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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Throughout this book, the letters, diaries, and other correspondence from Hudson Stuck and other main players are quoted verbatim. All spelling errors and grammar inconsistencies are consistent with the original source. The title of this book, A Window to Heaven, is a play on the quote from Robert Tatum, uttered upon reaching the summit of Denali, which he described as “a window of heaven.”




PROLOGUE

Hudson Stuck could barely breathe. A tough and experienced outdoorsman who had spent the last decade dogsledding and tramping across Alaska and the Yukon, Stuck nevertheless gasped in the high, thin air 20,000 feet above sea level.

He and his three companions stood just below the summit ridge of Denali, the highest peak in North America, on a clear, windy, 4°-below day. Stuck wore six pairs of socks inside his leather moccasins, with iron “ice-creepers” or crampons attached to the bottom. Immense lynx-fur-lined mitts covered inner Scotch-wool gloves, and his torso was layered beneath a fur-hooded Alaskan parka. “Yet,” Stuck wrote, “until high noon feet were like lumps of iron.”1

Behind them stretched what Stuck called the “dim blue lowlands” of the future Denali National Park, “with threads of stream and patches of lake that still carry ice along their banks.”2 A few smaller peaks squatted off to the northeast. In every other direction, the immensity of the mountain they perched on blocked their views of Mount Foraker and the other peaks in the Alaska Range. Above them, just a few hundred more yards of climbing and the prize—to be the first humans to set foot atop Denali—would be theirs.

It was June 7th, 1913. They were Stuck, Episcopal Archdeacon of Alaska and the Yukon, the oldest of the group at nearly fifty years old, short and wiry, his neatly-trimmed beard the only one among the four; Walter Harper, the youngest at age twenty, half Alaskan Native, fit and confident; Harry Karstens, thirty-four, calmly competent from his years in the Alaskan backcountry; and Robert Tatum, twenty-one, the greenest member of the team. They had launched this expedition eight weeks earlier, enduring bitter cold, severe altitude, and the loss of key supplies to a camp fire.

The team had arrived at their last camp, just below 18,000 feet, the night before. Awakening to a brilliant, bitterly cold morning, the party had reached the summit slope after eight grueling hours, with Harper in the lead. Surrounded by nothing but snow and ice, their toes and fingers numb, they approached the final ridge to the summit.

Though all the men were unable to fully take in air—“it was curious to see every man’s mouth open for breathing,” Stuck would later write—it was hardest for him. Everything kept turning black for Stuck as he choked and gasped, almost unable to get any breath at all. The missionary’s load had already been reduced; the other members had divided up the contents of his pack, leaving him only the bulky mercurial barometer he had stubbornly carried up the mountain to make scientific observations on the summit. Now he struggled even under the barometer’s weight. Finally, Harper, the youngest and strongest member of the expedition on this day, doubled back to where Stuck knelt in the snow, took the barometer and hoisted it onto his back.

Harper’s presence on the mountain was important to Stuck for more than just his youthful vigor and physical strength. Since coming to Alaska in 1904 to become Archdeacon of Alaska and the Yukon, Stuck had become a fervent champion of the rights of the Native people. In the Alaska of this era, a raucous and deeply unsettled meeting point between traditional Native ways and the modern white culture—“a center of feverish trade and feverish vice,” in Stuck’s words—Stuck spent most of his time ministering to the Athabascan peoples in his region. He bore no illusions that their lives would be improved by the onslaught of Western ways.3

Harper, who was half Athabascan and half Irish, represented Stuck’s aspirations for the Natives of the Far North. Walter’s father, Arthur Harper, a distant figure in his life, was a pioneer in the history of white Alaska, the first to imagine gold in the Yukon, where he met Walter’s mother. Walter was raised by his mother in an Athabascan village and at sixteen met Stuck at the mission school in Tenana.4 They forged a lifelong connection. On Denali, in Stuck’s words, Harper “ran Karstens close in strength, pluck, and endurance.”5

Robert Tatum was a Tennessean who had come to Alaska to study for Holy Orders in the Episcopal Church. He had proved himself the previous winter by joining a heroic relief effort, helping deliver by dogsled desperately-needed supplies to two women missionaries down the dangerous ice of the frozen Tanana River. His experience with surveying tools and other scientific instruments and his willingness to serve as the cook for the expedition, along with what Stuck termed “his consistent courtesy and considerateness,” made Tatum “a very pleasant comrade.”6

Harry Karstens had been in Alaska for almost two decades, and learned its often-harsh lessons first-hand. He had earned the right to be considered a “Sourdough”—a term derived from prospectors’ habit of carrying a starter of sourdough bread in a pouch around their neck, later expanded to describe those who’d been in the Far North long enough to prove themselves. He had made his reputation in the backcountry since the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897, making his reputation on the mail routes, prospectors’ streams, and hunting expeditions of early-1900s Alaska. Stuck explicitly relied on Karstens for his outdoor skills and experience, as well as his toughness.

Karstens, on the other hand, had less sympathy than Harper for Stuck’s difficulties. To Karstens, a hardened miner and backwoodsman, Stuck’s insistence on spending time with the books and writing materials he brought to Denali—not to mention the burden that carrying such extra weight imposed on everyone—amounted to little more than “lying in the tent.” Karstens’s antagonism toward Stuck, which increased with each step up the mountain, was fated to flare into far worse.

For his part, Stuck had always admired Karstens, describing him as “strong, competent, and resourceful, the true leader of the expedition in the face of difficulty and danger.”7 He would never understand his former partner’s antagonism in the wake of the expedition’s success and fame. But for now, Stuck and the others had to put all animosities aside, and focus on putting one foot in front of the other, slowly and deliberately gasping, and grasping, for the summit.



How did an Episcopal Archdeacon, well into middle age by the standards of the time, come to find himself in the freezing final summit push on the highest, coldest peak on the continent? The answer lay in two equally potent forces, woven into his being. Just as strong as Hudson Stuck’s belief in doing good—“I am sorry for a life in which there is no usefulness to others,” he once wrote—was his love of wild places. He had grown up reading the exploits of the polar explorers, thanks to the library of a relative lost at sea. As a youth Hudson Stuck had explored the mountains of his native England, including the Lake District peaks Scafell Pike (the highest mountain in England, at 3200 feet), Skiddaw, and Helvellyn. Although they weren’t much more than scrambles, much less technical climbs, they gave the youthful Stuck a glimpse of what could be found in the world’s high, wild places.8

The twenty-two-year-old Englishman’s pursuit of change and adventure led him and a friend to leave England in 1885 and make their way by steamship to New Orleans, then to San Antonio. Stuck loved the stark beauty of the West Texas rolling prairie. Working as a cowboy and ranch hand, on horseback with his Remington rifle, he witnessed a vanishing world.9

After three years of alternating teaching and ranch work, Stuck’s future path became clear. Always devout and with a keen sense of duty to serve others, his involvement with the Episcopal Church as a layman earned him a scholarship to the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, to study for the ministry. The university, founded in 1868 by the Episcopal Church, was created to offer a liberal-arts education and as training for the priesthood.

Stuck’s time in Sewanee began a lifelong love of the school and the place. With its stone Gothic buildings situated amid the rocky streams, waterfalls, and dramatic views of the Cumberland Plateau, Sewanee gave full flower to Stuck’s intelligence and desire for engagement with the wider intellectual world. By the end of his life, Stuck would be one of Sewanee’s favorite sons.

Feeling expansive after his time in Sewanee, Stuck returned to Texas and a small parish church in Cuero. Before long, however, he was inevitably lured to the largest and most powerful church in the state: St. Matthew’s, the Episcopal Cathedral of Dallas. There, among his wealthy and influential parishioners, Stuck would first make a reputation—though not, in some quarters, a favorable one.

As dean of St. Matthew’s Cathedral, Stuck founded St. Matthew’s School for boys, a night school for mill workers, and a home for indigent young mothers. But when Stuck took up the reform of child-labor laws, he found himself at odds with the powers that be and in a public-relations battle with Dallas’s leading newspaper, the Dallas Morning News. In 1903, after a campaign by Stuck and his allies, the Texas legislature passed the first factory law of any kind in the state, requiring a minimum age of twelve and restricted hours of employment.

Even while fighting these battles as dean, Stuck continued his quest to challenge himself in the strenuous pursuit of natural, rugged beauty. He spent annual holidays in wild and mountainous places, from the Colorado Rockies and “the Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone” to the summit of Washington’s Mount Rainier.10

Chafing under the direction of his more-conservative bishop in Dallas, Stuck jumped at the chance to work in Alaska. At last, he felt he had found a place and a job with scope for his ambitions, as well as the landscape of his wildest dreams. First in Fairbanks, and later in Fort Yukon, Stuck continued the work he had begun in Texas: building hospitals and schools as well as churches; founding libraries as alternatives to saloons; condemning the lax morals of the whites and their corrosive effects on the Natives of the North.

After accepting his new position in Alaska, he routed his trip north through the Canadian Rockies, climbing Mount Victoria, “my first snow mountain,”11 as well as reaching Glacier House on present-day Revelstoke. Stuck then sailed north from Seattle with stops along the Alaskan coastal range. Almost from the moment of his arrival in Fairbanks, Stuck began visiting his mission churches by dogsled in winter and by boat after the spring thaw, awed by the wild rivers and mountains, the Northern Lights, and the rugged grandeur of the high latitudes. His book about his winter trips, Ten Thousand Miles with a Dogsled, earned him acclaim in the Lower Forty-Eight and respect as an outdoorsman who was willing to visit his far-flung mission churches in the dead of the Alaskan winter.

Yet even as he criss-crossed his region by dogsled and boat, Hudson Stuck would catch a glimpse from time to time of Denali. The mountain, “the Big One” in the Athabascan language, was as yet unclimbed; with the arrival of prospectors in the 1890s it also acquired a new name, Mount McKinley. Thoughts of the glory and acclaim to be won from its first ascent never really left Stuck’s mind. When the persistent clouds cleared and he grabbed a glimpse of the mountain, the “splendid vision” made him ever more eager to “scale its lofty peaks.”12 For Stuck, Alaska was a place where his physical and spiritual aspirations, his goals for himself and for his mission, could be united into a single purpose. “I would rather climb Mount McKinley than own the richest gold mine in Alaska,” he claimed.13 He was not alone in his desire.

Given its status as the grandest peak in the Northern Hemisphere, Denali became one of the primary prizes of the age. This immense young mountain, geologically speaking—the Alaska Range at 5 to 6 million years old is far younger than the Appalachians or Rockies—sheds massive glaciers, largely on its southern flanks due to the accumulated moisture swept up from the North Pacific. Its height from base to peak, rising 18,000 feet from the plain, is several thousand feet more than that of Everest. In addition, due to its position as the northernmost 6,000-meter mountain in the world, Denali’s weather is extremely hazardous, to say the least. In 2003, a North American-record windchill of -118° F was recorded near the mountain’s summit; the next day, the same weather station recorded a temperature of -75.5° F. This ferocious, frigid massif was destined to become the next great prize in that era of exploration and discovery. The only question was who would be the first to claim its undisputed ascent.

Attempts to summit Denali had begun not long after whites first came into the country. The year before Stuck’s arrival in Alaska, the first notable expedition had been organized by Judge James Wickersham, who with a party of five men attempted to ascend by way of the northern face of the mountain in 1903. There they were stymied by the enormous ice-encrusted cliffs of the Peters Glacier.

Then came Dr. Frederick Cook from New York, who had parlayed experience in the Antarctic into a shot at Denali. On his second attempt, in 1906, he claimed the summit, and produced photo evidence. The claim isn’t acknowledged today, over a century later; most don’t believe Cook. Stuck, for one, flatly dismissed Cook’s claim.

So did a group of four Alaskans who would become known as the Sourdough Expedition of 1910. With no mountaineering experience but plenty of pioneer confidence, the Sourdoughs attempted to dash up Denali’s slopes to plant a flagstaff that would be visible in Fairbanks. Amazingly, they made it to the lower North Summit, though as with Cook, not everyone believed their account. And just the year before, Belmore Browne and Herschel Parker had been driven off the summit approach by bad weather, only 200 feet from the top.

Stuck and Karstens left Tenana two months behind schedule, on St. Patrick’s Day, March 17, 1913. They aimed their dogsleds toward the mission at Nenana, stopping there to pick up Harper, Tatum, and two Indian boys who would help with the dogsleds. By April 11, they had reached the base of Denali and had their first glimpse of the Muldrow Glacier, the river of ice they planned to follow to the summit. Stuck named it “the highway of desire.”

Overcoming one setback after another—some natural, some man-made—the team made the first foray onto the Northeast Ridge toward the summit. Much to their dismay, the path up the ridge, which Belmore Browne had described as “a steep but practical snow slope,” was instead fractured and jumbled thanks to a 1912 earthquake. Slowly, laboriously, exhaustingly, Karstens led the effort to hack a safe three-mile path through the house-sized boulders and enormous ice sheets. What should have been a three-day climb up the ridge consumed three weeks. “Anyone who thinks that the climbing of Denali is a picnic,” wrote Stuck, “is badly mistaken.”



Now, on the clear morning of June 7, dressed in “more gear than had sufficed at 50° below zero on the Yukon Trail,” Stuck and the others turned toward the final slopes. The group made steady progress, with Harper in the lead and Stuck stumbling in the rear. As the four men stood, one behind the other, desperate for air, Denali’s South Peak lay within reach. The weather gods had blessed them with brilliantly clear, though numbingly cold, weather this day. Now it was up to them to take advantage of their luck.

Each man lifted a frozen, heavy foot, and, one after the other, took another step upward toward their goal.






1 TALL MOUNTAIN


The Alaska Range echoes the southern coast of the forty-ninth state, sprawling in a massive eyebrow-shaped arc from the Canadian boundary in the east all the way to the root of the Alaska Peninsula six hundred miles to the west. On the map, its mountains loom over and seem to shelter Anchorage and the Cook Inlet. This effect is far more than visual or cartographic, as the range defines the climate of the state: within the concave curve of the range, to the south, the Gulf of Alaska produces warmer, wetter maritime weather, while to the north the drier, more extreme heat and cold scrapes raw the landscape of Alaska’s interior. In between, ten major peaks push themselves up into the airstream, combining to brew up some of the harshest weather in the world.

The tallest of those peaks, Denali, lies one-third of the way around the arc from the west, ringed by lesser mountains including Mount Foraker, known to some Alaska Natives as Menlale, “Denali’s Wife.” The Alaska Range, three hundred miles from the Gulf of Alaska, is the highest in the world outside of the Himalaya and the Andes; Denali itself, measured from base to peak, is a mile taller than Everest, rising three-and-a-half miles from base to its summit of 20,310 feet.1 The topography, and the range’s position so far north (Everest, by contrast, is on the same latitude as Miami), produce some of the rawest, coldest, windiest conditions on Earth.

Statistics, though, don’t account for the place that Denali holds in the imagination of its people. For in addition to its height and the weather that it both produces and endures, Denali and the rest of its range seize the skyline near the middle of the Alaskan landmass, visible from much of the surrounding land, as well as from the Alaskan Sea. As long as people have lived in the Far North, the mountains have loomed large in their lives.



One summer day over eleven thousand years ago, in a river valley 150 miles northeast of Denali, the bodies of two infant girls were carefully laid to rest in a pit in the floor of a hut built of poles and skins. The children—one born prematurely, the other three to five weeks old—were placed into the space along with spear-rods made of antler, and lanceolate (elongated oval) stone projectile points. Everything, including the bodies, was dusted with a coat of red ocher, a common burial practice in Neolithic times.2 According to Craig Childs in Atlas of a Lost World: Travels in Ice Age America, “This spectral, blood-red mineral… is the ceremonial stone of our species,” and its use on this continent is “considered to be a sign of a direct relationship with Old World Upper Paleolithic complexes.”3

Four millennia before, humans had begun to cross the land bridge connecting two continents, traveling east from Asia to America. Not far from where the children were found, other archaeological discoveries have yielded tools and other remnants that are 14,500 years old. Ten thousand years ago, melting glaciers and rising waters caused the inundation of that land bridge, creating fifty-mile-wide seas, later to be named the Bering Strait, between Russia and Alaska.4

The girls’ burial site is in what is now known as the Tanana River Valley, at Upward Sun River, or Xaasaa Na’ in the present-day Middle Tanana Athabascan tongue. The Tanana, a major tributary of the Yukon, flows northwest from the Canadian border and curves around the foothills of the Alaska Range before emptying into the Yukon at the town of Tanana. When non-natives arrived in the Tanana Valley in the 1880s, Upward Sun River was in the territory of the Salchaket band of Athabascan Alaska Natives, though none are left in the area now; two of the last speakers of Middle Tanana, a mother and daughter, gave oral histories in the 1960s, when the Alaska Native name for Upward Sun River was recorded. After the burial site was found, the local indigenous community gave the girls names in that same language: Xach’itee’aanenh T’eede Gaay, “Sunrise Girl-Child,” and Yełkaanenh T’eede Gaay, “Dawn Twilight Girl-Child.”5

The discovery of the infants in 2013, by Dr. Ben Potter of the University of Alaska at Fairbanks, provided the oldest-yet evidence of humans on the continent, and changed what we know about the prehistory of North America. The people of Upward Sun River lived during the Terminal Pleistocene epoch in geology, the term for the end of the last Ice Age, and also at the end of the Paleolithic (“Old Stone”) Age of archaeology. Culturally, they are considered part of what scientists call the Denali Complex, occurring between 12,000 and 6,000 years ago.6

As Potter’s team excavated the pit in close consultation with Native tribal organizations and state agencies, they made further contributions to our knowledge of the Denali Complex people. Their discovery that the burial site also contained a cooking pit, with several hearths and a semi-underground shelter nearby, meant that in addition to the highly mobile, nomadic foraging for which they had long been known, humans in this era also had settled camps—and rituals for dealing with life’s eternal mysteries. “There was intentionality in the burial ceremony,” Potter told a journalist. “These were certainly children who were well-loved.”7

Late-Pleistocene people “would have worn skins and leggings and carried a pouch of small stone blades of Asian design… and eyed sewing needles made from mammoth ivory,” according to Childs. “[They] would have used the small blades to cut skins, and the needles to sew tailored, tight-fitting clothes… These were people with preferences and sensibilities.” They came from the Eurasian landmass “with languages and customs, body adornments, styles of weaponry, tailored clothing, pole-and-hide structures, and burial rites involving red ochre. They were not a blank slate.”8

From their camp, the Upward Sun Valley people would have ranged widely as a matter of routine, in search of game. The same Alaska Range weather patterns that prevail today kept the interior from being covered with ice during the glaciations of the Pleistocene era. While the last Ice Age glaciation covered the Brooks Range to the north and southern Alaska from Denali to the sea, the interior between remained grassland and shrub—ideal habitat for Denali-period fauna.9 From the summer camp where they would later bury the little girls, the Upward Sun Valley people hunted bison, elk, and sheep. They also pursued small game like ground squirrels, hare, and ptarmigan or grouse, and fished for salmon in the nearby Tanana River.10 What they harvested they brought back to the site to become food, clothing, and tools.11

Roaming southwest from the Tanana River Valley in search of these ever-moving animals and fish, the Upward Sun River clan could have looked up and glimpsed Denali and the rest of the Alaska Range.12 Like the eternal questions of life and death, the mountains would have loomed over them, overshadowing their lives, filling them with awe and wonder. What did they think about the white ice-clad pyramids? Did they worship the peaks as gods, and give them supernatural powers? Were the roars of avalanches and screams of winds considered the speech of a higher power? Did they give a name to the highest point that they could see?

Some time after Sunrise Girl-Child and Dawn Twilight Girl-Child were carefully interred with the antler spears and rust-colored dust, perhaps the next summer, their people placed in the pit and cremated another child (Xaasaa Cheege Ts’eniin, “Upward Sun River Mouth Child”).13 The fire, made of poplar wood, burned untouched for one to three hours; neither the skeleton nor the embers were ever touched while the fire lasted.14 Then, they abandoned the camp permanently. With them, the archeological record of the Alaskan interior slams shut, not to be opened again for almost five thousand years.



In 1778 Captain James Cook sailed into the inlet which would be named for him, and Russians appeared there in 1785 in search of furs. But George Vancouver is credited with being the first non-Native to document a glimpse of Denali. While surveying Cook Inlet from aboard HMS Discovery May 6, 1794, Vancouver spotted what he described in his journal as ‘distant stupendous mountains,’ which would have included Denali, the most stupendous of all. Hudson Stuck would note in the margin of his copy of Vancouver’s A Voyage of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean, printed in 1801, that Cook’s was “the first reference to Denali and Denali’s Wife (Mt McKinley and Mt Foraker) that has been discovered in any literature.”15

Thus the history of Alaska, in the modern, Western sense, began. From that date, over the following century, outsiders, non-natives, have flocked to the Far North. Russian fur traders crossed the Bering Strait and aimed south and east; English explorers pushed north up the Pacific coast from the mouth of the Columbia River; miners, missionaries, adventurers, and wanderers from the south followed. All of them, upon arrival, encountered Aleut and Athabascan cultures which had been in the region for thousands of years, and who thought of the physical features of their world as being imbued with spirits. For these Native cultures, all of the natural world, including Denali, contained spiritual force as well as physical presence. Seven different indigenous languages name the mountain—and all of them refer to either ‘the tall one’ or ‘big mountain.’

Had these cultures developed in place from the Pleistocene people who had hunted mammoth six millennia before? Had humans lived along the rivers and coasts of Alaska in unbroken succession ever since the time of the Upward Sun River settlement? That remains an open question; no human remains have been found in the Alaskan interior dating from the interval between 6000 and 3000 years ago.16 The story of Alaska between the late Pleistocene and the earliest accounts of the Alaska Natives is, for now, a closed book.



The first Westerners to come to Alaska were the Russians. In 1741, Vitus Bering, sailing for Czar Peter the Great at the command of the Sv. Piotr, and Alexei Chirikov, a Russian commanding the Sv. Pavel, both reached the southeast coast of Alaska. Chirikov landed on what is thought to be Prince Edward Island on July 14, and Bering sighted Mount St. Elias on or about July 15. Within two years, small groups of fur traders were voyaging east across the 51-mile-wide Bering Strait to the Aleutian Islands. There the Russian trade in otter furs began in earnest.

According to two modern scholars, “The end of the nineteenth century gave Alaska a gold rush, but earlier, in the eighteenth century a fur rush had emerged in this land.”17 We know from indigenous stories passed down orally and recorded in the 1970s that contact between Russians and Alaska Natives was sometimes bloody.18 One oral account of a Russian-Native encounter, perhaps in 1794–5, was translated and transcribed in the late 20th century as “When Russians Were Killed at ‘Roasted Salmon Place.’ ” The Russians named the territory “Russian America,” exploiting and enslaving indigenous people in their desire for sea-otter and other furs, the most sought-after commodity of the time.19 Although “in Russian Alaska colonizers consciously acknowedged the skills and ways of knowing possessed by native peoples,” this was acompanied by Russian “coercion of these local labor forces.”20 As one recent historian, Bathsheba Demuth, says, “ ‘small peoples’ [the Russian term for the indigenous tribes] struggled to hunt what they needed while paying tribute and enduring the smallpox and syphilis and abuse that came with its extraction.”21

By the time of Russia’s sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867, competition with England and the US for the fur trade, combined with overhunting, had shriveled the Russian involvement in Alaska. Captain Cook had sailed from Alaska for the Sandwich Islands, only to be murdered in Hawaii; his men continued their voyage of discovery, arriving in China in December 1799. There they learned that “the spectacularly lustrous sea otter furs purchased for one dollar’s worth of trinkets from Northwest Coastal Indians” on the American coast “sold for the equivalent of a hundred dollars cash in Macao and Canton.”22 The ensuing encroachment of the British North West Company and the American Pacific Fur Company into the North left little room for the Russians. The number of Russians living in Alaska had never been more than 700 (compared to 40,000 Alaska Natives); now, they abandoned North American altogether. The fur rush was over. The gold rush was two decades ahead.

The cruel and harsh treatment of Alaska Natives by the Russian fur traders, however, established a pattern which would typify encounters between indigenous peoples and the Western colonial powers, and reverberate through the centuries. In a lasting counterpoint, the missionaries of the Russian Orthodox Church, who had followed in the wake of Russian colonialism, fought against their countrymen’s mistreatment of Alaska Natives. Hudson Stuck would later write of the “frightful ravages” of the Alaska Natives routinely committed by fur traders before “the most noted and vigorous” of the Russian missionaries, John Veniaminoff, arrived in Russian Alaska in 1824. Veniaminoff’s career of “devoted labours” among the Natives, including translations of the Bible and other writings into Aleut, “justify [in Stuck’s eyes] the very honourable place that is given him in Alaskan history.”23

The Russian missionaries’ policies stressing sympathy for, and taking care to retain, Native customs, languages, and culture would be taken up by others in the decades to come—most notably by the Episcopal Church for which Hudson Stuck would labor in the Far North as Archdeacon of Alaska and the Yukon.24 The introduction of Christianity by Russian, Anglican, Episcopal, and other missionaries in the period before 1869 undermined and devalued the former belief systems of the Alaska Natives; however, in the words of one Alaska scholar, “this early contact did far less to destabilize Athabascan languages and lifeways than the waves of gold-seeking migrants and later official English-only language policies.”25

Those policies, and the overall policy of assimilation, were the work of other Protestant denominations, especially the Presbyterians led by Sheldon Jackson, who were put in charge of Alaska Native education beginning in 1885. They sincerely believed that the best thing to do for the indigenous people of Alaska, as for those in the rest of the United States, was to “civilize” them, forcing them to abandon their language and culture for that of white nineteenth-century Americans.26 Presbyterian missionary S. Hall Young, who had established the denomination’s first church in Alaska at Wrangell in 1879, wanted to let the “old tongues with their superstition and sin die—the sooner the better—and replace these languages with that of Christian civilization.”27 The era’s burgeoning of pseudo-scientific theories on race supported these actions. As one modern historian has noted, “The assertion of power by people of European descent… called out for justification. Racial theorists of all stripes were eager to provide it.”28

Then with the onset of the gold rush in August 1896, white greed, amorality, and environmental destruction were brought into the lives of a vastly greater number of Alaska Natives.29 Although some of the seekers after gold may have been searching for “the end of the great American rainbow [that] was located somewhere near the junction of the Klondike and Yukon rivers,”30 their overcrowded shanty towns, unthinking destruction of riverine habitats, and shameless exploitation of Native women were the most destructive influences yet inflicted upon Alaska Natives.

Not only were Alaska Natives forced to deal with these effects of the Gold Rush; they were also systematically denied participation in what benefits there were to be gained from it. They were shoved aside, not allowed to work the mining claims which by right of eons of inhabitation should have been theirs. Ancient patterns of subsistence were lost, to be replaced, the whites claimed, by gardens, farms, and manufactured food. Native ways of dwelling, traveling, eating, learning, surviving would become replaced by the patterns of the outside, twentieth-century Western civilization.31 These—the sanctimonious culture war of the white assimilators, and the depredations of whites attempting to profit from the resources of the North—were the forces that Hudson Stuck would encounter on his arrival in 1904.

All of these invaders, though, whatever their attitudes toward Alaska Natives—whether trappers, miners, merchants, or missionaries—could see the soaring and daunting mountain ranges which crowded the landscape. They would have shared the common human emotions, that mixture of attraction and fear, toward the massive upthrusts and avalanche-laden slopes of Alaska’s mountains. Many no doubt dreamed of climbing those mountains, especially the prize: Denali.






2 FROM LONDON TO THE AMERICAN FRONTIER


When Hudson Stuck was born in the London suburb of Paddington on November 11, 1863, Queen Victoria had ruled over the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland for three decades. With its recent victory over Imperial Russia in the Crimean Wars, Great Britain gloried in the height of its Empire. The forty-four-year-old queen, however, remained in semi-seclusion as winter neared, mourning, as she had for almost two years, the death of her husband and soulmate, Prince Albert. The royal household was bathed in gloom, dressed in black, forbidden by Victoria from any show of frivolity or laughter.1

For four decades London had been the largest city in the world,2 and it continued to display everything that was new and advanced, with all the swagger of an imperial capital. Not far from the Stucks’ house on Irongate Wharf Road, the first section of the London Underground had opened earlier that year, between Paddington and Farringdon Road.3 A short distance to the southeast, just two weeks before Hudson Stuck joined the world, the Football Association had been founded at the Freemasons’ Tavern on Great Church Road; on December 19 the first-ever match would be played under the rules of the Football Association (shortened by Rugby School slang to “soccer,” as it became known in the US and Canada).4

But all wasn’t bright and shiny in 1860s London, either literally or figuratively. Charles Dickens began serializing his last novel, Our Mutual Friend, in the spring after Stuck’s birth in May 1864. He described London as “a black shrill city… a gritty city… a hopeless city, with no vent in the leaden canopy of its sky.”5 Nor did the wealth derived from India, “The Jewel in the Crown,” make any real difference in the lives of most Londoners. The stifling social and moral strictures which would give the adjective “Victorian” its negative connotations remained in force, as did as the rigid class system, to say nothing of the environmental and social evils of the ongoing Industrial Revolution. These conditions drove some Londoners to find escape in the British countryside beyond the city; others chose to join the hundreds of thousands of emigrants who left during the first two decades of Stuck’s life, when he was a resident of the British Isles.

Hudson Stuck, for his part, did both.



He had been born to James and Jane (nee Hudson) Stuck; his father was a “moderately successful foreman and part owner of a lumber yard” whose strict Presbyterianism failed to take hold in his son, to put it mildly.6 Stuck would much later write of the “forgotten religious books to which… it was sought to confine my reading with notable unsuccess.”7 Clara Burke, who knew him well in Alaska, claimed that “When he decided to join the Episcopal Church and study for the ministry, his father was so incensed by his son’s disloyalty to the family church that he refused to finance his education. So young Stuck had come to the United States.”8 Presumably she was told this by Stuck himself, although there is no indication in any of his early letters from Texas that he had decided to be a priest before 1889. Perhaps Stuck was tidying up his timeline, for others as well as for himself.

Young Hudson Stuck’s preference for the Church of England (known as the Episcopal Church in the United States) had cultural as well as theological implications. The Anglican Church, as it was also known, with its elaborate rituals and centuries-old Prayer Book, was the church of the well-born, the social elite, in England as well as in America. The Presbyterianism of Stuck’s father, on the other hand, would have been a dissenter’s church, populated mainly by working-class believers.

Hudson Stuck, with his love of the English language, doubtless was drawn to the beauty of the Anglican service, and its liturgy written during Shakespeare’s time. But he also was disavowing his family’s social status, and choosing a more elevated church home. Esthetically, socially, and theologically, this choice was key to his subsequent life as a clergyman in America.

Hudson and his younger sister Caroline moved with his parents to Westbourne, a London district just west of Paddington, where he attended Westbourne Park Public School and the King’s College School, a secondary school attached to the college.9 Westbourne around this time contained “one of the capital’s leading shopping centres,” Westbourne Grove, but also the area by the Lock bridge, “one of six poor patches amid the general affluence of north-west London.”10 Stuck would describe in A Winter Circuit of Our Arctic Coast the prints by the artist and satirist George Cruikshank, “full of action and character,” that hung upon the walls of his childhood home, perhaps because of Cruikshank’s strong patriotism (he invented “John Bull” as a symbol of England) or his fierce support of the temperance and anti-smoking movements.11

Two anecdotes from Stuck’s early life in England seem to point him in the direction of escape, of lighting out for the territory, of pursuing adventure. The first concerns his father’s cousin, a sailor in the merchant marine until he sailed from Australia and, as Stuck recounted, “he and his ship were never seen or heard of again.” The cousin left with Stuck’s family a pet green parrot, as well as books on exploration in the Arctic: beautiful leather-bound editions describing the exploits of Vancouver, Parry, and Richardson. In Stuck’s words,


those fine old quartos, with their delicate and spirited engravings of ships beset by fantastic icebergs, their coloured plates of auroras and parhelia, of Eskimos and their igloos and dog-teams, are amongst the most vivid recollections of my childhood.12



“New country,” Stuck would say, remained “of special interest to me all my life,” perhaps because of his uncle’s books of exploration and adventure, which “were my companions and delights as a boy.”13

The second indicator, less detailed but no less intriguing, consists of a single sentence in Stuck’s book The Ascent of Denali: “Scawfell [sic] and Skiddaw and Helvellyn had given [me my] first boyish interest in climbing.”14 This seems to indicate that the young Stuck traveled to these peaks in the famous Lake District of northwest England at a historic place and time in mountaineering history. A 1913 profile of Stuck in a Scottish newspaper, which claimed that he “learnt his mountaineering in Cumberland, his mother’s county” (where Scafell is located), offers another tantalizing clue.15

Scafell Pike, the highest mountain in England at an elevation of 978 meters (3,209 feet) above sea level, and its twin Scafell, the second-highest at 964 meters (3,162 feet), had long drawn the imagination of outdoor lovers. The Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge had survived his own mini-epic adventure there in 1802. In the middle of a nine-day hike around the district, Coleridge made it to the top of Scafell. However, while trying to scramble down a steeper, more direct route from the top, a route that today is classified as ‘moderate’—the easiest rating—Coleridge struggled to keep his footing and his composure. He said in a letter to his love interest at the time that his “whole Limbs” were “in a Tremble,” until finally he safely reached the bottom.16

By the 1860s, the exploits of pioneering mountaineers, such as Edward Whymper’s first ascent of the Matterhorn in 1859, had given rise to the first wave of British mountaineering in the Lake District. During this time, according to an article written in a Lake District climbing journal a half-century later, “Alpine Clubmen, Norwegian Explorers, and Pyrenean Mountaineers” came to the area for “the rock work available in the District. Many who now bear honoured names in the mountaineering world vied with each other in their search for new courses.”17 These progenitors of English mountain ascents “wore rough old tweed suits, thick socks and stout country boots, usually hob-nailed.” Their route information came “not from detailed guide books but from what they could gather from predecessors of accounts in the newspapers.”18

The mystery persists: When—if ever—did Hudson Stuck go to these accessible, non-technical peaks in the Lake District? Six hours from Westbourne by modern transportation, they must have been harder to reach in the late nineteenth century. Stuck emigrated in 1885, at the age of twenty-two, but “boyish” would imply sometime in the previous decade. Did he venture to the fells with his family?

Stuck, if he went, would have gone to the “awesome rock architecture and writhing ethereal mists”19 of Scafell and the Lake District not only to bag the peaks, but also for “the stretching of muscles and mind in God’s fresh air, the escape from all the pressures and… occupations of everyday life in the city.”20 He certainly fit one historian’s description of climbers of the day as coming from “comfortable middle-class homes in the industrial cities.” They were seeking, as present-day climber and author Doug Scott wrote, “to escape the restrictions society was imposing upon them.”21 Stuck’s desire to leave the constraints of Victorian London would eventually take him much farther than the Lake District.



Finally, it all came down to the flip of a coin. Tiring of his first job, clerical work in the city of Bristol, Stuck dreamed of going to Texas, but his friend and boss’s son, Jim Hall, leaned toward Australia. One of them flipped a coin to decide the matter. Texas it was.

At least, that is the better-known and more widespread explanation for Stuck’s decision to emigrate to Texas at the age of twenty-three. According to Frank Juhan, however, who knew Stuck later in Dallas and who eventually became Bishop of Florida, there was another reason: Stuck, he wrote, had tuberculosis, and West Texas along with Colorado was considered to have the most healthful climate for sufferers of the disease. According to Juhan, by 1889, when Stuck left Texas, there were no traces of the illness.22 (Coming as it did from a retired Episcopal bishop, the story of Stuck’s illness may have been a more genteel explanation for his choice of destination, in place of the more cavalier story of the coin-flip.)

Whatever the reason, on March 1, 1885, Stuck, Hall, and a third friend, Jim Kerr, left Antwerp and traveled by steamship to New Orleans, final destination San Antonio. Six years before, a journalist for London’s Pall Mall Gazette had taken passage in steerage class aboard a Cunard liner. “Words are incapable of conveying anything like a correct notion” of conditions below decks for those who can’t afford luxury or saloon passage, the reporter wrote; “a glance around filled me with dismay and disgust.”23 So Stuck found his time in the steerage compartment of La Gaul, a converted cattle boat. The voyage, he wrote a friend back in England, was horrible from the beginning: the 140 passengers were often trapped by heavy seas below decks, with little light or air, and had to contend with “vile smells, vile atmosphere, and sleeping wet” as the leaky portholes dropped water on the bunks.24

On April 1, the three arrived in New Orleans, purchased pistols and tickets, and boarded a train the same day for San Antonio. Three days later, they were there.



Texas in the nineteenth century, as today, was an idea and a crucible, as much as a place. In the wake of a civil war which had shattered the Southern economy and landscape, and left psychological, familial, and economic damage behind it, Texas seemed to be the answer to the hopes of many Americans.

Hudson Stuck and his friends therefore joined thousands of others who, in that era, were “GTT—Gone to Texas.” The phrase was popularized in the early 19th century, when Texas was known for both producing and harboring outlaws. Frederick Law Olmsted, who would later design New York’s Central Park, mentioned in his book A Journey Through Texas (1857) that the initials were used to describe any “rascal who skipped out.” By Stuck’s time, “GTT” was used more broadly to refer to anyone heading to the one-time republic and 28th state in search of a new life.25

The three young immigrants were part of a huge influx into the state after the Civil War. In the two decades from 1870 to 1890, Texas’s population almost tripled, from 818,579 to 2,235,527. Most of the immigrants were fleeing the demoralized and destroyed farms, towns, and cities of the defeated South. Although Texas had been part of the Confederacy, it was spared any major military action, and offered land and opportunity largely undamaged by the war. Germans, following a trail blazed by their countrymen since the 1830s, and African-Americans fleeing the ruined Deep South also greatly increased their numbers in Texas during that time.26 Historical forces were propelling the state into a more powerful twentieth-century role in the newly re-formed United States.



The three arrived “in high spirits” in San Antonio, but were quickly discouraged. There was no work. In fact, they encountered men who had been trying for three weeks to a month to find work; some of them were “on the eve of taking a resolution to return to England.” Stuck and his companions stayed for a week before deciding to catch a freight wagon bound for Junction City in search of work. “Our journey occupied eight days and we enjoyed it very much,” wrote Stuck:


We generally camped beside a river or creek—for several nights we camped beside the Guadaloupe—and before breakfast, we used to get a swim. Tis a grand life and a life that I enjoyed immensely, the only drawback… being the uncertainty as to whether we should get a job at the end of our journey.27



“A regular frontier town of about a score of wooden shanties called ‘stores,’ ” was Hudson Stuck’s description of Junction City, Texas upon his arrival in 1885. The town, named for its location 120 rolling prairie miles west of Austin at the confluence of the North and South Llano Rivers, had around 300 residents at the time, as well as a drugstore, a livery stable, a sawmill, and more than one general store.

Stuck immediately found work when a Mr. Bundy chose him from among his group—“a proof of his bad judgment as [Stuck’s friend] Fred remarked”—to perform general work on his ranch (not including sheep herding, as Stuck took care to point out; this must have been an important distinction at the time). The ranch was twenty-five miles from Junction City, and Stuck found it to be “wild and picturesque.” He liked the place and the people, game was plentiful, and the food “far better than I expected to find in so remote a region.” On the other hand, Stuck yearned for news of the outside world. “I am exceedingly anxious to hear about the war between England and Russia,” he wrote. “When you get hold of a ‘Punch’ or ‘Society’ or anything of that sort you might save it to send.”28



When Stuck arrived in search of adventure and wide-open spaces, Junction City and much of Texas was still a not-quite-settled frontier. The US Army had fought Kiowa, Cheyenne, and Comanche warriors near Amarillo in the Red River War only a decade before. After a major engagement in Palo Duro Canyon in the summer of 1874, the tribes’ warriors never again posed a military threat to the Texas frontier,29 though skirmishes continued for several years. In 1878, just two years after Junction City’s founding, a news item noted that “a large force of Indians” had been “raiding near Johnson Fork and Junction City, Texas, and mounted men have gone in pursuit.”30 Like a Wild West cliche, an 1883 newspaper account spoke of “an impromptu shooting affray” near Junction City, in which “one of the parties was mortally wounded and the other had a thigh and hand shattered.”31

The frontier, however, was fast disappearing. The extension of railroads throughout Texas and the West, as well as the invention of refrigerated railcars, put an end to the epic cattle drives along the Chisholm Trail, while the invention of mass-produced barbed-wire fencing spelled the demise of the open range. Junction City had its own post office and a newspaper, the West Texan. In 1890, five years after Stuck reached the west Texas plains, the US Census Bureau would state that all the land within the United States was claimed, and that there was no longer a frontier. But the West, and what it represented, still attracted the romantics, the dreamers—the seekers after adventure, a challenge, or a new start. Just a year before Stuck, another young man in search of the strenuous life had headed westward. Theodore Roosevelt, who at twenty-six was only four years older than Stuck, had told an interviewer en route to the Dakota Bad Lands, “For good healthy exercise I would strongly recommend some of our gilded youth to go West and try a short course of riding bucking ponies, and assist at the branding of a lot of Texas steers.”32



Stuck quickly learned how hard the “good healthy exercise” of a cowboy’s life could be. Most men only stayed with the work a couple of years before moving on, and the economics of ranch work quickly became apparent to the young Englishman. “I don’t know whether I am going to do here or not,” he wrote:


I should not mind the hard work if I saw some prospect of doing better in the immediate future but it is very hard indeed for a man without capital to get a start and save enough money from the ten dollar a month after paying for clothes and washing and tobacco. To start in any way is next to impossible.



Stuck needed to find a way forward, a path out of cowboying that suited his ambitions. Finally, he conceived of a plan “that may possibly save me for two or three years out here—it is to become a school teacher.” He planned to continue ranch work, as school was held for only six months out of the year.33

His search for a teaching position took Stuck to San Angelo, 100 miles northwest of Junction City. The town was founded in 1867 with the establishment of Fort Concho, home of the African-American cavalry regiments nicknamed Buffalo Soldiers by Native Americans. Stuck found himself in a bustling trade center for farmers and settlers in the area, as well as “a fairly lawless cowtown filled with brothels, saloons, and gambling houses.”34

For a time, it seemed that his gamble had been a failure. “I have suddenly been so supremely miserable and low spirited ever since I came to San Angelo that I haven’t had the heart to write to anyone,” Stuck wrote, as prospects of a teaching position refused to come true. To support himself he ‘rode the line’ for the telegraph company, “nearly 400 miles and climbing up poles like a monkey when anything was wrong.” Once he discovered that cowboys had shot off fifteen glass insulators in a row, and “I only had ten.” He fell from the ninth pole and when he got up, he “swore a terrible oath that come what might I would climb no more posts.” Stuck also took work building fences and dipping sheep (the latter involving “days from five in the morning till seven at night” for $1 a day plus board).35

Finally, he obtained a teaching job at $40 a month for five months. Over the next two years he taught in one-room schools at Copperas Creek, San Angelo, and San Marcos, and by 1888 he was able to report that he was doing fairly well: “I like my work better than I have liked it before, also the principal is a gentleman and a good fellow.” He also had saved enough to embark on Spanish lessons (“when I have mastered it, I shall be qualified for my Mexican trip”).

The trip to Mexico never happened, however. Before it could take place, Stuck’s fortunes changed forever.



After the Civil War, one institution above all others drove Texas’s transformation from a frontier to a settled, industrializing state. In historian T.R. Fehrenbach’s words, “[churches] were the single most important cultural and social force behind the Texas frontier.” Stuck’s denomination, the Episcopal Church, was “among the first to build edifices” in Texas, along with the Presbyterians, Lutherans, and Roman Catholics, though they were mainly to be found in the towns.36

In the same letter in which Stuck detailed his low spirits, he mentioned his involvement in a local Episcopal church. “Today being Good Friday we have a holiday, a thing of my doing and hitherto unknown in this town.” He had attended services all Holy Week, as he felt it incumbent upon himself to be there whenever the small congregation met. “I cannot help in any other way, so I can help by lighting the church and sweeping the floor.”37 While there he and Dr. Stanley, the Episcopal priest of that town became great friends and the latter asked him why he did not enter the university. Stuck replied that “ ‘that was his great wish,’ but that he had not the funds to finish his course and get his degree.”38

This was to be a turning point in Hudson Stuck’s life. The opportunity to advance that Stuck had been seeking appeared, in the form of Bishop James Steptoe Johnston, who had in that same year of 1888 been elected to be the second Bishop of the Missionary District of Western Texas. Stuck’s bearing and intellect caught the attention of the bishop, someone with means and connections. From their meeting would come Stuck’s path to his future self.

The bishop was liberal for his diocese, responsible for the integration of the district and admitting an African-American congregation previously affiliated with the Methodist Church. He would found the West Texas Military Academy (now TMI, The Episcopal School of Texas) in 1893 to give young men in the area a classical and Christian education, and five years later create St. Philip’s Female College (now St. Philip’s College). His activism and open-mindedness would be echoed throughout Hudson Stuck’s career in Texas and Alaska.39

Bishop Johnston was in charge of a funded bequest by an American churchwoman for the college education and seminary training of candidates for Holy Orders, and Stuck fit the bill perfectly. The fund would guarantee Stuck $30 a month for as long as necessary. With this, he would depart Texas in 1889 for the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee.40

Hudson Stuck had left England full of romanticism, eager for adventure, seeking his own mountain to climb, pole to reach, or desert to traverse. On the edge of the frontier, he had found that, and more besides. Texas taught the youth from London to ride a horse, shoot a Winchester rifle, and navigate a rough and alien world by his wits. Four years had brought Stuck far; his ambition and resourcefulness had led him across the plains and up telegraph poles, and driven him to poverty in search of experience. Though no photos of Stuck from his early years in Texas exist, we know from later descriptions that he looked much younger than his twenty-eight years. Unafraid of new experiences and challenges, he must have surprised the Americans he encountered in those small Texas towns as he pursued his destiny with focus and determination.

In the process, he had also discovered a career path which would challenge his mind as well as his body. In Tennessee, he would hit his intellectual stride, and begin to make his mark in a larger sphere. His days as cowboy and schoolteacher behind him for good, Stuck would embark on the career which would occupy the rest of his life, and make him a bestselling author, a renowned missionary, and an important figure in the history of Alaska and of mountaineering.
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