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   To my dogs




  In the miles we’ve gone together,
 you’ve trained me well.
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Anchorage to Rabbit Lake: 110 miles





  Mostly sunny, high 25° and low 14°, with winds averaging 6 to 7 knots.




 March 2, 1985
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  Libby Riddles has a trying first day: outside Anchorage the sled brake snaps in two, and the dogs are so eager to race that they run off without her. Nevertheless, she and the team reach Rabbit Lake without further mishap.


  

  My brother Mike drove. In the darkness we saw other dog trucks on the highway—big plywood boxes in the beds, little doors cut in the boxes, and here and there a dog’s nose testing the breezes. Our beat-up old Dodge was no match for some of the fancy rigs. New pickups with freshly painted dog boxes and signs naming the mushers and their sponsors kept disappearing ahead of us into traffic. I had to remind myself that it isn’t trucks that win the Iditarod.




  We stopped once to check on two dogs we’d had to double up in one compartment. They were already arguing.




  We worked our way to a staging area, where race officials would assign parking spots on Fourth Avenue for the start of the race. Just a hint of morning lit the place where we sat waiting. A call came over the loudspeaker asking for anyone who carried an Emergency Medical Technician card. Joe had completed his EMT training the previous summer and headed toward the official’s car—if you don’t answer a call, you can even face charges. This would be his first emergency. But then the voice announced that the situation was under control, and Joe got back into the truck, relieved. On a day like this you have enough emergencies of your own.




  Joe Garnie was my partner. At our home in Teller, seventy miles north of Nome, on the coast of the Bering Sea, we had bred and trained dogs to run the Iditarod, Alaska’s most famous marathon for sled dog teams. If we had done our jobs, these fifteen dogs would take me the twelve hundred miles from Anchorage to Nome. If we had done our jobs well, and if I had the will and the stamina, I might finish in the top ten. But what I really wanted was to win.




  We sat in the truck, Mike blowing his cigarette smoke out the window as the Dodge idled. We tried to figure out whose dog truck was whose. Our Dodge made its own statement. The faded dog boxes sported no sponsors’ names or even our kennel name, and the sides were blank. Now and then we could feel the dogs shuffling in their boxes, and we’d hear an occasional growl from the grouchier ones. At last somebody called, “Number forty-six.”




  We drove a couple of blocks to our spot on Fourth Avenue, one of the main east-west streets of Anchorage. Starting here would be a new experience. In my first two races we had started from Mulcahy Park, not downtown. Trucks were arranged by number along each side of the avenue, lowest numbers closest to the starting line, so that as each team took off toward the start, the dogs wouldn’t have to weave through other teams on the way. Snow had been trucked in and spread on the street for the race.




  A banner stretched across the street proclaimed the start of the 1985 Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race, big red letters outlined in yellow. Far beyond, the Chugach mountains seemed to block the end of the street; their outline never ceases to awe me, especially when they reflect a sunrise or sunset. The winter sun, still behind the ridge, was beginning to spread its light over the city.




  Now the work could begin. We piled out of the truck and strung a tie-out chain, first around the truck and then back to a couple of parking meters to give us room for all the dogs. A snow-fence lined the street from meter to meter, protecting the dogs and spectators from each other. Some of the racers toward the front were already putting dogs in harness. With sixty-four racers and fourteen to eighteen dogs per team, the area was noisy.




  We started taking the dogs out of the boxes, in order. First out was Sister, a dog of Joe’s who was so ornery we tied her to a parking meter as far away as possible. She was the oldest dog in the team and probably figured her seniority should bring her respect. She would mix it up with any other dog, male or female. She might have been so mean because she was so darned ugly—mostly white with a few washed-out gray spots, built square like a Mack truck, with scars all over her muzzle from her various encounters. The pigment in one eye was pink. But there wasn’t a trace of quit in her, and I knew I could rely on her as a spare leader if things got tough.




  In a few minutes she was ripping the snow-fence slats to shreds. In the dog barn at home she had a special stall made of corrugated tin. If we left her behind when we went on a training run, she would try to demolish anything within her reach, especially dog houses, and if she couldn’t reach anything destructible, she’d start digging up the snow with her front paws, then tearing up the ground with her teeth. Other times she’d bark and squeal and jump straight in the air, “four off the floor.” Did we want to buy the city a new snowfence? We put Sister back in the truck.




  The next dog out was Minnow. She was a big dog, about fifty-five pounds. Her sister Tip was even bigger. The two dogs looked so much alike I occasionally mistook one for the other when they were tied in the dark dog barn and I could see only their faces and not the kink in Minnow’s tail. The similarity could be a major nuisance because I could let Minnow run a little, knowing she would honor my “come” command. But Tip liked to explore the neighborhood, and she always took her time before submitting to being caught. If I mistook Tip for Minnow and let her go, I’d end up chasing her around the village. Today, Minnow was in heat, and we let her out for only a few minutes for her own comfort. Then she, too, had to go back into the truck, where she would be safe from amorous advances.




  Two out, two back in; so far, about normal.




  The only rookie in the team was Stripe. All the others had raced Iditarod at least once. Stripe was white and liver-colored with a pink nose on a face only a mother could love—and his mother was Sister. Stripe was also tough and liked to let the others know it. He wasn’t as tough as his mother, but then, he wasn’t as ugly, either. He had die-hard drive and a good attitude, a good head.




  



  The Lineup




  Teams for the Iditarod comprise seven to eighteen dogs. The animals usually run in pairs, one on either side of the gangline, or towline, attached to the sled. Occasionally a single dog runs in the team, either because the dog works better alone or as a matter of logistics, with an odd number of dogs.




  The leaders are the brains of the outfit and the steering wheel. They take the commands of “gee” and “haw” for right and left, respectively, and keep the team in the trail. They also must set the pace and get their teammates moving at their speed by keeping the gangline taut.




  An all-around leader is a rarity. Some lead dogs dislike running into the wind or working their way through forest. Some take commands readily but cannot keep the lines tight. Others maintain a fast pace but cause tangles when called upon to turn. Many teams therefore include a command leader for tight steering and a pacesetter to keep the team moving on straight portions of trail.




  All good leaders show an uncanny ability to find and stay on the trail. When a trail is covered by loose snow, the leaders must feel for the packed snow underneath; when the trail has been swept bare by the wind, they must use their sense of smell to find the way; when the trail cannot be seen or felt or smelled, some dogs find the way by an apparent sixth sense.




  As the leaders turn, the rest of the dogs in the team may jump off the trail to follow them in a straight line, creating a tangle of lines and even overturning the sled. The two dogs behind the leaders, called swing dogs, help steer by staying in the trail and forcing the rest of the team to turn in a wide arc that will bring the sled around the corner safely.




  The next several pairs of dogs are the team dogs. They provide the muscle to pull the load and maintain speed.




  The last two dogs in line are wheel dogs. They are trained to stay in the trail around curves, but the clue to their main function lies in their size. Usually the largest animals in the team, they bear the extra burden of being first to feel the load as the team starts out or pulls uphill. Sometimes, however, a small, agile dog is better able to keep out of the way of the sled runners. All wheel dogs must be steady animals, for the constant pounding of the runners close behind them can be unnerving.




  Drivers often move their dogs around, putting a swing or team dog in lead to give one of the usual leaders a break from the pressure or because it might do better under certain conditions. Sometimes two dogs develop a dislike for each other and have to be separated, or a female coming into heat may have to be moved away from males. A single lead dog might work better for a time, or a single wheel dog may offer more control of the sled on twisty trails.




  Behind a team of sixteen dogs, the driver will be more than forty feet from the leaders.




  




  Whitey was his littermate, but in personality she was his opposite. Her favorite trick was to try to be invisible whenever there was any type of commotion. Like most huskies, she liked to work, to cover miles, but she also held rest in high esteem, and given any chance, she’d plop down in the snow. These were both Joe’s dogs.




  Joe’s pride and joy was his leader, Dusty, a stout little red dog, his color suggesting more golden Lab than husky. Dusty was a giveaway pup from our neighbor Albert Oquillik. He would do figure-eights and back flips for Joe, and although he would lead for me in training, he was never as happy with me. I guess he was a one-person dog. He was fast, though, and even if I didn’t trust him as much as my own leaders, he could be put out front to give them a rest. As for team dogs, there weren’t many better than Dusty.




  Four brothers were the core of my team: Dugan, Axle, Bugs, and Binga. Dugan would be the main leader for the race with Binga and maybe Axle to help out, along with Dusty and Sister.




  Two more of Joe’s dogs came out of the truck to the picket line, Brownie and Socks. Littermates, they were pups of Joe’s retired leader, Ugly. Brownie had a flying trot and a tendency not to lope. He always seemed composed, self-contained, and didn’t seem to care if I ever petted him. I’d pet him anyway. Joe had been trying to make him into a leader, and he was beginning to pick up the idea.




  Socks was the smallest dog in the team, but built solid and strong. She could have been a bit faster, but somehow with her short legs she got the job done, and she was consistent. She was the only dog on the team who had a reputation as a chewer and I intended to keep a sharp eye on her. All I needed was for Socks to chew through one of the lines and let all the dogs in front of her take off down the trail, leaving me and the sled behind.




  Another dog of Joe’s I was taking was Stewpot, a real one-of-a-kind dog. He looked like a collie crossed with a white arctic wolf, and he was almost as big as a wolf. Joe and I had feuded over which was the bigger dog, his Stewpot or my Bad Dog Bane, the father of Tip and Minnow. We never did weigh or measure them. That would have taken all the fun out of it. As a pup, Stewpot had had a fancy name, Sewlik, Eskimo for northern pike. When he was a couple of years old, we lent him to our friend Ray Lang, a dentist in Nome who used him in the All-Alaska Sweepstakes. Ray never could remember the dog’s name, so he started calling him Stewpot. The dog was a big old pot-licker anyway. Stew-pot was going to be my main wheel dog, right in front of the sled.




  My favorite of the dogs from Joe’s lot was Penny. She was the fastest and most consistent, and I also liked her pleasant manners. She did her work in the team and minded her own business. I hardly ever had to look at her when I was on the move—an invisible dog. Penny had perfect Siberian markings of gray and white. Her radar ears were always in constant motion as she high-stepped down the trail. If she heard any sound, her ears would swivel in its direction. If a dog in the team received a scolding, Penny’s ears would lay back in submission.




  The last dog out of the box was a coal-black female named Inca. She was a half-sister to Tip and Minnow. Inca had been born on my birthday three years earlier. She had a strong desire to please and would obey me better than most of the other dogs. Inca was loyal, a dog I could let loose. At home in training, I always cut her loose from her chain and let her follow me. She’d run ahead, then run back to me and jump up, sometimes throwing her whole body on me. I usually had to have an arm free to block her exuberant assaults. I used Inca for a herder when I took pups for walks, and if the pups got carried away with their temporary freedom, I’d just call Inca back, and the pups would follow along behind.




  There was little to do once the dogs were out. I stood and regarded my team. For the next two weeks we would eat, sleep, and labor across more than a thousand miles of Alaska. I had high hopes for this pack of mutts. I wasn’t one of the famous mushers, one of the people the press hung around and talked and wrote about, but I thought these dogs could even win the race if I could handle them right. I sure wanted to give them every opportunity, but there were a lot of miles and a lot of variables on the trail between Anchorage and Nome.




  A few days before the race, Joe had been down at the Knik Bar with a group that included some racers.




  “Don’t you think you’d be right up there if you were driving that team instead?” they kept asking.




  “You guys,” said Joe, “are going to screw around and screw around and underestimate her and she’s going to pass you up.”




  But what others were thinking didn’t affect me too much. I had learned that in sled dog racing, as in most other things, respect must be earned. I’d run the Kuskokwim 300 twice since my last Iditarod and managed to beat some teams I’d never beaten before. Some of the racers had to know I was serious. And only two teams had been able to beat our dogs in the previous year’s race.




  Susan Ogle and Kelley Weaverling came by with egg burgers and coffee. They had helped me organize my airdrops of food and supplies for the checkpoints along the trail. To make my burlap bags distinctive, so that I could pick them out of a pile, Kelley had spray-painted them green and purple. We began hauling down sleds and gear from the top of the dog boxes and stretching out the gangline and preparing harnesses. Another friend stopped by and gave me an orange for the trail. Elwin Johnson and Katrine Zosel offered their services as dog handlers. Other people were stopping to wish me luck and look over my dogs. When neither of us was racing, I had been one of the walkers, wishing favorites well, strolling and looking at all the dogs. This year I had eyes for no dogs but my own.




  A special friend arrived—Patty Friend. She had given me not only some of her dogs and a lead on a summer job, but also inspiration. In 1979, running the Cantwell 180 sled dog race, she had sprinted to the finish half a minute ahead of the competition and become the first woman—at least in modern times—to win a long-distance sled dog race.




  Kelley and Mike went to work putting the new bindings on my fancy new Sherpa snowshoes. I had purchased them just a day before the race. I couldn’t quite afford them, but they were lighter and smaller than the regular wood and rawhide snowshoes, and they packed a lot easier into the sled. I’d been sure I could jury-rig bindings, but as it turned out, these high-tech snowshoes would work only with the real thing, the expensive real thing.




  I started sorting gear. When we had finished, a race official checked over the mandatory equipment for the sled and counted the dogs. Volunteers followed with cans of paint to mark each dog on top of its head, a way to make sure racers wouldn’t add dogs to their teams. Mine got purple. I resented having the sticky paint on my animals’ fine pelts, but I accepted it as a necessary evil.




  Just after Minnow got her splash of purple, I stepped a little too close. She jumped and spread a nice blotch of purple all over my brand new L.L. Bean Thinsulate jacket.




  All the time, the loudspeaker down the avenue was announcing one team after another as the racers left the starting line. Police were holding traffic. Part of the dogs’ training was to get them used to crowds, but you don’t find many crowds where we live. As it turned out, our dogs were so intent on chasing the teams ahead of them, they hardly seemed to notice the people.




  On the first day of a race, dogs are usually pretty excited by the presence of the other teams and the overall commotion. They’re also fresh, and fifteen dogs in the peak of condition can be mighty difficult to stop if they set their minds on going somewhere. And if you go down the wrong trail and have to turn around, you have to untangle a lively mess of dogs while other teams pass by. After a few days on the trail, the dogs would settle into a routine and be more inclined to behave themselves. I wondered whether the other racers dreaded the first days as much as I did.




  

     

   Across Alaska




 The forty-ninth state derives its name from the language of the Aleuts, who lived on what are now called the Aleutian Islands. Looking across the sea, they called the mainland alyeska, “where the waves begin, where the weather comes from.” The weather is severe, and the Iditarod Trail across the state presents not only several kinds of weather—distinct climatological systems, really—but also an ever-changing terrain.




  From Anchorage, in the southcentral portion of the state, the trail winds through spruce and birch forest, crossing frozen lakes and muskeg, or bogs, and following meandering rivers toward their sources in the Alaska Range. Weather south of the range is relatively temperate because winds blowing off the north Pacific Ocean keep the land warmer in winter and cooler in summer.




  The trail rises into the mountains to Rainy Pass at almost 3,200 feet. Just to the north stands Mount McKinley, at 20,320 feet the tallest peak in North America.




  Out of the mountains the trail drops into the great Interior and a second climate. This is Jack London’s land of icy silence, where temperatures in the minus thirties are common and dips to minus fifty and even minus seventy are not unknown. The trail follows portions of the Kuskokwim River. Rolling hills and sparse spruce forests along the streambeds alternate with tundra until the trail reaches the Yukon, the Mississippi of Alaska. Here the teams encounter frigid temperatures and often face north winds of more than fifty miles an hour.




  At Kaltag on the Yukon, the trail rises again to cross a low pass in the Nulato Hills, then drops to the Bering Sea coast and a third climate, where the effects of arctic weather are somewhat tempered by the ocean. Many miles of trail lie on sea ice, whose blanket of granular snow abrades dogs’ feet. Shifting ice may moue trail markers out of sight, and lost teams face the danger of going out on thin ice or being swept out to sea on an ice floe.




  Nearing Nome, the trail approaches the northern tree line, above which only the scrub vegetation of the tundra can survive the long winter nights of cold and wind. Though temperatures are more moderate than in the Interior, mushers cannot escape the bite of the high winds howling out of valleys along the Seward Peninsula, winds powerful enough to knock dogs off their feet and overturn sleds.




  


  

  The teams in front of us disappeared down Fourth Avenue one by one. I waited until the last minute to put my dogs in harness to keep them from going wild. Once they’re in harness they reach an almost fever pitch in their excitement, yipping and yowling, lunging and jumping forward. They don’t like being left behind. My old Bad Dog Bane used to grab the gangline in his teeth and pull back on it, pulling the other dogs with it. Then he’d let go, and the dogs taking up the slack and lunging forward would help him in his attempt to be on his way. Pretty slick.




  Over the morning I’d collected quite a few handlers: Mike, Susan, Kelley, Patty, Dennis Lozano, Jack and Nancy Studer. Nancy was one of my strongest suppliers of moral support.




  When the race officials told me we had fifteen minutes to go, we got busy. Sister and Minnow came back out of the truck, and I put all my handlers to work, showing them which dogs to put where. I had to resort to my list to make sure. For the first part of the race, officials wanted us to take a handler along to help with tangles and supply added weight to slow the dogs. Some handlers rode in the sled. We had decided Joe would ride a second sled, which we had borrowed from Jack Schultheis.




  For the tight work of maneuvering through town I would use my two best leaders, Dugan and Bugs. Bugs especially was my “power steering” for this work. Behind them we put Inca and Binga. Behind them came Axle and Dusty, Sister and Penny, Tip and Minnow, Stripe and Socks, Whitey and Brownie. In wheel we put Stewpot by himself.




  At last we received the signal. Each handler grabbed a tandem of dogs, Joe took the leaders, and I rode the sled and the brake. The dogs surged ahead impatiently, dragging their handlers, but we managed to stop for the count-down.




  All the preparations had come down to this. I was at the starting line, the dogs stretched out front facing the high white mountains at the end of the street. Race officials and photographers surrounded the sled. Some helped hold it so the dogs wouldn’t pull us over the line in their screaming lunges to chase the other teams. The announcer made some cracks about Joe being in the second sled and noticed our single wheel dog. The countdown began. “Ten . . . nine . . .” Joe stood on the second sled behind me. At “two” I motioned the handlers away. I wanted a clear shot; I didn’t want a tangle with the dogs running over somebody; I wanted the dogs to see where they were going. I glanced over my shoulder at Joe. He was ready. “One . . . GO!”




  Big crowds leaned into the snowfences on both sides of the street as we sped down Fourth Avenue. We passed the spot where years before I’d watched my first race. I could hear the muffled roar made by the clapping of hundreds of gloved and mittened hands. I kept my eyes on the team.




  We went about half a dozen blocks and then made a right turn. Earl Norris was right in front of us. He’d been running dogs around Anchorage since the 1940s but this was his first Iditarod. We passed him and then went over the hill and down Cordova Street. We took a curve around Mulcahy Park, where the race used to start, and went out of sight of the crowds.




  The day warmed as we went along, the temperature rising to uncomfortable heat for the dogs. We let them stop frequently for a few minutes to cool off and bite a little snow. We crossed through a long meadow and reached a stand of trees on the far side, the lead dogs disappearing into the bushes around a sharp corner. As the sled came closer I could hear someone cussing up a storm. We stopped and Joe held the team while I went up to see what was happening.




  One of the racers was crashing through the underbrush, pulling lines and lifting dogs, untangling a team that had wrapped itself around half a dozen trees. Worse, I hadn’t stopped in time, and the front end of my own team was tangled in the same trees. I unwound them and they came free just as the team ahead pulled away. I went back to the sled, gritted my teeth and prepared to negotiate what remained of the turn and keep the rest of my team on the the trail.




  But instead of following the trail around, the dogs went flying through the alders, bouncing our sleds off trees until at last we hit the trail again and returned to business. I made myself a note to come back one day and personally chainsaw that patch of alders.




  From there the trail was good, alternating wide stretches and narrow portages.




  Then Dugan and Bugs started down some sort of narrow trail, following a couple of sets of tracks. By the time I saw this new adventure, it was already too late. Two by two the dogs jumped over an old wringer washing machine iced into the trail. The sled hit it and I flew over the top. I heard Joe shout just as he was knocked off the second sled and then my sled went over. I hung on to the drive bow while the dogs dragged me until I righted the sled and regained the runners and stopped. I set the hook into the snow and waited for Joe to catch up. He’d slammed into a tree and banged his knuckle badly. I shook my head and shrugged. A washing machine in the trail, of all things.




  Less than an hour into the race and already my expectations and fears for the first day were starting to fulfill themselves. For a while we continued along a fairly normal trail, some sort of road, but then I spied half a dozen boulders dead ahead. I figured the boulders kept cars off the road. Someone had removed one boulder, leaving a space between the side of a bank and the second boulder for us to pass. The space was only about four feet wide—not a lot of maneuvering room for a sled skidding on a slippery surface. We had fast trail, and with the dogs so fresh and excited we were doing about twenty miles an hour.




  Joe shouted, “Get off your brake and steer.”




  I always figure that if I’m going to crash, I’d rather crash going slowly, so I laid into the brake. That takes away some maneuvering ability, however, so I compromised, letting off the brake just as we came to the opening. My heart rate accelerated a little and my breath stopped but we slipped nicely between the boulder and the bank. Later I heard that some other racers hadn’t fared so well. Armen Khatchikian broke his collarbone there and had to drop out of the race at Eagle River. Joe Redington, Sr., also crashed there and hurt his arm badly. I don’t imagine anybody had fun going through there.




  Beyond the rocks, the trail smoothed out, and we had an easy time into Eagle River. We passed quite a few teams, and a few passed us while we rested the dogs in the heat. I was in no hurry. I wanted to go easy on the dogs during the warm part of the day. It was a long, long way to Nome, and the way the day was going, I didn’t even want to think about how far it was. Soon the last few miles of energy in those egg burgers wore out. I was starting to get that shaky feeling that comes from hunger. I remembered the candy bar Dennis Lozano had slipped me back on Fourth Avenue and dug it out of my pocket. I made my second note of the day. Maybe even before I chainsawed the alders I’d thank Dennis.




  We pulled up a long hill into the chute at Eagle River and I could see my pit crew already there waiting to haul us by truck across open water and a tangle of roads to the restart at Settler’s Bay. We made our way through crowds past the VFW post that was being used as the checkpoint. The old Dodge was parked just around a corner.




  The dogs looked hot and dry when we rolled in, and though my own hunger and thirst were wearing at me, from now on the dogs had to come first. We gave them water out of a cooler in the truck, and most of them drank quite a bit. An old friend, Penny Moore, popped out of the crowd. I hadn’t seen her since the last Iditarod, and we talked, catching up, but I was distracted. Now the race was going and I had to keep track of my time. The crew agreed to watch over the dogs while they rested so that I could grab a bite to eat.




  The VFW volunteers had cooked a big batch of stew and made corn bread, along with coffee and other snacks for the racers. I took advantage and wolfed down as much as I could. When I’d thoroughly stuffed myself, I thanked the women there and headed back to the truck. We loaded up the dogs and started out to drive the forty miles to Settler’s Bay, the restart and at last, the release from the city to the comfort of the open trail away from crowds and traffic.




  We didn’t stop anywhere, counting on fierce traffic all the way. The previous year we’d stopped at Palmer to change the runners on Joe’s sled, and he had barely made it on time. By race rules, drivers can leave exactly three hours after arriving in Eagle River, and I didn’t want to stay a minute extra. We were on race time now.




  It looked like all of Anchorage had emptied out to go watch the restart and we settled into the flow. Settler’s Bay is a development of recreational and residential homes on the west side of Cook Inlet just across the bay and a little north of Anchorage. Its golf course provides good open country for the race, with plenty of room for spectators. We followed signs and arrows pointing the way for racers to find the staging area, where officials directed us to a parking lot. Stakes in the snow held paper plates with the mushers’ numbers on them. All manner of vehicles were scattered through the area: dog trucks, motor homes, pickups, a few cars. A forest bordered one side of the parking lot, and there we found Number 46.




  We backed in toward the woods and strung our picket cables in the trees. This put the dogs where they wouldn’t be bothered so much by the knots of spectators wandering through. Once we had the dogs out of the truck, we hauled down the racing toboggan sled and started packing for real. I had thought of picking up some of my gear at the next checkpoint, which was Knik, about seven miles or so away and the last stop on the road system. But I decided I didn’t want to waste any time there—once we were gone, I wanted to stay going. Besides, the trail committee might consider that planned help, a disqualifying offense.




  

     

   In the Sled




 Iditarod race rules require mushers to carry equipment essential for driver and dogs to survive under severe winter conditions: arctic sleeping bag, axe, snowshoes, eight booties for each dog, at least two pounds of dog food per dog, a day’s food ration for the musher. Before leaving each checkpoint, the driver is required to show these items to an official.




  But these requirements are the minimum. A driver needs considerably more to traverse the nearly twelve hundred miles of trail in relative comfort and safety. Most drivers carry a dog food cooker, a cooler to keep the dogs’ food warm, feeding pans, a dipper for ladling dog food, tools for sled repairs, electrical tape for fastening dog booties, spare lines and harnesses, chains for tying dropped dogs, head-lamps and batteries, compass, topographical maps, and personal items, like camera, needle and thread, notebook, cooking pot and utensils, tape player, comb, and toothbrush. Many drivers carry firearms—heavy-caliber handguns are favored—to protect their dogs if a moose attacks the team.




  Several drivers also pack what is called in Alaska a “red sled,” a four-foot-long plastic child’s toboggan favored by Bush residents for hauling firewood and water around their cabins. lightweight and easy to pull, it eases the musher’s chores of hauling dog food and water at checkpoints.




  


  

  I put the heavy cooler full of dog food in first, toward the back of the basket. The sled steers better with the weight in back. The food in it was cooked and all ready for our first real stop down the trail. Then I put in the new snowshoes, tied together. The sleeping bag and the cooker went in next. Dog pans went up in the front. I tied the axe in its leather sheath to the outside of the sled bag, where I could grab it easily. I had a smaller bag tied between the back supports of the sled, below the drive bow, for personal items: dry gloves, snacks, headlight, goggles, sunglasses. While I was packing, friends came by, talking when we could. Dan and Karen Owens visited. I usually see them for an hour or so each year at Settler’s Bay for the restart and that’s about all, even though they’ve been friends of mine probably longer than just about anybody I know in the state.




  Several other friends came by, talked for a moment or two and left. Susan and Kelley brought more burgers. I wasn’t hungry but I figured it might be several hours before I could eat again, so I tried to stuff one down.




  A checker from the race committee looked over my gear, checking the mandatory equipment. At least we didn’t have to sign in at this checkpoint this year. The previous year one driver had neglected to sign the sheet at Settler’s Bay. Faced with returning seventy miles to the checkpoint to sign or being disqualified, he withdrew.




  Three old friends from my days at the Bureau of Land Management stopped to talk. LaDonna Westfall, Charlene Montague, and Nancy Reagan had all helped the last time I raced, preparing some of my personal food. They took some pictures and wished me luck again, saying they wanted me to know they were still behind me.




  LaDonna pulled me to one side. The night before, she said, she’d been inspired to write some thing for me. She handed me an envelope marked “Libby.” I tucked it into a pocket, its message unread. This was something to save. Somewhere down the trail, I was going to need a little boost and the time would be right to take out that envelope. Then the three of them faded back into the crowd.




  Time passed quickly in the bustle of packing and organizing and visiting, and when I finally checked my watch, I had only fifteen minutes left. For some time Joe had wanted me to hook up, but again I didn’t want the dogs to wait long in harness, expending energy in their excitement. With fifteen minutes to go, though, we were getting down to the wire and I gave the go-ahead.




  With all the help experienced by this time, the dogs were harnessed and hooked into the gangline in no time and we were just about to go to the starting line when a woman with two children in tow came up. I recognized her face right away even though it had probably had been twenty years since I’d seen her. She was my cousin Phoebe, who’d just moved to Anchorage from Wisconsin.




  The team was more than ready to go, and with close to a dozen handlers, we edged through the trees to the restart line. I stood under a banner again, this time looking up a long hill, the trail lined by snowfence, the snowfence lined by people. The run to Eagle River had tamed the dogs some, but they were still lively, and I was nervous.




  While waiting for the countdown, I asked about the trail ahead. Somebody warned me about a corner at the bottom of a big hill, but that only added to the nervousness. My first goal was to get to Knik, six or eight miles, and then take it step by step from there.




  We took off through a snowfence chute and climbed the long hill. People cheered, and I couldn’t help waving as I passed along the fence. For a mile or two we cruised the golf course, past spectators taking pictures and calling out their good luck wishes. At last I was alone with the dogs. We approached a split in the trail with no markings for which way to go. Two photographers were standing there and when with unfailing accuracy I picked the trail that turned out not to have sled tracks, I had to call them for assistance. Once the team was stopped, the dogs had to be turned 180 degrees in a narrow trail—one of the best ways to tie forty feet of ropes and fifteen frisky dogs into a knot. Luckily for me, the two photographers were willing to help. I asked one to stand on the snow hook and hold the sled; the other helped me turn the dogs. I was ordering both of them around, perfect strangers, but I had to get out of that mess.




  Every one of the dogs was tangled somehow. The lines were so tight I couldn’t even get them loose. If people hadn’t been around to help, I might have lost a dog. Minnow was caught in a nasty knot and almost choked. Her expression was pitiful. All the other dogs were straining forward, making her situation worse. The photographer pulled back on the other dogs so that I could free Minnow from the stranglehold. The rest of the team grew increasingly impatient to be on the way, jumping, barking, lunging, and doing anything else difficult they could think of. It was all the two men could do to hang on to the sled while I worked with the rats’ nest of dogs. After a couple of quarts of sweat, I finally managed to free them and line out for the proper trail. When I was finally ready, I thanked my rescuers profusely and then geared my mind toward whatever disaster might be in store for me next. The day was fulfilling my worst expectations.




  We were approaching the steep hill I’d been warned about. An old boat lay rotting in the snow at the bottom of the hill, and beyond it, the trail swung sharply to the right. I stood on my brake with both feet trying to keep my speed at a minimum in anticipation of the corner. A roostertail of snow kicked up behind me. We swept around the corner beautifully, and through the curve we came out onto the tidal flats of Knik Arm. Now and then I touched or rode my brake to keep control over rougher parts.




  I began to feel some looseness in the brake when I pressed down. At first I tried to ignore it: “It can’t be what I think it is:’ When I finally did look down, I saw that the bar, a half-inch-thick bar of steel, had snapped at one of the rounded corners. It was broken clean through. I looked at it several more times in disbelief.




  Panic turned to anxiety. I had to get it fixed. I was within a couple of miles of Knik, but I wasn’t sure how I was going to repair it. For the time, I had to concentrate on those next few miles and then somehow stop the dogs and park them without the use of a brake. I had no idea whether my pit crew had been able to fight the traffic and reach Knik. I might be alone there, with no brake and no way to get a new one or fix the old one. And going on without it was out of the question.




  Near Knik the trail wound through thicker woods, then rose sharply to the road, where volunteers were stopping traffic. Across the road we dropped into the parking lot at the Knik Bar and into a sort of picnic area next to Knik Lake. As soon as I came up over the road, I hollered for help, since I had no brake to help me stop. Several people, including some of my pit crew—they had made it after all—managed to grab the team and guide us over to some trees where I could tie the dogs. Joe and Mike figured there was a good chance someone in the crowd might have the same type of sled, and maybe we could borrow or buy a brake for my sled.




  Dean Osmar, who had won the race the year before and was helping his son, Tim, this year, offered a brake, but it was too short. Raymie Redington’s handler, Gary Longley, an old friend of ours from Nome, said he had one we could use. There was some confusion as to whether it was Raymie’s or Gary’s brake, but I wasn’t being too particular at the moment. I got it bolted into place and we were ready to go. In all, we’d lost only about twenty minutes.




  If that brake had snapped any farther down the trail, I’d have had to backtrack to Knik, and by the time I returned to Knik, no one would have been there. I might have spent hours tracking someone down to find another brake. No way would I have headed up into the mountains without a brake. My luck had been good bad luck.




  I gave Joe a last hug. It would be the last I’d see him until Nome.




  “Wish me luck,” I said. “If this keeps up, I’m going to need it.”




  We tore off down the lake and then climbed the bank onto the trail I’d been using for training over the past couple of weeks to keep the dogs in shape. Debbie Altermatt’s house, where we had stayed, was just three miles away, and I started to worry that my leaders might try to head back to her house. Dugan, good as he was, had a stubborn streak, and if he had it in mind we were going back to Debbie’s dog yard to eat a a big dinner and sleep on fresh straw, he’d try it.




  Fortunately, Debbie and a friend had chosen that intersection to watch the race, and they were in position when Dugan made his dive. His attempt was only half-hearted, however. I think the dog really knew that we were Nomeward bound, he was just making sure I didn’t want to change my mind.




  I finally felt like I was really on the way to Nome. A great weight had lifted and I recalled the same feelings of relief the other two times I had raced. All the busywork and preparation for the race were over. The hassle of the city and the start were behind us. Before us the quiet trail opened up to Rabbit Lake, and beyond, so far ahead I didn’t even want to think about it, Nome.




  Somehow this year was different. All of my energy was focused on the team and the trail. I was deadly serious about racing this year, and in my concentration I was looking ahead to each mile of trail, mile by mile, instead of the grand experience of the whole. Nothing I’d heard about the upcoming trail did anything to make me feel relaxed or complacent.




  This first, familiar, stretch of trail wound through a forest of birch and spruce. At one turn I recognized Jack Schultheis taking pictures along the trail, and I hollered my thanks for the borrowed sled. Except at checkpoints, we wouldn’t see too many more people standing along the trail from here on, and we settled into an easy pace, eating up the miles.




  I’d raced twice before and had a good idea of the time schedule I’d need. But it was critical to be flexible, to fit the schedule according to the dogs and the weather. I wasn’t going to burn up the trail—and burn out the dogs—in the first part of the race, just to keep within sight of the front runners. Still, I didn’t want to be any more than six hours behind in those first few days; less would be better. Closer to Nome, I wouldn’t be able to let anyone get more than an hour in front.




  With all the teams in front of us, the trail was pretty chewed up. Brakes left deep furrows on the downhill stretches. The dogs and sleds and mushers left behind a trail of loose snow, making it tough going for the dogs while we twisted through the forest. We easily passed the obstacles I knew about, a big birch on an inside corner, and then, beyond two lakes, a rock on a forty-five-degree turn that could catch a sled runner. At the rock, thick alders on each side of the trail complicated matters. I hopped off the sled and ran around that corner, taking away any chance of tipping over.




  I pulled a can of Squirt from the sled bag and swigged it down between trail bumps in about three swallows. Not even twenty-four hours into the race and already I felt dehydrated.




  The trail curved around a few big hills through thick woods, then across a big open area of frozen marsh and small ponds and onto another road. That was as far as I’d gone on my training runs. From then on, the trail would be new to us, and the time had come to pay even more attention. The dogs took the winding trail smoothly without mishap and we passed the miles with no problems finding the proper trail. About twenty-five miles out of Knik I thought it was time to give the dogs a little breather and let them snack on some of the treats in the sled. I began looking for a good place to stop, where I could anchor the team to something sturdy and wouldn’t interfere with teams coming up from behind.




  I stopped by a fairly sturdy scrub spruce and tied the sled to it with a heavy-duty rope about fifteen feet long. I pounded the snow hook down, too, even though in four feet of powder it couldn’t gain much purchase.




  I had to unload most of the sled to reach the cooler. I gave each dog a scoop of food and repacked. I wanted to let them rest a little bit, twenty minutes or so, but they were restless. When they’re tired, they dig a little nest or circle around until their ground is just right and then curl up. If they’re not tired, they just sit or lick their paws or stand and look at me. Today the dogs were too restless even for that. But if I let them run too much, they’d be sore and tired the next day.




  A couple of teams passed while we were resting: Bob Bright, Terry Adkins, and Victor Katongan. They were all good teams, but I tried especially to get a look at Victor’s. It was a tough outfit he had, and he was a determined driver.




  My dogs watched those teams go by, too. They were jealous, barking and whining, trying to give chase. They didn’t care to watch others go down the trail, leaving them behind. They began barking and jumping up and down, even doing a couple of four-off-the-floors. They lurched forward once, and again, and all of a sudden they snapped the little tree I had them tied to. The couple of feet they gained fired their efforts. They started yapping and throwing themselves forward in their harnesses, gaining on the tree little by little. The tree held, but my faithful, easy-to-untie, hitch-the-dogs-up knot was now underneath, and the knot cinched so tight I couldn’t budge it.




  Hindsight tells me if I had had a brain in my head, I would have waited to get help from another driver. But one of the ideas of the race is to take care of yourself, and that’s what I proceeded to do.




  The dogs kept their pressure forward, so there was little chance of untying the knot. I would need that rope every time I camped, so I wasn’t keen on cutting it. I decided instead to take a few chops at the tree with my axe and then make a grab for my sled. Trouble was, by this time the sled was about seven feet from the tree, farther than I could reach if I chopped through the tree and it Jet go. I chopped at the tree a couple of times and then stepped onto the runners and encouraged the dogs forward, thinking they might break it. No luck. So I went back and tried to pull the knot again. After my encouragement the dogs were almost frothing at their mouths with excitement, jumping and leaping forward. I decided to take a couple more chops at the tree. On the third swing, the dogs jumped and broke free. I grabbed for the only thing I could see, and that was the hunk of tree flying by, still tied to my snub line. I held on to the axe with my other hand, gripping both for dear life. The axe was mandatory equipment, and so were the dogs and sled.




  Axe in hand, I was sledding along the trail on my face at twenty miles an hour, pulled by fifteen wired-up dogs, hollering while I tried to dig my boots into the snow to bring the team under control.




  “Whoa, dammit!” I yelled.




  But nothing dampened the dogs’ enthusiasm to go catch those other teams. I hung on for all I was worth while they dragged me through the deep snow on the trail. My grip on the rope was weakening all the time, then I lost it. I stopped, face in the snow, my fifteen mighty huskies loping off into the night without me.




  It was too cruel. My dogs could get tangled in an alder path, maybe choked to death. My race was down the drain. All the months, the years of preparation, the money, all the people who had helped . . . In anger and frustation and fear I picked up and chased after them, glad no one was close enough to hear me as I ran after them, cursing and hollering, wavering, slowing to walk, close to tears.




  “Come back here, you miserable dogs! Oh please, please stop.”




  For fifteen or twenty minutes I slogged through deep snow, running and walking, hollering and unzipping layers of clothing as I heated up. I’d lost my whole outfit, but I still had that crazy axe, for all the good it would do me now. A headlight came through the trees behind me and I flagged the driver. I was out of breath but tried in quick bursts to explain. The stranger got the point quickly and told me to hop onto the sled; we’d go look for my team.




  

     

   Dog Power




 Sled dogs love to run. In their eagerness to hit the trail, they have uprooted small trees and snapped heavy ropes. One team of ten dogs is known to have pulled at their harnesses with such vigor that they dragged the pickup truck to which they were tied; the truck was in gear with the parking brake engaged.




  Including the driver, a sled loaded for the Iditarod weighs between three hundred and five hundred pounds. With a team of sixteen dogs, that means twenty-two to thirty-one pounds per dog, much less than the drivers’ rule of thumb: that a dog should not pull more than its own weight.




  The dogs are trained to trot at a pace of eleven to twelve miles an hour pulling that load. Loping, they can attain a speed of twenty miles an hour, and with an unloaded sled, they are limited only by their own top speed. When rest stops are figured in, a top team averages between seven and eight miles an hour, a pace that the dogs must maintain over the course of the race if they are to remain in contention.




  


  

  He introduced himself as Chuck Schaeffer. I’d never met him before and I couldn’t even see his face in the dark, but I knew he was from up north in Kotzebue. He had less trouble figuring out who I was—there were just a handful of women in the race. I felt guilty for imposing my extra weight on this racer’s dogs, but he said it was no problem giving me a lift. That’s one of the great things about the Iditarod. Even if drivers are expected to keep their own acts together, even though they’re all competing, if you ever need help, someone’s always glad to oblige.




  Chuck’s dogs kept up a steady pace as I sat on his sled, clutching my axe and mumbling about my doggone dogs. After half an hour we saw something ahead reflecting our lights. I had two strips of reflective tape on my sled, but I didn’t really believe it was my team until we got closer and I could see the dogs’ eyes reflecting the light. There they were, all lying down resting. The gangline was tied off in three places and the sled turned upside down, so even if they had gotten loose, the sled would have slowed them down. Somebody had done a fine job of rescuing my team for me. I didn’t know who, but I vowed to find out and buy him a couple drinks at the end of the trail.




  I tried hard to be mad at my dogs, let them know what bad dogs they were for ditching me, but I couldn’t quite pull it off. I moved along the team, checking them for injury. They all looked at me so innocently, their expressions seeming to say, “Aw, we were just funnin’ ya.” And truly, what they’d done was instinctive. Although I was drenched with perspiration from running and shaken by the whole experience, my thoughts were positive. I had my team back, and my chance at the race came back with them.




  I begged Chuck to stay until I got the dogs ready. He helped me untie them from the trees and get their tuglines hitched, which took a while because whoever had tied the dogs had done it well. I righted the sled, never once letting go of it, and sent them off.




  I lose my team maybe once every season, and although I’d had several nightmares about that, even during the summer, before training started, I’d never lost them in a race. Still, I felt a little relieved. Everything bad that could happen had already happened to me. I wasn’t even worried about moose: I’d already received more than my share of bad luck. I don’t tangle with moose, I don’t get lost, I just lose my team.




  About ten miles along I came upon a campfire and stopped to find out how far it was to the Rabbit Lake checkpoint. A man and a woman were sitting by the fire and I poured out my story about losing the team. They turned out to be friends of Dennis Lozano’s whom I’d met before. I couldn’t stay long. I’d left my team in the trail and I didn’t want to block it for anyone coming from behind. When Chuck pulled in, I moved on through the darkness and eventually found my way to Rabbit Lake a bit after one in the morning.




OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
Stackpole Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg
1 Anchorage
ALASKA L Qe
\ Skwentna
A % Finger Lake
i\ (D Rainy Pass
~ \ (5) Rohn River
* Teller Ve Y \ (6) Nikolai
Nome o~ e WP \ () McGrath
/- = : L \ (®) Takotna
@ Dap® BN ) A~ & opne
- y * Nenana (0) Iditarod
S \ () Shageluk
gz 8 Anvik
~ = \ Grayling
’ o ® * Gantwell (® Eagle Island
A \ (®)Kaltag
\ (®) Unalakleet
o * Mt. McKinley () Shaktoolik
=W \ Koyuk
(® Elim
\ (@) Golovin

\ (®)White Mountain
o CHUGACH (@) Safety

MOUNTAINS \ o

O,
(m

5 /
> J
oy, auer v @ ( o \
S\
L ol
AR %
O v

= ~
“‘:5)6‘"{\

n_ Anchorage

KENAI
PENINSULA






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
RACE

ACROSS
ALASKA

First woman to win
the Iditarod
tells her story

Libby Riddles and Tim Jones





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





