
 

  Chapter 1


  THE WOLF PICK


  January 1935


  By F. W. Gabler


  T he howl of the wolf pack, year after year, is becoming a more familiar note to the ear of the Alaska woodsman and he listens today with foreboding, as the chorus reaches crescendo. For, all over Alaska, and Southeastern Alaska especially, fear is felt for the harmless denizens of the woods as this marauder takes his toll.


  So bold has the outlaw become that stories are told of his encounters even with man, and though no case has yet been proved wherein he actually killed a human, there are those who will relate instances, with proof, that he does attack and threaten.


  It is the wolf’s effect on wildlife with which the woodsman most concerns himself, and he vows vengeance as he views the remains of each fresh kill. Alaska has for years had a bounty on the wolf, but he works with such cunning and stealth that in spite of a kill of 1,000 wolves in 1933, his tribe increases. The wolf seems to sense the presence of traps and firearms and is therefore the most difficult of all of Alaska’s animals to take.


  There is a growing sentiment in the territory for an increase in the wolf bounty from $ 15 to a sum sufficient to serve as a greater incentive for woodsmen to trap them as a livelihood. Some advocate the employment of paid hunters. The situation has become so grave during the past few years that the Alaska Sportsmen’s Association, among others, is seeking ways and means for wolf extermination as one of its major objectives.


  A wolf’s selection of food depends largely upon the territory in which he ranges. Goat, sheep, deer, caribou, moose and reindeer fall victims to his fangs annually in large numbers.


  Wolves have been known to pass up winter quarters where deer are plentiful, easy prey, to take to the deep snow and make their way to a beaver colony, there going from den to den, until the entire population has been annihilated. Leaving the desolate scene, they proceed in their relentless search for more and more quarry. When their appetites have been appeased they kill for sport.


  In summer months, with food plentiful, the wolf will hunt by himself, or in small bands, depending upon the variety of game he seeks. They are clever hunters, these wolves, and they apparently plan their hunt with the skill of experienced rangers.


  While on a deer hunting expedition in the vicinity of Traitors Cove near Ketchikan, members of the Alaska Sportsmen’s Association, last fall, experienced considerable difficulty, for a time, in even sighting a possible shot. Whereas game had been plentiful in this locality, on this hunt, three days were spent in fruitless effort.


  Eventually, however, an opportunity presented itself in the form of a fleeing deer, and a well-placed bullet dropped the four-point buck.


  The pulse of the sportsmen quickened and they listened intently as the howling of wolves in the direction from which the buck had come, reached their ears.


  The hunters were quick to grasp the significance. “That explains the big buck’s flight, and the scarcity of deer in these woods!” they decided. “Mr. Wolf is hunting, too, and protesting the interruption of his chase!”


  After the hunters reached their boat, other members of the party told of having seen two wolves patroling the sand, apparently waiting for their cohorts to chase the quarry out of the woods into their ambush, a cleverly planned trap!


  Further testimony of the wolf’s cunning is given by a woodsman of Kenai peninsula. His observations were made from a bluff, commanding a view of a wide expanse of country. The level land below was covered only with a short brush. It was fairly open, only slightly timbered. Objects could be seen for a considerable distance against the background of the snow.


  As the hunter surveyed the country below him, his eyes came upon the forms of four wolves, making their way through the snow. Two of the wolves had separated from the group, taking a stand on the knoll. Their heads moved from side to side as they sampled the air, keeping a close watch in the direction which they had come. The others went on and took up a similar position about a quarter of a mile from the first pair. This position was also a vantage point, about half-way up a hillside, nearer the bluff from which the woodsman was watching. They, like the first two, appeared interested in the distant timber, as if anticipating excitement.


  Twice the woodsman leveled his rifle at the nearest pair, but, on second thought, decided to lie low and perhaps learn the reason for the wolves’ actions.


  As he watched, the hunter suddenly saw all four turn their heads to the right. Something had attracted their attention. In a moment there was an uproar from the timber as the voice of a pack broke the stillness.


  A moose, his speeding form eloquent of fright, emerged from the timber, with five wolves in hot pursuit. From a far side of the clearing three more wolves made their appearance. Running straight for the head of the approaching bull, the four which had taken their positions in ambush now sped forward—a total of twelve—all leaping to the attack, fangs bared, tearing at the moose from all sides.


  The strategy displayed by the four wolves he had first seen was now disclosed. The atrocity had been planned, apparently, with the cleverness which comes from knowledge of the habits of the quarry and experience!


  The bull was making a mighty fight for his life. Again and again he struck out with his forefeet. Again and again he swung his mighty antlers as he endeavored to toss the attackers aside. A wolf fell. He lay writhing on the ground, beneath the long forelegs of the mighty animal. Another wolf was down, wounded in his hind quarters.


  The time had come for intervention on the part of the woodsman. He sprang into action; started firing at the wolves. The first two shots claimed one of the brutes, but so engrossed were his fellows that they did not notice he had fallen.


  A third shot sent a second wolf writhing in the snow. By this time the others appeared to realize that they were in danger from some unknown quarter. They drew away, gradually, while the bull kept swinging his massive head. Reluctantly, they left the scene of battle and scattered into the brush, leaving four of their number lying limply in the snow, never to howl again, and a fifth in the brush, badly wounded.


  As the hunter approached the scene of battle, he felt pity for the torn giant, slashed by the wolves’ fangs. The moose, freed from his enemy, but mortally wounded, made his way out of the clearing. The snow was scarlet from the blood of both moose and wolf and a bloody trail marked the path of the moose’s retreat. One of the attackers had been disemboweled when the bull had struck a blow with his massive antlers.


  Tracking and finding the moose was an easy matter. He was rapidly losing blood. His strength was spent. Great pieces of flesh had been torn from the bull by the powerful jaws of the wolves. They were now registering their disapproval in long, dismal wails, but from a safe distance. One bullet, through the brain, put the moose out of misery.


  There are stories to the effect that wolves have killed men, tired on the trail, but no proof has been produced to that effect. There is the story, for instance, that a man by the name of LaBrande was attacked and killed by wolves, many years ago, near Kasaan, on Prince of Wales Island. All that remained, by which to identify the man, was his rifle, a knife and a few tattered bits of clothing and bones scattered about the ground.


  Whenever it is said that wolves will not attack a person there it at least one man who will rise and challenge the statement. He is Frank Steiner.


  Frank has lived at Herring Cove, on George Inlet, Revillagigedo Island, for thirteen years, and in his spare time from work as an operator at the hydroelectric plant there he has hunted and trapped the animals.


  On a frosty November morning two years ago, Frank had no thought of wolves as he ascended the precipitous trestle to Lake Whitman, from which the hydro-electric plant receives its water supply. He was on the mission of ascertaining whether or not the lake had frozen over.


  A new fall of snow covered the trestle, and the going was slippery. Upon reaching the lake, and finding that only a thin coating of ice covered the water, he proceeded to retrace his steps.


  The single plank, which formed the foot path beside the pipeline, was so treacherous with snow and ice that he chose a course along the snow-covered ground which led across a large, open muskeg.


  He had hardly reached the middle of the muskeg when he detected a movement in the brush to the right. Again he noticed a movement in the brush, this time in a different spot, to the left. At the same instant the howl of a wolf echoed across the flat.


  It was the signal of the leader of a pack. Wolves emerged here and there all around. A large pack had him completely surrounded!


  The pack closed in. They howled and they barked. Frank shivered as he realized he was their quarry!


  He was unarmed except for a hunting knife. A futile weapon against the powerful jaws and brutal fangs of a pack of wolves! His only hope lay in reaching a tree.


  He ran for the nearest tree, pulled himself up into the branches. It was a small one. He soon learned that he had chosen a very flimsy sanctuary, but now, with the ambush closing in, he had to make the best of it.


  The tree was a scant five inches through at the base. The frail branches were strained to the limit with his weight and he easily encircled the trunk with his fingers.


  Frank was hardly out of reach when the pack reached the tree. There were about twenty or thirty of them in the circle and others could be seen or heard howling at a distance, at least forty wolves in the vicinity.


  The wolves nearest the tree leaped into the air to reach him. One nipped the heel of his boot. He wanted to ascend to the next branch, but dared not. The tree was already swaying dangerously as he made frantic efforts to avoid the fangs that snapped under his feet. Should the tree break, he would fall among the vicious besiegers and be torn to shreds.


  Shouting at the top of his voice, he called for help, in hopes that his friends at the power house would hear and come to his rescue. He knew that the cry of wolves on this muskeg was often heard at the plant, possibly when they were rallying to attack a deer.


  Again, he felt a tug at his boot and instinctively raised his foot. The motion threw his entire weight on the opposite limb. Without warning, the limb broke. He fell with a sickening crash! His hands frantically grasped the slender trunk. For a moment the wolves appeared almost awed, and using that moment to advantage, he raised himself to the remaining lowest branch.


  As he pulled himself up, one wolf, the largest of the pack, leaped and sunk his fangs, but the teeth barely grazed his leg. There was a rip, and at the same time he felt a draft as the pant-leg was severed from his trousers. The weight of the wolf almost dislodged his new foothold.


  Wrapping a leg around the trunk, he seized his knife and threw it angrily at the wolf which had almost downed him. It struck the animal squarely on the head and bounced into the now well-packed snow, The wolf seized it, carried it a few feet, dropped it again, and returned to the tree.


  It seemed hours and weeks passed. His heart was pounding, his throat burned and his arms and legs ached as he endeavored to retain his hold on the tree. His head whirled, he felt faint.


  Eventually the howling diminished. He noticed that the pack grew smaller. Part of the pack headed toward the lake, those remaining either circling the tree or sitting on their haunches, watching with hungry eyes.


  Another group of besiegers headed toward the lake. Possibly all would give up and seek game which could not climb trees. Eight were left, apparently reluctant to leave. Then they, too, gave a final howl and left to join the pack.


  He watched them go with relief, but waited to make sure that their departure was not a ruse to entice him from his perch. At last he dropped to the ground and raced for the timber. He was weak and stiff, but felt that once in the timber he would have bigger trees to climb.


  Finally he made his way to the power house, nervous and tired, with new ideas regarding the wolves he formerly trapped and shot. His advice is: “Take it from me and never go into the woods in the winter without a gun!” He feels that had he carried a gun the wolves would never have dared approach him, and in any event, the story would have been very different.


  The wolf’s sense of smell is acknowledged so strong that he can detect firearms at a distance and experience has taught him to fear guns, traps and even poison.


  Another story wherein wolves, in a large band, showed no fear of a man even when he had a gun, was related by Henry Fawcett, a native, who, when he hunted with a partner, was surrounded for a time by over fifty wolves. It occurred on Duke Island, Southeastern Alaska, late in 1933, he says.


  The wolves snapped at him, came almost to the muzzle of his gun. It was not until he had killed two wolves and his partner had rushed to his aid from a distance, and killed another, that the band dispersed. One of the wolves killed was the leader, they believe, for the pack dragged it off the field of battle and into the woods. They brought the forelegs of two of the wolves to Ketchikan and collected the bounty.


  Evidence is plain that wolves travel a definite route, taking in a large area of game country. They often remain in one district to hunt for ten to fifteen days, depending upon the extent of their circuit and the game supply.


  The prolific nature of the wolf accounts for his rapid increase in numbers. The female will produce from three to thirteen pups in one litter and it has been shown that she gives birth to young at the early age of two to three years.


  Seven pups a year may be considered the average increase of the wolf family. Observers say that they mate for life and often live ten to twelve years.


  Throughout the winter months, when food is more difficult to obtain, the wolves band together in packs of from four to forty or fifty in number, with a powerful fellow as their leader who commands the respect of his band through qualifications of brawn and brain.


  Disregarding the fact that a portion of the wolf’s kill is purely for sport, it has been estimated that he destroys annually a total of 730 pounds of flesh for food. The average human family will not consume a like amount in the same time.


  While there are comparatively few livestock farms in Southeastern Alaska, ranchers have complained that wolves killed considerable domesticated stock in the past year. Certain farmers at Point Aggassiz, near Petersburg, are reported to be considering killing off their herds of sheep before the wolves do.


  Whenever a movement is started to reduce the quantity of any animal, be it rat or rattlesnake, some champion of the outcast arises to protest, stating, that however unnecessary the villain may appear, he keeps in check a still greater evil. Suffice it to say, that in districts where the wolf is extinct, such as east of the Mississippi River, there has never been felt the need for re-stocking the land with his kind.


  

 

  Chapter 2


  TUNDRA TERROR


  December 1935


  By Victor Shaw


  S trange things happen in the Land of the Midnight Sun. Every Alaskan has heard tales of White and Indian murderers, men who killed in camp and on trail, stole gold or outfits from prospectors and hunters and continued on in the solitudes, going their mysterious ways.


  Then, there are the stories of madmen, men who killed in the madness which Arctic hardships and loneliness sometimes do bring on. Such a breed was Klutuk, a known killer as long ago as 1919. For years he had the whole Nushagak region terrorized. Then, about 1929, the following report appeared in Alaska newspapers:


  Klutuk, alleged native murderer to the westward, is now more of a mystery than ever, for he seems to have vanished from off the face of the earth.


  Last fall a trapper discovered what he thought was Klutuk’s cabin on the Hoholitna River, a tributary of the Kuskokwim, but since then there has been no sign of him anywhere so far as the inhabitants of that remote region are concerned.


  The following weird story is based, to a considerable extent, on fact. The locale is farther to the south than the place where Klutuk spread his reign of terror but it occurred at the time the news report appeared. Does it contain an explanation of what happened to Klutuk?


  A wild screech exploded Ken Strong’s deep sleep one night in camp. He was on his first spring bear hunt, among the foothills of the bleak Aleutian Range. Only half awake, he stared drowsily into the inky shadows of the lava cave, vaguely aware of a queer, fetid odor.


  He heard a muffled oath, then a snuffling snarl, and detected the quick pad-pad-pad of retreating feet. The rattle of a rifle-bolt throwing a shell into the chamber, jerked him back to full consciousness.


  “Pete?” he queried. The answer was a warning hiss.


  Sitting up in his sleeping bag, Ken fumbled for the flashlight, found it, snapped it on.


  Near the cave entrance, his sourdough guide, Kobuk Pete, crouched, rifle in hand, peering tensely into the Alaskan night. Pete blinked in the glare, motioned for quiet.


  “Have a nightmare?” Ken grinned at him.


  Pete arose, tiptoed across the cave.


  “Nightmare, hell,” he whispered. “Gimme that flash.”


  Handing it over, Ken crawled from the bag with a slight sensation of unease. Come to think, there had been a weird note in the howl that waked him—something almost inhuman. Not what one would expect from closemouthed, hard-boiled Peter Conley.


  “Did you do that yelling?” Ken asked, pulling on his boots.


  “Not me. It was the damn thing that had me by the throat.”


  “The devil-you-say!”


  “The devil, it was! Close call, too. Let’s scout around.”


  The most careful search of the starlit tundra failed to disclose a trace of their midnight visitor. On the return, being still weary from yesterday’s tough, backpack trip Ken was moved to voice his skepticism regarding Pete’s experience.


  “Don’t I know when human thumbs sink in my windpipe and a couple knees dig into my guts?. . . . Stunk like some kinda polecat, too. Betcha my neck’s all red. Look and see.” It was, but Ken remained unimpressed.


  “Nonsense,” he chuckled. “It was your blanket got twisted and wound around your Adams apple. You’ve just been thinking about those wild tales Bill McKay told us, at Egegik cannery, and it resulted in a bad dream, that’s all. Forget it.”


  “Mebbe,” Peter muttered. They re-entered the cave.


  But Ken realized that the guide was unconvinced when he saw, before dropping off to sleep, that Pete kept the loaded rifle handy, as if planning to remain awake and watchful until daybreak.


  Pete was out scouting as soon as it was light. He returned, baffled and morose, when Ken called him to breakfast. Pete reported numerous tracks of caribou, gathering for the great spring migration northward, also wolf sign and the deep spoor or giant brown bears, just out from their winter dens. Nothing else. His fingers were shaky as he rolled a smoke beside the dying breakfast fire.


  “What,” Ken chucked, “did you expect to find?”


  “Laugh and be danged! There’s something in what McKay told. I’ve heard before that men have come in here and never been heard of again. There’s been trappers quit good fur country because they was scared stiff, and prospectors come back telling of being nearly choked to death in their bunks. Besides, you can’t drag an Indian in here on a bet. They claim it’s haunted, and after last night I sure don’t blame ’em for thinking so.” He waved gloomily at the desolate country westward.


  The elevation here gave Ken his first good view of the region. Across the rolling tundra lay blue Lake Becherof, where they had left their boat, with ice-choked Bering Sea rimming the far horizon. It was a dreary expanse of land and water which they had crossed after days of back-breaking toil.


  Behind and to the eastward, the gray reek of numerous somnolent volcanoes stained the sky; Kugak, Mageik, Trident and treacherous Katmai, rearing hoary, snow-crowned heads around the strange Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes.


  A raw, dead land, still in the making. An arid waste, shrouded with pumice, that whispered eerily underfoot. Truly, anything might happen here and Ken rather hoped it would. He had counted on possible adventure, mixed with bear hunting. Yet, he still groped for some plausible explanation of the night’s disturbance.


  “If it was no dream, how do you explain it?” he demanded.


  “Search me. Let’s snag your brownie and beat it, quick.”


  Days of strenuous hunting followed. Pete grew more silent and preoccupied. He halted often to peer and listen.


  He formed a habit of darting a swift glance over his shoulder. At last, even Ken began to sense that they were being watched from ambush—that an invisible Something dogged each step.


  Camp was shifted often. They pressed into the hills, yet never did they succeed in shaking off the feel of a stalking menace. Ken continued to deride Pete’s thinly veiled hint at the supernatural. Nor was this lessened by the wild outcries, seemingly from nowhere, which frequently halted them in their tracks.


  Never could they detect the source of the howling, or explain it. Possibly, Ken suggested, it was a strange species of bird. Or the coyotes from the eastward. But at such times Pete merely favored him with an oddly silent stare.


  Could it be a maniacal human?


  Once, when they knocked over a caribou for meat and packed in the heavy hind quarters, they returned for the rest to find only the head, hide, and bones, stripped of meat. Ken pointed to some fresh bear tracks nearby, but the guide shook his head.


  “It’s no bears work,” he asserted, with grim significance.


  Late one afternoon, after a long, exciting stalk, Ken secured his bear. It was a monster, so big that just the green hide was far too heavy to pack out and it had to be scraped and dried to lighten weight. With obvious reluctance, Pete agreed to camp and prepare the trophy.


  It looked as though it would be a dry camp. As luck would have it, the area appeared wholly arid and waterless. So, when the pelt had been well scraped and pegged out to dry, both set out on a hunt for water to boil the pot. At first the quest seemed hopeless. Repeated quakes had so shaken and rent the earth that even snow seep, from the slopes above, had been absorbed by the parched soil.


  They searched the country for miles around, found depressions and cracks in the ground, but no water.


  Finally, just as they began to fear a complete failure, they encountered a great, dark crevasse in the ground, so deep and extensive that Ken’s hopes soared. If, he argued, all water here ran underground, it was possible that this earth-crack was deep enough to tap its level. Anyway, it was worth trying.


  Following a game trail that paralleled the rim of the crevasse, they came, at last, to a place where an earth slide, formed by the caving of the side walls, gave access to the depths. Ken pointed eagerly to the beaten pathway down the steep incline.


  “It’s a game trail to water!” he exclaimed. “I’m so dry my throat is plugged with dust. Come on, Pete.”


  “Don’t like the looks of it,” the guide demurred.


  “Nerts,” Ken gibed. “Spooks don’t make tracks like those.”


  Kobuk Pete’s tanned face turned a dull red.


  “Brownies do,” he said quietly. “I’ll tackle one anywhere in the open, but I wouldn’t corner a brownie in a hole like that.”


  Ken hesitated an instant, but thirst made him reckless.


  “Tracks look old,” he argued. “Ten to one there’s no bear now.”


  “Hop to it,” Pete shrugged. “I’ll mosey over yonder and prospect up them draws. If you get in a jam—yell.”


  Nor did he return Ken’s bantering grin. He stood slit-eyed and thoughtful as Ken plunged down the slide, canteen in hand.


  Descending rapidly, Ken discovered presently that the surface soil changed suddenly to rock; rock identical with the lava sheet that blanketed the whole region, seamed and pitted by cavities, large and small, caused, perhaps, by exploding gas bubbles. Daylight faded and was replaced by impenetrable gloom. The dark path he followed became more level, easier to travel. The air seemed fresher, too.


  Groping blindly forward, he soon became aware of the sound of water gurgling somewhere ahead. He pressed on thirstily, feeling the way with outstretched hands.


  Suddenly, he recoiled. His fingers touched something furry. Close at hand he sensed movement and a filthy stench.


  His scalp crawling with excitement, he ducked swiftly to one side, fumbled for a match with shaking fingers. He thumbed one into flame.


  Looming over him was a pair of fiery eyes. A snarling, foam-flecked mouth that snapped viciously, with fierce animal whimperings that swelled into inhuman shrieking:


  “Wh-e-e-e-e-!”


  Then the match flame died, winked out. The Thing leaped at him.


  Limp with horror, Ken stumbled backward. He tripped as The Thing struck him, clawing savagely. His brain seemed to explode . . .


  Outside, in the cheerful sunlight, Ken came to his senses, wet and dripping with icy water from a canteen held by Kobuk Pete, who bent solicitously, his face twisted by an odd mixture of sheepishness and relief. Ken sat up dizzily and felt, with tender fingers, at a throbbing lump at the back of his head.


  “What h-h-happened?” he demanded, weakly.


  “Must’ve bumped your head on the rock wall,” Pete said. In a few words he related what he had found below.


  “Lucky you heard that screetch ’way over in those draws.”


  “Didn’t go. Thought I better trail you into that water hole.”


  “Thanks, Pete, but how did you—”


  Ken paused with a little shiver, as Pete drew his hunting knife and passed a thoughtful thumb along its keen edge. Then—


  “What did you do with The—”


  “Let it lay. Better so. Least said, soonest mended.”


  “My Lord, it’s amazing! Ever see, or hear of him before?”


  “Damn near everybody in Alaska knows about him I reckon.”


  “A native?”


  “Klutuk was a breed, part white. He was a murderer and a thief, said to have come from the Hohlitna, though he ranged clear down across the Mulchatna into Nushagak country, north of here. He’s been wanted for a whole bunch of killings, the last five—six years. Disappeared suddenly a while back and it’s been a big mystery where he’s gone. We stumbled on his hideout, that’s all.”


  “Sort of queer, his attacking us.”


  “Figgered we was out to get him and bring him in, likely.”


  “Well, he looks to me like he was crazy as a coot.”


  “Crazy like a fox, you mean,” Pete grinned.


  At Ken’s questioning stare, the guide added, pithily:


  “I mean—that ‘bird’ wore bear-paw mukluks, with the claws on!”


  


  

  Chapter 3


  POLAR FURY


  April 1936


  By Charles Madsen


  A lthough the Pacific walrus is a huge and in some respects a formidable looking animal and I had many times encountered him while a guide for large hunting expeditions and moving picture companies, I had never had much respect for his fighting qualities until a certain Fourth of July that I shall long remember . . .


  We had an order for one hundred thousand pounds of green salted walrus skins at seven cents a pound. An order this size was a most desirable one. We outfitted the Sea Wolf, at Nome and, in the spring of 1909, set sail for the ever-shifting polar icepack of the Siberian coast.


  At King Island, we stopped to pick up eight Eskimo hunters and three umiaks, which are skin-covered boats, and other hunting paraphernalia. Anoyak, a capable Eskimo, was our chief hunter and he had his own little skin covered canoe, known as a kayak.


  I knew, from previous experience, where we were most likely to find the biggest herds of the grotesque animals and after proceeding through Bering Strait for the Siberian Arctic we were not long in encountering the ice fields and found a number of leads through the ice, which we followed.


  After several hours, on the morning of July 4th, we got into open water again and here found the scattered floe and pan ice stretching for great distances. This, we knew, was a walrus paradise and here we might find the herds we were seeking, lazily sleeping on the floes or flopping into the water and pulling themselves back on the ice with the air of their long, ivory tusks.


  The hunters became a band of happy, bustling men as they prepared for the battle and anticipated the feast they would later have on the flesh of the animals after the first kill. The umiaks were prepared, and the ivory harpoons, floaters and other hunting equipment was placed in them. All except the engineer and cook had a loaded rifle ready for the fray.


  It was shortly after noon that we sighted a few scattered walrus, asleep on the ice, far in the distance. These sentinels were what we had been seeking. We knew them to be the outposts of the big herds. Indications were for a good day.


  The westerly breeze kept the wind in our faces and we made the Sea Wolf fast to a large ice-floe about a mile from the nearest slumbering group. Two of the umiaks were sent to the largest herd, to the left and the third umiak to an adjoining floe to the right. Anoyak, my chief Eskimo hunter, followed the umiaks in his little kayak so as to be prepared to chase any wounded walrus.


  Late that afternoon we had fifty-nine walrus, representing about eighteen thousand pounds of hides. The strategy had been to creep up to the herd, then all twelve rifles fire at once. The roar of the bulls ceased with the first volley. Then there were intermittent shots as the wounded animals were dispatched as they tried to clamber over their dead comrades.


  After taking one herd we proceeded to another, always farther to the west. In order to take advantage of the favorable wind, we left our kills on the floes. When we had all the walrus possible within easy distance, the Eskimos had their feast and they started the skinning process. Each animal represented about three hundred pounds of hide.


  The twenty-four hours of summer daylight came in handy. The huge animals weigh a ton or more and it takes several men and ship’s tackle to turn them over. After skinning, the hides were left on the ice to allow the animal heat to escape. Salt is then applied to preserve them. They are rolled and tied up like a beef hide and placed in the hold of the vessel.


  While the natives and our crew were busy skinning, I paddled leisurely along from floe to floe in the stern of one of the umiaks, to see if all the animals were dead. My ivory harpoon lay ready in the bow and attached to it was the long skin rope with the “seal poke,” or floater, filled with air, which has enough buoyancy to float a dead walrus that otherwise would sink like a rock.


  As I did not anticipate an encounter with any more walrus, I thought the two cartridges which were still in my .30-40 rifle and the three in my .41 revolver would be sufficient to finish any wounded animal which might still be alive. Much to my surprise, however, I discovered five walrus on the floe farthest to the west, where we had originally killed only three, according to my recollection. It did not take me long to realize that the two “extras” were live walrus which evidently had not heard the shots and had clambered up on the floe and were now sleeping peacefully beside their dead comrades.


  In a few moments I was crawling along the ice toward the dead animals. They afforded excellent cover for a stalk. The nearest live walrus was sound asleep, but the other seemed disturbed and had probably got the scent. Immediate action was necessary. I aimed and fired at the first one, killing him instantly. As I turned to shoot at the other, however, my foot slipped, and in my hurry and excitement I missed the vital spot. I say “vital spot” because there are only two chances of killing a walrus instantly: By the brain shot, either through the eye or through the cavity in the back of the skull; or by breaking one of the neck vertebrae.


  The walrus went scrambling for the water at breakneck speed, and as my .30–40 was empty, he reached it in safety. I noticed, however, that he stayed very close to the ice and though he would dive occasionally for a few seconds, he always came up again nearby, roaring like a mad bull and blowing a stream of blood into the air. This was sufficient evidence that he was mortally wounded and it would be only a matter of minutes before he would die and sink unless I could get the harpoon into him and throw out the floater or, if necessary, give him the finishing shot with the .41.


  All this seemed very easy, as I had done it many times before with wounded walrus. Getting into the umiak, I paddled quite close to him. He was floating along with half of his head and parts of his back above water. I drove the harpoon with full force at the center of the back, but was very much astonished to see it glance off as if it had been a rubber ball. This, I discovered later, was due to the fact that the ivory spearhead was broken.


  The blow seemed to arouse the walrus afresh and with a terrific splash and a plunge he turned and charged the umiak. He made several attempts to get his big tusks over the gunwale, but as soon as I realized his intentions I jumped to the opposite side, thereby raising the boat so much that he could do nothing but bump his head against the outside. I tried the harpoon again, but this seemed to increase his fury. Presently, with a roar, he turned a half-somersault and dived under the boat, coming up again on the other side. Here, after blowing several gallons of blood and water into my face, he tried the same thing over again.


  After several attempts, I finally succeeded in getting the harpoon into him, but as soon as he felt it was fast he started rolling around in the water and in a few seconds had the whole harpoon line wrapped around his body and the floater overboard. Then, in a frenzy of rage, he dashed at the umiak again, butting his head savagely against the side. Although I worked hard with the paddle, it was impossible to avoid his blows, which several times nearly upset the boat.


  Again and again he repeated the attacks. He was apparently growing stronger instead of weaker. He tried frantically to get his tusks over the stern, where I was sitting with the paddle. I tried to swing the boat out of the way at each renewed attack. In the excitement, I had forgotten all about the three cartridges in my .41, but just as he was about to take another dive I remembered them and decided to be ready for him when he again came up.


  As I was sitting there, revolver in hand, waiting patiently for a sign of his reappearance, I felt a bump and was thrown from the seat. The revolver went off with a bang and the bullet crashed into the stern. I was certain my umiak was smashed, but found, to my surprise, that it was still intact. A few feet from the stern was the walrus, floating along lazily. Quick as a flash I fired for his eye. By the commotion in the water I thought I had hit my mark as he again disappeared.


  While I was sitting astern, waiting for him to reappear, a peculiar feeling seemed to take possession of me. I felt sure, somehow, that the walrus was about to tear the bottom of the skin boat with his enormous tusks. I glued my eyes on the bottom, and in another second or two, I felt an odd motion. Then, very slowly, two white tusks appeared through the heavy skin, like two great, white knives. Curiously, enough, however, they went out again as slowly as they had come in, leaving two gaping holes. I speedily plugged them with my fur cap and a piece of old canvas which happened to be handy.


  Quite a lot of water had got into the boat and as my improvised plugs did not fit well I decided to make for the nearest floe in order to keep the boat from filling. Still followed by the walrus, I started for the ice. When I was almost alongside I heard a voice calling me. It was Anoyak. He had evidently heard the shots and had hurried out in his little kayak in search of me.


  In a few words, I explained the situation to him, and with a smile he took his .30–40 and fired at the walrus, now swimming directly toward the oncoming kayak. I am sure he hit the brute’s skull, but the bullet merely glanced off. With a roar and a splash the animal disappeared. Anoyak sat still, waiting for its reappearance. In the meantime I busied myself with fixing the holes in my umiak which I finally plugged by cutting two pieces of skin and blubber from one of the dead walrus on the floe. I was just ready to bail the water out when I heard a shriek from Anoyak.


  I really don’t know how to describe what I saw during the next few moments. All I know is that I stood as if nailed to the ice-floe. Picture the Arctic ocean now calm as a mill-pond—filled with masses of floating ice of all sizes. Away to one side and about a mile distant were the masts and part of the hull of the Sea Wolf. On the other side, the bleak blue mountain ranges and undulating tundra land of the northeast coast of Siberia. Directly in front of you a combat to the death is raging between man and beast.


  A walrus is tearing at an overturned kayak, his immense tusks goring the yellow skin and splintering the frail frame at every stab. An Eskimo hunter is hanging on for dear life to his pitching, rolling canoe.


  The next moment the scene changes. A large umiak is madly rushing to the rescue of the distressed hunter, and in the stern, paddling frantically, you see the former antagonist of the fighting bull. The roar of the frenzied walrus and the cries of the helpless Eskimo are the only sounds that break up the stillness of the Arctic air.


  Now the umiak is almost up to them, but the Eskimo, no swimmer, is splashing and scrambling around in the wreckage, trying to get hold of something—anything—that will keep his head above water! Swiftly the walrus swims toward him, and in another moment you see the immense white tusks rise in the air, then down they come with the intention of goring the enemy. He misses. In another moment the Eskimo, in desperation, makes a grab for one of the tusks, seizes them and holds on. While you watch, amazed, he swings himself around on the brutes neck and in another moment the pair of them disappear below the surface, only to come up again immediately.


  Now the umiak is turning toward them, and in another second two strong arms embrace the distressed hunter and lift him safely into the boat. The midnight sun, in a blaze of glory, is smiling in approval at the outcome of another near tragedy in the “friendly Arctic.”


  A few minutes later the Sea Wolf came along. After we reloaded our rifles, accounts were soon settled with our big friend, which was still swimming around looking for a fight. After that experience, however, I always believed the Eskimos’ stories about the pluck and tenacity of the fighting bull walrus.


  


  

  Chapter 4


  NOME CAFÉ


  June 1936


  By A. F. Raynor


  A t the time the exciting news of the discovery of the beach diggings at Nome began spreading like wildfire from camp to camp in 1900, I was stationed just across Norton Sound, at St. Michael, as port steward for the Blue Star Navigation Company.


  The stampede got me, too. Not to dig gold did I join the crowd, but to make the “easy money” that was reported to be had in serving the thousands of gold-mad prospectors. I resigned, and as soon as affairs could be arranged for me to leave, I accumulated a stock of groceries, obtained the large range and an assortment of crockery that were lying idle in the warehouse and a thirty by forty tent. The range and kitchenware were originally intended for a hotel up the Yukon River, but had never been claimed.


  A kitchen range that size was as good as a gold mine at that stage of affairs at Nome. One of the navigation company’s freighters, the schooner Hera, took me and my freight. I was landed the only way there was of putting freight and passengers ashore—by ship’s boats. I was fortunate in landing safely with all my equipment. The surf often breaks there with considerable force.


  I found that one individual had a monopoly of the lumber business. He had landed a schooner load on the beach by simply dumping it over the side and towing it ashore. That lumber sold for one thousand dollars a thousand feet—one dollar a board foot!


  On landing, I got to work hauling my outfit to a safe place. I was at once offered one hundred twenty-five dollars for my case of eggs, but refused it, for how is a man to start a restaurant without eggs? I soon found that I had the only eggs in camp, the only range and the only ambition to start a café.


  There was only one frame building in the entire camp; the tents housed no less than twenty-five hundred people. Every steamer arrival swelled the population. Things were booming!


  I purchased enough lumber from the lumberman to build a lunch counter and some stools of the crudest kind. I added my tent to those that were continually going up and opened it for business right opposite “Tex” Rickard’s saloon and gambling house—the largest of its kind in the camp.


  I arranged my simple menu. Beans, $1.00 per plate. Ham and eggs, $2.50. Black coffee, 25 cents per cup; with cream, 50 cents. Evaporated potatoes, 50 cents per order. No fresh ones were to be had. Also, there was no fresh milk at that time—just evaporated milk or cream. Pie was 50 cents per cut—and the filling was of dried fruits, at that. Canned fruit, at 75 cents per order, was too expensive to put in pies. The natives occasionally brought in fresh grayling, caught in the streams, and fresh ptarmigan from the tundra. These were snapped up at any price one might put on them.


  Meantime, Tex Rickard had nothing on me. Drinks were $1.00. No mixed drinks were to be had. Champagne, which I doubt very much was genuine, was $30.00 a pint. Later on, as the boats began to arrive with further supplies, drinks dropped to 50 cents; beer to $2.50 a quart bottle.


  At that time, the medium of exchange was principally gold dust, fresh from the ground. Very little currency was in circulation and that was usually Canadian as miners from Dawson were well represented. The mouth of the Yukon River, near St. Michael, when I left, was lined with boats, scows, and even rafts by the hundreds. On these the prospectors had made their way down the river to St. Michael. There they abandoned their craft and came over to Nome by regular steamer.


  Gold dust was accepted and weighed in at sixteen dollars an ounce. When it was refined at the Seattle assay office it brought eighteen dollars and thirty cents an ounce and in some cases even more. One can imagine the profit there was to those fortunate enough to exchange any great amount of goods for gold!


  My business was exceptional from the very hour I opened the wooden door of my canvas tent. Miners must eat! My usual working hours were five o’clock in the morning until one the next morning. To get help at any price was an under taking mat almost drove me frantic: it was just as difficult to Keep the help. I was fortunate in being able to get a man who, though only a fair cook, was an exceptionally steady worker. He put in a twelve-hour day and I paid him $17.50 a day. We never closed.


  Two weeks after I opened my café, a man with a cow arrived on the steamer Centennial. The owner at once called and solicited the delivery of fresh milk at one dollar a quart. I ordered what I thought was all the cow could produce—planning a monopoly on it. My first delivery arrived in a bright, new, tin milk can—one gallon. By comparing notes, I discovered later in the day that the man had contracted to deliver and was delivering fifty gallons of alleged fresh milk a day—all from one remarkable cow! It was soon evident that the cow’s ability to produce milk was limited only by the owner’s ability to produce orders.


  After testing the milk, I cancelled my order. I do not know by what process he manufactured his milk, but I took down the counter sign which advertised fresh milk at one dollar per glass and advised the dairyman that I felt I could make just as good if not better milk by simply mixing water with the canned, evaporated product.


  A few days later the owner of the cow appeared again. This time he informed me that because of the practical impossibility of procuring feed, he had decided to slaughter the cow. Did I wish to purchase any fresh beef?


  Did I . . ?


  Visions of having the only fresh meat in camp at once arose. Would that give my place prestige . . ? Did I want any part of the cow . . ? I wanted all of it!


  I had bargained for delivery the next day, but he made delivery of the cow, skinned and dressed, the same evening. I at once went to work on the carcass and soon had it cut into steaks, roasts, and soup bones.


  Cards went up. Plain steaks, $2.50. Sirloins and T-bones, $4.00. Stews, $2.00. Soup, $1.00 per bowl.


  I will always believe that the cow never met her death at the hands of a butcher, but just laid down and died from malnutrition. Such a scrawny array of bones I had to work with I never saw before and never expect to see again.


  The first morning that I proudly displayed the array of fresh steaks and stews, the door opened and a short, stocky, very blond man weaved up to the counter. spying the steaks, he exclaimed, “A-h-h-h-h, fresh meat! Do is vot I vant! Gif me dot vun!” He pointed at a family porterhouse, the largest steak in sight. There are only two to a loin. It is cut all the way across the loin and there is usually enough for four to six portions in one porterhouse. My card read, $8.50.


  I noticed he had been drinking and suggested a smaller cut. I knew he could not possibly consume all that meat. At once becoming very indignant and abusive, he cried, “I know vot I vant and I haf der pay to buy it!” Reaching under his shirt, he pulled out a buckskin poke and started hammering on the counter with it.


  To silence him, I took the steak back into the kitchen and cooked it. It had to be cut in four pieces to lie on the plate. We had no platters. As soon as I placed the pile of meat in front of him, with his coffee, he proceeded to attack the steak.


  Unfortunately for my customer, the tail end of the steak, always the toughest part, was on top. He sawed and stabbed at it with his knife and fork, but made no more impression than if it had been leather. Throwing it down, he picked up the meat with both hands and tried to gnaw on it with his teeth, all the time complaining about “Der tam meat!”


  Grunting disgustedly, he climbed down from the stool, stumbled to the door and threw plate and all to the group of malamutes which invariably were crowded around outside. It at once created a free-for-all fight in the pack.


  Calling for some beans and a whole pie, he downed them easily enough and, as was customary, handed me his poke. His bill, with the cigar he bought, amounted to thirteen dollars. As I weighed this out, I estimated that his poke contained three thousand dollars. I learned afterward he had about thirty-eight hundred in it. Leaving my place, the fellow made a bee-line for Tex Rickard’s.


  Later in the day, I found that other customers encountered the same difficulty with my steaks, so I put nearly the whole carcass through a meat grinder and thereafter served hamburger and stew.


  As I prepared to retire that night at one a.m., as usual without disrobing, I heard the door open and a man cry out in a cracked, hoarse voice, “Can you gif a feller a kup of kaffee?”


  To my surprise, I discovered my German friend of the morning before. He was in a pitiful condition, shaking and trembling like a leaf. As the season was fall, the nights were chilly and dark. He explained that he had a ten-mile walk up the beach to where his tent was, ahead of him, and needed something to warm him up.


  I could not help but express surprise at his already being “broke.”


  “Vell, you see, der ‘fluezeys’ and der ‘craps,’ they cleaned me oud. But dot is noddings. I haf plendy more vare I am!”


  After I had persuaded him to drink three cups of strong black coffee, he thanked me and went out into the bleak, dark morning.


  It appears he had run on to a rich spot on the beach the first or second day after erecting his tent. He immediately took out about five thousand dollars from a beach “pocket.” In high spirits, determined to make up for his former selfdenial, he hit it out for Nome.


  On returning after the spending spree, he worked feverishly for three or four days in the same spot . . . found nothing!


  He arose one morning soon thereafter and, taking out his revolver, blew out his brains.


  

 

  Chapter 5


  EVERY INCH A KING


  October 1936


  By Robert A. Henning


  T hree o’clock in the morning. I dreamed deliciously. Great fish leaped to prodigious heights and shook the water as they fell back in crashing crescendo. Hungry fish glared at me from their watery retreats. I fought at least a dozen to gaff. Fish were swimming all about, now and then bumping the boat, rocking it dangerously. Suddenly—a great brute of a salmon, longer than the boat, let out a villainous chuckle and bore down on me, eyes flashing! I shuddered and covered my eyes.


  Then I awoke with a start. Someone was shaking me. It was Walt Gerwels.


  “Huh?” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Oh, yeah,” I yawned. “We’re going fishing, aren’t we? Be right up.”


  Gray dawn and gray water. The camp was still sleeping soundly as we tiptoed out of the tent and down to the boat. Two pairs of oars, grub, sail, fishing gear, bait, anchor—everything seemed to be there.


  It was a chill Alaska morning and we shivered. Was it going to be worth it? Bits of spray salted our cheeks and the sail rounded satisfyingly. Once well under way, we forgot the shivers. We were going fishing . . .


  We began to take stock of the day’s prospects. Gulls were in evidence everywhere and here and there a school of herring splattered on the surface, agitating the water like flurries of rain would do. A good sign! There were surely bigger fish, underneath.


  A half-hour passed. We neared our favorite spot. It is just off a little island in Lynn Canal, about halfway between Juneau and Skagway. Here the tide boils and eddies past the outer reef, only to come back again in a great circle. Here in this eddy is a wonderful place for feed to collect and, of course, where there is feed there are salmon.


  It was toward this feeding ground we were headed, but someone was there before us. Was it a power troller? God forbid.


  However, it proved to be a boatload of townsfolk, bent on strip-fishing, as we were. A bit peeved, and inwardly cursing them for interlopers, we made our way to an anchorage. Had we known what the morning had in store for us, we would have probably welcomed the sight of that other boat.


  The anchor hit bottom. I hurriedly picked up my tackle and, putting on a side of herring, cast. No luck. I cast again. Again no sale. The next cast had the right English. There was a mighty slap and a flash of silver at the end of my line. The fish went down, boring steadily for the bottom. Down, down—steadily down. It could mean only one thing. The kings were in!


  And it was a king. He wasn’t terribly large, but he was a real battler. Twice he came half out of water and circled the boat viciously, his black dorsal fin ripping through the water, only to sound again and resort to the tackle-punishing habit of headsnapping, common to salmon of the king tribe.


  Walt had about two hundred feet of line out over the stern, soaking, when I connected. He took it back now in long strokes so we would not foul each other, but the fates had decreed otherwise. I heard a “whunk!” from Walt’s rod, and a muffled swearing from Walt, himself. His rod bent almost double and yard after yard of precious gut scorched through the guides. This was a real fish!


  But I had an armload of trouble, myself. The little king I had hooked was cutting all sorts of capers. They made it hard to keep the two lines apart. I horsed him up to the boat and kept him churning white water until he rolled over on his side, quite spent. I slipped my fingers in his gills and lifted him into the boat. A sound rap behind the head dispatched him to fish heaven.


  When I looked up from my gory mess, I saw that Walt’s fish was still taking out line. Frantically, Walt tried to slow the flight of the gut, but it was “no go.” That fish had a destination and he was rapidly going there!


  Three hundred feet of line was nearly gone and there was no sign of any slackening in speed. The knot where the gut joined the cuttyhunk backing was dangerously close and we prayed fervently that the knot would pass through the guides intact. it did! with half a dozen nerve-shattering jerks, it squeezed through and fled after the gut.


  Still no slackening of speed. Would he ever stop? Bits of felt began to show on the reel can and our prayers were renewed. The reel can was jumping crazily up and down as the line uncoiled, rattling from gunwale to gunwale with a sound like a stick on a picket fence.


  Then, again our prayers were answered! The salmon slowed his downward plunge to a stop with nearly six hundred feet of line trailing behind him. For a few minutes he sulked. Then, with new tactics in mind, he rushed for the surface. All thumbs, Walt strove to take up the slack. Three hundred feet of line came back and once more there was gut in the guides.


  A good two hundred feet from the boat, the big king showed himself for the first time. A heavy swirl, and again he sounded.


  “Holy cats!” yelled Walt. “Did you see that tail?”


  When I had gotten back my breath, I said I had. Why, that darn fish must have been first cousin to a whale, the way he raised his broad rear structure out of water and plunged down on a straight course for Yakasaki!


  Walt was sweating and I was doing a bit of the same in sympathy.


  Another run and two hundred feet more of line went out. Again the king broached, and again that great tail was raised in ponderous salute before he went down.


  It was the same thing for the next hour. Up and down. I felt sorry for Walt. Often it would take ten minutes of honest-to-goodness labor to get in a precious hundred feet of line, only to have it fly out in one determined rush. He cursed roundly and shook his rod arm frequently to renew the circulation.


  We had cut adrift at the beginning of the fight and we were now drifting at the will of the current and friend fish. In a short while, the rushes became shorter and slower, but no less heavy. Putting on all the strain that the light stripping gear would stand, Walt was just able to hold him. Behind the boat was a good wake. We were being towed at about a knot and a half!


  Now and then the king would circle the boat, rolling slowly like a porpoise, leaving a trail of bubbles when he sounded. Whenever he poked that black snout out of the water and spat out a mouthful of bubbles, it seemed as though he were saying in a deep and husky voice, “Bottle of beer, Bud, bottle of beer.”


  Slowly, but surely, Walt was gaining line, and I prepared to end the argument with the gaff. Then came the crushing shock! We had no gaff!


  Fishing trips, I suppose, are failures unless one manages to forget something at home, but why—with a “once-in-a-lifetime” fish “on”—did we have to leave such an indispensible piece of equipment as a gaff at home?


  If we only had a few big halibut hooks! Or a gun! Anything, just to get that fish into the boat. .


  I bent a nail and ran it though a piece of broken thwart. On another such stick I lashed a big bass plug—but these implements looked so pitifully weak whenever that big king showed his broad sides.


  Could we beach him? He might get afoul of the rocks.


  Could we grab him by the gills? That was out of the question. He would permit himself to be raised just so far, and there, about fifteen feet below the boat, he would hold firm as a rock.


  There was but one hope. The stripping party on the boat! They would have a gaff, or something. I rowed fifty feet in that direction as Walt grudgingly gave line. I stopped. He regained as much as possible, and we repeated the process. Slowly we neared the boat, though sometimes we lost more to the big fish than we gained. Soon we came within hailing distance and we assumed our most pitiful expressions.


  “Can we borrow a gaff?” we yelled. More shouts. More explanations. A flurry of excitement on the gasboat. Ah, Doc Williams, bless his soul, had brought a landing net from Juneau. A last struggle for line, a cautious pass of the net, and willing hands laid the lordly fish on the deck! His great fins fluttered weakly, his big jaws opened and shut spasmodically—a king among kings, of shimmering silver and glowing bronze, beautiful and proud in death.


  Two hours and thirty-five minutes of fighting that nerve-fraying fish had left us tired and weak—Walt from exertion and I from plain excitement. Walt was grinning. The women “Oh’d and ah’d.” We males just cussed. He was so blessed big we submittd him to the care of our new-found friends in order that they might ascertain his true dimensions in Juneau.


  we got his measure over the radio the next night. He was the biggest salmon of the 1935 season, weighing sixty-two ornery fighting pounds, fourteen hours after catching. He was forty-seven inches long, seven and a half inches thick and—get this—had a waistline of thirty-one inches. Truly, he was every inch a King!


  

 

  Chapter 6


  ARCTIC TRAPPER


  November 1939


  By Frank North


  I n 1925, on the north coast of Alaska, I spent the summer with Alexander Malcolm (Sandy) Smith surveying a group of oil claims back of Cape Simpson. After we finished the job and were on the way back to Point Barrow, we met some Eskimos going east. They were bound for Pitt Point, near Cape Halkett. And, as they were going to try their luck in the region where I had decided to conduct trapping activities the next winter, I said good-bye to Sandy and his men and went along with the natives in their whaleboat.


  The party consisted of old Annakhay, his wife, their son Angashak, and two young girls, besides his aged mother. She, it turned out, was making the last boat journey of her long and honorable career. There was also the customary assortment of duffle, dogs, sleds, provisions and household equipment, which, when increased by my own camping outfit and two more dogs, made the boat quite crowded.


  But the weather was favorable and, after camping overnight at Cape Simpson, we squared off before a nice breeze the following morning and headed out through the drifting ice across Smith Bay, arriving at Pitt Point late that evening.


  Pitt Point is a small promontory at the eastern end of a dry lagoon behind a series of high sand dunes that have been pushed up by the ice. It is situated approximately 125 miles east of Point Barrow. The rest of the country, for miles around and on either side and behind, is low and flat and marshy, as is commonly the case along the Arctic shore.


  Passing by Pitt Point the winter before, I had noted on the beach a considerable collection of driftwood logs suitable for building material. That was its main attraction, and the deciding factor in my choice of this place for my coming winter’s trapping operations. Wherefore, before leaving on the surveying expedition with Sandy Smith, I had instructed the Liebe’s company’s trading vessel from San Francisco to land my outfit at that point.


  I had had some misgivings that they might not find the place. I knew the water thereabouts to be very shallow a long way out. A ship the size of the Chas. D. Brower could not hope to get within five or six miles of the beach. But the Captain and the Purser had both assured me that the supplies would be landed exactly where I wanted them. And in this they had been as good as their word. For my grub pile was there, on the small sandspit, where it had been landed in longboats from the ship and securely covered with heavy canvas nearly two months before. No polar bears had come ashore to disturb it. It was a welcome sight.


  My Eskimo friends were as pleased as I. We lost no time setting up the tents, breaking out the cache, and having a good feed. But as it was getting late in the season—the geese were bunching up for their trip south and the snow would soon be flying—our first and foremost thought was of getting our huts built before the ground froze. So, for the next three weeks, Annakhay and I were as busy as they make ’em, each putting up our own igloo. We made these by setting up a framework of split driftwood logs, then banking the walls and roof with sod. That made a warm and windproof shelter.


  To Angashak who, like all Eskimo boys, loved to hunt ducks, fell the task of skirmishing for what remaining birds were yet available for the pot. The grandmother and Annakhay’s wife were occupied with making new, as well as patching old fur clothes for all of us. The two girls, though they were big enough to be of some help, being eleven and thirteen years of age respectively, were excused from all work and spent the time just sitting around twiddling their thumbs or playing. The overworked mother had to do all the chores about the camp, though the old man and I often stopped our own work to help her by chopping wood for the cooking which was of no elaborate nature, because practically all the Eskimos ever cook besides meat are baking powder bannocks and teas. They gorge themselves on that three times a day, and between meals. How they manage to maintain vitality on such a lopsided diet is beyond me. But they do, and for long periods. If meat happens to be scarce, they live entirely on half-baked baking powder bannocks straight, sometimes even without decent seal oil in which to dunk them.


  I staged a real old-fashioned housewarming when my hut was finished, at last, and I could move in and get myself a mess of hotcakes for breakfast. Just baking powder bread and seal oil never did set well with me. Up there in the cold, I craved more than that, especially if I had to work hard or hit the trail all day.


  A couple of mornings after I moved in, I woke up to the first real cold and wintry day. It was further distinguished by the surprise of seeing the Hudson’s Bay Company’s steamer Baychimo come piling out from the east where, we later learned, she had been held up in the ice. The ice had fortunately broken up again and set her free. It was a unique sight, the lonely steamer, like a lost soul in search of its heritage, belching smoke and racing under forced draft through a snowstorm against time and tide and the closing Arctic pack.


  Being a sailor myself, my heart went out to those on board the Baychimo and I prayed she would get safely through. And whether my prayers had anything to do with it or not, I learned she made it without difficulty and probably set a record by clearing Point Barrow well along in October, which I believe is the latest that a ship has rounded the tip of the North American Continent. But the pack closed in right behind her, and a week later the country was in the grip of winter, with zero weather prevailing.


  Our own life settled down to the monotonous routine that is the outstanding feature of an Arctic trapper’s existence. But, as ever so many things remained to be done before we could be comfortably set for the long winter ahead, there was no chance for time to hang heavy on my hands.


  The next, and most important thing after the igloos were built, was to scour the nearby beaches and gather driftwood for fuel, and to stack it up so we would be able to find it during the short days when, for two months, the sun disappears and the land is shrouded in almost continual darkness.


  Nor was that all there remained to do. As soon as sledding on the accumulating snow was good, there was fish to be hauled home. These we caught by stringing nets under the ice in a lake ten miles west of us. And lastly, before trapping for foxes began, we ran out a line for owls—big Arctic owls, fat and insolent, of which there seemed to be an unusually large number that year. The Eskimos esteem them highly as food.


  The best way to catch these birds, I found, is to stand a stout stick upright in the
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