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By Eowyn Ivey and available from Tinder Press


The Snow Child


To the Bright Edge of the World




About the Book


These past weeks I studied the map and tried to picture them already travelling up the Wolverine River and into that empty, unmapped territory. I sped them along . . .


Winter, 1885. Lieutenant Colonel Allen Forrester accepts the mission of a lifetime, to navigate Alaska’s Wolverine River with a small band of men. The Wolverine is key to opening up the newly acquired territory of Alaska, and will transform at a stroke its destiny and that of the people who call it their home. And once Forrester and his crew pass beyond the edge of the known world, there’s no telling what awaits them.


Forrester leaves behind his young wife, Sophie, newly pregnant with the child he had never expected to have. Adventurous in spirit, Sophie does not relish the prospect of a year confined to a military barracks while her husband carves a path through the wilderness. What she does not anticipate is that their year apart will demand every ounce of courage and fortitude of her that it does of her husband.




For my husband, Sam, with love
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I looked directly into its eyes and knew that I understood nothing.


– From Make Prayers to the Raven, by Richard K. Nelson,
on seeing an Alaska wolverine














Attention Mr Joshua Sloan


Exhibits Curator


Alpine Historical Museum


Alpine, Alaska


Mr Sloan,


I warned you I am a stubborn old man. These boxes have the papers I told you about, the letters and journals from my great-uncle’s 1885 expedition across Alaska. I know you said you weren’t able to take them on, but I’m sending them anyways. You’ll change your mind once you read through all this. Truth be told, I don’t have much choice. I never had children of my own, and all the relatives are dead. When my turn comes, these papers will be thrown out with everything else. For most of my life they have been crammed in trunks and boxes, and they show signs of wear. It would be a shame for them to be lost altogether.


The Colonel’s journey was a harrowing one. Maybe it was doomed from the beginning, but I don’t see as to how that takes away from its importance. His expedition is surely the Alaskan equivalent of Lewis and Clark’s, and these papers are some of the earliest, firsthand descriptions of those northern lands and natives.


Several of his private journal entries are downright fantastical and don’t align with his official reports. Some who have read these pages write off the odder occurrences as hallucinations, brought on by starvation and exposure to the elements. Others have accused the Colonel of embellishing his journals in order to gain notoriety. But I tell you, he was neither a hysteric nor a charlatan. He was a West Point graduate who fought in the Indian Wars and negotiated himself out of capture by the Apaches, yet by all accounts he never sought the limelight. I’ve chosen to consider another possibility – that he described what he saw with his own two eyes. It takes a kind of arrogance to think everything in the world can be measured and weighed with our scientific instruments. The Colonel started out with those sorts of assumptions, and as you will see, it did not serve him well.


Along with the journals and reports, I’m also sending some of my great-aunt Sophie’s writing. There are illustrations and photographs, newspaper clippings – odds and ends I’ve stumbled across over the years. I thought of going through and stripping them all out, but some of it might be of interest to you.


I won’t yet mail the artifacts from the expedition. I’ve held on to everything I can, but most of them are in a fragile state and might not make it to Alaska and back. I’ve had them appraised, and you’ll find a description of each item and what kind of condition it’s in.


Read it all over. If you change your mind and see fit to make room for it at your museum, I will gladly send everything I have.


Sincerely,
Walter Forrester










Part One
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Artificial Horizon.


Mid-19th Century, Unsigned.


Allen Forrester Collection.


Original fitted mahogany case with key. Includes cast-iron reflecting tray and mercury bottle, brass-framed glazed pyramid cover. Designed to aid in celestial navigation when darkness, fog, or land features obscure natural horizon. Mercury is poured onto the reflecting tray, so providing a level reflecting surface, and the image is sighted with a sextant to provide a ‘double altitude’.




Diary of Lieut Col Allen Forrester


March 21, 1885


Perkins Island, Alaska


I do not know the time. The depths of night. It may already be tomorrow. I cannot see my own words, but write as I can by moonlight so as to record my first thoughts. In the morning I may deem it outlandish. For now I am slightly shaken.


I rose moments ago & left the tent to relieve myself. With the moon, I did not bother to light a lantern. I slid my feet into boots without tying laces & made my way into the trees. The only sound was of the sea washing at the beach. It is true, I was barely awake, my eyes bleary. As I turned back towards the tent, I heard a rustling overhead. I looked up into moonlight broken by silver shadow & black branches. I expected an animal, perhaps an owl roosted, but it was the old Eyak Indian up in the boughs of the spruce. His face was obscured, but I knew his spare frame, black hat atop his head. Moonlight glinted off the strange decorations at his neck.


He crouched high in the branches, silent. I do not know if he saw me. I made no motion towards him, half fearing he would fall from the branches if startled.


I would find it a chore to climb the tree, but could if needed. An old man with a lame leg – what could propel him upward? Perhaps he fled from a bear. Could he have climbed the tree in a fit of fear? It does not suit his character. The Eyak seems an unflappable sort. He looked as if he sat comfortably in those branches, perhaps even slept.


I am left vaguely uneasy. As if I witnessed a bird flying underwater or a fish swimming across the sky.


March 22


We leave Perkins Island at daybreak, whether we have the men or not. For too long we have postponed on promises from the Eyaks that their men will return from hunting sea otter to join us. We are left with three young Eyaks too young for the hunt & the crippled old man. They say he knows these waters so can pilot us to the mouth of the Wolverine River. I cannot wait another day with the Alaska mainland nearly within our reach. We were weeks delayed by Army affairs in Sitka, only to have fog slow our journey aboard the USS Pinta. All too soon the Wolverine could break free in a torrent of slush, ice slabs, & impassable rapids. If the river runs wide open, we will make it no farther than Haigh’s attempt. I fear already for the ice at the canyon.


I write at the tent door. Lieut Pruitt once again goes through instruments. He polishes the glass pyramid of the artificial horizon & rechecks the movement of the Howard watch. It has become a nervous habit of his that I can understand.


Sgt Tillman has his own tic. He worries for our food supply. Will we have enough hardtack? he asks three times a day. Says again he is not fond of pea soup, prefers to sledge chocolate up the river. Myself, I pace the shore of this small northern island & look out across the sound. We are men anxious to be about our mission.


The Eyak watches us from where he sits at the base of a great spruce tree, the same one he roosted in last night. The old man is never without his brimmed black hat & gentleman’s vest, yet he also dons the hide trousers & shift of his people. His black hair is cropped at the shoulders. At his neck is a bizarre ornament, similar in pattern to the dentalium shells many of the Indians wear, but instead made of small animal bones, teeth, shiny bits of glass & metal. As he watches us, his broad face wears an odd expression. Amusement. Ferocity. I cannot make it out. Even the women & children of the island seem wary of him. The old man glowers, says nothing, only to laugh at inopportune times. This morning Sgt Tillman slipped on the icy rocks near the row boats, fell hard to his knees. The old man cackled. Tillman got to his feet & went to grab him by his vest collar. The sergeant is no small fellow. Built like a brick s—house, always on the look-out for a fistfight, the general said as way of introduction. I have no doubt he would make quick work of the old Eyak.


– Leave him be, I said, though I sympathized. The old man sets my nerves on end as well. To see him up in that tree in the darkest hours has done nothing to put me at ease. I would take another guide if given choice.


The trapper Samuelson will go with us as far as the mouth of the Wolverine. He would be invaluable traveling farther as he knows rudimentary forms of most of the native languages & has traveled much of the lower river. He expects the Wolverine River Indians, the ones called Midnooskies after the Russian, to bring a message from his trapping partner with plans of meeting him at the mouth before they decide where to spend the season. I continue to try to cajole him into joining our expedition, but he resists. No man’s land at the headwaters of the Wolverine, he says. He does not fear the Indians’ vicious reputation but instead the inhospitable terrain, the unpredictable river.


As to the character of the upper Wolverine River Indians, the white trader Mr Jenson does his best to terrorize us with stories. He tells of how they slaughtered the Russians while they slept in their sleds, then cut away the dead men’s genitalia to stuff them back in their own mouths.


Mr Jenson operates the Alaska Commercial Co. trading store here on the island, claims to keep his own Indians in line only through a tough fist. He is one of the more unlikable men I have encountered. He drinks heavily & trades alcohol with the island natives, only to complain of their drunkenness. He brags of his cunning dealings with the natives, how he undercuts them for prime hides. He then advises us to never turn a blind eye to any Indian, as they are liars & thieves.


I avoid the trader as I can, but he seeks me out with stories of murderous plots against him. This island village becomes smaller by the day. We pace, check supplies, watch the skies, ask when the otter hunters will return.


Despite our restless & bored state, we are not untouched by the spectacularity of our surroundings. This land has a vast & cold beauty. Sun everywhere glints off blue sea, ice, snow. The refraction of light is as sharp as the cry of the sea birds overhead. The island is a rough outcropping of gray cliff, evergreen forests, & rocky beaches. Across the sound on clear days, I make out the mountains of mainland Alaska. They are still white with winter.


Last evening at dusk, a brown bear ambled down the beach, shuffled among our row boats. Today we measured a single paw print in the sand to be as wide as a man’s two hands outstretched side by side.


My thoughts go to Sophie whenever I am not at work, yet I cannot afford such indulgence. I must keep my mind to the task at hand.








_________________


Special Order No. 16


Headquarters Department of the Columbia


Vancouver Barracks, Washington Territory


January 7, 1885


By authority of the Lieutenant-General of the Army conveyed this day by telegram, Lieutenant-Colonel Allen Forrester is hereby authorized to lead a reconnaissance into Alaska traveling up the Wolverine River. Lieutenant Andrew Pruitt and Sergeant Bradley Tillman are ordered to report to Colonel Forrester with the purpose of accompanying his reconnaissance.


The objective is to map the interior of the Territory and document information regarding the native tribes in order to be prepared for any future serious disturbances between the United States government and the natives of the Territory. The reconnaissance will also attempt to ascertain whether and how a military force would be sustained in this region if necessary, including information about climate, severity of winter, and means of communication and types of weapons in possession of the natives. Information should be gathered and documented thoroughly along the reconnaissance in the event that the expedition must be abandoned.


Colonel Forrester is ordered to make full reports to headquarters, including itineraries, maps, and field observations, whenever possible. If needed, as many as five native scouts may be employed. The expedition party should aim to arrive at the mouth of the Wolverine River by the beginning of March so as to travel up the river by ice.


Because of the peculiar, unknown circumstances of such a reconnaissance, Colonel Forrester is left to his discretion regarding travels beyond the Wolverine River. At all times, the men will exercise care and strict economy of their stores. Ample provisions have been provided for the journey.


If the reconnaissance is successful, the party should arrive at the well-mapped Yukon River before winter, where the men might board a steamboat to the coast. Colonel Forrester will then arrange transportation of himself and his men aboard a revenue cutter.


Best wishes for success and safe return,
By command of Major-General Keirn:
Stanley Harter, Assistant Adjutant-General








_________________
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USS Pinta




Lieut Col Allen Forrester


March 23, 1885


We remain tonight on Perkins Island, but at least we are gone from the village & the trader Jenson. We camp on the northern side of the island, directly across the sound from the Wolverine River. The journey so far drags against our will.


Jenson warned we would be unable to launch our boats into the waves. This only spurred our determination. We rose for our departure this morning to a dreary rain & rough seas. The trader was out of his bed earlier than I have ever seen him, only to stand watch over our efforts with much naysaying. We loaded the row boats in near dark & divided the men. Pruitt, the old man, two Eyaks & I to one boat – Samuelson, Tillman & the third young Eyak to the other. I ordered the three young Indians to give the final heave-ho & jump aboard last.


Too busy fighting the oars against the surf, I noticed nothing amiss until Tillman’s bark.


– Hell! Do we go back for them?


I looked up. Through the gloom I could just make out the Indians at shore. The waves broke at their knees. They gave no expression. One held up a hand. I could not read it. Did they wave farewell, or were they left against their will? Did they intend to stay behind even as they nodded to my terms? Whatever the cause, I would not retrieve them. We had just managed to clear the surf. I cut my hand through the air, out into the sound.


– Onward, I said.


We set into the cold wet gray. Just two strong rowers to a boat. The old Eyak was of no use. We were undermanned from the start.


Daylight improved nothing. Waves chopped at the boat sides. Wind kicked up sea spray, drenched the supplies through canvas tarps. We traveled north along the coast of the island. A cluster of rocks rose before us. I called out to veer to open water. The old man spoke for the first time then, a throaty chortle that was meaningless to me. The trapper understood.


– He says keep close to shore through here.


– What you say?


The boats rose, teetered on the waves, & carried us towards the rocks.


– That’s what he says. Keep close in.


I looked to where the old man perched in the bow. His vest flapped in the wind. His eyes were wild, & he grinned or grimaced, I could not tell.


– It’s no good, Tillman hollered into the wind.


I had to agree. The waves would dash the row boats to bits against the rocks. But why bring the old man if not to guide us? He has known these bays & inlets all his long life. The Eyaks said he could get us to mainland.


Our boats threatened to turn sidelong to the swells. Waves broke over the gunwales.


– Do as he says, I called. – Head in.


I had no time to regret my order. The sea took us like driftwood & threw us to the rocks. We scraped our way past the outcroppings only to be swept up by whirlpools at the base of the island cliffs. The boats rotated, heaved, & creaked. Salt spray blinded us. I thought I heard the old Eyak cackle from the bow. Perhaps it was the gulls. What kind of mad man laughs as he drowns?


I cannot say how long we battled the sea & cliff face. Tillman stood at his stern, shoved his oar to the cliff to lever the boat. Even his considerable strength was no match for the sea. Pruitt howled as his hand was smashed between bow & rock. Samuelson let out a string of curses like none I have heard before.


When at last we freed ourselves from the roiling current, we pulled at the oars until our hearts would burst. We kept on until we rode even swells with no rocks in sight.


Tillman navigated his boat closer to ours. I thought he came to set our plan, but instead he threw down his oars, leapt across to our boat. Before I knew his intent, he grabbed the old man by the shirt front to jerk him to his feet.


– What the devil is the matter with you? Tillman yelled into the old Eyak’s face. – You’d kill us all!


The old man did not blink. He should have feared for his life. Instead he grinned, his teeth worn nubs. He then spoke with his guttural clucks & hard stops.


– What does he say? Tillman turned to Samuelson.


The trapper hesitated, as if not sure to repeat it.


– He says he’s been hungry for many days.


– What?


Samuelson shrugged.


– That’s what he says. He’s hungry.


Tillman shoved the old man.


– So he’d take us all to hell?


Tillman moved to throw him overboard. The old man squawked a kind of laugh or yelp. I was tempted to let him be sent to the sea, but thought better of it.


– Enough, Tillman. We’ll be rid of him soon enough.


The sergeant hesitated. I thought he would disobey. My misgivings about his reputation were roused, but he shoved the old man back down into the boat.


We returned to rowing without talk or pause. Our progress was slow. Not until early afternoon did we round to the north side of Perkins Island.


– The old man says a storm is coming, Samuelson said.


Why should we believe him? None of us trusts the Eyak now.


– I don’t know but maybe we should listen to him this time around, Samuelson said. We all followed his eyes towards the horizon where clouds were building.


– He says there is a safe landing just the other side of that point.


This time the old man did not deceive. A cold torrent chased us to shore. We built no fire but quickly raised the tent amongst the trees & climbed in wet, shivering, weary. The old Eyak remains outside, where to none of us knows or much cares. Rain slaps the canvas tent in a noisy pattering. We eat cold beef from tins, all of us crowded shoulder to shoulder.


I asked Samuelson why the young Indians stayed behind.


– Fear.


– Of the Midnooskies?


– No. The trader Jenson. He expects them to help with the otter pelts when the hunters come back.


– It is a notable amount of sway he holds over them, I observed.


– They aren’t Jenson’s slaves quite yet, but give him time, Samuelson said. – I have seen him yank an Indian child from his mother’s hands in trade for furs the father didn’t bring in.


– What would a white man want with an Indian child?


– Fear, the trapper said.








We may sail along the border, or be drawn by sledge-dogs over the frozen streams, until we arrive at the coldest, farthest west, separated from the rudest, farthest east by a narrow span of ocean, bridged in winter by thick-ribbed ice. What then can be said of this region – this Ultima Thule of the known world, whose northern point is but three or four degrees south of the highest latitude yet reached by man?


– From History of Alaska: 1730–1885,
Hubert Howe Bancroft, 1886










Diary of Sophie Forrester


Vancouver Barracks


January 6, 1885


Oh such amazing news! The General has granted permission so that I will accompany Allen and his men on the steamer north! For days now it has seemed increasingly unlikely, and I am certain it was only Allen’s steady, persistent resolve that has won me passage. Of course, I go only as far as Sitka and will return to the barracks the end of February; I will not even set eyes on the northern mainland where their true adventure will begin, but I am thrilled all the same. Allen, too, is pleased. He charged into the sitting room this afternoon and announced, ‘You’ll go, my love! Haywood said you’ll go!’


Now there is much for me to do. Until today, I followed Mother’s advice and did not ‘count my chickens before they hatched’, but consequently I have made no preparations. We expect to board within the month. What should I bring? An abundance of warm clothes. Definitely my walking boots, for I am told the deck is often treacherous with ice and sea spray. My field glasses and notebooks of course, with plenty of spare pencils.


There is this, too – a new diary. I resisted when Allen first gave it to me and said my field notebooks suit me fine. His playful reply was that when he returns from Alaska, he would like to hear about more than the habits of nuthatches and chickadees.


I could not then imagine that my days would hold anything of interest: the long train journey to Vermont, the return to my childhood home. Maybe if I were allowed to walk as far as the quarry pond to watch for the pintails and grebes, or to go to the forest in search of Father’s sculptures (how I would love for Allen to see them someday, especially the sea serpent and the old bear), maybe then I would have something to record. Yet I will never be permitted such wanderings. ‘Shame is the only fruit of idleness.’ How many times did I hear those words as a little girl? Mother is always at the washboard and rags, the rake and the weeds, and she will expect the same of me. Who would want to hear such a diary read aloud?


But now! Now I will have something to write in these pages, for I am going to Alaska!


January 8


I cannot help but be caught up in the excitement. Supplies arrive daily from various parts of the country – tents, sleeping bags, snowshoes, nearly one thousand rations for the men! I do not know how Allen keeps it all in order. This morning, just as he was about to kiss me goodbye at the door, he said, ‘Yes, Pruitt will be out with the camera, but Tillman can sort the rifles and ammunition. That way I can get to the telegraph office.’ He must get word to Sitka, by British Columbia and then mail steamer, that he will need several sledges built and ready when we arrive.


And then, during my afternoon walk, I happened across Mr Pruitt with his camera near the stable. Allen says the Lieutenant has only recently learned photography in order to document their expedition, so he is practicing as much as he is able. Today, the blacksmith was his reluctant subject.


They made an amusing scene, Mr Pruitt so studious and fair-skinned, with his red hair trimmed boyishly; the grimed smith, in leather apron and rolled up sleeves, looking particularly unhappy with having to stand for his picture to be taken. Mr Pruitt peered out from the black cloth and quietly asked the blacksmith to turn his shoulder this way and his chin that, to which the smith obeyed with considerable grumbling.


More than anything, I wanted to ask Mr Pruitt how the camera works, how it can be taken afield, and to even see some of his images, but I thought better than to interrupt him.


Such an extraordinary notion, to be able to seal light and shadow to the page in such a way. I often think of the photographs Allen and I saw in a Boston studio – the old woman with her pipe, a little boy riding a giant dog, and a whimsical scene of actors dressed in animal masks. Startlingly vivid, each of them, so that there was a silvery texture to the fabric and skin, and a quality of light that seemed truly magical, as if life glowed from within the paper itself.


I envy Mr Pruitt that he will document the Far North with such a device! (Alas, I will bring on board only my notebooks and poor drawing skills. It seems a curse, that one should love the work of a naturalist yet be so ill-suited for it.)


January 9


I did not expect to be the cause of such a stir. One would think I was to leave on a polar expedition. During tea this afternoon at Mrs Connor’s house, the officers’ wives reacted with everything from alarm to squealing delight to know that I will go as far as Sitka with Allen and his men.


Where in heaven’s name will you sleep? You must bring extra quilts so you won’t freeze in the night! What about the polar bears? They are man-eaters! (I explained to Mrs Bailey that to my knowledge the white bears live much farther north than I will venture, so I will not be in their danger.) The food on board will be dreadful, mark my words. And the seasickness you’ll endure! Best pack a tin of good biscuits for yourself.


I should have predicted Miss Evelyn’s response. ‘At least one nice gown. You must have that. You never know when there might be some fine occasion – don’t make that face at me Mrs Forrester, you could end up having dinner at the governor’s house in Sitka – and it’s appalling to be underdressed.’


Sarah Whithers was the only one who offered sound advice.


‘Do you have a good Mackintosh, to keep off the rain and snow?’ And the dear, timid woman said I could have hers, as she had recently been given a new one; I thanked her but told her I had a raincoat, and that I would certainly remember to pack it in my trunk.


And then there was blustery Mrs Connor. ‘Never mind all this nonsense! Why on earth are you going?’


I apologized but said I did not take her meaning.


‘Surely your husband can’t make you go,’ she said.


Not go! I explained that it was my very desire to go, and that if permitted, I would accompany Allen the entire distance across Alaska.


‘Absurd. There is no need for a bright young woman such as yourself to join in such idiocy. Leave it to the men to throw themselves off the face of the earth. They are quite adept at it by themselves.’


What could I say in my defense?


‘But isn’t it romantic?’ Mrs Whithers interjected. ‘Imagine a husband so distraught to be separated from you, that he brings you with him!’


It was kind of her to attempt my rescue, especially knowing how painfully shy she is in front of Mrs Connor. Yet nothing could save me from the sense that I had taken several steps back from the other women. I was silent the rest of tea.


If I had found the words, I would have said this: I do not go because my husband orders me. I do not go out of some need to prove or earn anything. And while it will give me joy to remain some time longer at my husband’s side, it is not even that alone. Instead, I go because I long to see this wild place for myself.


January 11


Am I truly to believe that Mrs Connor came striding to my front door with only the purest of compassion in her heart?


She would not take tea or cake, but only wanted to warm her hands by the cook stove and insist that I did not grasp the severity of Allen’s leaving. I must consider it some sort of holiday to the north! Am I not aware of the danger he will face in Alaska?


I endeavored to remain calm and polite during her visit, allowing myself the occasional, ‘I see. Yes, I see.’ Such replies did not satisfy her, and she grew agitated and began to pace about our small kitchen.


‘You force me to speak plainly,’ she said. ‘My Hugh says that the last white men to venture up that river were the Russians, and they were murdered by the Indians. Every last one of them.’


‘I see,’ I said yet again.


‘Is that all you have to say? “I see, I see.” I wonder if you really do see!’


I thanked her for her concern, and led her to the door.


Why would she subject me to such vile talk? Surely I will fret for Allen every day he is gone from me, all the more if what she says is true, yet no amount of worry will bring him back home. Only good fortune and his own skill can do that.


January 12


He has done his best to put my mind at ease. Nearly a hundred years. That’s how long it has been since the Indians massacred the Russians in Alaska. Beyond that, Allen said, there are few details as to what caused the attack. And just as I believed, the American expeditions since have been turned back by the Wolverine River, well before any remote tribes could be met.


‘We don’t go there looking for a fight, love,’ he promised. ‘I’ll keep our necks safe.’


January 13


At my request, Allen retrieved my travel trunk last night, though he gently suggested it might be too soon to begin to pack. I would not listen to common sense, though, and this morning I set to organizing my belongings. I soon saw the folly in it. It is not as if I have a dozen dresses that I can wear now and another dozen I can pack for later. And so, I have shoved the trunk into a corner and now sit at the bedroom window to write.


It is a winter afternoon like many others in this country – chill, gray, and rainy – yet my view of it has been altered somehow. When we first arrived in Washington Territory, I was enthralled by all the wild country we saw, and even the barracks seemed a far outpost of civilization. With the thought of Alaska in my head now, however, this neat line of officers’ houses, the cultivated trees and trimmed hedges and clapboard barracks, the muddy roads – it all seems so tame and ordinary.


Sitka is on the southern-most arm of the Alaska Territory, yet it is well beyond the reaches of common civilization, railroad, or telegraph. We will see mountain glaciers that calve into the sea, breaching whales, and perhaps birds native only to those northern landscapes. And then we will arrive at the end of the map, and Allen will disappear over its edge. It is both exhilarating and terrifying, and I find I can think of nothing else. These next weeks before our departure will be long indeed.


It is good that Mr Tillman has organized a dance, and that Allen and I are obliged to attend. If nothing else, it will provide a distraction.


I will go in search of Miss Evelyn to see if she has a gown I might borrow, since she insists my black wool dress won’t do.








Ivashov and his men were sleeping on their sleds when, at a prearranged sign, the Midnooskies crushed each of the men’s skull with axes.


– From Journal of the Russian Geographical Society,
St Petersburg, 1849 (translated from the Russian)










Lieut Col Allen Forrester


March 24, 1885


Point Blake, Alaska


We set foot on the mainland at last, yet the Wolverine River remains out of reach. We crossed in a storm that pushed us two miles to port, made land at Point Blake. The low-tide shore between here & the mouth of the river is mile after mile of slick, blue-yellow mud. Tracks crisscross the tidal flats where Indians slide their dugouts over scant water. Our row boats, weighted with 1,000 pounds of provisions, do not slide so well.


We have made our way into a small cove where we spotted a group of Indians stringing clams. The old Eyak was the first to jump from the boat to the rocky beach. He is agile even with his deformed leg. I thought he meant to flee Tillman, but instead he hopped & ran to the pile of clam shells. He plucked one, then another, slurped at them. An Indian woman smacked him with her hand. Yelled – Aiii! As if to shoo a pest. The old man was quick on his feet, dodged, then scooped up another clam. Another. The Indian woman chased him about the beach.


– Looks like he was hungry after all, Tillman said. – Crazy old man.


We remain here the afternoon & night, with hopes of catching the rising tide at dawn to row to the river’s mouth. Tillman & I raised the tent on the beach. The trapper gathers firewood.


Lieut Pruitt strives to photograph the Indians. He has a quick mind for scientific devices. When he served under me in Arizona Territory, I was much impressed with his scholarly ways. While most soldiers caroused for leisure, he read books of science & literature. Regularly he would push his wire-rimmed spectacles up his nose, then fire away with his many questions. It irritated some officers, but I found his youthful curiosity a respite.


When I wrote to him of the expedition, I said I would have him collect data for mapping, as I know he is handy with sextant & artificial horizon. Barometer, psychrometer – such weather implements would be his chore as well. In his returning letter, he said he would also like to employ a camera for the journey. Recent advances make it possible for them to be brought easily afield, he said.


– It would be worth its weight, he wrote.


Pruitt has erected the tripod on the beach, attached camera box & now stands with black cloth over his head, so that he appears as a bulbous-headed monster with many legs. The Indians watch from their camp. They point, gawk, whisper. I am not much less mystified. Pruitt attempted to explain the chemistry, the glass plates, silver bromide gelatin, lens, focusing glass. For Sophie’s sake, I tried to learn as much as I could.


Pruitt has set his focus on the Eyak, who now stands, cocks his head at an angle, slowly approaches the camera. The old man dips his head, weaves side to side, almost like a fighter, or a wily animal with an injured leg. He is now just a few yards from Pruitt’s gaze. Closer. Closer. Pruitt has stuck out an arm, is waving at the old man.


– Back! You’re too close. Go back & stay still!


The old man presses his face right up to the camera, reaches up, pulls the black cloth over his head as well. It looks as if he will disappear into the maw of a great monster.


I doubt Pruitt will have much luck with this venture.


We heard an unusual tale this evening. As we prepared our meal on the beach, a young Indian woman walked from the willow brush carrying two dead hares, knelt at sea’s edge to skin them out with a sure quickness. She wears a beaded shift of animal hide & a fur mantle across her shoulders. She gave one rabbit to the Indian camp, her family I presume. Much to our surprise she then walked down the beach to our campfire. She slid the other rabbit into a pot of water we had boiling on the campfire. We heated only tins of beans in the flames for our meal so did not hesitate to accept her gift. We expressed our gratitude, but she did not seem to know our words.


– Doesn’t she have a man to hunt for her? Tillman asked.


He winked at her, but the girl gave no response.


Samuelson asked her a series of questions in her own tongue, which she answered in a near whisper. They spoke a long time. Never once did she bring up her eyes, as if she feared our gaze would turn her to stone. She then walked down the beach towards her own camp, but before she had gone a few steps, she spoke one last time to Samuelson. He nodded.


– Well? What did she say? Tillman asked.


– She had a husband once.


– Pretty young thing like that. Doubt any man would give that up. So, what happened to the fellow?


– She killed him, Samuelson said. – Slit his throat as he slept.


It was a surprising answer, but no more so than the rest of the story the trapper told us.


The woman said that two winters ago a stranger came down out of the Wolverine Valley. No one had seen him before, but he was a good hunter & quick on his feet. When he asked her to go back to his home with him, she went along. The two of them traveled up the valley, beyond where she had ever been before, until they came to a creek that ran down out of the mountains. He took her to a den in the rocks. It was cold & damp & stunk of fish. For days on end he left her there with nothing but raw fish to eat. He warned her to never leave the den. She was lonely, so one day she tracked him through the snow. After a short time, his prints turned to otter tracks. She kept on them until she came to a bank den. That’s when she saw her husband in his true form – a river otter, being welcomed by his otter wife.


Tillman was disbelieving. I had heard similar stories among Indians, but not such a firsthand claim.


– They believe it is a thin line separates animal & man, Samuelson said. – They hold that some can walk back & forth over that line, here a man, there a beast.


Tillman sat forward. He reminded me of a small boy listening to a tall tale.


– So what happened?


– She went back to their own den to wait for him. When he fell asleep beside her, she cut his throat. In the morning light, she skinned him out. That otter pelt on her shoulders, that there is the skin of her husband.


– Jesus, Tillman said.


– But you don’t believe a word of it, do you? Pruitt said.


Samuelson shrugged.


– What did she say at the last, when she was walking away? Tillman asked.


– She says the Wolverine River is no place for men like us.


The trapper leaned towards the campfire & tucked the spindly rabbit legs into the pot.








Washington, DC


September 17, 1884


To Lieutenant-Colonel Allen Forrester:


I am pleased you have come to your senses and will take on this venture. Your initial reticence was unexpected – it has always been my understanding that you were hopeful of an assignment such as this. From your letter, I now better understand your misgivings. I agree that in ways this task might be better suited to a younger man’s energy and robust health, but I have no doubt that the depth of your frontier experience, as well as your level-headed approach to leadership, outweighs any of that. In fact, I very much believe it was the brashness and laziness of our young lieutenants that has kept us from launching a successful expedition up the Wolverine until now. Frankly it is an embarrassment, even if some of our politicians fail to recognize it – nearly 20 years the territory has been in our possession and yet we know almost nothing of its interior.


This all said, I have had grave reservations about your plan to keep the travel party so small. You would be better served with a group of a dozen men or more, including a surgeon and a cartographer. Yet you will have it as you wish, not because I am conceding, but because we have been granted only enough funding for you and two other men.


With such, I must insist on one appointment. Normally I would trust your judgment and allow you your own selection of men. However, I am convinced Sergeant Bradley Tillman will prove invaluable. Do not pay much mind to his records of court-martial – he is rough and tumble, but I can think of no other man I would want covering my back if I were setting out as you are. If it weren’t for his poor education, quick temper, and taste for liquor, I have no doubt he would be a Colonel already. I insist on his appointment, but you will be left to choose the other member of your party.


I cannot impress upon you too strongly my desire that all of your party’s communications with the natives of this land be friendly. You have shown yourself to be even-tempered and fair in your dealings with the tribes, and I believe it could be crucial to the success of this endeavor. I am not sure how much credence to give to the Russian reports. However, if at any point you cannot proceed without provoking hostility, then you must turn back. As much as I am anxious for this expedition to be successful, we do not need another Indian War on our hands.


You know the conflicting dispatches which have been received in regard to this reconnaissance, and the difficulties the adjutant-general of the department has encountered. Despite that, the paymaster has been instructed to transfer to you $2,000 as an advance to pay yourself and the members of your detachment. I trust that you will now be with ample provisions to ensure safety, comfort, and success.


I understand from General Haywood that you are recently married. Congratulations, Colonel. I surmise that may be the root of some of your reticence in leaving on such an expedition, but you can happily retire to domestic married life upon your return.


With sincere wishes for your safe return,
JAMES KEIRN
Major-General, US Army










Sophie Forrester


Vancouver Barracks


January 14, 1885


I am still not recovered from last night’s celebration. Allen is entirely correct – enlisted men do put on the most entertaining affairs that, in comparison, make officers’ balls seem stuffy and contrived. Fiddle, banjo, accordion. And never would I have dreamed that my staid husband could dance the polka! All the laughter and merriment. There is something truly wondrous about such a gala, with its lights and music spilling out into the dark forest.


Many toasts were made in honor of the expedition, more often than not led by the boisterous Mr Tillman, and all the night people clamored to ask Allen and his men about their plans. When it was discovered that I will go as far north as Sitka, I, too, became a subject of interest. It is a position to which I am unaccustomed, and I do not enjoy. Thank heavens for the few times Allen swept me away to dance. Too often, though, he was drawn into conversations, and I was left to fend my way through the many people.


Miss Evelyn was unusually dull, as she was distracted by all the handsomely dressed men in attendance and not particularly interested in conversing with me except to ask the name and marital status of this or that gentleman. I was of little assistance, and she quickly abandoned me. Mr Tillman proceeded to spend the rest of the evening trying to woo her, and while I am certain she has her sights set far higher than an Army sergeant, she seemed dangerously enamored. I doubt General Haywood would approve of such a match for his niece.


Perhaps the most perplexing, and troubling, part of the evening, however, was my exchange with Mr Pruitt. He is quite different than I expected – severe and brooding, and he managed to offend me in several instances.


Since that day at the stable, I have been eager to ask him about his camera, so when I found myself near him in the crowd, I mentioned to him my interest in photography. What could he tell me of the process?


‘It is much too complicated for idle chit-chat,’ he said.


Everything in his tone was dismissive and unfriendly, and I would have excused myself, but the jostling crowd would not allow an easy escape. He and I stood for some time before the silence between us became unbearably awkward.


‘I understand you have known my husband for many years,’ I ventured.


‘I met him at Fort Bowie, ma’am. Nearly nine years ago.’


‘Yes, he has told me something of his time there. He very much enjoyed becoming acquainted with you.’


Mr Pruitt looked at me sharply, as if I said something deceitful or quarrelsome. After a long pause, he turned his eyes away and said with grave conviction, ‘It has been my greatest honor to serve with him.’


Perhaps I had found an agreeable subject for Mr Pruitt. I told him I would be most interested to hear what it is like to have Allen as commander.


With some encouragement on my part, he described how Allen arrived at Fort Bowie and set to asking so many questions, about the terrain and water sources, the nearby tribes, everything down to the types of grasses that grew there, that the men began to joke that he would next ask about the traits of the dust on the bottom of their boots. All this time he gave no inkling as to what he intended to do with the information.


I laughed, and said that Allen is true to form – he keeps his thoughts to himself, and it is only once he has quietly determined his course that he reveals his plans to those around him, soldier or wife. Yet it filled me with pride to see how much this young man admires him. He said Allen always expects the best of his men and never sets them to a task he would not do himself.


‘I’ve seen him more than once help to dig a well,’ Mr Pruitt said.


‘But my husband must have some flaw?’ I inquired.


‘I have seen his temper, ma’am,’ he said.


This was unexpected, for Allen has never displayed to me any fury or undue impatience. When I asked Mr Pruitt to explain, he recalled an incident when Allen received an unwelcomed telegram from a general in Washington, DC, and he marched into the adobe telegraph office at the fort, seized the machine from the desk, and threw it out the door and into the dusty yard. Mr Pruitt said he and the machine’s operator were dumbfounded.


‘Your Colonel smoothed down the front of his uniform, apologized for the disruption, and left, stepping over the machine on his way.’ Fortunately, Mr Pruitt said, it was repairable, for during the next days Allen sent many telegrams of his own, but it seemed his commander was unmoved in his decision.


I believe Mr Pruitt thought this story would amuse me, and I smiled and shook my head at Allen’s bad humor, but I was left to speculate about what could anger him so. And how is it that he never told me of it? It did not, however, seem appropriate to discuss such matters with one of his men, and I endeavored to change the subject yet again.


‘Allen tells me that you have seen the condor. Is it true?’


He gave me that same look of surprise and doubt, as if I could not truly be interested in such matters. Yes, he said – it was a giant, with a wingspan of nearly ten feet and a bald head of many colors.


How I would love to see such an amazing creature! I described some of the less exotic birds I have observed near the barracks and asked him what species we might hope to see during our journey to Alaska. Just as Mr Pruitt seemed to show some sign of enthusiasm for our conversation, however, we were interrupted by one of Mr Tillman’s passionate but brief toasts: ‘To Alaska!’ to which the crowd cheered, ‘To Alaska!’


As the roar settled, Mr Pruitt leaned closer to me, his eyes on Mr Tillman, and said, ‘Do you know, Mrs Forrester, that your husband is the only military man I have ever known who is always sober, dutiful, and faithful.’


How could I respond to such a pronouncement?


‘Yes, well, it is a lovely evening!’ I offered. ‘So many beautiful gowns, and the music! Allen told me I would enjoy this dance more than most, and he was absolutely correct.’


Any bit of interest or liveliness on his part seemed to wane and he only stared blankly over the crowd. I was preparing to excuse myself, when he said something unexpected.


‘You are fortunate, Mrs Forrester.’


What on earth could he mean?


‘You still believe everything is golden, all dances and fine stitches and silk,’ he said, and here he looked over my gown, which made me quite self-conscious. ‘But this is all just an illusion, a dream,’ he went on. ‘You have been spared truth. Your Colonel and I, we know. Once seen, it cannot be unseen.’


And then Mr Pruitt urged me to leave him, to dance and enjoy myself rather than have my evening darkened by his mood, and I was all too happy to oblige.


I know Allen says he is an intelligent and hardworking officer and that he is glad to have him on the expedition, but Mr Pruitt seems to me to be an unhappy young man.


All in all, the evening quite wore me out with the noise and discourse. It must account for this ill feeling that plagues me today.


January 15


What a dreadful morning! I never imagined it would cause a row between us, and I hate that Allen went off for the day without our making amends. I meant no cruelty or provocation – I only wanted to know how he could be so angry at a commanding officer as to throw about a telegraph machine.


I have long suspected that Allen shields me. When he reads to me from his desert journals, I notice that he skips entire pages. He will begin to tell of a courageous lieutenant he once knew in the war or of an encounter with the wild Apache, and he will pause thoughtfully and then turn the conversation with grace, like he spins me on the dance floor, and when I realize what has happened, it will be too late and I will be talking of some poem I read or piece of art we admired in San Francisco. And these past weeks, all that he has told me of his coming expedition, yet never did he mention the Indians’ massacre of the Russians.


It is true we have been married only months, but I would know him more fully, and not just the buttoned, ironed, and mannerly husband who takes me dancing and presents me with gifts. What of the man who has lived for weeks, months even, without bath or civilized meal, who has seen the deaths of enemy and friend alike? What of that medal that sits upon his bureau? I can see for myself that it is a commendation of great significance, but he will only say that he was a young lieutenant and it was a long time ago.


It is something more, too. I feel a bit as if I’ve been put in my place. Just because I appeared before Mr Pruitt as a well-married woman in a fine gown (borrowed at that), who is he to assume that I have therefore led a charmed and unmarred life, that I am ignorant of suffering?


Worst yet, is it possible that Allen in some way shares this opinion? If he conceals a part of himself out of a misguided desire to protect me, it would sadden me terribly, for it would mean that neither of us knows the other as intimately as marriage would presume. And here is my most callow admission – it wounds my pride to think Allen’s men know him better than I might ever hope to.


Ah, and this is the trouble with a diary. We are allowed to stand too long before its mirror and gaze at ourselves, where we unavoidably find vanity and fault.


I should keep to the field sparrow in flight. The cedar waxwings in the ash tree. Make note of their plumage and bills. Observe the habitats they frequent, the seeds that they pluck. Keep my pencil to wing shape and migration patterns, for these are the more sublime and worthy observations.


[image: image]


Sophie Ada Swanson




_________________
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Citation: While leading a detachment to persuade an Apache band to surrender, Lieutenant Forrester and 12 men were surrounded by hostiles. The Lieutenant’s horse was shot out from under him, so that he engaged in savage hand-to-hand fighting. Under a most galling fire, he assisted three of his wounded soldiers to safety before returning to the fight. He and his eight remaining soldiers were able to hold the 50 Indians at bay until reinforcements arrived.
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Lieut Col Allen Forrester


March 27, 1885


We have struck ice so will abandon the row boats.


Aided by the tide, at dawn we rowed to one of the mouths of the Wolverine River. Gone from Vancouver Barracks since the 1st of February, we are nearly a month behind schedule. Yet I am glad to see this rugged scene at last – the west bank stacked with heaps of ice, some blocks as thick as four feet. We rowed upriver through a dreary sleet for most of the day along a clear main channel, but at times were forced to halt our progress as slabs of ice floated past. As one large berg scraped against our boat, I felt the deep chill it casts off.


When we fatigued from rowing into the current, we attempted to walk the boats upriver by cordelle – one man pulling the boat along the shore by rope tied to the bow, another keeping the stern into the current with the aid of an oar. It was impractical. The ice along shore required us to climb uneven ground. At times we were forced to wade streams. Pruitt stepped from a bank ledge only to sink to his chin in icy water, but still he managed to hold to his bow line. In other circumstances, it would have been amusing, but we know too well the deathly threat of it. All of us are left cold & wet.


Where we ran aground of ice, we climbed ashore to start a fire. Conditions were not favorable, our hands numb & useless. While our matches were kept dry in canisters, they fizzled in the wet wind. Samuelson managed with a bit of bark & clump of winterkilled grass to light the flames.


Once we have dried our boots, we will unload the boats. Samuelson says there is a nearby village where we can employ Indians to assist in carrying supplies upriver. All food, ammunition, equipment will have to be hauled by sled or pack. We will require at least four strong men.


We are out of the weather. For that I should be glad. Instead I want for fresh air, room to stretch my legs. More than two dozen Indians, three dogs, and the four of us, packed into a hovel the size of a small woodshed. In the center, a greasy fire sends more smoke into our faces than out the hole above. I envy Samuelson, who snores beside me. I too would like to sleep off this day.


Earlier we cached the supplies in a stand of willows near the row boats. As we carried crates ashore, Lieut Pruitt spotted the old Eyak coming across the snow towards us. He moved slowly, elbows & knees askew, clothes flapping in sleety wind. At his pace, the journey was sure to take him hours, yet too quickly he was beside us.


When I had Samuelson ask him if he knows where we can find this village, the old man shook his head & poked about in the crates.


– He’s lying, Pruitt said.


I concurred. I advised we would give him some tea if he would tell us how to find our way there.


Still the Eyak offered nothing. Samuelson said he wasn’t sure of the exact location but that we should be able to follow a nearby dry creek bed to find it. He suspected that some of the Indians we met near Point Blake were already making their way to the village over land to warn them of our coming.


As we prepared to leave, the old man sat beside the supplies. I ordered that he was to have no tea, since he offered no guidance.


– We can’t leave him here. He’ll rob us blind, Pruitt said.


– He says he is old & slow so he’ll make his own way, Samuelson said.


I would waste no more time on the matter, so we left him. For two hours we walked, crawled, beat our way through the willows. Pruitt took a branch to the face that narrowly missed his eye.


The dry creek bed petered out to leave us in a thicket. A graying dusk made passage more difficult. At times we considered we had made no progress at all, but at last we broke out of the willows & stumbled into the village, which is nothing more than a few hovels made of sticks & hides.


There, waiting for us, rested as if he had arrived hours before, was the old man. He crouched with a sly grin beside a heap of firewood.


– The devil! Tillman said.


Tillman seemed more amused than angry, but Pruitt wanted to search him for any of our supplies. The old man dodged his efforts.


Now, inside this overcrowded, poorly ventilated shelter, the troublemaker continues his pestering. We don’t need Samuelson to translate. The old man stands in the middle of the shelter, hops around the campfire & talks in his sing-song chortles. He waves his arms, gestures towards us, takes exaggerated steps like a clumsy hunter stalking his prey, then he spins in circles like a dizzy child. The Indians all look at us & laugh.


– Glad we could provide the evening entertainment, Tillman grumbled.


I continue to try to write here in my journal. When the old man forces my attention, I do not smile but nod politely.


Just now the old man knelt in front of me, reached into a pouch at his neck to pull out his prize.


– Chocolate! He has stolen chocolate from us! Tillman shouted & jumped to his feet, as much as he was able in this squat shelter. – I’ll be eating pea soup, while this scoundrel feasts on chocolate.


Even Tillman proved too worn out for a fight, however. He has returned to his bed, rolled on his side to face the wall.


Despite the rowdy laughter of the Indians, I will try to sleep now as well.


March 28


I had hoped for five strong men. Instead I’m given three reluctant Indians, the young woman who claims to have skinned out her husband, & a dog.


The Indians resisted being employed, except the woman. She is not much more than a girl, yet despite her youth & small frame, I am wary of her. At best she is slightly mad, at worst capable of slitting a man’s throat as he sleeps. It did not increase my trust to know that she was amongst those who went ahead of us to warn these Indians of our approach.


Samuelson, however, argued for employing her.


– I’d wager she’ll be more help than the rest of them put together. Their women are hardworking. When a village moves, the women carry all the heavy loads. They fetch the wood, water, pack up the hides. To top it off, this one can hunt. She’ll earn her way.


I am doubtful, but I conceded to Samuelson’s greater knowledge of these people. Still we were in need of several men. Contrary to my conscience, I again followed Samuelson’s advice.


– They love a game of chance. If they think joining our party is a lucky win, they’ll want in.


We announced they could draw sticks. Only those who won would be permitted to join us. To my surprise, a dozen Indians volunteered. However, the five selected lost much enthusiasm when they were told we would be leaving this morning, that they would be towing sleds full of supplies as far up the river as we could manage. Two flat out refused to be conscripted, so we are left with three.


When the old man indicated his desire to travel along with us as well, I said that we have no more need for his services. Samuelson translated my message, to which the old man gave a sly look & tipped his black hat as if to bid us adieu.
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