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Part One


FIRST ATTEMPT




One


PITT RIVERS DREAMING


‘For most men, rest is stagnation,
activity madness.’ Epicurus


I


The canoe was not silvery like a silver birch but light golden brown. It sat on a vast mirror of water; a dark mirror you could also see through, down to the unknown depths, past the perfect reflection of the canoe, the trees and the sky. The intensity of the sky’s blueness seemed necessary. It had something to do with the greenness of the pines. For some reason I was wearing a weatherbeaten buckskin jacket with fringes and a coonskin cap with its furry tail hanging down my neck. A collie dog panted in the bow of the boat and the sun glinted off the sights of my rifle. All my gear was in a canvas Duluth bag with a tumpline, a headband, to make the carrying easier. Was I alone? I couldn’t tell. In this waking dream the most solid figure was the boat, fashioned from bark and just floating, floating in its quiet way.


Like the water the boat rested on, the dream had depth. It was made from memories and desire and was as real as anything else in my dreamlike suburban existence. I was a writer living on the edge of Oxford with a reliable Japanese car parked in my drive and a fistful of unpaid bills on my exquisite pine-block kitchen table. I was forever looking out of the window and seeing the wind in the eucalyptus trees that towered above everyone else’s tiny gardens. Then one day the trees grew too tall and they cut the tops off, giving me a better view of everyone’s satellite dishes and TV antenna. At night I pissed in my back garden, and zipping up I’d try to recognise stars in the night sky through the sodium haze of the streetlights. By day I wrestled with earning a living for my small family. This involved large amounts of time not writing in a shed at the bottom of the garden.


The shed was home-built and on hot days smelled of pine resin and wood preservative. It encouraged the dream. I had once built a coracle as a child and floated inside it along a stream near my house. I can still remember the immense shock of the cold water as the thing capsized on its maiden voyage. I dragged with a friend an old war-surplus aluminium kayak along a wider river that was mostly too shallow for paddling. That took one day twenty-five years ago and it’s still as sharp as everyday reality in my mind.


This dream of travel and adventure needed appeasement. I took to visiting the Pitt Rivers Ethnological Museum where native boats form part of the display. Modern museums with their worthy instructional aims bored me as a child. I only liked the Science Museum in London and the Pitt Rivers in Oxford. The Pitt Rivers was a magician’s cave of artefacts, with Japanese katana and Chinese matchlocks on the walls and dugout canoes suspended from the high ceiling. In a central glass cabinet were shrunken heads from Peru, including, for comparison, a modern one shrunk for the tourist trade. Tourist shrunken heads have furry faces – real ones are shaved smooth. The Pitt Rivers has, thankfully, not changed in years. I went alone and stared deeply at Inuit anoraks made from chewed sealskin and Naga spears decorated with human hair. The exercise of walking to the museum helped too. I was forever trying to get my life into balance: good walk, weird exhibits, then back to the more mundane necessities of life – or so I half hoped.


In the museum bookshop I found a pamphlet entitled ‘The Algonquin Birchbark Canoe’. At the cash till the woman said, ‘You’ve seen our one, have you?’


The Pitt Rivers is famously dark. Those with poor eyesight have to squint at the labels penned in faded Indian ink. The corners of the museum are especially dark, and in twenty-five years of visiting I had never really taken much notice of what treasures the corners hid. But armed with the pamphlet I went back. And there, high up on the wall of the darkest corner, was a birchbark canoe. It had been there all along, waiting to be discovered, dark brown with age, the seams sealed with blackened pitch or resin, the pine-root sewing fist-tight and reflecting the small amount of light there was. It was too high up to touch. I could see how I’d missed it all these years. It was set back over a display cabinet, hard to see unless you were looking for it. I took the pamphlet home and showed it to my son, who was three, and he gurgled with delight at the picture on the cover – a canoe on a blue lake floating on its exact reflection.
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I thought the way to deal with dreams was to hand them on to your kids. Pass the buck as you earn the next one. I took my son to the woods for the first time to find a birch tree and its fabled bark. I had permission from the forest manager to fell a tree that needed felling anyway, and remove its bark. I was far more excited than my son, who, being tiny and not very steady on his feet, soon lost interest in the novelty of tripping over tree roots and falling into nettle patches. Never mind – I was introducing my son to the woods. This was how a lifelong passion might begin. He cheered up when we found the tree. I hoped it would provide enough bark for me to make a model of a canoe for my son. I was full of such good intentions and largely ignoring my son, who was prattling away: ‘What’s this in the hole? It’s a buzzy fly. It’s a big black fly. Go away, buzz-fly. Aaaaaaaaaggggghhhh.’


It’s a sound no parent wants to hear. My son had just been stung on the finger by something black that buzzed. Maybe a hornet or a rare kind of killer bumblebee. He was sobbing and his finger was swelling mightily. He hated the woods, probably for life. I ran through the trees carrying him to the car and drove at high speed to the nearest pharmacy, obsessing about anaphylactic shock reactions and hyper-allergies. It was a hot day and warm in the car and when I came out of the pharmacist’s with the drugs he was fast asleep in his special car seat, head drooped forward over the harness. His finger was already going down, looking normal again.


In my spare time I took to walking further, across the fields, and even wading through the Cherwell River to make things more exciting. Wading through rivers with your boots around your neck is immensely satisfying. I felt my range had suddenly increased. It was almost like having a boat. Then one day I was attacked by a black swan whilst I was midstream at a point where the riverbed was particularly rocky and not at all conducive to moving fast. I retreated with stubbed toes.


Beaten back by a mere bird! A rather large bully of a bird, I might add, but still? I was going soft at the edges.


The way dreams communicate with us is through coincidence. The coincidences keep piling up until you can’t ignore them any longer. Out of the blue a friend sent me an anthology of travel writing. One of the pieces was an extract from the journal of Alexander Mackenzie. The first man to cross North America, fifteen years before Lewis and Clark. He travelled by birchbark canoe.


The journal was out of print and I almost forgot about it. A few weeks later, in a second-hand bookshop in a neighbouring town, I was looking through the Arctic/Antarctic collection when I came across Mackenzie’s journals, with notes, expensive at £50, but they had to be bought.


I read the story of his expedition from Lake Athabasca to the Pacific Ocean that night at my pine-block kitchen table. It was a story involving compass directions, flies, attacks by Indians, mutinous French voyageurs (men employed to transport goods between trading posts), grizzly bears, pemmican, wrecked canoes rebuilt from trees at hand, deadly rapids, trade goods and beaver pelts, getting lost and seeing for the first time the aquatic jewel of the Pacific Ocean caught in the chink of two snow-capped mountains.


The dream had become something I could rely on. An unwarranted sense of certainty was growing and I thought, Maybe, just maybe, I will build a birchbark canoe and be the second person to cross North America in this way. In a flurry of research I had discovered that Mackenzie had taken a route that was indirect and never repeated, not until the modern era of plastic boats and outboard motors. If I followed, or rather we followed – I’d need a team – the exact route in a birchbark canoe we’d be the first to retrace his route in a traditional craft since 1793.


II


Jean-François was my new friend, a telephone friend I spoke to each night from the junk room in my house, which had become the command centre of my ‘expedition’. I use inverted commas not out of any sense of modesty but because at that time I was only able to think about my endeavours with a kind of ironical glee – I was bunking off, doing something only other people such as Thor Heyerdahl and Ranulph Fiennes did: going on an expedition. A part of me refused to take seriously the concept of ‘expeditions’ in an age that routinely expected to soon be sending people to Mars. Expeditions were for poor deluded fools who regretted being born in the late twentieth century. Expeditions were for people who couldn’t accept the fact that the world was all explored. Expeditions were for wealthy nitwits looking for kicks in speedboats and balloons.


And another part of me, the part that insisted on using the word ‘expedition’ despite having to make the ironic concession, knew that all of the above was lies.


Anyway, I was talking to my new pal Jean-François, whom I had tracked down to the Yukon and who made birchbark canoes as part of an ongoing art project, when suddenly he turned nasty on me. ‘You need someone like me on such a trip. You cross a lot of Indian reserves. They do a lot of drinking on the reserves and they don’t like intruders, Europeans.’ Despite his French accent the word carried the implication that Jean-François was somehow an honorary Indian. ‘I speak their language. A leetle,’ he added, a rare concession to modesty. ‘I know how they think.


‘And I never go anywhere in the bush without a gun.’


I had found him through the internet, and though he seemed promising at first, full of enthusiasm for building a canoe and travelling with me, he soon started imposing conditions and, when I resisted, dropping sinister hints.


‘I know your type,’ he said. ‘You won’t make eet.’


The internet was full of concerned advice. Another chance correspondent in a canoe chatroom told me: ‘I stand in awe of the achievements of men like Mackenzie and John Rae. Alongside them our modern achievements look so puny. I have traveled some of the rivers they traveled and goodness knows how they did it. I counsel you strongly to have a four-wheel-drive back-up, satellite telephone and perhaps a small outboard motor for convenience.’


What put off most modern canoeists was that the journey went over a mountain range. And to climb that range meant paddling over a thousand miles against the current, largely along the inaccurately named Peace River. Against a current that could be wickedly powerful. Mackenzie wrote of the Peace: ‘It was with the utmost difficulties that we could prevent the canoe from being dashed to pieces against the rocks by the violence of the eddies … the river above us, as far as we could see, was one white sheet of foaming water.’


Another internet buddy was briefer. ‘Do you want to drown? Because you will.’


III


In the late seventeenth century the Pacific coast of North America had been visited by European sailors. European fur traders had pushed from the Atlantic as far as Lake Athabasca in northern Canada. But, apart from the narrower isthmus of Mexico, no one had linked the two up and crossed the entire continent.


The impulse to cross America was not merely one of exploration. There was the possibility of great wealth in obtaining fur, needed in Europe for the ‘beaver’ hats everyone demanded. There was also the political advantage of claiming territory.


In 1793, twelve years before Lewis and Clark’s monumental expedition, which is often wrongly described as ‘the first to cross America’, Alexander Mackenzie, a Scotsman, with nine companions in a twenty-five-foot birchbark canoe, became the first person to cross North America.


Mackenzie was born sometime between 1762 and 1764 in Stornoway, the chief town of the Outer Hebrides. He grew up on a farm and his mother died when he was still a child. It is likely that his first language was Gaelic. At twelve years of age he emigrated with his family to New York and then Montreal. At sixteen he entered the fur trade as a clerk in a warehouse. At twenty-two he was offered a partnership, ‘on condition that I would proceed to the Indian country in the following spring’.


He arrived at the Athabasca River, in what is now northern Alberta, in 1787 and spent the winter with Peter Pond, a fur trader who had killed a man in a duel in Detroit. Pond was notoriously tough and difficult but he had a dream: to expand the fur business as far as the Pacific Ocean. Mackenzie learned from Pond how to deal skilfully with native people. He also became inspired by Pond’s dream. Before he was thirty he set out to achieve it.


Mackenzie’s first attempt ended in failure. He reached the Arctic Ocean rather than the Pacific. Two years later, in 1792, he set out again, this time with better native information. They spoke of ‘the stinking lake’ across the mountains. He went from the fur-trading base of Fort Chipewyan, close to Peter Pond’s original cabin, and ascended the Peace River to its junction with the Smoky River. Here he overwintered. This was the furthest west any white man had been.


The following summer he set out with ten companions: a twenty-two-year-old assistant called Mr Mackay, six French Canadian voyageurs, two Beaver Indian guides and a dog. To approach the mountains they had to travel continuously against the current of the mile-wide Peace River. It was a most physically gruelling task – day after day of paddling, towing, wading and poling against a strong current fed by glacier water from the Rockies. Slowly he clawed his way forward until he reached the Finlay River. Here he wanted to turn right, but was persuaded by an Indian guide to go left, again against the current of the Parsnip River. He entered the narrower and narrower confines of the Rocky Mountain Trench before reaching the dry land that separates the Arctic drainage system from the Pacific. It is a gap of only 817 paces, along a muddy, undulating path. After two more narrow lakes Mackenzie was now going downstream, on what he aptly named Bad River. He wrecked the fragile canoe and almost drowned. His men spent three days gathering birch-bark and pine resin and roots to fix it. They cut a trail through boggy forest to meet the Herrick, which is a vast tributary of the Fraser. From then on it was easy, until the terrible canyons of the river again wrecked the boat. They rebuilt it and hid it for the return journey and set out to walk to the ocean. Several guides had told Mackenzie of a ‘grease trail’ walked by natives who traded oolichan-fish oil with the coastal Nuxhalk Indians. They found the trail and in seventeen days walked 350 kilometres to the Pacific coast. There Mackenzie borrowed dugouts to go a further fifty kilometres up the fjord that leads from Bella Coola. Here he finally ran into truly belligerent Indians and was forced to retreat in a hurry. On a rock that is still there today he painted ‘Alexander Mackenzie, from Canada, by land, the twenty-second of July, one thousand seven hundred and ninety-three’. As a commercial route his was a failure. But he was first, and for that he achieved glory, riches and a knighthood, though his health was ruined. He died in his native Scotland before he was fifty-eight.


One of the diseases of modernity is an inordinate longing for the primitive. I had fallen victim to that disease long ago. As a teenager I had loved the books of Thor Heyerdahl, which, despite their academic intention to test theories about long-distance travel by primitive raft, are really about re-experiencing the primitive and so finding adventure in a world that denies it. Building a primitive bark canoe, a design that had not changed for thousands of years, I could do, in my own small way, what Heyerdahl had done. I could get back to the primitive and find adventure.


Instead of proving an academic theory, my alibi would be tracking Alexander Mackenzie and his voyageurs. The voyageurs were the men who paddled the fur-trade canoes across the lakes and rivers of North America. It was not surprising to discover that Mackenzie hadn’t actually paddled a stroke himself – that was all done by the specialist voyageurs. Most of them were French. The ones who were good at singing were paid $5 a year more, as were the bowman and the steersman. They sat in great canoes up to thirty-six feet long, each with a waterproof bundle of belongings and a two-quart-capacity sponge at his feet. The sponge was for dealing with leaks. Voyageurs wore red caps and colourful cummerbunds and drank rum until they fell over and passed out. They swore in French and mocked anyone who couldn’t carry at least two bundles of fur on a portage. A bundle weighed ninety pounds, and a portage (carrying boat and belongings between two pieces of water) could be anything from a hundred paces to twenty miles. Interestingly, it is possible to cross Canada by water making no portage longer than thirteen miles; the route is very circuitous, but it shows how much water there is in the place.


Mackenzie was a cut above the voyageurs in terms of ambition and self-education, though he was every bit as tough. He used a ratty old cloak as a sleeping bag; for a pillow he used the box containing his sextant. In eight days he traversed the return journey from the coast, 350 km of hard, mountainous terrain, in shoes that had fallen apart. Almost every day he had to deal with the mutinous voyageurs, who didn’t mind hard work but objected to going up rivers that promised nothing except death in swirling water or at the hands of angry Indians.


I made a list on the back of a drawing my son gave me of a canoe. He had copied it from pictures in Edwin Tappan Adney’s classic Bark Canoes and Skin Boats of North America. It wasn’t a bad drawing but he had filled the boat with stick people. I didn’t have any. I needed a team. I needed a boat. I needed training. The list went:


Qualifications?


Team?


Training?


Birchbark conoe?


Qualifications. My own experience of canoeing was negligible. I wasn’t even sure of the right way to paddle a Canadian canoe, though I had some experience of kayaks. As a teenager I’d taken a course in Eskimo rolling at the local swimming pool. Eskimos always wear their anorak hoods up when they roll, as the Pitt Rivers exhibit demonstrates. Unfortunately in the swimming pool we had to roll again and again without wearing a hood. For days after my ears would be dribbling chlorinated water. Perhaps it was the shape of my ears, tailor-made for scooping up water. Whatever the reason, I was put off the Eskimo approach to canoeing.


But Canadian canoes were different. You can’t roll them, for one thing, unless they’re full of flotation material. They’re bigger and more comfortable.


I’d done a lot of camping – but most of it in places like Hampshire. I’d also been on a survival course run by Ray Mears – but that was also in Hampshire. I had made several long trips in jungles in Indonesia – but always with guides and people who knew how to gut a civet cat or build a quick bamboo bridge. I had never been on my own in serious wilderness.


Team. My first thought for a companion was Ben. He was Australian, very tall and strong, and had learned to put up with me when we shared a tiny room with two others in Japan. Ben liked swimming in rivers and playing a tin whistle. He had the usual Australian expertise with the outback. His parents had been naked hippies in the 1970s and Ben had been toughened by the experience. He was able to exist on low-quality food whilst sustaining elevating conversation. He worked as a computer animator but was so keen he quit the job to come on the trip.


A team of one, or rather, two, as I would be paddling, unlike Mackenzie. At that stage I looked forward to the physical challenge and identified as much with the voyageurs as with Mackenzie. I’d need others, at the very least one other. It would have to be someone with experience of paddling birchbark canoes in Canada – a skill that is not common. The chances of finding that person in Canada were greatest so I put off searching and concentrated instead on training.


Training. Every day I walked briskly down to Bardwell Road punt station and hired a plastic Canadian canoe. The punt-master, a large, underemployed man with goggle eyes, was something of a canoeing enthusiast. He gave me a few hints as to the right way to J stroke. This is a canoe-paddling stroke that is awkward to get used to – I’d have to go over five hundred miles before it felt even slightly natural – but there on the still, weedy calm of the Cherwell River I practised with avid concentration.


I went both with and against the current on the little Cherwell and found no difference between the two. This gave me a welcome but entirely false sense of optimism.


The google-eyed man watched me with increasing interest. ‘You going on a trip somewhere?’ he asked.


‘Canada,’ I replied. ‘Across the Rocky Mountains in a birchbark canoe.’


He looked at me with disbelief. Then he realized I was serious. ‘You do it, mate.’ He gestured vaguely at the neat lawns of the houses that bordered the River Cherwell, as if dismissing them. ‘You fuckin’ do it.’


Now all I needed was a boat.




Two


SQUARE PEG IN A
ROUND HOLE


‘I was led, at an early period of life, by commercial
views, to the country North-West of Lake Superior,
in North America, and being endowed by Nature
with an inquisitive mind and enterprising spirit;
possessing also a constitution and frame of body
equal to the most arduous undertakings, I not
only contemplated the practicability of penetrating
across the continent of America, but was confident
in the qualifications, as I was animated by the
desire, to undertake the perilous 
enterprise.’ Alexander Mackenzie


I


‘You know what we’re looking for,’ said John Zeitoun, mosquitoes crowding his bald head like a scraggly instant wig – he didn’t seem to notice or care – ‘what we’re looking for is the perfect tree.’


‘Perfect?’


‘You have to have perfection in mind or you’ll never even come close.’ He reached up, wiped, and then stared at his bloody hand. All around us the high spruce, cedar and maple rose in tubular glory, higher and higher, carving the sunlight into great silver shards, spinning my head as I looked, vertigo at ground zero. Which way was north? I’d be lost in the forest, the great Canadian forest, without my new friend and mentor John Zeitoun, which means olive in Arabic, him being half Palestinian – not Indian, not native, but still one of the most respected traditional-birchbark-canoe builders in the world. It was a small world, but it was my world now, the world of traditional craft, not plastic, steel, carbon fibre and Kevlar, not cedar strip, plywood, ferroconcrete and pine clinker, not inflated vinyl, fibreglass, aluminium or rubber. Birchbark. The real thing. Older than history. What the Red Indians used. What the fur traders, voyageurs and coureurs du bois used, what the first explorers like Alex Mackenzie used. What I would use. If only we could find that perfect tree.


‘I found it once,’ mused John. ‘I mean I really found it. Absolutely perfect. Twenty-five-inch diameter. Straight for thirty feet or more. Bark without a blemish.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I marvelled. I think that’s what you’re supposed to do. And then I moved on. I wanted to come back to that tree, I wanted to keep it in reserve for the bad times. But you know what, Rob?’


‘What?’


‘It blew down and a year later I found it and all the bark was cut and damaged from the fall and it was useless.’


‘I guess the lesson is, take perfection when you find it.’


‘No. I don’t think there is a lesson. Not that time.’


John waded on through the undergrowth, machete in hand like an explorer, his pastel purple T-shirt stained with sweat. John was a cabinetmaker, a canoe builder and a woodland philosopher. I was glad to be in his hands. His big hands. The only problem was John did not want to come on the trip.


II


Three weeks earlier I’d almost packed the whole thing in. I’d fallen during a drink-fuelled game of street football and cracked a bone in my wrist. The game had been in celebration of the diamond jubilee, the north side of the street against the south. If I needed evidence that living in suburbia had its dangers, here it was. With a plastic bag over my plaster cast I kept up my paddling practice. In the mild waters of the Cherwell I managed with just a twinge or two. The cast came off two days before I flew to Canada. I told no one about the injury in case they backed out, thinking, correctly, that I was unfit for the job. I practised lifting heavy bags, hooking the weight cunningly on my lower arm rather than using my hand.


At the beginning of a journey all my superstitions are engaged. I tend to look for signs. I’d found John on the internet when I’d all but given up hope of finding a traditional birchbark-canoe builder. Good sign. He could build it with Ben’s and my help in a few weeks. Very good sign. But the injury had been a very bad sign and when my flight to Canada had been delayed it confirmed the bad omens. The fact that I’d been hauled over in Detroit for drug testing had been a further evil portent (carrying lots of $100 bills to pay for the canoe hadn’t helped – ‘You telling me a canoe made of bark costs that much?’). And the bad luck continued when I arrived at Ottawa airport at midnight sure that Ben and John would be there to meet me. They weren’t. I waited and waited, as hoping turned to moping outside the glass enormity of the arrivals lounge. Taxis came and went and then dwindled away. The night was warm and I sat on a low protective metal bar smoking small cigars, knowing that I wasn’t going to make it to John’s that night. A workman with an intellectual’s round glasses took in the implication of my rucksack and bright red waterproof kitbag.


‘Guys finish late here, they just crash out in the chapel. Never a problem.’


I must have made a face. I was still moping. John wasn’t answering the phone in his shop, the one I’d left all the messages on about the delay. They must have assumed I’d arrive the following day. Except I was here and alone and didn’t know what to do. If the journey were a swim, I was now inching into a cold ocean in a genital-protecting crouch. All the bad signs.


‘Hey,’ said the tough, brainy cable cutter or whatever he was, cutting through to the real problem with a smile, ‘it’s all part of the trip, right?’


In a moment I had dived, head under; I was swimming – all part of the trip. The strange mysticism of travelling had taken over and would never be relinquished. Everything had a place and a meaning on the trip.


In the middle of the night a great fat boy wearing a plastic hard hat lay down next to me in the chapel. It was a small place, as impersonal as a crematorium chapel, but then I’d once crashed out in the grounds of a crematorium whilst hitch-hiking across France.


‘Is it OK?’ the boy asked in a high voice at odds with his great bulk. He took up a place sufficiently distant to convey that neither was he interested in that way, nor did he suspect me of being so. When I left in the morning he was still sleeping, his soft red face pressed against the hard fuzz of the industrial carpeting. On the lectern, I leafed through well-thumbed copies of the Koran and the Bible which sat side by side.


III


John and Ben were already firm friends. I wasn’t surprised. Lanky and laid-back, Ben was good at worming his way into people’s affections. When I arrived at John’s place, which was a single-storey wooden house on the banks of the Gattineau River in Quebec, Ben appeared with his camera and John’s big half-husky, half-collie dog, Sota. He looked even taller than I remembered. Maybe too tall. All the voyageurs were under five foot six. ‘I’m videoing everything,’ Ben grinned, ‘just in case things go really wrong and we have to make a last-ditch message for friends and family. You know, when we’re sunk and starving out in the bush somewhere.’


John didn’t look like his voice suggested. He had a big drawl, a laid-back big man’s voice. A bearded voice, I thought, grizzled beard. But John was medium height, clean shaven, wearing a mauve tie-dye T-shirt, almost completely bald, with the oval glasses of a French hitman. But his forearms were tanned and big with the tendons and veins only real work can give you.


Ben got me on one side as we went into the house. ‘I’ve been trying to persuade him to come,’ he whispered. Good old Ben, able to connect to the natural hippy in John that vied with the hard-headed Palestinian who knew how to make money. If Ben failed our plan was to try to recruit someone along the way, perhaps in Edmonton, the last major town before we hit the start of the journey.


We sipped our coffee and I handed over the duty-free bourbon I’d bought. ‘Why thank you, Rob,’ said John, ‘let’s hope we can drink some of this later.’ He’s got to come with us, I thought; the trip demanded it.


Ben, John and I spent two days in the woods near John’s house gathering the bark and the roots. John took the bark off standing trees, without completely ringing them; that way they had a chance to keep growing. A two-foot-diameter tree gave a piece of bark six feet wide and perhaps eight or ten feet in length – any longer made it awkward to peel.


There is an Algonquin tradition that the reason good bark is so hard to find is because of a mythical being called Meso who could speak the language of all things. Meso knew that people would never be thrifty if every birch tree supplied a good piece of bark. They would cut down all the trees and that would be the end of the forest. Instead Meso climbed into trees and bent the branches and scarred the trunks with a balsam branch and only the ones he missed were any good for a canoe. That way men learned how to be grateful for the good bark they found.


We never did find that perfect tree, but we cut the bark off three pretty good specimens. John climbed the stepladder and chopped with a hand-axe the dimensions required. Then we peeled it off very slowly, taking especial care at the blobby-looking growths which were points of weakness in the bark. When it was on the ground John rolled it against its natural curl, silver on the inside.


We scooped with our hands for roots in the black mulchy swamp where the black spruce grew. When you got a good one you pulled it up, like tearing a cable from the ground. The roots were black and tangly but once the outer skin was peeled off and the splitting all done they looked as neat and serviceable as the weave of a rattan chair.


IV


The boat was to be twenty-one feet long, built to the design of a three-and-a-half-fathom trading canoe. It could carry an imperial ton of fur, that is twenty-five ‘pieces’ (ninety-pound packs), each one made of the compressed pelts of sixty beavers if they were trapped in the fall, half that number if caught in the spring. Mixed-fur packs were also common. In 1800 trader James Mackenzie, no relation to Alexander, wrote of a typical fur pack containing ‘44 beaver skins, 12 otters, 5 bears and 6 pichous (fishers)’, a fisher being a kind of marten.


Ours was a north canoe as opposed to the bigger canoe de maîtres used to bring goods from Montreal to Grande Portage on Lake Superior. These boats, sometimes thirty-six feet in length, were too unwieldy for the interior. Mackenzie wrote of the north canoe: ‘some of about half the size [of the big canoes] are procured from the natives, and are navigated by four, five, or six men according to the distance which they have to go’. Our north canoe would be slightly smaller than Mackenzie’s craft which was twenty-five feet long and capable of carrying thirty-five pieces.


John sewed the outer skin together with split pine roots and laid it on the building table inside his workshop. We piled rocks on top to keep the central part flat. Long stakes, pushed deep into holes around the edge of the table, marked out the shape of the canoe. The stakes bent the bark upwards. John split two strips of ash to make the gunwhale, the oval-shaped rim of the deck. This was clamped around the bark. The canoe now had shape but no rigidity. We then made ribs from split cedar to force the bark outwards, making it drum-tight.


John hewed the rough shape of the ribs and then steamed them in a contraption made from a drainpipe and a metal paintpot on a stove. He then bent them quickly over his knee, by eye, breaking only two.


Ben was better at sewing the skin to the gunwhales than I. He had an insouciance that came from not knowing what we had ahead of us. I was too studied, thinking too hard about it. I took frequent small cigar breaks to restore my sense of calm. I knew Ben well, but a younger Ben. He was now twenty-eight, about the age of Mackenzie when he made his first voyage to the Arctic. The Ben I’d known, and written about in a book called Angry White Pyjamas, had been nineteen and prone to crying when things got tough. He didn’t look like he cried any more, though he was harder to talk to than before. ‘You’ve just got more uptight,’ he said. ‘Having kids has made you a worried man.’


John, too, was a picture of relaxation. He was about thirty but seemed older. It was hard to imagine him apologizing about anything, or, indeed, being in the situation of having to apologize about anything. When a hole in the gunwhale cracked he looked at my concerned face and said, ‘Hey, Raab, there are plenty more, don’t worry about it.’ The way he stretched out the ‘a’ in Rob was reassuring, up to a point.


John looked at Ben and me sewing the seams of the boat and said, ‘Now I’m going to prove to you that not only does a square peg fit in a round hole, it’s actually better.’


The holes for holding the protective gunwhale strip were round, but the pegs John sawed up from pieces of oak were square and sharp-edged. The sharp edges bit into the round holes and gripped more tightly, much tighter than a round peg in a round hole. Ben and I became competitive about who could drill the best holes. John praised us like a teacher and drove in the pegs with two swift swipes of a mallet.


The traditional way of building a bark canoe was pretty much as near to perfection, considering the natural materials at hand, as one could get. Even the large fur-trade canoes had copied the original Algonquin Indian design, and, apart from being bigger, were built in the same way. It was the reason I chose the bark canoe over one made of fibreglass or metal. The materials for building and rebuilding my canoe would be all around me. The canoe was part of the environment it travelled through. It was part of a wholeness that a bright plastic canoe, nosing through the shallows, isn’t. Machenzie had rebuilt his canoe twice, once after the horrible smash-up on the Bad River. Bits of the old canoe were salvaged and covered with new pieces of birchbark, sewn with split spruce root and sealed with pine pitch and resin.


Now everything was split and sewn and fitted together and the canoe looked like a real canoe, we only had to seal the seams and the ‘gores’. The gores are the splits in the bark you make so that it can be folded around the compound curves of the bow and the stern. These are the sections that show up someone’s skill or lack of it. On our boat they looked perfect.


With the workshop doors thrown back, the canoe caught the morning light on its rosy skin. The stringy silvery outside of the bark was on the inside. The canoe had a patchwork look: yellow in places, dull brown at one end, but predominantly rose-tinted along the middle, a light brown with a healthy pink tinge, like the glow under the tanned skin of someone beautiful. I was astonished at what had been achieved in two weeks. John was grinning, Ben excitedly examining the bits he’d sewn and comparing them to mine. I had expected to be disappointed, after all the expectation, but I wasn’t. The boat was beautiful and straight with thwarts and gunwhales of ash. The only imperfection was a section of the bark near the bow which had a bubbly look. ‘A layer has separated out, but you got thirty more,’ said John. He was used to dealing with customers. He let me do the talking, except when I was wrong. Ben was busy filming us, pushing his long hair out of the viewfinder from time to time. Long hair suited him. It was what the voyageurs favoured, to keep the blackfly and mosquitoes away from their faces and necks.


John brought out a foul-smelling tar-like substance called Vulkem to seal the seams and gores. It was only traditional in the sense that it looked like the pine resin and melted animal fat that was originally used. It was one of the few innovations John agreed with; it was easier to apply to a dry boat than resin and didn’t melt when the sun was too hot. John said I could always repair the boat with resin while on the trip. I did, and found the one advantage of this natural sealant: you can apply it while the bark is damp. Stinky, man-made Vulkem needs absolute dryness, which is pretty rare on the river.


We filled the boat with water to find out if it had any leaks. There were three tiny ones, mere pinholes. John looked pleased, as if all the omens were good. I fretted over the authenticity of the sealant and Ben manhandled Sota.


That night as we sat on the verandah John looked pensive. ‘You ever read Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance?’


I admitted I had. John looked at me with expectation. ‘Took that book on my Mississippi journey. Kind of went with the surroundings somehow.’ John had made a six-week trip down the Mississippi in one of his birchbark canoes. He had all the experience we needed.


‘Good title,’ I said.


‘Yeah, that book made an impression on me. Thought I might re-read it sometime.’


I refilled his glass. Hints had been dropped about our need for a third man. But John was the kind of guy you couldn’t pressurize. He’d let us stay at his house. In fact it was his girlfriend Nat’s house but she was just as relaxed as he was, so it seemed like John’s house. We’d all got on together. It was the right time to ask. But John had other things on his mind.


‘You know, Raab, I’ve never been separated from Sota. More to the point, he’s never been separated from me.’


‘I didn’t know that. Even on your Mississippi trip?’


‘Even then – he came for the whole six weeks.’


‘Does that mean you’re coming?’


‘Yeah, if I’m welcome. But only as long as Sota comes.’


Three men and a dog. A big dog. A dog that was very much always around. I liked dogs, but I’d never been dog-camping or dog-canoeing. How did it work? What about food? Would it crap near the tents?


I asked none of these questions. It’ll be fine, I thought. We needed John so that was that.


‘I reckon Sota can last three, four days with you and Ben. He likes Ben, I can tell, so it should be okay. You drive with him and the canoe to Fort Chipewyan, or wherever, and I’ll fly a few days later. That way I can make arrangements for all the work I’ll have to miss.’


The trip demanded it. We needed John so he had to come. I banished all negative thoughts. In fact, I told myself, it was a real stroke of luck to have a dog – it made us more like Mackenzie, who also took one.


We spent a day shopping in Ottawa for more kit while the seams dried. John left his big van unlocked at the roadside, which struck me as too trusting, especially as our mound of shopping grew in the back. Would he be that careless in the bush? Now he had agreed I was looking for signs that might signal disaster. ‘Calm down, Rob,’ said Ben, ‘everything’ll be fine.’ I felt the trip was just out of my control, just beyond my fingertips, that I was racing to keep up with it. But at the time it seemed like the only way. In a frenzy of spending we bought a large dome tent, quick-dry nylon trousers, a grill, mosquito headnets and numerous camping gadgets. In the store, a magic grotto strung with the beautiful man-made oddments of outdoor living, Ben became obsessed by candle lanterns.


‘They’re essential,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘It’s too expensive to keep buying batteries.’


‘But they’re fifteen dollars each. That’s a lot of batteries.’


‘They kind of look good around the campfire,’ suggested John, who’d appeared from behind a rack of Nalgene water bottles wearing a fetching stone-coloured bush hat with a wide brim. We bought two lanterns. Ben carried them.


In Canadian Tyre, the largest hardware chain in Canada, we bought a small axe, duct tape and a Leatherman ‘Supertool’ knife. We contemplated a row of red nylon lifejackets, gently swinging on the rail.


‘The voyageurs never used them,’ I said.


‘I read that it’s illegal not to have them on a small boat,’ said Ben.


‘I believe that’s correct,’ said John.


‘We can always sit on them. Pad our bums.’


We bought lifejackets. The cheapest ones.


We spent a long time searching for a small aerosol airhorn designed for yachts. The bearhorn, we christened it. Stephen Herrero, in his definitive Bear Attacks – Their Causes and Avoidance, had recommended using one to scare off ursine intruders. Ben gave the horn we eventually bought an experimental toot in the car park. Above the din and roar of the midday traffic it still made me flinch, a concentrated pipsqueak amplified to a deafening level.


The boat seams were dry. Ben and I shouldered it, me disguising the difficulty I had with lifting. All birchbark canoes are lighter than fibreglass ones of the same design. Mackenzie’s canoe du nord, which was around twenty-five feet long, could be carried by two men. The plastic equivalent would need four. John’s shop was across the road from the water. Ben and I carried the boat about a hundred yards to the launching spot. It seemed heavy and awkward to me but I said nothing, thinking about the ten- and twenty-kilometre carries we had ahead of us.


‘I’ve been practising paddling in John’s carbon-fibre canoe,’ said Ben from in front.


‘Bet it’s not as light as this.’


‘It is.’


‘But ours is bigger. And better.’


We splashed happily along, making progress against the current, though I had to admit it was tiring, even for five minutes. Would the Peace River be faster than this sedate swirl?


‘Can you do a J stroke?’


‘What’s that?’ asked Ben.


I showed him.


‘Can you do a ferry stroke?’


‘Yes.’


Ben showed me all the same.


Ben learned fast, I had to admit, and the martial-arts training he did had made him strong. When we rested, the boat floated this way and that like something made of paper. Loaded, it would be a different matter. Sota jumped in and out of the water, chasing after beavers. When the beavers saw him they slapped the water with the great pancakes of their tails and dropped out of sight. Sota’s blunt claws rattled on the gunwhales as he hauled himself aboard. It was like being with someone else’s naughty child. Like a child, he sensed my antipathy and took to always shaking his water-loaded fur in my face. A husky, even a half-husky, can pack a lot of river water on his back.


Everyone was cheerful and that evening we ate with John’s girlfriend Nat in a riverside restaurant plagued by mosquitoes, a can of repellent on the table along with the salt and pepper. Nat was competent and attractive; she even backed our truck up the drive when Ben got it stuck. She was French Canadian, maybe a descendant of a voyageur.


The next morning at five o’clock Ben and I set off in a truck with the canoe tied to the roof and Sota in the cab with us. We had found the truck through John’s brother. It had been bought by a dealer and was a one-way delivery job from Montreal to Edmonton, Alberta. We even got $300 towards fuel costs. ‘It’ll take about twenty hours’ driving to just cross Ontario,’ John warned. He would fly in and meet us at Fort McMurray on the Athabasca River in five days’ time. This was the nearest place, by road, we could get to Mackenzie’s starting point. John gave us dry dog food and a water bowl for Sota, and ruffled the big dog’s fur. Then he turned without a word and went up to his workshop as we drove off. It was the first time he had been separated from Sota in five years.




Three


THE BRIDGE TO NOWHERE


‘It is not necessary for me to examine the cause, but
experience proves that it requires much less time
for a civilized people to deviate into the manners
and customs of savage life, than for savages to rise
into a State of civilization.’ Alexander Mackenzie


I


It took four days.


Driving twenty hours a day.


Sleeping in the cab with the window a quarter down and the stinky dog between us.


We ate all-Canadian breakfast specials, $2.99 before 8 a.m., and walked the dog in the diesel-smelling area behind gas stations.


The first night we drove alongside Lake Superior and smelled the pines, as powerful and fragrant as … floor cleaner … without the floor. Pure scent of pine on the night air. Strong enough to smell it in the cab with the windows shut.


We spent another night in a lay-by surrounded by the shuddering hulks of great trucks. Their spotlights, which were never switched off, criss-crossed the cab with unwelcome light. Opening the door meant hopping over puddles, rainbow-hued with spilled diesel. The mud between the puddles was black and stinky. It was a horrible place but Sota drank, as always, from the groundwater, making me think, How come a dog, an animal like me, can do that and I can’t, or won’t? If I was going that way I had a long way to go.


In the day it was hot and sweaty in the cab. The roads were poor despite it being the Trans-Canada Highway. Some of the road workers we saw were women, in orange coats, holding Stop-Go signs. We drove on and on. The forests gave way to prairie, but far too slowly. The speed limit was always pitifully low, but I didn’t mind, not with our precious canoe on the roof. At gas stations and coffee shops old guys and wiry men with tattoos would admire the boat. (We excited only blue-collar admiration.)


When we parked we always kept the top of the truck in view. Wouldn’t do to lose it before we started. Ben and I talked about the lives we had interrupted. He had a new girlfriend who was older than him.


‘She knows more about life than us.’


‘How do you mean?’ She wasn’t older than me, after all.


‘She knows how to get things done. She’s streetwise.’


‘Oh, that,’ I said.


‘She doesn’t sit around all day. She gets things done.’


‘Well, we’re getting things done. And we’re sitting around all day.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘You know what I think? You’re in love.’


But Ben wasn’t listening. We were parked on a featureless stretch of highway with prairie on each side. He looked out of the open door at Sota’s bowl on the ground. The rope we usually tied from his collar to the door handle was gone. Sota was nowhere to be seen.


‘Oh, man,’ said Ben. ‘If we lose Sota John will go nuts.’ We both ran up and down both sides of the road, looking into the shallow ditches beyond the crumbling edge of the asphalt. Shit. Where was he? Then I lay down on the ground and looked under the truck. Sota was asleep in the shade.


‘So what would your new girlfriend have done in that situation?’ I said as we bundled the dog back into the cab.


‘Tied a better knot.’


More prairie – flat, of course – with huge co-operative silos by the side of the rail track which runs alongside the highway. At coffee shops in prairie towns the farmers are all up and drinking coffee by 7 a.m., discussing corn prices and machinery in Monsanto caps. Big old guys who don’t like the look of Ben and me. We tip big and leave.


‘You’re getting a middle-aged spread,’ quips Ben.


Some prairie goes by before I answer. I’m catching the pace of the place.


‘It’s not middle-aged spread, it’s a money belt. And I’m losing weight all the time.’


Money always needed to be spent. We bought all our provisions for the next month in fifteen minutes before closing time at a Supersave just outside Regina, Saskatchewan. Don’t ask me why. It was as if the insane hurry we put ourselves in would reduce the bill. I insisted on buying as much value-range produce as possible. Ben was remarkably quiescent – after all, I was paying. We bought mountains of cheap tuna and sardines in tins without keys. We bought lots of garlic as a substitute for vegetables. There was a sort of system, based around five hundred grams of pasta doing for four people for one meal.


In Edmonton I delivered the truck to a Ukrainian salesman who didn’t want the big padlock we’d fitted to the back. We kept the padlock until it went rusty on the river. We stayed in a youth hostel and smuggled the dog into our dormitory at night. The night porter caught us leaving early with Sota, but Ben, with typical quick thinking, clapped his hands together and shooed the animal out. He complained to the startled porter, ‘I don’t know who keeps letting these strays in.’


Edmonton is south of Fort Chipewyan. Since it was impossible to fly in (the canoe was too big to fix to the strut of a floatplane) and impossible to motorboat in (too big for a jetboat, the only boats that go to Fort Chipewyan), we would have to paddle to our starting point. It was all taking time, eating into the short summer of the north, reducing our chances.


‘This is a reconnaissance trip,’ I kept telling Ben, just to cover myself. But inside I had every confidence we would successfully paddle a great distance. Every confidence. It was the travel high, when you move so fast and so far your mind starts working in a different way. Everyone you meet, it’s like you know them already and they loom up so fast there’s no time to be paranoid, you just reach out and connect to them.


Just getting to the place where we could start paddling from to get to the place where we could actually start our voyage required another truck. Roland, who worked in an outdoor-equipment store, agreed to drop us off at Fort McMurray on the Athabasca River, where we’d arranged to meet John, three hundred kilometres south of our start point but the nearest to Fort Chipewyan we could possibly get.


For hours we drove across grid systems of empty roads through more endless flat prairie. Sometimes there would be a small dip in one corner of a field, or a farmhouse would be ringed by planted pines as a windbreak. Almost unnoticeably there began to appear stands of aspen on each side of the road, ghostly white trunks and bright green shimmering leaves, catching the evening sun. We saw fewer and fewer farms.


Roland was tall and sat stooped over the wheel. Older-looking than his thirty years, but then his own travel business had gone bust owing $100,000 only the year before. That was why he worked in the store. He had blond hair and a nose that stretched upwards redly from the skin of his face. He was amenable and eager to be liked. We talked for hours (it was a six-hour drive) and he told us of his experiences with bears and Indians.


‘What should we say?’ I asked. ‘First Nations Peoples sounds so bloody cumbersome.’


Roland grinned. ‘Just use the band name [a band is a subgroup of a tribe]: Mikisew Cree people, Chipewyan people, Dene people. The more remote the area the less they worry what you call them.’


‘I was told we should always carry cigarettes as a kind of peace offering.’


‘Awesome,’ said Roland, grinning. ‘Kind of awkward if you don’t smoke, though?’


When he had his tourist business Roland had organized sweat-lodge-experience tours with a Stoney-tribe Indian called Frank Sitting Wind.


‘You’re kidding,’ I said.


‘It sounds better in Stoney language,’ giggled Roland. ‘The problem was I was making Frank so much money he lost interest. I was always calling him at the golf course and he’d be like, “I’ve got a lot riding on this shot, could you call me back later?”’


We were in a different country now. The pick-ups at the gas station were rusty and old with fenders at odd angles and stone-hit windscreens with cracks like a piece of bent wire stretching their full width. There were Indians and white men but they all looked rough. Inside the station was a small restaurant where the waitress was blonde and in a petulant mood. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting food,’ she said.


‘If we may,’ said Roland, smiling.


‘If you’re lucky/ she quipped. I could see the petulance was her style, her routine.


A man with a black moustache, perhaps metis, or half-Indian, of the indeterminate age men assume when they do hard physical labour, politely engaged us in conversation about the canoe.


‘How many miles a day you plan on doing?’


‘Well, Mackenzie sometimes did thirty miles or more.’


The man nodded. ‘That’s pretty good. I reckon even fifteen miles against a current takes some doing.’


Roland, who remained vague and complimentary about our plans, said, ‘They usually say four to one with a river like the Peace. It it takes one hour to go ten miles downstream it will take four hours to go ten miles upstream.’


‘Really?’ I said, but I was thinking, No way. We’re going to be way faster than that.


‘Where you putting in?’ asked the man, his face hard but with no hint of a challenge. On the back of one hand he had five blue dots tattooed.


‘Fort MacKay, just below McMurray.’


‘I know it. You got the bridge to nowhere just before the town. There’s a way down to the river each side. You can put in there.’


‘Thanks,’ said Roland.


‘Why is it called the bridge to nowhere?’ asked Ben.


‘Because it goes fuckin’ nowhere. The road just stops. After that it’s three hundred miles of swamp between you and Fort Chip.’


Outside at the pumps were two Indians; an old man with a bootlace tie and a young girl, overweight, with see-through platform-soled shoes. As the old man climbed into the huge rusting pick-up he smiled once, perhaps to himself.


We drove on. It was night now, and raining. I was reminded of journeys back from the seaside with my parents, the sound of the wipers going, the way the night was a shiny black backing to the windscreen, contemplated from our own pool of cosy darkness lit by the illuminated ring of the speedometer. Ben was asleep. Roland spoke about the natural history of bears.


‘Black bears charge but it’s usually fake. When a grizzly charges then you could be in trouble.’


‘There aren’t any grizzlies until we get to the Rockies.’


‘Actually they do say black bears are more aggressive than grizzlies. If in doubt climb a tree.’


‘But can’t bears climb?’


‘There’s no recorded case of a black bear climbing higher than thirty-three feet,’ said Roland, quoting a passage from Herrero’s book, one I’d committed to memory.


‘And grizzly bears are too heavy to climb,’ I added, showing I knew my stuff.


‘They do say that, but I’ve seen a grizzly climb a silver fir with thick branches.’


‘Great.’


‘But usually they don’t.’


‘What’s that about bears?’ asked Ben, now awake and apprehensive.


‘It’s pretty simple – if a black bear attacks, fight back. If it’s a grizzly, play dead.’


Roland laughed, enjoying our discomfort. ‘One time a really big cinnamon bear, that’s a brown black bear, charged me while I was eating some ice cream round the campfire. All I had was a spoon to defend myself.’


‘What did you do?’


‘The bear just kept huffing and puffing and it ran right up to me and I just didn’t move. I knew if I turned my back to him he’d go for me. At the last minute I threw my spoon at his nose.’


‘And?’


‘He took fright and ran like anything.’


There was a silence like indigestion as Ben and I, for the first time, really contemplated the reality of a charging bear. And we were going to be out there on our own!


We told Roland about the bearhorn.


‘Oh, you should be fine then,’ he said, and then burst out laughing.


When he realized the joke was getting thin he said in a nice voice, ‘Less people get killed by bears than are struck by lightning on golf courses.’


For some reason that did not make us feel any better. At all.


We could see a growing orange glow on the horizon and flames, as if in the sky: the flarestacks of Fort McMurray, the world’s largest deposit of oilsand, enough they say to keep the whole of North America in petroleum for another five hundred years at present rates of consumption. Though at higher prices and producing huge amounts of waste silt. McMurray is like something out of Bladerunner – huge crate-like buildings fed by silver tubes bigger than a main sewer pipe. It was easy to imagine we were looking at a model, something made for Thunderbirds, but then a real car as small as a Matchbox toy would appear and the hugeness of everything would reassert itself. On a patch of waste ground outside of town our sense of scale was further warped by a stationary tipper truck that grew like something out of Alice as we approached. The van didn’t even reach up to the middle of the massive wheels, shod with deep-tracked tyres that towered over me. A small plaque announced this giant’s plaything as the biggest tipper in the world, recently retired, a Terex Titan 3319 50/90 six-wheeler, 350 tons, 67 feet long, 26 feet wide, with tyres 11 feet high. It was painted Tonka Toy yellow with reverse-angled glass on the cab, like the pilot house on a yacht, silent and empty. Surely no normal-sized man could drive such a thing?


‘That is one hell of a big tipper,’ said Ben. No one disagreed. We drove on, past the bandaged pipes and smoking refinery units laddered with gigantic zigzag girders, parts dull grey, parts shiny steel picking up the reflection of the dancing flames of the flarestacks. In the background there was a noise of clanking and hissing in the far distance, the sound of extraction, money being hewed from the earth by giant machines.


‘Glad that’s over,’ said Ben, as the first trees reappeared again on either side of the road. We drove on, but not for much longer.


Without warning we were zooming across the great concrete span of a bridge. We weren’t sure so we went another mile. The road ended abruptly in a concreted yard with a few old containers. The bridge to nowhere.


We drove back and forth over the bridge, which was a good half-kilometre wide and far too high above the river for us to see anything. Then Roland found a track that led off to one side, down the bank to a blackness we could only assume was the Athabasca.


The track was muddy, with deep ruts full of water that reflected our headlights. We came to a fork.


‘Let’s check it out on foot,’ I said.


‘Have you got a torch?’ asked Ben.


‘At the very bottom of my pack. What about the candle lanterns?’


‘Here,’ said Ben, showing me his two precious lanterns, no doubt kept close to hand for such an emergency. ‘The trouble is the candles are right at the bottom of my pack.’


‘Great.’


‘I’ll flip on the main beam,’ said Roland, climbing back into the van.


‘D’you hear that noise?’ said Ben.


‘What noise?’


‘Voices.’


The light shot forward, harsh and rigorous, creating its own straight shadows. Now I could hear the voices.


‘No disrespectin’ motherfuckers … Fuckin lights. Fuck! FUCK!’


I could see a figure a hundred yards away hiding his eyes behind his elbow. Two black trucks were visible by their darkness against the last grey of the night sky. Other heads appeared in our scorching light. The tirade of abuse increased.


‘It’s one in the morning,’ I said. ‘No one’s down at the river at one in the morning.’


‘They are,’ said Ben. ‘Let’s go.’


Roland seemed to want to make peace, explain our position to the drunk men, perhaps Indians from nearby Fort MacKay, perhaps not.


‘Let’s go,’ I said.


We reversed in a high-pitched whine up the track, skidding in the ruts. One figure lurched after us until we turned a corner and could go forward again. My last sight was of a man caught redly in the tail-lights as he jerked from staggering to hurl an empty beercan at our disappearing vehicle.


‘Glad we didn’t breakdown down there,’ said Ben.


As we headed towards the Indian settlement of MacKay, Roland said, apropos of nothing, ‘I’m thinking of seminary school, but I missed the applications for this year.’


‘Really?’ I said.


‘You’d be a good priest,’ said Ben. ‘Helping people get to their destination, like us.’


‘I’d like to think so, but hopefully this won’t be your final destination,’ said Roland, a little too quietly for my liking. ‘Anyway,’ he perked up. ‘Looks like this is your village.’


It was. The small town or village of Fort Mackay was on a hillside above the Athabasca, the great river that we needed to descend just to get to our starting point in Fort Chipewyan.


II


The houses were the kind I had become used to. Single-storey, grey-and-white-painted, beaten-up vehicles half in and half out of garages full of rubber hoses, plastic crates of bolts and washers and the parts left over when a washing machine is repaired, as if all this mechanical detritus were trying to expel the pick-up from its rightful home. There were no European cars, very few cars at all: this was pick-up country, home of the Ford 150, 250, 350, the Dodge Ram dualie, the Chevy three-quarter-ton, vehicles that hadn’t changed their names or basic design in thirty-five years, just thinner metal and bigger bulges. It was as if technological society had reached its zenith, run out of steam, imagination and zest. Nothing could be improved, except cosmetically; the North American model had triumphed, now it just sought to be endlessly reproduced and exported around the globe.


The village slept, unaware of such extravagant notions. Each house had a reasonable lawn, cast in shadow as we drove by. Down a bumpy track we found the river, dark, tiny crystal wavelets catching what light there was, very wide it seemed, now that we were level with it. The place smelled of dead fish and it was raining again. Roland switched on his high beams to give us hope and cheer as we gathered our forlorn mass of baggage on the wet, muddy ground by the river. I hoisted myself on to the van roof and fumbled with knots in the darkness.


We lumbered the canoe, now sheened with droplets of rain, down to the ground. There was rapid fruitless discussion about where to lay it. I remembered a famous Hopkins oil painting, Bivouac of a Canoe Party, where a merry group of voyageurs sit under their leaning canoe with long pipes, a crackling fire going and a coffeepot boiling. No fire, but I had my pipe, but of course the tobacco was deep in … which bag? I had even brought a pipe for Ben, a very occasional smoker. It would be part of the fun of the thing, measuring out our distance in pipes, just as the voyageurs did. A pipe was smoked at the end of fifty-five minutes’ paddling; one took five minutes to smoke it and then they were off again, often for as long as ten pipes in a day with food only at breakfast and supper.


Roland kindly prolonged the moment of departure. He helped put the tent up. He wrote out an elaborate receipt, ‘for tax purposes’. Took a photo of Ben and me standing in front of the canoe and all the kit, blackness all around, our startled red-eyed look reminiscent of partygoers who have missed the party, fallen asleep and woken to find nothing but empty beer bottles, folded cigarette butts and all the taxis departed.


Finally he could stay no longer. He had a six-hour drive back to Edmonton and had to be at work by nine the next morning. He gave me his apologetic grin. ‘I’ll get an hour or two shuteye at the roadside,’ he said.


We gratefully crept into the tent, accepting the thin excuse of security provided by the flysheet and tent inner. Sota, who had become more and more subdued, perhaps sensing our own mood, or missing John, curled up in the half-covered ‘vestibule’ of the tent.


‘Wasn’t that vestibule supposed to zip up?’ asked Ben.


‘Yes.’


‘Well, it doesn’t.’


‘The tent we looked at had a closed vestibule for sure.’


‘That girl must have given us a different model.’


‘Bugger. I’m definitely taking it back when we … finish.’


Dud goods on day one and a finish that seemed so far away I could hardly bring myself to mention it. The tent flapped and the rain drummed like someone beating a tattoo with knitting needles all over the flysheet. We lay on our foam mats and imitated sleep.


‘What was that?’


‘It’s the wind. Go to sleep.’


‘Shall I fire off the horn, just for good measure?’


‘It’ll wake people up.’


‘Block your ears.’


I fired off the horn and its great powerful high-pitched parp dispelled all apprehension for a second. Then the tent flapped, in its own broken rhythm, the signature of a wind that wasn’t yet through with us, not by a long way. The needles continued drumming. At three-thirty there was a scratching at the tent door. It was Sota, wet through and miserable.


‘What d’you think?’ said Ben.


‘At the foot of the bed, at the very foot.’


‘Tonight only.’





‘Absolutely.’


Sota barged in and gratefully shook his wet fur in my face, then lay down to sleep between us.


III


By 5 a.m. we could stand no more of it and arose to scan the flat, uninviting greyness of the river. Four hundred yards or so across was a line of sullen dark green pines crowded right up to the undercut bank, some toppling over, as if the forest were pushing the front line of trees continuously into the water.


‘Do you like canoeing?’ I asked Ben.


‘Don’t know yet. Do you?’


‘Love it,’ I lied.


The smell of dead fish was strongest by the canoe, which we had laid on its side, facing down, against a verge of cow parsley and hazel. Beyond this lay the river.


‘Ugh!’ said Ben. He’d found the dead fish, something grey and unidentifiable rotting on its bone.


‘Hey, not with the paddle.’


Ben flipped the remains over the foliage and back into the river. It was only spitting now and I saw we were at the taking-out point for boats that needed to be trailered in and out of the river. Skidmarks and deep tyre tracks led down to the water’s edge. Either side sprouted hazels, scrub alders and willows, and further along the dark lines of spruce began.


Ben went a short way up the track, between the hazel hedges, and came back excitedly.


‘Bear prints, just back there.’


I went to look with our bear-print id book (Ben Gadd’s Rocky Mountain Guide, not a bad book but far too heavy).


‘That’s not the print I meant.’ He came over and studied the ground. ‘That’s a dog print. And look, that’s a dog turd.’ He was right. ‘The bear track is over there.’


When I saw what he was talking about I immediately knew it was a bear print because it was quite unlike any print I had ever seen, except for that of a human being. Bear prints look unnervingly human.


‘Do you think it’s a grizzly?’ said Ben.


I measured the print with the ruler on the Leatherman, which I’d found after a long dive in my rucksack.


‘No,’ I said, ‘too small. It’s a bear, though. Maybe that was what we heard in the night.’ We were full of the clever, poorly informed theories of the neophyte. It was a great comfort to us.


As Ben cooked up some porridge on our little gas stove (backup only, we planned to cook on wood fires) I tried to balance the bearhorn on the curving top of the canoe. Eventually it stayed put. I wanted that horn within easy reach.


Ben went up to the town to scout around. I stayed with the canoe, repacking my bright red Ortlieb waterproof kitbag, of which I was extremely proud. I could hear dogs barking above me and see, jutting out from the hillside, homes overlooking the bluff.


Two young Indian men came down in their pick-ups. Their handshakes were as soft and perfunctory as a young child’s. They said little for a long time. One was much fatter and more ebullient than the other, who was thin and unsmiling in surfer wraparound shades.


There was a little girl, maybe ten, playing with a Gameboy in the front of the fat Indian’s pick-up, an old purple Chevy, virtually rust-coloured already. The girl gave up playing after a while but sat without complaint for as long as I talked to her father. Flies buzzed in and out of the open window but she never even looked our way.


The fat Indian, with one look, both acknowledged me and asked permission to look at the canoe. He carefully inspected the ribs and the stitching. He beckoned his friend over with a rapid hand gesture, but his friend only gave it a cool glance.
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