
  [image: 001]


  
     

     

    BOOKS BY EDWARD HOAGLAND

     

     

    —Essays—

    The Courage of Turtles

    Walking the Dead Diamond River

    Red Wolves and Black Bears

    The Edward Hoagland Reader

    The Tugman’s Passage

    Heart’s Desire

    Balancing Acts

    Tigers and Ice

    Hoagland on Nature

    Sex and the River Styx

    —Travel—

    Notes from the Century Before

    African Calliope

    Early in the Season

    Alaskan Travels: Far-Flung Tales of Love and Adventure

    —Fiction—

    Cat Man

    The Circle Home

    The Peacock’s Tail

    Seven Rivers West

    The Final Fate of the Alligators

    —Memoir—

    Compass Points

  


  
    [image: image]

  


  
     

     

    For the wild places I have loved, from Alaska to Mount Kinyeti in Equatoria, to Arunachal Pradesh in the Himalayan foothills, and all the rest.

    [image: image]



  


  
    Copyright © 2012 by Edward Hoagland

    All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

    Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

    Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

    Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

    ISBN: 978-1-61145-503-8

    eISBN: 978-1-61145-747-6

    Printed in the United States of America

  


  
    [image: image]

  


  
    Foreword

    A few millennia have slipped by since the first Alaskans speared great woolly mammoths on the banks of the Yukon River. The Indian and Eskimo subsistence hunters are mostly gone now, as well. Likewise the Russian sealers and missionaries, though you’ll still find their Orthodox churches scattered here and there in Alaska’s “ragamuffin hamlets.” No more steamboats loaded with bearded gold miners chugging up the brawling coastal rivers, and most of the dog team drivers are “white hobbyists.” High on a tributary of the Yukon, the “roadhouse” where trappers and rivermen once stopped for “caribou and homebrew” has long since collapsed into an overgrown clearing.

    In 1983 Edward Hoagland, at fifty and already the author of a dozen acclaimed novels and non-fiction books, struck out from New York City for Alaska, to explore and write about what remained of America’s “last best place.” Over the next several months, pencil and notebook at the ready, he traveled from the Arctic Ocean to the Kenai Peninsula and from the backstreet bars of Anchorage to the Yukon River. The book that emerged from his journey, Alaskan Travels, is an American masterwork in the tradition of Twain’s Life on the Mississippi.

    Hoagland plunges right into his story with a walk through the wild side of Anchorage. Then he’s off to the bush in a four-seat Cessna ski plane, with a remarkably kind and capable young traveling nurse named Linda. What wondrous sights they see: leviathan jawbones marking the graves of whaling captains; the “Ferris–wheel–like” salmon-catchers, known as fish wheels, studding Alaska’s rivers; bowhead whales with their “handsomely white-napkined chins,” and “gleaming carmine” stacks of salmon fillets drying along the riverbanks. Not to mention the “veritable piñata” of Alaskan wildlife— beavers, ducks, walruses, eagles, seals, salmon, trout, pike, sandhill cranes, and “beachcombing” bears.

    At the same time, Edward Hoagland never lets us forget that “Alaska plays for keeps.” It’s not just the primeval wilderness that can swallow you up without a trace, and the killing cold that we know about from Jack London. Sure, early on in Alaskan Travels, Hoagland evokes the boreal climate with such sentences as “My breath coated my glasses with ice if I covered my face with my parka hood, even briefly, and the very snow emitted strange, pained, squeaky sounds underfoot, as if suffering too.” But the darker horrors of Alaska have to do with “the collateral damage of a culture’s collapse.” Don’t look for Sarah Palin, or even for world-class journalists like John McPhee, to tell us much about our forty-ninth state’s astronomical divorce rate, alcohol- and drug-driven suicides—four times the national average in native villages—or routine child abuse. Much less the woman Hoagland heard about who “shot herself in the foot to get shipped out of town by the authorities, away from her husband who had beaten her so bad she hid all night in a sweathouse to save her life.”

    Like his great literary forbear, Thoreau, however, Hoagland (who’s been called “the last American transcendentalist”) is a born celebrator. He’s especially fascinated by the stories of Alaska’s last frontiersmen and frontierswomen and will trek absolutely anywhere to meet them. My favorites? The Eskimo whale-hunter, Joe Towksjhea, “an older, worldly guy who late last April, in a skin boat manned by seven paddlers and a rudderman, had harpooned a twenty-seven-foot bowhead.” And, of course, Hubert Koonuk, “born in 1911 but still an ace polar bear hunter” who had “totted up a reported thirty-six in his life, including the fresh one draped dripping underneath his skin boat on its rack at the side of the house.”

    Hoagland’s equally good on the parade of “back-to-the-landers, self-dramatists, and counter-culturists” drawn to this “ultimate place.” Yet, if you have the requisite “robust energy,” if you’re ruthless and hard-driving enough, Alaska’s still a place where self-made realtors and TV moguls, “emirs of the north,” can amass fortunes. We meet them in Alaskan Travels as well.

    What makes Alaskan Travels the most personal and powerful of Edward Hoagland’s more than twenty books is the beautiful and stately love story at its heart. His new book, with the courageous frontier nurse, Linda, as its most memorable character, has both a strong narrative arc and a deeply personal theme. As she and the author travel together to isolated communities like Red Devil and Hoonah, where she tests residents for TB and, on an impromptu basis, treats them for everything from gunshot wounds to depression, their affection for one another deepens into that best of all amalgams of passion and genuine companionship. Their gentle love story makes me proud, in this frighteningly dehumanizing era, to be human.

    For the frontier novel he was working on at the time, Ted Hoagland “needed to see a string of rivers.” Not surprisingly, he chose the “wide, deep, potent, silty-yellow multiplicity of the Yukon,” and one of its major tributaries, the Tanana. “Tanana” also happens to be the name of the big “pushboat,” designed for shoving heavily-loaded barges, which carried Hoagland and Linda five hundred miles downriver.

    Off they go on an unforgettable expedition. I’ve never set foot in Alaska, but I was with them for every mile as the “Tanana,” with its “gold-painted moose horns affixed to the pilothouse,” zigs and zags across the river, seeking the deep-water channels, from Twenty-mile Slough to Swede Boys Camp to Johnny Frog’s Cabin to Purgatory.

    Then, right in a bend where it could, and did, cause the most possible havoc, the unluckily named Bingo sank from an encounter with a sandbar. The wrecked Bingo was the handiwork of two more amateur “hobbyists” from the Lower 48, who “must have supposed the wild, lock-less Yukon was like the harnessed and leveed Mississippi.” Hoagland’s account of its salvaging is hilarious and sobering in equal portions—a splendid wind-down to the best book to date by a writer I regard as one of America’s very best, and quite possibly its most original, since Thoreau himself.

    Howard Frank Mosher is the author of ten novels and two travel memoirs.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1
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    Arrivals: In Anchorage

    AS A NATIVE NEW YORKER, thirty years ago, it was my pleasure and my passion to embark for Alaska periodically—that top hat of the continent—on magazine assignments but really because I had fallen in love with a nurse whom I had met in Fairbanks, though she was based first in Juneau and then in Anchorage. I was early fiftyish, mired in a deteriorating marriage; she seventeen years younger and divorced from a psychiatrist in her home state of Massachusetts— her father an alcoholic ex-CIA operative, her brother a golf pro. She herself was superb at what she did, however, and perhaps the kindest person I’ve ever known. She was in charge of the nursing care of all the tuberculosis patients in the state.

    At Minneapolis I’d switch from my New York flight to Northwest Orient’s Anchorage-bound airplane, which landed briefly in Seattle on the way so that the bourgeoisie in suits could scoot up the ramp fastidiously, to be replaced by checked-shirt construction guys headed for Prudhoe Bay, or salmon-boatmen, or middle-aged riffraff who had fouled their nests in the Lower 48 and hoped that high wages plus desperate circumstances could swallow their bile and pull them out of bankruptcy once again. Furious-looking young oil-rig employees with lopsided hands, pugnacious moustaches, and misfit beards jostled brush-cut military noncoms dragging duffel bags, and the occasional sidelong glare indicated that certain passengers weren’t used to being stuffed next to other people like this at all and were going to Alaska precisely to prevent it. Several miles of leeway between cabins suited them. The bristle of mistrust, or suspicion of outrageous behavior from others, telegraphed that they expected it of themselves, at least if they didn’t swig a couple of soporific drinks quickly enough. The stewardesses, appearing to understand this, helped. Alaska flights gather a provisional cast anyway. Will the weather even permit you to land? Will somebody be there to meet you, as promised, or the commercial opportunities still be extant? On one return trip, a young lady seated next to me sobbed uncontrollably the whole four hours back to Seattle.

    On my first visit to Linda’s, when she lived in Juneau and following our meeting in Fairbanks—after the plane had dived between the famously hairy mountains fronting Juneau’s airstrip—she hid from me in the arrivals lounge in order to get another gander before revealing her presence. So I had to wander like a homeless bunny rabbit through the terminal, until her pity was aroused and she came forward to hug and lead me to sleep on the floor of her sublet, up a steep boardwalked hillside. It was a splendid means for a feminist seventeen years younger to cut a lover down a size before permitting him to take her clothing off. Juneau is in Alaska’s banana belt, but at colder climes, if your girlfriend kicks you out in the middle of the night, the air might be thirty below outside and any “male chauvinist pig” (to use the argot of the era) would soon be oinking for mercy at her door. Though I wasn’t that, at forty below at Point Hope on the Chukchi Sea my eyelids froze together when we stepped off the ski plane, and she needed to lead me about for a while, besides protecting me from a few Eskimo toughs who liked to beat white men in retaliation for a century of exploitation (since the one white tourist you don’t beat the shit out of would be the nurse’s boyfriend). But Alaska is a rough spot to be out of your element. The hobo jungle along the railroad tracks in Anchorage is hair-raisingly cold in the winter, and the court system for indigents, when I sat in on a few sessions, harshly brusque. Since the gold rush, or whaling days, it’s been a gambler’s destination, and they don’t coddle losers. Don’t get stranded here is an important message that must be conveyed. It’s a long trek home, and the Canadians don’t want you broke on their territory either, begging your way two thousand miles down the Alcan Highway to the safety net of relatives or whatever. Besides identification, they demanded evidence of cash from down-at-heels travelers at the border.

    In Anchorage, “the closest city to Alaska,” as locals like to put it, once we passengers had debarked past the polar bear, Dall sheep, and caribou situated in glass cases to welcome us to the 49th State, the baggage carousel presented a headlong tumult of wooden crates, steamer trunks, huge taped cardboard boxes, tarpaulin sacks, and backpacks, snow gear, tents, stoves, and climbing equipment for “assaults” on Mount McKinley or the like that some had flown in for, as if life were not adventure enough already. The military contingent retrieved their troop-ship stuff, and civilian berserkers or trophy hunters and gun nuts had rifles in canvas cases to collect, and air mattresses, sleeping bags, helicopter parts in cartons. Some of us were here to try solving our problems, others probably to complicate them.

    My Linda, sweet-smiled, creamy-skinned, sable-haired, and solidly light on her feet, had been waiting at the entry with a coyote-ruffed, state-supplied Eddie Bauer winter coat, so I could accompany her to far-flung Indian and Eskimo villages on her monitoring rounds. Her two basement rooms on “L” Street were within walking distance of her office and the oil company skyscrapers and high-rise hotels, yet cozy for our menagerie of love games, like “Buzzing Bee,” “Bitey Fox,” “Tommy Turtle,” “Snoring Leopard,” and a block or so from a splendid crenellated view of the Chugach Range, mountains wilder than any others neighboring a significant American city, or across Cook Inlet, off the Pacific Ocean—Anchorage is a seaport— others appeared as miniature volcanic peaks. Alaska, twice as big as Texas, had only 420,000 people living in it in 1983, half of them around Anchorage, which the rest of the state considered “Los Anchorage,” with its wide streets, shopping malls, and negotiable climate—drier than Juneau’s, warmer than Fairbanks. Even so, nineteen hours of summer sunlight becomes only six hours at the December solstice—when the arctic villages Linda visited just offered sunrise colorations on the horizon at high noon. I loved the midnight sun in June in those same places, when the sun instead simply flirts with setting, and chained teams of sled dogs may holler at each other in nonstop elation; but was plenty content with starlight round-the-clock for our winter interludes, sleeping catch-as-catch-can on a clinic or schoolroom floor with my friend, while she tested the populace of the hamlet for tuberculosis. Oddly enough, during a stint in the army a quarter-century before, I’d worked in a TB hospital myself, and so was comfortable in the vicinity of sputum collection cups. Her own nursing career stretched back to catheterizing old men’s penises in a New York City hospital (and once saving the life of a stranger in a restaurant in Greenwich Village by the Heimlich maneuver). Out of rainy Juneau, she had been responsible for the itinerant care of five Tlingit island villages, visiting each by boat or plane in rotation: front-line medicine, indeed. These frontier nurses, apart from prenatal exams and well-baby immunizations, sometimes possessed immense powers of advocacy in determining who got flown out to see a doctor after the onset of heart murmurs or was recommended for reconstructive surgery after falling drunk into a campfire. A hernia’s bulge, a cleft palate, were easy; but not the knife fight after dark that led to pounding on the clinic door when the nurse had gone to bed. Was it only a Romeo, or a man mortally bleeding? There was no state trooper within a hundred miles—and fog might negate flying. Next day, in a torso on the table, what was a tumor? You certainly couldn’t cry wolf a lot, bringing in a plane.

    So Linda had spent part of her weekends in a neighborhood sauna in Juneau with a can of beer, fitfully weeping. In the beginning, my helpfulness may have been to bolster her confidence to accept a promotion from the field to this supervisory job in Anchorage; and we had driven the seven hundred miles there together from a ferry dock in Haines, sleeping in the bush beside the road until her rattly heap gave up the ghost when we finally reached pavement. We’d then hitchhiked from about Glennallen, giggling at the adventure—the boulevards of the new city, with a live caribou penned into one front yard, facing the British Petroleum office tower. The Captain Cook Hotel was finest, but wages were good and there were other hostelries and restaurants about with seafood chefs. At The Monkey Wharf, capuchins cowered inside a glass case behind the bar, while a band played rock. The Great Alaskan Bush Company featured bottomless-topless stuff, and Chilkoot Charlie’s was the toughest of several bars where people went to get into fights and pass out afterward in the parking lot. At the Pines you could leave your table, handing your glasses to your girlfriend, strip to borrowed trunks, and box another tyro in a regulation ring for a purse of fifty bucks. The immense, extravagant skies seemed to promise melodrama, with two million sockeye salmon being harvested every day from Bristol Bay during their spawning season.

    Linda had taken me by ferryboat from Juneau to her former postings at Hoonah, Angoon, and Tenakee Springs on Chichagof and Admiralty Islands, where eagles abounded and ravens posted themselves on every rooftop, both embodying a creation myth and as though enjoying a sort of natural adjunct citizenship. Besides giving hefty sums of money to fund collective native corporations, the Alaska Native Claims Act of 1971 had turned over forty-four million acres to the state’s seventy thousand Indians, Aleuts, and Eskimos to manage, making the local Tlingits’ sense of self-governance muscular. But as we walked Hoonah’s paths, I’d seen how fond the women and the elders were of Linda. The tides, fog, sea mammals, and sea wrack were exhilarating to us, and fresh netted fish delicious, but her responsibilities had been heavy. Without colleagues or equipment, when was a pregnancy problematic, or a stomachache a stomachache and not appendicitis? Later, on tours north by chartered ski plane, landing on a frozen river to check that an Athabascan child with TB, wintering with her parents at a trapping camp, was receiving her daily medication and not feverish or coughing (separately, a teacher flew in, too), we’d stop at downstream villages to look at other patients, as well as perhaps help the district nurse keep track of an individual injured in a snow machine flip-over, and monitor an epidemic of hepatitis B that was germinating in native communities. The most poignant interviews I witnessed were with older people whose hepatitis had transmogrified into liver cancer and who, dying in a cabin with a view of sunlight glistening on the tundra out the window, might never see another medical professional after Linda left. Her brief job was to delicately ascertain that they were where they ought to be: that a son would keep the stove going, that there were no alcohol problems in the home, and that the hamlet’s health aid, sketchily trained in morphine administration, could be counted on to mitigate the pain. But most important was what the person wanted, because Linda could fly them out to a hospital for terminal care where their comfort would be assured. Yet a hospital offered no grandchildren traipsing in and out, no arctic shimmer in the sky or Brooks Range through the windowpane, or bowhead whale skin cut morsel-sized and berries-in-blubber to suck on. It was discussed sidewise, softly. Did they want clean sheets every day, an R.N. to manage the morphine drip, and tomato soup on a tray, but never to see the northern lights? Usually, with ten thousand years on a rim of the world, they shook their heads, no.

    On an Anchorage barstool you’ll meet a thirty-something fellow who has flown in from Bangkok with a money belt full of gemstones—“much safer than drugs”—to sell in the gold, gun, fur, ivory, or oosik stores (an oosik is the long bone in a walrus’s penis) on Fourth Avenue. Another guy has burned out as a social worker in Fort Yukon, he tells us, because he was in charge of child welfare and family relations and when children were beaten up by drunken parents he got accused of racism if he tried to intercede. Proposing to remove an abused child to foster care brought the old charge of deracination—cultural imperialism, when kids were shipped to distant boarding schools to remove “the Indian” from them—and threats by the father to shoot him in the middle of the night. Although the rest of the town was stumped as to how to protect the child, protecting him seemed not so high on the agenda

    Thirtyish souls are typical, because they’ve had a decade to knock around in the Lower 48, butting their heads against limitations, mostly their own, that they hope won’t operate here. On the other hand, a gas station owner from Arizona, decked out in a Confederate general’s campaign jacket and cap, told us he’d bought a garage on the Denali Highway, where he could let his hair down, wear verboten costumes with a bear-claw necklace, get as drunk as a skunk, joke about “necktie parties,” enjoy some red-skinned poontang, and fire off his Kalashnikovs behind the station whenever he wanted. “What you do stays in the permafrost.”

    In Anchorage, Linda and I re-explored our bodily rituals (which were such that I was impotent with anybody else for a year after we broke up), and drove into the rugged Chugach Mountains, set so closely above the breezy city, to scramble to the tree line and gaze down. “Our least educated marry their most educated,” another social worker had explained about the dynamics of white-native matrimony. And you could see it as you rambled, or on planes, where a seatmate said the escape provided by marrying a motor pool corporal had proven a disappointment when he took her home to the Bronx or the Ozarks. “I like Alaska better. I don’t ever want to go back there again,” she said, her face going bleak and gelid with the loner’s stare of somebody soon to shed the Motor Pool boy.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2
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    To Red Devil

    AT THE AIRPORT AGAIN, WAITING for a wien Air Lines 737 converted mostly for freight to fly us to the Kuskokwim, we watched an L.A. flight come in—the men starting beards already and, boots on the ground, acting a trifle rude and proprietary because they wouldn’t be penned in by their neighbors any more. Over the shining sea ice of Cook Inlet at noon, and Chakachamna Lake alongside Mount Spur and a jumble of other Alaska Range ridges and peaks, the webwork of quirky-looking creeks and lakes of the Stony, the Stink, the Holitna, and the Hoholitna rivers, the Lime Hills, and Hungry Village, Cotton Village, Itulilik, and Chuathbaluk, for an hour or so, with the lowering sun brightening the snow surplice-white, to the Yupik Eskimo district town of Aniak, on the big Kuskokwim River. In Anchorage, we’d been eating at Our Guy From Italy Pizzeria and Simon and sea-fort’s fine seafood restaurant, but now in our abbreviated passenger compartment, we saw people’s faces settling closer to survival mode from the city’s sociability—the immediacies of obtaining warmth, meals, comfort for one’s children in the exertion of hip-high snowdrifts, piss or spit that froze before it hit the ground, sparse wildlife, unwieldy clothes. It was after Christmas but midwinter, and without trundling into the little town, we geared down, loading our duffels straight into a single-engine, four-seat, Harold’s Air Service Cessna 207 for an hour’s chartered flight up the Kuskokwim. This meant past the Holokuk River, and Horn Mountain, old settlements called Napaimiut and Oskawalik, the loaf-shaped or moundy Chvilnuk Hills, and severe cut banks at the bends of the main river itself—all glimpsed below the incongruously small, still ski of the plane below my window—to the ghostly village of Red Devil, which was named for the vermilion cinnabar ore that miners formerly had a helluva time extracting for mercury.

    The Kuskokwim, eight hundred-fifty miles long, heads on the northern slopes of the Mount McKinley massif in Denali National Park and flows into Kuskokwim Bay on the Bering Sea, but during that shorter span than the Yukon’s eighteen-hundred-mile-plus course, roughly parallels a good deal of the Yukon. And both rivers had friction points where the coastal Eskimos were prevented by the interior Indians from penetrating further inland. The salmon runs were glorious most of the way up and elders could negotiate a balance of interests, but hothead battles did occur. Red Devil—although a white town with a youngish population of gold prospectors and the like—lay across the river from Crooked Creek and Sleetmute, two native settlements where historically the two cultures, upriver Athabascan and downriver Yupik, had rubbed shoulders and either traded or clashed. The Yupik, a separate linguistic group of Eskimos from the Inupiat or Inuit of arctic Alaska and Canada, were sometimes called “Asiatic Eskimos” by early anthropologists because their real stronghold was over across the Bering Sea in Siberia; but the Yukon Indians on occasion battled with the Inupiat, too, north, across the Brooks Range, about salmon streams or caribou plateaus, as well. The sun was going to set at three fifteen, so our pilot, a youngster like so many in the bush, took off again for Aniak matter-of-factly as soon as we stepped off his skis. It was thirty-three below. Frost tweaked our nostrils instantly and the footing on the plowed airstrip was slippery but soon laboriously knee-deep. Parched small spruce trees had been seared black, and Linda’s hair began to frost at the ends, turning as gray as mine. Her assignment was to skin test the populace of all three road-less hamlets after a rash of positive diagnoses from the river’s communities down at the regional hospital in Bethel, a bigger town, pop. thirty six hundred, but almost as isolated, near the Kuskokwim’s mouth.

    We were met and whisked to the Red Devil school building, where she set up her testing station at a table in the front hallway since the town had no health clinic or other public building. A short, nervously chatty line formed, with snowmobile headlights roaring up outside when the sun went down. Though only thirteen kids were enrolled in this two-million-dollar, two-classroom school, more were hopping around because this was the special “Slavic” Christmas and New Year’s holiday, proudly celebrated instead of the Western calendar on the Kuskokwim, since Russian Orthodox missionaries had reached the river’s peoples first. So we had home-schoolers in from cabins in the bush getting their forearms scratched. Homesteaders, gold miners, old folk—it was a white town, where European spouses of adventurers sometimes found themselves biting off more than they had expected to chew, such as this TB scare, or the gunfire heard lately across the river in Sleetmute. Sleetmute’s schoolteachers and social worker had decided to commute from here. Prospectors secretively working on placer claims along the George River, nearby, and its tributaries, when the ice broke up, were relaxing in the sociability provided by the school’s electric generator, washing machine and lights, the oil furnace, and the gym to shoot baskets in where Linda and I had unrolled our sleeping bags on the wrestling mats.

    “The willows, the river, and the spruce. That’s about it,” a woman explained, when I asked her what she had. The sputum jars to hawk into unnerved her a bit, and they hadn’t cleared enough gold dust to winter in Hawaii or in Cancun. Her family “Outside” had mailed her a mouton overcoat, but instead of wearing it she’d scissored it up to sew elbow-length mitts for her husband and kids. She was also disassembling a mink hat they had sent, to fashion cap bills for the marten hats people preferred here for warmth, although they caught some mink as well as marten on their traplines. Marten fur was the breadwinner in these forests during the winter. George Willis, born in 1904 and in Alaska since the Second World War, had taught her husband everything. When I asked if she and her husband cleared a profit sluicing the gravel on their creek, she laughed cautiously, sizing me up to be sure the gossip was correct: that I was “only the nurse’s boyfriend,” not a mining inspector who happened to arrive on the same airplane.

    “Have you ever met a miner who made a profit?” her husband said—his beard as bushy as a muffler around his throat and graying at the ends and roots. Like her, he’d aged quite fast around the eyes, but their skin looked young, as if preserved by the cold. Addressing my innocence, he added that certainly prospectors sold their dust to a bank, to be reported as income and set against deductible expenses, but any pretty nuggets they found by energetically exhuming a side hill streambed, they peddled privately to a savvy jeweler. “And then you sell out and move to New Zealand!”

    Linda, after an informal presentation to assure everybody, including absentees, that the bad old days of quarantine were over (I’d met Indians who’d been shipped to Arizona in their youth), set up further appointments, told the laggards not to procrastinate because after tomorrow she’d be moving to Sleetmute and Crooked Creek, and explained that although the spike in hospitalizations had raised concern in Anchorage, probably the disruption to your life if you turned up positive would be limited to a course of pills. Her mini-audience, jittery about this first field test in a decade, joshed one another and practiced looking askance, then shunning each other. With no store or active church, the school, equipped with showers, fluorescent lighting, washer-dryers, a kitchen, a basketball court, and a movie screen, was everybody’s hangout in Red Devil; and in their high-top, insulated boots, wolf-ruffed, down-fluffed parkas, strapping on headlamps for the dark, and kicking their snowmobiles to life, they left reluctantly for kerosene-lit log cabins all over.

    When alone at last, we examined the schoolroom charts of presidents past and dinosaurs and ferns, the crayonings of faces, continents, and stars. The gym was multi-purpose, featuring fold-out luncheon tables converted from bleachers that faced the basketball court and scoreboard, a stage for assemblies and play-acting, and the film screen. I swished a hoop while Linda caught up with her paperwork. Supper was boiled freeze-dried stuff we’d brought, garnished with condiments we found by raiding the industrial fridge, plus a brick of government-issue jack cheese. The pantry shelves were stacked with bins of dried pudding, instant potatoes, powdered eggs, spaghetti, macaroni, and jumbo cans of USDA clingstone peaches or Bartlett pears. All of these staples, along with larger freight and drums of furnace oil, were barged upriver from Bethel every summer.

    Linda often slept in schools when surveying the health of villages that had no clinic, and we’d choose the kiddie classroom for its prismatic posters, zany artwork, flags-of-the-world wall displays, and Dr. Seuss or walt Disney characters gazing down at us as we lay on the floor. The little desks didn’t block our view of the shimmering starscape or white moon, or even aurora borealis, tremulous out the window, like sleeping in a planetarium. Zipping our sleeping bags together, we were decorous in deference to our surroundings. Tonight, though, the wrestling mats in the gym offered food for thought or athleticism—Hippetty Frog, Tony Tiger, Squiggly spider—and by three a.m. I was so relaxed I felt like a deadeye at shooting baskets.

    Cross-country skis were stacked in the vestibule—each child was provided with a free pair—and in the upper-school classroom a plastic human skeleton kept a pair of gerbils company. These surveys were much less stressful for Linda than some of her former front-line nursing days, when she grew to be a familiar figure in her regular round of villages and a drunk might wait for her to visit to claim he had testicular cancer and demand a crotch exam. The woman who knocked timidly on the door after-hours, hemorrhaging from her fourth miscarriage, might also be lugging a child who was crying with an unbearable earache. The middle-aged man with chest pains wanted a lengthy talk as well, and another with a bleeding ulcer—was it an ulcer or an incipient tumor in the colon? No roads, no doctor, no hospital. No policeman, either, when the woman with the miscarriage looked battered but wouldn’t admit it. Could she stay safe until the social worker’s next fly-in in a month or two? Even the husband, who was avowedly suicidal? The suicide rate among Alaska’s natives was four times the national average, and Linda knew him because he came to office hours to discuss his hemorrhoids and constipation or contusions from falls. Another man who had circled the clinic the night before, trying windows, might apologize in the morning. But was his solemnity a sham while he stared at her to fuel his fantasies or plans for her next scheduled cycle through?

    The so-called Molly Hooch Act, as it was informally known, from the original plaintiff’s name, mandated that the State provide far-flung high-schooling so that native children could receive it close to home: not be split off from their culture, as the promising ones had been under the old system of boarding them in academies in places such as Sitka, a Tlingit island near Juneau but far away from here. Oil riches had enabled a statewide follow-through, even chartering planes for basketball games between schools a mountain range apart. Our arrival was less cheery, however, foretelling fewer spontaneous sleepovers this winter and more quarrels between couples, only one of whom had actually wanted a year of bush adventure in mid-Alaska. Yet the classroom decorations seemed so lively at breakfast time, as to prove that temporary teachers shuttling in for yearlong contracts, perhaps to pay a mortgage off down south in Oklahoma, didn’t burn out like the lifers did. The crayonings thumb-tacked to the wallboard were so endearing, I wondered whether Linda mightn’t regret her feminist decision not to have children. Not that feminist ideology had to involve that, but at the time hers, later reversed, did. Since I was already blessed with a teenage daughter, it caused us no arguments. Abused, she believed, by her father, she had experienced a difficult adolescence, then married and divorced, with no close male friends except for baffling topsy-turvy boyfriends. The bad stutter I was afflicted with appealed to her extraordinary well of kindness, but also possibly because my handicap prevented me from behaving as bewilderingly fickle and macho as other men. What I was good at didn’t involve shooting things or flashing money, and with her taste for underdogs, she wound up marrying a Guatemalan revolutionary. Our problems related to our differing stages of life. I had published nine or ten books, was in the midst of my career, and while I could have married a nurse and stayed in Alaska for a period of years, I needed stability, whereas she was headed for a dozen years of graduate school, first in public health, then in anthropology, at Johns Hopkins and Berkeley, out of sync with the steady focus of place and purpose I needed. I did eventually leave my quarter-century marriage, but for a couple of quiet decades in a college town in Vermont, while Linda successfully pursued her further dreams elsewhere.

    She’d booted me back to New York, in a brittle mood, once before. But now we weren’t shaky at all, just bulking up on calories from that industrial refrigerator and running the oil furnace to keep warm, while the remainder of Red Devil’s motley citizenry showed up to have their status checked and hear the good or bad news.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3
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    Crooked Creek

    WHITE TOWNS ON THESE CROSSWISE rivers in Alaska, like the Yukon and Kuskokwim, tend to be on the south bank with a northern exposure, like Red Devil was, whereas the ancient Indian settlements like Crooked Creek—where Harold’s Air Service’s Cessna lifted us on a following day—were located facing south for maximum winter sunshine, as well as on a bend where the king and chum salmon runs could be netted more efficiently. Crooked Creek’s hundred-and-ten reserved and tetchy Yupik citizenry lived in chinked log cabins (not barged-in, white man’s prefabs and trailers) in spread-out fashion on a bench at the Great Bend of the Kuskokwim where its namesake tributary flowed in, with gold-bearing mountains in relief on the northern skyline. Fish traps at the river’s elbow had fed innumerable dog teams during the successive minor rushes auxiliary to those occurring more famously on the Yukon around the same period.

    This school had a bigger basketball court and four imported teachers dressed in ripstop, windowpane-weave nylon wind pants, with Saskatchewan coyote ruffs on their parka collars drawn tightly around their faces, and Gore-Tex breathable over mitts with pile on the back to wipe your runny nose on, plus Quebec Sorel boots and Norwegian polypropylene long johns on underneath, they said, at thirty-five below in the noon sunshine. The locals wore the sort of nondescript windbreakers you might see on somebody in interior Maine and were complaining about broken Ski-Doos or a chainsaw chain. But “any house that’s throwin’ smoke, there’s sure to be kids in there,” the health aid said. Otherwise, why would people bother? Her own warm cabin had a cradle strung from the ceiling, and a loche (burbot) fish weighing ten or a dozen pounds that her husband had caught from under the river ice lay in a basin on the floor for supper. Health aids were usually pillars of the community and their husbands good providers.

    The tiny Russian church was chair-less and painted green inside, but hung with tinsel and religious pictures. No priest officiated any more, but a choir had mustered to sing Yupik and English carols, the church also functioning as an anti-“Gussuck” (or Caucasian, originally from “Cossack”) bastion. Alexei, Mishka, Wassily, Olga, Natasha, and Stasha were some of the names I heard, though half the population was still Indian, not Yupik Eskimo, as much of the Kuskokwim’s humanity had been. Stony River, a settlement at a tributary we wouldn’t get to, a bit upstream, was the first all-Athabascan village. Generally, Anglicans or other Protestants from Canada or the south had reached the interior Indians before Orthodox missionaries paddling east from the coast, so nowadays if they wanted to thumb a nose at the conquering Americans, Indians needed subtler means than celebrating Russian calendar holidays instead of American ones as the Eskimos did.

    This in fact was the fourth day of “Slavic Christmas,” so although Linda had set up shop in the tiny clinic, she had to make several house calls to test men lying passed out on their couches or unconscious in bed. The Swiss wife of the hardware store clerk and the Danish wife of the special ed teacher were dismayed to discover they had become “converters,” positive for TB on their skin scratches now—and doubly sorry their husbands hadn’t taken them to Hawaii with the other teachers. Three white gold hunters working twenty miles up Crooked Creek and twenty-five trappers, mostly native families situated fifty to a hundred miles up the Holitna River, were also unavailable. The plane hassles, a painful head cold, the catch-as-catch-can appointments, and living arrangements were taking a toll on Linda, and bunking on more gym mats in a classroom with anatomy charts, lab-type sinks, and rows of lockers held less allure than in Red Devil. But our Swiss (petite and brunette) and Danish (rangy and blonde) new friends took us under their wings to drop in on a marathon beer party that was winding down. It seemed to be a fidgety affair, where tension by ten o’clock was flaring inscrutably, yet not directed at us, the handful of whites. An old Eskimo fellow holding court in one corner of the log room shouted boastfully, “I am an Eskimo!”—only to be answered in seesaw rhythm by another old guy, surrounded by young men in the opposite corner, yelling, “I am an Indian!”

    Hoping there would be no sewing-up for Linda to help the health aid do that night—she’d seen broken-bottle havoc before, and then the wounded guy asking for plastic surgery—we returned to our schoolroom library of National Geographics and diagrams of the human digestive system, the sacks of kidney beans in the kitchen, boxed Kool-Aid, bins of powdered sugar, gallon cans of label-less (we opened one) peas, and ate. I woke before Linda as dawn lit the tall windows. Then, in order not to wake her, I went out to walk, uphill, toward the wee church and old cemetery, gripped by the temperature like an adversary you lean hard into. Improved hydraulic technology and the free-floating price of gold had whetted white prospectors’ interest in combing through the ass-ends of supposedly played-out goldfields in the immensity of this Yukon-Kuskokwim terrain, but for the Eskimos and Indians it was still a basket of fish and fur cycled through the year, with moose meat and salmon the staples of life.

    You couldn’t stroll, even in long johns, the cold was so bitter. Scattered, one-story log huts sat silent on the steep icy slope, with cordwood and a snow machine parked in front of each, so there weren’t the chorusing dog teams staked at individual hovels in the snow. Running dogsleds had become primarily a sport for white hobbyists now, but caribou and moose haunches were laid for storage on many of the roofs, as in the old days, along with a beaver that hadn’t been skinned. Nobody was awake, no battery radios, no barking from inside. Yet I noticed a yellow, rag-sized, rag-shaped scrap of something lying on the white crust of yard-deep snow in front of one particular, substantial cabin. Expecting a scrap of cloth, I found instead a dappled white and yellow mutt-sized, pet-sized dog with its front legs chopped off—no doubt frozen dead after having been tossed out the door in the midst of last night’s holiday festivities. Staring flabbergasted at the wretched pathos, I could imagine how the children inside must have wailed and shrieked as their father grabbed and swung the kindling axe, holding the puppy by its hind legs, and their mother, primarily thankful that it wasn’t one of them, hustled them to bed. The frigid cold had been a blessing—stifling the whimpers soon. The legs awaited the morning’s recriminations, too.

    Linda, after coffee, zipped on her snow pants for the day of explaining to a patient with emphysema that TB was different, and not to worry because she would radio Bethel to send more oxygen canisters when the pulmonary technician made his semi-annual rounds. She dandled any edgy child while chatting up the mum. Our school-shelf tapioca and cocoa didn’t quite replenish the energy drained in breasting the face-slapping wind.

    We were offered $150 hand-sewn marten hats, and met George Willis, seventy-eight, who built his barrel-stove-warmed cabin in 1945 after his discharge from the Second World War. “Georgetown,” a miners’ homesite at the mouth of the George River, was named for him. His Uncle Oswald had been prospecting on the upper Kuskokwim since migrating into the country from the Nome gold rush, as that flagged out in 1906, and had discovered some of the first cinnabar here. Already in Nome at fourteen, Oswald had been digging at a likely placer bench but stopped a few feet higher in the sand than the strike was—the next guy got the gold. Also, he was shot there by an “outlaw,” but once he was well, he “got his man.” With a pistol in his hand, old Oswald could throw a tin can in the air “and keep her a-bouncin.’” George himself had first arrived in Alaska in 1941 on board the S.S. Yukon, docking at Seward. Trapping in the bush all that winter, he never heard about Pearl Harbor until he emerged with his furs the next April. In retirement now, he kept eleven chickens to watch and had collected seven eggs the day I visited with him. The three thirty sunset streamed through the window, lighting his jutting nose and jaw and the white whiskers he was trimming with an electric shaver, using a small mirror and a generator that he cranked with his free hand, opening or closing the damper on the stove meanwhile with his foot. His desk of fancy oak had been salvaged from a saloon that closed with the mining. Said last spring’s breakup occurred on May 10th, and barges could run until October. At the end of the airstrip he’d caught a lynx recently, near the unmarked grave of an old-timer he knew, and last fall he chased a black bear up the beach with his headlamp after it broke into his smokehouse and sprang a trap that he’d set there. The trap didn’t catch it, but in its panic it got tangled in the chain, whose toggle snagged. So the bear went into the smokehouse again to cure, along with the fish.

    Julian Creek—“the Julian Strike”—along with Spruce Creek, upstream from us on Crooked Creek (as was the famous hamlet, Iditarod), is where the gold was, but he found “color” just digging in his garden. Mostly he kept busy, though, working on his uncle’s mercury claims and marrying a Stony River Indian woman; had three boys and five girls. A happy family, some in Anchorage or on the Yukon now. The daughter cooking for him wore a brown T-shirt under plastic bib overalls and a stocking cap. The Indians on the Stony, he said, “used to rustle pretty good for themselves” with their trapping and fish camps, before the welfare checks began.

    Every bit of sun could count. We saw mean red frost burns on the cheeks of an Indian boy whose father Linda gave pills to. At thirty years old, he’d never swallowed one before: needed to be shown how. My breath coated my glasses with ice if I covered my face with my parka hood, even briefly, and the very snow emitted strange, pained, squeaky sounds underfoot, as if suffering too. Gloved fingers or muffed ears still hurt, and the moisture in my nostrils froze. Ice crinkled on my scarf after it had touched my mouth. My extremities felt as though they were starting to die, and Linda’s pants had stiffened like a cowboy’s chaps, but smoke plumed from little stovepipes, marking pockets of human life roundabout.

    The level of the Kuskokwim had dropped below its lid of ice, and below where people had set their tubular fish traps in the eddies. But the mail plane landed with a blaring ring you wouldn’t hear in ordinary temperatures and dropped off an X-ray technician, trained in Des Moines, he said, with a portable machine to snap pictures, to help Linda, which he began promptly to do, reading a Ranger Rick comic book in between shots. One patient passed out before the procedure—a drunk who’d come in from “a trapline two bends down”—but was propped up by the shoulders between his cousin and his wife for the camera. Most, however, displayed a soft sobriety in the swing of their stride, a humility, as they coughed their greenest phlegm into the sputum cups. Besides the Gussuck, George Willis, other old fellows lived in town: Alexei Peter, a Stony River Indian, and Johnnie John, a Yupik. Because Alexei Peter was a widower, you’d see him peeling potatoes and onions for himself, though his son brought him stove wood and the occasional spruce grouse. His nose had lengthened and bent with age so much that he called it his “poke,” or bag. He told me Indians were blamed for killing game, but it was really wolves that killed the game. “Wooliff kill birds, lotsa beaver, young bears, anything. Clean it out!” Another man, his friend Belasha, bearishly middle-aged, said I should have come for Christmas Day—“Eats lots. And nicer then. Not supposed to drink that day.”

    Johnnie John, a short, stocky, good-humored man with a peaceable face, led me home to a square-cut, warm log cabin full of grandkids. “Julie, Pac Man!” called a girl, running from the bedroom to tell Julie what was on. Johnnie said his dad bought the first muzzleloader in the village “from the Americans.” They’d had a few steel traps, used deadfalls for wolves, wolverines, and lynx, and made their own shells for that first “hammer-gun.” Fished all winter through the ice for “lush” (loche) for the dogs, because lots of people were going up and down the thoroughfare of the river on sleds. Skin boats in the summer, sewn of moose, caribou, or bear hides. “And nobody packum priest. He come self. He travel all time. Live over on the Yukon at Russian Mission. Now priest got to have money all the time to travel by plane.”

    Belasha’s father had also come from Russian Mission. The shortest trail from the Yukon to the Kuskokwim ran more or less from Russian Mission across marshland and squiggly lakes to Aniak, via Dogfish Village or Kalskag; then, leaving the Kuskokwim on a short cut to Crooked Creek, you’d go up Ohwat Creek from Crow Village, behind Russian Mountain, and next to DeCourcy Mountain, south again. He said there were more grizzlies on the mountains now because the old-timers used to kill them with a .30–30 or spears and bows and arrows. “The mountains were your living room. You didn’t want a grizzly hanging about. And people were strong. Had to be, from dragging the bear out on a coaster.” He gestured to show how the tumpline went around your forehead, with which you pulled the sledge. Or strong from rowing on the river or lining the freight boats up current against the worst of the rapids. Used to feed the dogs on wolf kills in a hard winter—“Every day, teams traveling all over, or boats in the summer. Goodness sake! People don’t know nothing about the country now, or how to set a trap.” Belasha’s father “used only wood,” only deadfalls for catching “link.” Lynx pelts were his livelihood and he’d chop a month’s supply of firewood for his wife and children before he left to run his lines.
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