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The Third Man

By Malachi King

In the barren reaches of Alaska’s Kanai Mountains, wind burned and pierced with biting cold, Tom Hurly and Jarvis Suluk swore they saw a third man. He was hunched over, hood over his head, rimmed against the swirling white, suffering alongside of them. Their faces were too frozen to speak, and they only saw him on occasion, but later they would tell others of him. He had been out there on the glacier with them, he had been in the pine forest, and he had been there at the drowsy threshold of consciousness to pull them back at the last crucial moment. It was the third man, not their own wills that saved them from the slow agonies of death deep in the Alaskan wilderness.

* * *

Tom Hurly had arrived in Alaska as a greenhorn teenager, not able to distinguish a dog from a wolf. Nevertheless, he stepped off the barge in the small fishing village of Seldovia expecting grand adventures. He immediately climbed a nearby hill, stood above the cliffs facing the bay, and looked out over the possibilities. Tom could see the sparkling waters of Kachemak Bay stretching into the southern reaches of Cook Inlet. The waves rose and fell against the forested shorelines, rock-strewn beaches, and glaciered mountains spilling fresh water streams into pristine ocean currents. It was a boy’s paradise.

The village of Seldovia, Russian for “Herring Bay,” was destroyed in the Good Friday Earthquake in 1964, not so much from the shifting earth but from the resulting tsunami. It washed over the villages and cities dotting the shores of Cook Inlet and Prince William Sound, and countless other places of natural majesty, destroying hundreds of homes and businesses. Nary was a shred of building left up to a height of thirty-two feet above the water’s level. The surrounding earth had dropped six feet in a matter of minutes and the gigantic tides ate up the shoreline and everything with it. A vote was made by the town council to abandon the town or begin the tenuous task of rebuilding. Work began on a new boardwalk waterfront the next day. 

Tom could see the work of forty-five years in front of him. New shops had been built to replace those that had been submerged. Houses were constructed on higher ground; some even had boat-shaped foundations to comfort the occupants against such future disasters. Since no roads had ever reached Seldovia, special equipment had to be shipped in from Anchorage from the north and the southern cities from Prince William Sound. Carpenters in search of work were flown in from across the state to help rebuild the demolished towns and villages. They raised the new village of Seldovia from the ruins and a spirit of resurrection swelled in the chests of many.
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