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My first view of Castor National Wildlife Refuge was from the air. The helicopter circled the ranger’s cabin in the wilderness and made its approach to land. The refuge consisted of a large pond created by a beaver dam on a large creek. There were several hundred acres of virgin forest surrounding the pond in every direction. I could see the tops of aspen, alder, and cottonwood trees among the pines and firs that dominated the forest. Willow trees drooped over the edge of the pond.

The pilot continued his approach by skimming over the pond. Cattails, lilies, and other water flora speckled the glistening surface. The ducks and geese squawked to protest our passage and scrambled madly into the air. 

A ranger standing in front of the cabin shielded his eyes from the sun as he watched our approach. The pilot put us gently on the ground, killed the engine, and removed his headset. 

“Let’s hurry, Don, I’ve only got about thirty minutes’ turnaround time. We need to get your supplies unloaded and I need to get back in the air.”

We climbed down from the aircraft, automatically keeping our heads lower than we needed to in order to avoid the slowing helicopter rotors. The ranger approached, and I stepped forward to meet him. 

“Hi, I’m Donald Blaine. Call me, Don.”

“Gary Davis,” he said. “Glad to have you here. Let’s get the plane unloaded. Jim is a great pilot, but he’s a real crybaby when you mess with his schedule.”

Jim made a rude gesture to Don and helped unload the supplies and my duffel bags from the plane. He made a quick run to the bushes and washed his hands at the pump outside the cabin. He shivered and said, “Damn, I always forget how cold this water is. So, Gary, I’ll be back in a month with the next supply run. I guess this is your last month here. Don, if there is anything you want me to bring next month, use the satellite phone to let me know.”

After the helicopter left, Gary said, “We need to get the supplies inside and secured. The raccoons will be in the food if we don’t. What the raccoons don’t eat, the bears will. I’ll show you where the storage lockers are.” 

It took about an hour to get everything put away. 

There were three benches on the front porch. I took the glass of sun tea he offered and we sat in the shade of the cabin. “How long have you been here, Gary?” 

“Ten years. When my wife died, I needed to be by myself. You know, the Forest Service has a couple dozens of these small refuges in inaccessible locations around the country. This one is not even on any list. It’s a secret, but you know that.”
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