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				These notes were about many, many things and events which interested me—for no other reason were they recorded. After my retirement and some time ago, when the Teddy Bear was put up on the ways in her last berth, both friends and scientists urged me to publish my records. This is the first. I hope it will be of interest to those persons who will evaluate its contents, not as literature, but as a contribution to Arctic history.

				—JOE BERNARD, Arctic Voyages of the Schooner Teddy Bear
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				PART I: SUCKER HOLES
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				1

				Change

				Tonight there is no wind . . . and we are moving steadily west.

				Southeast Alaskans call it a sucker hole when a patch of blue opens in the clouds and suckers you into thinking the sky is clearing. Tourists fall for them regularly. The locals know better, beaten down by the unrelenting rain that saturates these islands. There seems little chance of such false promises as I leave the harbor, no fragments of clarity, the sky resolutely overcast. Shadows paint the mountains with undertones of menace, though sun brightened the same snow-bitten peaks just yesterday, a rare cloudless winter day in Sitka. I’d hoped for two in a row. As my lazy wake spreads, other boats nod their assent of my wish—less modest here, perhaps, where you measure misery by the calendar and dodge raindrops 230 days a year. The two weeks of uninterrupted sunshine that greeted my arrival in town served as opening act for the downpours, deluges, and drenchers that headlined the next fifteen without reprieve. 

				My God, I thought. What have I done? 

				Liquid sunshine, they call the rain here, an intentionally optimistic euphemism, but it’s more like a houseguest who won’t leave or paranoia you can’t shake. Want to survive Southeast Alaska? Learn to ignore rain, or embrace insanity. I’m no optimist, but I believe the mind’s instinct for survival resets certain counters each night out of psychological necessity—every day is a new one—and I awoke this morning looking for the sun. Maybe I’m still too new here, still in the habit of New England’s finicky forecasts, but I’m still susceptible to sucker holes. On the way to the harbor, a dull glow to the east gave me hope. Clouds bullied it into hiding before I even parked my truck. The sky and water over Sitka Sound are the same flat gray, without boundary or texture, erasing the horizon. It may be months before I see the sun again.

				Under the bridge and into the channel. In the no-wake zone the boat’s gas engine rumbles and stutters beneath me, rattling floorboards, vibrating the cabin and dash, angry at being roused from its slumber, desperate for more throttle—and me on my second cup of coffee, commiserating. 

				The first, fat drops of rain hit the windshield timidly, one at a time, testing for resistance, smearing under their own weight. Soon the rain soaks the glass in overlapping sheets, falling with abandon for more than a minute. Even at full speed the wipers can’t keep up. I silence them and notice no difference. Rain drums the flybridge overhead, the windows around me, the tin chimney of my galley stove. It batters the stern fishing deck and the rigid-hulled inflatable lashed to the transom. It pelts the 10-horse kicker I keep for trolling and for emergencies, and if I close my eyes, the rain on the cowling sounds no different than rain on an air conditioner in a city window. Except I couldn’t be much farther from a city if I tried. 

				It’s January 2001, the first weeks of the new millennium, and I’ve been in Alaska for a year and a half. 
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				Not so long ago geologically, ice covered most of Southeast Alaska. More than a thousand clustered islands form the Alexander Archipelago, including Baranof Island, on the western edge of which sits Sitka, my new home. Just about all of them, and the fjords, channels, and straits surrounding them, lay beneath the heavy glaciers of the last great ice age. Then one day it all began to melt. As the glacial cap released its water, the sea level rose hundreds of feet, flooding massive swaths of lowlands. The irresistible forces of tectonics and something called isostasy—the rise of landmasses formerly depressed by the weight of ice sheets—forged the dramatic structures that give the landscape its geomorphic curb appeal. Glaciers sculpted the land as they receded, leaving striations in the rock, farewell notes in the ancient language of the natural world. What once was ice became ocean. 

				Then the sea dropped once more, and ocean became dry land, though traces of it remain well inland—and well above the modern sea level. Scientists have found beach gravel deposits near Juneau at elevations of 750 feet. Stunted tundra grew on the new land, giving way first to pine then the sprawling temperate spruce, cedar, and hemlock rain forests that cover it still. Alaska was changing. 

				Soon the first humans colonized Southeast. More than 10,000 years later, their descendents remain. Of course, now they share it, for better or worse, with the others who arrived over the centuries, exerting their own irresistible forces to shape the land, including—most recently and in order—Russians, Americans, and tourists. Alaska teems with people and interest groups who lay claim to it: charter fishermen and commercial fleets; oil industrialists, environmentalists, and naturalists; hikers and kayakers; reality television producers; loggers, miners, hunters, and trappers; wildlife photographers; recluses and outcasts; apologists and militiamen; Native corporations and shellfish co-ops; Realtors; the Palins. I’m no different. Like countless others before me, who labored over canonical portraits of Alaska, I want to share all I can about this Great Land and the collective stories of just some of its people. But, selfishly, I want to have an effect on a place that’s had such a tremendous one on me. Alaska has marked me as indelibly as the ice has marked its own stunning landscape.

				Alaska has more than 600 named glaciers and nearly 100,000 anonymous others, most of which occur in the southern part of the state. Just 13,000 years after the last ice age, too brief to measure in geologic time, they’re still receding—and fast. Some, like those in Glacier Bay, have moved as far as 70 miles in the past century alone. Tyndal Glacier in Icy Bay averages a third of a mile a year. Others clock more modest paces, but in 2005 an aerial survey monitoring 2,000 glaciers found 99 percent of them in retreat. They may look static, ancient, permanent. They’re anything but. Ice flows through and beneath them as surely as water through the world’s great rivers, which means their ice is not the same ice as a hundred years ago. Alaska is still changing. Even when you can’t see it.

				Those changes are not limited to the land. More has happened to affect the nature of Alaska in the past century than in the hundred centuries before it. The climate and the wildlife. The cultures of its people. The types of people who choose to call it home, and their reasons for doing so. Its accessibility to the rest of the world—in this age of technology, even the very definition of remoteness is evolving. Alaska is changing faster than ever. Some people work to instigate that change, to facilitate the transition into the new Alaska—to mold it into what they think it could be rather than embracing what it is—while others fight to keep things as they were. In that way, our relationship with Alaska seems no different than our relationships with the people we love. 
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				Eighteen months ago, in July 1999, I lashed my canoe to the roof of my truck and pointed the bow upstream, north and west, toward Alaska. My target rings circled the small fishing town of Sitka, an Inside Passage afterthought on the outer edge of an island where the Tongass National Forest collides with the Pacific. The most direct route measured more than 4,000 miles. But I wasn’t yet thirty years old, swapping everything familiar for a new career, new life, new everything, so why go direct? One day I was writing for a high-tech firm in Massachusetts and living in the suburbs, the next driving cross-country to become a reporter for a small family-owned newspaper I’d never read in a town I’d never visited. I agreed to start work in five weeks. My girlfriend would follow later that summer. With only ten days’ notice, I packed my truck, said my good-byes, and left. There was a lot of ground to cover. 

				I spent nearly a month on the road. In Syracuse, Cleveland, and just outside Jackson, Wyoming, I stayed with friends. In Montana and British Columbia, I pitched a tent and lay awake in the dark, questioning my choices. I drowned a few flies at the end of a trout line, slept in motels that remapped the boundaries of cheapness, filled myself with gas station hot dogs and truck stop coffee, and visited the endless parade of landmark enticements in the northern states and western Canada. I saw dinosaur statues in Thermopolis, Wyoming; the world’s largest fly rod in Houston, British Columbia; and a bear waving at traffic just outside Banff. In Prince Rupert, BC, I spent a few days drinking with members of a motorcycle club working the railway across the country, and then drove aboard the ferry and pitched my tent on the upper deck, long past the point of no return. 

				Even in Alaska, where the scenery literally takes your breath in windless rushes, Sitka exists as geographic hyperbole. Mountains rise like the island’s spine from an ice field along its back. Granite ledges point to the sky, sharpened by time, peaks snowbound above a temperate rain forest so lush it appears carpeted. Rocky beaches hem the shore. Across Sitka Sound, a dormant volcano’s blasted-flat top seems a feat of human engineering. Relentless rainfall gives everything the blurry focus of watercolor on paper. 

				Books and magazines perpetuate Alaska as a mythical, savage place, equal parts nature documentary and wildlife theme park, but my first impressions revealed an urban side as well: houses, the occasional lawn, a small but bustling downtown of gift shops, cafes, and drugstores. But it wasn’t the suburbs I knew. On my first day, my newspaper ran front-page stories about a humpback whale that torpedoed a 78-foot sailboat at anchor and a brown bear that dragged two dogs into the woods. Welcome to Alaska. 

				Before I left New England, I filled a bottle in the Atlantic to remind me of my beginnings. It turned out I didn’t need it. If you go back far enough, all water flows from the same source. A few weeks later, my dad ran into a shirttail cousin who told him about a Bernard who left home for Alaska some years earlier, a French Canadian sailor who’d grown up with my great-grandfather. He didn’t know the details, and when we asked around the family, neither did anyone else. Those first months in Sitka, his story began to unfurl before me like a sail catching the wind. 
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						Captain Joe Bernard in Nome. 

					

				

				Between 1901 and 1924, sailing out of Nome, Captain Joe Bernard explored the Arctic from Alaska to Canada’s Coronation Gulf. Many times he’d been shipwrecked, frozen in, or presumed lost at sea. The New York Times archives contained notices of his death premature by half a century. Unlike most of his peers in the age of Arctic exploration, Joe was self-taught, uneducated, and as a free trader, unsponsored by any government or other interest. Despite remarkable accomplishments and the respect they earned among his contemporaries, he was largely forgotten a century later. 

				I ended up in Sitka by chance when the local paper, the Daily Sentinel, made the better of two job offers, the other in Nome. It seemed like more than coincidence when I found records showing that Joe had moved to Sitka in 1970, two years before his death. The state buried him in a cemetery reserved for “pioneers,” sprawling, neglected acres stretched like a sleeping dog at the heels of a forested mountain. The cemetery, it turned out, abutted the house I rented, adjacent to a field where my neighbors and I ran our dogs each day. Vague city records couldn’t identify his grave, but after work each night I walked the rows of flat, granite grave markers with a flashlight, scraping away moss and mud until I found him. It was December 23, 2000, what would have been his 122nd birthday, his grave so near my house that from it I could read the numbers on my alarm clock through my bedroom window. 

				I’d put nearly 7,000 miles on my truck and parked it on top of my own family.
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				When humpback whales dive, their tails rise from the water like weather vanes. They gather near Sitka each year to fatten up before their southern winter migration. Sometimes a whale rolls laterally, and a great, lazy fin breaks the surface like a sail. A common sight in Sitka, even from shore—even from my living room window. A friend visiting from New England came out in the boat with me once, and we found ourselves surrounded by a pod. I killed the engine and we sat on the foredeck as mist from their blowholes wet our skin. The ocean boiled with bubbles as they fed around us, the dog startling each time a fin or fluke slapped the water.

				“I’ve paid a lot of money to go whale watching back in Massachusetts,” my friend said, “but I’ve never seen anything like this.” 

				When they breach, their entire bodies become visible—but just momentarily, just long enough to provide a sense of their staggering size. A long-liner in a bar once told me about a whale that followed his boat, systematically removing baitfish from each of the few hundred hooks spread the length of his gear. When it finished, the whale surfaced alongside the deck and fixed him with a gentle, unblinking eye the size of a soccer ball. More, please. The boat was a 45-footer, the whale notably larger, its subsurface bulk unspoken. 

				That’s how you see Alaska, too, in fleeting glimpses, parts of a whole difficult to imagine. Its sheer size defies metaphor—its western edge as far from its easternmost as Los Angeles from Atlanta, its northern tip as far from the southernmost as Canada from Mexico. You can no more make generalizations about a place that vast than you can watch a weather forecast for Portland, Maine, and expect it to apply to Portland, Oregon. Alaska has more coastline than the rest of the United States combined. It boasts America’s most western and northern points. In 1976, John McPhee famously wrote that if someone could figure out a way to steal Italy, he could hide it in Alaska and no one would find it. That’s still the best way to grasp its size. 

				Yet with so few people living here—just 600,000—in many ways it’s the smallest state in the union. If it had the same per-square-mile population density as Washington, DC, nearly 7 million would call it home, but flip the comparison and you’d find just 80 people in the DC phone book. You don’t have to stay in Alaska long to realize how small it can be. Meet anyone who has ever lived here and within a half-dozen tries you can arrive at the name of a mutual acquaintance, a bush version of six degrees of separation. Writer Lynn Schooler calls it “a neighborhood a thousand miles long,” noting that “people are spread thin in Alaska, but our trails loop and intersect together in odd, predictable patterns.”

				The Alaska of Barrow, Kaktovik, and Kotzebue shares little with that of Anchorage, Wasilla, or Palmer. Bethel has about as much in common with Ketchikan as Miami does with Eau Claire, Wisconsin. Maybe it’s best not to look at it as a single Alaska, but as dozens. More. Everyone who visits finds his or her own version. Those who move here experience still another, and those born here know a different Alaska entirely. 

				I don’t claim to know Alaska—no one can, least of all an outsider. But I know what it means to me. Though it’s the subject of my writing, it’s also a sign of my failure as a writer, because no words are sufficient to convey what I feel for it. 
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				Exhausted, the rain peters off to manageable drops on the boat’s windshield. A few degrees colder and it would fall as snow. The channel snaps into focus when I restore the wipers, and off the starboard side, businesses and docks line the shore. I leave room to port for the bigger commercial boats and glide past the Pioneer Home, where Joe lived the last few years of his life, lonely faces in its windows. A half-dozen floatplanes perch on their docks like ospreys digesting dinner. Tenders unload fish kill at the processor. A seiner sits clear of the water on the city grid, dripping rain, the receding tide exposing its belly. Letters on its transom say it’s a long way from home. 

				So am I. I’ve traded my familiar existence for one my friends and family back east would find unrecognizable, eagles as common as pigeons, whales visible from my living room window, bears eating berries on the same roads I jog. I’ve swapped traffic jams for boat maintenance, business casual for Carhartts and rubber boots. But even after the better part of two years, Sitka doesn’t feel like home. I love it here, but I’m not from here, not of here. I’m still an outsider, an observer. Maybe I always will be, a dog playing wolf as the pack surrounds him.
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				When I clear the breakwater at the other end of the channel, I open up the engine. At just over 20 knots, I tilt the trim tabs to manage the hull’s plane, and the bow drops obediently. I’m running at full efficiency. Even so, my next trip to the fuel dock, like every trip there, will gut me. Even with her water tanks empty, the Monkeyfist is heavy and inefficient. She’s no beauty queen either, and the fickle, half-assed affections of her previous owner, a local dentist, haven’t done her any favors. But then, neither have my own. In the short time I’ve owned her, I’ve lavished her with love, but it’s the first love of an awkward teenager. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. I wasn’t raised around boats, and with the exception of some beer-soaked mentoring from a coworker and some guides in neighboring slips, I’m largely making it up as I go along. My intentions pure, my execution awkward. The one thing I’ve accomplished successfully was saving her from the name the dentist bestowed upon her, The Red Bagel, which sounded like an unpleasant euphemism. Twenty-seven feet at the waterline, she’s older than I am, and each time I run her a part of me wonders what mechanical failure awaits. Before buying her I test-drove her on three separate occasions, and she broke down all three times. I bought her anyway. A monkeyfist is a mariner’s knot to tie a towing line. 

				If the Brady Bunch had owned a boat, it would have looked like this. A sectional sofa and table in the main cabin converts to bunk beds. There’s a small private head as well as a galley-up with sink, fridge, and Dickinson oil stove. Behind a privacy curtain in the fo’c’sle, just below the helm, lies a large wedge-shaped bed, and the upholstery throughout is early 1970s. 

				I sip coffee and listen to NPR on the local public station, Raven Radio. Occasional bursts of squelch and hailing requests buzz Channel 16 on the marine band VHF, and I lower the volume. I use it to check in with friends when I’m away or to find out if and where the fish are hitting, though such conversations are best conducted in code. Today there’s no one I want to talk to. I’m not out for fish, not running my crab or shrimp pots, not searching the beaches for deer or scouting for ducks. I’m looking for a quiet bay and some time to myself. 

				An hour north of town, clouds peel like strips of gauze, exposing the healed skin of the sky beneath. The sun burns through, reflected in the water, blue on blue. 

				In my experience, life works the same way as sucker holes, though when I get older I hope I learn that I’ve always had it backward, and that you should save your cynicism for the clouds, not the sun. I throttle back and ease my way toward the shore. For now, daylight bears down on Alaska, raindrops glisten on spruce needles, and the rocky beach dries in the sunshine that stains the mountain snow the color of fire. I may be just a visitor, but while it lasts there’s no place I’d rather be. 

				I quietly drop anchor and let the boat settle with its own diminishing wake. On the foredeck, the crisp January air feels brittle in my lungs, as if one deep breath might break off a piece of the day. I step back into the cabin and grab a sweater. I’m belowdecks only a minute, but back outside the mountains have already regained their shadowy menace. A few minutes later, drops of rain intersect the calm surface of the bay.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Departures

				On August 1, 1900, I sailed for Nome. I arrived there June 17, 1901. 

				It felt like stepping off a cliff. The myth of Alaska played out in my mind as a series of worn stereotypes: people wearing fur ruffs, commuting by dogsled, sharing ice huts with Eskimos. At the heart of every stereotype lies a kernel of truth, and that described Joe’s Arctic but woefully misrepresented life in Southeast Alaska. 

				For my girlfriend, who had lived in Juneau for a few years, the decision was uncomplicated. She loved it there and hated Massachusetts. Her whole family had moved to Juneau as well, giving her a network in and familiarity with the place. For me, the choice had been anything but simple. My friends were supportive, my parents distraught. Everyone had an opinion, but no one had context. 

				Would my decision have been easier if I’d known about Joe beforehand? When he made the same decision a century earlier, slightly younger than I, he faced a much more difficult voyage. From eastern Canada he traveled to Portland, Maine, then sailed down around Cape Horn—the southern tip of the Americas—and then north all the way up the Pacific Coast. It took me the better part of a month to drive leisurely across a continent; it took him the better part of a year to sail around two. We’d put the same distance between ourselves and our families, but for Joe that space must have seemed significantly larger.

				Leaving home runs in our blood. The Bernards fled France in the mid-1600s with thousands of other peasant farmers and fishermen, prompted by drought, plague, famine, and the Wars of Religion. They came to North America to settle the new French colony of Acadia—what became Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and parts of Québec and Maine. The British captured the Acadian capital in 1710 during Queen Anne’s War, known here as the French and Indian War, marking the beginning of the end of French rule, but the Acadians refused to swear unconditional allegiance to the British crown. In 1755 the British government orchestrated the Great Expulsion, or Le Grand Dérangement, forcefully deporting as many as 14,000 Acadians. Soldiers burned their homes, tore families apart, and muscled them into the cargo holds of ships, where they died from disease or drowned. Some were sold into slavery. Thousands more were “relocated” to New England or back to France. Others fled to Louisiana, where Acadian became “Cajun” and a new culture took root. 

				But a handful of Acadian families had seen the portent of British rule and moved to the tiny village of Malpeque on the eastern edge of l’Ile Saint Jean, where they survived the Expulsion by assimilating with the onslaught of Scottish settlers pouring into the area. The growing influence of British rule soon made their lives even there increasingly uncomfortable, and they found themselves again looking for a new place to call home. 

				The British renamed l’Ile Saint Jean in 1799, calling it Prince Edward Island. That same year, eight defiant families took to the sea in small boats, leaving Malpeque to travel 60 miles west in the cold, rough waters of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. They landed at the crescent tip of the island, and their October settlement became the village of Tignish. One of these founding families was Grégoire Bernard, his wife, Judith Chiasson, and their two children—Joe Bernard’s ancestors and mine. 

				A. B. Warburton writes that, upon landing at Tignish on winter’s shoulders, Grégoire Bernard flipped his boat to use as a family shelter until he could build a more suitable home the following spring. Strong coastal winds piled deep snow around them, and temperatures fell. They pulled fish from the sea and hunted waterfowl, walruses, and wolves. That first winter proved difficult, but they survived. More than 200 years later, the names of those founding families still weigh down the Tignish phone book. 

				The Bernards settled an area of Tignish called Nail Pond. Their children had children, as did their children. Into that generation came my great-grandfather Pierre, born in 1888, one of ten siblings. As Pierre told the story, when the family grew too big for the farm, the two oldest—he and his brother Eddie—left to find work, promising to send money when they could. They kissed their mother good-bye, shook hands with their father, and made their way south, where they crossed into the States and took the only work they could find: logging the Great Maine Woods. 

				Their selflessness wasn’t uncommon among young men of that era, but they weren’t young men. Eddie was thirteen years old, my great-grandfather just eleven. The brothers eventually made their way to Massachusetts, and four generations later my family remains there, a knot tied loosely around the Merrimack River valley. 

				Maybe Pierre’s exodus from Nail Pond was apocryphal or embellished, or maybe he and Eddie weren’t as young as he always claimed. Truth is mutable as memory. Stories evolve with each generation that tells them, both the gift and flaw of oral history. Either way, I learned that the most amazing feats of endurance often are not sought but suffered, and that exploration is sometimes necessary just to find a place to call home.
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				Like my great-grandfather, Joe grew up surrounded by family in Tignish, a passel of siblings, aunts, and uncles, cousins thick as picnic ants. But he spent much of his childhood alone. Illnesses shrunk his world to the size of his bed, a prison with a headboard and clean sheets. Whooping cough kept him from school. A chronic ear infection damaged his hearing. Then doctors diagnosed him with consumption and said he wouldn’t survive the year. Of course, he did—and not just that year but scores more, ninety-three in all, not a single one of them easy. 

				He managed just three years of formal schooling, more often than not confined to his bed until age fifteen. Unable to go outside, he pored through books instead, “mostly marine news and reports, history, stories of ships and of science,” he later wrote, imagining a life of adventure he couldn’t have known he would someday lead. 

				As Joe recuperated, he forced himself to walk the mile from his house to his father’s fish cannery each day. “I had to leave the house at 9 a.m. in order to be there in time to eat as I had to lie down and rest every few hundred yards,” he wrote. “At first it was very hard for me. But I kept at it. By the time I was 16, I was strong enough to be out all day. I spent my days at the waterfront, longing to go out to sea.” He got his chance a year later when he stowed away on an uncle’s fishing schooner. “When we got back from that trip, I was almost well. After that sailing was in my blood.”

				By learning about our ancestors, we keep them alive. For my family, it’s Joe, Pierre, and Eddie, their French forebears. Someday my descendents will remember my parents, and someday me, as the brave Bernards of Tignish vanish into history, so much already forgotten, each generation losing more of it forever. It’s human nature to sacrifice the past for the present and the present for the future. But from these people we inherited our looks, personalities, tempers, skin tones, receding hairlines, each generation introducing something new to the bloodline—an Irish grandmother, an Italian mother—until we have become something new entirely. 

				My father and I sit down with a spreadsheet to try to map out family lines as best we can, but questions go unanswered. Those who might remember are gone, and it’s easy to make mistakes—the Bernard family tree has many branches but few unique names. We could fill Fenway Park with Josephs, Pierres, Fideles, Grégoires, and Théophiles, all born within a handful of years and a handful of miles of one another. Nearly every Bernard household in Tignish had at least one, often two, sometimes three daughters named Marie. Tracking our genealogy is like watching a pack of dogs chase their tails. 

				What I find surprises me. A century after the founding families slept beneath their snow-covered boats, Pierre and Eddie left behind a number of cousins in Nail Pond. Around 1897 one of those cousins also left the island to head west when the Yukon Territory coughed up gold. My great-grandfather’s first cousin Pierre, who went by Peter, failed as a miner and in 1899 chased the next gold rush west across the border to Nome, where he bought a mining claim and sent word for his nephew to join him in Alaska. That nephew was Joe Bernard.

				When I left Massachusetts months earlier, I believed I was the first in my family to move to Alaska, but now I’d found the real story of how the Bernards got there, and when—seeking a better life at the tail end of the nineteenth century, not restless and bored on the cusp of the twenty-first. They’d beaten me there by a hundred years, exactly.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				Trails

				Fifty years ago I designed the schooner Teddy Bear for my personal use in the Arctic to satisfy my desire to collect Eskimo ethnological specimens and to explore uncharted waters. I was a trader, uninterested in fortune, an explorer, uninterested in fame, but consumed with a great curiosity about things of science and nature.

				Exploration takes many forms. Joe’s brought him to the wild Arctic, mine to less obvious places. Before I moved to Sitka, I had an hour-long commute to an office-park cubicle. Now I was learning a new trade as a reporter, working out of a cluttered newsroom with views of the mountains and sea, negotiating the uncharted landscape of city politics, high school sports, and news important to the opinionated community of a far-flung rock in the Gulf of Alaska. 

				Already an eager fisherman, I experimented with the local techniques. Though slow to grasp deepwater trolling for salmon in Sitka Sound, I caught Dolly Varden from shore and adapted my New England fly-fishing sensibilities by learning to cast with a shotgun slung over my shoulder after losing a steelhead to a brown bear in a tug-of-war. I bought an aluminum skiff, bow dented from a collision with a humpback whale, and tried to build confidence in my ability to run it to distant islands, beaches, and coves for overnight trips. I took my first, tentative steps to hunt the island’s deer population. They had nothing to fear. 

				Some of my explorations took place in the pages and photographs of the past. When I first learned about Joe, I set out to explore the legacy he left behind. At Sheldon Jackson College’s Stratton Library, I found books by or about more famous Arctic explorers in which his name appeared. One even contained a photo of his schooner, Teddy Bear, sailing the Arctic Ocean with a clutch of polar bear hides hung to dry over the gunwales. I copied, framed, and hung it over my desk. 

				Across town at Kettleson Memorial Public Library, a waterfront building with views of Crescent Bay that real estate developers might kill for, the Alaska magazine archives contained his obituary. Bob DeArmond, a writer and historian who lived in Sitka, once owned the publication and still contributed to the Daily Sentinel, my paper, though he was already in his nineties. Bob had witnessed or participated in much of the history about which he wrote. He and his wife, the artist Dale Burlison DeArmond, were Alaska royalty. 

				With Joe’s obit in hand, I called on them in their apartment at the Sitka Pioneer Home. One of six state-run assisted living facilities throughout Alaska, Sitka’s angles like a boomerang on a scenic corner more or less next door to the Sentinel. The largest building in town, it overlooks Sitka Channel, where boats move like pulley ropes in opposing parallel lines. Some of the rooms have views of Mt. Edgecumbe and Sitka Sound. This was where Joe moved in 1970, two years before his death. Bob surprised me by saying he knew Joe personally. 

				They’d met long ago when Joe reached out to Bob, then editor of another magazine, Alaska Journal, about publishing his ship’s log and memories as a manuscript. He put Joe in touch with “a young grad student” named Claus Naske to help, but the project stalled and eventually derailed. 

				Bob thought Alaska Journal might have run a story about Joe when he died. He shared his memories of him, somewhat dimmed by the decades, and patiently answered my questions. Now and again after that day, he sent word that he’d remembered something that he wanted to share, but each time I visited he had already forgotten it. I didn’t mind. Bob made a career of chronicling the contributions of others to the state he loved, but his own stories were every bit as impressive. Decades earlier he had helped establish the Southeast Alaska village of Pelican as a cold storage site for a local fish buyer. Later he worked for the territorial legislature prior to statehood. At one point, he had what he called “an encounter with the wrong end of a shotgun” and spent some time recuperating in Washington State, where he returned in the early 1930s when he rowed a 16-foot dinghy from Sitka to Tacoma, a voyage of nearly a thousand miles.1 

				It turned out he was right about the Alaska Journal piece, though. The Autumn 1973 issue ran an article by historian Mary J. Barry that included the first photographs I’d ever seen of Joe, dapper and trim, with piercing eyes and a wry smile. Barry’s article ended with a mention of the unpublished manuscript Bob had told me about, which, she wrote, “was turned over to the University of Alaska and hopefully will be published in the not too distant future.” 

				Buoyed, I found Claus Naske in the phone book and relayed what Bob had told me. Dr. Naske laughed and said that he’d been neither young nor a grad student for nearly three decades, but he confirmed Bob’s story. 

				“I still have Captain Bernard’s manuscript,” he added. “Would you like a copy?”

				[image: ]

				The manuscript arrived with a Fairbanks postmark in a box big enough to kennel a raccoon. Arctic Voyages of the Schooner Teddy Bear runs better than a thousand pages, broken into two parts, the first, from 1909 to 1914, racking up 700 pages on its own, sandwiched between a 30-page introduction and a 200-page appendix. The whole thing appeared on my doorstep in its cumbersome entirety loose and out of order—as if the copy machine spit the pages onto the floor and a janitor swept them into the box. 

				“This work consists simply of extracts from the ship’s log during the years 1909 through 1920 with additions from my journal, memory, and miscellaneous papers,” Joe writes in the introduction. “Some of the entries in the log were so copious, I summarized them, or so uneventful I deleted them; others so brief I retained them to show how many months were spent striving to obtain enough food to keep alive.”

				The pages contain trade ledgers, tallies of gathered artifacts, information about hunts, and detailed geographic and nautical facts and trivia. A sort of bush gossip threads throughout it, covering the Eskimo, Inuit, explorers, and other intrepid souls Joe encountered so far north—nothing sordid, just an accounting of their comings and goings. Keeping abreast of one another’s travels in the Arctic provided those who spent time there with a mental safety net in a place that offered little else in the way of security. 

				Moments of brilliance and adventure lie buried beneath countless dry climatologic observations:

				The bear must have heard them for he raised his head and started running down the beach towards them! They turned and ran for the dory; when they got to it, they jumped over it and kneeled down, laid their rifles on the gunwale of the dory and fired. The bear was then about 50 yards from them. At the first volley the bear dropped but was up in a second and he kept on coming. They poured full magazines of cartridges into the bear and he dropped again but got up and started for the bank. They fired some more shots and he finally dropped dead. They skinned him as the skin is fairly good and found 16 bullets in him, of which 12 were in vital spots. He had no fat but they brought some of the meat aboard.

				Other entries ring wistfully:

				While we were there I bought a crate of potatoes from Charlie [Klengenberg] which he has had in the ice house for over 6 years. After cooking them I could not tell that they had ever been in a frozen state. . . . I understand that an American scientist, Clarence Birdseye, is given credit for having invented, in 1921, the process of quick-freezing vegetables. But as is customary in so many things, the discovery was rather made and used by others long before.

				Some create a frame of reference completely removed from the Alaska I was beginning to know, over a thousand miles to the south:

				Early this a.m. a large school of Beluga whale went by but by the time we got out for them they had all disappeared. Richards Island is the best place for beluga whale and the Eskimos consider it quite a prize to get one as the meat is far superior to other aquatic mammals such as seal, walrus and ougruk, and the hide is excellent. In fact, it makes far better mukluk soles than any other skin.

				He came on a whale carcass at which he saw about 20 bears. He turned his dogs loose but soon called them back, for some 60 or 70 more bears got up into view! The bears had been lying down after gorging on the whale meat. Andreasen said there were so many he did not dare go any closer. The next day he went back and shot 4 or 5 bears at the same place, then they disappeared and he got no more. No one has ever seen so many polar bears at one spot since. 

				In many he describes Eskimo and Inuit culture,2 which he observed firsthand at a time when the world knew little about it:

				Kaptookin’s wife gave birth to a baby last night. When Anoyou came to the schooner this A.M., I asked him how the baby was. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘he cried but we put him out in a caribou skin on a pile of rocks and he is all right now.’ Infanticide. Well, this is the way with these people. There is no chance for a baby to live which is born at this time of year, when they must travel. A woman must pack equipment and she cannot carry an infant. In the winter, however, when they use sleds, they will keep a baby if they have plenty of food. It is pitiful. Why, I knew one old woman who had given birth to 22 babies but only three were living.

				Such accounts are anecdotal, observational, and raw, biased by Joe’s own beliefs, and without the context or analysis of historical study. He was no anthropologist or ethnologist, not even a dispassionate man of science, though he wanted to be and worked hard at it. Just an adventurer in a foreign world, as susceptible to culture shock as any tourist. 

				Living for so long among the people indigenous to the Arctic, he came to learn from and befriend them.

				I am having the Eskimo women make me some summer clothing. They are making it out of seal skins as it is waterproof. In the winter we use caribou skins but in the summer we use caribou for undergarments only. Of course, we cannot use seal skins in the winter as it conducts cold and is not warm enough.

				Collectively, these typed words spoke to me directly in Joe’s voice. Until then, everything I’d read about him had come secondhand. As I read his thoughts and observations, a character began to emerge, humble in some entries, brave in others, often thoughtful and devout, as when he marked the death of the wife of his Inupiat friend, Billy Natkusiak:

				It was a pitiful sight. She and Billy were just a young married couple and his trust and hope in me was such that I, too, was sorrowed that I was too late to be of any help. Her sickness looked to me like it was pneumonia. There was not a stick of wood for fire nor wood for a coffin. Koman, the dead girl’s father, was using boards of the cabin, so I went back home, taking a boy with me. We got in at 3:30 a.m. Then we went right back with lumber and some material to make a coffin. . . . All the family and friends were gathered around shaking hands and kissing the dead woman. I gave Billy a nice piece of white drill to make a burial parka for her; also a piece of Scotch plaid to tie on her head. Poor Billy was so grateful, and he insisted that I conduct funeral services. Koman read from a mission book and they all sang hymns. It was quite a nice Christian funeral. She is buried in the snow until spring.

				Other entries betray nothing other than weather reports, geographical asides, or notes on the animals he and his Eskimo helpers shot, trapped, or otherwise harvested: “Another gale and snowstorm. Six inches of snow fell tonight. Although it was wet, it drifted. Anoyou saw a black-throated loon and a red-throated loon today—the first this season.”

				Part Two picks up in 1916 and devotes a more reasonable seventy-five pages to each of the next five years, concerning itself with day-to-day logistical information, taking more of an analytical and narrative diary voice as Joe aged and grew more confident in his travels. By then he’d probably read the work of explorers he’d met in the Arctic, and their style informed his technique, either intentionally or subconsciously. I tried to imagine his voice, how he sounded based on his words, syntax, and phrasing, but found them at odds with what I knew of him. The language of the manuscript reads surprisingly articulate, despite that he managed just three years of schooling and claimed to speak English—along with French and “Eskimo”—only brokenly.3 

				As my research continued, his correspondence varied in the level of language it achieved. Some writing sounded reasonably eloquent, some a mild affront to English. Then I found a letter from Joe’s cousin Augusta, in which she confessed to playing a heavy-handed part in his drafts. I assumed her influence to be the source of the polish, and perhaps the tone of many entries, including overly formal phrasing and a fondness for the exclamation point (“‘Yes,’ I nodded, ‘you have guessed it! A Siberian backscratcher, it is!’”) difficult to ascribe to Joe. Someone else had heavily annotated the pages of the manuscript with a pen, haphazardly eliding certain passages and highlighting others, relocating words, reordering sentences with diagrammatic arrows, the collective blueprints for a literary structure left unbuilt. If Augusta stood behind the first draft, who was the editor that had critiqued her? Between the two of them, was the narrative reliable? Or had they molded the blood-and-skin Captain Joseph F. Bernard into an eponymous character, a literary doppelganger, in order to rehabilitate his rough-and-tumble image and steer the texts toward publication? After a thousand pages, I knew much about Joe’s day-to-day life but little about Joe.

				He’d pointed north with the urgency of a compass needle. Why? What had drawn him to the Arctic, and why had he returned again and again? Was it despite the danger the stark and inhospitable land posed and the threats it presented to his survival, or because of them? Life in the Arctic then amounted to feats of endurance strung together by impossible challenges, a twenty-year obstacle course. To seek out such hardship even for a short while seems a curious act, yet Joe spent nearly a third of his life north of North America—“east of Barrow and north of everything,” he described it. What compelled him to choose such a life?

				I had hoped his manuscript might reveal more about his identity, but then I began to hope, too, that it might help me learn more about my own. As I explored my new home in Sitka, struggling to become a better outdoorsman, a better “Alaskan,” Joe’s impossible example made me wonder why so much came so difficult to me. I hungered to learn more about him, and where he had been—because just a few generations back, I’d come from the same place. 

				But beneath all my questions lay another: Had something genetic predisposed him to seek out new places, to live his life like an unanchored schooner, aimless and adrift? If so, maybe the same thing flowed in my blood, too, diluted over generations into the vague restlessness I’d always felt. The more I learned about Joe’s history, the more I wondered about my own. 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
				4

				Prospects

				In the summer of 1902 we bought a boiler so we could dig our hole in the frozen ground, but the biggest hole we made was in our pockets. Our talents were not in mining.

				Nome was booming when Joe arrived on its shores, expanding as rapidly as a balloon. It’s difficult to think of it even now as a big city or urban center, impossibly removed and poised indelicately on the edge of a peninsula just south of the Arctic Circle, but in 1901 it was just that. Twenty-two years old, from a quiet island village on the other edge of the continent, he’d traveled from one extremity to another, from a distant moon to the star of some far-flung galaxy. 

				Nearly a century later I turned down a chance to write for the Nome Nugget, the state’s oldest newspaper, before the Daily Sentinel offered me the job in Sitka. I’d visited Alaska before, flown into Juneau and fallen in love with Southeast’s rain and ferries, forests and mountains. I wanted to live on the coast of a sea that didn’t freeze. Nome was all snow and sleds and mukluks, flat, almost entirely treeless. It hosts an annual six-hole golf tournament on the frozen Bering Sea with spent shotgun shells for tees and a forest hazard of Christmas trees nailed to the ice. Still, being offered two jobs in Alaska, one writing for the paper that Joe read each day and that wrote so much about him, the other in a newsroom just a few dozen feet from where he’d lived the last two years of his life, made me want to believe in something more than coincidence.

				Despite my reluctance to choose Nome, you might argue that it better captures the essence of Alaska than Southeast. But even in Alaska, a place that’s a long place from anyplace else, Nome seemed unnecessarily remote for me, 1,100 miles by dogsled from Anchorage as any Iditarod fan knows, jutting into Norton Sound, separated from Siberia by just 200 miles of cold Bering Sea, and close enough to see Russia—at least Russia’s Big Diomede Island. 

				If Nome in 1999 seemed rough around the edges, imagine it just months before Peter Bernard arrived fresh from his golden goose chase in the Klondike. Time might have swallowed the informal camp called Anvil City—“Nome” coming later, probably the casualty of a cartographer who misread the notation ? Name on a naval chart as C. Nome, or Cape Nome—if not for a trio of miners who found gold flakes in a creek the summer of 1898. Jafet Lindeberg, Erik Lindblom, and John Brynteson—called the Lucky Swedes, Lindeberg’s being Norwegian doing nothing to disabuse history of their collective nickname—formed a partnership and staked nearly a hundred speculative claims. News spread that winter and triggered a frenzy long before any real gold was found. 

				After the Klondike discovery a few years earlier, newspapers hyped tales of endless gold
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