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Note on the Translation



The essays in this volume were all written between 1993 and 1995 when understanding of indigenous cultures was different than it is today. In order for the text to be accessible to the widest possible audience, some cultural terms that appear in the original text reflect current usage. We hope that these alterations are the minimum sufficient for a wide range of readers to enjoy these essays while remaining as sincere to the author’s vision as possible.










PART ONE











A New Voyage



The season of fresh spring green is over in Fairbanks and early summer is approaching.


I’m gathering dry branches in the twilight to make a fire out front when I hear from this way and that the calls of red squirrels. Droppings left by a moose in winter remain on the soft carpet of the forest floor now clear of snow, and I wonder when that enormous creature could have passed by our house unbeknown to us.


The silvery caress of the breeze on my cheek is another sign of the change all around. Even after fifteen years living in Alaska, I still love how the seasons in this land shift distinctly from one to the next like the pages of a book turning.


Human emotion is such a funny thing. We are swayed by the most insignificant daily trifles. And yet the touch of a breeze or the hint of a nascent summer can bring us such fulfillment. Our minds are both deep and strangely shallow. Only within that shallowness are we able to go on living.


Now that I’m married and beginning anew, other kinds of change are afoot. As I was tidying up my old belongings a few days ago, I found something that really brought me back. My diary from 1978, the year I moved to Alaska.


When I opened the time-weathered notebook to the first page, a powerful sense of nostalgia welled up in me as though I had come face to face with a version of myself from long ago. I had written the inaugural entry inside the cabin of a plane that had just taken off from Narita Airport bound for Alaska. One passage in particular, a sort of declaration of my intentions, brought a wistful smile to my face. How excited I must have been to have jotted down such a thing. As embarrassing as the passage was to read all these years later, it offered a sincere portrait of who I was then, on the verge of stepping into the unknown. Taking a break from my cleanup, I lost myself for a time in this old record of my youth.


In those days, I just couldn’t get my mind off Alaska. As though delirious with fever, going there was all I could think about. I had no choice but to set sail mapless and without compass.


Upon arrival at the airport in Fairbanks, I headed straight to the University of Alaska. I was determined to enroll in the Department of Biology and Wildlife. But when I submitted my documents to the office of admissions, it turned out that I was some thirty points shy of the English score required for international students; they told me, in short, that it would be impossible to admit me that year. Still, I wasn’t about to just return to Japan. My yearning for Alaska was fully mature; my ship had already pushed off.


So I went to see the chair of the department. He had known I would be flying over from Japan as I had sent him several letters. I could hardly speak the English language, but I nevertheless made a desperate effort to explain my feelings. How I wanted to take my time coming to grips with the Arctic wilderness. How the only way I could do that was by getting into his department. How I couldn’t write off a whole year because of a mere thirty points … and how I had long dreamed of living in Alaska.


The list of reasons I gave seems so absurd in retrospect – and to a department chair who I had only met for the first time! What did my personal desires matter to a university? But in my panic at that moment, it was the university’s policy excluding admission over a few trivial points that seemed absurd.


The department chair sat quietly listening to my plea. Then, with a slight smile, said, ‘Got it. In that case, we’ll let you into the university on my authority. I’m going to call admissions, so please go there now.’


I felt as though I had ascended to the heavens. Unable to contain myself, I quickly gave up on walking and started to run through the campus. From my vantage on the hill upon which the university stands, the peaks and glaciers of the Alaska Range stretched distinctly along the distant horizon. I couldn’t help feeling that the chain of mountains was calling to me. It was that time of year when the soft breeze of early summer has begun to blow – just as it is blowing right now.


I came to Alaska bearing numerous dreams and began to travel across the land as if to digest them one by one. Atop the blank map that was Alaska, I had to draw the map of myself.


I hiked the pristine mountains and valleys of the Brooks Range that cut across the Arctic reaches of the state. I voyaged by kayak through Glacier Bay, listening to the primeval groan of glaciers. I rowed a seal-skin umiak with Inuit to hunt right whales in the Arctic Ocean. I witnessed a magical potlatch festival at an Athabascan village. I followed the caribou on their intrepid journeys, enthralled by their seasonal migrations. I gazed up at countless northern lights and came across countless wolves. Most illuminating of all, I met all sorts of people and came to know many different ways of life … And before I knew it, fifteen years had gone by.


My own map of Alaska has gradually revealed itself. Like me, the majestic wilderness of this land is approaching a turning point. So too are the people. We and the natural world will keep on transforming in the ceaseless movement of all things. This illustrates, I believe, that the relationship between humanity and nature is an eternal theme with no resolution.


Still, all of us search in our lives for a better way to be. Some abandon comfort and convenience for the wilds. Others, like the Inuit and their fellow indigenous peoples, face manifold challenges as they rush into modernity. I want to observe firsthand the choices that people make through all these transitions. I want to know what sort of map the people I have met will draw in their lives. For their destinies are in some way bound to my own.


I seem to be rambling. Blame my revery on this worn-out diary, reappearing out of nowhere to put me in touch with a distant version of myself who I desperately long for. Fifteen years is supposed to be long, but doesn’t it also feel surprisingly short?


I’m left wondering if I could ever go back to who I was then. To that forceful and frenzied inspiration that drove me to embark, compass lost, my trusty map gone blank. To a new voyage, port of arrival unknown. Perhaps such voyages are integral to all our lives in many ways.


Okay, it’s about time I set down my writing brush.


A week from now, salmon will surge up the rivers. In the violent springing force of a salmon grasped in both hands, I always feel the Alaskan summer. Until next time.


June 1st, 1993










Red Bluff Cove



I’m on a journey through the Southeast Alaskan seas. Another day living aboard a boat is coming to a close. Although nothing of particular note happened, it was a full and satisfying day, so I decided to pick up my writing brush anyway, wanting to tell someone about it.


We’ve been chasing humpback whales for almost three weeks now. Hardly a short trip by any means, but at least we don’t need to worry about running short on fresh food. The ocean here is so teeming with catch that you can pull in crab and salmon whenever you feel like it, with halibut three feet long. The water may not be the clearest, but that’s just a sign of how rich it is – literally a soup of plankton.


Fall draws closer. The season of never-ending day has concluded with the return of night. I wouldn’t be surprised if the northern lights appear. Believe it or not, I once saw them on these seas in midsummer. This would have been the month of July some four or five years ago. The midnight sun kept darkness at bay, and yet the glow of the aurora was so intense it bled through the brightness of the sky.


Throughout this journey, I’ve been thinking of a friend who I’ll call O. Every time I encounter a new piece of scenery, I find myself wishing he were here. O has sunk into despair after losing his child in an accident and I want to show him this land-ringed sea, bordered on all sides by deep primeval forest.


This afternoon we came across a humpback whale with her calf. A rare mirror-like calm had fallen on the water, and we spotted faint blasts of their white breath in the distance. We approached slowly at first and then drove ahead to slip in beside them, coasting along with the engines turned low. The whales didn’t seem to mind at all. On the contrary, they swam directly beneath our small boat again and again as though trying to play with us.


At one point the calf suddenly changed course. Breaking off from her mother, she gently closed in on the boat and looked up at us for a brief moment. That’s all that happened really; we must have spent another two hours with them. By then the sun was beginning to tilt towards the horizon, time for us to find a sheltered place where we could dock for the night.


‘Let’s go to Red Bluff Cove.’ This had been our plan since morning.


One of the marvels of Southeast Alaska is the beauty of its countless bays and inlets, each a microcosm of pristine nature devoid of any signs of humankind. The intricate fjord topography carves up a sea filled with islands in countless shapes and sizes, all coated in glaciers and virgin forest. The most fun part about traveling here, perhaps, is getting to choose which little shoreline recess to anchor in.


If it’s true that everyone has their own secret place of such magnificence that they want to keep it to themselves, for me that has to be Red Bluff Cove. I discovered it five years ago when taking refuge here during a storm. Red Bluff Cove is located on the eastern side of Baranof Island, with its stretches of mountains nestled around glaciers. True to the name we have chosen, the bluffs that form the entrance have a reddish tinge, which gives them a mysterious aspect under the fading light of dusk. From this narrow mouth, the cove gradually widens as you move inward, extending over a mile.


Of all the numerous inlets I have visited around here, I have found none as stunning and enigmatic. Never on any of my annual visits have I spotted another ship. In fact, no one I have ever met knows about this cove, though I’ve spoken to local fishermen with years of experience voyaging the whole region. I suppose the chances are slim that someone will venture into one little nook in these vast waters unless they have some kind of reason.


I remember one time I harbored here, this would have been three years ago, when I heard a strange call in the night. Shwoosh, shwoosh it went, arising from the silence and the darkness – the sound of a humpback whale that had strayed into Red Bluff Cove. I have many memories from this place. Every time I come here I sense the everlasting, a great current of time apart from our own that partakes of neither happiness nor sadness and helps us forget our daily striving, if only briefly.


It was around twilight that we entered the cove today, gazing up at its ocher cliffs. As we passed a swathe of shallow reefs and were putting more distance between us and the outer sea, we found ourselves slipping into a new world, as though turning the page of a book.


First was the silence. An all-subsuming silence. Evergreen leaves of spruce and hemlock spilled out to the shore; mist twined like a thing alive through primordial forest. Powerful wings sounded overhead as a bald eagle rose suddenly from the trees and wheeled off out of sight. The majestic bird had been watching us from the moment we arrived. Some thirty spotted seals congregated on a small island that had emerged with the ebb tide. And carefully observing the surface of the water on which our boat continued ahead, I could make out a seamless black band running on both sides. An enormous school of pink salmon come to spawn. Then, through gaps that opened up in the ancient trees cladding the mountainside, a waterfall poured down with incredible force. Looking upwards, it was only visible for some three hundred feet, above which it vanished into the woods, the source of its water a glacier on the peak.


The cove went on cutting long and narrow into the land, swelling and constricting like a lake as the mountains ahead loomed ever closer, untouched and untrodden. Eventually we reached the end and put down anchor.


Once the engine was off, true stillness enveloped us, and gradually we began to hear sounds that had previously escaped our notice. The cooing of birds, perhaps the chicks of a bald eagle, though looking around the woods there was no sign of them. The splash of a salmon that has leapt almost a foot into the air. The faint rushing of water from the direction of a valley, either a river or a waterfall.


As there was still some time until sunset, we lowered a rowboat stowed onboard and set out to explore, following a bank jutting with immense mossy trees. From the densely woven undergrowth bloomed nameless flowers of summer’s end. There I spotted the red glitter of salmon berries, reached my hand overboard to pick some and put them straight in my mouth.


In its furthest reaches the cove turned to grassy plain, onto which the incoming tide was lapping. Cleanly trodden grass formed a road that led into the depths of a glen: the path of a bear visiting from the mountains to hunt salmon each day.


Intrigued by a brook flowing from a steep-sided ravine, we decided to go upstream as far as the boat would take us. In the murky water around fallen wood rested innumerable salmon. Glancing up, I saw a bald eagle perched in a huge hemlock, staring at us implacably. She seemed almost close enough to touch, and I wondered why she chose not to take flight.


Eventually the river grew too shallow to proceed and we decided to ride the current back to where we started. Already the sun had slipped behind the ridges and darkness was setting in around us. Apart from the sound of the wind passing through valleys, over glacier-hugging mountains and between moss-coated trees, perfect silence reigned. In this grand landscape, unaltered by others of our kind, we were the only things that moved. All I could think was how I wanted to bring my friend O here one day.


The night deepened and the sky filled with stars. We waited for the northern lights to no avail but were greeted by the moon instead.


I’m hoping to return again next year to my secret hideaway, Red Bluff Cove.


August 15th, 1993










Fall in Northern Lands



I’m currently walking through the September wilds of Alaska, in a section of the vast alpine tundra that spreads from the foot of Denali. The beauty of fall in northern lands is beyond compare.


This morning I heard a chorus of honking Canada geese. But looking up at the azure sky I could not see them anywhere. On a more careful search I made out a V formation approaching from the north. The flock was flying so high it had eluded me. This was their fall migration. Nesting in the Arctic Circle complete, the geese are on a journey back south.


From the prime vantage of the hill I stand upon, I see mountains of deepest north coated in a fine layer of fresh snow. A wind carrying the faint scent of winter eases my sweat-coated body. When I remove the backpack digging into my shoulders to take a brief rest, I spot perched in the vegetation of the tundra a small bird with a scarlet beak. I have never seen such a bird before and approach slowly, wondering what kind it could be, then realize that it is merely wearing the vivid red lipstick of lingonberries just pecked.


The brief Alaskan fall begins with the leaves of aspen and silver birch turning yellow and the carpet of the tundra taking on the hue of red wine. Day by day these colors deepen in the wilds until the manifold plants of the tundra form a mosaic inexpressibly sublime. Then it is all clear skies and sunshine until one chilly evening arrives and you wake up the next morning to find the scenery has shifted. In a single night the autumn has leaped ahead with the passage of the north wind’s paintbrush. Much like the new green of spring, the peak lasts but a day.


Meanwhile, blueberries and lingonberries ripen. These are picked busily by bears and migratory birds, both of them storing up fat – one to hibernate over the long winter, the other to complete the long flight south. The bounty of nature in the north differs from that in southern climes, containing within it a certain frenetic tension, condensing and then instantly scattering in an extreme environment.


‘How are the blueberries this year?’ This becomes a seasonal Alaskan greeting as people take after the wildlife in storing up the abundance of fall for life in the winter.


I’m now growing tired from hiking this autumn mountain and decide that it’s due time to stuff my mouth with blueberries. All you have to do is find some foliage through which bunches of blue fruit peek, plump yourself down on the ground, eat every berry within reach and then crawl a few yards away to start again. Soon I realize that I’ve stained my trousers red and blue yet again this year.


In this season we often tell those going to pick blueberries, ‘Don’t knock noses with a bear.’ This is not entirely a joke. Both people and bears tend to move around in a blueberry-gobbling trance and forget where they are. It will sometimes occur to me that I’m not paying attention to my surroundings, whereupon I cautiously look around.


Such moments invariably call to mind Blueberries for Sal, a picture book about a mother and son who decide one fall to go blueberry-picking in the mountains. The boy Sal follows behind his mother while she is engrossed in collecting berries, then strays from her without either of them realizing. Meanwhile, a mother bear and her cub have come to the same mountain. When the cub similarly strays from his mother while she absorbedly devours berries, the boy ends up following the mother bear and the cub ends up following the mother human, unbeknown to any of them. The book is actually pretty realistic in the context of Alaska.


While crossing a swathe of mountain-valley scree, I hear an adorable chirping call. I stop to scan the area and find a pika sitting on the very top of a large boulder, its mouth full to bursting with hay. When the small rabbit-like animal bolts away, I track its path to a gap in the rocks into which it seems to have vanished. Crouching to peer in, I find a neatly piled bedding of hay. The critter has been stocking up in preparation for the long winter on its way.


I mount a rise and gaze into the distance, where I spot a herd of caribou trotting along the foot of a distant mountain. They must be heading to southerly woodlands below the tree line for the winter. A fawn grown large since its birth in spring follows close after its mother. Their epic journey is at last approaching its end.


Near a lake at dusk I come across a moose mother with her calf – her only remaining calf. Cows usually give birth in pairs but it’s rare to see the trio together by this time of year. Many moose are killed within a month of their birth by wolves and bears; one is usually lost as it is difficult for the mother to protect two young simultaneously.


Right now must be the peak of the luminous colors that dye the wilds before me. The day is not far off, after the daily geese formations overhead have vanished into the southern horizon and the aurora begins to dance in the clear night sky, when the autumn will have perceptibly paled. It can’t be more than a week away.


Despite its incredible beauty, fall somehow sets our emotions into a flurry. Is this because the fleeting summer of the deep north has faded in a gasp? Or because the long dark winter will presently arrive? Yet all it takes to prepare us and restore calm to our hearts is the coming of first snowfall. I love these intimations of fall. In the revolution of one season to the next, we can sense the time that flows into the fathomless beyond. Wondrous are the workings of nature. How many times will the fleeting things we encounter each year come and go with the melancholy of their passing? Keep count of these meetings to grasp the brevity of a human life. This is what the Alaskan fall means to me.


September 5th, 1993










Tidings of Spring



How is everything where you are?


Here the signs of March in the air tell me that the worst of winter is over. That pummeling sixty-below cold will visit us in Fairbanks no more. The daylight hours are lengthening rapidly, and in my heart it already feels like spring. Of course not all regions of Alaska are experiencing these changes just yet. In northern latitudes sixty-seven degrees and above, where the Inuit and other indigenous peoples of the Arctic Circle reside, many days of harsh weather are still to come.


Snowfall was heavy this winter, and word is that hungry moose have been turning up near homes around town. They know about the vegetable gardens that many of us keep in the summer and come down from the mountains to eat any crops left unharvested beneath the snow. At thirteen to fifteen hundred pounds, these gigantic animals hardly resemble deer as many imagine and are an alarming sight when they emerge without warning from the woods in your yard. Moose can indeed be dangerous, especially mothers with their young, and care must be taken never to approach them. Still, when you spot a living being striving desperately to survive right next to your daily abode, it’s hard not to stop what you’re doing and watch them for a while. The sight braces you in a certain way for your own challenges.


As I write this, my wife Naoko is pregnant. I am at once overjoyed and anxious about this development. Naoko continues to have intermittent spotting and we’re worried about the possibility of a miscarriage. After consulting with the local doctor, we have decided to wait and see how her condition progresses. Although I’ve been involved with the immense wilderness of Alaska for many years, this is my first time feeling perplexed by a little slice of nature of my own.


Some six or seven years ago, I caught my first sight of a caribou giving birth. This was while I was up north awaiting their spring migration. From my campsite the Arctic Ocean was visible on the edge of the horizon, and even though it was the month of May the wind made the air feel like minus fifty.


One day around twilight, a small herd of caribou descended from the mountains. There must have been thirty to forty of them in total. They had journeyed over six hundred miles, all the way from the woodlands of Arctic Canada. The entire herd was female, and I knew that most would be bearing young. While I had been following the caribou for close to a decade, I had yet to witness a birth. Since I could only ever stake out one spot at a time in the vast Alaskan Arctic through which the caribou are constantly on the move, my chances of encountering this momentous event were slim.


But as I watched through binoculars from my tent, one fell behind the rest of the herd, behaving strangely. In a panic, she kept tumbling to her side and getting back up again. I decided that she must be about to give birth. She was too far away to photograph and I would have startled her if I’d left the tent, so I stayed where I was, squeezing the binoculars in my fists with eager anticipation. Her companions, not breaking pace, had already vanished into the distance of the tundra.


When the lone caribou stood up suddenly, a small black form flopped out onto the snowy field. Hurriedly I stuffed a camera into my backpack and crawled as quietly as I could out of my tent, then made my way on all fours towards them until they were in close view. I believe it was around midnight, but the season of endless day was upon us and the sun that never sets shone on the white plane. Even bundled up as I was in thick down gear, the burning cold cut through to my skin.


The mother licked the new life from head to toe with fierce attention and eventually rose into position to give milk, whereupon the calf staggered over on rubbery legs and latched on to her teat. Depleted of energy, the mother presently began to eat her fallen placenta from the ground. When the midnight sun had slid along the horizon to turn seamlessly into the morning sun and then began to rise, the calf followed unsteadily after its mother; before I knew it both were out of sight.


It was a few days later that I found the carcass of a small calf frozen on the side of a river. Whether it had been killed by a wolf or a bear or had died of natural causes was unclear; in any case, half of it had already been eaten. The incidence of mortality for caribou young is concentrated in their first week, a period that divides those that survive from the rest. I couldn’t tell whether the body was that of the newborn I had seen. But I remember even now my astonishment at how clear-cut these scenes of life and death were.


Something else happened to me recently. I was at home reading a book when I heard a thud on one of the windows. Hurrying out to the porch, I found a redpoll curled up below the pane of glass. The bird had slammed right into the surface, where the trees were reflected distinctly. The impact must have been quite hard; when I put her in the palm of my hand I found that her head was bleeding. As it was a chilly early-spring day, I decided to bring her indoors and placed her in a small paper box to watch over her for a while.


Nearly all birds in Alaska are migratory; only a scarce minority stick it out through Fairbanks’ subpolar winter. Redpolls are one such variety, and I often wonder how a tiny bird only four inches in length can endure such inhospitable cold. This one was injured and had to breath with the entirety of her small frame. As much as I wanted to save her, I didn’t know what I could do. At the same time, it was strangely moving to watch the lifeblood of this delicate being drain away.


A few hours later I put her back on the porch. I had no idea if she would recover on her own and fly away, or be attacked and eaten by another bird or perhaps a squirrel. When I checked outside in the evening, she was gone.


Both the birth of a caribou on a snowfield blasted by icy winds and the singing of a redpoll in the frigid Arctic air remind us of the inherent strength of life. Yet beneath such strength nature always conceals fragility – and it is this fragility that fascinates me more.


Our continued existence from one day to the next is in no way guaranteed; it may just be a miracle. Ultimately, the same is true of your heart pumping in your chest at this very moment. The same is also true of babies being born into this world. Amid my anxiety about the possibility of my wife miscarrying, I was becoming attuned to the tenuousness of life.


‘When a woman’s pregnancy is going to end early, there’s nothing you can do to change it,’ my mother-in-law had told us. ‘It’s something natural so just leave it to take its course.’


No words could have eased our minds more than this advice. We subsist inside the bounds of our inherent fragility; that is, human life is sustained only within certain limits. It’s all too easy to forget this.


In another month the thaw will begin. At this time last year, the snow that had piled up on our roof froze into a single mass and slid off the edge one morning, smashing our porch. I was startled out of my wits by this tiding of spring.


The cold will return again and we will no doubt see snowfall many times more. But proceeding and retreating as it goes, a new season is assuredly on its way. Goodbye for now.


March 7th, 1994










Wolves



I’ve come alone to Ruth Glacier, one of several glaciers that drape the southern slopes of Denali. This may very well be the most breathtaking landscape in the entire Alaska Range. The beauty comes as much from the glacier itself as the overawing majesty of the rock pinnacles that spear upward around its fluid icy form. The monolithic granite cliffs. The deep blue of calved glacier cross-sections. The intricate contours of immense crevasses. This barren landscape, where no flower blooms, where no living thing is to be found, seems to refuse any who would enter. And yet, it possesses a mysterious power to cleanse and uplift the human heart.


These qualities are found nowhere more so than the area at the head of the glacier where I set up basecamp every year, Ruth Amphitheater.* This ancient natural amphitheater is formed by an encirclement of mountains that rise to some three miles in height. Words offer no comparison for the lofty magnificence of the scenery. When I come here, I often recall the words of mythologist Joseph Campbell. He once wrote of ‘a sacred place where the walls and laws of the temporal world may dissolve to reveal a wonder.’ When asked about this idea in an interview, Campbell replied:


This is an absolute necessity for anyone today. You must have a room, or a certain hour or so a day, where you don’t know what was in the newspapers that morning, you don’t know who your friends are, you don’t know what you owe anybody, you don’t know what anybody owes to you. This is a place where you can simply experience and bring forth what you are and what you might be. This is the place of creative incubation. At first you may find that nothing happens there. But if you have a sacred place and use it, something eventually will happen.
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