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PREFACE

THE pages that follow are but a chronicle of my various wanderings on the north side of the Alaskan Range within the shadows of that great mountain, McKinley. It is one of the choice sections of that marvelous garden spot of the North American continent, Alaska. A large part of this country may be reached today without undue exertion, and it is my hope that those who read these pages may become sufficiently interested to go and see the wonders and beauties that await there.

My thanks go out first to my wife who has put up with my vagaries and wanderings and has followed me on many of my wild trips. Then to Jim Steese and John Gotwals, former president and chief engineer respectively of the Alaska Road Commission, whose efforts made possible my first successful trip on the north side of the Range; and to Jim Gibson, Jim Burrows, Andy Simons and Slim Avery, soldiers of fortune and my associates who helped engineer the Mount Dall expedition.

Stephen R. Capps, of the United States Geological Survey, is entitled to the credit for my wanderings through Ptarmigan Valley and Rainy Pass, and helped check up my manuscript.

A word for Jack Lean who with smiles and good nature twice helped us work our way up the miserable Skwentna River.

I am grateful to my old friend Carl Rungius who has shown great interest in my work and has permitted me to reproduce some of his paintings, and to John Burnham who read my manuscript and made constructive suggestions thereon.

To George Godley and Marcus Daly, who were willing to follow my sketchy plans and accompany me, I extend my thoughts and thanks for their confidence in my ability to carry on.

To my many friends in Alaska who always stood ready to help, and to Robert Sterling Yard, who has advised me concerning my manuscript and its presentation, I owe a deep debt of gratitude.

May you have one grain of the pleasure in reading these pages that I had in making the journeys they chronicle.

W. N. B.
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FOREWORD

By JOHN BURNHAM

I HAVE always admired Billy Beach for his sand. He is a big fellow physically, who in the struggle of the business world came out on top, but the kind of game he was in as a rule burns out a man early and unfits him for that other kind of struggle with the forces of nature required of the hunter and explorer. Here too, however, Beach has been successful. He has crossed the white, unmapped places, forded wild rivers, climbed mountains standing on edge and stood the gaff. To the frontiersman who specializes in wilderness travel Beach is a puzzle. He just cannot see how he does it. But he has to hand it to Beach for the results he accomplishes.

The casual reader will not appreciate the difficulties Beach has overcome. He conveys too much the idea it is easy, and that his party gets over the tundra and mountains of the North much as a rider would travel the bridle paths of Central Park. Believe me, there is a great difference!

While Beach has followed the lure of the trail in many countries, including Europe and Africa, he has specialized in the big game territory of North America—Newfoundland, New Brunswick, Alberta, Wyoming, British Columbia, Yukon Territory and Alaska. In Alaska he is probably the best known sportsman of any. I can think of no other outsider who has so large an acquaintance in our Arctic empire.

In all his travels Beach has carried cameras with him, and he has made photography a major interest in his hunting trips. He has accumulated a wonderful collection of game pictures, both moving and still. Years ago he brought back from the Cassiar some of the very best moving pictures of the day of white goats, mountain sheep and other game animals of that country. The men who knew realized that a worth-while new hunter-photographer had arrived to give pleasure to those whose love is game and the far places. Since then, almost every year Beach has brought out pictures to delight his following. His work is always interesting.

Beach’s present book is devoted to the high country of the Alaskan Range surrounding and including Mount McKinley, our highest mountain in North America. No other writer has seen so much of this tremendously rough and sublimely lovely region. The country described is larger than Switzerland, with higher mountains and greater glaciers, and in many respects even more startlingly scenic. It is a region about which every American should be informed. To all who have the wanderlust I commend this book.
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CHAPTER I.

INTRODUCTION

THE MOUNTAIN CLIMAX OF NORTH AMERICA

By ROBERT STERLING YARD

FOR the layman to appreciate fully this story of a big game hunter’s explorations and observations in the shadow of Mount McKinley, it is desirable not only to locate the Alaskan Range with whose gigantic climax it deals, but to discover its position and relationships in the Pacific mountain system.

An important part of the area which the author crossed in his several expeditions here recounted, whose big game animals he closely observed, photographing them in motion, and here reports upon, lies partly within Mount McKinley National Park, much of which is still little known except to the geologist and the explorer. Even the maps of this untamed wilderness are still in process of making. Mount McKinley itself is 20,300 feet in altitude, and the plain north of it, upon which Mr. Beach and his parties spent much time, averages about 3,000 feet in altitude. To the observer at its foot, this gigantic mountain, most of it covered with ice and snow, is a marvelous, almost an appalling spectacle.

The Pacific mountain system, of which the McKinley group is the superb climax, consists of a belt of mountain lands fifty to two hundred miles wide, entering the United States from Mexico on the south and paralleling the Pacific in a north-westerly direction through this country and Canada into Alaska. There it curves westward and southwestward, ending in the Aleutian Islands. The McKinley group is at the northwestward bend.

The system as a whole includes very many ranges, often parallel. In the United States, the most celebrated are the sculptured granite Sierra Nevadas and the ice-peaked volcanic Cascades. Passing northwesterly into Canada, it enters Alaska by way of the glacier-edged Coast Range and straightens out toward the west into the Kenai Mountains and the Aleutian Range. A sharper, high curve paralleling this bend north of it consists of the Nutzotin Mountains and the gigantic white Alaska Range. Between the Nutzotins on the north and Chugach on the south rise two connecting mountain masses, the Wrangells on the east and Talkeetnas on the west, between which are the flat gravels of the Copper River Basin.

It is with comparatively a small area of the great Alaska Range including its loftiest summits and the lowlands north of them, that this story concerns itself.

About two hundred miles south of this double curve the Gulf of Alaska pushes northward from the Pacific coastline, paralleling crests tributary to the Gulf on the north; two estuaries of large size penetrate the mainland, furnishing access by sea to the interior. Between these, which are Prince William Sound on the east and Cook Inlet on the west rises the mountainous Kenai Peninsula through which, from Seward on Resurrection Bay, the Alaska Railroad runs northward up the Susitna River, crosses the Alaska Range through Broad Pass, and descends the vast central Yukon depression as far as Fairbanks on the Tanana River.

From the mergence of the Talkeetna River with the Susitna northward to Broad Pass, the railroad roughly parallels the great mountain climax of the Alaska Range, whose loftiest peaks, Dall, Russell, Foraker and McKinley may be glimpsed on clear days from climbing trains.

Reference to the map will show that the Susitna River and its tributaries drain the entire southern slope of the climax sector of the Alaska Range. Its principal western confluent, the Yentna River, taps several summit passes through confluents of its own. A branch, known as Happy River, of its farthest western branch, the Skwentna, has its origin in Rainy Pass. Between these two principal passes, Broad on the east and Rainy on the west, perhaps no more than 175 miles as the crow flies, rises the great climax of the Alaska Range, at whose climax point is Mount McKinley National Park.

The southern front of this central group is a battlement of ice. Attempts to climb McKinley from here have ended in ice precipices 4,000 feet high. Tremendous glaciers descending from this originate the confluents of the Susitna River.

The northern front of this group presents a serrated ridge from 7,000 to 10,000 feet high from which spring the greater peaks, Mount Dall rising to 9,000 feet, Mount Russell to 11,350 feet, Mount Foraker to 17,000 feet, and Mount McKinley to 20,300 feet. The glaciers north and south of this giant group are among the largest in inland Alaska.

That the northern front of the great range is less precipitous than the southern front is not apparent to the eye of the traveler. It is a more appalling spectacle because its base is more closely approachable and can be looked up at from a lower altitude. It is by the north face that McKinley has been climbed.

The north and west fronts drop abruptly to a plateau which in places is only 2,500 feet above sea level. Its surface, except where broken by stream valleys and glaciers, is remarkably level for miles north to the rough hills of the Kantishna country, and west, but the valleys are steep and broad.

Just as the many tributaries of the Susitna drain the south front of the great central mountain group, so do those of the Kuskokwim carry off most of the turbulent glacial waters of the north front; but the Tanana River, an impressive branch of the mighty Yukon, secures a goodly share through its tributary, the Kantishna River, the formal origin of which is Lake Minchumina. There are few lakes in central Alaska.

Mount McKinley National Park, here located, includes an area of 2,645 square miles ranging in altitudes from McKinley summit on the Park’s south border to valleys nearly 18,000 feet below. The gigantic ice-fronted mountain face which constitutes its northern part yields to foothills between which glaciers of great size sweep into the flat plateaus, where streams of water succeed the ice. The lower Park country contains, besides the flat plateau, many rough hills and low mountains, and its streams are numerous and turbulent.

During the summer the glacial streams are subject to daily changes in volume, swelling largely in the afternoon with the meltings of the day. Warm sunny days bring floods toward their close. During the winter, with glaciers solidly frozen, mountain-run streams become nearly dry.

On the lower hills are countless mountain sheep, and on the grassy plains caribou in bands sometimes exceeding a thousand.

The Nenana River on the east of this region, down whose course the railroad drops from Broad Pass to the Tanana, gets almost all its waters from the Nenana and Yanert Glaciers which, curiously, lie on the mountain’s high southern flank, discharging nevertheless into the northern basin.

The Nenana is a swift, powerful stream flowing between steep banks, and too deep for horses to wade. Its principal tributary from the west, the Teklanika, also originates in glaciers descending from the McKinley group. Farther west the Sushanna, Toklat and others of larger size drain also from glaciers and are subject to daily variations in volume which often trouble and puzzle summer visitors. Still farther west the Kantishna, born of glaciers but slowing into a muddy stream of moderate speed as it approaches the Tanana River, compares in volume and importance with the Nenana. Its lower reaches are navigable.

The basis of the plateau and its valleys under the grassy soil is gravel and sand brought from the mountains by glaciers and distributed by streams. The coarser materials naturally were deposited nearer the mountains. As the streams descend northward toward the Tanana these are succeeded by sands. Forests of spruce and poplar are found in the greater valleys to the north.

West of the Kantishna Basin, all streams draining the Alaska Range on its north and west sides discharge into the great Kuskokwim.

This is the region principally covered in Mr. Beach’s several journeys herein described. Tracing these geographic features on the accompanying map will facilitate the comprehension and enjoyment of the story.

The region as a whole constitutes the highlands of Alaska, but it is a small part indeed of the great whole, which covers, from its eastern to its western limits, an area as extended, east and west, as that between the Georgia and California coasts, and north and south, between the Canada border and the Gulf of Mexico. The area of Alaska equals one fifth of the United States. Imagine Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, Iowa, Michigan, Wisconsin and Minnesota combined! It will take all these to equal Alaska.

The part that we touch in this remarkable story is comparatively small, but it is the Land of Adventure. From the glaciers of the Gulf of Alaska, source of icebergs, to those pouring down from the slopes of McKinley, from the broad plateaus of the Kantishna country with its roving thousands of caribou, to the icy summits of North America’s loftiest mountain, is a country which challenges the oft return of those who love great spaces, vast spectacles and wild animals in astounding numbers.

It was to see, study and motion-picture “big game” which Mr. Beach thinks was the reason for his four laborious journeys to this all-but-unknown difficult wilderness; but the readers of his book will disagree with him. It was the passion for exploring the unknown, conquering the unconquerable, that underlay all his big game pursuings from their beginning, many years ago, in the eastern mountains. He was an Adventurer always, and adventure, not the bag, was his real reward.

Our great national park of the future, Mount McKinley, possesses an extraordinarily numerous population of wild animals of large size, especially caribou and mountain sheep, which have been conserved in time to preserve them without startling diminution for a future which will exhibit few elsewhere. The University of California has studied them in the park itself, and similar scientific expeditions will increase in number and results with the decades. Mr. Beach’s chapter on his pursuit, in all parts of the country where they are found, of the same game animals which he found in the McKinley country, and his differentiations of their varieties and habits under varying geographic conditions, make an interesting and valuable contribution to knowledge.

The experiences of the Beach parties will be valuable, also, to those whom the growing fame of Mount McKinley National Park tempt there under the impression that the great mountain and famous wild animal exhibit are comfortably accessible to visitors unprepared and unequipped to rough it. It will require many times the government appropriations available in the year of this writing, 1931, well used for some years, to warrant official invitation to the Park to all comers.

The author’s experience with big game animals as a whole affords still further proofs, should any be necessary, of the destructive way of Civilization with a new country. His recent experience of shooting in Scotland where, after centuries more of it than we have had here, there is more big game comfortably available far nearer home than there is even at immense distances here, suggests a policy that America will do well to consider.
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A beautiful scenic paradise,
Richardson Highway
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CHAPTER II.

STORY OF THE EXPEDITION OF 1922

ON a cold day in January, 1919, George Godley and I were seated before a large open fireplace in Belmore Browne’s studio in one of the Oranges in New Jersey. The snow was crunching and crackling outside, while within the soft glow of the fire helped carry our imagination to that far off country, Alaska, as our host unfolded to us his experiences on that great adventure, “The Conquest of Mount McKinley.”

It is needless to say that we fell victims to the fascination of his recital and, as we started back to the city, acknowledged ourselves converts and began planning at once, not for the summit of the great mountain, but for the mighty wilderness from which it rises. Immediately we secured all possible information on the country and the means of getting there. The Governor of Alaska, at that time Thomas L. Riggs, in due course came to New York and we elicited his help in framing up the trip; but even this did not suffice. Several other channels of information were also followed through to disappointment. Our Mount McKinley trip, like all smoke, went into the air. After all our efforts we came to the conclusion that this was a trip most difficult to plan, and even more so to carry out successfully. It was quite a surprise to find how little was really known about the great central uplift of the Alaskan Range in which McKinley is located; and even less about the country on the north side of the range, notwithstanding that much of it had been made a national park in 1917.

In years gone by Indians trading skins on the Yukon told of the mountain all covered with ice which they called “Denali” (the great) and of his wife (Mount Foraker) and children (the various smaller peaks). Very little mention had been made of this huge ice mountain by the early explorers of this North country, though here and there a large ice peak is spoken of as rising high above the range. Finally, in 1889, Frank Densmore made an extensive prospecting trip to the north side of the range and described the large mountain in more or less detail. For several years it was known as “Densmore’s Mountain.” In 1896, W. A. Dickey made a general exploration of this country and was so greatly impressed by the great mass of ice and its majestic grandeur that he decided it should be named after President McKinley, and since that time it has retained this name. Dickey estimated the height at 20,000 feet, which was afterwards determined to be within 300 feet of the correct height.

It was not long before a keen interest was shown by several parties in attempting to climb McKinley. The Lloyd party, consisting of five sourdoughs, Tom Lloyd, Charles McGonogill, William Taylor, Peter Anderson and Bob Horne, made an attempt, and it is conceded and thoroughly believed by all Alaskans that Taylor and Anderson reached the top of the South peak, which is not quite as high as the North peak, and planted a flagpole on which they raised the American flag.

Then there was Dr. Cook’s famous fake climb which has been thoroughly shown up. The Hershel-Parker-Browne party, after two unsuccessful attempts, finally, on their third trial, came within a few hundred feet of the extreme height of the North peak. Weather conditions impossible to overcome were the main factor in their failing to reach the absolute top of the mountain on their last try. In the following year the Archdeacon Stuck party was successful in making the climb, and were fortunate in that marvelous weather gave them every opportunity to make careful observations and determinations as to altitude, which was settled upon as 20,300 feet.

With all this romance current, and marvelous tales besides of the enormous quantities of game that had been seen by various persons all along the northern slopes of the Alaskan Range, can you blame two men, weak-minded and readily fascinated by new country, for yielding to the desire to explore our great country’s last frontier?

As I have said, our first planning of the trip resulted in failure, and so we packed away our thoughts until a more propitious opportunity might offer. In the winter of 1921 Colonel James G. Steese, President of the Alaska Road Commission, visiting New York, happened in one afternoon for a call before his return to Washington. Naturally, the Mount McKinley country was mentioned, and he suggested that I should come to his room at the Astor and meet Major John C. Gotwals, his assistant, who, he said, on a reconnaissance during the previous summer, had made the very trip I was talking about. Over to the Astor I went, and finally in came the Major and plunged, after cordial greetings, into an outline of his adventure. Then followed the question of the possibility of my being able to make it, which the Major met with assurances that there were no difficulties in the way that he could see. He even suggested that he might be able to let me have the government pack outfit which he had used on his trip, together with Guy Burch, the packer who had been with him.

The Major returned North within a few days and I did not have an opportunity to go further into details with him. Shortly after his return to Juneau I received a letter to the effect that they could arrange to let me have the government outfit on a proper rental basis as they were not likely to have any use for the horses from August to October, and that Guy Burch would go along. Telegrams then began to fly about—to Bill Slimpert, guide, and Walter Eng, Chinaman cook, both of whom had been out with me on a former trip. Then came the question of a companion. George Godley, who had been on several trips with me, was out of reach on the Alaskan Peninsula after brown bear. I came in touch with several other friends, but my desire was to reach George as I knew what I could expect from him, and I realized that the chances were that possibly we would not find the greatest Alaskan wilderness a bed of roses. Wires to various points in the North, after several days’ delay, brought back an answer. As I expected, he was willing to throw in with any wild scheme I might have in mind, and would meet me in Vancouver.

I had arranged to ship eight horses from Seattle to McKinley Park Station (Riley Creek), the point from which we planned to start for the range; but I received a wire from the Major advising me not to ship them as we could make better arrangements in Alaska. On Wednesday, July 26th, my wife, a friend of ours, and the writer arrived at Vancouver via the Trans-Canada of the Canadian Pacific Railroad, and shortly afterwards George put in an appearance, making our party complete. We sailed that evening on board the Princess Louise for Juneau, Alaska. The three days passed quite rapidly as the weather was fine and the ship most comfortable.

On board were Lord Byng and his family who were on their way to the Yukon. Studying this democratic gentleman of old England was most interesting. At Ketchikan the town turned out to give him a royal welcome; a large automobile was at the wharf to take him up to a reception; likewise a band. The General piled his family into the automobile, but personally dived into the crowd and walked through the town, showing keen interest in the throng crowding around the occupants of the automobile. Little did they suspect that the great General of Vimy was one of them.

We debarked at Juneau where we had three days to wait for the steamer Northwestern of the Alaskan Line on which we were to proceed still further north. Our stay there passed, if anything, too rapidly as we had many old acquaintances to look up and renew, amongst them our old friend Billy Taylor, one of Juneau’s famous citizens.

On the evening of August 1st we set out for Cordova on the steamer Northwestern. The trip across the Gulf was most pleasant, the weather clear and calm. We had on board General Richardson, formerly head of the Alaska Road Commission and now stationed in Washington. Major Gotwals was with him and hoped to join us after he had completed a tour of inspection. Messrs. Knickerbocker and Bunch, officers of the Alaskan Steamship Company, with their families, were also on board on an inspection tour of their northern properties. The sun had been our constant companion since leaving New York, but as we neared the entrance to Cordova Harbor rain began to fall, and continued steadily.

General Richardson and Major Gotwals remained on board as they were to start over the trail from Valdez, while we intended going to Chitina over the Copper River Railroad, and from there take the trail to Fairbanks. Owing to the heavy rain we decided to wait overnight at Cordova. It was fortunate we did, for the next morning we started by train up the Copper River with the clouds broken up and the sun coming through.

The trip up the Copper River was most interesting, as magnificent snow-covered mountains towered on both sides, with the Copper River boiling through canyons every little while, and then opening out over immense sections of the country. At the Miles and Childs Glaciers we left the train and with motion picture cameras tramped over the rough glacier cobbles until we reached an advantageous spot from which we shot numerous pictures.

Toward afternoon we pulled into Chitina and were met at the station by Oscar Breedman, the proprietor of the Hotel Chitina and the most prominent citizen of that town. After the usual greetings we were handed a telegram from Major Gotwals at Valdez, informing us that Van Kirk, the outfitter, from whom we were to receive additional horses had decided that if we wanted his horses we would have to buy them, and at a price out of all reason. George and I discussed the question from all angles and decided we would have to get in touch with the Major before deciding. Breedman had all arrangements made for our trip across the Richardson Highway to Fairbanks, and rather hesitatingly said that he had Billy Frame to drive, and advised our going in a Ford.

“Of course,” said Oscar, “you may have my car (a seven passenger Kissel), but my advice is to go in the Ford.”

We met Billy Frame and after a short talk left the matter to him. The Ford was the choice and at once we began to pack up. The load consisted of two cases (twenty gallons) of gasoline, two motion picture outfits, extra springs and tires, various spare parts, and baggage for five people reduced to a minimum. While these details were being looked after we were playing with a couple of grizzly bear cubs that belonged to Oscar Breedman. They were so fine a pair of pets that I felt they should be secured for the New York Zoological Park, and after a short negotiation purchased them to be shipped upon my coming out. I am glad to say they are now enjoying good health there.

We christened our charge “Elizabeth” as, five in all, we closely stowed ourselves aboard, and with a soothing push on the pedal by Billy Frame, our caravansary started on its perilous way at five-thirty. It seemed advisable to get under way even at that hour as it did not get dark until late, and we felt that though we only made Lower Tonsina, where Jake Nefsted ran a comfortable roadhouse, at least we were on our way. The trip, somewhat over thirty miles, was through a beautiful scenic paradise with Mount Wrangell, Mount Drum and Mount Sanford in the distance on the right, and the Copper River Valley always ahead or to the side. We found the road in fair condition, and arrived only too soon at the roadhouse. Our stay at Lower Tonsina was made pleasant and comfortable by good meals and good beds, so that five-thirty came only too quickly the next morning. Billy stepped hard on Elizabeth’s accelerator and we slowly drew out on the trail with a “Bon Voyage” from Jake Nefsted.

The scenery became more inspiring and absorbing as each twist and turn of the road was negotiated. We passed several roadhouses, some deserted, and reached Willow Creek, the junction point with the main road from Valdez to Fairbanks, after passing a government construction crew consisting of motor truck, tractor and horse truck. Upon reaching Copper Center, where there is a telegraph station, we tried to locate the Richardson-Gotwals party, but there was no word from them.

We were quickly on our way again, and after traveling some eight miles passed the Tazlina Roadhouse and crossed the Tazlina River over a splendid bridge, one of the longest on the trip. Following along the Copper River we finally came to the Gulkana River, which we crossed on a bridge, and shortly drew up at Mrs. Griffith’s Gulkana Roadhouse for lunch. This was the most elaborate and best-fitted roadhouse that we saw, and Mrs. Griffith, besides being a most kindly woman, gave us one of the best meals on the trip. Gulkana is one of the trading posts and there was quite an Indian settlement nearby. We saw quantities of fur, including several large grizzly skins. Our regrets were that we were not able to put in two or three days at this spot, but we had many miles yet to make before starting into the mountains; and so after a most sumptuous repast we piled into Elizabeth and were again on our way, headed north.

From Gulkana we started the long steady northward rise up the Copper Valley towards the pass into the great basin of the Yukon. We were making good time and the road, though in spots rough, nevertheless was not bad. We passed the Sourdough Roadhouse in the early afternoon and from that point through Hogan we had some pretty rough going; but Elizabeth took her medicine in a most ladylike manner, and we came through without mishap.

Towards evening we came to Meier’s Roadhouse, mile 172, and put up there for the night. We found that Mrs. Griffith had telephoned of our coming, so Mrs. Meier made ice cream and fresh cake to top off a fine dinner. It was certainly pleasing to see how cordially we were welcomed at all our stops. The food was excellent, and a comfortable, clean bed helped us rest up for the trials of another day. Taking numerous moving pictures of the country greatly hampered our speed, but nevertheless we kept ahead of our schedule. We had located Major Gotwals and though we expected he would overtake us we seemed to hold our position. The evening passed to the strains of the phonograph, opera and jazz, mixed with an occasional tale by Mine Host, Meier. An early start the next morning saw us still climbing, and sixteen miles further on we reached Paxson’s Roadhouse and Telegraph Station. We here learned that General Richardson and Major Gotwals had passed the night at Gulkana.

At Paxson’s we had reached the summit of the pass between the Copper River Basin on the south and the long slope northward into the Yukon basin. At Summit Lake, Isabelle Pass and Bell Glacier could be seen in the distance. The scenery had been increasingly gorgeous for several days. Now every mile seemed to surpass its predecessor, and when, just across the summit, we reached the beginning of the north-flowing Delta River and had our first view of the heart of the Alaskan Range, we realized that even the finest we had seen before could not compare with what was now unfolding.

Six miles beyond the summit we came to McCallum’s Telegraph Station, and as a tire conveniently blew out at this spot we had time to visit the operator and secure the news of the day. We found that, though the Major had gained slightly on us, his stops at the road construction camps were sufficient to keep him from overhauling us before arrival at Fairbanks.

Following down the valley of the Delta River we came into the roadhouse at Rapids in good time for lunch. The weather was quite warm and the flies were out in force to the great discomfort of some of the members of the party. We were told that this was a wonderful spot to start on a hunt; that sheep, caribou and bear could be readily secured almost in the backyard, while moose were only a little less conveniently located. After our refreshing repast we were off again and still traveled through the most wonderful scenery imagination could picture.
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Paxson’s, Richardson Highway
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Summit Lake with Bell Glacier in the distance, Richardson Highway

The Alaskan Range was constantly changing with the sun and seemed to stand out more majestic and inspiring than when first it came to our eyes. Some thirty miles further on we started to climb a high hill surrounded by beautiful grass-covered country with an abundance of the fine Alaskan wild flowers. After a long pull we came to the top of what is called “Donnelly’s Dome.” On the down grade an open culvert produced a sharp crack. “The front spring has gone,” was Billy Frame’s only comment. Before we realized what had happened Billy was at work and by actual timing had the new spring in place and ourselves again under way in thirty-five minutes. Shortly after six o’clock we pulled into McCarty where a ferry crosses the Tanana River into which the Delta here empties. I had been anxious for some time to meet John Hajdukovich, the proprietor of the McCarty Roadhouse, and so we decided to have supper. We then crossed the Tanana River and pushed on some twenty miles further to Richardson where we spent the night.

As we descended the mountain side into Richardson, the Alaskan Range turned a deep mother of pearl, diffused with a pink glow, as the sun gradually dipped below the horizon. If the picture could have been actually reproduced it would have been scoffed at as unreal. As we were absorbed in that magnificent setting there came to us those words of Robert Service:

“I’ve watched the big husky sun wallow

In crimson and gold, and grow dim.”

We drew up before the roadhouse at nine-thirty, all under the spell of that fascinating northland in its glorious setting.

It was shortly after five next morning when we were out gazing again at the snowclad Alaskan Range. Could we capture that wonderful early morning view? The motion picture camera was unloaded and many feet of film exposed in the hope that success would be ours, but, sad to relate, the mountains did not show up; only the nearby views such as the gardens and the town of Richardson came out quite clearly.

It was with some misgivings that we departed from our genial host, J. W. McCluskey, for we understood that the worst section of road lay between Richardson and Fairbanks; in fact we had been under way but a short time before discovering a specially rough and rutty section. Knowing that Major Gotwals would be interested in a reproduction of the disappearing mud holes, we set up the camera and proceeded to reel off Elizabeth’s capers. As a climax she plunged into a deep hole, gave a few balks, and settled. George came brilliantly to the rescue, and with his added man-power our faithful beast of burden gave a violent lurch, much to the discomfort of the inmates, and bounced out, proceeding thereafter peacefully over a more even way, for the bad section we had been expecting had recently been turned into a splendid boulevard over which we bowled at a thirty-mile clip, entering the main street of Fairbanks in some style, and drawing up in front of the Nordale Hotel at half-past twelve.

After registering and being assigned comfortable rooms, George and I started out to find Bill Slimpert, one of our guides whom we had last heard from at the Pioneer Hotel. The day was a typical scorching tropical sunbaker, and the fluid was flowing quite freely from our pores. Glancing at a thermometer we were not at all benefitted by noticing the mercury at something over 98°. “So this is Alaska, the land of ice and snow,” came to our thoughts.

We found Bill comfortably camped in an armchair at the Pioneer Hotel with Jim Gibson, another one of our explorers. Well, it took him about three seconds to begin his tale of woe. Our outfit had dwindled to four Government horses and one of these had been badly kicked by his buddy. Van Kirk, the man who had offered to furnish us with the additional horses, had decided that he intended retiring from such an unsavory business as operating a pack outfit, but would sell out to deserving parties. That meant us, and the price asked was many times the value of his highly efficient, well-equipped beasts. We realized that it was our move next, especially as our friend declared that he had many offers for his outfit.

We appealed to several owners of horseflesh in Fairbanks and neighboring towns only to discover a shortage and strong climbing market. It went against the grain to be held up by this Northern pirate, and a severe mental combat was going on within us; but at all times we realized that unless we climbed down and decided to take our medicine our trip would fall through. We awaited the arrival of the Major, and, after easing our minds in a conference with him, decided to go as cheerfully as possible to the slaughter.

We made many friends in Fairbanks whose kindness and thoughtfulness will ever linger in our minds as one of the pleasant events of our journey.

Climbing aboard the gas car on the morning of August 9th at the Government Railroad Station, we bade good-bye to Fairbanks and were off for Nenana. The trip was quite uneventful except for several stops to shoo off the right of way bunches of partridges that seemed intent on self-destruction.

Arriving at the Tanana River we transferred to a large gas boat that was to take us to Nenana, the bridge across the Tanana being then under construction. At Nenana we were met by Mike Cooney, the proprietor and owner of Cooney’s Hotel, the St. Regis of the city. Mike had been busy trying to help us out in securing horses but had not been over successful, though his endeavors were earnest, and his condemnation of the action of those who were holding us up was both strong and emphatic. We had met Carl White at Fairbanks, and when he heard our predicament he offered to loan us some horses he had; but for their being on his ranch unshod, which would have meant several days delay, we would have taken up his kind offer. The afternoon was well occupied in ordering additional provisions and wandering helplessly about the streets of Nenana in a sort of dogged hope that we might, in some dark corner, stumble across a hidden pack outfit. Needless to say, our search availed us naught.

The next morning Mr. Hansen, the Superintendent of the railroad, offered to run us on to Mount McKinley Park Station in his speeder, a Ford automobile mounted on car wheels, and we accepted the offer, though down in our hearts we were sure he would balk when he saw the outfit. Shortly after nine o’clock on a bright sunshiny morning we pulled up to the speeder and loaded thereon, besides our five selves, two moving picture outfits, several small duffle bags and a case (ten gallons) of gasoline for emergencies; this, in addition to Superintendent Hansen at the wheel with his dog comfortably settled in the front. It seemed to me to be a fairly good-sized load, but our genial host informed us that the speeder was only partly filled. Some distance down the road we picked up the doctor and he journeyed with us to Healey where a patient awaited his arrival. It was amazing how smoothly this adjusted Ford slipped over the rails; at times the speedometer showed forty to fifty miles without any vibration. Evidently it could cover the ground with greater speed and less effort than the standard equipment.

The road passes through a beautiful stretch of country north of McKinley National Park, with mountains and wonderful streams all about. Following a winding course, we entered a marvelous canyon (Sheep Canyon), and as the scenery became so entrancing the speeder was halted and the camera put into commission. Tunnels, snow sheds, sharp turns alongside of mountain slides that still were gradually moving the tracks out towards the edge of the great drop into the river far below, were some of the spectacles unfolded to our view. We could hardly realize when Mr. Hansen told us we were coming into Healey, which is one of the great coal centers of Alaska, that our trip was about over and that Mount McKinley Park Station was but a few miles beyond.

Shortly after one o’clock we drew up before an old freight car that had been made into a station, and on the top of the car we could plainly see a large sign which read “Mount McKinley Park Station.” After a short stop the speeder carried us down the track about a quarter of a mile and deposited us directly in front of Morris Moreno’s Mount McKinley Park Hotel. Half-page advertisements in the various Alaskan papers had prepared us to expect a somewhat more elaborate structure, though we could see that the electric lights which the advertising had emphasized were a reality. After packing our outfit to the hotel we looked up Guy Burch, the government packer who was in charge of the horses. We found the “boys” comfortably located in Lynch’s Roadhouse, already abandoned. We met Mr. Henry Karstens, then Park Superintendent; also Dan Kennedy and Mr. P. Van Kirk, the gentleman who proposed to sell us his highly valuable pack train.

Walter, our cook, conveyed the gratifying news that he had lunch prepared for us. I rounded up the women and invited Mr. Hansen and the doctor to join us. Our first real business after eating was to carry on negotiations with Mr. Van Kirk. It took only a few seconds to realize that trading was not his vocation, but one far more sinister. It required little imagination to see him in some former existence halting a wayside traveler, the lower part of his face concealed with the dark cloth and the old-fashioned firearm levelled directly at his victim. Recognizing that he was living up to tenets born in him, I realized that argument would be of no avail and agreed to his murderous price, in fear and trembling at what George would call me when I broke the news to him. At any rate the trip was now assured, though owing to insufficient horses it would be necessary to relay our outfit and to take turns riding as we were shy three saddle horses.
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