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FOREWORD


by Victor B. Scheffer


This is the true story of a man who believed that humankind would be saved by learning to love and preserve the wild places of earth, large and small. He was a missionary, though he would have screwed up his face at hearing the word. His religion was wilderness.


In his title for the chapter “Flowers on Ice,” Olaus Murie used his own idiom to describe the dualism he sensed in the living world. The flowers above the Arctic permafrost are the beauty and wonder of life, filled with color, fragrance and purity. Simple and undemanding, secret in their parts, they are ephemeral but everlasting. Beneath them, the cold, unresponsive ice represents the limiting factor of life, the physical world that every organism is pressed against in the continuing act of survival. The beauty which only the human animal can grasp and the struggle to survive which all wild animals share—both were the source of Murie’s vitality.


I have elected to write about the man rather than the book because you are about to read the book for yourself. Murie’s language is deceptively simple. He was not a man to waste words or motion. He saw in his mind what was to be done, and he did it. His clear sense of direction was at times an amazement to his friends and at times an exasperation. On one collecting trip that I shared with Olaus he suggested that we discard the meat of all the birds whose skins we saved for the museum. He did not want anyone to think that in killing a duck or a goose, we were prompted more by our appetites than by our scientific zeal. This, I thought, was integrity carried a bit too far!


One day in Alaska, he writes, he made a bargain with a wolverine. He had shot two mountain sheep for the museum, but the afternoon was fading, and he realized that he would not have time to carry both into camp. He saw tracks of a wolverine—a notorious robber of meat. What to do? “I wanted the skin and skull for a specimen; the wolverine would want some meat to eat. So I partially skinned the animal, pulled the skin over the head, laying bare much of the carcass of pure meat. Then I filled my packsack with the other specimen and went back to camp.” At daybreak, he found that his plan had worked. “The wolverine had his feed, the museum had the specimen, and the dogs and I still had a supply of camp food.”


I first met Olaus Murie in the summer of 1937, when we lived on the motorship Brown Bear and made a wildlife inventory of the Aleutian Islands. I saw him last in the summer of 1958, when we joined Justice William O. Douglas on a three-day hike along the Olympic seacoast of Washington in an effort to save the wild character of a few miles of that beach. He wrote to me on October 16, 1958. “I am sorry to see that so many in high places [of government] look upon the ocean as a place in which to dump things. It is about time we began to look upon the world as a whole unit, an ecological unit for man.” He saw, of course, what all naturalists in the great tradition have seen so clearly, that a man cannot separate himself from nature and remain a whole man.


As a man grows in knowledge of nature—or wilderness, if you wish— he also grows in humility. Long ago the word humility was related to humus, the soil. The truly educated man understands and respects his binding relationship to the soil—to the earth.


Let me quote a few flashes from Murie’s book and from memory, to illustrate his lifelong engagement with nature, a relationship in which he was wholly accepting, loving, and confident.


On a snowy trail in Alaska he wrote, “I have seen my lead dog, Snook, sail into a mass of fighting dogs with what appeared to be a smile on his face. . . . I suppose we can say that we [humans] simply share with the dogs the joyous impulse to ‘do’.”


Again, “This was a hungry country. I learned to eat hawks, owls, sea birds—anything that had meat on it. The Indians up here lived a most rugged life; yet they somehow had a kind view of nature, like the hunters who begged the bear’s pardon before shooting it.” Later: “Annie boiled some bear feet, wristlets of fur still on them—we didn’t mind appearances, and they tasted good.” And, “I am convinced that in the evolution of the human spirit something much worse than hunger can happen to a race of people.”


On the trail to Rainy Pass, he suffered two sleepless nights with toothache. Using a ptarmigan-feather brush, he painted both sides of the gum with tincture of iodine. “Immediately the pain of this remedy was much greater than the toothache it was to cure. . . . Next morning all pain was gone, and I had no more trouble until I reached Fairbanks and a dentist in the spring.”


Indeed, as Olaus once remarked, adversity is good for the soul, and every father should take it upon himself to introduce struggle in the life of his son.


For thirty-one years, from 1914 to 1945, Murie earned a living as a field biologist, mainly in northern Canada and Alaska, first for the Carnegie Museum and last for the United States Fish and Wildlife Service. Earlier, he spent two years as a game warden in Oregon, a job which I doubt that he could have cared for. Offers of higher pay and administrative power left him cold. He wanted only to travel, collect, and see—to tease out the relationships between living things and their environment. He became increasingly interested in origins. How did the alpine saxifrage reach the New World? How could a little band of caribou persist in this or that isolated pass? What are the implications—or carryovers—of wildlife behavior in the behavior of human beings?


So intensively did he feel the colors, shapes, and mysteries of the outdoor world that he had to share them with others. On his first trip to the Canadian Arctic in 1914, when every ounce of weight was a burden, he carried a bulky Graflex camera and sketching materials. He knew the value of a diary, which is to say that he had a sense of history. The beautiful paintings that he left to us are not “art for art’s sake,” but rather expressions of a sensitive teacher who wanted others to stand on the mountain top and see what his eyes had seen.


“We found something to admire in one another,” he wrote of his Indian guides. To the best of my knowledge, he liked everyone. He was puzzled at meanness because, I think, he had a feeling that meanness was a waste of time. His way of approaching strangers (such as the Attu Islanders) resembled his way of approaching animals—slowly and warily, but with childlike trust. I used to think him shy; but later I saw that he was simply waiting for “something to admire.”


When I last talked to Olaus, he spoke in distress of the Computer Age, artificiality, and of man’s abuse of the wild places of earth. I said, smiling, that he was now an ecologist and ought to be happy with his new title. He wrinkled his nose and said “Gee!” In his heart he had not changed. The truths he recognized early and spent a lifetime shaping into words and pictures were still the same old truths. He knew it, and I knew it.




FOREWORD


by Donald O. Murie


My mother, Margaret (Mardy) Murie was invited to attend a ceremony at the White House on January 15, 1998. She was ninety-six years old, confined to a wheelchair and had around-the-clock caretakers at her log house at Moose, Wyoming. I received phone calls from people concerned the trip would be too difficult for her. A blizzard was predicted. I received calls from people encouraging me to approve the trip; if necessary they had a volunteer who would drive her and a caretaker to Idaho Falls to take a flight from there. A movie of her life was being filmed. The producers were already making arrangements with the White House to film the ceremony. It was a measure of the esteem and affection with which she was regarded; some concerned for her well-being, others for the continuation of her remarkable story. Mardy did make the trip. She was wheeled up to President Clinton to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom for her lifetime of work to preserve wilderness. She had already received about every award the conservation community had to offer. She was almost worshipped by the hundreds who came to see her, to bathe in her glow, to be inspired. Her autobiography, Two in the Far North, became the bible of her very large circle of friends.


She was called the matriarch of the American conservation movement. Her life, as seen by the thousands who watch the movie or read the book, was like a fairy tale, from her childhood in frontier Fairbanks to her quiet death in her house in the woods. She achieved much, inspired many, but when asked why she did it she said, “I did it for him.”


He was my father, Olaus J. Murie, biologist, naturalist, conservationist, artist, writer, educator, quiet leader who never sought fame or fortune. As a child he roamed the banks of the Red River in Moorhead, Minnesota, when he wasn’t working at Bosshart’s farm to help his widowed mother. Those woods became his playground, his classroom, and his library. He and his younger brother, Adolph, practiced wood craft and survival techniques they read about in books by Ernest Thompson Seton, and Olaus began to develop his skill at drawing and painting. He carried his skill and his passion for the wild through college and into his adventures across the Arctic world.


When Olaus met Margaret Thomas in Fairbanks he found a fellow nature lover. In their walks through the woods he introduced her to the multitude of various elements, large and small, that together produced the wondrous symphony of a functioning undisturbed ecosystem. He read the daily news found in tracks and markings; there where the trail of rabbit tracks end, two sweeps in the snow on either side show the signature of a swooping owl. He could bring the scenery alive; he had learned the language, and he shared it with Mardy, and later with eager schoolkids as well as adults. All through their lives Mardy and Olaus entertained a constant flow of visitors; scientists, conservationists, writers, artists, who came from every continent and all across the United States. They came to discuss problems, share discoveries, get advice, and be inspired.


When Olaus, at the end of his career with the Fish and Wildlife Service, made a speech to fellow scientists, he shocked them all by talking about spiritual values. He knew his familiar and beloved wilderness was not only a functioning habitat for myriad species, but an essential source of understanding and inspiration for human visitors. He said, “Wilderness is where we learn how the universe works.”


Olaus began his life in the natural world around Moorhead, Minnesota; he began his exploration of true wilderness in the Arctic and furthered his understanding of how it works, becoming a pioneer of the emerging science of ecology. He helped build a strong scientific foundation to guide conservation policies and efforts. He shared it all with Mardy, who used it in her own style after his death. Her fame has often overshadowed his. I know she would agree that this book should be reissued so more people could make his acquaintance. It’s an adventure, a good read, and an insight into the man who moved the conservation world. Two in the Far North is Mardy’s story; Journeys to the Far North is Olaus’s story.




PREFACE


by Margaret E. Murie


Olaus had hardly been sick or indisposed a day in his life when suddenly, at the age of sixty-four, he found himself facing a long hospitalization— more than a year, as it turned out. During the latter months, after he was past the critical period, he began to fill his days by reliving mentally his whole full, active life. One evening when I walked into his hospital room, he lay propped up on pillows smiling at me: “I’ve been up in Labrador all afternoon!”


That is how Olaus came to write this book. He early made an outline of the chapters and what he wanted the book to hold, but the chapters were not written in sequence. I think he did write about Hudson Bay first, but after that, he selected subjects in whatever order they came alive in his mind.


I know that Olaus felt much of his northern adventure had not been told in his many scientific reports. Though he referred to his early notes as he wrote, he often remarked that too many years had gone by before he had begun to put into his diaries his own feelings about the far places he visited. And it was his feelings about them and their people that he hoped to transmit in his book. I know he believed that one must feel about them before one can realize how vulnerable they are—how much in need of man’s protection as a necessary nourishment for his culture.


I am sure it was this strong, though perhaps wordless impulse that kept Olaus writing, a chapter now, a chapter then, during all the busy last nine years of his time here. Those years following his homecoming from the hospital were rich ones and full. Looking back now, I am amazed at all he accomplished. He was still director of The Wilderness Society, so there were many speaking engagements and hearings on wilderness matters; the Wilderness Bill was being agitated through Congress; the amount of mail we handled at our home in Moose, Wyoming, sometimes seemed unmanageable; and we went on two all-summer expeditions to the Brooks Range of Alaska. (As I recall, the chapter called “Flowers on Ice” was written in his notebook while he sat on a mossy bank above the Sheenjek River.) During these same years we were both working when we could on our joint-authorship venture, Wapiti Wilderness, which Olaus also illustrated. From time to time he would do illustrations for books by other authors as well.


In winter we could give attention to all of these things, except when we had to go off to some conference or hearing. But summer was a different tale, for then the world came to Jackson Hole and quite a bit of it to our door. Besides, the charms of the valley and the Tetons were constantly calling, “Come out! Come out!” Streams, lakes, forests, river bottoms, mountain slopes, and canyon trails were all to be savored again every summer.


But Olaus was one who used every moment, and his book continued to take shape. He seemed able to close off his surroundings and concentrate whenever a thought struck. I have memories of his sitting at a table under the back windows of the big living room at Moose, writing away while four, five, or seven children, grandchildren, and guests were conversing, playing cards, arguing over a crossword puzzle or a game of Scrabble. He could have gone into his study and closed the doors, but he seemed to find harmony and warmth in the midst of the people he loved.


Often Olaus would join in the conversation, and often it was about the Arctic—the chapter he was writing or the picture he was drawing. I remember particularly a lively argument about protective coloration. So in a subtle but real way, all the people who were close to Olaus have had a part in this book.


When Olaus was fourteen, his teacher Miss King called him aside as he was marching out with the other eighth-graders of Moorhead, Minnesota, on the last day of school. At first he thought he had done something wrong, but she said, “Olaus, I want you to promise me something—keep on drawing!” In those later years, when he was illustrating his own and others’ books both in pen and ink and in color, we wished that he could have found Miss King to thank her. Aside from that drawing class in grade school, he never had an art lesson. He just “kept on drawing.” Even before he was out of college, Olaus always carried drawing paper in the back of his field notebook and found things to sketch at every spare moment. By the time he began to think of a book about the Arctic, he had a wealth of sketches in the files to remind and inspire him.


I hope the readers of this book will enjoy traveling north with Olaus the scientist, the observer, the artist—above all, with Olaus the lover of nature and of his fellow men. To me, this book is more than anything an adventure narrative that portrays an era in the history of the Arctic, both Canadian and Alaskan, that is now gone and cannot be recaptured, an era that holds an authentic and worthy place in our history. I don’t think Olaus meant this to be any serious scientific treatise. He simply had an overwhelming desire to share with others his experience of the North. It was an experience difficult to repeat now, but I know that he cherished the hope that the young might still have opportunities for great adventure if only our society is wise enough to keep some of the great country in both Canada and Alaska empty of development and full of life.




PART I


EXPERIENCES IN THE ARCTIC
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HUDSON BAY AND LABRADOR


Up to Great Whale River


The great opportunity came not long after my graduation from Pacific University, while I was working for the Oregon state naturalist William Finley. An expedition was going into the Far North—country where there were still blank spaces on the map. My friend Stanley Jewett had been asked to go but could not, and this gave me the opportunity to apply for his position as assistant.


In 1914 many of us young people were reading avidly about exploration in little-known regions and looking to the north for adventure. We often heard of the “jumping-off place,” where you left behind established means of living and went off to explore unknown country. I began packing my gear in Oregon with this exciting phrase running through my mind.


On this occasion Carnegie Museum of Pittsburgh was sending another expedition to Hudson Bay under the leadership of the veteran ornithologist W. E. Clyde Todd. I was to be his assistant and collect museum specimens—I, only a novice in preparing specimens, although I had practiced it informally for several years. Here was my chance to go north, to see, to learn, to find out!


Late in May we arrived in Cochrane, Ontario, the end of train travel and the other mechanics of civilization. There we met our two Ojibway Indian guides, Paul Commanda and Jack. When I saw them walking taciturn and expressionless in the village of Cochrane, the white man’s domain, they did not seem impressive. Were these two to take us to the Far North?


After a few days we made our start. We and our equipment were taken out to the bank of the Bell River, where the eighteen-foot Peterborough freight canoe was waiting. Here in their own domain, the Indians came alive. Paul, the chief guide, slim and athletic, took charge of the loading. Jack (whom we somehow called “Jocko”), tall and capable, was equally efficient.


I looked around. We were on the bank of a river thickly flanked by spruce forest as far as one could see. This was our “jumping-off place!” Before us, stretching far into the north, lay the unknown.


The canoe loaded, we got in—Paul in the bow, Jocko in the stern, and Mr. Todd and I in the center. All we two had to do was paddle; the Indians would guide the canoe.


From now through all the summer months, the canoe would be our home, along with the simple camp we would make each night. As I look back now to that memorable first trip, I tend to ignore the scientific data we gathered, the specimens we collected, important as these were. There lingers much more clearly the remembrance of those many days of canoe travel— the lakes we crossed, the rivers we went down, the water, the rapids, the inviting shorelines. Added to this was the thrill of noting and collecting birds along the way. Each night I also put out mouse traps, and altogether we made a collection of data and skins that would add to the fund of such knowledge in the museum. But aside from the necessary work for which expeditions are sent out, there are impressions one gets which seem aimless at the time but which add much to the personal value of a remembered journey.


I remember I found out something about myself that first day—a surprise to me. I had thought I was an expert with the canoe. That was at least one thing I could feel familiar with, for I had had years of experience on the Red River in Minnesota. We boys had even built our own canoe, using barrel hoops for ribs, with a covering of sturdy wheat sacks, which were in common use at that time. But here on the Bell River I soon saw something different. We had a long way to travel, and our Indian guides were really going places. Their paddle strokes were quick and powerful, and we all had to keep the fast rhythm set by Paul in the bow. How different from the lazy Sunday-afternoon kind of canoeing! Nothing was said. The Indians set the pace, and in time we got used to it. This was canoe travel in wilderness. The canoe was an Indian invention and these Indians knew how to use it.


As we slid rapidly down that river, I kept looking at the forest along the banks. What was it like in there? We had glimpses of birds, little ones, like certain flycatchers and sparrows which live in the north woods, and larger ones like the ravens. As we camped, I explored back from the river and collected specimens. That was my job, and I was eager to make good on this my first expedition. I remember when I brought in the first specimen, a ruffed grouse; how embarrassed I was as Mr. Todd watched me skin the bird! After all, he had only my word that I could do these things. On the other hand, he won my admiration when I noticed that he could identify every little sound a bird made. Certainly his notes were eminently authentic. Once in a while, whenever I had a few spare moments, I would make a sketch of a bird, in black and white or in color. Today these sketches mean a great deal to me.


We traveled along, got acquainted, found something to admire in one another. We were all different. I became very interested in the Indians, their skills and their characters. And they taught me much about canoe travel. The endless stream of water going down the river channel in varied country is not always placid. There are rough places filled with boulders and, downhill, the river rapids. All this was new to me.


When we approached and looked down on the watery turmoil ahead, I thought: “Are we going down through that in the canoe?”


Yes, we were. There was some conversation in Ojibway between the two guides, evidently over planning the route. Then down we went. I was grateful that the Indians were in charge. I just sat there paddling hard when they told me to and trembling with fear as our big canoe bounced around like a feather among the rocks, where water was pouring over, whitened by the speed and turmoil; we would bounce off a swell, meet another one, and ride over. Right away I learned to do what the Indians told me. We had to reach a speed greater than the rushing water in order to go where we wanted; otherwise we would drift onto the rocks, smash over, and the river would have its way with us. So, contrary to my instinct to hold my breath and hope for the best as a rocky lump in the water rushed toward us, I would paddle hard for greater speed, and we would glide by at one side. Time seems long in an emergency, but we were going fast, and it must have been a very short time before we would glide into a quiet pool below the rapids. It was over, and we were still afloat!


Our route was not all river travel. Sometimes we portaged across to a lake or another stream. I was glad the Indians knew where we were going and how to get there. All I had to do was paddle, carry a load over the portages, collect specimens on shore, write notes in my diary about birds seen along the way, and enjoy the passing Canadian scene.


In the diary I find the following notation for June 8:


“In the evening olive-backed thrushes, water thrushes, and a white-throated sparrow were singing, nighthawks were swooping, and an occasional chirp of some other bird was heard, making a pleasing combination with the twilight.”


What a varied life—adventuring on river and lake, seeking scientific knowledge, and enjoying beauty!


The lakes also taught me something, for I had always canoed on rivers. On the large lakes, where winds had the say of things when they came, we found it necessary to calculate carefully before starting across. Sometimes we had to stay in camp a whole day while the wind whipped up big whitecaps. Sometimes we would start traveling as late as four o’clock in the afternoon, whenever the weather would let us. But these periods ashore gave me an opportunity to explore the woods, prepare museum specimens, and sometimes make another drawing.


Those woods! In there were down logs, bushes and many kinds of plants, birds, signs of rodents—all that goes with a coniferous forest environment. Here was a forest exhibiting the true balance of nature’s process. Aside from the aesthetic quality of such a place, it had great scientific value in the emerging phases of ecology.


We had not been many days on our trip when I became aware that this northern wilderness was populated. This, I found, was canoe and Indian country. All travel in summer was by canoe, and the travelers were Indians and a few fur traders, with occasional inquisitive scientific parties like our own.


This was brought home to me vividly one evening. We had made our camp on the shore of a big lake. All was quiet, and dusk was approaching when I heard a rhythmic sound. I looked out in the direction it came from, and there appeared a long canoe with at least seven Indians crossing the lake. Their paddles all dipped in unison, and all the bodies leaned forward with each stroke, the sounds coming across the still water with strong, repeated emphasis. There, in the twilight on a smooth lake, was a beautiful symbol of Indian life in this north country, with the canoe and its inventor in one appropriate setting.


A few days later we arrived at a Revillon Frères trading post on the shore of another lake, with an Indian camp as part of it. The post surprised me, but I was to learn that these adventurous fur traders had gone into many far places in the north. We stopped there to camp.


After a while I paddled out on the lake with our empty canoe to photograph the shore. I had given little attention to an offshore wind until I wanted to return to camp. Then I was in trouble. The canoe bow rose high in the air; sitting in the stern, with the wind swinging it one way and then another, I found I had a real problem. Just then I noticed a row of Indian women standing on the shore watching this inexperienced white man trying to make the canoe do what he wanted it to. This scene did not help my morale. I was sure the stern of a canoe was the proper place from which to steer it. Struggling desperately, I finally managed to make long slants with the wind on the quarter and eventually reached shore. Paul waited there to help me beach the canoe. He used one of the nicknames he and Jocko had given me as he said quietly: “Baptiste, next time just get in the bow, kneel down, and paddle right in to shore.”


Each day was different. One day I wrote in my journal: “Painted a violet.” Another time: “Sketched a nighthawk.”


We found nests of ravens. One day’s notation: “Camped on Sugar Loaf portage. An Indian camp there—two women, three children, and some dogs. The men were off after supplies.”


One day we were going down through the tumbling waters and big waves of another rapids. We were having a lot of experience with white water, and I was getting used to it, but I was still apprehensive each time we went into it. We were paddling hard in this one, and I watched each wave closely as it approached us. Then I heard Jocko’s quiet but urgent voice behind me:


“Baptiste! Give me your paddle!”


Without looking I reached my paddle back and felt his hand take it. I just sat there, watching the white water around us. Soon we were safe in the quiet water below, and we all relaxed. The others had been so intent on the canoe problem before us that they had not heard Jocko’s request. Now we learned that halfway down his paddle had broken in two—and he in the important position in the canoe! I was glad I had passed my paddle very quickly in response to his quiet request.


One day Paul surprised me. I don’t remember exactly what our conversation was—possibly I was making a confession to him, with whom I had become pretty chummy, but I remember not wanting the others to know how scared I was in rapids. Paul made the statement, “I never go through a rapids without being scared. I know just how little it takes!” Paul, of all people—our chief guide, who made his living running rapids! I have often remembered his words, especially when, years later, I was climbing a high mountain in the Rockies with an experienced climber and guide, who admitted his fear when he negotiated narrow ledges with a sheer drop of hundreds of feet. At any rate, my own fear of the rapids seemed more reasonable after Paul’s remark.


We had been about a month on the way when, on June 26, we reached Rupert House, a prominent Hudson Bay fur trading post on James Bay. We were through the forested canoe country and had reached salt water. Now new plans had to be made. There were Indians at this post, some white people, dogs, buildings—something different in this great expanse of wild country. But here, too, while others were preparing for our further trip, I kept busy collecting specimens. I found pet birds and a pet fox living with the Indians, and many sled dogs. Truly we had reached the north country.


I find in my notes for July 2:


“In the muskeg I heard a fine, long-drawn, ‘squeaky’ cheep and followed it up. When I finally found the bird, it proved to be a hermit thrush. In the evening I went out again and found one singing in the top of a spruce—one of the finest songs I have heard. Everything else was still, with only the muskeg all around and the softening glow of the sunset. The bird itself stood out boldly against the sky, as if it intended to have an audience.”


Little beautiful things—big plans—but here was human living in the wilderness. Before us, to the north, was Hudson Bay country.


At Rupert House we had to make new plans. Our chief guide, Paul, with whom I had become very friendly, was not feeling well. He had a chance to go to Charlton Island, in James Bay, where there was a small community with a doctor. We hated to have Paul leave us but agreed that he ought to go. To take his place, we obtained the services of William Morrison, who had been a guide in Labrador and was experienced. On the advice of local people, we also obtained a larger canoe, twenty-one feet long.


In the few days at Rupert House I saw a way of life all new to me. The Cree Indians lived here in colorful tipis; I could not resist making a watercolor sketch of one, with an Indian woman entering it. There were sled dogs, including some small ones said to be the original type of “Indian dogs.” I never had a chance to investigate this further, but I did see an Indian family that had a captive fox. It aroused a kindred feeling, for once as a boy in Minnesota I had kept a fox in a cage. Did these Indians have the habit of keeping pets? I wondered.


On the day of departure—July 3—we set out in our twenty-one-foot seagoing canoe. This was different. Gone was the intimacy of rivers and lakes, and even the rapids which I had enjoyed being frightened in. Now, stretching out before us to the far horizon in the north, was salt water, the biggest “lake” we had yet ventured out upon. What would it be like up there?


The weather treated us well, but we had our share of rolling waves to contend with. Occasionally, when we had a fair wind, we put up a sail. A sail on a canoe! That was also new to me—another instance of my inexperience. In the evening we went ashore to camp. That, at least, was familiar routine, and a woodsy environment that was homelike. Each night found us camped at the edge of the forest, after a day on the open sea.


In a few days we reached East Main, another Hudson Bay trading post up the coast. We stayed over for a day there, while Mr. Todd and I identified birds and put up specimens. There was always a crowd of Indians watching us stuff the small birds. What would the white men think of next! But here, for some reason, the Indian girls were very shy. One group I met fled back to their village. Were they afraid of me? A number of us were gathered one day in one of the houses where there happened to be several Indian girls. They crowded into a corner like frightened wild creatures and would not even look up. Was I beginning to learn about the Cree Indians?


Again we packed into our canoe and continued on up the coast. My journal says little about this day—July 10—but it has become a spectacular day in my Hudson Bay memories. The day had seemed long and monotonous. We were continually paddling against a head wind and fighting moderate waves, one after another, hour after hour. Willie, who must have known where to go, told us we were far from the usual route of travel. But he thought this was the best way, and the rest of us relied on his judgment.


Eventually we saw ahead of us a small island. When we reached the lee of this little bit of land, we decided to go ashore to rest a bit, for we were tired from our long battle with the waves. As always, we took the paddles with us when we stepped out, and I took with me the skinning outfit, including a coil of wire.


It took me only a few minutes to explore this little treeless bit of land, as we all scattered to stretch our legs. I saw one pair of willow ptarmigan, but there was not much else. To make use of the spare time ashore, Mr. Todd and I settled down to prepare some specimens. There were always some waiting to be taken care of, and we had to make use of all the time when we were not traveling.


A little later, as we sat there busy with the specimens, I happened to look up. “Look there!” I exclaimed.


There went our canoe, drifting serenely away! For a moment I was fascinated by that widening gap of water. Then suddenly the thought struck me—it was I who must act, for I was the only swimmer in the party.


I jumped up and called the guides, who came rushing up, shouting in their own tongue. Once I was on the move, the brief moment of consternation was gone. I felt relieved, almost joyous, for that should not be much of a swim. I quickly took off my clothes. As I see it now, I may have made a mistake there. Short as the delay was, by the time I trotted down to the water’s edge the canoe had drifted considerably and was moving at an alarming rate.


I plunged into the water—and received an icy shock which left me gasping for breath. I quickly reached swimming depth, still struggling for breath. Little waves dashed water in my face, and in my unsettled state I was unable to keep from swallowing gulp after gulp of bitter salt water. In a few moments the first cold shock had passed; I regained my breath and attended strictly to the business of swimming.


[image: Image]


By this time the canoe was far enough out to catch the full sweep of the wind against the mast and furled sail, and was making good progress. Already it seemed far away. I pushed on with all my strength—I simply had to catch that canoe!


How long did I swim? I don’t know. One does not think of time in an emergency. I was working hard, but I could see that the canoe was gaining.


Then something else was happening. I began to feel a numbing sensation at the small of my back, seeming to reach inward to quench the source of all my activity. I must hurry even more, for I realized then that our lives were at stake—and certainly my own life was precious to me. But a deadly chill was creeping over me as I floundered in the icy water. The power had gone from my strokes, and a sense of disaster crept into my heart. Cold and low in spirit, I struggled on, stupidly wondering why the canoe grew small and indistinct. When I felt a cramp in one leg, I knew I had lost the race; and as I looked back at the island, now far away also, a panic came over me. Land, any piece of land, seemed so good. I headed back for the island. Could I make it?


I can’t remember much about that return swim—I moved more and more slowly. But one does not give up easily when life is immediately at stake—and I am here now telling about it! I do remember finally touching bottom and stumbling up the beach. I was so numb I could hardly feel the gravel under my feet. Mr. Todd was there reaching for me and helped me over to a lively fire he had built. How gratefully I leaned over and practically embraced those flames!


I was so concerned with my own immediate needs that I was unaware of what was going on. But when I was a little warmed and still alive, I looked out toward the canoe. Out in the water I saw another craft, and Mr. Todd explained to me:


When Willie and Jocko had seen that I was losing the race, they found a few small drift logs and lashed them together with my coil of wire to make a crude, makeshift raft. They climbed aboard, fore and aft, took their paddles, and began the long, slow journey. When I looked, standing naked beside the warm fire, they were already small in the distance. Then Mr. Todd and I saw something else. Far out there was another small island whose windward beach would stop the drift of the fugitive canoe. The two Indians paddled on. It was no longer a race—they only had to reach the stranded canoe. When they boarded it with paddles, all was under control once more.


It is interesting, at a time of more leisure, to appraise such an experience. At one moment all seemed against us—we must fail. But I did get back to the island alive. More important, we had taken paddles with us ashore, there happened to be a few driftwood logs on the beach, I had taken ashore a coil of wire, and above all, our guides had seen the possibilities and used their ingenuity to save our lives. All these details had worked to effect our rescue. How can one understand such things?


For several days that little island was home, this time with the canoe well up on the beach. I was in bed, recovering from all the seawater I had swallowed, until on the second day Mr. Todd brought me a big cup of cocoa. That settled my system, and next day we continued our journey northward, once more taking note of bird life and looking forward to normal adventures.


How different things can be! A few days later we camped on a rocky shore, and I see in my diary that at this camp I was painting flowers. That evening I wrote:


“The sun was setting behind the island as we landed; the little dark, stunted trees were outlined against the colored sky. A flock of ducks flew by and with the gleam of the rich light on the water made a beautiful picture. As we came ashore, a robin was singing—a welcome sound up here. We also heard some white-crowned sparrows.”


We were now traveling in what ornithologists call the Hudsonian Life Zone, next below what they have named the Arctic Zone. At this place we found bear skulls hung in the trees by Indians, but I did not learn the full story about this until later. Also, in these waters I saw my first white whale— an animal I was to know better as time went on.


On July 22 we reached Fort George, another Hudson’s Bay Company trading post. Again we had the hospitality of the place and another glimpse of human life in such a wilderness outpost. Two days later, on Sunday, the missionary Reverend Walton held services. We all went to church, where were assembled all the Indians and white people of the village.


Here at Fort George we also heard of a tragedy. At Cape Jones an Eskimo with two boys had been out from shore, presumably in a kayak, when a heavy squall struck, and they disappeared.


We ourselves had to round Cape Jones, and a few days later we reached the scene of the tragedy. Here is another occasion vivid in memory. There was a northerly wind, and as we came up in the lee of the cape the water was smooth. We moved along easily, but out beyond the point we could see white water.


“Pretty rough water out there,” Jocko warned from the stern. No one made any decision to stop here to camp. Jocko didn’t feel that he was boss, and only made that mild suggestion. But when we got around the point, we realized what Jocko had meant. We really were in for it!


We were suddenly confronted by huge sea rollers. We couldn’t turn; we had to go ahead and hope to make it to a bay farther on. Each wave as it came on us was a problem. I earnestly hoped our guides had the skill to cope with it. I glanced over to the land, and there on the skyline of Cape Jones stood a row of Eskimos, no doubt watching to see if we would make it. It didn’t make me feel a bit better. Up high, then down low in the trough, then up again. How long could we keep this up? I was scared, but I kept on with my methodical paddling. Mr. Todd and I had nothing to do with managing the canoe. Then a human voice broke into my thoughts. It was Jocko, in the stern behind me.


“Pretty big swell, hey Shogenosh?” I heard him chuckle. When we kidded each other, he always called me Shogenosh (“white man”) and I called him Ishinabe (“Indian”). Apparently he saw how scared the head of the expedition was, but how could he chuckle at a time like this? This was serious, no question about it—but I felt better. I imbibed some of the confidence of my friend in the stern. And after a struggle which seemed hours long but was actually less than an hour, we reached the haven of the little bay we had seen in the distance and, with enormous relief, made camp for the night.
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—From the Foreword by Donald O. Muric
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