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A LAND GONE LONESOME




Dawson City, Yukon Territory 

It is a fine Saturday morning in mid-August. I am hammering in my boat stake among a row of riverboats at the Dawson City beach on the Yukon River. Whack. Whack. Whack. Suddenly something large and very near me moves. It had been lying so inert in the bottom of an open skiff next to my canoe that I hadn’t seen it. It is a wild thing with matted black fur. Irritated now, it props itself up, half in and half out of a canvas tarp that contains in its folds remnant pools of last night’s rain. It—he—is pale to the point of bloodless. Through his beard, parched-looking lips suggest cotton-mouthed dehydration. The morning light is not welcome either. Only one eye is cracked a slit, just enough for him to determine the source of his torment. For a moment, I hold the ax head suspended. He stares. He does not speak, but I hear him wondering if it is absolutely necessary for me to be here, pounding that goddamned stake through his brain. I take it as a wordless “Welcome to Dawson.” Nodding to the town greeter, I give the stake one last skull-cracking wallop and leave him soaking in remnant pools of last night’s partying.

The discovery that launched the Klondike gold rush came on August 16, 1896. That day, Discovery Day, is a holiday in Canada’s Yukon Territory. Coincidentally, today is August 16, and as I stroll into Dawson, the Discovery Day parade rolls through the center of town. At the head is a detachment of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP). A half dozen scarlet-jacketed Mounties march in step behind a handsome,  square-jawed officer riding a glossy, black, prancing horse. Cameras snap as the troop files past the still-operating hundred-year-old post office, with its door set into a turret in the corner of the building. Past Diamond Tooth Gertie’s, where Dawson’s signature cancan girls perform nightly. Past the restored three-story Palace Grand Theatre, built in 1899 by an old Indian fighter who entertained patrons by shooting glass balls from between his wife’s thumb and index finger. Next, the silver-haired members of the Yukon Order of Pioneers proceed in quaint and stately grace in vintage automobiles, like an old photo colorized and come to life. A flatbed truck serves as a mobile stage for Barnacle Bob Hilliard, the local piano player, an important personage in a gold camp of any era. He is hunched over the keyboard, clawing out ragtime, his face hidden by a mass of tangled hair that bounces emphatically in time. Making sure no one is sucked into a time warp, a file of decibel-dueling muscle trucks brings up the rear. They hang back and rev their unmuffled engines until we spectators have to cover our ears. When their attention spans catch up with them, they pop clutches and lurch back into position. The parade is a little gold rush river of humanity, every character a nugget tumbling by.

Not just on parade day, Dawson is colored by the gaudy circumstances of its birth, comfortable in its skin, happily marketing itself as a raucous frontier town. Walking its streets is like walking through the set of a beer commercial, running now for a hundred years. Here at Second and Queen is the false-fronted Downtown Hotel, home of the “World-famous Sourtoe Cocktail,” a tourist favorite. Dawsonites say that during the 1920s, when Alaska was suffering under Prohibition, a pair of local bootleggers named Louie and Otto Liken made a run with their dog team across the border. Deliberately, they mushed into a blizzard, bad weather being in a smuggler’s favor. But on this trip they broke through some ice, and Louie soaked one of his feet. There was no time to stop and build a fire because the boys suspected the Mounties were, so to say, dogging their trail. When they finally did stop, Louie’s big toe was frozen solid. There was nothing to do but to take the toe off before gangrene set in. Fortunately, the boys were traveling with the surgical essentials: a sharp ax and a sled-load of painkiller.

Half a century later, Captain Dick Stevenson (who has written up this bit of history) was cleaning out the old cabin of the long-gone  Liken brothers when he found the toe preserved in a masonry jar under the floorboards. Stevenson, a former wolf poisoner for the department of game, had turned to trapping tourists. He operated a little tour boat, an imitation of a stern-wheeler. Perhaps it was a happy convergence of these two professions, poisoner and tourist host, that led Stevenson to invent the Sourtoe Cocktail. The directions were simple: drop the toe into a beer glass, fill it with champagne, then “drink it fast, or drink it slow, but the lips have gotta touch the toe.”

In “The Ballad of the Ice-Worm Cocktail,” gold rush poet Robert Service sketched the boys gulling a newcomer into downing a repulsive worm, which by poem’s end turns out to be colored spaghetti. The current Dawsonites have gone Service one better, as the toe is not a fake. It resides at the Sourdough Saloon in the Downtown Hotel. So far, 18,000 people have earned a certificate of membership in the Sourtoe Club, including British Columbia prime minister Gordon Campbell. Of course, among 18,000 rowdies there are going to be a few swallowers. The first was a placer miner named Garry Younger who, in 1980, was shooting for the Sourtoe record. As Younger tossed down his thirteenth toe champagne, his chair fell over backward, and with a gulp the toe was gone. Had it been recovered when Younger passed it, the original Louie Liken toe might still be in use. But a replacement was sent in by a Mrs. Lawrence of Fort Saskatchewan, who’d had it amputated because of a corn. For a while, her toe resided in a jar of salt at the Eldorado Hotel, but it disappeared during renovations. Toe Three was a more traditionally obtained part, having come from a trapper in Faro who lost it to frostbite. Lost to the cold, and lost again to a thieving soldier who set it up as an attraction in a tavern in London, Ontario. The military helped to track down and return the toe in 1983, but it made its final journey soon thereafter when it followed a shot of booze down the gullet of a baseball player from Inuvik. Toe Four had a longer run but met with foul play while on tour at Watson Lake. A Texas big game hunter took it home and refused to give it up until the Watson Lake police asked the Yank how he’d like to face extradition proceedings for transporting human body parts across an international border. Toes Five and Six came as a set from a Yukon old-timer too modest to have his philanthropy recognized. Three women drove all  the way from Sudbury, Ontario, to deliver Toe Seven, donated by a diabetic who’d read about Dawson’s cultural traditions in the newspaper. The latest toe came from someone who no longer mows the lawn in sandals.

 




IT IS LIKELY THAT The Pit was the town greeter’s undoing. The Pit is the “Beer Parlour” in the Westminster Hotel, which was established in 1898. It’s a half-a-block’s-worth of false-fronted buildings in the middle of town, all tarted up in pink and purple and strung with Christmas lights, several of which work. Everyone calls it The Pit, even the Parks Canada people at the visitors’ center. In its fundamentals, a night at The Pit is not so unlike a night in this same bar during the gold rush. I imagine the atmosphere was the same then as now: charged with a heavy layer of smoke, clothes reeking with sweat and creosote from leaky stove pipes, a volatility fed by testosterone and jangly music. One night a friend of mine saw a scuffle break out over a provocatively dressed inflatable doll. I guess there weren’t many other women in the bar at the time, and the doll had attracted two patrons, one staggering through a two-step with her, the other trying more and more insistently to cut in. Push came to shove, but not much more. The last time I was there, the prettiest girl in the place was dressed in Carhart coveralls with tire tread marks running diagonally across the front. I wondered if she’d peeled the clothes off an accident victim, like a thrifty trapper might skin a roadkill. People say The Pit’s regular band, the Pointer Brothers, has a bar tab so enormous that the group has become essentially indentured servants, having to work for years into the future without compensation to square up on the bill.

The Pit is also a venue where Elvis Presley once headlined. That’s not Elvis Aaron Presley from Tupelo, Mississippi, but Elvis Aaron Presley from Tagish, Yukon Territory. Tagish Elvis. Before the aliens visited, he was known as Gilbert Nelles. Visited, yes, but he insists he was not abducted, according to a story in the Yukon News by Karan Smith. Rather, a passing UFO bathed him in a harmonic beam of light that suffused his soul with the “conscious awareness” of the rocker, who was then thirteen years dead. That night, the Ghost of Elvis Past appeared in a maroon suit studded with rhinestones. In the morning, Nelles sang a few tunes and decided that he was, essentially, the Elvis Channel. He dyed his hair black and staked out large sections of his  cheeks as reserves for sideburns. Later, he legally changed his name to Elvis Aaron Presley and acquired a pink Cadillac, which he adorned with plastic cherubs.

Elvis’s career was taking off like a starship, what with gigs in clubs like The Pit and appearances in homemade music videos, when disaster struck. An argument with a neighbor in Tagish resulted in a visit from an RCMP officer who recommended a psychological evaluation. That was defamation, said Elvis, and he sued the Mounties for ten million dollars. It was “The King versus the Queen,” as the Yukon News had it. And the trial, coming at the end of a long winter, did not disappoint entertainment-starved Yukoners. It was a little like A Miracle on 34th Street, with Elvis trying to prove he was the Elvis. For a while, Elvis seemed to enjoy the proceedings. He represented himself, showing up at court in a white jumpsuit with multicolored sequins and an embroidered eagle and bear on the back. He brought as exhibits 439 documents about flying saucers, videotapes of his performances, and surveys he’d conducted himself. Several exchanges between Elvis and his fellow officers of the court are possibly among the more memorable in the annals of Yukon jurisprudence. When at one point Elvis referred to the government’s distinguished attorney, a Mr. Willis, as his “colleague,” Willis leapt to his feet in protest, “I am not his colleague!”

Things got worse when Elvis tried to introduce hearsay evidence, specifically a list of people he’d contacted who thought, yes, Elvis did seem a bit odd. This proved his, not the government’s, point, he figured, because if folks thought Elvis odd, it must be because of the government’s campaign of character assassination. The judge, Lucien Beaulieu, attempted to explain the concept of hearsay. He asked Elvis to imagine his honor running around Whitehorse shouting, “I am an egg! I am a hard-boiled egg!” Now, he asked, “Would that prove I am an egg?” Elvis replied evenly, “I am going to have to ask you to step down from this case,” and he began to pack up his papers. Judge Beaulieu warned him that leaving the proceedings would mean an end to the lawsuit. “No,” said the King to his court, “It is the end of you, your honor. I have dismissed you.” With that, Elvis left the building.

 




DOWNTOWN DAWSON, with its parade and with its tourists—wide as Winnebagos and just as difficult to pass on the narrow wooden  sidewalks—can be wearying. You feel vaguely ill, like after a day at the carnival—too much confected sugar and manufactured fun. The river is the antidote, but before pointing myself toward the beach, I head over to Klondike Kate’s for a feed. On my way out, I pay with an American twenty-dollar bill and, with the good exchange rate, receive a Canadian twenty in change. “It’s like eating for free,” I tell the cashier. “No,” she says, dropping some coins on top of the twenty, “It’s like we paid you to eat.”

Dawson’s boats could be plotted along the same entropic arc as its people. Just below on the far bank is a steamboat graveyard, where the Julia B’s 159-foot deck undulates like a sinusoidal curve, its massive hull relaxing into the contours of the ground beneath it. If you poke around in the brush over there, you can find seven boats, their great paddle wheels looming up amid the leafy willows and alders, boilers and stacks rusting, graying boards peeling away from cabins and decks. During the 1898 stampede, sixty of these wood-fired sternwheelers worked the Yukon. They carried an amazing assortment of goods: the necessities for extracting gold and sustaining the miners (bacon and beans, hand tools and dynamite), alongside the superfluities that gold could buy (evening gowns and canned oysters, vintage wine and crystal glasses). Tough men—some from the Mississippi, some sea captains—captained the boats, reading the shifting channels of the silty water, dodging the hidden snags and bars. For nearly ninety years, from 1867 to 1955, the great wooden boats were the apotheosis of technical and commercial accomplishment on the Yukon.

Tied up at the Dawson dock today is a cartoon version of a steamboat, a burlesque of the glory days, with a bright red paddle wheel ready to churn for the tourist dollar. Opposite this lies a flat-bottomed, plywood riverboat, its owner aiming for a down-market niche in the tour-boat game: an overstuffed chair perches in the bow, a bench seat from a pickup truck faces sideways out over the gunwale. Finally, off by itself is an authentic re-creation, if that’s not an oxymoron. It is a sailing dory constructed the way Klondike stampeders might have done on the shore of Lake Bennett in 1898. Her hull is of whipsawn spruce planks dripping with tar. The boom is a forked birch tree, its crotch riding a spruce-pole mast. For the cabin, what else? A white canvas wall tent.

I spin my canoe around and step into the stern, shoving off. I had forgotten to notice if the town greeter had left his post, but it is too late to see now. The river sweeps along at five to eight miles per hour, and Dawson unzooms behind me. My own vessel is a nineteen-foot canoe, a square-stern Grumman Freighter. It was shiny silver when I bought it used in Fairbanks twenty-odd years ago, but I’ve painted it a light, flat green. It has a thirty-nine-inch beam and will haul up to eleven hundred pounds. That is, it will haul two guys, gas, grub, camping gear, and a cut-up moose. Mounted on a lift is a fifteen-horse Evinrude outboard motor that I bought new in 1982. The canoe can do about fifteen miles an hour downstream on the Yukon, ten miles per hour upstream. It is the pace of a Sunday drive in the country in the days of the Model T. It’s slow enough that you can feel where you are—you aren’t sealed up inside a streamlined bubble, like in a modern car or inside the cab of a riverboat, streaking through the country faster than you can properly take things in.

 




WHO WAS THE FIRST TO DISCOVER the gold that launched the Klondike gold rush and built Dawson? The answer may depend on your loyalties, or how much of a social lesson you want your history to teach. The Canadians say it was a Canadian; the Americans say it was an American; the Indians say it was an Indian; and a female Indian said it was a female Indian, namely herself. Robert Henderson, the Canadian, did find decent pay (at a not-too-shabby eight cents to the pan) on a creek he named Gold Bottom, a tributary of the Klondike River. But it was George Washington Carmack, the American (obviously), who, after one pan yielded an unheard-of four dollars, filed the discovery claim on Rabbit Creek. Carmack wasn’t the first person to spot the gold, however, according to Carmack’s Indian sidekicks who had been packers on the Chilkoot Trail. Skookum Jim Mason and Tagish Charley say the white man was snoozing under a birch tree when Jim noticed gold in the creek. Last, Carmack’s Indian wife Kate ended her days (after Carmack abandoned her for a white woman) claiming that it was she who found the gold and showed the others.

Robert Henderson knew Carmack wasn’t much of a prospector. He knew that the American had sunk a few shafts up in the Fortymile River country but that he preferred the life of the Indian. Carmack did  a little fishing, cut a little wood, but clearly was not one of the driven souls working himself into an early grave, hoping to strike it rich. Still, Henderson abided by the code of the prospector and made a point of stopping at Carmack’s camp at the mouth of the Klondike in the summer of 1896 to pass the word that decent pay could be found on Gold Bottom Creek. Carmack was only mildly interested. After a bit, he and his friends decided to scout for timber that they might raft up and float down to the sawmill at Fortymile.

If Carmack, the white man, romanticized Indian ways, Skookum Jim was moved by modernity. Money appealed to him. He might have fit in well with such ambitious men as Robert Henderson, but Henderson’s dismissive attitude toward the Native people had been apparent from their first meeting. In any event, Carmack, Skookum Jim, and Tagish Charley eventually hiked over the hill above Rabbit Creek, off the Klondike River, to visit Henderson and check out his diggings on Gold Bottom. Henderson was optimistic about the area and encouraged Carmack to prospect Rabbit Creek. He made a point of asking Carmack to come back and let him know if he found good color, even offering to pay Carmack for his trouble. Shortly after they left Henderson busting his hump for pennies, Carmack (or was it Jim or Kate?) discovered gold by the spoonful in Rabbit Creek. Then, for one reason or another, Carmack and his party decided not to walk back the few miles to let Henderson in on the news.

Utterly unaware of the discovery, Henderson toiled away the rest of the summer. He figured he was doing pretty well when he came onto ground producing thirty-five cents to the pan. Meanwhile, Carmack had gone down to Forty Mile1 and tilted a shotgun shell casing full of nuggets onto the bar at Bill McPhee’s saloon. In no time, men were flooding in from all over the district to Rabbit Creek, and a town—Dawson—was springing up just a few miles away, at the confluence of the Klondike and Yukon rivers. Eventually, a prospector wandered over the hill, and Henderson learned that Rabbit Creek was now called Bonanza Creek; that it was already staked for fourteen miles; and that Bonanza and its feeder pup, Eldorado Creek, were the richest placer gold streams in the world.

One can imagine Robert Henderson aiming a scorching string of hat-stomping profanities at George Carmack that day. It is said, however, that he simply dropped his shovel and walked to the creek bank, where he sat speechless.




Moosehide 

On the right bank a couple of miles below Dawson, I see a pretty little church with a bell tower sitting amongst a few cabins on a grassy hillside. This is the Indian village of Moosehide. No people live here, though it is still used periodically as a “culture camp,” where Indian traditions are celebrated and passed on. By the fall of 1896, stampeders were filling up Dawson and sprawling into the Tr’ondek Gwech’in village, which was located just across the Tr’ondek River (the Stone-for-Driving-in-Fish-Trap-Poles River). The Gwech’in came to the Tr’ondek River every summer to fish the salmon runs, pounding sticks into the riverbed to make a weir and trap. The newcomers didn’t just appropriate the Indians’ name for the river, modifying it to “Klondike,” they muscled in on the village site, successfully pressuring every one of the Indians to sell. The Gwech’in attempted to relocate across the Klondike on the Dawson side, but the Mounties claimed forty acres there and did not want Indians as neighbors. With most of the rest of the land having been bought up by speculators, the Indians found themselves dispossessed on their traditional ground. Tens of thousands of newcomers poured into the Gwech’in territory. The strain on food sources alone was terrific. In one account, a Native hunting party “killed in all about eighty moose and sixty-five caribou, much of which they sold to the miners in Dawson.”

There were five or six hundred tents at the mouth of the Klondike in the early summer of 1897 when Frederick Fairweather Flewelling struck a deal with the RCMP on the Natives’ behalf. Flewelling, an Anglican missionary, bought forty acres at Moosehide, the nearest unclaimed land. He constructed mission buildings, then gave the remainder of the land to the Tr’ondek Gwech’in. St. Barnabas Church went up in 1908, but with a glittering boomtown just two miles away, Native souls were inevitably sucked into a vortex of music halls and saloons packed with gamblers, lawyers, newspapermen, and other sharps and scammers.

By 1923, Native dancing during Christmas celebrations at Moosehide occurred “only as an exhibition during an evening of modern entertainment,” according to the Dawson Weekly. Jobs lured some of the people away. Disease ravaged the holdouts, as diphtheria and influenza epidemics took hold in the isolated community. One observer in 1922 noted that the village was seldom free of sickness and that mothers had more children in the graveyards than at home. The population of Moosehide dwindled until, by 1957, it became too expensive to maintain the virtually empty school. As a pamphlet published by the Dawson Indian Band put it, when the last of the Moosehide people moved back to Dawson, “integration of the two groups was complete.”

 




WITH NO ONE AROUND, I tie up the canoe at a new-looking dock probably built to accommodate a tour boat and climb the hill for a peek inside St. Barnabas Church. Beyond the unlocked door, I find a lovely old space suffused with a rosy light from the stained-glass windows. On the walls, cream-colored paint tops off a wainscoting that has darkened nearly to black, the two tones suggesting the strata of a glass of Guinness. The wood floor has buckled in waves so that the pews and rails are cocked this way and that. An old barrel stove stands stolid as a boar, smitten and turned to steel. It reminds me that I do not wish to tempt a vengeful God, and I let my trespassing self out. Out, and at the same time into another holy space. The great slab of liquid slides by below me. Silent. Luminous. At water level, it is big. From the hill, it is monstrous. In a minute, I will be borne by it down another sort of aisle, into another sort of mythic realm.

 




WHERE DOES IT ALL BEGIN? There isn’t much agreement. And it isn’t a simple question. At its headwaters, the Yukon’s tributaries finger out dendritically, tapping lakes scattered over the high country of northern British Columbia, in back of Southeast Alaska’s Coast Mountains. How to decide which stream should be designated the main trunk and which the feeders? Should it be the branch that would yield the greatest total length for the river, regardless of flow volume? Or the one that drains the greatest area? Or maybe the one that best aligns itself with the Yukon’s general geographic trend? Or the stream that begins farthest to the south? Or the one that drops from the highest  elevation? The hydrologist, the geographer, the mapmaker, each may have his preference.

If it were up to me, I think I’d work my way upstream from what is incontestably the main stem and turn up every fork that spills the most water annually. I reckon that takes me up a little unnamed creek that terminates at the face of the Llewellyn Glacier, on the east side of the Coast Mountains. And then into it. The glacier, I would conclude, is water after all. A stream of sorts. Its water is colder than the rest of the river’s, but not much colder. If frozen, the glacier is still flowing, slowly, downhill and so behaves in this respect like a river. Glacial ice is something like its pellucid cousin, glass. Glass does not have a crystalline structure, as nearly all solids do. Of the two, glass and ice, glass is more like a liquid. Water molecules do form a crystalline structure when they freeze, but molecules deep in a glacier nonetheless warp and creep past one another in response to pressure from the weight above. Glaciers don’t just lurch down the mountainside like a skidding block. The ice flows over itself, like a super-viscous liquid. In a sense, glaciers are the stained-glass windows of mountain cathedrals: not quite liquid, not quite solid; not quite wall, not quite sky. I like the idea that the Yukon descends from this borderland between earth and heaven, between science and myth.

 




THE REMARKABLE THING is that the Yukon launches its journey just over the hill from the object of every river’s desire: the sea. Fifteen or twenty miles away, the river is near enough to smell the salt. But it is nonetheless drawn inland, the first voyageur to push through this wild country, two thousand miles to the Bering Sea coast. And like the later trekkers, it packs its load. The White River, so named because it transports a light-colored volcanic ash and silt, rolls down from the vast snowfields of the Wrangell-St. Elias Mountains and joins the big river above Dawson. There, the relatively clear Yukon becomes a pearly gray and stays that color for the rest of its length. The Tanana River, which is somewhat wetter than a horizontal mudslide, delivers twice as much silty sediment from the rock-grinding glaciers plastered onto the north side of the Alaska Range. Each summer, these two rivers haul about eighty million tons of mountain down to the main conveyor belt, which dumps most of it into the sea. Only one percent of the land  drained by the Yukon River is permanently covered in ice, but it is enough to cloud the river for about fourteen hundred miles of its length. Except when we can’t see it. From October to April, freezing temperatures shut down the glaciers’ silty outwash, and the Yukon runs clear under its frozen surface.

Within a seventy-five mile stretch above Dawson, the White, the Stewart, the Sixtymile, the Indian, and the Klondike all join. The Yukon swells to tremendous proportions, over a mile wide in spots. It can be terrifying just to look at the thing. This river doesn’t roll or tumble or dance. It slides like slurry down the chute of a concrete truck. It foments surging boils and sucks itself into whirlpools. It is ponderous, inexorable, and silent, except for the hiss of grinding silt. Robert Service, the Klondike poet, got at it in a poem called “The Woodcutter”: 






By day it’s a ruthless monster, a callous insatiable thing, with oily bubble and eddy, with sudden swirling of breast. ... it cries for human tribute.



 



The Yukon River drains about a third of a million square miles. Along its upper reaches, it receives the output of drainages that each could hold states. The Teslin drains a land area the size of Massachusetts and Connecticut combined. The Pelly and the Stewart each contribute the runoff from drainages the size of Vermont and New Hampshire. The White adds a Maryland and a New Jersey’s worth. Downstream, where the Yukon arches its back across central Alaska, it collects its three largest rivers, the Porcupine, Tanana, and Koyukuk, picking up drainages the size of Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Maine, respectively. With a little jigsawing, the drainage basin of the Yukon River could contain all of Texas and California, the largest of the contiguous states, or sixteen of the little ones.

Between Dawson and Circle, the Yukon alternately pinches and bulges, mostly between about three-tenths and half of a mile wide. In some places the river splits around groups of islands and dilates into an aneurysm a mile and a half across. At Circle, the hills recede, and the channels of the Yukon spraddle like a fat woman’s legs released from their stockings. The Yukon Flats. Three miles from bank to bank. Not for another two hundred miles do the hills finally manage to  gather the river back into a distinct channel. Water sliding past Circle has more than a thousand miles to go to the sea, but only six hundred feet of elevation from which to fall, which means that for the last half of its length, the Yukon drops only 6.8 inches per mile. One third of all flowing water in Alaska ends up in the Yukon. And a fifth of the river’s volume is brought to it by the Tanana, which presents its tribute at the geographic center of the state. In this way, the Yukon River discharges twelve million cubic feet of water and a hundred tons of silt each minute into the Bering Sea.

Vast, grassy lowlands containing many divergent, sluggish, and meandering channels conceal the Yukon’s mouth. From a boat on the river, it is nearly impossible to see which way the main channel goes. The shoreline all around appears like a pencil line drawn horizontally across the middle of a blank sheet of paper. The hills are too far away to offer any reference. From a ship offshore, there is even less, visually, to suggest that you are alongside one of the great rivers of the world. Besides the low relief of the land, the Yukon’s channels empty into the sea at many different points along an arc of coastline about eighty miles broad.

 




MOOSEHIDE, if not exactly a suburb of Dawson—it isn’t road-connected—is nonetheless on the outskirts of town. But from here a traveler breaks free of Dawson’s orbit and launches into an immense wild land. There is no town, no phone, no link to the rest of the world until Eagle, one hundred four miles away. But for me it will be a stroll in the park compared to the treks of the early explorers. Russian traders in the west of Alaska, both south and north of the Yukon’s mouth, and English traders in the east, each had heard Native stories of a great river that lay between the two powers’ territories. But it took an ambitious Russian named Aleksey Ivanov to finally locate the Kwikhpak (big river), as the coastal Eskimos called it. Sometime in the early 1790s, in midwinter, Ivanov’s Native-led party set out from Iliamna Lake at the northern base of the Alaska Peninsula. He skied north until he hit the broad river and returned at Easter, probably covering six hundred miles or more altogether. A better-documented “discovery” resulted from an expedition organized by Baron Ferdinand von Wrangel, governor of Russian America. In 1833, he sent Andrei Glazunov, an Eskimo-speaking Russian creole, overland in winter  from Saint Michael Redoubt on Norton Sound. Glazunov reached the Yukon where the Anvik River joins it, three hundred miles from the Yukon’s mouth.

But the Arctic explorer and historian Vilhjalmur Stefansson is inclined to credit the discovery (by white men, anyway) to one who didn’t so much behold the river as infer it. “To discover a river as large as the Yukon, it is not necessary to see it,” Stefansson writes. Navigators can detect the presence of a great river while still well out to sea, even before sighting land. The tremendous volume of water delivered by such a river may freshen the sea detectably before land is visible from a ship’s bridge. And the sediment, too, is carried far offshore, creating shoals that large ships must look out for. “A passing ship, then, becomes aware of such a river without seeing it, through the immemorial custom of navigators, particularly exploring navigators, of guarding against the unexpected grounding of their ships by the twin methods of sounding for depth and tasting the water for saltiness.” Captain James Cook (according to H. H. Bancroft, according to Stefansson) suspected the presence of a great river in the fall of 1778, as he proceeded southward along the Alaska coast. But he didn’t see it.

After Ivanov’s and Glazunov’s reports, the Russians began ascending the river in summer. In 1838, Vassili Malakof reached Nulato, nearly five hundred miles from the Yukon’s mouth. Four years later, L. A. Zagoskin explored as far as the Rapids, more than seven hundred river miles from the coast. At this same time, a Scotsman named Robert Campbell in the employ of the Hudson’s Bay Company punched west from Canada. Campbell for years had hoped to find a river-and-portage route to the Pacific. In 1840, he and his party paddled up a branch of the Liard River in Yukon Territory, hiked over a pass that he correctly suspected was the Continental Divide, “descended the west slope of the Rocky Mountains, and on the second day . . . had the satisfaction of seeing from a high bank a large river in the distance flowing North-West.” He named it the Pelly, and though no one knew it at the time, the river is one of the Yukon’s principal sources. Campbell had discovered an inland approach to the Yukon river system, but neither he nor his Hudson’s Bay superiors knew where the Pelly went. At various times, traders suspected it drained into in the North Pacific near Juneau as did the Taku River, or into the  Arctic Ocean as did the recently discovered Colville River, or into the Bering Sea as did the Kwikhpak, the Great River of the Russians.

Meanwhile, to the north, another Hudson’s Bay officer called John Bell (also a Scotsman) crossed the mountains from the Mackenzie River in 1845 (some accounts give 1844 or 1846), ascending first the Peel, then the later-named Bell River, built canoes from birch bark that he’d packed in, and floated down the Porcupine River to where it entered a river big enough to rival the Mackenzie. Approximating the Gwech’in Indian word for it, Yu-kun-ah, Bell wrote its name as “Youcon.” Yet another Hudson’s Bay Company Scotsman, Alexander Murray, built a fort at the confluence of the Porcupine and the Yukon in 1847: Fort Youcon. Not until 1851 did Robert Campbell, floating in a canoe from the Pelly, confirm that his original conjecture was correct: the Pelly, which he had discovered far to the south; Bell’s Youcon, at the mouth of the Porcupine; and the Russian’s Kwikhpak, which emptied into the Bering Sea, were all the same river.

 




NOT SURPRISINGLY, the Yukon was the last major river system in North America to be discovered, explored, and settled by outsiders. The river’s mouth is elusive. Its interior regions are nearly inaccessible, with the highest mountains on the continent walling it off from the sea. The climate is harsh in winter, and the river is thousands of miles distant from supply centers on the West Coast. For many of the same reasons, the Yukon River drainage is hardly settled now. Discounting two densely populated pinpoints within the Yukon basin—Whitehorse (23,000) and Fairbanks (84,000)—there are only 19,000 people living in an area the size of Pakistan. To compare densities, one might imagine decreeing land reform for the 141 million Pakistanis and dividing that country up equally among them. Each would own a plot of ground the size of a football field, counting the end zones and sidelines. Doing the same for the bush residents of the Yukon basin would give every man, woman, and child a spread of about seventeen square miles. Between Dawson and the next village downriver—Eagle, one hundred six miles away—only one person lives year-round.

 




THE AIR IS COOL AND NICE. No need for a jacket. Across the channel from Moosehide and up against the left bank is Sister Island. A clearing on the north end of it marks where the Sisters of St. Ann  once operated a farm to provision their hospital in Dawson. Beyond it looms Dog Island, tapered at each end and proportioned like the issue of a husky who is getting a fair bit of meat in his diet. Mike Rourke in his Yukon River says the island was used to isolate cases of smallpox. The steamer Whitehorse sat in quarantine here for seventeen days in the summer of 1902. Spiral-bound Rourke is one of my guides. His book offers good line drawings of the river channels and does a better job with bars and cut banks than do the national geologic surveys. Also included are bits of history and rough photocopies of archival photographs. I keep it in a clear plastic bag under a bungee cord on top of my gear.

 




THERE IS LITTLE TO SIGNIFY THE SITE of long-gone Fort Reliance, three miles below Moosehide on the right bank, where the temperature was once authoritatively recorded by the U.S. Geological Survey at eighty degrees below zero. In 1874, on this spot across the river from a Han Indian village known as Nuklako, Jack McQuestin and eventually his partners Al Mayo and Arthur Harper ran a trading post, exchanging trade goods for furs. They had situated themselves just six miles from the richest gold-bearing creeks in the world, but it would be twenty-two years before that became known, and by then they would have moved. The first on the scene, the strike would never make them rich.

After twelve years in the relatively stable business of fur trading with the Indians, the custom shifted to supplying the increasing number of miners in the country. When the Stewart River produced a modest strike, nuggets replaced furs as the currency of the region. With that shift came the imperative to relocate to wherever the diggings showed promise and the miners had aggregated. The traders must have felt they had become as erratic and stampede-prone as the prospectors who chased hunches all over the country. In 1886, McQuestin, Mayo, and Harper abandoned Fort Reliance and rebuilt at Stewart River, seventy-odd miles upstream. But that same year, news arrived that prospectors had found coarse gold on the Fortymile River. Once again, McQuestin and his partners abandoned their post and rebuilt, now at the mouth of the Fortymile, one hundred twenty miles downstream. Then a strike at Birch Creek in the early 1890s prompted McQuestin to build at Circle City, two hundred four miles below the Fortymile.  Finally, at the end of the decade, the traders rushed two hundred fifty-five miles back upstream to build at Dawson, nearly to the spot where they’d started twenty-two years earlier. Notwithstanding all this itinerating, the three merchants were a steadying influence. They promoted a systematic exploration of the country’s mineral potential. They were unfailingly willing to outfit the miners on credit, supplying the bacon and beans, the picks, shovels, and pans. And as the resident old-timers of the Yukon, they dispensed tips, advice, and encouragement. They didn’t make the big strike, but they made it possible.

The buildings of Fort Reliance are gone. They do not exist even as a burial mound of rotted logs under a blanket of moss. They were cremated in the boilers of steamboats—atomized and mingled with the atmosphere. Another account says some of the logs were used by Indians to make a raft to carry them to Fortymile. But what does endure is the reputation of the three traders who started here at this site. McQuestin, Harper, and Mayo, with their blend of toughness, optimism, and generosity, are remembered as the gold standard of the pioneer spirit. And Fort Reliance contributes another benchmark, too. It is Mile 0 of the upper Yukon River. Twelvemile River, Fifteenmile River, and Fortymile River are so named because of their estimated distance downstream from this spot. And the scale goes in the other direction, too, accounting for the Sixtymile River upstream.




Chandindu River 

I’ve heard there is a fish weir a little over a mile up the Chandindu River, so I swing the canoe into the beach below its mouth. The Chandindu joins the Yukon on the right bank about nineteen miles below Dawson and roughly twelve miles below Fort Reliance (hence, its other name, Twelvemile River). In 1883, military explorer Lt. Frederick Schwatka named the river Chandindu after an Indian word, the meaning of which he did not record. I want to see the weir and the biological investigations going on there, but I am a little nervous. I am not sure if this is the place where Richard Smith and Faye Chamberlain were attacked by a huge grizzly bear a few years ago. I don’t have my handgun along because of Canada’s strict laws against them. And I hadn’t wanted to pay the fifty dollars for a permit to bring a rifle. I decide to walk up the trail with my Hudson’s Bay ax. That way, I’m  thinking, if a grizzly bear charges me, I can knock myself on the head. But just then I see a riverboat streak around the bend and pull into the cobbley beach. It is Tommy Taylor, a Native man of about 65, his two adult sons Mike and John, their nephew Clinton, and a couple others from Dawson. They say they are going up to relieve the crew at the weir. Tommy decides to wait in the boat, and I join this two-rifle escort.

John is no sooner up the bank than he stops abruptly. He says he heard an animal chomping its teeth off to our left. Mike levers a shell into the chamber of his rifle. John does the same. We stand still and stare hard into the willows and fireweed but see nothing. Mike motions for Clinton and me to go ahead of him, putting the guns at the head and rear of our column. We move quickly and quietly up the trail single file, all eyes left. But as soon as we move, a low throbbing sound fills the woods. For a moment, I think it is the Yukon Queen, the tourist boat that now runs between Eagle and Dawson. But it is too early in the day for the Queen. It is obvious this rumble comes from a bear, warning us. We walk ahead, but with frequent looks rearward. The bear does not charge, and we do not see it. Not far along, we side-step a pile of bear shit, pink and tan and studded with cranberries. It’s big enough to fill a shovel and soft to the press of my boot. No accident, I think, that he placed his calling card in the middle of the humans’ trail.

Clinton is a pleasant, chubby kid about twelve years old, and brisk walking appeals to him less than enjoying the scenery at a leisurely pace. As he lags behind, Mike and I stop to let him catch up. The rest of the party continues on, stopping periodically to wait for us. Thus we advance like one of those spring-bodied dachshunds on wheels, with the head of our troop stretching us apart until our elastic limits are reached and tension pulls our hindquarters back into position. Perhaps in his thirties, Mike is slim and tan and engaging. A model of avuncular kindness. Stopping often for Clinton creates a certain level of unease, but Mike never utters a syllable of admonishment to his nephew.

Eventually we reach a clearing in the spruce forest hard by the tumbling Chandindu. The well-ordered camp consists of a little log cabin and several ten-by-twelve wall tents stretched over wood frames with plywood floors. As we step over an electrified wire, a very pretty young woman named Catherine greets us. The electric fence is in response to a recent—and uneventful—visit from a bear, and it might deter one who is merely curious. Catherine seems to be in her twenties. In order, one notices striking green eyes, a ponytail, a gray sweater, and carpenter jeans. She seems to smile a lot. Mike smiles a lot too. I suspect that they are happy to see each other, and I move off to check out the weir noisily straining the river.

The Indians used to hammer sapling stakes into the river bottom a hundred years ago at the mouth of the Klondike. Now they work in steel. Tripods made of four-inch channel iron (steel members, U-SHAPED in cross section) sit in the stream, ten feet apart. Rails of the same iron connect the tripods, and pipes of heavy-gauge electrical conduit are attached to the rails, like pickets in a fence, except that they lean downstream at about a forty-five-degree angle. The river threads between the pipes, but the migrating salmon cannot. Against the near shore, a gap in the weir allows the milling fish to penetrate the fence and enter a “live box.” From a tree platform above the box, a worker can look down on the fish. If he is merely counting, he can pull a rope to open a door, and the fish swim through. This year, besides counting, the crew is doing a biopsy procedure to procure a DNA sample of the Chandindu chinooks. They scoop each king out of the box and with a punch tool remove a small plug of tissue from the tough gill plate.

The program began four years ago, Mike says, a partnership between the Tr’ondek Gwech’in and the Yukon River Commercial Fishing Association. The idea was to count the fish, take tissue and scale samples, determine genetic differences between early and late run spawners, and then look at the feasibility of restoring salmon stocks on the Chandindu. Of principal interest are Chinook salmon, or “kings,” as the Americans say. The run has not been impressive in recent years. Mike thinks this year’s king run is about done, as the count is falling off and the frontrunners of the fall chum salmon run are showing up. The crew has counted only one hundred twenty-five kings so far. Four years ago there were two hundred. But some recent evidence suggests the count may not be highly accurate. Twenty kings that spawned upstream and then died (as they normally do) later washed up on the weir. When the crew looked at these fish, they found that only three had been biopsied. In other words, seventeen of a random sample of twenty had made it past the weir uncounted. Mike thinks the problem can be traced to a fire that burned on the Chandindu three summers  ago. Since then, heavy rains bring flash floods. The water level rises against the weir until the salmon can jump over it. Many fish probably make it past undetected, he says.

There has been a mix-up, and Catherine is not scheduled to be relieved for another day. Mike decides to stay over and return with her tomorrow. I walk out with Clinton and his uncle John and a couple of the relieved crew heading up to Dawson for R&R. John, who carries the rifle, does not frequently wait for his straggling nephew. He is less easygoing than Mike, more inclined toward tough love. “Hurry up there, Chubs.” And, “That bear will think you’re a big round berry.” And, “Let’s go. TODAY!” Later, when he himself is probably tiring: “Young fellow like you should be carrying the rifle for your uncle.”

Neither Mike nor John knew where, exactly, their father Tommy was born, except to say, “Somewhere around here.” So when I reach the boat, I ask him. “Right there,” says Tommy, nodding to the willowy bank where the bear had snapped and growled. I look where he indicates, but all I see is the bones of a pole-framed greenhouse where bits of tattered Visqueen (polyethylene sheeting) flutter like Tibetan prayer flags. In the late 1930s, when Tommy became its newest resident, there was a small community here. “We had a row of cabins down there,” he says. Apparently this settlement, known as Twelve-Mile, began in 1896 when some of the displaced Han Indians moved here from the mouth of the Klondike. At one time, there may have been more than ten families at this place, which the Han called Tthedëk. Over the years most of the people moved up to Dawson. In 1957, a flood destroyed the remaining houses.

Tommy comes here often in the summer, returning like the salmon to the natal ground they share. Waiting for his sons, he pokes around among his memories. He notices things. One day he noticed that the Yukon Queen had no sooner cleared the upriver bend, a good four miles away, when seagulls seemed to appear from out of nowhere and gather at the mouth of the Chandindu. It happened every time the big boat steamed by. If he stays out of sight, Tommy says, the boat won’t slow down but will roar through, and a good-sized wave will curl up and splash down on the stony beach below the mouth. Heaved up too and stranded among the rocks will be the little salmon fry that inhabit the shallows. Twice each day, the Queen sets this banquet table for the gulls. And if the salmon run is faltering, as it seems to be, Tommy figures this can’t help. One survey estimates the Queen strands between thirteen and fourteen thousand fry each season. Of course every fry doesn’t normally live to become an adult fish. The typical mortality rate for fry may be as high as ninety-nine percent. Still, this loss is on top of that natural mortality.

As an afterthought, John asks his father if anything came out of the woods.

“Oh yeah. A little bear.”

“Black?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

I am glad to hear it was a little blackie because it is time to camp, and I’d rather not share the area with a grizzly bear. After I shove the Taylors’ boat off, I motor up to a little island above the mouth of the Chandindu. It has a nice long sandy point on the downstream end, and the upriver breeze should keep the bugs in the brush. It is a perfect campsite, with a patch of dry sand just big enough for the tent, surrounded by damp sand that won’t blow around if the wind kicks up. Where the island proper begins, there’s a fast-eroding bank, and there a little copse of alder has keeled over onto the beach. With the roots dangling in air, the wood has dried to snap-offable perfection. I’ll have a good campfire.

Along the beach on river left, twelve feet up from the waterline, I see a tiny brown object. It looks like an amulet made of sand. A little washing reveals a miniature salmon, two inches long, perfectly formed with bright silver sides. It’s about the right size to have leapt off the label of a can. In fifty feet of beach, I find four of his mates. I can imagine the Queen sweeping through, brushing these lesser mortals aside. There is a little scarp, maybe a foot high, cut into the sand well up from the water’s edge. It appears the boat’s wake is cutting down the sandy point along this line, tossing the fry up on the beach and undercutting the alders where the bank is steeper.

Of course, we all make a wake, I’m thinking, as I break off a few alder sticks. I guess the important thing is: how big a one, and to what purpose?

I’ve had no lunch, and suddenly I am aware that I am hungry. The camp goes up quickly, and soon I have a fire snapping under a cast-iron frying pan. A small cutting board takes up no room on the side of the grub box, and I make a lot of use of it, now whacking up a couple  spuds from a big bag of precooked ones. Into the pan with them, along with a splattering shot of squeeze-bottle margarine. I draw a nice sizzle from a couple handfuls of chopped onions and set on the grill a few links of my own homemade moose sausage, redolent of sage and boosted with pork fat. I want them to char a bit and pick up some of that lovely alder smoke before I add them to the pan. The rising aroma is almost a cruelty when I am in this state. But I am reassured by the size of the pile. It looks enough for two and wants to spill over the sides when I give it a stir.

I am one of those people upon whom hunger leaps out of the shadows like a mugger. I am all right one minute, and then it’s on me, riding my back hard. I am so hungry that I am angry. My brain fogs. The absolute best I can do is just be silent. When, irritatingly, people speak to me, I reply with an economy of speech that my wife, my mother-in-law, and certain friends and co-workers identify instantly. Cars are pulled over. Meetings are interrupted. Sandwiches are produced and pressed upon me. The effect is like that of filling the empty tank of a sputtering engine. I come right back up to the proper RPM. Tonight, I survive the crisis. Half a pound into the tucker, I know I’ll be all right and try to slow myself. But I cannot. I dig my spoon into the mound like an excavator. I try to talk myself down: you can stop gobbling; you can stop hunching your shoulders like a hoarder. The pan is empty and my bowl is scraped clean before any effect has registered. I know I just need to wait. Soon a rusty switch in my stomach will finally trip and flash the “full” signal to my brain. I’ll be all right.

As satiety sets in, relaxation settles over me like a surging wave. I am suffused with both by the time I turn to dessert: a cup of coffee and a slab of Irish soda bread, raisin-studded and generously buttered. It’s been a generous day. There is time now to linger in my chair and watch the sky and the water experiment with colors.

After a bit, I take care of the dishes and pack the grub box and galley gear back into the canoe. Finally, dessert’s dessert: a ration of ardent spirits and a good long stare at the fire.

As the gloaming advances, clouds move in from the west. Before dinner, a T-shirt was perfect. But the breeze keeps rising in stages, and the temperature dips with the sun. A flannel shirt keeps things perfect. A little later, I add a nylon windbreaker. Pretty soon my hood is up, and one hand is jammed in a pocket. Only the hand that holds the cup  is on the cool side of perfection. I am inclined to see it as a little tax on the whiskey. Not burdensome. Happy to pay.

I am captivated by the living painting before me. As the sun goes down, the sky first ambers, then concentrates into an intense, blazing orange. Below, the river plays out, shining like a satin ribbon unreeling. It absolutely glows. It is as if it has absorbed light all day and now begins to fluoresce. What a crazy blue. It’s like the blue of the noon sky but mixed with mercury and electrified. A color intrinsically agreeable to the human heart, and the more exquisite for being the chromatic opposite of the neon-orange sky. Sometimes when my concentration wanders, the scene slips into two dimensions. A composition blocked into thirds. Across the middle, a black band—the hills—without depth or texture. A jagged black crack between the two luminous regions, sky and water. An allegory of night: the dark between the day that’s done and the day that’s coming.

The crack widens, and I fall into it.

All night, the breeze holds steady. All night, the tent walls pulse, and a half-dozen zipper pulls tinkle like a carillon of tiny bells.




Fifteenmile River 

It’s a warm, blue-sky day. There is just the odd friendly looking cloud here and there. Puffs of white that boost the blue and tweak the composition to please a painter’s eye. T-shirt weather. Even my life vest is too warm. A mild upriver breeze tousles the leaves of the aspen, and they shiver their silvery undersides, flashing gray-green-gray-green, a thousand flashes a second. Trembling. Shuddering. Quivering. Quaking aspen. Populus tremuloides. The most widely distributed tree in North America. The only tree in these woods you will also find in Mexico. Fast-growing and short-lived, it’s kind of the reckless teenager of tree society.

Just around a broad bend and three miles below the Chandindu, the Fifteenmile River emerges almost undetectably from the Ogilvie Mountains and seeps into the north-flowing Yukon. Today it does, anyway. But if the rocks hereabouts could talk, they might tell a different story. For Allejandra Duk-Rodkin, who is a Chilean-born, Russian-educated Canadian geologist—and who is, perforce, good with languages—the  rocks do talk. They say that millions of years ago the Yukon flowed the other way. For two million years, it flowed south into the Gulf of Alaska, probably debouching somewhere northwest of Juneau. And the headwaters of the paleo-Yukon, according to Duk-Rodkin, was this unprepossessing little stream opposite me. Upriver from this point, prior to about three million years ago, the Fifteenmile River was the Yukon.

I met Duk-Rodkin once in Fairbanks, along with fellow Canadian geologist Rene Barendregt. Duk-Rodkin is an energetic and voluble middle-aged woman with short black hair and bright, dark eyes that shine when she is having fun. For her, revealing the solutions to geologic puzzles is clearly fun. In 1996 and 1997, she says, she and colleagues followed a hunch and went searching up the Fifteenmile for old gravelly terraces—floodplains, essentially, of the ancient Yukon River. Most of Duk-Rodkin’s searching took place from her office, as she is more an expert interpreter of aerial photographs than a field geologist. Perhaps because terrace remnants present a hilly topography today—having been weathered, eroded, and covered with wind-blown silt for millions of years—other investigators had not found them. But using aerial photos first, and a helicopter second, she tested the most terrace-like features in the hills here and found what she was looking for: old river terraces stepping down the Fifteenmile River and away to the south—that is, up the main channel of the Yukon River. The farther south she found them, the lower were the terraces’ elevations (from six hundred seventy meters high at the mouth of the Fifteenmile, to four hundred sixty meters at the mouth of the Stewart River), proving, Duk-Rodkin says, that the Yukon once flowed the other way.

Where the Indian River joins the Yukon, she also found bits of argillite, a form of shale found in the Ogilvie Mountains, north of Dawson. But the Indian River joins the Yukon south of the Ogilvies, putting the found argillite upstream from its source. Upstream today, but downstream eons ago when the Yukon transported it. Yet another clue came from a core drilled into the Yukon Flats, a ten-thousand-square-mile catchment below Circle where an ancient lake once existed. Here sediments consisted of silt and clay until about three million years ago, when gravels appear. It marks a change from lake to river.


A RIVER IS MATHEMATICS come alive. Liquid logic. A vector plotting the sum and total of all the forces acting on the surface of the earth—insolation and gravity, tectonics and topography, climate and vegetation. One of the amazing things about a river, says Duk-Rodkin’s colleague Barendregt, is that it responds to external stimuli like a sentient thing. If the main channel drops, the side tributaries cut their way down to it, reestablishing equilibrium. If the main channel is high, the side creeks accrete, or fill in sediment until the levels are in balance again. So, when a glacier in the late Pliocene (between 2.9 and 2.6 million years ago) pushed its way out of these mountains and across the south-flowing Yukon, damming it, the river backed up, hunted for a chink, and wiggled through. Like many a subsequent renegade, it escaped to the north.

This glacier came down the valley of the Fifteenmile River. And when the dammed water spilled out to the northwest, it carved a canyon. The deepening channel established a new, north-flowing drainage that survived the melting of the ice dam. These high hills I see on either side of the Yukon, stretching away downriver from the Fifteenmile toward Alaska, are the now-rounded walls of that canyon. “The most incredible thing is that the Yukon River is incised in the northern part of the Dawson Range,” says Duk-Rodkin. The Tintina Trench nearby to the east would have been a more logical channel for the river, as it was lower and made of softer material. But because it was filled with ice, the river couldn’t follow the Trench, she says. The Yukon ambled north and, like a runaway hopping a freight, jumped aboard the Kwikhpak, as paleogeographers now call the ancient river. They rolled all the way to the Bering Sea. Meanwhile, tectonic forces lifted up what is now the Wrangell-St. Elias Mountains, cutting off the old southern exit and tilting the Canadian portion of the Yukon until it spilled into Alaska. Voila: the modern river.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/onei_9780786722129_oeb_002_r1.gif
Circle City ‘

s
Py
(¢
5
¥
A
<
N
p
{ e
Yukon-Chariey |
O pesenve s
D/ ~
\ 1
- &
_ p )
1
orl !
Foromize

Upper Yukon River Region
Dawson, Y.T, to Circle City, Alaska

® Towns O Ghost Towns / Camps

71






OEBPS/onei_9780786722129_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
RN LBAND VOY AGE
BMFONG THE

YUKON RIVER

R — .

A LAND GONE
LONESOME

DAN O'NEILL |t






OEBPS/onei_9780786722129_oeb_001_r1.jpg
A LAND GONE
LONESOME

An Inland Voyage
Along the Yukon River

DAN O’NEILL

COUNTERPOIN
A MEMBER OF THE PERSEUS BOOKS GROUP






OEBPS/onei_9780786722129_oeb_003_r1.gif
Ci
Rivel
.
Fairbanks ~Ea;

Y

““Anchorage






