up cam p. Iɋm  no longer suffering from  the m ysterious bug that
plagued m e for several days, but m y feet feel like theyɋve been run through a
m eat grinder and Iɋm  ready for a rest. ɎW hat difference does it m ake if w e get
there in the evening or the m orning?ɏ I w hine to Pat. H is feet are sore and
blistered, too, and it takes little convincing before he agrees to stop for the night.

The next m orning w e w ake early and m ake our w ay to the road, paralleling it
for several m iles to the Tom bstone Park headquarters and cam pground. The hard
ground pounds our raw  soles even raw er. W hen I see the park sign, I look
around hopefully for m y parents. W e donɋt see them  or their car, so w e hobble



past the parking lot, leave our packs on the porch, and w alk into the visitor
center. W hen I ask the w om an at the front desk about the resupply boxes, she
says, ɎO h yes, theyɋre dow nstairs. A nd your parents are such lovely people. W e
really enjoyed them . They just left this m orning.ɏ

She sees m y face and continues, ɎO h, Iɋm  sorry, w ere you expecting them  to
be here still? W e offered to let them  use the phone, but they said they didnɋt
w ant to bother us.ɏ I m um ble thanks and w alk outside, em barrassed to show  m y
childish tears to the ranger or to Pat. M y parents w ent hom e, w e have our
resupply boxes, and everything is fine. B ut Iɋm  crushed. Just a couple of hours
ago, w hile w e hiked the last tw o m iles to the road, m y parents drove past. I
w onɋt see them  again for m onths.

ɎH ere, they left this for you, too.ɏ The ranger w alks outside w ith a note. A s I
crunch on one of the tw o apples they included w ith our boxes, I read in m y dadɋs
handw riting, C aroline and Pat, W eɋre sorry w e m issed you. This is a beautiful
place, itɋs easy to see w hy you love being out here so m uch. You tw o are
am azing. Love, M om  and D ad. Each of them  had signed their nam eɇ m y dadɋs
tidy engineerɋs script next to m y m om ɋs spraw ling cursive. M y m om  w ill tell m e
later that each day at the park they hiked up a trail going in the direction they
expected us to com e from . B efore they turned around, m y dad w ould call out m y
nam e in a half yodel, half shout. ɎC aaroooliiine!ɏ

Suddenly, the prospect of being pregnant no longer seem s like the w orst thing
in the w orld. M issing m y m om  and dad does. If parenthood inspires the sort of
bond I feel w ith them  right now , even from  a distance, m aybe m y sister is right.
M aybe having a child m atters m ore than battling brush and postholing through
last seasonɋs snow . M aybe fam ily trum ps w ilderness. O r perhaps these piecesɇ
m ade of illness and love and birth and deathɇ are inextricably linked, tangled
and m essy like the green stalks of alder that grow  on every hillside.



W ind R iver

For the first tim e in a thousand m iles, Iɋve returned to a place I know . Itɋs
sum m er solstice, alm ost ten years to the day since w e first laid eyes on the W ind
R iver. A sk m e to draw  a picture of this riverbank and I w ouldnɋt know  w here to
begin, but plop m e dow n here from  anyw here in the w orld and I can tell you
w ith certainty that yes, I have been here before. W e are cam ped at the sw irling
confluence of tw o riversɇ the W ind and its junior tributary, the Little W ind.
Tw enty m inutes ago, paddling tow ard this confluence, I m ight have been
tw enty-three again, each detail new ly etched in m y m ind. The steep canyon
w alls, the m urky river, the peculiar tan-colored shoreline w ith sand like finely
ground pepper. A nd Patɋs eager, childlike grin as he bounced dow n the w ave
train w here the tw o rivers join.

W eɋre less than a hundred m iles from  the A rctic C ircle, and the sun sits
stubbornly above the adjacent red and brow n cliffs, follow ing a shallow  arc
across the sky. W e w onɋt see darkness for another tw o m onths. C anadaɋs
northern Y ukon is a land of extrem es, bruisingly cold one m om ent and
unbearably hot the next. For m ost of the afternoon w e paddled our rafts dow n
the Little W ind R iver, gazing at a kaleidoscope of orange and slate-colored
pebbles as they sw irled beneath us. Just before the confluence of the tw o rivers,
w e drifted past a seven-foot-tall shelf of ice, a carryover from  the w interɋs deep
freeze, and I shivered as w e passed through the refrigerated air. W hen w e
reached the larger river, w e w ere flushed abruptly into its m uddied flow , cold
clear w ater tw isting into w hirlpools and disappearing beneath a silt-laden skin.
W e arrived at our island cam psite to find hordes of m osquitoes gathered
onshore, w here the air hangs still and heavy. W e sw eat in the evening heat and I
im agine pressing m y palm s against the river ice.

A s w e set up cam p, I think about our earlier canoe-building trip. B ack then,
w e w ere tw o kids on this river shaping a boat from  spruce bark. Living in a
w ilderness to ourselves. For a tim e, this w as all that m attered.



N ow , a decade later, w e have found our w ay back. W e are no longer kids, no
longer tentative about a future together, but our need for adventure is every bit as
intense. I w ake up each m orning w ith Pat by m y side, w ondering less about
w here our relationship m ight take us than about w hat w e w ill find around the
next bend. O n the first trip, w hen everything betw een us w as new  and fragile,
the river seem ed m ore a backdrop for our relationship than a necessity. N ow  I
can see that itɋs so m uch m ore. W ilderness has becom e the silent third partner in
our m arriage, and here is w here it all began.

A fter a m eal of bland pasta doused in oil and salt, w e lie naked in the tent, too
hot for sleep, and help each other rem em ber. Pat falls back on his sleeping pad
laughing as I prod him  about the horse. The fucking horse. The horse that alm ost
m ade m e quit. Several days after leaving the tow n of M ayo, w e cam e across a
dead pack horse from  the previous fall lying in a dry aspen forest. The large,
dark body stood out grotesquely against the m ossy ground, its distended belly
and em pty eye sockets covered w ith flies. W e paused to stare at the horse and
Pat asked w ith the inquisitiveness that I alternately love and dread, ɎW hy not a
skin boat?ɏ W e hadnɋt yet found any birch trees large enough for building a
canoe and w ere beginning to w onder if our plan m ight be doom ed. In the
carcass, w hich scream ed to m e of bad om ens and bears ready to pounce, Pat saw
only opportunity.

Thus began the biggest fight of our courtship. I told Pat that he could continue
w ithout m e if he w anted to build a boat out of a dead, rotting horse in bear
country. W hat kind of lunatic had I com m itted to spending a sum m er in the
w oods w ith, anyw ay? H e listened quietly to m y tirade, then, undaunted, pointed
out the benefits of the horse skin. It w as here, in front of us, and w e m ight not
find any birch trees. The book w e carried w ith us described construction of skin
boatsɇ how  different w ould it be to build a canoe out of horse hide rather than
m oose hide? H e looked at m e and said, w ith a com pletely serious face, that he
saw  no reason w hy w e couldnɋt m ake it w ork. O nly after I repeated m y prom ise
to leave, this tim e w ith hot, angry tears, did Pat begin to relent. In recalling this
story, thereɋs a part of m e that w ishes I w ere the one w ho could see opportunity
in the m ost unlikely places. Pat has alw ays allow ed a vision to carry him  w here
it w ill, even to the inside of a bloated horse.

  

The next m orning, w e pack up in a sw arm  of m osquitoes so suffocating that w e
forgo our usual breakfast routine and grab a granola bar on the river instead. W e



navigate the rapids w e first paddled in our spruce canoe, our rubber rafts
bouncing easily off of gravel bars as w e scan for fam iliar landm arks.

ɎThereɋs the cave w here w e w aited out that rainstorm ,ɏ Pat says.
ɎA nd I think that m ight be the pool w here w e caught so m any grayling,ɏ I

continue.
A s w e zoom  dow nstream  to m eet the Peel R iver, a thunderstorm  rolls

through, pelting us w ith hail and sending lightning flashing in electric streaks
across the dark sky. B y late afternoon, all traces of the storm  have vanished and
the sun w arm s our bodies. W e strip dow n to T-shirts in the sudden heat. Just
ahead are the Peel C anyon rapids, w ith their standing w ave train. Like an
am usem ent park ride, five-foot-high w aves stack one after the other in quick
succession.

O n the earlier trip, w e had paddled through these rapids desperately, w ith
little room  for error in our m akeshift canoe. A  pair of red-tailed haw ks circled
high above us, their shrieks capturing the em otion of the m om ent in a single,
searing sound bite. O ne of the birds follow ed us through the rapids until w e
reached calm  w ater, its shadow  dancing on the steep rock w alls. There is a photo
of m e from  the last trip, trium phant after the w aves. In it, Iɋm  backlit by the
orange glow  of the canyon, m y hand-carved paddle raised above m y head and
the m uscles of m y back flexing beneath m y black sports bra. In another, Patɋs
face is upturned to the sky as he balances his paddle on his chin in playful
celebration.

Today, in our rafts, w e bob through w ithout w orry. W hen I hear a haw k cry
overhead, I look up to see it launch from  the burnished canyon w all, just as the
other birds had a decade earlier. R ed-tailed haw ks can live tw o dozen years or
m ore, often returning to the sam e nest site each sum m er. B ut life is dangerous,
even for a large raptor, and itɋs likely another pair has com e to take the place of
the birds w e saw  from  our canoe. Still, I let m yself believe that todayɋs haw k has
been here all these years, standing w atch, w aiting to usher us through the canyon
safely once again. A fter exiting the rapids, w e relax and let the current carry us
dow nstream . The river is w ide and fast, and thereɋs little navigation required. I
dip m y hand into the w ater. Itɋs surprisingly w arm , and I have a sudden
inspiration. ɎPat, w ill you raft up next to m e so I can sw im ?ɏ I ask him . B y now
w eɋre both sw eating in the heat, itchy from  the bug bites of the recent days, and
long overdue for a bath.

H e raises his eyebrow s and shrugs. ɎI guess w eɋd be fine if w e took turns.ɏ
A s I strip off m y clothes and slip into the w ater, I feel like Iɋve been baptized.



The w ater courses over m y sticky body, w ashing aw ay m ore than dirt and sw eat.
W hen I clim b out and let the sun dry m y skin, I can hardly keep m y eyes open
w ith the im m ediate, intense pleasure. Seeing m y blissful response, Pat decides to
follow  suit. A fter our baths, w e dunk our clothes into the river, using the current
to w ash aw ay the superficial layers of filth.

The sun caresses m y breasts and w arm s m y belly and thighs, and I suddenly
rem em ber the delicious feeling of bare flesh. This new found clean has aw akened
an intensity of desire that has been m asked alternately by bugs and m ud and cold
and fatigue. I glance over at Patɋs nakedness and briefly contem plate craw ling
into his boat. B ut the river is still m oving quickly here and neither of us can
recall exactly w hat lies ahead. Instead, I bide m y tim e, searching for a good
cam psite, w hiling aw ay the hours until w e stop for the evening. W hen w e finally
choose an island to land, w e clim b onto the bank and sink into knee-deep m ud.
O nshore, the m osquitoes are horrific and w e scram ble to pull on our clothes and
head nets. I cook the fastest m eal w e haveɇ instant ram enɇ and w e craw l inside
the tent to eat.

W e finish only half of our dinner before w eɋre naked again. W e donɋt need
w ords to tell each other that w eɋre thinking the sam e thing; our baths have left us
hungry for m uch m ore than food. H ere, on this first, form ative river, our desire is
larger than life. W e reach for each other greedily, oblivious to the m ud and bugs
that now  coat our skin. For this m om ent, the w orld exists only inside our tent,
our bodies m oving in a rhythm  that is both fam iliar and entirely new .



Part Four

A rctic C oast

 



M ackenzie D elta

T he w orld is gray. Flat. The odor of rot hangs thickly in the air. W ater sw irls
and rushes and goes now here all at once. W ind blow s us backw ard but does
nothing to deter the m osquitoes. A t each m eandering bend of the river, m ud
crum bles into the silty w ater. Like the riverbank, I, too, am  crum bling.

I squint through a cloud of m osquitoes as m y raft bum ps against the standing
reeds that line the channel. Q uit. Q uitter. Q uitting. Trying these w ords out in m y
m outh, I feel each one as it passes. I scoop w ater heavy w ith sedim ent into m y
bottle and try to sw allow  w ithout tasting, ignoring the silt as it grinds against m y
teeth, the sour flavor of peat on m y tongue. Pat lifts his head net to take a bite of
granola bar and glances over at m e. H eɋs consum ed by the task of transferring
food to his m outh w ithout exposing his face and neck to the giant sw arm  of
biting insects that circle around his raft.

W hen w e first reached the southern edge of the M ackenzie D elta, eight days
after leaving the confluence of the W ind and Peel R ivers, the bugs had seem ed
m ore of an annoyance than a hazard. N ow , these tiny creatures define our days.
M y hands are scabbed w ith bites scratched bloody and raw , m y left eye is
sw ollen partially shut, m y ears are ringing. It doesnɋt seem  possible that, m ore
than w eeping blisters or avalanches or tw enty-foot seas, m osquitoes could
destroy us. B ut they have discovered all of our w eaknesses, finding their w ay
dow n our shirts and up our pants, betw een the m esh of our shoes, through fabric
w here it presses closely against our skin. A s they bite and buzz, w e take turns
losing our com posure. I cry, then scream , then give up and do the only thing I
can: paddle like hell. Patɋs low est m om ents appear in the form  of long, angry
silences or questions about w hether w e have m ade a terrible m istake by choosing
a route through the delta. A t these tim es, I play the optim ist, how ever forced it
m ight be. I say out loud that w e w ill m ake it to the coast, but som e days this feels
like an outright lie. This is how  w eɋve kept ourselves m oving forw ard,
leapfrogging in shifts past each otherɋs m isery. B ut today neither of us can



m uster up even an ounce of positive thought.
O n paper, w e have a sim ple m issionɇ to get ourselves from  the W ind R iver

in the northern Y ukon to the shore of the A rctic O cean. C onveniently, the
M ackenzie R iver flow s north, in exactly the direction w e w ant to go. The catch
is that this river ends in one of N orth A m ericaɋs largest deltas. H ere, at its
m outh, the M ackenzie D elta stretches m ore than fifty m iles across. Easily visible
from  space, its enorm ous w eb drains one-fifth of C anadaɋs land m ass. O n the
ground, this translates into m osquitoes, m ud, and stagnant w ater. Itɋs a labyrinth
of confused channels and w illow -clad shores.

A s w e began planning our route m ore than a year ago, w e knew  enough to
dread the M ackenzie D elta. W e had heard that the river w as sluggish, the bugs
bad. B ut even after all of our com bined years in A laskaɋs backcountry, w e had
failed to appreciate w hat bad really looks like. W hen w e passed through the
village of A klavik several days ago and m entioned our plan to paddle to the
coast, people stared blankly at us. They w ere stunned by our stupidity. N o local
w ould be caught dead paddling at tw o m iles per hour through this part of the
delta during sum m er. A nyone in the area w ho can afford to takes a m otorboat to
the coast, w here the bugs are driven aw ay by the w ind.

Even the caribou are sm arter than us. They, too, escape to the coast or to the
tops of w indy ridges during the peak of the m osquito season. If they donɋt,
theyɋre harassed to the point of m adness, or w orse. C aribou biologists have
estim ated that m osquitoes can drain up to ten ounces, equivalent to an average
cup of coffee, from  a single anim al in a tw enty-four-hour period. This translates
into a daily barrage of sixty thousand m osquito bites. A t such intensity,
anecdotal reports of calves dying from  blood loss by m osquitoes hardly seem
exaggerated. In fact, for a brief annual period in the A rctic, the biom ass of
m osquitoes outw eighs that of caribou. G iven a pound-per-pound conversion of
20 m illion m osquitoes per caribou and herds that num ber in the tens or hundreds
of thousands, the calculation is staggering. B ut m y pockm arked body doesnɋt
need m ath to recognize the consequences. The only caribou on the low er
M ackenzie D elta right now  are those w ith a death w ish. A nd the only hum ans
here are us.

For all of the horrors of this place, it has one redeem ing feature: the ducks.
The M ackenzie D elta is one of the m ost productive breeding areas for w aterfow l
in the w orld. A t least thatɋs w hat Iɋve been told. I w ouldnɋt know  it from  being
here, w here I can see little besides the inside of m y head net and the steep-sided,
brushy banks of the endless sloughs w e m ust navigate. I try to rem ind m yself



that, for som e creatures, this isnɋt hell on earth.
A fter Pat shoves the last of his granola bar beneath his head net, w e pause to

check our location. H e points at a squiggle on the m ap, and I count sixteen
m osquitoes on his hand. W hen w e look up again a m inute later, w e have floated
a hundred yards upriver. The com bination of w ind off of the A rctic O cean and
high w ater levels has m ade the current flow  in reverse, pushing us south instead
of north. W eɋre on a giant liquid treadm ill w ith no apparent end.

I hate this place. I hate m yself for being broken by bugs and m ud and w ind. ɎI
donɋt w ant to w aste another second of m y life w ith this bullshit,ɏ I say to Pat. ɎI
w ant to go hom e.ɏ

Pat doesnɋt reply, but I can see his face, pinched w ith concern. The instant I
open m y m outh I am  speaking taboo. O f all the topics w eɋve covered in our
thousands of hours together on this trip, neither of us has given voice to quitting.
Itɋs too tem pting an offer to resistɇ a plate of brow nies placed in front of a
dieter; a bottle of R onrico offered to a recovering alcoholic; a show er and four
w alls provided to m e right now . The line betw een w ords and actions quickly
becom es blurred, so w e donɋt usually speak of our deepest doubts, or
acknow ledge that w e could cause our ow n undoing. Today I donɋt care. I can
think of no reason to continue, no reason to be here. A ll of the im ages that for
m onths have m ade m e sm ileɇ photos of m y chubby little nephew , flight paths of
m igrating birds, the m em ory of a breaching w haleɇ only rem ind m e of all the
other places Iɋd rather be.

B ut no m atter how  m uch I w ant to quit, thereɋs no easy w ay out of this
situation. The nearest tow n is a hundred m iles upriver. O ur next destination is
H erschel Island, a tiny territorial park that happens to be the northernm ost point
of land on this stretch of coastline and also one of the m ost rem ote. Itɋs
im possible to leave the delta w ithout soliciting a rescue. Even pleading the threat
of blood loss or insanity or both, I donɋt think m osquito harassm ent qualifies as
an em ergency. So Iɋm  free to entertain the possibility of giving up w ithout
accepting its consequences. Pat is kind enough not to point out the obvious w hen
I tell him  that Iɋm  ready to end our trip. Som etim es deciding on the im possible is
cathartic, and today Iɋll take w hatever relief I can get.

W e paddle until a grow ing headw ind slow s our already m eager pace in the
packrafts to alm ost nothing. I check the G PS and see that w e are clocking in at
0.1 m iles per hour. A t this rate, it w ould take us another four hundred hours to
reach the coast, so w e decide to head to shore. I pull up next to Pat on the bank,
step out w ith one foot, and sink to m y thigh in m uck that sm ells like a m ixture of



feces and w et grass. W e craw l to a thick stand of w illow s, w here w e m ight be
able to escape the w orst of the m ud. B ut the tangle of w oody stalks is hardly an
ideal cam psite; as soon as w e have one tent stake secured, the other side of the
tent floor pops up again. Eventually w e tram ple the bushes into a sem blance of
flat ground and begin the hurried shuffle to get our gear and ourselves inside
w ith as few  m osquitoes as possible.

The sm ell in the tent is overw helm ing. D espite being covered w ith dried silt,
sw eat, and squished bugs, w e havenɋt m ade any attem pt to clean ourselves in
m ore than a w eek. M y toenails are stained brow n from  the tannins of the soil, the
adjacent skin pim pled w ith bites and angry pink scars. W hen I zip the tent door
closed, w e begin our hunt. Slap, slap, slap. M osquitoes seek shelter in low
places; w e shake our sleeping bags and sw eep the corners of the tent to roust
them . W hen w eɋre finished, the relief is hypnotic. Iɋm  on a reverse highɇ no
stim ulant, no com fort or discom fort, nothing except sim ply being. The delta has
reduced m e to a reptilian state.

Itɋs 10:30 p.m ., and besides the subtle change in the angle of the sun, thereɋs
little that distinguishes this tim e of day from  any other. N orm ally, I love the
A rcticɋs round-the-clock daylight. B ut here itɋs m erely a rem inder of how  easily
each hour blurs into the next. M eals, w hich typically define our days, have gone
the w ay of every other luxury. Spending tim e am ong the m osquitoes to find dry
w oodɇ already scarce in this land of m ud and bushesɇ and build a fire is
unthinkable. Tonight, dinner consists of a bag of trail m ix, cold instant black
beans, and a chunk of cheddar cheese. B efore adding the dehydrated beans to the
plastic quart-sized yogurt container that doubles as m y food dish and bail bucket,
I use the corner of m y T-shirt to rem ove rem nants of grass and dirt, follow ed by
a rinse of M ackenzie sludge w ater.

W hen I w ake in the night to pee, I reach for the tent zipper until I rem em ber
w here I am . The entire m esh door is covered w ith m osquitoes. The tent quivers
w ith their buzzing. I sim ply canɋt do it. I w onɋt bare m y butt to the m osquitoes
again. I have a terrible and liberating idea. U rine is fairly sterile, right? A s I
squat over the dish, then dum p the pee out the tent door, allow ing only tw o
m osquitoes inside in the process, I canɋt believe it didnɋt occur to m e sooner. I
have no sham e anym ore.

In the m orning, I rinse m y bow l w ith river w ater before adding dried oatm eal
and cold w ater. G ranules of instant coffee stick in m y teeth. Everything about
this m eal is disgusting, but Iɋm  just glad not to be out w ith the bugs.



  

Tw o days later w eɋre finally w ithin a dozen river m iles of the A rctic O cean.
Even as the bushes becom e sm aller and sparser throughout the m orning, I w ork
to keep m y expectations low . The ocean still feels far aw ay. Several hours after
leaving cam p, the channel w eɋre follow ing spills into a series of lakes. W e
paddle across one of the lakes to its apparent outlet only to find that, once again,
the w ater is flow ing the w rong w ay. W eɋre desperate to stretch our legs and
anything seem s better than the excruciatingly slow  progress of our rafts. The
bank looks fairly continuous, so I do a quick experim ent. I hop out, shoulder m y
pack, and begin w alking. M y boat drags easily behind m e and the ground feels
surprisingly solid underfoot. I start to gain on Pat as he struggles against the
current. O nce I pass him , I celebrate m y results. W alking is faster than paddling.
Soon he joins m e and w e hopscotch alongɇ w alking w hen w e can, then jum ping
into our rafts to cross the dozens of rem aining ponds and sloughs. W e practice
this in-and-out routine for hours, passing a large flock of m olting, flightless
w hite-fronted geese w hose m ovem ents resem ble our ow n. Paddle, w addle,
paddle, w addle, and repeat.

In the early evening, w e finally reach the end of land, w here a low  sod bank
folds into the silty w ater of the A rctic O cean. The difference betw een here and
the M ackenzie D elta from  a day ago is staggering. The coastal breeze keeps the
m osquitoes at bay. W ithout head nets blocking our vision, w e can see again.
W ithout bugs hovering around our noses and m ouths, w e can breathe. A t our
feet is a carpet of tiny, pink saxifrage flow ers; above us, the sky opens into a
m illion shades of blue. W e notice a string of w hite dots on the horizon and, as
w e draw  near, the specks becom e sw ans, floating serenely in the still w ater. I
spin in place, scanning w ith m y binoculars, and begin to count. Ten, tw enty,
sixty sw ans scattered across the flats. Phalaropes sw im  circles in the sm all
ponds, w hile dow itchers probe, sew ing-m achine-like, along their m argins. A
Lapland longspur chortles sw eet notes as a sandhill crane w alks past w ith
lurching, exaggerated steps, parading its prehistoric grace. This is the A rctic I
had im agined.

W e continue to hike across the tundra for several hours, heading w est as w e
parallel the coast rather than the river. From  the air, this landscape resem bles a
strangely m ow ed golf course, pale green polygons as far as the eye can see.
Perm afrost creates this m ontage; ice w edges intrude into the soil, gradually
increasing w ith each cycle of freeze and thaw . M iniature drainage canals are



form ed, and these eventually give w ay to ponds and sloughs. The w et ground is
covered w ith tussocks, the m assive, aboveground root system s of Eriophorum
cotton grass, w hich look lovely covered w ith w hite puffy bloom s. In practice,
these plants are the bane of the A rctic hiker, creating w obbly, ankle-spraining
m ounds that are separated just far enough to m ake hopping from  one to the other
alm ost im possible. B ut com pared to the trials of the M ackenzie D elta, even
tussocks seem  pleasant today.

W e m ove slow ly, stopping to w atch a jaeger flash its long forked tail or a
gyrfalcon float overhead. Each tim e, Patɋs careful eye picks out a detail that I
had m issed. W ow , look at those feet. The color of its eyes is am azing. They fly
like theyɋre sw im m ing underw ater. Sharing observations is one of the gifts of
traveling as a pair; together w e see m uch m ore than I ever w ould alone.

I lift m y binoculars to scan for m ore birds and notice a dark shape parked near
the coast. In the low -angle sun, Iɋm  not certain w hat Iɋm  seeing. B ut then the
hum p m oves. It takes only a second m ore for m e to recognize that itɋs a large
grizzly paw ing at som ething on the ground, fur rippling like w ind on w ater. I
low er the binoculars just as the bear lifts its head, and I realize Iɋve been fooled.
Iɋm  so habituated to using binoculars to m agnify distant objects that w hen I gaze
through glass m y brain tells m e that the bear m ust be far aw ay.

N ot so this tim e. The bear is close. A nd big. A nd suddenly running tow ard us.
A s the distance betw een us and the bear shrinks, w e respond just as w eɋve

been trainedɇ stand tall, w ave our arm s, and shout. The bear doesnɋt seem  to
notice. W eɋre m om ents aw ay from  im pact. W hen it stops a dozen yards from  us,
rising on its hind legs to sniff the air, I can m ake out the upturned edges of its
nostrils. W e stand frozen, arm s raised like scarecrow s. The bear faces us for
several tim e-arrested seconds. The green grass glow s. The breeze is cool against
m y sun-w arm ed cheek. The raspy calls of cranes echo from  som ew here in the
distance. I can feel, m ore than see, Pat standing tensely next to m e. A nd then,
just as suddenly as the bear charged tow ard us, it turns, glancing back only once
before launching into a full-fledged run across the tundra and out of sight.

Pat and I stare at each other, attem pting to digest the fact that w e narrow ly
avoided being plow ed dow n by a grizzly. B efore the panic has had tim e to settle,
an explosion of jet-black clouds billow s tow ard us. Lightning flashes across the
sky, and w e jum p w hen a resounding crack of thunder follow s. The first drops of
cold w ater pepper our faces as w hitecaps froth on the ocean surface. W e race to
set up our tent next to the shelter of an enorm ous driftw ood log, close to w here
w e had first seen the bear. For tw o hours w e hunker dow n, listen to the rain



pounding against the tent, and press our palm s against the nylon w alls to buffer
the w ind.

Then, alm ost as quickly as it had appeared, the storm  breaks. W hat rem ains is
a glorious fresh w orld. The grasses shim m er w ith beads of w ater, the ocean has
stilled com pletely, and the last streaks of lightning share the sky w ith the sun and
the m oon. The scare of the bear has passed. W e clim b out of the tent, ready for a
m idnight m eal. Pat scouts for a place to m ake a fire as I dig a bag of pasta from
m y pack. I hear the surprise in Patɋs voice before he explains w hat heɋs found: a
partial carcass of a bearded seal, m atted dow n in the tundra. There are fresh
diggings all around it; the grass has been turned over and bits of discolored flesh
lie scattered nearby. The bear that had nearly flattened us w as not feeding on
grass, as w e had thought, but on this rotting seal. A nd here w e are, cam ped right
next to an ursine dinner buffet.

B efore leaving on our trip, w e had been w arned about the bears along the
A rctic C oastɇ these barren-ground grizzlies are reputed to be hungrier and m ore
daring than their larger, salm on-fed counterparts to the south. Like so m uch of
life in the A rctic, potential grizzly bear prey, such as caribou calves, em erge only
in brief pulses. A n opportunity for seal m eat w ould not be easily overlooked, and
itɋs obvious that w e canɋt stay here.

W e pack up the tent, inflate our rafts, and slide dow n a grassy slope into the
w ater. The sea is calm  and I fall easily into the rhythm ic m otion of paddling.
A fter the birds, the bear, the storm , and now  the golden reflection of the sun on
the sea, m y senses are overloaded. Itɋs m agical and disorienting at once. I feel
like Iɋm  w atching the night unfold through a television screen. Even the
seem ingly im possible feat of reaching the coast seem s abstract and distant, as
though it has happened to som eone else. Iɋve left any thoughts of quitting behind
w ith the m ud and the bugs.

Soon, w e round a point and a pair of big brow n objects com e into view .
Theyɋre far offshore and seem  to be floating on top of the w ater. A s I squint
through m y binoculars, I can begin to m ake out the details. B road chest, long
nose, hum ped back andɔ antlers. I am  staring at tw o m oose w ading in the
ocean! M oose are com m on in ponds, sloughs, lakes, and rivers farther south. B ut
m oose in salt w ater? A nd in the A rctic O cean no less?

H ere, at the northern periphery of the continent, the ocean has a daily tidal
range of barely a foot, and large underw ater deltas extend from  river outlets that
deliver silt and debris. The effect of this is a coastline thatɋs oddly shallow ,
som etim es m easuring only three feet deep even a m ile from  shore. I can see now



that the m oose are standing upright, w ith all but their low er legs exposed. W e
attem pt to w ork our w ay around the w ading m oose, our paddles bum ping the
bottom  w ith every other stroke. First w e try to pass on the inside, near shore, but
reconsider w hen they take several curious steps in our direction. These long-
legged anim als can m ove m uch faster in the shallow s than w e can paddle, so w e
offer them  a w ide berth, taking a detour by heading farther offshore. B ut then the
m oose change direction, too. A t first their advances are alm ost im perceptible,
just a couple of steps every few  seconds. O n land I w ouldnɋt think m uch of it;
m oose generally w ant little to do w ith hum ans. Pat and I joke about how
outrageous a tale of a m oose attack in the A rctic O cean w ould be. B ut w hen the
m oose start to gain on us our laughter dissipates.

ɎW hat the hell?ɏ I say to Pat as I hit the m ud w ith m y paddle yet again. Even
w hen w e reach deeper w ater, the m oose seem  undeterred and begin to sw im
behind our rafts. Soon, all w e can see are their antlers and backs, and w e put our
heads dow n and paddle hard. They follow  us for nearly a m ile, their noses
stirring the surface of the w ater as they stare blankly ahead. O nly after Pat and I
are sw eating and scared do the m oose begin to slow  their pace. W hen they
finally give us a break from  our all-out sprint, w eɋre left guessing about their
m otives. M oose are relative new com ers here, w here w arm er tem peratures have
prom oted grow th of w illow s and other shrubs that they like to eat. M aybe these
m oose w ere sim ply curious, our presence undoubtedly a m uch rarer occurrence
than theirs. O r m aybe, as im plausible as it had first seem ed, they had in fact been
aggressive. A t the end of a very strange day, anything seem s possible.

A s w e paddle w est into the sunɋs glare, adrenaline is quickly replaced by
fatigue. I look dow n at m y w atch. Itɋs 2 a.m . W e choose a place to land and
stum ble through the m ud to shore. W e drop our packs, hurriedly set up cam p,
and coerce a few  m uddy sticks into flam e. Even though itɋs long past m idnight,
this w ill be our first proper dinner in a w eek. A fter w e finish our chores, w e
collapse onto the m oist ground. Silently, w e devour a pot of pasta, flavored w ith
sm oke from  the cooking fire, and squint into the sun.

A fter a few  m inutes, Pat points out a glaucous gull perched on a driftw ood
log a few  hundred feet aw ay. H e tells m e w ith a straight face that the bird is a
giant satellite dish from  one of the C old W arɆera D istant Early W arning (D EW )
Line sites. These conspicuous w hite geodesic dom es are visible from  dozens of
m iles aw ay and have been characteristic features of the A rctic landscape since
their construction in the 1950s. M ost are now  abandoned, and provide hom es for
nesting falcons and fam ilies of foxes rather than m ilitary defense. B ut the object



Patɋs looking at is m ost definitely not a satellite dish. I glance at his expression
to see if heɋs joking. H e isnɋt. Just about anyw here else in the w orld, Iɋd be
concerned by his response. Instead, I point out the now -airborne gull and laugh.
In this landscape of flat and flatter, itɋs shockingly easy to m istake a tw o-and-a-
half-pound bird for a giant, golf-ball-shaped station that m easures sixty feet in
diam eter. W ith few  recognizable landm arks in the foreground, our eyes struggle
to m ake sense of size or distance. This is the visual trick of the A rctic. N othing is
ever as it appears. A s w e lean back against a driftw ood log in a landscape devoid
of trees and gaze out at a sky curved under its ow n enorm ity, it seem s entirely
possible that w eɋve reached the end of the earth.



C apsized

D oes the A rctic O cean count as a real ocean?ɏ I ask Pat. I donɋt m ean
technically. I w onɋt argue w ith a nam ed body of w ater. B ut functionally itɋs
unlike any other ocean I can im agine. Ice-choked for m ost of the year. Shallow
for m iles offshore. B arely discernible tides. N ot m uch salt. A  flat gray horizon.
Perhaps, am ong lakes, the Salton Sea could claim  an equal m easure of
w eirdness. B ut here there is also endless daylight in sum m er, endless darkness in
w inter. There are a hundred kinds of ice but no trees. Itɋs a landscape that feels
scant pressure to conform .

B efore w e left, w e w erenɋt sure w hether w eɋd be hiking or boating this
coastline. W e could find little inform ation to guide us. W e could find little
inform ation at all. B ut packrafts allow  us the luxury of not know ing. Each day
w e can choose w hether to w alk or paddle. Since w e reached the coast, w eɋve
done equal parts of both. This m orning, thereɋs only a light easterly breeze, and
w e decide to inflate our boats to take advantage of the tailw ind. In the sunshine,
the sm all w aves seem  benign, and w e w atch for belugas as w e paddle tow ard
deeper w ater. Flocks of m ale eiders and long-tailed ducks stream  by, their
contrasting black and w hite plum age flashing against the w ater. The shore grow s
increasingly distant, but I think I can m ake out several caribou grazing on the
tundra. Iɋm  happy to be here today, on this strange ocean, in a w orld that w ill
alw ays be foreign to m e.

It takes only half an hour for us to realize w e have m ade a m istake. Even
before w eɋve noticed a shift in the w ind, the w aves begin to stack higher and
tighter. The w ater changes suddenly from  gray to green as w e drop off an
underw ater shelf into the m ain outlet of a nearby river. O ur m any w eeks spent
row ing are not m uch use to us hereɇ the rules of the tw o oceans share little in
com m on. The w ind blow s chop tow ard land as the river pum ps fresh w ater out
to sea. O ur rafts bend and bob in the confusion.

I tighten the straps holding m y pack onto the bow  of m y raft and secure the



few  loose item s in m y cockpit. C old seeps through the raftɋs thin rubber hull as
seaw ater presses against m y legs. I try to m ove from  m y core to conserve
energy, but soon Iɋm  paddling any w ay I can to stay afloat. W eɋve w orked
ourselves m ore than a m ile offshore and w e m ust som ehow  m ake it back. W e
angle our boats in the direction of land, w aiting for breaks in the larger sets. O ne
stretch of shoreline shim m ers w hite; chunks of sea ice have stacked up along a
narrow  strip of beach. I try to ignore the nagging fact that the m ud bluffs ahead
look to plum m et directly into the surf. W ill w e be able to get out even if w e
m ake it to land? O r w ill w e be ejected by steep cliffs and jum bled ice? Shh, I say
to m yself out loud, Just shut up and paddle. I focus on the task at hand, pausing
only long enough to relieve som e of the tension building in m y m uscles and
joints. I flex and unflex m y hands, shrug m y shoulders, and w ill m y cram ped
hips to relax. The w ind is blasting now , sucking the heat from  m y torso and
blow ing strands of hair into m y eyes.

B etw een w aves, I sneak glances at Pat, paddling tw enty feet to m y right. Each
tim e he looks m ore confident than I feel, riding high over the crests of the
w aves, shooting m e an occasional sm ile of encouragem ent. W e travel this w ay,
side by side, for w hat feels like hours. W hen an especially large set rolls
through, I panic as m y paddle tw ists underw ater and threatens to pry m e out of
m y raft. Just as I m anage to find m y balance again, I look to Pat for reassurance.
Instead I catch his eyes as they w iden in surprise, then shock.

Parallel to the surf, heɋs caught in the trough of a five-foot w ave. H e braces to
the left, leveraging his paddle against the w ater to stay upright. A  few  seconds
later, another w ave passes under him  and he braces to the right. This tim e, he
canɋt get out of it. In slow  m otion, he lists over until w ater begins to pour into
his boat. Then he topples into the icy sea.

A s he goes under, I feel the air leave m y lungs. A ll I can see now  is the
bottom  of his raft.

I struggle to turn into the w ind and tow ard Pat. I m anage to spin around just
in tim e to see him  pop up, paddle in hand. W ater dribbles from  the brim  of his
hat, surprisingly still attached to his head, and sends tiny rivulets dow n his
cheeks. H e grabs the corner of his boat and his blue eyes shine brightly against
the dark seaw ater. H e looks very m uch alive. A nd focused. ɎIɋm  O K ,ɏ he tells
m e. ɎD am m it, I canɋt believe I flipped.ɏ

B ut the ice-studded w ater is barely forty degrees and he needs to get back into
his boat quickly or heɋll becom e hypotherm ic. Thatɋs not easy to do w ith the raft
upside dow n, bobbing w ildly in the w aves. I alternately paddle and brace,



w orking m y w ay tow ard Pat. Each tim e I gain ground, the w ind pushes m e back.
Finally, betw een gusts, I paddle frantically and cover m ost of the short distance
betw een us. A s I com e near, Pat m anages to right the raft on his ow n, heaving
the w eight of his pack up and over its buoyant tube in a m otion sim ilar to
flipping a tortoise onto its back. I help to steady his boat as he clim bs in, belly
first. H e spins around to face the w aves. H is teeth are chattering slightly, but
heɋs burning w ith the adrenaline of being dum ped. H is cheeks are flushed. H eɋs
still alert and strong.

W ith a quick glance back to m ake sure Iɋm  close behind, Pat angles tow ard
shore, his stroke fast and aggressive. The surf breaks w hite and foam y below  the
bluffs that are now  only several hundred yards aw ay. The beach is narrow , but
there isnɋt any ice here. Pat shouts that since he canɋt get m uch w etter he m ay as
w ell go first. I hold back and w atch. H e surfs in, staying upright, then half
carries, half drags his boat out of the w ater, sprints back dow n the beach, and
m otions for m e to follow . W aiting for a large set to pass, I see a gap and m ake
m y m ove. A s I land, a w ave crashes into m y cockpit, soaking m e from  the w aist
dow n. Pat grabs m e by the w rist and pulls m e onto shore.

W e stand stunned for a m inute before reverting to the obvious needɇ get
w arm . The cold is beginning to set in for real. M y fingers refuse to cooperate
w hen I try to unroll m y dry bag full of clothes. Pat struggles w ith w et pants that
cling to his skin. Som ehow , despite m y hands, I m anage to snap a few  photos. In
them , Pat is shirtless and w earing an expression so intense that anyw here else it
m ight have seem ed staged. Eventually, w e w restle our soggy clothes off of our
bodies, w ring them  out, and change into dry layers. A s w e roll up our rafts and
repack our bags, w e exchange m ore raised eyebrow s than w ords. W hat is there
to say after m om ents like these? M ost of w hat Iɋm  thinking dem ands too m uch
of us to speak aloud. Iɋm  glad you didnɋt die. Iɋm  glad I didnɋt die. Thank G od
w eɋre on shore. W hat if? W hat ifɔ

B efore w e left on this trip, Patɋs m om , w hose pragm atism  often overw helm s her
sentim entality, told m e bluntly that she w as m ost w orried about disaster
befalling only one of us. A t first I m issed Joanneɋs point and assum ed she w as
voicing typical m otherly concerns, exercising the instinct of keeping her children
safe and healthy. B ut then I realized that she w asnɋt talking about her ow n
potential for loss, but ours. She couldnɋt im agine how  either one of us could live
w ith the traum a of losing the other, especially by a plan of our ow n devising.



Though I had a ready answ er for m ost of the criticism s or questions about our
trip, this one w as harder to refute.

Ever since the early days of our relationship, Iɋve struggled w ith the idea of
being left behind. W hen Pat and I first lived together in B ellingham , after our
sum m er on the W ind R iver, this fact nearly sw allow ed us. A s a new  graduate
student I w as often too busy to join him  on local adventures, and he w ould head
out w ithout m e to clim b a frozen w aterfall or try a new  m ountaineering
objective. H e w as bold and fearless in the m ountains and saw  little need to
justify his actions. I tried to em brace the sam e qualities in him  that I first fell in
love w ith, but his solo adventures left m e confused and scared. Previously, w eɋd
bonded over m aking decisions as a team . B ut w hen w e w ere apart, the hazards of
the m ountains loom ed large and terrifying. Suddenly I w as the one at hom e
w aiting for new s, and I hated it.

I quickly learned that it w as easier to be m ad than scared, so I m ade m yself
sick w ith w orry, then cursed at the em ptiness. A s I cooked dinner on our tiny
sailboat and counted the hours until Pat w ould return, I pushed aw ay thoughts of
avalanches and bloody falls. W hen he finally arrived, I picked fights over
grocery bills and w hose turn it w as to clean the m ildew  from  our sailboatɋs
hatches. A fter I had w orked through m y list of petty com plaints, the subject
inevitably turned to w hat levels of risk w ere acceptable to each of us. H e didnɋt
think he w as doing anything particularly risky, he told m e. I rem inded him  of all
of the accidents that had happened to people doing the exact sam e thing. Even
the strongest clim bers have been injured or killed, often leaving a partner, or an
entire fam ily, behind. It w asnɋt a m atter of trusting his com petence; I didnɋt w ant
to sign up for the certainty of loss.

For m any m onths w e boom eranged betw een planning a future together and
tipping tow ard a breaking point: O n our w orst days, Pat felt stifled; I felt
abandoned. H e tried to ease m y w orries by calling m ore frequently to tell m e he
w as O K . H e left m e w ith detailed route inform ation and itineraries. I distracted
m yself w ith long trail runs and m eals w ith friends. B ut only as the spring
sem ester approached and w e began to prepare for a sum m er of sailing and
clim bing did our relationship m ove beyond a state of lim bo. O ur solution for
m anaging risk w as to take it on together.

B ut today I can see clearly how  Joanne w as right. B eing together is no
guarantee of safety. A nd the bolder w e get, the m ore w e have at stake.

  



For the rest of the afternoon, w e stay on land and follow  the strip of beach
betw een the ocean and the m ud bluffs that rise a hundred feet to the flat coastal
plain above. A long one especially narrow  section of beach, I spot a fam ily of
five brant geeseɇ tw o adults and three fuzzy youngɇ w addling in front of us.

A s w e w alk, the birds run ahead in an attem pt to escape our unintended
advances. The parents dart back and forth, frantically herding the youngsters
w ith each nod of their charcoal heads. The goslings look like oversize lint balls
w ith legs as they totter dow n the sand, riding the violent edge of the surf zone.
Itɋs tough terrain for baby geese only days out of the nest. They struggle over
logs and w ade aw kw ardly through soft sand, their feet clum sy beneath them . A
peregrine falcon sw oops dow n from  the bluff and the parents scram ble to shield
their young, w ings outstretched, hissing an em pty w arning. The fam ily angles
tow ard the w ater, but retreats at the sight of crashing w aves.

Pat and I take a break on a log to eat a granola bar and discuss our options to
get around the geese. Itɋs obvious that the goslings are tiring quickly. If w e keep
pushing them , the adults m ay leave the youngsters behind, forcing them  to
decide w hich hazard is w orse: the w aves or a falconɋs talons. B ut w e canɋt clim b
the bluffs; the crum bling m ud banks are too steep here. A t their current pace,
w aiting out the geese could take days.

W e decide to attem pt a pass. If w e can get ahead of the birds, theyɋll
presum ably stop their frantic dash. W e hoist our packs onto our shoulders and
begin to jog dow n the beach. A t a high m ud im passe, w e find tw o of the goslings
already sw ishing helplessly in the surf. W hen a large w ave pushes them  above
the w aterline they stum ble onto the sand. The adults and the largest gosling have
continued running and are alm ost out of sight. A  glaucous gull and a rough-
legged haw k have joined the peregrine overhead, all jockeying for an easy m eal.

N ow  w eɋre left w ith tw o choices: return the abandoned goslings to their
parents or w atch them  becom e dinner. Pat defers everything bird-related to m y
court and looks to m e for an answ er. I shout that w e should try to catch them  as I
begin to chase the sm aller one and quickly corner it in a pile of driftw ood. Pat
grabs the other one as it attem pts to scram ble up the steep bluff and instead
tum bles backw ard into his hands. I instruct him  to tuck the birdɋs head under a
sleeve to help keep it calm  as w e chase after the parents at as close to a sprint as
w e can m anage w ith our packs and fragile cargo.

W e catch up to the rest of the fam ily just in tim e to w atch them  plunge into
the surf. The lone gosling dives in behind its parents, som ersaulting several
tim es before m aking its w ay past the break zone. N ow  w e have tw o baby geese



in our custody and a w all of w aves betw een us and their parents. ɎO h shit, I
think I screw ed this one up,ɏ I say. Pat shrugs and suggests that w e try to get
them  into the w ater som ehow . W e w ade in as far as w e dare and on the count of
three toss the tw o goslings tow ard the others. The adults fly off w hen w e
approach, honking as they rise into the gray sky and disappear. W e duck behind
a log to w atch, and I curse m yself for thinking I w as such a clever bird expert.
W e have pushed the parents aw ay and sent the babies into the sam e rough seas
that had ejected Pat just hours earlier. I canɋt im agine how  I w ould explain this
to a fellow  biologist. I donɋt know  if I could tell m y sister that I drow ned tw o
baby geese. I feel ridiculous and devastated at once.

B ut then w e hear honking overhead. I look up to see the adults circling,
arching their necks in search of their goslings. W hen they spot them  in the w ater,
their calls increase in volum e before they land w ith a splash next to the young
birds. M y heart lifts. Itɋs not a perfect solution, but w ith their parents nearby at
least they stand a chance. N ow  that the goslings are aw ay from  shore, the raptors
and gull have given up their hungry w atch. Past the surf zone, they float easily in
the sw ell. They need to last in the w ater only long enough for the w ind to ease
and the w aves to lessen. A lready, it seem s m uch calm er than this m orning.

W e w atch for several m inutes m ore before continuing dow n the storm y coast.
For the rest of the afternoon, I stare out at the sea and hope that the goslings w ill
end their w ater voyage like w e didɇ shaken but safe.



 A  Land of C hange

E ight days after reaching the A rctic O cean, w e arrive at H erschel Island, a
sm all piece of real estate w ith a big history. Tw enty-one degrees of latitude and
four m onths now  separate us from  B ellingham . It feels like a lifetim e has passed.
W hen w eɋd arranged for a food resupply to be flow n in by a park ranger on a
shift change, H erschel Island had been just a teardrop on the satellite m ap, a tiny
intrusion of land that seem ed an im probable destination. In our frantic
preparations to leave, I had focused only on checking the tasks off m y list. Pack
food that w ill keep for m any m onths w ithout refrigeration. C ontact park rangers.
Fill out the custom s form s. I hadnɋt im agined w hat it w ould be like to actually
stand here, a continent on one side, a sea on the other.

Flanked by tw o long spits that extend like gravel stream ers tow ard the
m ainland, H erschel Island juts abruptly into the B eaufort Sea. For m ost of the
year, this landscape is frozen solid. Just tw o w eeks before our July 12 arrival, the
last of the pack ice surrounding the island gave w ay to open w ater. N ow  only a
sm attering of ice floes rem ains. Pat and I rest against the lush tundra as w e w atch
a pair of sem ipalm ated plovers tend noisily to their new  chicks. The fist-sized
birds scurry back and forth across the gravel, shiny black necklaces flashing in
the sun. In a cartoonish gait that shorebirds have perfected, their slender legs
pedal rapidly as their bodies stay still and upright in an avian rendition of W ile
E. C oyoteɋs w heeling appendages.

The ploversɋ current m ission is to keep us aw ay from  their chicks. O ne parent
crouches and scolds m e as the other feigns a broken w ing, a distraction behavior
m eant to draw  predators aw ay from  the vulnerable, flightless chicks. Plovers
engage in w hat w e call Ɏbiparental care,ɏ w hich is a scientific w ay of saying that
m om  and dad w ork together to raise the kids. A  m ale plover sw aps incubation
duties w ith his partner regularly, allow ing her plenty of tim e to feed throughout
the day. H e also sticks around to finish tending chicks after the fem ale leaves on
her southw ard m igration. There are a num ber of reasons w hy such behaviors



m ake senseɇ incubation is energetically costly, and thus itɋs m ore efficient to
share the burden; fem ales m ust replenish their reserves after egg production. B ut
evolutionary theory and objectivity aside, these traits are also charm ing. A m ong
birds, Iɋd m uch rather be m arried to a loyal, egalitarian plover than a solitary
eider, w ho enters in a bustle of show y plum age and stays only long enough to
copulate.

A s w e w atch, the three chicks rush to hide beneath the feathered skirt of the
parent w ith the dragging w ing. They attem pt to squeeze into a space far too
sm all for them , stubby w ings and tiny beaks poking out in every direction. Itɋs
ridiculous, and ridiculously adorable. M ale and fem ale plovers look identical so
I canɋt tell them  apart, but I m ake a guess anyw ay. ɎG ood job, Papa.ɏ

W arm  w eather has seduced us into forgetting, at least briefly, the ticking
clock of w inter. A s w e relax in the sunshine w earing only T-shirts and shorts, I
pointedly ignore the fact that K otzebue is still tw elve hundred m iles aw ay. The
gravel beach holds a thousand little w orry beads beneath m y soles as I run m y
bare toes across the sm ooth pebbles. W eɋre taking advantage of the w arm th to
air out our feet, w hich havenɋt been dry inside our shoes for a single full day
since w e left several m onths ago.

O nce the birds scurry over a rise and out of sight, w e lace up our shoes and
w alk tow ard a cluster of buildings to introduce ourselves to the local park
rangers. Lee John, the Inuvialuit ranger on staff, w elcom es us w ith a handshake
and begins to tell us about the island. H e w as born half a century ago on
K om akuk B each, a rem ote stretch of coastline forty m iles east of H erschel
Island. G row ing up, he tells us, his w ardrobe contained a utilitarian com bination
of furs and com m ercially available fabrics. H is m other sew ed sealskin boots
lined w ith felt and pieced synthetic quilting into a caribou parka. Each sum m er,
his fam ily cam e to the island w here he now  w orks.

D espite the fact that itɋs staggeringly rem ote and surrounded by ice m ost of
the year, H erschel Island has been a centerpiece of change in this region.
A ncestors of the Inuvialuit used the area for hunting and seasonal residence, and
the oldest structures on the island date back m ore than a thousand years. B ut
there is little visual evidence of these original sod dw ellings. Instead, w e see a
tidy arrangem ent of clapboard-sided buildings painted w hite w ith red trim ,
starkly out of place am ong the islandɋs w eathered driftw ood and m uted tundra.

In the late nineteenth century, the quest for baleen and blubber arrived in the
A rctic. H erschel Island offers a rare natural harbor, the only one along the entire
northern coastline of A laska, w hich allow ed w haling ships to overw inter safely.



U pon discovery of this protected anchorage, the island w as transform ed, alm ost
overnight, to a bustling w haling hub com plete w ith m issionaries, the R oyal
C anadian M ounted Police, sports team s, and grand balls. The sudden flurry of
activity also drew  Inuvialuit, Inupiaq, and G w ichɋin people from  across the
w estern A rctic; they som etim es cam e m ore than a thousand m iles on foot or by
dogsled to supply furs, m eat, and labor to the w halers. The dem and for natural
resources quickly took its toll on the local environm ent and its people. Follow ing
a ninety-thousand-year residence, m usk oxen w ere extirpated as a result of
overhunting. They have returned only as a result of successful reintroduction
efforts. M any indigenous residents died from  venereal diseases, m easles, and
influenza. Their traditional w ays w ere challenged by new ly im ported m aterials,
including alcohol, and the pressures of a cash econom y.

The w haling industry crashed just tw o decades later, a result of plum m eting
prices and declining w hale populations, and outside interests soon shifted to
trading furs and other com m odities. The H udsonɋs B ay C om pany established a
post here in 1915, selling supplies to local people and acquiring furs to be
transported to southern m arkets. B ut even this period w as short-lived. B y the
tim e Lee John w as born, m ercantile activities at H erschel Island had ended and
the lone R oyal C anadian M ounted Police outpost w as closed. Since then, the
island has returned to its form erly quiet state, now  a far-flung territorial park that
draw s only a sm all num ber of intrepid foreign travelers and Inuvialuit hunters
from  surrounding villages.

W e w alk through the old buildings, listening to Lee John describe his
m otherɋs m eetings w ith w hite traders w hen she w as a child, and I try to im agine,
in the not-so-distant-past, this island as a very different place. Fuzzy black-and-
w hite photographs of H erschel Island show  ice-fast ships, w haling crew s
bundled in furs, and hand-lashed dog sleds. The low  shack that once held baleen
later becam e housing for em ployees of the trading com panies, then a sum m er
cam p for Lee Johnɋs fam ily, and, eventually, a storage shed for the park. M ore
than a century after com m ercial w haling ended, this rem ote island is destined
once again to becom e part of the global econom y. A s sea ice m elts, the
N orthw est Passage is being transform ed from  an im penetrable frozen m aze to an
open w aterw ay. Projections of ice-free passage are only decades aw ay, and
countries are already vying for their share of this northern transport corridor.
G iven its unique geography and protected anchorage, H erschel Island w ill
undoubtedly feature prom inently in the Ɏnew ɏ A rctic.

In the afternoon, w e collect our resupply box, sort food and gear for



tom orrow ɋs departure, and head out for an easy hike along the narrow  beach
north of Pauline C ove. W e pick our w ay along the bank as the m ud bluffs grow
taller and steeper, studying how  the islandɋs frozen soils are sliced clean by the
sea. U nderneath a thin layer of peat, giant ice lenses, several feet thick, protrude
from  the bank like the inner layers of an ice-cream  cake. Soon the beach narrow s
and w eɋre skirting frigid w ater, our toes slow ly num bing in the cold. B efore w e
begin to scram ble to drier ground, w e notice a pair of pale form s resting against
the dark gray m ud. Perched just a few  feet above the w aterline are tw o dow ny,
baseball-sized chicks. I assum e the chicks are dead and prod the larger one w ith
m y finger. It surprises m e by returning a piercing yellow  gaze. Its sm aller sibling
lies m otionless, eyes closed, and I w atch intently for its shallow  breaths. W e
look up at the bluffs overheadɇ a scar of w et m ud traces the path that these
young birds follow ed as they slid dow nhill.

O ver the previous several days, w eɋve counted dozens of peregrine falcons,
gyrfalcons, and rough-legged haw ks, their nests perched precariously on m ud
bluffs that overhang the beach. U nlike the intricate w eavings of songbirdsɋ nests
or the gaudy dw ellings of ravens, the nests w eɋve seen typically consist of little
m ore than a scrape in the m ud or a depression in a patch of tundra. O ur ears have
becom e attuned to the raptorsɋ hoarse calls as they sound alarm s of intruders in
their neighborhoods. O ne m orning, after a pair of gyrfalcons w oke us at 3 a.m .,
w e unzipped our tent to find fresh bear tracks in the sand.

N ow , as w e crouch over the young birds lying in the m ud, the silence is
audible. There are no shrieks or sw oops or angry cries. I scan the skyline for
their parents. N othing. To an untrained eye, m any raptor chicks look alike, the
unfeathered skin around their eyes distinctly reptilian, the beaks sm all and gray.
I havenɋt encountered enough of these youngsters to know  the difference, but a
headless lem m ing lying nearby offers a clueɇ falcons hunt birds; rough-legged
haw ks feed them selves on sm all rodents. These m ust be haw k chicks. Even
though a m eal lies w ithin reach, the young birds arenɋt likely to survive. The icy
w ater threatens to sw am p them  in high w inds. Foxes, m artens, or bears m ight
am ble by. A nd they m ay have gotten injured in w hat m ust have been a w ild ride
dow n the eighty-foot drop.

D espite years of w orking as a scientist, w ell trained in the canon of
objectivity, I w ant nothing m ore than to pick up the chicks and carry them  back
to the rangerɋs house, w here they m ight be raised by hand. The larger bird
w atches m e, big eyes peering from  beneath a tufted, fuzzy head. It has w ings
that look far too large for its body, a yellow  gape around its m outh that turns up



into the sem blance of a sm ile. The sum  of these aw kw ard parts is com ical and
endearing. B ut itɋs not their cuteness or the fact that they donɋt stand a chance in
this w orld that is hardest to bear as I turn aw ay from  the chicks. Itɋs the fact that
they are helpless and I am  not.

O ne of the first tenets of biology is to let nature take its course. Itɋs also one
of the hardest to obey. D uring m y first field season studying kittiw akes in Prince
W illiam  Sound, I blatantly violated this rule. A s I visited the nests each w eek to
track the grow th of the chicks, I quickly realized that life at a seabird colony is a
necessarily brutal affair. W ith the hatch of thousands of eggs cam e m ore death
than Iɋd ever seen. I hadnɋt intended to be a kittiw ake foster m other, but w hen a
gray ball of fuzz w addled over and nestled itself betw een m y boots one day, I
saw  no other choice. Its parents had disappeared and the chick pinballed betw een
nests, pecked and harassed by every other bird it encountered. A  returning field
technician partnered w ith m e that day m entioned casually that the crew  had a
history of raising one or tw o especially pathetic chicks each season. This w as all
the justification I needed. I w rapped the bird in a tow el, brought it back to cam p,
and fed it by hand until it fledged from  the back porch.

N ow  I appreciate the difference betw een w ildlife rehabilitation and field
biology. I understand that the needs of a species canɋt be addressed by tending to
a single individual. For m y graduate research, I captured chickadees and brought
them  into a lab, know ing full w ell that I w ould never be able to release them
again. I did this because I w anted to help all chickadees, to figure out w hy so
m any birds suffered from  a m ysterious and debilitating disease. Still, w ith m ore
than a decade of science behind m e, I question each act that values know ledge
over com passion. The nineteen-year-old w ho raised a kittiw ake in the corner of a
log cabin alw ays hovers nearby. A nd each tim e she em erges, Iɋm  secretly glad to
see her.

Today, w ith the haw ks, m y feelings are m ore com plicated. B ehind sim ple
pity or kindness is the know ledge that every one of us, including m e, is partially
to blam e. W e each hold a share of responsibility for the collapsing bluffs and
w arm ing perm afrost, for the fact that this island is slipping, chunk by chunk, into
the sea. B ut I also know  thereɋs little I can do for the birds. Even if I w anted to
help, I have no cabin to raise them  in, no lem m ings to offer as food. I w hisper a
sm all goodbye before w e w alk aw ay. I donɋt let m yself look back.

  

A s w e return from  our hike, w e pass a stream  of stocky black birds w ith red feet



that glow  in the sun. The birds pour in and out of the w indow s of an old church
building that once hosted regular services for the islandɋs residents and now
houses this colony of black guillem ots. They are not the only guillem ots that
have found a hom e in an artificial setting. I tell Pat about another colony on
C ooper Island, across the border in A laska, w here the birds nest in hard-shell
w aterproof suitcases norm ally used to transport electronics. C oncerned about the
grow ing threats of polar bearsɇ pushed to land as m elting sea ice retreats farther
offshoreɇ an eccentric biologist nam ed G eorge D ivoky created a village of bear-
proof boxes.

D ivoky first stum bled onto an unlikely seabird outpost on C ooper Island
thirty years ago, w hen a handful of pioneering birds that norm ally nest in rock
crevices m uch farther south determ ined that old navy debris on a sm all A rctic
island w ould do just fine. D raw n to the easily accessible nests and novel
location, D ivoky studied guillem ot breeding biology. A  decade or tw o later, it
becam e clear that these birds w ould teach him  m uch m ore. Their sm all colony
offered a dram atic look at a changing clim ate. Tem peratures w arm ed, sea ice
m elted, storm s intensified, A rctic cod becam e m ore difficult for the birds to find,
and, eventually, polar bears began to visit. O ne season, bears destroyed all but a
single nest, and D ivoky hatched the idea of bear-proof boxes. A t a bird biology
conference in A nchorage several years ago, I w atched video footage from  a
rem ote cam era placed inside a nest box. A  giant black nose snuffles at the plastic
w hile a bird sits on her eggs, safe inside. A s the video clip played, D ivoky stood
near the podium  and grinned. Though at first glance the boxes seem  outlandish
and driven m ore by a m anɋs attachm ent to Ɏhisɏ birds than a tenable
conservation strategy, unconventional solutions m ay be just w hat w e need in
these unconventional tim es. H ard-shell suitcases w onɋt help the fact that the
entire A rctic m arine ecosystem  is in peril, but at least the guillem ots of C ooper
Island have one less thing to w orry about.

W hen w e get back to cam p, w e show  photos of the abandoned chicks to Lee
John. Shading the cam era screen w ith his hand, he confirm s that these are young
rough-legged haw ks. H e tells us that H erschel Island boasts the highest breeding
density of this species in the A rctic and that heɋs found several other nests that
slid into the ocean. A s w arm ing tem peratures m elt the perm afrost underlying the
tundra, the coastline is subject to slum ping at a m assive scale. Som e stretches of
the islandɋs shoreline are receding at nearly one hundred feet a year.

ɎThereɋs not m uch w e can do besides record the observations,ɏ he says.
W eɋre standing outside the rangerɋs cabin and his eyes scan the w ater w hile he



talks to us. H e points out a handful of gulls circling in the distance, a likely sign
of belugas nearby. A s w e w atch for w hales, w e learn about other recent w ildlife
casualties: caribou thin and ragged after w inter, few er able to return each year; a
dozen m usk oxen found dead along the coast, encased in ice. A s Lee John
speaks, I struggle to im agine w eather so vicious that it could penetrate a m usk
oxɋs coat. Their long outer guard hairs reach nearly to the ground, sw ish around
their bellies and legs, and create a m icroenvironm ent that can exceed am bient
tem perature by m ore than 150 degrees Fahrenheit. W e saw  a lone bull several
days ago, standing m otionless on a gravel spit, looking every bit as stoic as I had
envisioned. Itɋs not the biting cold but the unseasonable w arm th thatɋs deadly for
these iconic anim als. R ecently, freeze-thaw  cycles have becom e m uch m ore
com m on during w inter. W arm  C hinook w inds from  the south bring m elting and
rain, follow ed by subzero tem peratures that plaster the landscape in a sheet of
ice. A nim als are transform ed overnight into living ice sculptures, their coats
frozen solid against their bodies. These cycles are not unlike the ice storm s of
the northeastern U nited States, but here thereɋs now here to hide.

Later that evening, w e share a m eal w ith several scientists w ho are studying
changes in perm afrost on H erschel Island. The im petus of the scientistsɋ
research, besides understanding m ore about clim ate change and frozen soil, is to
identify a replacem ent site for the park headquarters and its historic buildings
w hen the spit is flooded. N ot if, but w hen. W ith current projections for w arm ing
and increased storm  surge, the entire spit w ill be underw ater in less than fifty
years. For an island that sits on several feet of ice and is vulnerable to erosion on
all sides, finding a suitable alternative is not a sim ple task. H ere, historic
preservation assum es an entirely different m eaning as even the land is fated to
disappear.

A s a biologist w orking in A laska, Iɋm  no stranger to the effects of a w arm ing
clim ateɇ there are few  topics that garner m ore attention. B ut m y understanding
is shifting. From  the people w eɋve m et, the birds and bluffs and storm s w eɋve
seen, Iɋve learned a different set of facts. Thereɋs little local interest in
discussing hypothetical consequences; the effects are evident here and now . The
A rctic as w e know  itɇ a land of persistent ice and snow , a hom e to w alruses and
polar bearsɇ is quickly becom ing legend. The perm anence borne of cold, the
secrets locked in ten-thousand-year-old frozen soil, erode a little m ore each day.
D espite the m odels and studies, none of us can predict exactly w hat is com ing.
Itɋs an experim ent w ith m any variables but no standards or controls. Thereɋs
only one thing w e can be sure of: changes are under w ay, w hether a person, or



an entire governm ent, chooses to believe in them  or not.

  

Just days after w e leave H erschel Island, heading tow ard the A laskan border, w e
w ake to a sea of ice. O vernight, a northern breeze has transported a city of ice
floes from  far beyond the horizon line to the coast. Suddenly, the idea of a
w arm ing clim ate seem s laughable. Itɋs freezing here! A fter the brief pulse of
sum m er, w inter is on its w ay again. Ice-cooled air gathers onshore, tem peratures
drop, and w e progressively add m ore layers of clothing. Expansive view s of the
northern sky fade into raindrops and fog. W e dig hats and gloves out of our
packs and huddle around sm oky fires before craw ling into dam p sleeping bags
dream ing of sunshine and blue skies.

O n the days w eɋre not confined to land by ice too thick to navigate, w e follow
a series of slender spits and offshore islands that offer easy w alking on firm  sand
and gravel. In aerial photographs, these barrier islands resem ble long gravel
snakes that parallel the m ainland. Som e are separated from  one another by just a
few  hundred yards. O thers are m iles apart. Each tim e w e reach the end of land,
w e inflate our rafts and paddle in the direction of w hat w e think is the next
island. W eɋve learned that our m apɇ last updated in 1956ɇ no longer reflects
the current realities of an eroding shoreline, so w e launch into the gray abyss
unsure of w hat w e w ill find. The islandsɋ ever-changing shapes are dictated by a
constant gam e of tug-of-w ar. M assive rivers flow  north and em pty their contents
into the sea. M eanw hile, storm s and shifting ice pum m el the islandsɋ banks,
w hich rise only inches above the w aterline.

O ne m isty m orning, w e follow  N unalik Spit to its end, listening to the eerie
creaks and pops of m elting ice. The m oist air displaces sound, m uffling our
paddle strokes and m agnifying noises from  distant sources. W ind w histles
through scoter w ings as a flock passes high overhead. A  pair of yellow -billed
loons calls hoarsely back and forth. W e eventually reach an adjacent island and
hop out. A s w e roll up our boats, Pat notices a gentle ripple in the w ater fifty feet
offshore. Then another ripple, and w e catch the first glim pse of a bright w hite
back. B elugas! W e w atch three shiny w hales slice through gray w ater like
inverse shadow s. They circle tw ice before vanishing into the fog.

W e begin to hike and soon stum ble onto the skeletons of hundreds of other
anim als. B leached w hite bones are everyw here underfoot, as if an entire m useum
collection had been em ptied onto the beach. Like the driftw ood that m akes its
w ay from  tree-covered landscapes hundreds or thousands of m iles aw ay, these



rem ains have been deposited by w ind and currents. Itɋs an A rctic natural history
lesson, a study in oceanic transport, and a testam ent to m ortality all at once.

W e stop first at a jaw bone from  a bow head w hale. I turn the gently curved
bone on its end, and its m outh is larger than I am  tall. Pat bends over to pick up a
vertebra and can barely lift it to his knees. B ow head w hales are not only
enorm ous; they also hold the record for the longest-lived m am m al on earth. The
discovery of V ictorian-era harpoon points in recently harvested anim als attests to
this fact, and scientists and Inupiaq elders estim ate that som e bow heads m ay live
to be tw o hundred years old. N ext to the heavy w hale bones, the skeleton of a
sandhill crane is airy and light. Its hollow  w ing bones, designed for flight, are
ready to lift off in the w ind. Like the w hales, the cranes offer a glim pse into tim e
that far exceeds hum an notions of longevity. C ranes have resided on our planet
for at least 2.5 m illion years, m aking them  one of the oldest avian species.
D espite our heavy-handed influence on the planet, w eɋre com paratively short
tenants here. Everyw here Pat and I turn w e see m ore bones, and w e try to guess
at their origins. A  caribou head balances upright on the sand, pointing its antlers
tow ard the sky. Thereɋs a fingerlike structure that m ight be the flipper of a
bearded seal. A  short, tubular bone looks like the fem ur of a duck.

A  few  m inutes later, a fem ale com m on eider, sheltered behind a sm all gravel
rise, explodes from  our feet in a flurry of w ings and feathers. These chunky sea
ducks breed on barrier islands of the A rctic coast, their nests w ell hidden am ong
piles of driftw ood. W e bend over to exam ine four olive green eggs nestled in a
depression in the sand, and I finger the blanket of dow n that lines the nest, still
w arm  from  the heat of the birdɋs body.

The only other tim e I visited barrier islands on the A rctic coastline, I had
com e for the eiders. A s part of a research team  studying the breeding biology of
this species, w e spent a sum m er cam ped at a rem ote field site near the w estern
border of the A rctic N ational W ildlife R efuge. D uring June and July, w e traveled
by boat each day to track the progress of the nesting eiders. B ut just w hen the
chicks had started to hatch from  their eggs, a storm  ravaged the islands. Five
days of driving rains and gale-force w inds tossed sand along the shorelines and
raised the norm ally indiscernible tide m ore than three feet.

W hen w e w ere finally able to return to one of the islands, displaced eider
hens w andered aim lessly, suddenly lacking the purpose that drove them  to sit on
eggs for tw enty-three hours a day. Their nests had been w ashed aw ay or buried
under piles of sand, and the rem ains of new ly hatched chicksɇ tiny beaks frozen
in place, dow n shiny and w etɇ w ere strew n about like piles of driftw ood. O n all



of the islands w e encountered the sam e destruction. In just tw o days, nearly an
entire breeding season w as destroyed. This has alw ays been a land of storm s, but
in recent years they have becom e m uch w orse. N ew  w eather patterns create
greater instabilities. M ore open w ater m eans bigger w aves. Less sea ice m eans
less protection from  the surf. The barrier islands are the first to feel the im pact.

The eider hen w atches us from  a distance, w addling slow ly around a large
driftw ood log, biding her tim e until w e leave. Itɋs clear that thereɋs only one
thing she w ants in the w orld right now , and that is to sit on her eggs. I canɋt do
anything about the storm s or the rapidly changing clim ate, but at least I can offer
her this sm all courtesy. I cover the eggs w ith dow n to keep them  w arm  and w e
hustle aw ay from  the nest, ducking out of sight to w atch. A  m om ent later, sheɋs
back, once again sitting still as stone. Sheɋll w ait here until her chicks pip from
their eggs or a rogue w ave w ashes over them . Sheɋll w ait here, trusting that a
narrow  island at the edge of the earth is exactly w here she belongs. For all of its
blow ing sand and raging surf, this is hom e.



B arter Island

T en days after w e leave H erschel Island, w eɋre nearing K aktovik, a sm all
Inupiaq village located on B arter Island w here w eɋll pick up our next resupply.
This is our last day on the coast before w e plan to head south into the m ountains.
W e have a tailw ind and w eɋre m aking good tim e, but the w aves have grow n
large enough that w eɋre surfing m ore than paddling, and m y hands have started
to ache from  gripping m y paddle. W e pull ashore on a barrier island half a m ile
from  K aktovik to assess the final crossing. M y eyes are scoured from  the
inescapable sun and w ind of the A rctic sum m er. M y nerves are raw  from  the
difficult boating.

A s I drag m y raft along the sand, I notice tw o sets of bear tracks: one large,
one sm all. W eɋve seen enough bears by now  that the tracks barely register as
notable, even those of a sow  and cub. U ntil it occurs to m e a m inute later that the
only bears on a barrier island this far offshore are the big w hite ones that sw im .
W hen w e look m ore closely w e can see that the entire island is covered w ith paw
prints. H uge ones. Fresh ones. Som e look to be only a few  hours old. The island
is a polar bear highw ay. W e had been w arned about polar bears along this stretch
of coastline, and w eɋve kept our eyes and ears alert as w e traveled w est. O n a
foggy day, w e w ould alm ost certainly bum p noses before w eɋd be able to pick
out a w hite bear in the m ist. B ut this is the first tim e w eɋve had real reason for
concern.

I spin around several tim es, scanning the island. N o bears in sight, but w ho
know s w hen one m ight com e slinking out of the ocean. N ow  w eɋre faced w ith
tw o rather unpleasant choices: confront the w aves and hope w e can m ake the
crossing safely, or w ait on the island for a bear to appear. N either option is
appealing but I cast m y voteɇ go now . Iɋm  not prepared for an entire night of
w aiting for an unw anted visitor. Pat pauses for only a m om ent before agreeing.

A  yellow -billed loon is snorkeling near the island, apparently unbothered by
the w aves or the prospect of polar bears nearby. U nlike us, loons are built to



sw im . They have dense bones that can resist pressure underw ater, few er air sacs
than other birds to reduce their buoyancy, and m uscles designed for diving. B ut
these features com e at a cost. O n the rare occasions w hen they need to m ove on
land, they m ust propel them selves by repeatedly falling forw ard. Today, stuck on
a barrier island w ith how ling w ind and sea spray, Iɋd gladly give up m y bipedal
speed for the birdɋs aquatic grace.

W e launch into the rough w ater and paddle anxiously past the loon, w illing
every w hite w ave to be only that. I w ould love to see a polar bear, but not from
m y raft. A s w e w atch the shoreline of B arter Island grow  closer, an odd structure
com es into view . From  a distance, it looks like the fram e of an old Q uonset hut,
w ith nine large, curved beam s arranged in a parallel fashion. Eventually, w e can
see that itɋs the giant rib cage of a w hale. W e w ill soon learn that this Ɏbone
pileɏɇ a site w here the rem ains of bow head w hales are deposited after
subsistence huntsɇ is a perm anent com m unity fixture, a landm ark referenced by
locals w hen providing directions. It also serves as a polar bear snack bar. A
unique truce has form ed betw een the hungry bears and K aktovikɋs hum an
residents. If the bears are w ell-fed, they are generally no trouble. So the village
offers up the rem ains of their hunt and in turn generates incom e from  tourists
w ho fly in from  all over the w orld to see these enigm atic anim als. Today, the
bone pile is thankfully clear of bears; the bones w ere gnaw ed clean m onths ago
and the supply w onɋt be refreshed until the fall hunt.

W e paddle to shore w ithout incidentɇ and w ithout any sightings of polar
bears. Iɋm  relieved to be on land, near a com m unity, even one that invites its
local bears to dinner. W e follow  a gravel airstrip and then one of a handful of
unpaved roads into tow n, w alking past dilapidated buildings and m odest
plyw ood-sided hom es. Several people nod to us, but unlike w ith other villages
w eɋve visited, no one sm iles or says hello. The residents of K aktovik are inured
to tourists, like w e are in A nchorage in the sum m er. To the locals, w eɋre just tw o
m ore tourists looking for polar bears.

A fter a full lap around tow n, w hich takes barely ten m inutes, w e com e across
a cluster of trailers patched haphazardly together w ith plyw ood, tin, and
cardboard. A  hand-painted sign adorned w ith a pair of w ooden snow shoes reads
ɎW aldo A rm s.ɏ W e w alk in to find a com bined restaurant, hotel, and
convenience store that serves hot food from  a kitchen w indow  looking out onto a
com m unal living room . The lodging is not only unconventional; itɋs also
exorbitantly expensive. A  room  w ith a shared bathroom  costs $225 per person. A
show er is fifteen dollars. A  load of laundry is tw enty-five. In rem ote northern



villages, costs of goods are proportional to the distance they m ust travel, often
by a com bination of jet, bush plane, boat, truck, and snow m obile. W hen w e balk
at the prices, the ow ners, W alt and M erilyn, offer us a reasonable rate in a back
shed w here w e can spread out our gear and set up our tent on the floor, safely out
of the reach of any w andering village bears. W e follow  a rickety boardw alk to
the outbuilding, w hich leans steeply to one side. Inside is a jum ble of broken
engine parts and other discarded junk. In order to m ake space for our tent, w e
find a shovel and a broom  and get to w ork. W e collect rusted nails, m ove old
m attresses, and stack rotted w ooden beam s. This shed w ould hardly be
considered a livable accom m odation by any other standards, but for tonight it
w ill do. W e finish sw eeping the crooked floor, pitch our tent, and return to the
m ain building to splurge on a hot m eal.

W alt hollers out to us from  the kitchen. ɎW hatcha w ant? Looks like you
could use som e chili and cheeseburgers. Thatɋs w hat Iɋm  serving tonight,
anyw ay.ɏ Pat and I debate for a m om ent, gazing at the pricesɇ tw elve dollars for
a cheeseburger, seven for chiliɇ before I tell W alt yes. H e canɋt hear m e and I
have to yell his nam e before he looks up and nods. H e plops chili from  a can into
tw o plastic bow ls, passes them  through the w indow , and points tow ard the
m icrow ave. G runting, he w alks to the freezer and retrieves a stack of frozen beef
patties. H e breaks off tw o burgers and tops each w ith a slice of pre-w rapped
A m erican cheese. A s they sizzle on the grill he tells us how  he cam e to B arter
Island m ore than fifty years ago to fly supplies and crew  back and forth from  the
rem ote D EW  Line sites.

ɎN ow  I flip om elets and fry burgers. N ot a bad retirem ent.ɏ
W e sit dow n at the long fam ily-style table and say hello to a local m an

sipping coffee from  a Styrofoam  cup.
ɎW hereɋd ya com e from ?ɏ he asks us.
Since w e arrived in the A rctic, w eɋve heard this sam e question dozens of

tim es, from  children, storekeepers, village chiefs, and everyone in betw een. O nly
after w eɋd tried answ ering w ith ɎA nchorage,ɏ thinking that they w ere asking
w here w e w ere from , and then ɎW ashington,ɏ w here w e had started, did w e get
it. People didnɋt w ant to hear about invisible places a thousand m iles aw ay but
w here and how  w e had traveled on their m ap of the land. O f course. H erschel
Island m eant nothing to m e until I had been there. The Little W ind R iver is a real
place now . K aktovik is a village, w ith a bone pile and a gruff m an w ho serves
chili from  his living room . O nce w e learned how  to answ er this question in
contextɇ A klavik, B low  R iver, the Little M oose Sloughɇ w e no longer got


