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INTRODUCTION






I met Sarah Palin on June 2, 2008, while on assignment for People magazine. No, we didn’t have advance word that she would be named to the GOP ticket later in the summer. And politics wasn’t the primary focus of the story. At the time, Alaska’s youngest and first female governor was making news for giving birth to her fifth child, Trig Paxton Van Palin, making her only the second sitting governor to have a baby in office. (Having given birth to twins in 2001, Massachusetts acting governor Jane Swift was the first.) What’s more, the results from an amniocentesis Sarah took thirteen weeks into her pregnancy showed Trig was afflicted with the developmental disorder Down syndrome, which she kept secret from everyone except her husband, Todd, right up to the time Sarah gave birth on April 18.


The story was held for more than two months, not an uncommon occurrence at a weekly magazine for a profile without a timely peg. Then on the morning of August 29 (Sarah and Todd’s twentieth wedding anniversary), John McCain provided the bump we needed to run our story by naming Sarah Palin his running mate. People magazine garnered the first interview with Palin moments after she was picked. “Absolutely, yup, yup,” she replied when asked if she was prepared to serve a heartbeat away from the White House.


As the only national journalist in the country who had spent significant time with Palin in the weeks preceding her selection, I was awakened by my editor asking me to prepare a story for the Web site, People.com. In the story, “Five Things You Didn’t Know about Sarah Palin,” I quoted Sarah and her husband and touched on a few details of the governor’s life: competing in beauty pageants to pay for college; her penchant for designer sunglasses and shoes; her secret pregnancy; eldest son Track’s imminent deployment to Iraq; and Todd’s Yu’pik Eskimo lineage. There is more to her story, much more, which is why I decided to write this book.


It was pretty clear from the first moment I met Sarah that she wasn’t your typical gubernatorial executive. I remember covering a ribbon-cutting event in California not long after Arnold Schwarzenegger took office and was stunned by the amount of security and the Secret Service–type planning that went into his appearances. Palin went about her business without a security detail, which is how she likes it. Few connect with voters with the grace and charm of the Alaskan governor, despite all the drama swirling around her. She has taken a lot of heat for being a policy lightweight and sometimes answering questions in what critics call “Palin gibberish,” but her people skills are downright Reaganesque. I don’t care who you are, but you have her undivided attention when you speak. And when you meet her again, she’s likely to remember something about you and the last time you met. Undoubtedly, McCain erred in not letting Palin be herself on the campaign and restricting her access to media.


While I was researching the book, I had a conversation with Sarah’s sister Heather Bruce. Heather was upset over another terrible headline about her sister and was near tears when she confided in her husband, Kurt. “How is Sarah dealing with all this?” she said. Kurt knew just what to say to help his wife regain her composure. “Heather, remember, it’s Sarah; she can handle it.”


She was in full multitask mode the day I arrived to interview her at her Anchorage office. She walked through the door a little after 9 a.m., armed with a large cup of coffee and two BlackBerrys, one red, one black. I was immediately struck by her aw-shucks style and friendly manner. That day, she was going to sign a bill, do an interview with People and CNN, and lead a staff meeting on the natural-gas pipeline proposal. A special session in Juneau was to begin the next day dealing specifically with the gas-line project that Sarah hopes someday will pump natural gas from Prudhoe Bay to the Lower Forty-eight.


The other side to Sarah is her private life, which people don’t often get to see. After work, Sarah drives herself to Wasilla in a black SUV, occasionally picking up a pizza for dinner. She arrives home to a family on the go. The house is usually filled with children, friends, or cousins of Piper and Willow. If they’re shooting baskets in the driveway, Sarah joins in for a game of Horse or a little one-on-one contest with Willow. At mealtime, Sarah might discuss a business trip to Juneau while Todd briefs everyone on his plans for a midnight training run to prepare for the Iron Dog snowmobile race. Later, Sarah keeps an eye on Piper, who plays with baby Trig like he’s one of her dolls. The ribbing is non-stop and sometimes the Governor is the punching bag; jokes fly about Sarah’s weight gain during her pregnancy with Trig, Willow’s inability to beat her mother at basketball, and Bristol’s nonchalance about her mom’s meteoric rise in national politics. The Governor takes all the needling in good humor.


For Sarah and her family, 2008 was an adventure through un-charted territory, and 2009 and beyond promises to be just as challenging. In accepting McCain’s invitation, Sarah took a leap of faith. But as you study her past, it’s not an unfamiliar course. In Trailblazer: An Intimate Biography of Sarah Palin, friends, relatives, and Sarah herself recount her improbable journey from small-town Wasilla to the power centers of Washington, D.C., and how her drive and perseverance were shaped by a demanding father with an insatiable curiosity and wanderlust and a soft-spoken mother, a faith in God, and the ability to leap forward where others step gingerly. She’s the tomboy who became a beauty queen, the shy, quiet student who became a broadcast journalist, the young, apolitical mother with the blue-collar husband, who became a controversial mayor, then a regional GOP star who defied the party hierarchy and outlasted all her political enemies to become governor of Alaska, the youngest in the state’s 50-year history. Her journey, no doubt, inspired John McCain to name Sarah his running mate for the 2008 presidential election. That is the story Trailblazer tells.















ONE


THE FRONTIER BECKONS






On the day the Beatles invaded the United States with their first live appearance in concert, in Washington, D.C., Sarah Palin was born in Sandpoint, Idaho, the third of four children to Chuck and Sally Heath. The date was February 11, 1964, and she was greeted by a family of teachers and runners. Her father, Chuck, taught science and ran in the Boston Marathon. Her mother, Sally, caught the running bug, too, later competing in Anchorage’s Mayor’s Marathon.


Sarah’s mother, the former Sally Sheeran, was raised in Richland, Washington, part of the Tri-Cities area of southeast Washington State. Sally’s parents, Clem and Helen Sheeran, had moved there from Salt Lake City in 1943, three years after Sally’s birth. The United States was in the throes of World War II and in a race with Germany to develop the nuclear bomb. The Hanford Site in Washington, 60 miles up the Columbia River from Richland, was a centerpiece of the Manhattan Project, producing the plutonium needed to manufacture the weapon. Clem, a veteran IRS administrator, was recruited by Hanford as a labor relations manager for a workforce numbering in the thousands. Hanford scientists were at the forefront of their field, but the facility’s woeful waste-disposal systems eventually left the site a toxic disaster. Today, the site is a decommissioned nuclear production complex. Shut down after the Cold War, it now is home to one of the largest environmental clean-ups in the country.


While the Washington-born Clem worked at Hanford, his Wisconsin-born wife, the former Helen Gower, was a do-it-all homemaker and whiz with the sewing machine, making clothes, window drapes, and furniture upholstery. They had six children in all, including Sally. The practical skills Sally learned from her mother were later passed on to her own children. “She taught me to be self-sufficient,” Sarah told People magazine about her mother. A recreational swimmer and tennis player, Sally was a 1958 graduate of Columbia High School, which has since been renamed Richland High. From the start, the Sheerans were a family that valued hard work, education, religion, and community service. Helen volunteered at local nursing homes. Sarah Palin’s late uncle, Pat Sheeran, received a doctorate from Gonzaga University and served as a District One judge. After the war, Clem returned to civilian life and went on to a career in arbitration, specializing in workplace issues. Clem and Helen were steadfast churchgoers and had all the Sheeran kids baptized as Catholics. Clem also introduced the kids to tennis, golf, and swimming. “My father was an athlete,” Sarah’s mother remembered. “I think he wished we all excelled at sports, but we had fun with it.”


Sally Heath’s Pacific Northwest childhood was never far from her heart, and she and her husband, Chuck Heath, made annual family trips back to Washington with their kids even after they moved to Alaska. Sally’s sister, Katie Johnson, recalled an active, little, doe-eyed Sarah who loved to swim in a public pool across the street from her grandparents’ house in Richland. “The girls and Chuck Jr. would come to Richland, and Mom and Dad would give them pool passes and they’d stay there all day; that was a big deal for a kid from Alaska,” Katie said. When Sarah attended college in Idaho in the mid-1980s, Richland was her second home. During school holidays, Sarah and Chuck Jr., who was also attending college in Idaho, made the 150-mile trek from Moscow, where they were enrolled at the University of Idaho. “Everything she’s ever done she’s excelled at,” said Sarah’s uncle, Ron Jones.


The trait of excellence ran on both sides of the family. Sarah’s father, Charles R. Heath, who went by Chuck to his friends, was born in March 1938 in Los Angeles to a sports photographer father, Charlie, and a schoolteacher mother, the former Nellie “Marie” Brandt. His father photographed many of the legendary fighters and wrestlers of the day and even entertained many of the greats at their Los Angeles home.


“My mother taught school in North Hollywood, and Dad covered boxing and wrestling matches at the Olympic Auditorium. I have pictures of me with boxers Joe Louis and James J. Jeffries,” said Heath. “One of my earliest memories is finding a rat caught in a trap at the Olympic Auditorium.” Decades later, Heath would work for Alaska’s department of agriculture and develop an expertise for exterminating nuisance rat infestations devastating native bird populations.


His family moved to Hope, Idaho, in 1948 when Heath was ten. “My parents wanted to get away from L.A.,” Chuck Heath said. “Mom came to Hope and taught school, and Dad worked as a free-lance photographer and drove a school bus.”


Heath’s only sibling, a sister two years his senior named Carol, died of cancer at age forty-two.


The move to Hope, Idaho, exposed young Heath to the great outdoors, as he took up hunting and fishing. His father was so into fishing that he handcrafted lures and started a small lure company. Heath attended high school ten miles away in Sandpoint, where he earned his diploma in 1956 and played football under legendary high school coach Cotton Barlow. Heath, a running back, had the privilege of having his path through the defense cleared by Green Bay Packers legend Jerry Kramer. “He made me look good,” Heath said. Kramer, a big Sarah Palin fan, said he was “hooked” by the Alaskan governor when her candidacy was announced. “How can I not like a girl from Sandpoint?”


But Kramer also knows what can happen when a quarterback enters a game too early in his career. After Sarah was selected to run with McCain, he predicted that she might get roughed up on the campaign trail. “She appeared from the bushes to save McCain, save the Republican Party, and save the world…. I’m just afraid they’re putting too much of a burden on her,” he said. “But you like her character and the qualities she brings.”


On the job, Sarah often wears gold earrings in the shape of the state of Alaska, but Idaho claims her as one of its own. After high school, her father, Chuck, enrolled at Columbia Basin College in Pasco, a few miles from the Sheerans’ Richland, Washington, home. He played football, studied science, and met his future wife, who was interested in a career as a dental assistant. “We were in a biology lab together, and Chuck picked me as his partner to do a blood test,” Sally said. “He thought it would be fun to prick each other’s fingers.”


On their first date, they went to a drive-in movie, which Chuck paid for with a sock full of coins. “To this day he does not walk past a penny on the ground without picking it up,” she said. “He is a great saver.”


Katie recalled meeting Chuck for the first time after Sally brought him back to the Richland house to meet their parents. “I remember Sally bringing Chuck home on a date, and when he wasn’t paying attention, she giggled, ‘Isn’t he cute?’” The introduction was a success. Clem, a football and basketball referee and an avid tennis player and golfer, approved of his daughter’s choice. “Dad liked Chuck because Chuck was into sports,” said Katie.


In 1959, the year President Eisenhower signed the declaration making Alaska the forty-ninth state of the Union, Chuck transferred to Eastern Washington University in Cheney to finish up his college degree. Sally followed, taking a job as a dental assistant in nearby Spokane. Before graduation, Chuck landed a teaching job back in Sandpoint and returned to work, finishing up his college degree at night school. In the summer of 1961, Chuck and Sally applied for a marriage license and wed at St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Church in Sandpoint. Sally gave birth to a quick succession of children—Chuck Jr. arrived on February 7, 1962; Heather was born on January 28, 1963, followed by Sarah a year later. Their fourth child, Molly, was born two years after Sarah on November 26, 1966, after the family had relocated to Skagway, Alaska.


Old Sandpoint neighbor Loralee Gray, an artist, recalled the Heaths as a young and active family. Chuck coached basketball to ninth graders and spent his leisure time hunting and fishing with pal Bill Adams, a teacher whose wife befriended Sally, a stay-at-home mom.




“Chuck took me under his wing,” Adams said. “I was a small-town kid from Montana, and [Chuck] said, ‘We’re going to teach you the Idaho way.’”


But like his father before him, Chuck aspired to something greater for himself and his family. He was stretched financially with three new mouths to feed, and there was only one place that could satisfy his wanderlust and ambition—the Alaskan frontier. By the time Sarah was born in February 1964, he had already mailed out job applications to cities throughout Alaska. “The call of the wild got to him,” Adams said. In addition, he was lured by the forty-ninth state’s growing service industry. “We had a great little neighborhood there in Sandpoint,” said Gray, who lived in the house behind the Heaths’ rental home. “But schoolteachers in Idaho weren’t making much. Wages were abysmal.”


Not in Alaska. With the oil boom just around the bend, the state was recruiting good teachers from the Lower Forty-eight, and the pay difference was substantial. The region had another draw for the outdoorsman in Heath; it had the best hunting anywhere. “The talk was that it was the best place to go for that,” said Katie. “He talked Sally into it by promising, ‘Let’s try it for one year and see what happens,’ and they loved it.”


Looking back, Sally reflected, “I didn’t think it would be for forty-five years.” She chuckled. “When I married him I knew I was in for an adventure and had to be ready for his crazy ideas.”


Chuck was a popular science teacher and coach in Sandpoint, but the wilderness beckoned. “I applied all over Alaska but took the job in Skagway,” he told the Anchorage Daily News in 2007. Undeterred by the colossal March 27, 1964, Anchorage earthquake that registered 8.4 on the Richter scale, Chuck wrapped up his teaching duties, packed up the family, and headed for the last frontier in June 1964. He drove the family station wagon alone to British Columbia, where he caught a ferry for a two-day cruise to Skagway, which wasn’t accessible by car at the time. Sally, joined by her mother, flew in by plane with the kids after Chuck found a place to live. “Chuck was the pied piper of Sandpoint; he led an exodus of locals to Alaska,” said Gray.


When he arrived, “I had a fishing pole in one hand and a gun in the other,” Chuck said. “I guess I still haven’t put them down.”


They first settled in a duplex at the White Pass tank farm that was once an old military complex and then rented a second home before moving into a larger turn-of-the-century, three-bedroom home on the south side of town known in Skagway as the Elmer Rasmuson house.


When Sarah visited the town in 2007, the memories came rushing back: porcupines hiding under the house, hikes along the Chilkoot trail, the wooden sidewalks leading to town, catechism classes at a nearby Catholic church, and basketball games coached by her father. “I used to walk around by myself,” she told the Skagway News.


The tiny city of Skagway was situated on the scenic Chilkoot Inlet, one hundred miles north of the capital city of Juneau on the southeastern peninsula of Alaska. A tourist attraction for the cruise liners and ferries, the town needed educators for the service industry population. They had offered Chuck a grade-school teaching position at the Skagway City Schools, which operated a kindergarten-through-twelve program out of a two-story building near the center of town. The school yearbook showed a burly young Chuck Heath with a receding hairline and wearing a pressed, white short-sleeved shirt and black tie. In his four years at the school, he taught grades five through seven and coached the high school basketball team. Students recalled a “tough” teacher—when he visited Skagway with his governor daughter in 2007, Chuck bumped into an old student and reminded him he owed him a book report. The student apparently had been caught using comic books as a source for his paper, and Chuck remembered.


The school didn’t have cooking appliances to prepare hot food, so kids went home for lunch, except when the temperature outside dipped down to 10 degrees below zero, not uncommon in the winter because of the windy conditions. “On those days the kids took a sack lunch,” said Barbara Moore, a Heath family friend whose husband, Paul Moore, taught with Chuck.


Though nowhere near the oil fields on the state’s North Slope, Skagway was still remote. This tiny old mining town was nestled on a flat riverbed amid 7000-foot snow-capped peaks. The local inlet waters teemed with king and silver salmon while the surrounding mountains were filled with wild game, bears, mountain goats, and Dall sheep. It was hard living for the local population. Basic services and information were difficult to come by. There was no direct television signal because the state didn’t have a satellite, so television shows were taped and shipped in for rebroadcast. A single radio station and the region’s sole major daily newspaper were based in Juneau, a six-hour ferry ride down the inlet, and also a scenic glacier field that draws tourists from around the world.


Skagway had a single paved road, State Street, an improvement residents actually fought against because they felt it impinged on the city’s rustic appeal. The winters were cold and windy, and an early spring thaw sometimes flooded the streets and forced residents to head for high ground during high tide. But the tradeoff was a wilderness unmatched for its natural, rugged beauty.


On a map, Skagway is located near the southern edge of the Klondike Gold Rush National Historical Park, a favorite hiking destination for the Heaths. In the late nineteenth century, when the Alaska gold rush was at its height, the town’s population surged past ten thousand. It has a very basic layout—buildings and streets on one side and the railroad, marina, and airport on the other, nearest the water. During World War II, the economy was robust as the railroad passed through town and funneled supplies and workers building the Alaska Highway to the north. “Chuck worked for the railroad in the summertime,” said Sally. “He was a gandy dancer, and he loved it. They’d take the tracks up into the mountains and tap ties into place.” During tourist season, both Chuck and Sally drove taxicabs. On Sundays, Sally walked the kids to church at St. Therese of the Child Jesus parish while Chuck worked or went hunting with a friend. He also organized family hikes in the mountains in search of artifacts left behind by the miners of the Klondike gold rush. “He got into the hunting,” recalled Sally. “Not many residents did, so he and his buddies had the mountains to themselves. At that time you could hunt seals. He would go out in a small dinghy and wait for a seal to poke its head through the water. We kept the hides, but there was a local family that loved the meat, and we shared it with them.”


Skagway in the mid-1960s was scrambling to increase basic services for its then 800 residents, who could get by without a laundro-mat but worried after the local hospital closed and the only doctor in town retired. For a couple of years, a nurse-midwife was the sole medical practitioner in town. Families had to wait for dentists, eye doctors, and physicians from Haines to make periodic visits, or if there was an emergency, they had to rush to them—by sea or by air, since the only highway leading into Skagway wasn’t built until the 1970s. “If you needed to see a doctor or a dentist, you had to fly to Juneau, or fly or take the ferry forty-five minutes to Haines twelve miles down the Chilkoot Inlet,” said Paul Moore, a business teacher. During an official visit to Skagway in 2007, Governor Palin herself remembered when her brother, Chuck Jr., burned his foot terribly running through a fire and Sally had to take him all the way to Juneau by ferry to get proper medical treatment at a hospital. “All these years later, that’s still what people have to rely on here in some instances,” Sarah recently told a reporter. There is still no direct road to Juneau, and residents remain split on whether one should ever be built.


In the Skagway years, the Moores and the Heaths became good friends, and they remain in touch today. “Chuck used to borrow my eighteen-foot Reinell boat to take the kids to the dentist,” said Paul Moore. “There were no [life-threatening] emergencies I can think of; our families were blessed by guardian angels.”


Chuck Heath also took up fur trapping, inspired by a neighbor who used to show off his pelts, said Moore. “I remember a veteran trapper in Skagway telling Chuck not to bother trying to trap wolverines; they’re too smart, and you’ll be wasting your time. So what does Chuck do? He goes and traps not one but two wolverines. I believe Chuck has hunted just about everything there is to hunt in Alaska. Before the Marine Mammal Act went into effect, we hunted seals and sea lions and sold the hides. We sold our bear hides, too.”


But the annual moose hunt was the highlight of the year. Licensed hunters in Alaska today are allowed to take one moose per annum, but only one in three hunters who try is successful. To get a moose, Heath and Moore would fly twenty minutes to Yakutat, a small fishing village located on Monti Bay. After shooting the moose, the legs are severed and the head removed, and the carcass is quartered on the field and hauled out in backpacks on foot, not too far from the source of transportation, usually a boat or an ATV. It takes more than one trip to remove the meat from a 700-pound moose, so hunters have to be on the lookout for bears. Once Chuck and Paul returned to Yakutat, they transported the meat by plane back to Skagway, where the wives and kids were ready to go to work. “It’s an assembly-line operation,” said Moore. “We’d grind the meat into hamburger, roasts, and stew. The kids packed up the meat and put it in the freezer. We had this great commercial meat grinder, and one night we ground four hundred pounds of moose meat. A couple of moose could last you the winter depending on how large your family was.”


The wild game sustained families like the Moores, who had thirteen mouths to feed, including their own, and the Heaths. “Skagway had no beauty parlor, no barber shop, and if your car broke, you fixed it yourself; if your washer broke, you fixed it,” Moore said. “You wore many hats: carpenter, plumber, electrician, and boat mechanic; you did all your own stuff. We had just two grocery stores in town—there was no fresh milk, and the produce ship came twice a month. Banana skins are yellow, but our kids grew up thinking they were black, so we ate a lot of banana bread. We ordered clothes from catalogs—and in those days they sent the clothes first and then you paid, just in case things didn’t fit. They don’t do that anymore.”


Moore also noticed that Chuck was a bit of a pack rat and never wanted to part with anything. He mounted trophies of his kills in his home—caribou, moose, bears, Dall sheep, and mountain goats—and they lined the walls of his home like natural history museum pieces. Pelts were laid over chairs and couches, and skulls and jars of fishing lures also found their way into the nooks and crannies of the Heath household. “All that business started in Skagway,” Moore recalled. “Chuck didn’t like to part with anything he might have use for. Chuck was blessed with an inquisitive mind and interested in anything that was outdoors. It wouldn’t surprise me if he were hunting right now. The wild game and fish—that’s food and not just a hobby.”


It’s a philosophy inherited by his daughter Sarah, who has said Alaskans are raised on local sources of protein and prefer wild game to grocery-store meat if they can help it. There is an old photo of young Sarah as a mere toddler, standing in a blue jumper in a Skagway yard dangling two shrimp from her tiny hands. Her clothes are soaked, and her pearl skin is filthy, her brown hair tousled. “That was Sarah for you,” Moore said. “She wasn’t your typical little girly-girl.”


While Sally took the kids to church every Sunday at St. Therese’s, “Chuck was his own keeper,” Moore said. “There were just three churches here at the time, and on Christmas Eve and Thanksgiving we’d have interfaith celebrations,” said Barbara Moore. “I don’t know why Sally changed churches later in Alaska, but sometimes you go where there is a church, and if you get out into a place where there are just a few, the choices you have are dependent upon what’s available.”


Sally and Barbara became good friends, and they co-starred in a community theater production, a melodrama called Love Rides the Rails. They performed for a group of teachers during a conference. “She was a good actress,” Barbara said. “I played a mother, and she played a heroine, and then she switched parts since we both had memorized each other’s lines.”


Barbara got to know Sally well because she relied on the Heaths’ washer for backup when hers broke down, a frequent occurrence, since she was washing clothes for a family of thirteen. “It was the neighborly thing to do and a good excuse to catch up over snacks and a cup of tea. I’d bring my laundry over; we’d make a day of it,” said Barbara. “We’d sit and talk, and the kids played. Everyone got along just fine. We didn’t worry too much about decorating; it was more like whether we had enough money to keep our kids in shoes and warm clothes for the winter.”


One afternoon, Barbara was folding her last bit of laundry when Sally invited the Moore clan over for dinner. “All of us?” Barbara asked. “We had eleven children, and that was the first time and the last time they invited all thirteen of us.” Paul Moore laughed. “But we had a great big spaghetti feed.”


David Moore, Paul’s son who was close friends with Chuck Jr. and now lives in Anchorage, remembered those boisterous get-togethers, which included fifteen kids in all. “We didn’t have a TV so we always went over to the Heaths’ to watch TV,” he said. But the TV schedule was between 3 p.m. and midnight. “TV didn’t play a role in their lives or ours,” David Moore said. “The nice thing about living in Skagway was that when it came to hunting and fishing, it was all right there.”


Sarah bonded with Moore’s younger sister, Mary, and most days were spent outdoors, hiking in the woods, playing cowboys and Indians in the summer, cross-country skiing in the winter. After dinner, the families would huddle around the Heaths’ wood stove, and Paul and Chuck would break out the boxing gloves and referee matches between the kids. “Sarah boxed with Mary and the older boys,” he said. “She was a tough little girl.” Years later, Chuck would describe his daughter as both tough and stubborn. “She was strong-willed,” he said. “From an early age she thought she was always right, and she usually was.” He chuckled. “If I needed something done, I could bend the other kids one way or another, but Sarah was strong-willed, and it was hard to change her mind. That’s still her.”


In 1969, the Moores watched the moon landing on tape delay at the Heath house. It wasn’t long after that Chuck and Sally packed up the brood and moved to Anchorage, where they stayed with relatives of old football buddy Jerry Kramer, who was starting his last season in the NFL. There were now four kids to move, with the addition of the Heaths’ third daughter, Molly, who arrived the day after Thanksgiving in 1966. At that time, Barbara Moore said, a doctor from Haines was flying in when the pregnant women went into labor, and babies were born at the local clinic.


“Chuck saw the growth potential in south-central Alaska,” said Paul Moore, who later retired back to Sandpoint with his wife after their children were grown. “Chuck and Sally were just down here two years ago having supper and regaling us with stories of trapping rats off St. George’s Island in Alaska and chasing ducks and seagulls off the runway at small airports along the coast. Chuck Heath is a character, blessed with an inquisitive mind, and interested in anything that moves.”















TWO


REFRESHING THE SOUL






In June 2008, when Sarah Palin gave an interview to People magazine about the April 2008 birth of her youngest child, Trig, she was reminded of a story her father had shared with her about diversity in the classroom. If five decades of teaching taught Chuck Heath anything, it was that it was impossible to define a “normal” child.


“What is normal?” her father used to ask. At seventy, he still serves as a substitute teacher at Wasilla Middle School, bringing in his collections to illustrate his lessons on the life sciences—animal skulls, bones, and deer antlers. The kids marvel at the artifacts, and Chuck, in turn, is inspired by the menagerie of shapes, colors, and sizes occupying his classroom, where every child is a special ingredient.


His appreciation for diversity helped Palin cope with the circumstances besetting her own son, who has Down syndrome, a disorder that causes developmental delays requiring speech and physical therapy. Palin also has a nephew who has autism. Days before Trig was born, she thought of her father’s words as she sat down to write a letter to friends and family about Trig’s condition, which she was keeping a secret. “This new person in your life,” she wrote and later shared in a People magazine interview, “can help put things in perspective and bind us together, and get everyone focused on what really matters…. Those who love him will think less about self and focus less on what the world tells us is ‘normal’ and ‘perfect.’”


Once the Heaths left Skagway, the lessons Chuck and Sally imparted to their children during adolescence shaped the core of their youth. The future governor of Alaska and Republican vice-presidential candidate would develop the patience and skill to be a hunter, the faith to accept Jesus as her savior, and the competitiveness and work ethic to lead her basketball team to a state title and also win local beauty pageants.


In 1969, after briefly staying in Anchorage with the Kramer relatives, Chuck found a teaching job in Eagle River, about fifteen miles north of Anchorage. They lived there two years before moving to Wasilla, about forty miles northeast of Alaska’s largest city. Though it was founded in 1917 as a railroad staging area for mining ventures in Talkeetna and Mount McKinley, Wasilla didn’t incorporate until 1973 and listed a population of just four hundred people when the Heaths moved into their home on Lucille Street. In the 1930s, during the depression, the government encouraged homesteaders to farm in Wasilla, drawing two hundred families to the area. From Skagway, Chuck believed the region’s growth potential and proximity to Anchorage would make it a great place to raise a family and ensure a secure future, even if the round trip to Anchorage was a daylong affair, since the main highway was gravel part of the way. In time, Wasilla emerged as a bedroom community and the hub of the Matannuska-Susitna (Mat-Su) Borough, which now supports a population of 80,000 and is roughly the size of West Virginia.


Wasilla itself now ranks as Alaska’s fourth largest city, with more than seven thousand residents, and is blessed with classic frontier diversions—two lakes and pockets of thick woods with forests of birch and spruce. Once home to the first leg of the state’s famous Iditarod sled-dog race, Wasilla is nestled between the snow-capped Chugach Mountains to the south and east and the Talkeetna Mountains to the north. The Talkeetnas, the gateway to Denali National Park, is home to Hatcher Pass, an expanse of scenic tundra where families can hike, camp, and pick berries. Chuck would lead his kids through the meadows and woods, pointing out flora, fauna, and fossils etched in stones, and then quizzing his children on their discoveries. Those mountains were filled with wildlife—grizzly and black bears, moose, caribou, wolves, and Dall sheep. In the spring, the mountains burst with wildflowers; their colors shifting and moving with the sun, evoking a natural canopy of yellow, violet, and rose.


The Heaths first took up residence in a small wood-frame house on Lucille Street that is now a commercial building in the center of town. When they moved in, a birch forest with winding dirt trails that linked the Heath kids to other homes with children surrounded it. The girls shared an unheated attic bedroom that was bearable thanks to the wood stove downstairs. When the temperatures dipped into the teens and a pile of blankets and quilts failed to fend off the chill, the girls would jump into a single bed and use body heat to keep warm.


Heather Bruce remembered, “When we first moved, all four of us were there, and Mom converted a small sewing room downstairs for Chuckie. We shared the room for several years until Dad built an addition, which had a bedroom for Chuckie and me. We had a code, ‘Want to play Sleeping Beauty?’ and that was the signal for all of us to jump into bed together.”


“They were typical kids at playtime,” Sally said. “They liked to play dress-up, and Sarah didn’t have to be the boss of the group to have a good time. Around the house, the kids never complained about chores. Being outside made them happy.”


Chuck Heath was moved by education, hard work, and physical prowess, and he insisted that his own children earn their keep around the house. The kids stacked firewood, washed floors, and tended a communal garden. Heather said the girls used to pitch in by washing the dinner dishes together.


“My brother had all the boy chores to do like taking out the trash; I felt sorry for him because he got the short end of the stick,” she said. “We never had a dishwasher, so we did the dishes by hand—I washed, Molly rinsed, and Sarah dried and put away. I can remember Sarah sitting on the counter, dangling her feet, and I thought, ‘She’s got the easy job.’ I was bossy—possessive of my stuff, since I was oldest…. I learned how to cook and picked up Mom’s duties when she went on vacation without the kids, and it seemed like I had to fill in with the motherly duties. Molly was the youngest one, the baby of the family and a sweet little sister. She was bouncy and spunky. Sarah was to me a pest for some years and very determined that she was going to get her way with me. She had a way of using my stuff and wearing my clothes when I wasn’t around, and I couldn’t borrow hers, but she could use mine. She wasn’t loud and obnoxious—she was a quiet, determined little girl. She could get stubborn. She’d work her little butt off to finish a race or an assignment, and if she didn’t get what she wanted, she’d cross her arms and stomp her foot. I had many friends, but we did so much together as a family that we had to get along. Mom and Dad used to take us on camping trips, and we’d spend the night in tents. There was a lot of sibling rivalry and fighting, like any family. My mother didn’t lose her temper much; our father was the disciplinarian, and Mom was the nurturer. Those were the days where we probably got spanked if we deserved it. I think once Mom got to the end of her rope while we were camping; it was the middle of the night, and she was telling us to be quiet, and she had had enough and warned us that she was going to spank us. I was 11, and we laughed. I said, ‘She can’t hurt me.’ But when my dad was around, it was expected that we would follow rules; all he had to do was give you a look or a strong word, and Mom would say, ‘Wait until your dad comes home,’ and we’d straighten up right away.”


Warren McCorkell, a neighbor who would later marry one of Sarah Palin’s friends, Amy Hansen, grew up around the corner from the Heaths. On his walks into town, he’d pass by the house and usually spot Sarah and her siblings outdoors playing with their German shepherd, Rufus, or chasing their cat, Fifi. “They had an old black-and-white TV, but Chuck didn’t like them watching it much. He kept it upstairs in a part of the house that was heated only by a wood stove, so if the kids wanted to watch something, they had to collect the wood and light the stove.”


Sarah said the kids were usually too lazy to gather the wood and light the fire to warm the room. “So we never watched much TV,” she told the Anchorage Daily News.


On Sundays after church, they went hiking or cross-country skiing up at Hatcher Pass, and sometimes they’d bring their guns and hunt ptarmigan, a wild grouse that occupies chilly mountainous regions of Alaska. Sarah learned to shoot at eight and honed her skill by picking off rabbits in the woods near her house and the white ptarmigan in the Talkeetnas.


Hunting trips always carry a risk, and the Heaths’ ventures into the wild were no exception. During a trip to Denali National Park, the Heaths had a dangerous run-in with a cranky grizzly bear that literally caught wind of a caribou Chuck had bagged, quartered, and strapped to a rack on top of the family car and on a second rack thirty yards from camp.


“There were no trees or brush to hang the meat,” he said. “I suppose it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but we had never had trouble with bears before out there, so I put the meat on two racks to air it out. Sally woke up first and heard the bear outside—it was still kind of light out so we could see pretty good. I see this bear standing on its legs and reaching for the meat on top of the car, like it’s at a diner. It was hunting season, and I said to Sally, ‘I’m going to shoot the darn thing.’ Sally tried to steady a flashlight on the bear so I could take a shot, but she couldn’t hold the light steady. But I thought better of it because the kids’ tent was nearby, so I let it grab a quarter of caribou and drag it away. That was at midnight, and then it came back two hours later—and I’m like, I’ll be darned. But this time it got close to the kids’ tent, so I got my rifle and went over to the kids and got them out of bed and put them in the car. We all got in the car, and the bear circled the car and put his nose up to the window and looked in and then tried to pull some more meat off the car top. It was a big male grizzly. It stayed around camp for two hours and finally at 4 a.m., it wandered away. I got out of the car to make sure it wasn’t around, and I went over to our other rack, and it had taken three quarters of the caribou. So we packed up and left quickly. I found out that bear was shot the next day by a ranger. It apparently cornered a ranger in a cabin not far from our camp, and he killed it. It was a twenty-seven-year-old bear, and I think it had a couple of tooth abscesses, so it wasn’t very happy.”


“We spent the night there, all of us crammed into that car, watching the bear take our meat,” Sarah recounted to the Anchorage Daily News. Heather remembered the bear encounter well. “I heard Dad yell, ‘Get out of the tent and get into the car!’ And he hustled us to the car, and we spent the night there. We turned on the headlights and watched the bear eat the caribou meat. He took huge chunks and devoured them. The story was Mom heard the bear first, and Dad was protecting us so we could get to the car. I don’t remember being frightened—I felt safe in the car, and Dad had his rifle. Mom and Dad have had close bear encounters before. They once went on a hiking trip, and a grizzly bear tore through their tent, but they got out.”


Chuck also used to take the kids bird hunting, which meant 3 a.m. wake-up calls and hunkering down in a canoe as they blasted shotgun pellets at grouse. “The first two hours of daylight and dusk are the best times to go hunting,” he said. Usually, there was another hunting party close by in a blind, and the pellets would invariably hit the kids as they fell to earth. “There were pellets splashing in the water around them, and I said, ‘Relax, they don’t hurt,’” Chuck recalled. “Sarah was a really good shot. I taught her to shoot and taught her how to field dress a moose, to fish and hunt for game,” Chuck told the London-based Sun newspaper.


Of the kids, he ranks Sarah just behind Chuck Jr. as the most enthusiastic hunter. But she didn’t shoot her first caribou until she was in college, and Chuck was with her when Sarah shot two more—once in 1993, with five-year-old Track by her side, and once more three years ago before she was elected governor. Track joined her for that hunt as well. “I have more fun watching my children and grandchildren hunt than I do myself,” Chuck said. “We were in a camp off Denali Highway where all these people were coming and going, visiting with us. Caribou are wanderers. We were camped on a ridge and had a view two or three miles in each direction. The caribou were everywhere, and we saw one, two hundred to three hundred yards away from where we were camped. Sarah grabbed her rifle and shot it. The second time, we were on a snow machine and saw one, and she shot one from long distance, and we were able to take it down the mountain to a level spot to field dress it. She is a very good shot—calm, cool, and collected—she shot quite a few rabbits and ptarmigan and got very good doing that. She always used to help me field dress a moose. She would hold the legs when I cut them and then help me pack the meat.”


As for taking those caribou, Sarah had no reservations. “That caribou has had a good life,” she told Vogue magazine. “It’s been free out there on the tundra, not caged up on a farm with no place to go.”


Heather said her father has quite a sense of humor on the hunt. “I shot my first moose when I was eighteen. We always accompanied Dad on moose hunts—we never had to go on sheep hunts and goat hunts, since that was tougher hunting in the mountains. I was home from college my freshman year, and we went out together before he had to go to work. That’s when I got my moose. He said, ‘I’ll help you start it.’ He had a bone saw, and we quartered it. But he had to go to work, so he left me in the field with his rifle and told me to look out for bears. He promised he’d be back after school. Knowing I’d be out there all day, he also gave me a book about bear attacks in Alaska.”


Heather stayed by the kill, listening to gunshots in the distance as hunters tracked their prey. Chuck returned later in the day. By then, Heather had packed up the meat in game bags. They hiked it out through the woods to an open area where Chuck was able to park his truck. “We walked several miles that day,” Heather said. “Hunting caribou is a lot easier, and you can usually do it in the winter. It’s cleaner in the snow, and there are fewer bugs, and the smell isn’t as bad. And usually you can pile the meat on a sled and pull it out.”


Sarah helped her father field dress a moose when she was fourteen. It was early, before the first school bell, when Chuck bagged his prey and asked Sarah to help him butcher the moose at once, as is custom. Her father quartered the animal while Sarah assisted, holding the legs and packing the body parts. Ever the science teacher, Chuck liked to take specimens to bring into class, including a set of eyeballs that he tried to hand off to his daughter. She wanted no part of it. “I couldn’t do it,” she said. Heath was fine with that. There was no shortage of other items to show the kids. “He liked to get us outside doing projects,” said former student Sam Gardener, now an Eagle River businessman. “He was an avid hunter and used to bring in hides and horns—he’d fill tables with them and put them on the walls.”


Sarah’s aunt, Katie Johnson, described the Heath home as a natural history museum. She was impressed at how well the kids could handle weapons and sharp knives, as if it was second nature. “I was amazed watching those girls gutting fish. No hesitation. I thought, ‘They can do whatever boys do.’”


Sally’s passions and activities also weren’t overlooked. An avid recreational swimmer as a youth, she took the kids for lessons at Lake Wasilla, where the water is so cold it can turn your skin blue, even in the summertime. “I was in Wasilla visiting one spring, and we were driving by the lake,” Johnson recalled. “Sarah said, ‘Look, Aunt Katie, the ice is melting; we can go swimming soon.’ I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t get near that freezing water.”


As in Skagway, Sally continued taking the kids to church. Though the Heath kids were baptized Catholics as babies, they joined the Wasilla Assembly of God, a modest Pentecostal church that urges congregants to establish an individual relationship with Christ and where some congregants speak in tongues. She and the children attended Sunday and Wednesday night services, attended the congregation potlucks, and spent one week each summer at the church’s summer Bible camp at Beaver Lake, run by Pastor Paul Riley. If Sarah got her competitiveness and drive from her father, she absorbed her spiritual nature from her mother. “Chuck worships Mother Nature,” said family friend Marilyn Lane. “Sally instilled in them that ‘the wild game…was a gift to have.’”


“Chuck taught them all about the outdoors,” said Helen Riley, Pastor Riley’s wife, who taught Sunday school at the Assembly of God church. “Being outdoors in God’s creation was the same to Chuck as going to church. He’s a great teacher and has always been that from day one. In Sarah, I see her mother’s mannerisms; she walks in a room and brings the light, happiness, and cheer, just as her mom did.”


Sally said the choice to leave the Catholic church was determined more by convenience than any disagreement with the church’s philosophy.


“When we moved here,” Sally said, “we went to the church nearest our home; we were able to walk to it. It happened to be the Assembly of God, and eventually we asked to be baptized, and we all did it on the same day. We switched denominations as a matter of convenience, and we fit in very nicely there. They had a wonderful youth group and great activities for the children. Church was an important part of our lives—we didn’t have all the other activities kids have today, and back then we went to church twice on Sunday and once in the middle of the week. Today, there’s too much other stuff to choose from, but for me, Sunday morning was the day to refresh your soul. Sarah still attends church in Wasilla and in Juneau.”


The Assembly of God Bible camp at Beaver Lake still has special meaning to Sarah. It was here that Pastor Riley baptized all the Heath kids and Sally, full immersion-style, in the lake’s chilly waters. “It sure wakes you up,” Sally said, chuckling. Campers would go on picnics, take long walks over trails past fields of wild flowers, and gather for outdoor Bible readings under the shady spruce and birch trees. Bear and moose would sometimes appear at the water’s edge, and the kids would pick flowers and craft bouquets. Sarah was 12 when she was baptized with her mother and siblings. Last June, she made an official visit to a religious gathering at the Wasilla Assembly of God Church and gave a speech that was later posted on the Internet. As she happily reminisced about how “cool” it was to grow up in this church and be “saved here,” she recalled getting baptized by Pastor Riley in Beaver Lake and how those early years worshipping at the Assembly of God had an indelible effect on her spirituality. She went on to become the president of her high school’s Fellowship of Christian Athletes, leading her track and basketball teammates in prayer before competition. She wrote Bible verses in her friends’ yearbooks, and under her own candid photo in Wasilla High’s 1982 yearbook, she wrote, “He is the light and in the light there is life.”


“They were a very neat group of kids that would meet before school and have a Bible reading, and on certain national days of prayer, they would meet at the flagpole before school, and Sarah would lead them in prayer,” Helen Riley recalled.


In the biography Sarah, author Kaylene Johnson wrote that Sarah felt that the sermons she heard at the Assembly of God were not just being “directed to the general congregation but specifically to her. The music lifted her spirits in a way that nothing else did. And she discovered that when she prayed, she felt the presence of something far greater than herself.” Pastor Riley and his wife like to tell the story of how the church’s former youth pastor, Theren Horn, would remind his adolescent charges that God has a specific calling for them—teaching, parenting, medicine, or politics. Sarah heard the same command, and Horn’s mention of politics stuck in her head. Years later, after Horn had moved to Minnesota and was back in Wasilla for a visit, Sarah, then the city’s mayor, reminded him of the lesson and said, “I was called into politics, and that’s the direction I took.”
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