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PREFACE











Almost all travel in Alaska is wilderness travel. Venture outside town centers, from Utqiaġvik to Ketchikan, from Nome to Chicken, and you enter the bush. Trails are few, and cross-country miles are endless. Great rivers freeze up and break up, swell with snowmelt and subside into intricate braids, branch through endless expanses of tundra and thickets of black spruce. Mountains rise to stunning heights, with uncounted ridge-lines and glaciers yet to be traversed. Maritime moisture waters a rain forest where salmonberry and devil’s club weave an impenetrable under-story beneath a canopy of Sitka spruce, western hemlock, and red and yellow cedar. The wilderness is all encompassing, the beauty so intense it blows open the minds of resident Alaskans and visitors alike, entrancing adventurers and seekers from around the world.
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It becomes obvious on arrival that in this vastness, you can easily overestimate your capacity to undertake any task at hand. Having no trail makes it hard to retrace your steps when you lose the way. A river cold but passable in the morning may be a horrific torrent by afternoon, swollen by snowmelt in a distant range. Crevasses on glaciers shift endlessly, yawning like cats’ mouths to swallow you whole. The weather is unforgiving. The bears may eat you. The mosquitoes may eat you as well, or just drive you to dangerous distraction. And there’s this thing called the Alaskan mile: Whatever your preconception of distance or height, in Alaska it is longer, and it is higher.




No matter your skill, your level of fitness, your detailed preparations, you can easily be overwhelmed, your endurance tested in unexpected, uniquely Alaskan ways. You can get hurt. You can get lost. You can disappear.




The good news is someone will come looking for you.







   







INTRODUCTION: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SAR AND A HAM SANDWICH









Whether the mission is to pluck an injured climber off a mountain-top or to find a snow machiner late for a village basketball game, search and rescue (SAR) in Alaska follows a script. Circumstances invariably require deviation, but the basic structure of most operations is well established and field-tested, with success derived from order, discipline, and experience as much as from bravery, sacrifice, and creativity.




When someone needs rescue, Alaska’s tight-knit community of federal, state, local, and volunteer agencies pulls from a deep reservoir of resources and skill sets. Traditional hierarchies built into lead organizations like the National Park Service and Alaska State Troopers are important but become malleable in practice; in the field, teammates shelve their egos and do whatever must be done. The person best suited to the job does the job. And there’s plenty of talent to choose from.




THE NUTS AND BOLTS OF ALASKAN SEARCH AND RESCUE







It starts with selection of an incident commander from the oversight agency, who coordinates teams formed under his or her authority: the helicopter or air rescue team, the ground rescue team, the logistics team. If the rescue is on land owned by the federal government—more than 60 percent of the state’s 424 million acres are within the boundaries of a national park, wildlife refuge, or monument—the park service assumes the lead and a ranger becomes incident commander. If the SAR occurs elsewhere, state troopers often have jurisdiction.




But ranger and trooper are not alone in the field. As one search-and-rescue veteran observes, “If the military weren’t involved, the state would be in trouble.” The Alaska Rescue Coordination Center, based at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson outside Anchorage, provides coordination for both military and civilian air search and rescue. The US Air Force’s parajumpers comprise elite units prepared for search and rescue in any setting, from frozen summit to combat zone. According to Denali National Park and Preserve ranger Mark Westman, parajumpers “get the Pro Award” for their expertise. His example: In 2011, a guided team of four climbers had just begun a descent of the notorious Autobahn on Denali, known as the most dangerous slope on the commonly climbed West Buttress route, when one of the mountaineers slipped. Because they weren’t anchored to fixed lines, the team fell more than a thousand feet before coming to rest. Two of the climbers, including the guide, were killed in the event; the others were badly injured.




Rangers enlisted the help of a military pararescue crew that included paramedic Bobby Schnell. Because the accident occurred after dark, airlifting the critically injured, including a man with a severe head injury who was having difficulty breathing, wasn’t possible. So there, on the mountainside at more than seventeen thousand feet, Schnell performed a life-saving cricothyrotomy to open the patient’s airway, using a “pocket knife and a straw.” When daylight came, the climber was airlifted to recuperate in the hospital.




“These guys are like ninjas,” the ranger says.
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The state’s volunteer SAR organizations are equally valued. Alaska Mountain Rescue Group (AMRG) harnesses the talents of a variety of rescuers, such as handlers of scent dogs for avalanche rescue and swimmers trained for swift-water rescue. AMRG is also a training resource and a clearinghouse for information, as is the Alaska Search and Rescue Association, which works with Alaska State Troopers to train and manage local SAR teams. These volunteers embody the pervasive ethos of search and rescue in the state: Mention SAR anywhere—in restaurants, roadhouses, grocery stores, outdoor retailers, the living rooms of friends’ homes—and someone’s involved in search and rescue at some level, or knows someone who is.




Likewise, mention rescue in Alaska and the mountaineering rangers of the national and state parks, especially those based in Denali National Park and Preserve, get a respectful nod. Encompassing more than six million acres in the Alaska Range, Denali is a beacon for visitors possessing all levels of backcountry competence, from clueless tourist to seasoned alpinist, and thus, by default, is a hotspot for rescues of all descriptions. Denali’s rangers have not only seen a lot, they’ve successfully dealt with a lot. And they are willing to lend their experience wherever and whenever needed.




Local knowledge is key to a successful SAR mission, given the vastness of the state and its wildly divergent terrain. What works in Anchorage may not apply in Nome; what’s needed at 14,200 feet on Denali might be useless on Kruzof Island near Sitka. Folks may be called in from outside to help with an incident, but the volunteers and professionals who know that specific backcountry intimately—the dips of the valleys, where the rivers collide, how the winds blow—have a profound influence on a mission’s success. There’s a cabin on the river bend with a cache. These are the coordinates for the closest landing strip. We can pick up survivors from this ridge if the winds cooperate.




Cross-pollination between entities is integral, and SAR teams incorporate the appropriate skills and resources for a given emergency. Logistical support, overland support, air support, emergency medical training, and communications translate across every search and every rescue. Good communication is essential. Whether you’re short-hauling a climber off an icefall or using a chain attached to your bumper to haul a neighbor out of an icy ditch, you need to clearly understand what is needed, what the dangers are, and what resources are available.
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While teams regularly practice the skills they’ll need to work efficiently and safely in the field, one rescuer calls success in SAR “odometer based.” In the end, those skills are honed on real missions. The process can’t be fast-tracked, which is why search-and-rescue teams embrace the participation of those with long histories. Elders may not be the first choice for the sharp end, but their experience and expertise are invaluable.




Another important component in search and rescue is the confidence that anyone on the team, in the room, or in the tent can find a way to fulfill any role in a SAR, within limits. The mountaineer may not be able to fly the helicopter, and the pilot may not be able to scale the icy head-wall, but they can reach into a pool of internal or external resources to summon the needed expertise and explore options. Roles may be clear, but in an emergency, flexibility comes into play. Though technically she may not be qualified, one experienced ranger asserts that, if called upon, even Denali’s public information officer could spearhead the logistics of a search-and-rescue operation on the mountain. She knows the right questions to ask.




WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?







Former Denali mountaineering ranger Daryl Miller sits at his dining room table in Anchorage and thinks for a moment. With a treasury of search-and-rescue expeditions notched on his ice ax, he has much to draw upon when asked about risk and reward on alpine ascents in Alaska’s backcountry. Think about a ropes course, Miller offers. The perception of risk is greater on the challenges high off the ground, but more injuries occur on the lower level. Think about a road trip to a peak in a distant locale. The perception of risk is focused on the climb, but an accident is more likely to occur on the highway. “What’s the real risk?” he asks.




Miller embodies the thoughtfulness and common sense those who work in Alaskan search and rescue must possess to be successful—and to survive. To the layperson, daring and selflessness are the sexier personality traits of any first responder, from the firefighter to the parajumper. But Miller and his colleagues wouldn’t be able to do the work if they weren’t smart and methodical as well.




Before launching any mission, the men and women of Alaskan SAR carefully consider pros and cons and measure risk and reward. On Denali, for example, once a request for SAR is received, the incident is evaluated on a number of levels, with rangers, pilots, and volunteers working through a set of principles and practices cultivated over years of experience and pre-planning, as well as through analysis of events in their aftermath.




The first question, and the most fundamental: Is this a rescue or a recovery?




Then there’s the weather: If it’s a rescue, is it a go or a no-go for a helicopter? Is there visibility for a mile? What is the wind’s velocity, direction, maximum gust? The terrain is examined: Can the rescue site be accessed from the ground? What can fall on rescuers from above? Rocks? Ice? What lies below? Crevasses? Cliffs?




Miller displays another trait that’s typical of the rescuer, and as refreshing as it is necessary. His friend, mountaineer Pat Rastall, laughingly references the “humble contest.” Humility is front and center in any conversation about search and rescue. It’s as dominant as a passion for mountaineering, or for flying, or for subsistence living in the Alaskan bush.




Which leads to another theme that crops up again and again in conversation with Miller, other rangers, and rescuers from other agencies. The most effective teams are made up of experts who understand they may not be the best at what they do, and who want nothing more than to surround themselves with other experts who are smarter than they are. That doesn’t mean people are afraid to raise the red flag: If something strikes someone as a bad idea, they speak up. Discussion follows. Leadership is important but it’s not followed blindly, and the leaders are comfortable with the fact that, yes, they can be questioned . . . or replaced.




Which leads to yet another refreshing theme: It’s OK to say no. If, for example, an incident commander discovers the mountaineer in need of rescue is a friend, colleague, or family member, they can pull back. I am too close, they can say, knowing their intimacy may compromise their ability to make good decisions. And someone else can step in. No judgment except good judgment.




Mesh measured fearlessness, selflessness, and carefully cultivated skills with practicality, experience, a passion for service, and a love of place, and the true heroism of the men and women of Alaskan SAR comes into focus.




“YOUR EMERGENCY IS NOT OUR EMERGENCY”







Though the theme is search and rescue, every story in this book demonstrates the axiom that, at the most basic level, survival in Alaska’s back-country is an individual’s responsibility. Being physically and mentally prepared to endure any contingency—getting lost, injured, tired, hungry, pinned down by weather—is paramount. In Alaska, Mother Nature dishes out the unexpected and extreme in heaping shovelfuls. She’s a bit like the old woman who lived in a shoe: She can’t take care of all her creatures, so she gives them the basics, and sometimes a whipping, and carries on. What goes for the bear and the moose also goes for the human. You’ve got to be hardy, intuitive, able to adapt.




“It comes down to you and what you have, what you see, and what you’ve got,” Daryl Miller says simply.




The advent of technology has had a profound impact on expectations for those in search and rescue, challenging the long-standing Alaskan mindset of self-sufficiency. Every ranger and rescuer I spoke with mentioned the yin and yang of technology’s role in wilderness travel. It’s a pervasive theme throughout the north country wildlands and beyond.




On the one hand, it makes perfect sense that everyone should carry tools that will enhance their experience and keep them safe. Cell and satellite phones; global positioning systems; personal locators (SPOT devices); drugs that prevent or relieve symptoms of acute mountain sickness; high-tech clothing and shelters designed to better withstand Arctic weather; the specialized gear used in rescue, from ropes and harnesses to helicopters stripped of all the essentials so they can operate at high altitudes—they’ve all become integral to the fabric of outdoor endeavor.




But the people who work in SAR are hyper-aware of the pratfalls new-fangled devices pose to Alaskan travelers. A level of comfort is conferred upon the hiker, driver, paddler, or alpinist with technology in hand. That comfort is lost when the batteries die or when the connections are lost. The devices may be lifelines, but they don’t take the place of food and fuel, solid and adequate gear, and common sense.




It’s also important to keep in mind that, even if you call for it, rescue may not be forthcoming. First you have to make it through triage. I’ve dubbed it the ham sandwich equation (courtesy of conversations with backcountry rangers in Denali). When a request for aid comes in, rangers must determine whether the “victim” is truly in danger of losing life, a limb, or an eye, or whether she just needs a snack. One fellow memorably called for rescue while climbing Mount Foraker because, as it turned out, he was late for work. You may think you’ve got an emergency but you’d best be prepared to tough it out, because the rescue ain’t coming unless the rescuers agree you’re in serious trouble.




Even if rescuers determine real risk exists, the response will be measured. One group of mountaineers on Denali, tired and hungry and unable to move because they’d exhausted their gear, called for help and found themselves in receipt of assistance . . . though not the kind they expected. A helicopter was dispatched, but instead of airlifting the climbers off the slopes, the craft hovered and dropped supplies, forcing them to walk down, longtime mountaineering ranger Roger Robinson explained. The response was prudent, and though the mountaineers may have hoped for more, in the end everyone survived.




And rescuers may opt to safeguard their teams by holding back completely. The last thing an incident commander wants to do is watch a trooper, ranger, or volunteer die on a mission. Miller quietly acknowledges that, as an incident commander, he’s “had a say” in the deaths of colleagues, giving permission for one to climb, one to look . . . and they never came back. “That’s the worst,” he says, looking down at his hands.




The lasting impacts of the ultimate sacrifice resonate through the years in places like Denali. In the briefing room at the ranger station in Talkeetna, ranger Mark Vanderbeek regards the viewer from a plaque on the wall, a rope and carabiners slung over a shoulder. He perished while attempting to help a climber on the High One, as Denali is called, in May 1998. Another plaque memorializes four men who lost their lives when a thunderstorm downed their aircraft en route to base camp on the Kahiltna Glacier. Ranger Cale Shaffer, volunteer rangers Adam Kolff and Brian Reagan, and pilot Don Bowers died in the June 2000 accident. These spirits abide in the room where living rangers counsel aspiring summiters about the challenges they will face as they scale the roof of North America. These climbers, too, might become unreachable, unsaveable.




When search is called off or a rescue becomes a recovery, families bear the brunt of the brutalizing blow. The calamity may be draped in layers of complication: Loved ones may struggle to wrap their grief around both the intricacies and dangers of the recovery that must be abandoned, and also the exotic nature of the endeavor—mountain climbing—that’s taken the life of a son or daughter, brother or sister. This “chain of pain” links to friends new and old; to neighbors and coworkers in distant hometowns and boroughs; to the rescuers themselves; even to writers recounting the stories many years later.




“Alaska is a big state with a small community,” Miller observes. The chain of pain is long and sturdy, and the lessons are fixed in the links, never to be forgotten.




IN PRAISE OF STRENGTH AND GENEROUS SPIRITS







Contemplating the stories to tell in this book, Denali’s Roger Robinson admonished me to write only about rescues, not recoveries. I’ve mostly honored that request, though even the most heroic tales of successful rescues have sad sides. Search and rescue becomes search and recovery with an exhale. But searchers and rescuers don’t discriminate. Their mission is to find those lost in the wild and bring them home.




I, however, had to discriminate in choosing these stories. The focus of this book is search and rescue on land, not on water—and primarily on public lands. Within that scope, I sought to span the breadth of the state both geographically and historically. Like that was a reasonable thing to consider for a subject this big in a state this big. For better or worse I’ve whittled it down to what I believe are the sharpest needles in the proverbial haystack, which means that, like Alaskan miles to be walked, plenty of Alaskan search-and-rescue stories remain untold.




The focus on public lands also fixes the lens on Denali. Stories from both park and peak are beyond compelling, in my view, so it seems right and fair to dedicate many pages to their retelling.




These stories span the gamut from the legendary delivery of life-saving serum via the Iditarod Trail in 1925 to the remarkable retrieval of a mountaineer from an icy crevasse in 2017; from freeing miners buried in avalanche debris to untangling a knot of neophyte climbers after a terrifying chain-reaction fall down a steep mountain couloir. My hope is that, like me, you’ll find reason to rejoice in the strength and generosity of spirit that shines from these tales of search and rescue, and that you’ll take comfort in knowing that no matter the distance, no matter the trouble, in Alaska, someone will always come looking for you.















ALASKA FAR AND WIDE









Their names are sprinkled sparingly on the map: Tanana, Bethel, McGrath, Kake, Chicken, Coldfoot, Bettles, Noatak, Utqiaġvik. Villages with a handful to a few hundred year-round residents are scattered across the tundra of the Interior, tucked in bays on the coastlines from Southeast to the Aleutians to Point Barrow, strung like gemstones along snaking rivers winding through mountains and boreal forests. The names of public lands are scattered as well, because the terrain encompassed by each is prodigious. These Wildernesses are synonymous with romance and adventure: Gates of the Arctic and Glacier Bay; Kenai and Katmai; Chugach and Tongass.




The space between and within is primed for escape, exploration, and the possibility of getting profoundly lost.




Search and rescue in these far-flung locales reaches across time, from the days of frontier exploration to the days of the turbo-charged snow machine. But the focus remains on wildlands, whether in a national park or on private land, either of which can encompass thousands of square miles in Alaska.




A handful of the state’s national parks and preserves predate state-hood, which Alaska achieved in 1959. But a number were created—and the boundaries of others blasted outward—in 1980, with the passage of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA). This controversial legislation secured more than a hundred million acres in the public domain, creating new parks and refuges in the process, and protecting those lands from exploitation by oil companies and other corporate interests.




ANILCA was transformative on a number of levels. It touched every aspect of life for most Alaskans. Where and how they could live, hunt, and travel were all circumscribed, for better or worse, by provisions of the legislation. Subsistence hunting, for example, is permitted in the national preserves abutting national parks, but not within the new or expanded boundaries of national parks themselves. In newly designated or expanded Wildernesses, snow machines are prohibited, along with other motorized tools and conveyances; in these places people get around as they did before the internal combustion engine gained a foothold—on foot or via dogsled.
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For a population with an independent streak as fierce as winter wind, ANILCA took some getting used to. The initial reaction of many residents was rebellion: President Jimmy Carter, who signed the act into law, was burned in effigy, and everyone from newspaper editors to politicians railed against what they considered theft of land by the federal government. Over the years the rancor has mellowed; Alaskans have begun to reap the economic benefits of tourism in the parklands, as well as the bounty conferred by protections designed to support game populations and fisheries.




In terms of search and rescue, ANILCA codified what terrain and weather already dictated. People are secluded on the landscape. Roads can’t be built in designated Wildernesses; airstrips can’t be built there either. On the upside, Alaska’s most remote parks see little traffic and thus fewer SARs. On the downside, there’s no easy access, and no easy way out.




Some things change, and some things stay the same. Before and after ANILCA, Alaskan settlements remain isolated and faraway, and likewise search-and-rescue operations. Scattered, but epic. The stories gathered here reflect how things have changed over the years, and also shine a spotlight on the arguably more important things that haven’t.









   


Overland for the Seafarers










Some of the officers of the wrecked vessels . . . were stunned and it was some time before they could realize that we were flesh and blood. They looked to the south to see if there was not a ship in sight and others wanted to know if we had come up in a balloon.




—LIEUTENANT DAVID JARVIS, LEADER OF THE OVERLAND RELIEF EXPEDITION, UPON HIS ARRIVAL IN POINT BARROW




Adventure literature from the age of exploration is rich with stories of ships and crews lost on missions of arctic discovery, which was in full bloom in the late 1800s and early 1900s. In those days both the North Pole and South Pole were prizes to be claimed, as were the whales, seals, and otters that flourished in the fertile, frigid seas at world’s extremes. Sometimes these expeditions of discovery and fortune met success, sometimes explorers and fortune seekers simply vanished.




But that didn’t mean no one went looking for the disappeared. Even in those days, before flight or satellite phones or global positioning systems could pinpoint locations, rescue missions were launched. Rescuers might find themselves in the same wintry void as the missing but they went anyway, outfitted as thoroughly as possible for unfathomable conditions on both land and sea. They came to know, as the native Alaskan knows, that in an arctic winter waterways become highways. The rivers freeze; the seas solidify and crumple against the shorelines. You’d think in this season of stunning cold, Alaskans would stay put someplace safe and warm. But folks got around, to secure supplies, visit relatives and friends, deliver the mail, except in the fiercest and coldest storms. Those rivers and shorelines become trails for travelers. Rescue for the seafarer often came overland.
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Two stories of ships and crews essentially landlocked in pack ice illustrate the interconnectedness of land and water in Alaska. On one occasion, an expedition determined to reach the North Pole via the Bering Strait endured two long winters adrift in the ice, and became the object of a rescue effort that included a legendary American naturalist and wilderness advocate. Less than a decade later the crews of a fleet of whalers trapped in the pack endured a bitter season of starvation while a remarkable overland expedition plowed to their aid, sails and rudders giving way to sleds pulled by dogs and reindeer.




One rescue was successful, the other failed. And both failed in a way that, given the times, probably never occurred to the white men who lived to tell the stories. The cultural oversights are confounding to the modern sensibility, the focus of the rescuers so fixed on the salvation of their white-skinned kin they were mostly oblivious to the needs of others on the winter ice . . . except as cultures to be observed, and resources to be mined.




Determination, fortitude, and an unwillingness to abandon mates while hope remains are the threads that run through the tales, but so does the generosity of Alaskan natives, for even as they coped with the demands of the season they also gave what they could to strangers in need.




THE OVERLAND RELIEF EXPEDITION







In the late nineteenth century, the formation of pack ice above the Arctic Circle was notorious for trapping ships that lingered too late in the season, locking them fast, grinding their hulls, and sometimes crushing them. Timing the formation of the pack and predicting how it would move and how long it would last were life-threatening crapshoots, but also risks whalers were willing to take, given the fortunes they could amass with a successful season’s bounty.




In September 1897, a fleet of whaling vessels rolled the dice and lost. Ice that wasn’t supposed to form until November trapped eight ships off Nuvuk, or Point Barrow, where Alaska spills into the Arctic Ocean. Two-hundred sixty-five whalemen found themselves stranded, undersupplied, and far from home as the winter closed in. One ship, the Ocra, was crushed in the ice, and another ship was so badly disabled she had to be abandoned. When it became clear there wasn’t room aboard the remaining vessels for all the survivors, some of the men ventured onshore. Charlie Brower, who operated a whaling station on the point, and Ned McIlhenny, a scion of the McIlhenny Tabasco brand company who was in the tiny settlement collecting specimens for the University of Pennsylvania’s Natural History Museum, immediately recognized the whalers were in dire straits, and cobbled together roughshod shelter for dozens of the stranded men. Using surplus wood to create bunks in an abandoned building, and warehousing whatever wildlife and fish stocks they could hunt down and preserve before the season shut them down, Brower and McIlhenny created a ramshackle, mostly winterized sanctuary for the men.




But there wasn’t enough room in the bunkhouse for all those stranded on the trapped whaling ships, so those crews stayed aboard. On the Wanderer, the Jeannie, the Belvedere, the Rosario, and others, men settled in to wait out the season, and Brower and McIlhenny, along with native Alaskans who lived near the whaling station, prepared to provide what support they could.




It was clear from the outset that there wasn’t enough food to support the shipwrecked and landlocked for long. If the whalers were to survive, they’d need to be supplied. And then they’d need to be taken home. Hope for that resupply and rescue lay with one of the whaleships, the Alexander, which was able to escape before the ice solidified around her. Commanded by Captain Benjamin Tilton, the Alexander ran south to San Francisco to relay news of the emergency. The plight of the whalemen, published widely in the florid, evocative fashion of newspapers in the era, captivated the public. Within a month President William McKinley had signed orders authorizing a rescue mission, and by the end of November the Revenue Cutter Service vessel Bear, outfitted for Arctic conditions and captained by Francis Tuttle, a veteran of northern seafaring, was steaming from Seattle to the whaleships’ aid.




Given the season, it was certain the Bear would be turned around by the pack far south of Point Barrow or risk becoming icebound herself, but the men at Point Barrow couldn’t be left to die. Since they couldn’t be supplied by sea, Captain Tuttle decided they’d be supplied by land. The plan, simple but audacious, was outlined in advance. Tuttle would deposit a small expedition at the northernmost port he could reach. That team would secure a number of reindeer from herders on the mainland and drive the animals cross-country to Point Barrow, delivering the resources that would save the whalers from starvation. Never mind the distance. Never mind the dead of winter.




By mid-December, the Bear reached its northernmost limit, unable to make further headway against Alaska’s wintry seas. A three-man team led by Lieutenant David Jarvis of the Revenue Cutter Service (later to become the US Coast Guard) went ashore at the village of Tununak, on the Alaskan mainland in what is now the Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge—nearly eight hundred miles from Point Barrow as the raven flies, more than fifteen hundred miles distant on foot, and much farther south than had been hoped. The Bear retreated to Dutch Harbor to wait out the long dark season. The Overland Relief Expedition was underway.
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Though the mission was daunting, the men tasked with the rescue were mostly prepared for the hardships they’d encounter on the long trek to Point Barrow. Jarvis and ship’s surgeon Dr. Samuel Call were veterans of Arctic travel, and in addition to their previous experience in Alaska, Jarvis was able to communicate with the Yupiks and Iñupiats that called northwestern Alaska home. The third member of the relief team, Second Lieutenant Ellsworth Bertholf, was a newcomer to the Far North, but possessed the same tempered fearlessness and sense of duty that motivated Jarvis and Call, as well as a desire for redemption. He’d joined the Revenue Cutter Service after being dismissed from the US Naval Academy with “fellow pranksters” following a hazing incident, and now he had the “chance to become what he always really wanted to be—a true hero.”




That said, an expedition across the Alaskan frontier in the dead of winter required a heck of a lot more than being brave, preparing wisely for the core-numbing cold, and possessing the language skills to negotiate with the locals. The expedition disembarked equipped with sleds, dogs, and about fifteen hundred pounds of food, tents, firearms, ammunition, tobacco, and other supplies. In the village of Tununak they were able to bolster their hauling resources with more sleds and dogs. But they’d have to be flexible and inventive to succeed—and to survive.




Foremost among the challenges they’d face: the weather. Gales, white-outs, temperatures spiraling tens of degrees below zero . . . Accounts of the expedition describe these hardships in abundance. But the frigid winter storms could be endured with the right gear when travel was possible, or allowed to pass from the shelter of a tent, an abandoned cabin, or a snow house when travel was impossible. Though they began their adventure without that essential gear, eventually Jarvis, Call, and Bertholf outfitted themselves with deerskin parkas, mukluks, and other layers of animal skin, proven over time by the Yupik and Iñupiat (called Eskimos at the time) to protect life and limb through the long Alaskan winters.




The men plowed forward through mind-boggling conditions, and occasionally a blizzard would slow progress to a crawl, or stop it altogether. In mid-January, after holing up in a hut for as long as he felt he could without jeopardizing the mission, Jarvis led Call and his team toward Cape Nome, writing, “In the middle of the day we would see the sun, a red ball through the driving snow, but everything else on a level was a winding, blinding sheet. As we worked along, seeing nothing, buffeted about by the fierce gusts, it seemed as if we would certainly pay dearly for our temerity.”




The terrain was also demanding in novel ways. On the first long leg of the journey, from Cape Vancouver to the village of St. Michael on the southern shoreline of Norton Sound, the team got a taste of what journeying “overland” in Alaska would actually entail. They were forced to break trail for their huskies, which pulled sleds loaded with gear and supplies behind. Mountains were hard enough for both man and dog to climb, especially with overburdened sleds, but posed their greatest danger on the downhill side, where the sleds gained speed quickly and threatened to overrun the dogs who were supposed to be pulling them. The solution was to unhitch the dog teams, wrap chains around the runners, and jump on board the rocketing sleds, hoping the weight and drag would keep speed in check.




Then there was way-finding. To this day few roads or trails traverse the Alaskan bush. The only way the expedition stood a chance of success was by employing local guides, and these had to be hired from villages along the way. The guides could not only lead the way from Cape Vancouver to Point Barrow, but also could direct Jarvis and his team to the reindeer stations where they’d procure the herds they intended to drive north. Unfortunately the guides sometimes proved unreliable, turning back when they became homesick or forced to abandon the mission when they became ill.




Logistics were demanding as well. Among the hardships the rescuers lamented was the difficulty they had hiring fresh dogs in the native villages they passed through as they moved north. The Alaskans who occupied small settlements—and even larger hamlets on Cape Blossom and Point Hope—didn’t have much to spare the expedition, both because of the realities of subsistence living (nature is not a supermarket) and the meagerness of the season. Images captured in settlements during the expedition show clusters of villagers huddled against dwellings in harsh sunlight, and while somber countenances were the photographic fashion of the times, the sober faces don’t appear feigned for the camera. Dogs were lifelines, both to neighbors and to the sources of meat native Alaskans relied on. Parting with them, no matter how worthy the cause, was a trial.




Still, the natives gave when they could. Though the scarcity of dogs occasionally threatened the viability of the expedition, the rescuers were able to secure fresh dogs and provisions before any situation became dire.




Finally, there was the unexpected. The want of fresh dogs prompted Jarvis and Call to separate from Bertholf within a week of their arrival on land; the second lieutenant was to secure the huskies and meet the others at Unalakleet, on the edge of Norton Sound. That was, essentially, the last time the three would travel together for the next two months.




Bertholf’s journey on an inland route was astounding given his lack of experience, and his performance in the extremes was stellar, if tinged with insanity. After missing the Unalakleet rendezvous, and following written instructions Jarvis left behind when he moved on, Bertholf procured more than a thousand pounds of additional supplies, as well as the guides, dog-sleds, and deer sleds he’d need to transport them to the missionary settlement at Cape Blossom, where the three would hook up again. But at one point on the journey, Bertholf found himself alone on a mountainside with a runaway dogsled. He’d been holding his huskies as best he could to maintain a safe distance from the sled ahead of him, which was pulled by reindeer (or dinner, if you’re a dog). His weight and that of his two native guides had kept the dogs in check, but when a miscommunication resulted in the guides leaving him alone with the sled, the young lieutenant found himself hurtling up a mountainside, his dogs out of control and in hot pursuit of reindeer meat.
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