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To Bob and Brad—Still fast and light in their nineties






ESCAPE FROM LUCANIA
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PROLOGUE


OPPOSITE me, upright in their adjoining armchairs, sat the two ninety-year-olds. Bald on top, with wisps of white hair crowning his ears, the aquiline nose and jutting chin proclaiming a lifetime of adamantine purpose, Henry Bradford Washburn, Jr., wore a brown dinner jacket over his red-plaid shirt, gray slacks, and canvas-and-rubber boots of the same make he had favored as a youth. His folded glasses were tucked into his shirt pocket. To Washburn’s right, his hairline checked in mid-recession, black strands still mingled with gray, the creases around his eyes etched deep in his round face, Robert Hicks Bates wore a green-checked jacket, threadbare gray sweater, and gray slacks that might have come from the same surplus store as his friend’s.

Both men looked frail, and both were a little hard of hearing. Approaching those armchairs, both men had walked with a slight stoop. Neither, I was sure, had gained a pound since his college days; perhaps they had each shrunk half an inch since their prime. The calm of a winter’s afternoon reigned in the living room of Bates’s second-floor apartment in this retirement community in Exeter, New Hampshire. A drab gray light flooded through south- and west-facing windows. Bob’s wife of forty-seven years, Gail, served us tea and pound cake.

I watched the men talk as much as I listened to them. Brad’s forehead wrinkled as he stabbed the air with his right index finger to emphasize a point. Bob sat with his hands clasped like a preacher, his eyes squinting almost shut as he grinned in memory. Brad’s pronouncements came in cadenced, gravelly tones. Bob spoke in a soft, oddly high-pitched voice, delivering qualified comments on Brad’s categorical judgments. Everything about the pair bespoke the comfort in each other’s presence of two men who had been best friends for more than six decades.

As they chatted, I slipped into a reverie. Floating back sixty-four years in time, I saw Brad, at twenty-seven, lying head-to-toe with Bob, then twenty-six, as the pair shared a single sleeping bag in a wind-lashed tent at 14,000 feet in the heart of a glaciated wilderness in the Canadian Yukon. At that moment in 1937, there were no other human beings within eighty miles. A freak of nature had intersected with the men’s intense ambition to land them here, on this high subarctic ridge where no one had ever been before, reduced to that cramped bivouac in a single bag. Most mountaineers, ensconced in such a predicament, would have dreaded the life-and-death struggle that was about to ensue. But in my mind’s eye, as they lay there cooking a dinner of Ovaltine, while the gale rattled the canvas that sheltered them from insupportable cold, both Brad and Bob had the blithe, insouciant look on their faces of pals sharing a fine adventure.

In that lonely camp, the men were five miles east of and 3,000 feet below the summit of Mount Lucania, one of the most remote peaks on the continent. In 1937, moreover, Lucania was the highest unclimbed mountain in North America. It had been attempted only once before, by a strong party in 1935 that, turning back from another summit ten miles away, had declared Lucania “impregnable.” That gauntlet thrown before their feet was the challenge that had brought Brad and Bob to the Yukon. Neither man, however, could have foreseen the insidious handicap with which fate would shackle them before allowing them to clutch at their prize.

During the 105 years since a team led by an Italian nobleman, the Duke of the Abruzzi, made the daring first ascent of 18,008-foot Mount Saint Elias, the fourth-highest peak in North America, there have been scores of truly extraordinary climbs pulled off in the wilds of Alaska and the Yukon. Because of its peculiar circumstances, however, the 1937 Lucania expedition remains unique. As I sat in Bob Bates’s living room, half-listening to the two old cronies reminisce, I mused that if I had to choose the single boldest deed in all that glorious history of northern ascent, I would vote for Bates and Washburn’s assault on Mount Lucania.

I had first met Brad thirty-nine years before, Bob a year or two after that. Both men had gone to Harvard in 1929, where they had met at the beginning of their sophomore year. At nineteen, Brad had under his belt a remarkable record as a teenage climber in the Alps; with a famous French guide, he had made a major first ascent on the Aiguille Verte above Chamonix. Bob, on the other hand, had done little more than hike in New Hampshire’s White Mountains before college.

At the time, the Harvard Mountaineering Club comprised the most ambitious collection of undergraduate mountaineers of any college or university in the country. Their specialty was remote, unclimbed peaks in Alaska and Canada. HMC climbers had done noteworthy things in the late 1920s, but it would be Bates and Washburn’s generation—a small cadre of friends who pulled off first ascents in the great ranges all through the ’30s and ’40s and even into the ‘50s—that changed the face of American mountaineering.

When I went to Harvard myself in the fall of 1961, joining the HMC a few weeks after I arrived in Cambridge, the legacy of Bates and Washburn’s crowd hung over the club. As ambitious in our own way as they had been in the 1930s, we too turned our sights toward unclimbed routes in Alaska and Canada. Nor was the presence of the earlier generation merely a matter of disembodied legends looking sternly down upon us from the hallowed rafters of their achievements. A number of the renowned oldsters attended our meetings and served on the HMC’s Advisory Council. Henry Hall, who had founded the club in the basement of his family’s Coolidge Hill house in 1924, and who the next year had participated in the epochal first ascent of Mount Logan in the Yukon (the second-highest peak in North America), was unfailingly present at every meeting, piping up in his Boston Brahmin tones during slide shows to correct an undergraduate’s misidentification of some obscure peak in the Selkirk Range.

As the founding director of Boston’s Museum of Science, however, Washburn was too busy to attend our meetings. Thus I did not meet him until halfway through my sophomore year. Seven of us HMCers had decided to climb Mount McKinley. At the age of nineteen, invited by a pair of seniors who were vastly more experienced than I, I felt overwhelmed but flattered by their vote of confidence. At the same time, the prospect of climbing North America’s highest mountain scared the hell out of me.

Only one of our seven had been on an expeditionary mountain before. With ambitions tempered to match our experience, we pondered making the second ascent of McKinley’s southeast spur.

Sometime during the winter, Washburn got wind of our plans and invited us over to his house on Sparks Street in Cambridge. By 1962, at the age of fifty-two, he had ceased to climb seriously, but during the previous three decades he had turned a hobby—making large-format black-and-white aerial photographs of Alaskan mountains—into an oeuvre so magisterial that he would come to be acclaimed, with the Italian Vittorio Sella, as one of the two greatest mountain photographers of all time.

Hardly bothering to introduce himself, Brad pulled us into his kitchen, where he slapped down photos of McKinley on the tabletop. Over the years he had made many flights around the mountain, which he had been the first man to climb three times. Brad waved off our notions of the southeast spur and insisted that we survey the north face, called the Wickersham Wall after a Fairbanks judge who had attempted the mountain in 1903. The tallest precipice in North America—14,000 feet from the base to the north summit—the wall was still unclimbed. A team of Canadian veterans was planning a rather circuitous assault on the Wickersham, far out on its western edge, for the next summer; but Brad bade us look at a direct route up a shallow arête that split the huge face like a vector.

We peered at the photos, then, nervously, at each other. Washburn’s ambitions for us seemed wildly grandiose: the route looked terrifying. Sensing our unease, he laid a pair of photos side by side, then unfolded a stereo viewer and plopped it down athwart the pictures. When we looked through the viewer, the mountain leapt out in three dimensions. “You get god-awful avalanches off the Wickersham,” Brad said, “but that rib’ll divide ’em right and left. I guarantee you it’s a safe route. You better grab it before someone else does.”

In thirty-five days, we hiked in to the mountain from the Denali Highway, climbed the Wickersham by its beautiful central arête, traversed over the north and south summits and down the West Buttress, circled back to base camp on the Peters Glacier, and hiked out. We had had a rollicking good time, and the route proved well within our abilities. The only close call came fording the flood-swollen McKinley River on the way out, only two hours before we reached the road.

During five days in July, however, as we holed up at 17,000 feet in a blizzard, our bush pilot became worried about us. He flew through the storm and then spotted our tracks thousands of feet below our camp, disappearing, he said, into avalanche debris. (The slides had struck long after we had passed that way, but our pilot had had no way of knowing that.) He put out a distress call. We made national headlines, and newscasters Huntley and Brinkley reported us missing and feared dead. In the midst of the furor, reporters interviewed Washburn. As confident as he had been in his kitchen on Sparks Street, he told the reporters not to worry—those boys knew what they were doing.

Thinking back on that blithe affirmation thirty-nine years later, I wonder why Brad was so confident in us. He had had little firsthand idea of just how competent we really were, and big mountains are always dangerous. It seems to me now that he was identifying with us. In the same situation as we, high on the Wickersham Wall—as he had proved on Mount Lucania way back in 1937—Brad himself would not have worried, so sure was he of his own talent and resourcefulness.

From that first expedition onward, during the next thirteen years, as I returned to the northern ranges every summer, Brad served as my Alaska mentor. He gave me carte blanche to install myself in the back closet of his top-floor sanctum of an office at the Museum of Science and browse to my heart’s content through his thousands of Alaskan images. It was in those vivid, exquisitely sharp photos of faces and ridges seldom seen from the ground that I discovered the routes of my most difficult expeditions, to Mounts Deborah, Huntington, and Dickey. Always Brad offered his candid appraisal of a route I had set my hopes on. Not once did he say, “I think that’s too hard [or too dangerous] to try.”

On those climbs, we carried Brad’s photos to help us with route finding. The prints were so sharp that we could recognize features—a fin of rock here, a curling lip of snow there—that were as small as two or three feet in width on the ground. On Mount Dickey in 1974, my two companions and I climbed the last thousand feet of the 5,000-foot southeast wall in all-out blizzard. It could have been a matter of life or death to keep to our planned route, for on the summit ridge two weeks earlier we had planted a cache, complete with tent, sleeping bags, and food, which we now absolutely needed to find.

Yet in the whiteout, able barely to see a hundred feet, we had to admit that everything looked the same—a relentless 50-degree incline of ice and snow seamed with outcroppings of black schist. Leading our rope of three, I kept pulling a crumpled Washburn photo out of my parka pocket and scrutinizing its details. Thanks to that picture, we hit the summit ridge within fifty yards of our cache.

Even after I stopped climbing hard, I cherished my protégé-mentor relationship with Brad. Once I had started writing for a living, I turned Brad into a subject, publishing three articles about various aspects of his life and work. And in 1991, he and I collaborated on a large-format picture book, called Mount McKinley: The Conquest of Denali, in which a detailed history of deeds on the great mountain served as a platform for a lavish portfolio of Brad’s magnificent photos of North America’s highest peak.

Bob Bates never became as close a friend of mine as Brad did, but I felt in a sense that I knew the man even before I came to Harvard. The year after Lucania, Bates co-led the first American expedition to K2, the second-highest mountain in the world. The team made a gallant attempt, reaching nearly 26,000 feet before turning back. Then, in 1953, at the age of forty-two, Bates again co-led a K2 expedition, which ended tragically in the death of Art Gilkey, who was first crippled by thrombophlebitis and then swept away in an avalanche as his teammates desperately tried to haul him down the mountain.

Still in high school, I had read K2: The Savage Mountain, the now classic account of the 1953 expedition that Bates co-authored with Charles Houston. The book told such a gripping story that certain scenes were etched for good in my memory. As boys my age kept Willie Mays’s over-the-shoulder catch in the 1954 World Series blazed on their eyelids, a touchstone of immortality, so I saw Pete Schoening’s “miracle belay,” when with one ice axe and brute tenacity he stopped the intertwined falls of six teammates who would otherwise have plunged to their deaths.

Meeting Bates for the first time in the early 1960s, I expected a larger-than-life hero, only to be struck by the self-effacing modesty that anchored the man’s character. The limelight only made him uncomfortable: he conveyed the hearty zest for life, oblivious to fame or recognition, that had driven him to decades of expeditioneering. Unlike Brad, who turned his back on serious climbing after 1951, Bob kept it up well into his fifties. In 1985, at the age of seventy-four, Bob participated in an arduous overland expedition to Ulugh Muztagh, an all-but-unknown peak on the border of Tibet and Xinjiang Uygur in China.

In 1994, Bob published a memoir of his life as a climber, traveler, and teacher, called The Love of Mountains Is Best. Not a true autobiography, the book is as modest as its author, unfolding in chapter after chapter of old-fashioned adventure yarns. In our modern era of climbers as sponsored athletes, of intensely rivalrous national expeditions to Everest and K2, of film and book deals firmed up long before the team reaches base camp, Bob’s narrative has a wonderfully anachronistic quality.

Since I had first learned about Brad and Bob’s Lucania expedition, sometime in the 1960s, I had realized what an extraordinary saga their 1937 journey promised in the telling. Yet oddly enough, neither man had published an account of the trip that did it justice. Only a month after the two men had returned to New England, Life magazine had come out with an eight-page story about Lucania that handsomely showcased the great photos Brad had managed to bring back. The next year, Brad’s understated article about the expedition led off the 1938 American Alpine Journal, the journal of record of our mountaineering fraternity. Fifty-six years later, Bob had devoted a characteristically unassuming chapter of The Love of Mountains Is Best to the adventure.

About five years ago, Brad started talking to me about how he wished to do a book about Lucania. I concurred at once, hoping my enthusiasm would spur him to a valedictory effort. In the back of my mind, however, I nursed a qualm: that both Bob and Brad had gone at life with such unrelenting optimism, had applied such classically American can-do savvy to everything they undertook, that the true dramatic curve of the story of their greatest exploit ran the risk of being subsumed beneath a kind of aw-shucks panache.

It would take, I thought, a third-person observer to do justice to Lucania—a mountaineer thoroughly familiar with Alaska and the Yukon, who knew just how far “out there” Brad and Bob had been that dangerous summer, and a writer who need run no risk of immodesty in bringing to light each brilliant or gutsy deed in that tightrope trek through uncertainty. Brad himself wanted me to tackle the story, and Bob warmed to the project. The result is the collaboration embodied in this book.

I harbored, I must confess, a secret agenda. At an even younger age than Brad and Bob on Lucania, my best friend, Don Jensen, and I (we were both twenty) had undergone our own two-man ordeal in the subarctic, a forty-two-day failure on the east ridge of Mount Deborah in Alaska’s Hayes Range, culminating in Don’s sixty-foot fall into a crevasse from which it took half a day to extricate him. That expedition had unfolded as a slowly gathering nightmare, a trial by frustration and distrust. In the miasma of cabin fever our tiny tent produced, I got so edgy that the very sound of Don’s breathing or chewing could drive me crazy. Leery of my impatience, Don retreated into a cocoon of placid silence whose inertia verged on the moribund. The grim journey together nearly cost us our friendship.

I felt it my duty, as I set to work on the Lucania story, to dig beneath the surface of the interpersonal, to find out just what quarrels and tensions and unspoken doubts must have laced Brad and Bob’s experience on an expedition considerably more perilous than an attempt on Mount Deborah. The two men’s characters, for starters, were so utterly unlike: Brad the headstrong leader, the salty-tongued arbiter of style, quick to anger and unsparing of folly; Bob the peace-at-all-costs go-between, the volunteer for all the dirtiest jobs, magnanimous with others and serene in his own soul.

So I set out to pry beneath the blithe surface and discover the “real” truth about Lucania. In the end, however, I discovered something else: that as far as I could tell, Brad and Bob belonged to a different subspecies of human beings from myself and all the fellows my age I had climbed with. To enter Bates and Washburn’s Lucania, I had to walk into an unknown land, peopled with beings I had only read about in Icelandic sagas and Greek myths.



ONE MAROONED


JUST before noon on June 18, the skies suddenly cleared. In Valdez, a small coastal Alaskan town tucked into a crooked arm of Prince William Sound, Brad Washburn had cooled his heels during the previous week, watching glumly as one day of rain succeeded another. On June 14, a raging southeaster had swept in off the Gulf of Alaska to batter the town. With the storm came a puzzling, unseasonable warmth.

Brad had rented a ramshackle house in Valdez for five dollars a month, as a place to store the team’s gear and food, and as a base for photographic flights he hoped to make after the expedition. Russell Dow, a protégé of Brad’s who had been a member of his 1933 expedition to Mount Grillon, a 12,726-foot peak in the Fairweather Range, had been hanging out for months in Valdez, preparing the assault on Lucania.

The other two team members, Bob Bates and Norman Bright, had arrived on board a ship out of Seattle only at 6:00 P.M. the evening before. When June 18 dawned overcast once more, the four men lounged near the wharf, settling in for the indeterminate wait that routinely stalls the fondest plans of aviators in the great North. They were getting ready to eat lunch when the clouds abruptly peeled away, baring a startling expanse of blue stretching from the hills at the town’s back to the steely waters of the fjord before it.

Cigarette dangling from his lips, wearing dungarees, a flannel shirt, and a black rain hat, Bob Reeve came storming out of his house and told the boys to forget about lunch and load up the plane for the first flight in. Bob and Brad guzzled down an ice cream soda each and headed for the mud flats below Reeve’s house.

Thirty-five years old that summer of 1937, Reeve was one of the three or four finest bush pilots in the Alaska Territory, a paragon among a legendary fraternity of flyers, a good portion of whom would die in crashes in the remote wilderness. Born in a sleepy Wisconsin town, Reeve was afflicted with a congenital restlessness. He had left home at fifteen and talked his way into the Navy shortly after the United States had entered World War I. In 1926, after dropping out of college, he fetched up in Beaumont, Texas, where a pair of barnstormers with the absurdly appropriate names of Maverick and Hazard taught him to fly—the dream of his life since the age of eight, when he had first read about the Wright brothers.

Two years later, Reeve was in South America, flying mail along the roadless wastes of the Andean spine. There was no more perilous aviation being pursued anywhere in the world. One of Reeve’s colleagues was Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who would memorialize the exploits of the South American pilots in Night Flight. Reeve learned his craft by trial and error, in the process setting records for the fastest flight between Santiago and Lima and for the most hours flying mail by any aviator in the world in 1930.

The next year, Reeve bumped into a pair of miners from Alaska who enthralled him with tales of “hills full of gold” in the Wrangell Mountains. In South America, Reeve had earned and squandered a small fortune. Now, in the summer of 1932, with the Depression in full swing, he arrived in Valdez as a stowaway on a freighter, hiding under a tarpaulin.

By the next winter, Reeve owned his first airplane—a used Fairchild 51 he bought in Fairbanks. Most of his work came flying freight for miners, whose wildcat prospecting in the Chugach and Wrangell hills bespoke a desperate gamble to escape the poverty that had gripped the nation.

Intensely competitive, fiercely proud of his skill in the air, Reeve had become by 1937 a chain-smoking aerial entrepreneur whose locutions were sprinkled with many a vivid profanity. Tall, thin, ruggedly handsome, with a sourdough’s squint, he had gained considerable fame from a number of daring flying feats. Reeve’s sense of humor veered between the merely ribald and the downright morbid. Over the door of the small wooden shack that served as his office, he had painted a skull and crossbones, the hand-lettered aperçu, “Opportunity makes damned rascals out of all of us. But opportunity is not knocking here,” and the injunction, “HANDS OFF OUR TOOLS.” The side of the shack bore a curious advertisement for himself: “Always Use Reeve Airways. Slow, Unreliable, Unfair, and Crooked. Scared and Unliscensed [sic]. And Nuts!” The beat-up Model A he drove around Valdez’s few dirt streets bore the emblem “Official Car.”

Reeve was something of a mechanical genius, attentitively servicing and tinkering with his own planes. Yet paradoxically, he was at the same time a throwback, a seat-of-the-pants aviator. He never learned to fly on instruments, and long after radios became virtually mandatory for pilots in Alaska, Reeve refused to carry one.

Brad Washburn recalls a characteristic Reeve anecdote from World War II, when the pilot had finally capitulated and succumbed to radio contact. “He was flying freight down the Aleutian chain, to build up the anti-Japanese bases. Although his plane couldn’t carry big loads like some of the others, Bob always got through. One day he was coming into Umnak, a god-forsaken place. He got on the radio and said, ‘Reeve—Umnak’. Umnak radioed back, ‘For God’s sake, Bob, don’t land here, it’s pouring, it’s zero-zero [visibility and ceiling], and it’s blowing like hell.’ Bob answered, ‘I’m already on the runway. I’m trying to find you, for Christ’s sake.’”

As a pilot, Reeve was also a great innovator, which was the reason Brad had sought him out for Lucania. Following the lead of aviators in the Alps, a few Alaskan pilots had begun to experiment with wooden skis instead of wheels, for winter and glacier flying. Reeve soon cornered the lucrative market flying supplies into mines in the Chugach and Wrangell Mountains, landing on skis at improvised strips near the high diggings. Once spring had melted the snow in Valdez, however, Reeve had to cease his supply flights because he could no longer land in Valdez on skis.

It was the innovator’s notion that, with the right kind of skis, he might use the coastal mud flats below Valdez’s gravel strip for takeoffs and landings during the warm months. Wooden skis would only rot if left to sit in the tidal muck. So Reeve commandeered a stainless steel bar from a derelict roadhouse and cobbled out of it a pair of metal sheaths to fit over the wooden skis. Then he practiced on the mud flats until he had mastered the slithery game. Because he could land and take off only at low tide, the pilot now carried a tide table with him wherever he went. But now he could haul freight into the Chugach and Wrangell mines year-round.

By the winter of 1936-1937, Brad, only twenty-six years old, was already the veteran of four expeditions to Alaska and the Yukon. Setting his sights on Lucania, the highest unclimbed mountain in North America, but a dauntingly remote objective, Brad conceived of the idea of flying in to make a landing high on the Walsh Glacier, just south of the sprawling mountain, thereby obviating a grueling approach march through the foothills.

Brad had heard about Reeve’s virtuoso mud-flats work. In January 1937, the climber wrote the pilot. He outlined his plan for Lucania, then added (a trifle condescendingly), “Although I’ve never met you, I know several of your best friends who believe that you are exactly the fellow who we need to do all of the flying that will be required to assure the success of this little expedition…. We believe that you are plenty experienced to handle this work—and that if we succeed on Lucania, you are certain to get a lot of favorable publicity—both for you as well as for the town of Valdez. We hope that you’ll agree to be our pilot.”

Reeve wired back a one-sentence answer: “ANYWHERE YOU’LL RIDE, I’LL FLY.”

Just after 1:00 P.M. on June 18, Reeve, Washburn, and Bates loaded up the Fairchild 51. Normally, after high tide had receded, “Mudville,” as the strip was dubbed, was a slimy miasma into which an intruder sank ankle-deep, but now, with a fierce sun fast drying out the flats, Reeve asked his charges to slosh down the runway in front of his plane. If the flats baked dry, taking off was impossible. Brad later recorded the six-hundred-foot takeoff in his diary: “We just barely made it, our skis just clearing the ditch and tall eel grass at the end of the runway. The plane wobbled a bit; Bob nosed her level to pick up speed, and in a moment we were banking gently out across the bay, climbing toward Thompson Pass. Bob turned around and grinned his wonderful grin from underneath that inseparable rain hat.”

Already, in May, Reeve had made three landings with Russ Dow on the Walsh Glacier, laying a depot of 2,000 pounds of gear and food in preparation for base camp. On the first flight, Reeve had turned back in the face of violent winds, but on his second try, he had glided to a perfect landing at 8,750 feet. Here, where winter still reigned, the snow was as hard as concrete. Reeve’s landing was the highest yet made in Alaska or Canada, and the highest ski-equipped landing anywhere in the world with a full load of freight.

In May, the logistics had been altogether different. Reeve had ferried the team’s gear in several flights from Valdez to McCarthy, a gold-rush town in the Wrangell Mountains where, in late spring, there was still plenty of snow on the ground. Then, with Dow in the passenger seat, he had made the three trips back and forth from McCarthy to the Walsh Glacier.

Now, on June 18, the snow had melted off the McCarthy strip. Reeve had no choice but to take the climbers in on a single round trip from Valdez. Yet such a flight—more than two hundred miles each way in a direct line—was beyond the fuel capacity of his craft. Thus among the baggage the three men had loaded aboard the Fairchild were five-gallon gas cans carrying enough fuel to ensure Reeve’s return. This gambit in turn required that he land somewhere, for once beyond his half-tank turnaround point, the pilot would be forced to put down and refuel. With all Reeve’s mechanical savvy, he had not figured out any way to pour gas into the plane’s tank while it was still in the air.

Still, given the ease of the May landings and the perfect weather, Reeve was confident as he took off. He would fly Bob and Brad and their personal gear in on the first flight, then return for Russ Dow and Norman Bright, flying them and the rest of the team’s equipment in that same day, if the weather held. Perhaps a month later, after they had climbed Lucania, Reeve would fly the men out by pairs.

Bob and Brad, in turn, had full confidence in their pilot. As Brad recalls, “Reeve could land on a peanut.” After only thirty minutes in the air, as the Fairchild sped east against a stiff headwind toward the great Copper River, the men saw the first high cirrus clouds and layers of altostratus materializing on the horizon. At 2:45, they passed over McCarthy, the last outpost of civilization. Now Reeve headed up the gorge of the Chitina River, to cover the last eighty air miles before he would land on the Walsh Glacier. His passengers gazed somewhat apprehensively out either window at the terrain beneath them. “The Chitina River is huge and muddy,” wrote Brad later in his diary; “it swings in countless meanders back and forth across its wide, flat-floored valley. On each side rugged rocky mountains walled it in.”

Twelve years before, arduously relaying depots of supplies, the team that would make the first ascent of Mount Logan had trudged up this difficult gorge. Otherwise, it lay virtually unexplored. It was obvious to the three men in the Fairchild that the Chitina offered not the ghost of a hope of an emergency landing strip.

The weather was growing steadily worse. “Cumulus clouds hung in pennants behind the peaks,” wrote Brad later. The head of the Chitina Valley was swallowed in a solid gray wall of mist and fog.

Since he had taken off, Reeve had chain-smoked one cigarette after another. Now his anxiety grew manifest. Sixty-four years later, Brad would recall another tribulation about that flight. “Reeve had worked out a way that he could pee past the stick and out a hole in the floor. The whole damn plane smelled of dried piss.” To add to the discomfort, the flight was a bitterly cold one for the passengers in the back seat, since to aid Brad’s aerial photography Reeve had taken the right-hand door off the plane.
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