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UNDERCOVER DREAMER
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A laconic, world-weary but nevertheless warm voice answers the phone. ‘Scotsman editor’s office, Sonja speaking. Can I help you?’

I stutter into action like a rusty outboard on a wet day. ‘Ah yes, um … could I possibly speak to Iain? This is Guy from downstairs.’ I hope that my cunning tactic of referring to the editor by his first name will get me past the gate-keeper, but she’s an old hand.

A slight pause. ‘Can I ask what you need from Iain?’ She must be wondering what some hapless sod from the sales floor could possibly want with the editor of Scotland’s oldest and most august newspaper.

‘Well … I’m just wondering if I could meet with him at some point?’

‘He’s really busy at the moment Guy. Can I ask what it’s about?’

I feel like telling her that it is about the fact that I am going stir-crazy and have finally reached the point of no return. That the only way I can see of freeing myself from the trap of office life is to head for one of the loneliest and wildest places on earth, where I will be alone and far from my family with a not inconsiderable chance of dying. Instead I say, ‘Well Sonja, I know this sounds odd, but can you just tell him I’m sure he will not find a meeting with me a complete waste of his time?’

She laughs. ‘Guy – what are you up to?’

‘Not really sure to be honest. I just have a feeling that he might be able to help me.’

‘Hold on.’ There is a long pause as she checks his diary. I hear phones ringing in the background and imagine what the days must look like to a hassled and hardworking man dealing with deadline after deadline, meeting after meeting. I hear rustling and Sonja is back on the phone. ‘Right – come up tonight after five-thirty and wait. No guarantees, but I’m pretty sure you will be able to get a bit of time with Iain.’

I hold the phone with two hands and experience a surge of something quite foreign: hope. ‘Thank you Sonja – I’ll be there.’

I replace the handset and look up. My line manager is looming over my desk, fixing me with a strange look.

‘Guy, how’s it going with that spreadsheet you promised us?’

I furrow my eyebrows into what I hope is an efficient look, tapping a brisk staccato on my keyboard. ‘I’m onto it Kris. Can I get it to you tomorrow?’

‘End of play tomorrow Guy, okay?’ He hovers, not convinced.

I produce a warm salute, hoping to convey positivity and a go-ahead attitude. ‘Yessir!’

He walks back to his office, frowning slightly.

At the time that this conversation took place, I had been working in the commercial department of The Scotsman newspaper in Edinburgh for over five years. I had held a range of jobs at the newspaper, and had some success at coming up with new ways to get money into the company. In 2002, midway through my time at the paper, an indulgent managing director, who seemed as confused about my prospects as I was, decided to see if I might be capable of holding a senior position within the company. I was duly promoted from my position as a lowly sales executive to the grand title of ‘Head of Strategic Marketing’, and given my own neat little office on the top floor of the building where all the senior executives lurked. For a short period I found myself quite excited about the whole thing, and began to feel that maybe this was the start of something. For weeks I plotted and planned and felt very professional and senior in my new position at the top of the building. I would swivel about in my chair, tap away ostentatiously at my computer and spend inordinate amounts of time drawing complex diagrams in order to illustrate my groundbreaking new approaches. Sadly no-one was able to understand any of these diagrams, as my writing was and remains appalling. Nevertheless there were regular meetings held in my office, and I felt proud to offer people coffee and biscuits as they settled themselves around the faux mahogany meeting table.

As the weeks turned into months the patient and very senior people who held offices on the top floor waited to see what the new lad was going to come up with. Although ‘confidential’, word had got out that I was planning to launch a new reader loyalty scheme based on subscribing to a gardening club. Having somehow convinced my senior management of the benefits of this scheme, I flung myself into it with gusto. In exchange for subscribing to The Scotsman, the gardening club would offer discounts at a range of horticultural retailers, and as an irresistible inducement I planned to offer every signed-up member a free porcelain ‘digging dog’ with a wind-activated wagging tail.

Each evening I drove home from the office with my head full of readers’ incentives and digging dogs, gradually unwinding as I left the city behind me and approached our home in the Scottish Borders. My daily commute added up to a three-hour round trip, but it seemed worth it to live in the country, and to maintain at least the illusion of free choice in our lives. I arrived home just in time to read our two-year-old son, Oscar, a story before he fell away into sleep. Then Juliet and I would cram down a late supper and try hard to feel young and happy and full of life. The next morning I would get up early, slipping out of bed and dressing on tiptoes as my family slept, knowing that they would wake up without me and be half way through their cereals whilst I was still on the road.

The reader promotion launched and was an instant and colourful flop. My office was no longer the stage for a brilliant young protégé on his first step up the dizzying ladder to corporate stardom; instead it became a storeroom for over one thousand boxes marked ‘Digging Dog’. My management still clearly saw some benefit in having me around, and shuttled me as unobtrusively as possible back downstairs to the sales floor. From there, I began to dream of escape.

Juliet was shortly due to give birth to our second child, and our mortgage and credit card debt was crippling us. I knew we were not alone – almost all of our friends were in the same situation or worse – but I couldn’t accept this was the way we were meant to live. It seemed as though all our pleasures and achievements were propped up on debt, and this debt gave me no choice but to continue my increasingly mournful journey through the corridors of cubicle hell. I was in the prime of my life, yet spending eight hours of each day sitting down in an air-conditioned office, staring into a computer screen. Three further hours each day were spent sitting in my car. I felt trapped, and I was starting to panic.

During my lunch breaks I would visit the health club across the road, and eschewing the rows of machine-tanned perfection jogging in front of their floor-to-ceiling mirrors, set off around Arthur’s Seat on a daily five-mile run. Offering an escape from the piped music and egos, including my own, this run was starting to save my soul. I began to smell the seasons as well as see them. I felt pain on the steep sections and cold when the rain and wind numbed my legs and face, and it felt good. Amidst the trivia of daily office life, the run was offering me the chance to reconnect both with my own body and with the outdoors, and it was triggering a rebellion within me. At first whimsically, but then with increasing seriousness, I began to yearn for a wild place, and a way of living that rejected all the trappings of suburban life. No brands, no suppliers, no offices, no company cars or on-target earnings – just trees and space and a chance to rediscover what it is to be a man, as well as a new road to some kind of freedom for my family. As I sat in my car, at my desk, ran in my lunch breaks and sat some more, all I thought about was how to escape, and where.

At home, my wife tried hard to understand what this yearning was about. She also had concerns about our lifestyle, and the fact that despite our company car and nice house we really owned nothing and were simply treading water, detached from all that the world might offer us. Our quality of life as a family was suffering from this way of life – my long hours of work and commuting meant that she was alone for most of the week and was virtually raising the children single-handed. Juliet felt deeply worried about my growing despair, but was understandably anxious at the prospect of my turning my back on my career with nothing else to go to. She was also frustrated at my lack of ability to be happy with what, compared to many people, was a very fortunate life. A nice house, one healthy son and another on the way, a good job – what more did I want? Yet inside she knew that it was not enough for either of us, and that it could only be a matter of time before it all came tumbling down.

Over the next year, from 2003 to 2004, I spent every spare moment at home and at work researching possible places that I might go. Long evenings were spent on the computer, contacting people on the other side of the world who might be able to help me. Early on Alaska emerged as the top contender, as one of the world’s last great wildernesses, with an area of 1,477,270 square miles and a population of just 600,000. The far north had long been one of the landmarks of my imagination, given shape by Jack London and the poetry of Robert Service. Through the internet and books I learned more about Alaska, and encountered people who lived there or knew it well. From the confines of my office, I began to discover a vast and wild land, a place where fortunes had been won or lost and where, to this day, few people dared to travel alone. I read lurid accounts of bear attacks and journeys across creaking ice, and of a searing cold that turned men’s faces white with frost as they battled with dog teams or toiled to build small cabins before the onslaught of winter. Sometimes the stories of Alaska were simple and stark, object lessons that followed a man or woman as they gradually succumbed to the elements. At other times I would read amazing accounts of journeys by moonlight across glittering expanses of ice and snow, of camp roughly made in the bend of a river, and of watching wood smoke curl into a clear sky while king salmon seared on iron and coffee boiled over charcoal. My heart skipped as I read of the loners who survived and learnt the way of the land, reading the sky and stars and living carefully in the shade of the boreal woods. These men were invariably prospectors or trappers, and many became as adept as the native Alaskans at fending for themselves in the bush, often even surpassing them in their ability to endure great hardship. Some thrived and found their fortunes in those woods, and others lost their minds and lives.

During my journeys on the internet I made contact with an Athabascan Indian woman who worked at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks1. At first she was cautious, believing understandably, that she might be dealing with a maniac, and asked me to send her character references to prove that I was genuine. I did this – to the great surprise of my referees, when they realised what they were referring me for – and she put me in touch with her brother, Charlie. He lived with his family in a small village in the Interior of Alaska on the Yukon river, and made his way by fishing and working as a carpenter.2 This was the right area of Alaska – wooded, and very sparsely populated – and he was willing to be my local contact. Now I only had one major obstacle to making my dream a reality: money.

Without a trust fund behind me, short of re-mortgaging the house (half-jokingly suggested at one point, but Juliet firmly put her foot down) I had to find a source of funding. Juliet had left her job shortly before the birth of our second son, Luke, in May 2003, and so for the time being responsibility for the family’s financial security rested firmly on me. With no intention of leaving my family adrift and penniless, I grimly steeled myself for the difficult task ahead. Reminding myself that I was not alone in the need for sponsorship (from Columbus to Shackleton, throughout history expeditions have required commercial support), I put together some letters about my adventure and sent them out to potential sponsors. The reactions of the people I approached ranged from enthusiasm (though usually followed with a regretful shake of the head) to incredulity and outright derision.

By early 2004 most of my potential sources of funding had come to nothing, and only one or two outside possibilities remained. I desperately searched for other solutions. Time was getting short, and I felt instinctively that if I couldn’t pull it off this year it would never happen. I also knew that my days were numbered at work, and that the grim spectre of redundancy was lurking in the shadows.
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ODDBALL MEETS EDITOR
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At 5.30 pm I returned to the editor’s office. ‘Take a seat, Guy’, Sonja smiled wearily. ‘I’ll just see if Iain is free.’

She replaced the handset and raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, he’s got five minutes. Off you go’, and she pointed to the door of his office.

I walked towards the door feeling sick with worry, wondering if I was making a fatal mistake. I was aware that now, for the first time, I was going to let my idea out into the public domain – or more precisely, into the small and very gossipy world of The Scotsman newspaper.

Inside, Iain raised a hand to indicate a chair for me whilst holding a phone between chin and shoulder. I immediately liked the intonation of his voice and the look of his shabby desk, which held a mountain of papers, cigarette boxes and books. Behind him an old bookcase stood beautifully askew with a half-drunk bottle of whisky lying on its side on the edge of one of the shelves. A painting of Edinburgh’s North Bridge hung on the wall beside the door and it too was off centre. To my right, large sliding doors opened out onto a balcony and a metal balustrade made of steel stanchions and tight wire. The whole effect was of chaotic movement and Iain Martin resembled a young captain at sea in a storm. Suddenly his call was at an end. Raising a finger in apology he tapped into his computer, then swivelled around to look at me.

‘Guy – what can I do for you?’

I mustered all of my energy and tried to think clearly. ‘Right, um, okay. Now this might sound odd …’

‘I am not faint-hearted.’ He smiled: ‘Try me.’

I brought my fingers together and took the leap. ‘Iain – I think I am losing my mind.’

He laughed. ‘So?’

‘I have to change my life – I’ve had a searing vision of the future and I don’t like it.’ I heard myself and thought of Billy Graham, imagining that the editor must be starting to worry about whether security were still in the building. Yet he was still looking at me seriously.

‘I am sorry to confront you with this – you must be busy, but, well, I am not sure what I want to ask you except that …’

‘Guy, don’t waffle. What is it?’

I stood up and leaned over his desk like a clichéd character in a B-movie. ‘I’m going to leave my job and go to Alaska to build a cabin in the wilderness. Then I’m going to live in it through the winter.’

He blinked and opened his mouth. Just then the phone rang, but he pushed a red flashing button and there was silence apart from the muted sounds of the newsroom outside.

‘What?’

‘I can’t live my life sitting down any more. I have to go.’ I sat down again.

‘What about your kids – you do have a family, don’t you?’ He leaned back in his chair and looked hard at me.

‘Yes I do.’

‘Well?’

‘My wife knows that I have to do this – she supports me. And we can’t carry on living as we are – hopefully this will change our lives somehow. Nothing belongs to us, our debt is crippling and I hardly see my family anyway …’ I opened my hands. ‘Sorry – I’m going on a bit.’

He stood up and walked to the glass door, sliding it open. ‘Do you smoke, Guy?’

I told him that tonight I would make an exception, and accepted a cigarette.

Standing on the balcony we looked down at the dark wet streets, watching the rush hour traffic circle Arthur’s Seat. I felt elated. There was now no reason for nerves or tension – my boats had started to burn and I was enjoying the smell of fire. Iain put out his cigarette, then walked back to his desk.

‘Build a cabin you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where in Alaska?’

‘The Interior, on the Yukon river.’

‘Have you done this sort of thing before?’

‘No,’ I admitted, managing to force a smile. ‘I have done a bit of shooting for the pot, so I’m not too worried about feeding myself. I’m not experienced at building, but I spent a few months working as a labourer, so I know I can work …’

He interrupted: ‘Have you got a team of people to help you?’

‘No.’

He leaned back and looked at the smoke-yellowed ceiling. ‘Will you be on your own out there?’

‘Yes.’

‘What if something goes wrong – if you get hurt. Will you be able to get help?’

I tried to look dependable but failed, and raised my hands in surrender.

‘I will be on my own. I can’t really say any more than that.’

He chuckled, shaking his head, and my nerves came back in a rush. He thinks I’m insane, I thought. Soon the managing director will know and the axe will fall.

‘Why have you come to me about this Guy?’

‘I need to earn some money while I’m away, and wondered if I could write a column for you.’

He sat in silence again. ‘That Foreign Legion piece you wrote was all right I suppose …’ He tapped a pencil on the table, then placed the end in his mouth and fixed me with a hard look. ‘It’s a good story. Okay, I’ll take a weekly column from you if you can pull it off. You don’t seem like a bullshitter, although God knows what’s going to happen to you.’

I stuttered a thank you and stood up feeling dizzy, knowing it was only partly due to the cigarette. Iain walked me to the door and shook my hand, saying ‘We’ll need about eight hundred words a week from you – you’ll have to figure out a way of getting it to us. Good luck.’

I stumbled out of his office in a state of complete disbelief. For the first time someone had taken my idea seriously, and I felt flattered, excited and more than a bit alarmed. The world was calling my bluff and the dream was becoming a reality. The monthly income from the column would help keep my family going while I was away, which was my main concern. I still had to raise the money to finance the adventure itself, but I knew that I had crossed the first hurdle, and there was now a real chance that it might actually happen.

I drove slowly home and arrived just as Juliet was drying Oscar and Luke, our second son who was nearly a year old, beside the fire. ‘Well, how did it go?’ she asked.

‘It went well. He’s offered me a weekly column.’

I met my wife’s level gaze, and there was a silence between us. Her expression was quietly resigned, a sight that was hard for me to see. The fire flickered behind her, reflecting on the warm wooden floors of our little home. I could smell our supper being kept warm in the oven, and heard the murmur of the radio in the kitchen. Outside it had begun to rain, and I could see the water shining in the outside light.

‘Come up and read the boys a story, Guy. Let’s get them to bed and then have some supper.’

As we ate and talked quietly about what lay ahead, for the first time it felt as if we were talking about something real. Juliet had already decided that, in the year I was away, she would rent our house out and take the boys to her home community on the Isle of Mull. Having grown up on the island, she had a strong network of family and friends there, and knew they would all be safe and supported. She looked at me searchingly, knowing that I could hide very little from her. ‘Guy, are you sure you’re prepared for this? I mean, there are the bears, then there’s the cold in the winter, and building the cabin …’

‘I know I can do it.’ I held her hand and tried to be as reassuring as I could. ‘Somehow I just know it will be okay.’ She fixed me with another steady look and I knew just what she was thinking. Only a week before I had spent a whole day wrestling with the assembly of a set of Ikea shelves for the boys’ bedroom, and now I was planning to build my own cabin. We washed up together in silence and I thought of my two boys upstairs, fast asleep in their beds. Then I remembered how, when I had tried to join the army in my early twenties, the results of my tests concluded that I was ‘uncategorisable’ and ‘lacking in innate intelligence’. I had no idea whether I could do this. But I was determined to give it a try.
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THE DREAM BECOMES A PLAN
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A few days later I met up again with Iain Martin, and the meeting confirmed that he was serious about giving me a weekly column. I was touched by his belief in my idea, and it gave me the encouragement I needed to push ahead with my preparations. I had a lot to organise: I couldn’t leave until I’d found some more money from somewhere, and I had to sort out logistics, including a means of getting the column to the newspaper each week. I trawled through atlases and read through book after book. I contacted Charlie to tell him that I planned to arrive in the next few months. When we spoke I heard in his voice a heavy and understandable note of caution. It was clear that I had absolutely no experience of living and working in the sub-arctic, and he must have thought I was just the kind of man who was heading for disaster.

After this, things began to develop very fast. My gut instinct told me that my days at the office were numbered, and the pressure was on to pull the project together. One night I met up with a good friend who owns Graham Tiso Outdoors, a well-known supplier of outdoor equipment and clothing. Chris is a bluff and wholehearted character, a lover of all things outdoors and of adventure. Over a beer in the Shore Bar in Leith I told him of my plan, and he reacted immediately with enthusiasm.

‘Guy, you’ve got to do this. Tell you what, I’ll give you all the equipment you need, and I might come up with some money too if you need it. Do not give up!’

Encouraged by Chris’s support, in the knowledge that I had some guaranteed income from the Scotsman column, Juliet and I agreed that there was no going back. There was a crackly atmosphere of anticipation between us, and as we said our goodbyes each morning there was a feeling that our lives were on the brink of great change. Then one day I was called into the assistant managing director’s office. He was doing what any good manager would have done, and making me redundant.

I came out of his office feeling oddly calm, knowing that at least here in the office the worst that could happen had happened. I walked past the desks of various friends who, even though it had not yet been announced, must have known that my time was up. I stopped at my line manager’s office and found him unusually chirpy and upbeat. No doubt he knew that I was, clerically speaking, a dead man. I wandered over to the sorry pile of paper, books, coffee cups and pens that was my workstation, with vague intentions of clearing my desk. Out of habit, I turned on my computer, and listened for the thousandth time to the irritating start-up jingle that was meant to sound grand and impressive, but instead summed up all that was dull and predictable about office life. I pointed my mouse at ‘in-box’ and woozily noted that there was an email headed ‘Highland Park.’ I opened it without any interest, expecting a drinks promotion of some form, and read instead:

Hi Guy,

We have read over the information that you sent us about your Alaskan adventure, and we’d like to be involved. Can you call me?

Best wishes,

Sharon McLaughlin

Highland Park Whisky

 I read the message with a thudding heart, and a sense of disbelief. I could not quite believe what I was reading – on this of all days – and looked around to see if someone was smirking. Could this be a cruel joke? Nothing was confirmed in the email, but nevertheless I felt in my heart that this was the moment I had been waiting for.

A few days later I met with Sharon McLaughlin in a department store in Glasgow. We sat at a table overlooking thousands of people shopping during their lunch breaks, and discussed how Highland Park could get involved in my adventure. This was it now – I was definitely going, and as I journeyed back to Edinburgh on the train I felt overwhelmed by a mix of emotions. I wondered what I had got myself into, what lay before me, and whether I might have cause to regret taking this journey into a vast and untamed wild land.
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THE NUMB DAYS
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It was early summer, and our little home on the Rule Water Valley was blooming. The vegetable patch looked like an emerald hidden behind our home, and the strawberries were better than ever before. And yet I felt numb and emotionally displaced, as I came to terms with the fact that in a week’s time I would be leaving it all behind. Our children, our home and the gentle country that surrounded us would soon be exchanged for people and a land that I knew nothing about. The warm sunny weather and carefree playfulness of our children only added to my growing sense of doom. Juliet and I tried to maintain a routine and to behave normally, but our impending separation hung over us like a black cloud.

Oscar had been told that I was leaving, and had absorbed the news without protest, though he had little concept of the length of time that I would be away. To celebrate his fourth birthday, on a hot still weekend, we invited a group of friends to come over for a barbecue. The enormity of what I was facing loomed over all of us and conversations seemed oddly stilted. As we stood silently watching our children playing together, I looked at the other fathers around me and felt anxious about the risk that I was taking with my family’s security. Amongst our closest friends, I felt my first true touch of loneliness on that soft summer’s day. In the eight years that Juliet and I had lived together we had never been apart for more than a week, and now here I was leaving for one whole year. It was an appalling prospect.

My last few days were spent sorting out last-minute arrangements and logistics. I had spent a day at Tiso’s the week before, sorting out my clothing and essential survival equipment1. I had figured out how to get my column to the Scotsman each week, by sending emails via a laptop plugged into a satellite phone, and dashed down to London to see Inmarsat, who were giving me a satellite phone and free call time, and over to Glasgow to pick up an Apple iBook laptop from Scotsys.

A couple of nights before I was due to leave, a friend who is a local GP came over to show me how to insert an IV drip. She talked me through how to find a good vein, and how to pierce it with Venflon and butterfly needles, then sat worriedly beside me as I clumsily prodded about in my arm. I made the first classic mistake, which was to insert the needle too far into the vein so that it came out the other side into bloodless tissue, but after some practice managed to get it right. It was an uncomfortable and bloody experience, but I emerged an hour later feeling confident that I could, if necessary, administer medication intravenously.

The next morning I drove into Edinbugh and had a hurried meeting in a pub with another friend, a highly respected surgeon. He laid an impressive first-aid kit out on the table and gave me a potted lecture on how to treat everything from dog bite to appendicitis, while I frenziedly took notes. Lost in the urgency of it all, we failed to notice the hard-core boozers at the bar, who were all seated in silence, glancing over occasionally as if afraid that we might practice some first-aid procedures on them. I raised a reassuring hand to the barman who stood staring with open suspicion, perhaps imagining that we were a couple of supremely confident drug dealers.

On our last night together, when the boys were in bed, Juliet and I walked slowly away from our house, stopping to look at some trees that we had planted the previous summer.

‘Well, this is it now I suppose’, Juliet said in a quiet voice, as we stood close together looking back at our little house. ‘I can’t believe we won’t see each other for so long.’ Her voice tailed away.

‘It feels very strange.’ I couldn’t say anything more, too choked to put my thoughts into words.

The next day I walked with Juliet towards the departure gates at Edinburgh airport. We were surrounded on all sides by people going on holiday, while we stood mute and in pain and about to enter two different worlds. Juliet pulled a manila envelope from her handbag:

‘Guy, we forgot this.’

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘It’s your will – you need to sign it.’

We looked around for a witness, and at the same moment our eyes lit upon a pilot, walking towards us on his way to one of the airline desks. I stepped forward.

‘I’m sorry to ask you this – could you possibly spare a moment to witness a signature for us?’

‘Witness? What for?’

‘I’m signing my will.’ He blinked and gave me a confused smile, then glanced at Juliet who was clearly distressed.

‘No problem, I can do it … But tell me, are you afraid of flying?’

Juliet let out a little cough of amusement and we found ourselves laughing as the ridiculousness of the situation hit us.

When it was time to say goodbye, I held Juliet in my arms and we sobbed beside a dreary shop selling shirts and ties. Hard times were coming for both of us, and Juliet was facing her own challenge of looking after two little boys on her own. I knew that she was going to carry an added daily burden of worry, as I took my first steps in a dangerous and unknown land.
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ALASKA ARRIVAL
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A tiny passenger plane with a pencil-like fuselage taxied towards the departure hut at Anchorage airport where I sat. Around me were seven other people who I could see were from the Interior. Most of them were indigenous Alaskans, and they were surrounded by boxes and bags packed with everything from tools to fresh fruit and peanut butter. Opposite me a fat woman dressed in a tracksuit sat talking to her dog, which simpered and pawed while delivering a series of wet licks that landed squarely on her lips. Her size and dark clothing made her look like a seal, and I felt for her, as it was hard to avoid the feeling that she was a lonely person. Harder to imagine what her life might be like in the thinly populated Interior.

The co-pilot popped his head around the door: ‘Okay y’all – let’s saddle up’ and sauntered back towards the plane. Everyone stood up, gathering their untidy possessions, and followed him out on to the tarmac. I felt a pang of fear as I entered the tiny plane, made worse by the fact that there was no partition between the passengers and the pilots, and they both looked very young. After a cursory safety announcement we lifted off and circled into the air. I let my head fall back and started a series of mental exercises all aimed at maintaining bladder control: I had been nervously sipping away at a two-litre bottle of water for most of












































AUTHOR’S NOTES

This is not intended to be a comprehensive list or guide to wilderness living, but simply a few notes from my own experience.

CAMPSITE

Running a campsite over a long period of time, and in the extreme conditions of the Alaskan Interior, was very different to the camping I had done in the UK. Though my campsite was a disaster at first, I quickly learned how to make it comfortable with the help of a few key pieces of equipment.

Wall Tents

I worship these tents – although heavy (a 14 × 16ft tent will weigh around 70lb) for living in over long periods they are superb. I hung a ridgepole between two trees, then stretched the tent out with six poles to form an A shape. To make more space push willow lengths (6–8 feet long) between the ridgepole and the canvas. The willow will flex and push out the canvas, creating a spacious, domed ceiling as opposed to a mean triangle. This makes a great difference, especially if you are under canvas for months. Before winter sets in, hoist up another ridgepole above the first one, then sling over a tarpaulin to cover the whole tent, leaving about a foot between it and the canvas below. Pile snow around the sides of the tent for extra protection from wind. When you cut your spruce for the poles keep the branches or boughs for flooring – they keep you dry and smell good.

Stoves

The beating heart of my campsite was my stove. Lehman’s (an American mail order company specialising in equipment that doesn’t require electricity) sent me a beautiful ‘Alaskan four-dog stove’ (a reference to the mushers’ description of a cold night, as this was the number of dogs they would need in the tent to keep themselves warm). The stove was ‘baffled’: a metal shelf between the stovepipe hole and the fire inhibits sparks from flying up the stovepipe, and helps to make a good cooking surface. The stove also had an airtight door, which kept heat in the firebox for up to ten hours. I had a four-gallon aluminium container that slotted on to the side of the stove to heat up water for washing. The stove weighed 581b, and stood two feet off the floor. If you have a good stove you can survive anything, and some trappers have lived through entire winters in wall tents in the Interior, by keeping their stoves burning red hot.

Cooking

Cooking is an essential survival skill in the bush, and all good woodsmen can rustle up a decent meal. Good food is vital to morale when living in the wilderness over long periods – you don’t need much to eat well, but a few key ingredients can make the difference between meals that are just edible, and high quality dining. Dried herbs are easily transportable and keep well, as do salt, pepper, garlic and lemon juice. Of course, in winter there is no problem storing meat, as you just have to open your door to access the freezer. Storing vegetables is more difficult, as most don’t freeze well. I used the old timers’ trick of cutting a hole in the ice and storing them underwater, which kept them cold but not frozen. My vegetables quickly ran out, however, so to keep myself nourished I took multivitamins. Decent supplies of protein were essential, as was fat, especially when the weather grew colder. Dried beans have always been a great campsite standby, as they are full of protein, can be cooked in many different ways and keep forever. Here are a few of my favourite campsite recipes:

Bacon ‘n’ Beans

The classic frontier dish. Soak whatever beans you have overnight (close to the stove, as anywhere else they will freeze) and then, after breakfast and before heading out, fry up some fatty bacon pieces in a big solid pot. Add the beans and stir around nicely, and then add stock and gently bring to the boil. Cover and put the pot on a cool part of the stove, then leave to simmer gently. This would be my lunch and dinner, accompanied by sweet tea. My best stock was made from willow grouse, flavoured with salt, black pepper and a pinch of sage. If I was lucky a chopped carrot and celery might find their way in. I made stock once from beaver bones – and did not try again. This recipe can also be made without the bacon, adding garlic and serving with olive oil and bread, or in my case pilot biscuits.

Refried Beans & Meat

Gently fry leftover beans in oil (if you are lucky enough to have butter, add some too) until it all gets nicely dry and almost crunchy in texture. Now push to one side of your big frying pan, and add chunks of grouse/duck/swan/goose/squirrel/beaver/moose/caribou/muskrat/lynx/black bear/crane/salmon/burbot/pike or whatever meat you have. Seal the meat, and when cooked through (juices run clear) stir in the beans from the side of the pan. Season and serve.

Willow and Spruce Grouse

When times got tough I did occasionally ‘pot roast’ whole grouse with whatever veg I had to hand, thus ensuring I got the maximum possible nutrition out of the meal, but generally I only ate the breast, keeping the rest for making soup. Willow grouse have perfect white breast meat, and unlike spruce grouse, which feed entirely on pine needles through the winter, a delicate flavour that would not offend even the most finicky person. I would sear the breasts and season with oregano and a few drops of treasured lemon juice sent by my mother, then serve them up with … beans. Spruce grouse are powerfully flavoured by their diet of pine, but they are still good. I treated their meat like fillet steak (it was the same colour when cooked) then served it with black pepper and mustard if I had some. It felt like luxury.

Beaver

Not the easiest animal to catch – messing about digging holes in the ice at – 45 and below is not fun. Nevertheless beaver is full of fat, and if one forgets that they are essentially rats, and have come from water that smells like a sewer, they can make good eating. They take a long time to skin, and their thick fat reserves melt in a warm cabin as you prepare them, making for slippery work. Once the pelt was off I would tie the animal to my game pole by its neck and gut it, then cut it into four quarters, removing the tail for later use. The result was a saddle, two large hams and two good-sized forelegs. The meat is dark and nicely marbled, and if you were starving and cold it would save your life fast, as it would be possible to eat large amounts of pure fat. Everything that I did not eat went into the dog-pot. I experimented with all sorts of methods of cooking beaver, and found that it pot roasts quite nicely. In the end though my best recipe was beaver ribs and pea soup. Before cooking, soak the meat for two nights in salt water, changing the water at the end of the first night. Then separate the ribs from the rack, and fry them in oil with some chilli and dried onion. Once well sealed, add dried split peas that have been soaked overnight, and stir around until warmed through. Add stock and cook as per pea soup.

Sour Dough Hotcakes

Old timers used to be called ‘sour doughs’, because they carried their sour dough ‘starter’ in a little capsule around their neck to keep it warm against their skin (if the yeast got cold it would die fast). I was fascinated to learn that some sour dough starters have been on the go for over one hundred years, and children sit down to hot-cakes and syrup made from a solution that was carried through blizzards around the necks of their great-grandfathers at the time of the gold rush. When men left their cabins for extended trips they knew that when the fire died everything would freeze, so they took their sour dough starter with them. When they returned to the cabin they would get the stove going, then mix their starter with water and flour and cover it lightly before leaving it by the stove to rise overnight. The next morning revealed a bubbly, yeasty mixture called a sponge that could be cooked on the griddle as hotcakes, or baked to make bread. Alittle of the mixture was kept aside for the next starter, and so the cycle continued year after year.

The fascinating thing about sour dough is that it relies on first capturing, and then feeding, wild yeast (our ancestors started theirs in caves). Once you have got your little colony going it could last forever. To make your ‘starter’, mix a cup of warm water (water from boiling potatoes is ideal) with a cup of any kind of unsieved flour in a large bowl. Place the mix in a stone crock, cover and leave in a warm place, and each day take away a cup of the mixture and replace with another half cup of warm water and half cup of flour, to ‘feed’ the yeast. Over the next three to four days, hopefully, it will froth up, showing the yeast is active. Wait for it to sink again, and then store in a cool place or fridge and feed once a week by the method above. Now you have your very own starter, and a ready source of nourishment that just needs water and flour to be made into a sustaining and tasty meal. For real desperadoes, the starter can also get you nicely drunk: a liquid known as ‘hooch’ develops and lies on top of it in a yeasty layer. I never tried it, but I’m told it has quite a kick.

Water

Before winter set in, I would collect over five gallons of water each night that it rained, using tarps which angled the water into a bucket with a sheet placed over it to collect debris. I then aerated it by pouring the collected water from jug to jug for a while before pouring it into its holding container. This makes a massive difference to the taste, which is otherwise flat and dull. I used a MIOX purifier for a while, but it didn’t provide a large enough quantity of water to keep dehydration at bay. Later I used a ‘Katadyn’ water purifier, which provided up to 10 litres of water per day. When winter set in I had the luxury of ice and snow all around, and just melted a big pot on my stove. I should have boiled it just in case, but never bothered. I preferred ice, but if there was none available I went for dense, windblown snow.

SIWASHING

Knowing that you can make a shelter from whatever surrounds you and hole up if necessary gives you tremendous security when travelling and living in the bush. I used three main shelters. The ‘coffin trench’ is the simplest and quickest to build, but claustrophobic, and not ideal for more than one night. The snow cave makes a good home, but must be built only if you have lots of time to do it – otherwise you risk building up a sweat. The spruce A frame worked well and was easy to make, and the insulating layer of snow above spruce boughs makes it warm. The ‘igloo’ is not authentic – better described as a snow block house. I made a version of this to cover my shithole.

CLOTHING AND KIT

Clothing for Work

Despite the cold in the Interior, I most often found myself wearing relatively light clothing. I was carrying out hard, physical work, and it was crucial that I didn’t build up a sweat, as this can drastically reduce one’s body temperature, leading to hypothermia. Thus I found a way of felling a large tree, for example, processing it into stove-sized logs and dragging it all the way back to camp without building up a sweat. I achieved this by wearing many layers of clothing and removing a layer whenever my body heat started to build up. The aim is to never allow sweat to dampen clothing, as it will freeze, rendering your clothing useless.

All solo timber work is taxing, but working in snowshoes on 12 feet of snow in incredibly low temperatures was so challenging that it was almost funny (in fact there were moments when I was convinced I was taking part in a Japanese game show!). I tried where possible to carry out essential chores during warm spells (– 10 to – 25) thus avoiding the additional risk and discomfort of working in the – 50s, but there were times when I had no choice. Over time, however, by working slowly and methodically, planning each job carefully and never rushing, each task became a joy. Sometimes I found myself wearing nothing but a thin pair of wool long johns with an icebreaker wool vest, then an MSR thermal suit and over this a North Face all-in-one. My beaver fur hat was often too hot for working, so would be temporarily discarded in favour of a wool forage cap. My North Face Summit Series windbreaker jacket would also be put aside. On my hands I wore a pair of thin wool gloves, warming them occasionally by stuffing inside an immense pair of wolf fur mitts which were wrapped around my waist out of the way. If the weather was particularly cold I added a pair of gardening gloves – demonstrating that not all kit has to be specialised.

Footwear

I wore two types of footwear during the winter. Firstly, my mukluks, which were given to me by Jenny, Claudette and Carol. These boots are exceptionally effective right down to –80, yet they are only effective when it is cold and dry. Mine were made of canvas, with a moose hide sole, felt liner booties and loose insole. The great plus with mukluks is that they give your toes space to move, and, as the sole is not rigid, each step forces your feet and toes to flex and hence generate circulation. At night I took the insoles out and dried them – this is vital. I wore a good pair of ‘smart’ wool socks inside my mukluks and they made a perfect combination. It felt very odd to put on what looked like a pair of slippers before walking out into one of the coldest regions on earth. To begin with I was sceptical, but they worked very well.

My other mainstays in the foot department were the indispensable US Army vapour or ‘Bunny’ boots. Given to me by Jenny, they are made of two layers, and have a valve so you can inflate them to whatever level you require (for very cold inflate to maximum, any warmer inflate slightly less and so on). Made of rubber, they are brilliant at any temperature, and will work even if filled with water. The boots look utterly hideous and border on comic in their appearance. But then again – the black and blue of frost-bite doesn’t look that good either.

All the locals had a pair of these boots and almost all also carried mukluks. Many visitors came a cropper wearing tight flashy boots with all sorts of brands attached – they might work really well on the ski slopes, but they failed utterly in the Arctic regions. Nothing is sadder than the look of panic on an adventurer’s face as he/she realises that they don’t have the right kit for the job – particularly if that face is reflected in a mirror!

Clothing for Travel

Here the issue changes, as when you travel you are by necessity relatively inactive, and at the same time exposed to massive wind-chill. When I was travelling by dog sled, I benefited from the fact that mushing is quite active, requiring all sorts of jumping about, holding on etc – I could also get off and run behind the sled if I started to get too cold. Nevertheless, I did wear extra clothing, once again in layers. For a trip at – 35 or below I would wear long thick wool underwear (Icebreaker is the best in my experience), MSR thermal all-in-one, Mountain Equipment windbreaker, North Face Gortex outer layer, a big old pair of padded overalls made of 100% thick tightly sewn cotton and over this a North Face Apex top. Finally, I would add a North Face Summit Series windbreaker. On my feet I wore my Bunny boots and any old socks, thick or thin.

How I got dressed was important too, and I was careful to ensure that all my clothes were completely dry. My clothes were all loose-fitting, and I left everything unzipped as I got ready, putting on most of my layers outside to avoid getting into a sweat. When I was ready to go I would don my final layers and zip everything up, then put on my beaver hat and a thick smock around my neck. When really cold I pulled the smock up into its balaclava mode and put my hat over this, then pulled up the hood from the Summit Series and tightened the sides. I also carried a goosedown jacket in my bag in case I needed it – the jacket was too vulnerable to puncture for it to be worn daily. On my hands I wore the ubiquitous wool gloves and my big pair of fur mitts. For my face I wore a neoprene mask that covered my nose and mouth and directed my breath away from clouding goggles.

For snow-machine travel I wore a big down jacket with a large hood over all of the above. Ideally a fur ruff would line the hood, creating a warm space around the face which helps deal with wind-chill.

Kit That Went With Me Everywhere

Wherever I went, I always carried my 35-litre day bag which contained enough supplies to keep me going for five days. Getting caught out was always a very real possibility, and I never allowed myself to feel ‘safe’, no matter how settled the conditions. My day bag was called a Crux AK47, and was superbly packable, in my sled or on my back, 100% waterproof and made of very tough material. Its one major drawback was that it had no outside pockets. This was a pain, as I had to unpack everything to get one little item – not fun in a blizzard, and bad news at – 45 and below where I risked major hand heat loss. This is just one example of those little things that seem minor whilst selecting kit, but become critical in the bush. In the bag I carried the following:

• Hand warmers (for emergency use only) × 12

• Spare heavy gloves × 2

• Spare wool gloves × 2

• MSR pots and pans

• Half a bed sheet and collecting tin (the sheet I used as a water generator – stuff snow inside it, then tightly close the bundle and suspend from a stick downwind of your fire. The snow melts into the tin below, providing about a litre of water per hour)

• Food for five days: tea bags, coffee, oats, sugar, salt, two malt loaves, chocolate, dried salmon, dried moose, powdered milk (Shackleton gave his men hot milk drinks every 4 hours or so)

• Fire making kit: when recovering from falling through ice or getting caught out in a blizzard you need to light a fire fast, not toss about with boot laces and sticks. I carried strike-anywhere matches in watertight bags and four plastic bottles of anti-freeze, which makes the perfect fuel for quick starting a fire – some locals also carried fuel-soaked rags in watertight bottles. On my body I carried matches in two used shotgun cartridges on which I had filed the brass to create a striking surface. I also carried a magnesium block and spark for last resort stuff, and always had a pocket stuffed with birch bark.

• A heavy duty bivvy bag

• Silva base plate compass and Garmin GPS

• Wool forage hat

• Spare fur hat and scarf

• Change of clothes and socks

• Emergency ‘man over board’ beacon (which would send an internationally recognised radio distress signal that even high-flying aircraft would pick up)

• Mountain rescue medical bag

Strapped to my day bag I carried a small trapping axe, a length of rope (always coiled) and pieces of string of various lengths and thicknesses. I carried a handkerchief in each pocket: one red, for non-human wipings such as rifles, knives and dogs’ faces etc; and one blue, for snot, cuts, frozen breath on face etc. I considered carrying fishing gear, snares etc, but believed that in five days I could walk out of danger. I always carried my snowshoes, so that if I fell off the sled or if the snow machine broke down then at least I could walk back along my tracks.

MEDICAL KIT

I had a superb book entitled: ‘A comprehensive guide to Wilderness and Travel Medicine’ by Eric A Weiss, MD and hoped that this, along with a supply of medicines good enough to stock a fair-sized pharmacy, would see me through most eventualities. The medicines I had were as follows:

Antibiotics:

• Penicillin, Clarithromycin, Augmentin

• Tetracycline

• Metronidazole

• Ciprofloxacin

Pain Relief:

• Morphine and Diamorphin (Diamorphin is double strength)

• Ibuprofen, Aspirin, Paracetamol

Anti-emetic

• Metoclopramide

Disinfectant

• Surgical alcohol

• Iodine (good for water cleaning too)

• Peroxide

General medical

• Bandages and loads of plasters

• Small mirror for examining eyes and cotton buds, cotton wool rolls and eye wash kits

• Dioralyte for hydration

• Vaseline for burns and calomine lotion for insect bites

• Aloe vera for treatment of dry skin

• For seriously dry skin I have Eucerin which is 10% urea

• A dental emergency kit

Vein access – preparation

• Sterile swabs

• Sterile saline

• Tourniquet

• Tape

Vein access

• Venflon (23 and 21 gauge)

• Butterfly. Nice and quick, in my experience, but not as comfy in the arm as Venflon which leaves a plastic cannula in the vein instead of a rigid bit of metal.

• Tegaderm dressing which goes over IV

I also had bags of saline in case Dioralyte failed orally or there was massive blood loss.

Thankfully I only ever had small cuts, sprains and bangs, and never needed to use anything stronger than spruce sap to treat wounds. My biggest injury was the husky bite, and this happened in Galena, where I could be treated at the medical clinic. Had I not been within reach of medical help, I would have irrigated the wound myself with saline and iodine from a syringe, then removed any obvious dirt and disinfected again with iodine. I would have then lightly bandaged it, and treated with topical antibiotics and possibly oral ones too. If the cut was deep I had suture kits that came with a curved needle already attached to the stitching thread – very useful.

I am relieved that I never had to confront the horror of a serious medical emergency. If I had, however, I am confident that I would have dealt with it to the best of my ability. I think it is important to be mentally prepared to deal with such outcomes, whilst taking every precaution to ensure they do not come to pass. Before leaving Scotland I even went to the length of practicing the insertion of an IV line under the supervision of a doctor friend. Messy, but ultimately successful!

The main conditions that worried me, and that I felt I needed to have some awareness of, were gangrene, cellulitis, pneumonia, high fever, urinary tract infections and – my personal horror – appendicitis. For all of these I made sure that I was familiar with both the symptoms and treatments before I left home.

FIREARMS

Guns were a necessary evil, as far as I was concerned, and I was armed to the teeth almost all of the time. Bears and moose continue to kill people in bush country, and almost all the victims have been unarmed. I took local advice as to the best weapons to use, and was lent a number of useful rifles and one handgun. It is not a good idea to carry weapons unless you have some previous experience, however, not to mention a healthy dose of respect for their hideous lethality. I never let myself forget that a gun is the Devil’s right hand, and no substitute for a woodsman’s sense. A list of the firearms I used follows:

Winchester Pump Shotgun

This was my summer and autumn ‘camp gun’, carried for bear defence and foraging. A shotgun can be loaded with shot that is light enough to land a duck for supper, yet can also hold very heavy rounds sufficient to fell an elephant. This particular shotgun carried four rounds, though some can hold an extended magazine of eight rounds, and I carried No 6 shot, No 5 and No 4 for birds. I also had 00 buckshot, and rifled ‘slug’ rounds for bear. The slugs weighed 550 grains per round (in comparison, a British Army standard issue SA/80 carries rounds that weigh around 50 grains). The buckshot and slug rounds are reliably lethal at up to 50 yards, and give devastating cover at 30–40 yards. The buckshot holds eight balls per cartridge, and is a better round, in terms of hitting the target, than a single slug. I loaded alternate rounds.

Marlin Lever-Action 45/70 Guide Rifle

This was my ‘sled gun’, shortened for use in bush conditions and fixed with open ‘iron’ as opposed to scope sights. This makes it ideal for close-range shooting, as a scope will make it impossible to focus if the animal comes up close. This rifle carried four rounds, and was reliably lethal at up to 150 yards, though best at 100 yards. I loaded with ‘Corebond’ bullets, each weighing 430 grains.

Nylon 66’ Semi-Automatic .22 Rifle

This was my winter ‘foraging rifle’, with a synthetic stock, making it ideal for use in severe sub-zero conditions, and had open iron sights. It is highly accurate, and when hunting I always aimed for the head and neck, so that if I missed it was a clean miss, whilst a hit always killed quickly. Unlike a shotgun this rifle made little noise, allowing me to pick off a number of birds quickly (once I was lucky enough to come home with five grouse, shot quickly from two nearby willow trees). It carries eleven rounds, and though it is best at 100–150 yards, is reliably lethal at up to 300 yards – in good hands (and with scopes) even further.

.357 Magnum ‘Security Six’ Handgun

This was my ‘last resort gun’, carried on snow machines and worn on the waist during bear season. It is a handy, tough gun which is safer and more reliable than an automatic, but I was told it was underpowered for Alaskan use. I have no knowledge of handguns and am a hopeless shot with them. It carries six rounds, and I loaded it with 200 grain rounds for bear.

A LAST WORD

Over and above all my kit, the most important factor that got me through my time in the Interior – more than any fancy clothing or piece of hardware – was humility and patience and a complete abandonment of the idiocy of time. I arrived with an absolute readiness to approach everything slowly, and without any macho pride. I was always very careful, and trusted my instincts. On the two occasions that I failed to adhere to this principle I suffered badly – the first time I almost lost a toe (of which I was particularly fond) and the second I nearly lost my life. Yet, on balance, my humble approach to the landscape allowed me to travel with safety on that wonderful road that soon becomes a track, then a game trail, then nothing but wilderness.
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Glasgow airport – together at last.

We were free.
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