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Giving Thanks

I am grateful to Michael Shapiro who edited selected stories in this collection. In his book A Sense of Place you meet a host of great contemporary travel writers. My intense gratitude extends to Bonnie Neely, owner and editor of Real Travel Adventures e-zine, who has published numerous articles of mine and given me a free hand in writing. Without the professional attention to detail and continued support of Barbara Milbourn, my personal editor, this collection simply could not have come into fruition. A very special thank you goes to Steve Rhodes, my partner in life, who has always encouraged me to be myself no matter where the freedom trail might take me.
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Living in the spirit realm, this horse appears as a flashing light in dreams. This dream traveler runs through your dreams seeking the most honorable and outrageous dreams to grant. Flying on the stream of wisdom, yet acting on whims, he seeks an untamed dreamer to fly with him.—Anasazi Indian saying



I met my spirit horse in Moab at the Kokopelli Lodge. Kokopelli, according to Indian lore, was a randy, humpbacked prankster who lured Indian maidens to him with his magic flute. The half-god half-man revered for thousands of years as a fertility god was the pied piper of the Southwest calling all to join him in the dance of life. I think that while I sat sweating in a minuscule adobe hotbox that radiated heat from its walls like a pottery kiln, Kokopelli slipped my spirit horse into my dreams. I clung to his powerful, muscled neck and grabbed hold of his mane to stay with him as he sailed over the mesas and jumped sandstone arches in an elegant bascule.

The next morning I found myself dangling my legs over a ledge overlooking the purple and mauve expanse of Canyonlands National Park, feeling invigorated by the wind funneling up from the valley floor. My spirit horse craves high places where he can catch the thermals and fly free so I named him Winddancer. Since our acquaintance, I have surveyed the cliff dwellings of the Anasazi with great interest, hiked along the edge of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone National Park, sat in a Cessna chugging over the Idaho Baolith, and taken a bush flight over the glacier fields of Alaska. Winddancer seems to have no regard for the fact that I suffer from vertigo and was unable to make it past the second level of the Eiffel Tower. He makes me brave, egging me on to plunge forward on more explorations. He won’t settle for second-hand visuals; he is bent on knowing the wonders of our grand universe for himself. 

The city of fourteen million Lost Angels has been my home for thirty years. Here, I enjoy strolling upon the warm sands of Malibu washed clean by the shimmering Pacific and hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains. Yet, Winddancer becomes bored with such pleasures and seeks greater heights. Together we have ventured to the Yukon to raft the Tatshenshini River through an ice-age wonderland to the Gulf of Alaska, floated down the Salmon “River of No Return” through the arid crags of Idaho’s largest roadless wilderness, backpacked into the remote Nelson Lakes region of New Zealand’s South Island, and kayaked from island to island in the Sea of Cortez marine preserve in Baja, California.

Since riding horses in beautiful country and writing about it is natural for me, my first pieces were published in horse magazines. Visits to guest ranches in Colorado, Montana, and Wyoming sparked my appetite for wide open spaces. Eventually, I settled into the niche of adventure travel, combining my abiding love of the outdoors with my desire to share with others what inspires me to take a particular outdoor adventure. Winddancer has taken me to the next rung of adventure—leading me to more exotic locales and ratcheting up the risk factor. Recently, I felt compelled to drive the Beartooth Highway in Montana, an engineering marvel that spirals up granite peaks to an alpine plateau at 10,000 feet. A spate of altitude sickness and possible vertigo didn’t stop me from experiencing what is billed “the most scenic byway in America.” 

Lost Angel Walkabout is a spirited collection of travel narratives recounting the haps, mishaps, and serendipitous adventures that have given me a sense of wonder and delight. Some of my stories like “Falling in the Footsteps of John Muir” and “Look Both Ways on Small Islands” are reflections that might make you glad you stayed home, while “River Wise” and “Raven’s River” could inspire you to toss the clicker out the window and explore our beautiful world. In all of my stories, I strive to take you to the special places I’ve visited, so you may share the sensual experience of being there without straining one muscle, getting altitude sickness, or tipping your canoe.

Even though many of my adventures call for a modicum of fitness, be assured that I am one of you. I don’t go to the villages of the Dayak (once headhunters on the island of Borneo) or to the Salt Mines in Timbuktu like my travel-writing hero Tim Cahill. I do enjoy the comforts of home, but I am willing to forgo these pleasures to get to the heart of a landscape via a no-frills holiday. A few of these stories were inspired by solo runs in search of solitude and a deeper connection with nature, but most of my journeys were taken with the benefit of experienced, professional guides.

Outfitters can’t control the weather, a river jumping its banks, or the wind lifting your tent off the ground and bowling it down the river like a beach ball. You can still flip your kayak. Your rubber raft can be sucked into a boil, and you can get caught in a keeper below the surface and get carried downstream to pop up a hundred yards from where you went under. Guides are simply that—guides. They try to direct you on an ever-changing path to soul-stirring moments, but the responsibility of the journey is ultimately yours. Guided adventure does not mean no risk, no threat, no discomfort, no terror, no pain, but it is an avenue to get you to places you can’t get to on your own. 

Mark Twain said, “Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow mindedness.” I would expand this thought to include innocence. Even the most jaded individual must become aware of the threats of human intervention to pristine ecosystems through travel. My stated mission “to get to as many beautiful places as I can before they are no more” has become increasingly pressing with the knowledge I’ve gained in my explorations. I now follow this purpose with greater urgency, particularly in the United States where the government has issued thousands of permits to oil, natural gas, and mining companies and opened up our national parks and public lands to extractive industry. In this collection eco-alerts are posted to provide environmental awareness of the behind-the-scenes problems that face regions I have visited.

As an adventure travel writer, I’ve been privileged to meet people who take risks and are winning with their lives. Profiles of two of these individuals in “naturally high places” are integrated in this collection. These individuals have shed the chrysalis of imposed expectations and agendas and moved toward life experience that makes them vitally alive. They are acting out of their need to share the jubilation and terror that often accompanies a free-fall in life. Good company in anyone’s book!

Tim Cahill, author of eight adventure travel books and hundreds of articles, graciously allowed me to interview him in his home in Livingston, Montana. One of the founding editors of Outside Magazine, Tim raised the bar for outdoor writing by using fiction writing techniques to enhance responsible journalism. Lari Shea, owner of Ricochet Ridge Ranch on the coast of northern California says, “to finish is to win.” She ought to know. She has been finishing first in 125-mile endurance horseback races for twenty-five years. Riding with her through the redwoods on one of her fine Arabian mounts is an equestrian thrill that is hard to top. 

Some of my experiences have been transforming, while others have simply served as stepping stones to personal growth. Kokopelli didn’t just put a lot of smiles on the faces of Indian maidens. The hump on his back is seen by many as a bag of gifts; a sack carrying seeds of plants and flowers he would scatter every spring. His gift to me was the courage to ride my spirit horse. Winddancer evokes excitement, elation, and sometimes terror. I hope you enjoy being with us on our quest to see as many magnificent places on the big blue as we can before they are gone. Perhaps, you will even join us in the struggle to preserve the beauty we hold sacred.
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The Tatshenshini - Raven’s River
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Their voices echo on the wind, their spirits soar above the clouds, and their love surrounds us in the beauty of Alaska.—Memorial to Matthew Wayne Bell 1981-2002 and to all those who have died on the water.



I felt the spirit of my young nephew guiding me to the warehouse of Chilkat Guides in Haines, Alaska, just across from the cemetery where he rests. I imagined him wanting me to know the woods as intimately as he had and to share the intense beauty of his world with him. Before he drowned, Matt took me for hikes because he knew how much I enjoyed getting out into it. It was a tender thought I kept hidden from my guides and the ten other guests on the 140-mile journey on the Tatshenshini, or Raven’s River, that begins in the Yukon Territory of Canada and ends at Dry Bay in the Gulf of Alaska.

Scamp Raven is considered by the Tlingit Indians of Southeast Alaska to be the seat of all wisdom and the creator of all things. He assembled the earth out of mud and rocks, and then he stole the sun, moon, and stars away from his grandfather, Nass Raven, so that “the people” would have light. Raven also stole water from his brother-in-law, Petrel, who had it hidden from the world. He then dropped it from his beak to form the powerful Tatshenshini-Alsek rivers and all the tributaries that merge to create a vast watershed hidden from time. I was adopted into the Raven clan by the Tlingits in the Chilkat river valley when I was a teen living in Haines. Whenever I hear the clock, clock, clock of this scrappy bird, I imagine that he is speaking to me, guiding me away from danger.

My meandering thoughts came to a halt as our raft entered a gorge where tall buttresses crowd the river into a chute. I could hear the roar of white water ahead; first a few light splashes, then dips into troughs with waves that landed squarely on the bow.

“Bail! Bail! Bail!” yelled veteran river-rafter Margaret holding tightly to my life vest to prevent me from being washed overboard. Big waves were fast filling the raft. While wrestling with the bailing buckets, I did the splits on the slick rubber boat bottom and fell backward.

“Get up. We are going to swamp!” Margaret cried in exasperation. One hour into our journey down the Tatshenshini and we had hit a perfect storm. Our three oarboats loaded down with supplies for the 9-day expedition into an ice-age wilderness were top-heavy and vulnerable to a tip-over. Brian, one of our three guides, expertly steered us through the gorge that funnels the river into a gauntlet of white water. This rite of passage has to be faced before you can relax on the mostly peaceful glide through the Fairweather, St. Elias, and Brabazon mountain ranges.

The frothy brew through Bear Bite Falls, the Eye of the Needle, and M&M Falls are not to be taken lightly. The swift-flowing water of the Tatshenshini is 34 degrees Fahrenheit at which hypothermia takes hold in about three minutes. My nephew’s young heart stopped beating suddenly when he took a lone night swim in the frigid waters of the Chilkat River. Should you fall into this river, your clothing will act as a filter for the glacier-silt-laden water, and the weight of gathered “rock flour” could pull you under. The curvaceous gray lady is lined with downed trees called sweepers that can trap an unlucky swimmer. My mantra: “Stay in the boat.” Above all else on this trip, I did not want to make a mistake that would put me in the water.

The Tatshenshini is a powerful shape-shifting torrent that begins in the drier altitudes of Chilkat Summit at 3,400 feet and drops to sea level where it cuts through the largest non-polar ice field on earth. Twenty glaciers muscle their way through the mountains to meet the water’s edge. It provides a wildlife corridor large enough to accommodate our greatest predator, the grizzly. The salmon-choked waters of North America’s longest free-flowing river provides sustenance for a myriad of mammals and 128 species of birds including Matt’s clan totem, the bald eagle. I believe the ancient voice of Raven called me here so that I might know my roots in the wild and come to understand the power the North Country has over me.

Once through the rapids, we hit a serene stretch of the river where we floated at about six knots beneath indigo skies. I put my rubber-booted feet up the side of the raft, leaned back against the stack of supplies, and pulled my binoculars out for some serious birding. A giant kingfisher played tag with us for about five miles while bald eagles scoped out their river’s intruders from a safe distance. White clouds mushroomed between snow-streaked spires in the distance. A scarlet sash of river beauty, or dwarf fireweed, and purple beach peas brightened the gray river bank. I spotted a brownie as he ducked into the alders and cottonwood. Horsetail fern, a feathery affair tough enough to survive where glaciers have removed top soil, filled the forest understory. We were heading for still younger country scraped clean and reconfigured by earthquakes and glaciers on the move.

The human footprint here is very light. For centuries the river corridor was used by the sea-loving Tlingit Indians as a trade route to the interior. They traveled upstream by foot in the spring before the thaw when the river was at its lowest and plant life on the shore subdued. They traded dried salmon and eulachon, or hooligan oil, with the inland tribes for furs, copper, fine beads, and leatherwork. “Tlingit gold,” oil that drips from the eulachon fish as it dries in the sun was consumed by natives to thicken their blood in long, severe winters. At Dalton Post, our put-in point, which was once an Indian trading center, the Tlingits carved dug-out canoes from spruce and floated back to Dry Bay.

There once was a Tlingit village near the confluence of the Alsek and the Tatshenshini rivers. An earthquake in roughly 1852 caused a giant ice dam formed by Lowell Glacier to give way. The glacier had held back a lake that was fifty miles long. According to oral tradition, this lake, when released, formed a wall of water a half mile high that came down upon the village and killed everyone. The flood was taken as a message that “the people” were not to live on Raven’s River. The village was never rebuilt, and all other villages within this watershed were deserted by the Tlingits.

The river valley remains the way Raven intended it to be, unsullied by the flotsam of mankind. No motorized craft are allowed on the rivers in the 24-million-acre World Heritage Site that crosses the international borders of Canada and Alaska and encompasses the Kluane National Park, Wrangell-St. Elias National Park, Glacier Bay, and the Tatshenshini-Alsek Wilderness. There are no vehicles of any kind allowed in this roadless wilderness. There are no structures on the river save one hunting cabin we passed by on our second day out. Cell phones and other electronic devices don’t transmit through the granite spires. The occasional sound of a jet high overhead is the only reminder of the modern world.

After thirty years of running what river rats simply call the “Tat,” Bart Henderson, owner of Chilkat Guides, has got this trip down. His guides are relaxed, don’t over-program, and keep things running smoothly. Our lead guide, Cameron, is a nine-year veteran of this complicated, challenging river. Brian has a degree in geology and works for the Department of Fish and Game when he is not playing river god. His mother, Debbie, was along for the ride in hopes of spending quality time with her adventurous son. Our third guide, Jeremy, cut his rafting teeth on the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon. He told me that the Tat is one of the top five rivers in the world that boatmen must run.

Guests had a big voice in what activities we engaged in on the river. Our group wanted to get out into nature, not to hunt, but to take it all in. A seek-and-enjoy mission. At Bear Bite Camp, we popped our comfy tents and headed out to explore. Each person came here for different reasons. Ann, a schoolteacher from Delaware, had never camped out before. Fred, a Texas entrepreneur, brought his two grown sons along with him to see the sights. Susan and Murray from Vancouver came here to celebrate the birthdays of Leah, sweet sixteen, and their son Zack, who turned eighteen on our trip. Margaret, a resident of Haines for 42 years and an expert on the flora, needed to smell the wild roses again.

We followed Brian up canyon along sparkling Silver Creek as though being called by a pied piper. Our walk took us through a meadow carpeted with shimmering dryas, a pioneer plant that restores nitrogen to glacier-scoured soil. Celestial views of mountains sporting twin waterfalls emerged as the sun played hide and seek in platinum clouds, sending shafts of light down on verdant slopes. A bear trail took us into a birch grove where the forest floor was thick with lacy ferns glistening with droplets from recent rains. It was a lovely saunter through nature’s bouquet of purple larkspur and harebell accented with bright red baneberry, cranberry, and pink wild rose.

At Secret Slough, Brian marched ahead of us through bear country armed with a can of mace on his belt, crying out “git bear.” His bravado in the wild reminded me of Matt. We followed him closely, stepping into the prints of bears that have traveled these trails for thousands of years. It felt eerie to stretch out long enough to stay in their enormous stride. This is the last remaining forested habitat large enough to ensure the survival of both black and brown bears. They thrive here, and signs of them are everywhere. We boulder-hopped up Sediments Creek, which charges through barren scree-slopes, to a waterfall where we ran into a black bear sow with two cubs in tow. Our climb rewarded us with a view of the braided river valley where the Tat and the O’Connor rivers merge against a backdrop of ragged peaks poking into tender blue skies.

In the early 1990s Geddes Resources, a Canadian mining company applied for permits to open a copper mine here that they claimed would yield $5 billion worth of ore. Plans were afoot to shave off the top of Windy Craggy Mountain on Tats Creek and to build a bridge across the Tat at Monkey Wrench Rapids just below us. They wanted to carve a road for eight miles along the Tat and then head up the O’Connor drainage to the highway that would take the ore to Haines, the nearest deep-water port. Eight trucks a day would have gone down this highway. A mini-city to house 600 workers was also on the drawing board.

The glaring flaws in this plan set environmentalists in Canada and the US alike in motion. The Tatshenshini passes over five major fault lines. The river and the Haines Highway run along the Denali fault, one of the most seismically active areas in the world. There is no modern technology that could prevent the tailing lakes created by the mine from being undermined in an earthquake and unleashing toxic brew into these pristine waters.

Alaskans themselves were divided on this issue. The fishermen in the Gulf of Alaska were opposed as their livelihoods were threatened. However, many of the good people of Haines who desperately needed the jobs generated by the mine were for it. My brother was aggressively for more jobs. Matt was too young to have an opinion, but he could feel his father’s anger. I was against the mine, but I did not want to offend friends and family members struggling to survive in a changing economic landscape. On my visits home I remained a closet environmentalist.

When I returned to Haines for Matt’s service in 2002, I was pleased to learn that he had just completed his training in removing hazardous waste materials. He wanted to leave the planet his generation inherited a better place than he found it. At his service a woman I knew when I was growing up in Haines told me that “environmentalist buttheads have shut down this town.” After forty years, she and her husband, who was in construction, were relocating because there was no work for him in the Chilkat Valley. The obvious hurt and anger in her red and tired eyes kept my protests still. Even though my own convictions led me to side with those wanting to preserve Alaska’s resources, I understood why my brother and so many of the townspeople hungered for more ways to earn a living in this harsh land of unrelenting beauty.

In 1993, then Vice President Al Gore and Premier of British Columbia Mike Harcourt joined hands in the battle against the billion-dollar consortium. This test of our will to preserve our wild heritage went largely unnoticed in the lower forty eight. The silver lining of this struggle is that it brought about the formation of the largest wilderness area in the world crossing international borders, ensuring that Raven’s world will remain intact for generations to come. Sadly, it also meant the people in Haines would have to find another way to make ends meet.

Pewter mists drifted on the shoulder of snow-laden peaks while wispy cirrus clouds streaked baby-blue skies on the morning we entered the river at the confluence of the O’Connor. With the mingling of these two currents we were lifted to a swifter, more energetic ride. All day we rocked and rolled, catching wave trains with deep troughs and fun bounces. I stood behind Jeremy where I could read the river over his shoulder. When we began our river journey, the Tat’s water volume was about 15,000 CFS (cubic feet per second). When we converged with the mighty Alsek that afternoon, we were floating at about 65,000 CFS. The ever-changing river—now deeper, wider, and more powerful—began to braid across a wide gravel plane. Cameron’s greatest fear is that one of the other guides will lose sight of him and follow a “bleeder” that takes them to a dead end. Two-thirds of this journey is in the Yukon and British Columbia. Our goal of rafting 35 miles this day will take us across the international border marked by a swatch cut in the trees and into Alaska’s Tongass National Forest.

The Fairweather Range lines the left side of this stretch of river and keeps its back to the weather systems off the Gulf. Here crags rise to about 6,000 feet and they are dressed in snow and ice-blue glaciers. The barren, jagged spires of the south-facing Noisy Range are on the right. The hissing sound of boulders bowling along beneath the raft in the powerful current kept us company for the day. Eagles soaring overhead dropped down with talons extended, snatched fish from the river, then wafted off with their catch. 

At our lunch stop we made a mad dash through a wildflower meadow carpeted with lacy white cow parsnip, spiked with red and yellow Indian paint brush, to view the backdoor of Lake Alsek. Glowing icebergs cluster here due to fierce winds that often funnel up the canyon off the lake proper.

Scamp Raven had been good to us so far with nothing but a couple of drippy afternoons, ala southeastern coastal style, between temps of about 75 with a warm wind.

We were heading for Walker Glacier where an iron curtain of fog almost always hangs over the ice river. This is where things could change. Sure enough, the wet stuff started to come down just as the glacier came into view. We popped our tents in a hurry and headed out for the snout of the riveting ice sculpture about a mile up canyon.

Once upon the broad back of the glacier itself, I was struck by the fact that it is dotted with living moss. We hopped foot-wide aquamarine crevasses and crunched our way around water pools and rivulets sculpting pathways though the living crust. Zack made me nervous as he ventured precariously close to bottomless chasms to get a better view. As I looked at the swirling turquoise half moon face of the glacier, thoughts of John Muir came to mind. The 19th century Spiderman came to Alaska to scramble up treacherous peaks, explore ice caves and crevasses, and scuttle over ice bridges in his quest to know glaciers.

Raven was with us as we floated through Death’s Channel and onto the miles- wide glacial brew of Alsek Lake where bergs can mass so thickly that rafts can’t pass. It was as though someone had opened the freezer door and started playing a symphony on the world’s largest pipe organ. We bounced off berg bits and navigated through floating logs to get to Gateway Knob, our camp for the night. Booming voices of calving glaciers echoed over the lake as enormous chunks off the eight-mile face of the Alsek and the Grand Plateau Glaciers crashed into cobalt blue depths.

No wonder the Tlingits believed ice spirits ruled! A great chief complained to Muir’s companion, Samuel Hall Young that “the cruel spirit of that great glacier grew angry with me, I know not why, and drove the ice mountain down towards the sea and spoiled my salmon stream. I have done my best. Last spring I sacrificed two of my best slaves, a strong man and his wife, to the spirit of that glacier to make the ice mountain stop.”

Cameron was exhausted from slogging through slush, so Susan valiantly took over the oars until we reached our campsite. Gateway Knob is an island that juts into the 3 x 5 mile lake providing an unforgettable 360-degree view for the intrepid traveler. No sooner did we pop the Big Top for shelter over our kitchen, than a berg the size of a cruise ship decided to flip. Our evening’s entertainment was a chorus of thunderous booms echoing through the mountains, followed by a fountain of wave spray when the deck of the ice ship crashed into the water, creating a wave that curled at our feet.

We awoke the next morning to a stunning day with the sun streaming through fast-moving clouds. We hiked, or should I say, scrambled on a bear trail through an alder patch to receive the full impact of the vista before us. Thirty miles to our west, 15,300- foot Mt. Fairweather looked like a frosty palace floating on the horizon. The bergs drifting below reminded me of the angular shapes I’ve seen in the Tlingit wood carvings of Raven, Eagle, Salmon, Frog, and Bear clan crests stacked on totem poles.

A dazzling bit of “ice jinks” about the size of a 32-foot ketch joined us on the last stretch of our journey. This dangerous playmate threatened to tip us if we drew too near. Soon, it dissolved and was absorbed into the ever-widening river. Big water now, about 100,000 CFS, Raven’s River moved forward with deep, powerful purpose. Wave trains here are booby trapped with treacherous holes to be avoided. The green velvet coastal mountains along this corridor with their serrated ridges, sparkling waterfalls, and deeply creased canyons, resemble the Na Pali Coast of Kauai.

The pungent scent of the sea and the sound of shrill laughter from gulls circling overhead told me our journey was nearing an end. Dry Bay, an enormous pearlescent circle framed in sand, is one of Raven’s best works. Dozens of curious harbor seals bobbed black heads on the surface of the water. Foaming white waves meshed with the miles-wide river forming a vast tidal plain. I pulled off my raingear, dug toes into the warm sand, leaned into the brisk wind, and marched to the edge of the world where the shining Pacific stretches across a limitless horizon.

Over our last campfire we talked about what we received from the river. Margaret said the trip reaffirmed why she chose to make Alaska her home. Ann talked about purchasing land and building a retirement home on an island close to Juneau. Fred said that being slowed down on uninterrupted “river time” allowed him to bond with his boys in a way he could not do during their busy daily life at home. Susan was thrilled to be able to give the gifts of the wild to her kids in their formative years. Debbie was able to see how accomplished and capable her son had grown as a river guide. Brian was given the opportunity to become a teacher to his mother and had learned the lesson of patience. The immensity and magical allure of Raven’s world serves as my yardstick for grace, sublimity, and form. It is unyielding, intolerant, harsh yet fecund. It refreshes body, mind, and sprit in its purity. The struggle to preserve the Arctic Refuge from oil extraction and the Tongass National Forest from being over harvested are ongoing. The fact that this wilderness exists proves that when people come together good things can happen.

I returned to my homeland a privileged adventurer with a muzzle on my thoughts and feelings. Everyone on the trip received a different gift from being on the river wild. I was able to see Raven’s world up close and personal the way Matt wanted me to. Matt wanted to help clean up the mess we’ve made of our planet. I want to be brave enough to pick up where my nephew left off. It is my hope that putting my pen to paper will make those who will never journey here care about the outcome of our vast wilderness areas. My quest is to vividly share my world view with you—a prayer to Raven.

ECO-ALERT

Concerns today in the region are not so much of degradation from individuals, but of the overriding effects of global warming. This danger has manifested itself in the form of the epidemic spruce bark beetle presently devastating the forests of the Pacific Northwest. Winters are not cold enough to kill the beetle, and warmer temperatures are allowing it to enjoy two breeding cycles a year. Enormous gray swathes of dead Sitka spruce drape the upper elevations of the river corridor. 
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