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Chapter 1: Driving to Pelly
Crossing

 


Doubts were intruding – no matter
how I tried to ignore them – into my merry image of this adventure.
The voices were those of close friends, parents. Even my own voice
was there asking questions to which there were no easy
answers: This woman has never skied. She
knows nothing about working with a dog team. How much help will she
be on a 200-mile expedition? Are you crazy, man?

Janet Prenty was concentrating on keeping her Datsun
pickup truck from skating off the highway. Wet snow was steadily
accumulating on the gravel road surface, hiding icy patches and
disguising pot holes. Where the snow was level, it was about
ankle-deep. In the wakes of the mammoth ore-hauling trucks with
which we were sharing this road, packed snow had been moulded into
humps higher than our pickup’s differential and ruts far wider than
our narrow wheelbase. Jan squinted at the world of white in front
of us, straining to read the subtle differences in tone or hue that
said ‘packed snow here’ or ‘hiding under this dusting is a patch of
black ice.’

In the headlights’ brilliance, soggy flakes careened
at us in a hypnotizing, 50-mile-a-hour kaleidoscope of patterns.
There wasn’t much I could do to help, so I leaned my head back,
closed my eyes and tried not to let my doubts annoy and unnerve me.
Jan was managing fine so far. She was certainly a crackerjack
driver.

Yet she looked far too city-ish for this: pink skin,
soft body, with golden blonde hair that won’t survive two days away
from a blow dryer. Guess I’d soon see how she coped with winter
camping.

And what about yourself? You live in the Yukon for a
few years and now think you can merrily recreate a long-abandoned
trek to Dawson City with a pack of borrowed sled dogs and a
Whitehorse barmaid? These dogs have never worked together as a
team. What if they refuse to work? What if they tear each other to
pieces and leave you stranded miles from nowhere?

Sure. True enough, I didn’t have a
lifetime of experience in the North. I’d grown up in ordinary
southern Canadian cities, where I’d never even seen a dog team,
never experienced 60-below-zero temperatures, and never travelled
through the wilderness. Three years ago, right after graduating
from university, I’d come to the Yukon Territory – fleeing from the
very real prospect of being seduced into some computer job at a
government bureaucracy or large corporation complicit in the
Vietnam War. I came essentially for the promise of quick money to
underwrite an escape overseas, but soon found that I loved the
place! Short-term jobs, mostly in construction, surveying and
mining, were dead easy to come by. The territory was populated with
wild and wonderful characters, many of them perched on a bar stool
ready to buy you a drink and fill your head with bush-life advice,
tales of adventure, and confidences about sure-bet gold mines.
During summer at the Arctic Circle, in this land of the midnight
sun, that silly bright star tours clockwise all around the horizon,
never rising very high in the sky but never ever setting. With all that
constant daylight, many Yukoners simply worked and partied for
months on end, seemingly postponing sleep until the long, dark
winters.

I was fitting in perfectly. Those never-ending
summer days were heaven to a never-grow-up, longhaired, 1970s
hippie. I soon discovered that I could float a canoe down wide,
briskly flowing rivers, paddling for weeks through landscapes of
unimaginable beauty. Towering glacier-capped mountains, lush
evergreen forests, moose- and mosquito-filled muskegs, emerald
lakes… nothing in my public school geography lessons had even
hinted at the magnificence of the Yukon Territory. I’d come fully
prepared to find a flat tundra with scrawny black spruce and
unmapped swamps. Instead, here were the highest mountains in
Canada, a continuation of the Rocky Mountains. Here were tall and
straight white spruce and lodgepole pine just begging to become
walls of a log cabin – build one wherever you want. Here flowed the
Yukon, one of the world’s mightiest rivers, and dozens of
intriguing tributaries. Two hundred thousand square miles with
hardly any people, a land teeming with grizzly and black bear,
beaver, moose, caribou, wolves and so many other critters.
Overhead: whiskey jacks, owl, raven and eagles… How could anyone
help but love the Yukon in summer?

Yes, but this is WINTER and you’re about to set out
on a trip with sled dogs you’ve never seen before and a woman
you’ve barely met. Hardly a sane idea. Aren’t you worried?

Truth be told, my experience using Northern husky
dogs in harness was embarrassingly minimal. When those oh-so-ideal
summer days had lapsed into the shorter, crisp days of autumn, I
could still canoe until the dog salmon were running and the ice
began to form. Then, although winter descended like an icy, dark
blanket over the North, I found myself still thirsting at the well
of adventure – determined to find a means of being mobile again out
in that magical wilderness. Hiring a dog team and driver for a week
was my first introduction to the mad world of Malamutes, Siberians
and Samoyeds. I soon determined dogs were noisy, often
uncooperative, and consumed enormous quantities of food whether
they were being used or not. They were prone to fighting at the
slightest provocation, and required a year-round commitment by
their owner. At least five dogs, preferably more, were needed to
pull a complete outfit, especially when travelling anywhere off the
beaten path. And unless the trail was packed and near perfect, one
person had to half-run, half-steer the toboggan while another
person had to walk, snowshoe or ski, breaking trail ahead of the
dogs.

Cross-country skiing with a backpack was a much
better match with my temperament. If I could have one dog following
me, dragging a lightly-loaded toboggan, there would be relative
quiet, no dog fights, less dog food consumed, no hired dog driver
and only a pet to mind in the off-season. Who’d want to look after
a yard full of huskies all spring, summer and fall? Right when you
could be off canoeing? Imagine the cost just to feed them!

For two winters, I’d been content to scout around on
skis, taking short jaunts into the bush with one dog. Sometimes I’d
visit a trapper at his cabin, someone I’d met on his occasional
supply run into town, or young homesteaders who’d created their own
personal Walden in the wilderness. On each trip I picked up tips on
how to be comfortable with simple light equipment. Soon I was
packing two sleeping bags but no tent. Yet no matter how I pared
down my camping outfit, winter food rations for man and beast
weighed a lot, meaning that about six days was the limit to how far
this man-on-skis-and-one-dog-with-small-sled arrangement could
go.

Call it a basic character flaw
maybe, where reason can become a casualty to impulse, but I have
never been too keen on limits. Despite my logical
determination to not own a dog team, I’d recently been getting
strange nudges and visual flashes about the winter route taken
three-quarters of a century before by dog teams delivering the mail
from the coast to the Klondike. Imagine mushing a dog team to
Dawson! I could try the northern leg of this route, starting from
Pelly Crossing and travel the frozen rivers to Dawson City – that
was a particularly picturesque journey I’d canoed in summer.
Clearly my lightweight one-dog touring style wouldn’t be enough.
The distance of over 200 miles with lots of unpacked trail meant a
full dog team – or even two – would be necessary.

Yet I had no dog team, no money for supplies, not
even a sled. And no partner to share the rugged work of trail
breaking and winter camping. I’d reluctantly resigned myself to
passing up or postponing this idea, perhaps even taking up a
surveying job for a few months, when an encouraging string of
coincidences occurred.

One night last week, in Whitehorse’s raunchy
Edgewater Tavern, obstacles to this journey evaporated one by one
into the smoky air. First was the lack of a partner.

Jan Prenty, a pretty and spunky waitress, studied me
for a long time before tentatively sitting on the edge of an empty
chair across from me. Her intense stare made me wonder if I had
beer foam on my moustache or potato chip crumbs in my beard. Both
were quite likely.

She then glanced around, checking the other tables
in her duty area, and said simply, “I want you to take me winter
camping.”

My drinking companion gagged on his beer.
Three-Quarter Jon Rudolph’s eyes watered slightly as he struggled
for control. Only through great effort did he prevent himself from
extruding his present foamy mouthful through his nose.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” was all I could think of
to say. She’d caught me completely off guard. Though I’d met Jan
before, we’d never said much more than hello. This sudden request
had an embarrassing touch of double entendre to it; colour was
rising in my cheeks.

“Why should I be kidding? I’ve camped in the
summer,” she said. “You’re always going off on trips to someone’s
trapline. I’d like to see what it’s like to camp in the winter,
that’s all.”

She was clearly intent on going camping. I mumbled
something about travelling over the old dog team mail route to
Dawson City. It was a journey oft-discussed in the bars, but it
hadn’t been attempted with dogs in many decades.

“Unfortunately, though, it would require a team of
at least six dogs,” I said. “And money for dog food and supplies.
And transportation to take everything to Pelly Crossing. And dog
harnesses. And a toboggan. And it would be very hard work. And it
is getting too late in the season.”

Having finally regained his composure, Jon
interrupted to offer two dogs and a makeshift toboggan. He then
gave me a lewd wink to indicate he’d be quite happy to take Jan
into the bush instead.

“And I have a truck,” Jan pointed out.

“Half a truck,” corrected Jon, never one to hide his
biases. “That little rice-burner can’t haul half the load of a real
pickup—”

At that moment, an envelope with three $20 bills
arrived at our table, having been passed hand-to-hand across the
room from somewhere in the corner. “That’s the fifty you lent me
last August, Bruce,” Jim called out. “Plus a bit of interest!” A
group of young, long-haired miners from Keno Hill laughed
approvingly at their red-headed buddy’s comment.

“There you go. Cash for the dog food,” Jan said
merrily. “And I’ve got a credit card for gas. I don’t know how to
ski. So you’ll have to teach me. Now we just need more dogs,
right?”

Jeez, it is downright freaky when pieces of a puzzle
fall into place so quickly. John Tapsell from Dawson City leaned
over from the adjoining table and offered to lend his three dogs.
He had three big brutes who could use some exercise. They hadn’t
ever been really trained, he cautioned, but surely the right person
could get some use out of them.

Not to be outdone, Mike Cowper piped up to volunteer
his pet husky, Tuk, for whatever trip it was we were discussing.
Suddenly I had seven dogs including my own Casey, plus an
over-eager rookie female partner… and no more obstacles, except
hundreds of miles of abandoned trail, river ice and all the
blizzards and demons that the Yukon could throw at us. I felt a bit
trapped. And too embarrassed to back out.

“Go for it, Bruce! To Dawson City!” Jon raised his
glass, then told Jan to bring another round.

 


Coincidences. Your life seems to
run on luck, said those voices.
What if this romp ends in some epic Jack
London-ish disaster? Get her to turn this pickup around right
now.

“Someone has to be confident,” I muttered.

Jan turned her head partially in my direction while
keeping her eyes locked on the road ahead. “Did you say something?”
she asked.

Her next words were drowned out by the horrifically
loud rasping of packed snow scraping on the underside of the pickup
truck. We’d run into another snow-drifted section and Jan had to
wrestle to keep the Datsun’s nose pointed north. The light truck
planed over the dense drift, sledding on its oil pan, wheels
spinning frantically. Jan twitched the steering wheel to correct
for a slight sideways skid, but kept her foot hard on the gas
pedal. I noticed her knuckles were white. Seconds later, the
drifted portion abruptly ended and all was normal again – if
driving on a snow- and ice-covered gravel highway through a
blizzard can be called normal.

She’ll probably give up after one day out.

“I said, ‘Do you think we can make
it to Dawson with these dogs?’ ”

“Why not?” she asked back. “You
getting worried? I can keep up, you know.”

“Naw, it’ll be great. Like
a holiday.”

That last word rang in my ears as I stared ahead
into the mesmerizing snow swirls. My voice was surprisingly
confident; my gut was in a painfully fierce knot.

 


 


 



Chapter 2: Seven
Sleepers

 


Ssshhh! Sh!

Imagine yourself peeking in on seven mixed-breed
sled dogs sleeping peacefully under the canopy shell on Jan’s
pickup truck’s box. Lulled into tranquillity by the vibrations and
constant droning of tires churning over the snow and gravel, they
appear quite harmless, even pet-cute. Through the cab’s rear
window, we can examine them one-by-one. They are the strange result
of breeding near-savage Northern work dogs with various southern
domestic breeds. It’s a stew pot of instincts, temperaments and
body structures. Each serving is very different…

There are faint wisps of frosty breath rising from
each wet nose. Six are black, while the seventh nose is pink, like
a pencil eraser. Curled into an orange and white fur ball against
the cab is my own pet, Casey the Wonder Dog. He is almost two and
weighs about sixty-five pounds. This wild-eyed, eraser-nosed,
Malamute-collie cross will serve as our lead dog. He understands
commands for ‘gee’ [turn right] and ‘haw’ [turn left] from pulling
a sled during previous camping outings.

Snuggled against Casey is another Malamute cross:
Iskoot, who is about the same age and stature, but all white. One
of Iskoot’s paws is twitching – likely chasing Arctic hares in his
dreams.

“Iskoot’s not very confident yet about leading,” Jon
had reported. “He’s too shy. Hope he grows out of it – maybe this
trip will help.”

Jon’s other loaner was our sole female, the regal
Mitti. She’s arranged herself so her chin is resting on my blue
pack; her long, silky, white coat and smooth head give her the look
of an over-sized spaniel. Like Iskoot, she has a few days of
experience in harness, and is purportedly “a good worker, unless
she spots a damn squirrel – then she barks her f**king head
off.”

Tuk is sprawled on top of the brown tarpaulin, no
doubt laying claim to the dog food beneath – 40 pounds of beef fat
and 125 pounds of kibble pellets – enough for 10 to 14 days. Tuk
has a wolf’s head, massive chest, narrow hips and high, curled tail
– he could appear on postcards as a ‘mighty Northern Husky.’ He
fits that stereotype. According to his owner Mike, he is a rather
spoiled pet who has Samoyed and Malamute blood lines. I’d borrowed
Tuk once earlier in the winter. He was strong but quite sucky,
needing lots of reassurance. Tuk is sleeping fitfully with one ear
cocked towards the three newcomers who might dispute his position
above the food.

At the back, John Tapsell’s three dogs are jammed
into a familial fur pile on the toboggan. It is hard to tell where
one dog ends and another begins, except that the shaggy white hair
must belong to Sherlock, the thick black coat to his littermate,
Rafferty, and the shorter, tan and black patches are Flander. All
three are novices to this mushing business.

Sherlock has become a well-known dog this winter, a
minor celebrity, for his strange talent of eating dog houses. He
could calmly munch through plywood, particle board or lumber,
tearing out nails and staples with his teeth, reducing a dog house
to a few wood and iron scraps and a large pile of dog doo. John was
studying for his carpenter’s papers and apparently welcomed the
opportunity to design each successive mini-house project,
practising diminutive gable windows on one, hipped roofs on the
next, and gingerbread trim on another. While we were away, John
would study the theoretical aspects of his chosen trade.

Brother Rafferty’s sole previous outing in harness
was a spur-of-the-moment entry in a one-dog weight-pulling contest
at the Mayo winter carnival. John hadn’t been able to interest
Rafferty in pulling at all until a little girl wandered out of the
crowd ahead of his dog. Rafferty barked, wagged his tail and,
seemingly without effort, dragged the six-hundred-pound sled
towards the child. John quickly escorted the child across the
finish line with Rafferty hard on their heels, tail still
a-wagging.

Harnessed to a slightly heavier load a few moments
later, Rafferty showed a distinct lack of interest in either the
contest or the girl. Apparently the black dog had received all the
hugs and pats he wanted from the tiny human and was quite content
to sit beside the sled and grin at the cheering and jeering
spectators. John’s advice, based on his dog’s brief pulling career:
“Rafferty’ll work hard if you can motivate him. You just have to
find out how.”

The third of this trio is smaller, but the obvious
ring-leader. Perhaps it is his German shepherd heritage that makes
Flander look so sly, even when sleeping. That, and his hang-down
ears and long, wiener-like tail.

Now, imagine them all. There are six curled, bushy,
husky-dog tails and a single thin, black, straight one. All these
tails are still. Each dog is dozing to the monotone drone of a
small truck driving to Pelly Crossing. Each canine brain is
monitoring the sounds, the smells, and vibrations – likely even the
other dogs’ thoughts – while the muscular body rests, preserving
energy, keeping warm.

Think of them as cute if you like, but this peace
won’t last much longer. Let’s let them sleep while the Datsun
emerges from the blizzard and rumbles on through the afternoon.

Sh-sh-sh.

 


 


 



Chapter 3: Trailhead

 


Just after 4 p.m., we crossed the Pelly Crossing
bridge. The moment Jan down-shifted and steered onto the left
shoulder, we could feel our cargo coming alive. Seven bodies herded
from window to window in anticipation of an early parole. Mitti’s
frantic, high-pitched, staccato barking would surely be pumping the
team’s adrenalin.

My door was open before the wheels were completely
stopped, and I bounded out to unlock the canopy hatch. Keeping
seven loose sled dogs in such a small space was asking for
trouble.

“Any blood?” Jan called back just as a 500-pound fur
ball knocked me over like a bowling pin and left me spinning on the
snow. The mass immediately split into seven boneheads attached to
individual bodies, each exploding into a full gallop. Paws
thundered down the trail, tails flagged a good-bye, and in seconds…
we were alone.

I examined the surrounding snow for any red
spots.

“No signs of trouble,” I reported, then scanned the
truck interior. “No blood in here either!”

Dog team owners typically use multiple-unit,
portable ‘dog boxes’ when transporting their dogs, even when all
the dogs know one another. A truck-box-sized plywood kennel is
divided into small compartments each just big enough for one dog
and each cell has its own latched door. Ten-dog kennels, and even
the occasional double-decker, 20-dog unit, are familiar sights on
Yukon roads. We’d taken quite a gamble hauling our team without
one, really pushing our luck, but had apparently won this toss.

“This is it?” Jan asked, pointing to the single-lane
road down which our dogs had disappeared. “The road to Pelly
Farm?”

“This is it. Next stop Dawson City. Estimated time
of arrival: eight to ten days from now. Twelve days max.”

From here at the highway crossing over the Pelly
River, we would follow an unploughed, 32-mile, one-lane road to an
isolated farm near the Pelly’s confluence with the Yukon River.
Past that point we would use the river itself for our trail.

“Those dogs better come back to pull us,” Jan
laughed.

“Yeah!” I agreed. “I’ll feel much better as soon as
we’re ten minutes down the trail and really on our way.”
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Parked near the Pelly River bridge,
we are packing hundreds of pounds of gear and supplies on the
toboggan.

 


The new snow was about four inches deep over the
last tracks on the side road, and very sticky. The afternoon high
had been well above freezing, but as the sun was sinking lower in
the south-west, one could feel the temperature dropping. The sky
was now clear and it would be cold soon.

We began to unload our outfit, beginning with the
toboggan. I put some sticks on the ground beside the truck and we
lifted the toboggan out and onto them. This would keep the toboggan
from freezing fast while we loaded up. Next, we stretched out the
harnesses in the order I figured would work best. Casey’s first,
then Iskoot’s because he needed to learn about leading, then—

Suddenly all hell broke loose. Dog fight! Growling
and squealing, six dogs had locked into a rolling, snapping brawl.
Teeth were flashing and tufts of fur floated up into the air. The
din was terrifying. My heart pounded as I fought the immediate
impulse to insert myself between the combatants. Sherlock and
Rafferty twisted and grappled, their faces splattered with blood.
Above them, Casey and Flander wrestled, jaws clenched vise-like on
each other’s fur. Tuk and Iskoot were indiscriminately biting any
limb that came their way. Only Mitti stood apart from the pile,
barking frantically. Jan began shrieking, “STOP IT! STOP IT!” as
loud as she could, but no one was listening.

I grabbed Iskoot’s collar and hurled him aside.
Across the fray, Jan seized Tuk by the back of his neck and yanked
him free. The next pair scattered as soon as they realized the
humans were involved, but our two most serious scrappers had to be
literally pried apart with a stick. When finally Jan held Sherlock
and I his brother, they glared at each other for a moment, then
started to wag their tails!

I looked up at Jan. She grimaced and shook her
head.

“That was scary,” she said simply. “I hope it never
happens again.”

“Scares the hell out of me too when dogs do that,” I
admitted. My hands were shaking noticeably. “Let’s hope they’ve got
their pecking order sorted out now.”

Rafferty had red all over his face, but there was no
obvious source until Jan pointed out the stained snow around
Sherlock’s feet. A deep gash across one pad was gushing blood each
time he took a step. Jan bundled him off to the truck to see what
she could do, leaving me with the other six.

“Holidays are over,” I declared, putting harnesses
on and adding each dog to the single file forming ahead of the
toboggan. As soon as they were hooked up, John Tapsell’s remaining
two rookies immediately began gnawing at the leather straps and
testing the limits of their confinement. I was in no mood to repair
chewed harnesses and slapped their ears with my leather gauntlet
mitt to tell them so. Big brawling Rafferty instantly transformed
into a whimpering mess, peeing on himself, terrified by my every
move, and desperately anxious to climb back into the truck.

Tuk was growling at Rafferty, Mitti re-started her
maddening barking, Casey had turned around and was playing with
Iskoot, their traces now a mass of tangles, and Flander was licking
my boot.

I took a big sigh. How are we ever going to get this
ridiculous excuse-for-a-team to Dawson? I wondered, shaking my
head.

According to Jan, Sherlock’s bleeding had stopped,
but would re-start as soon as he put any weight on it. We were
faced with our first crisis and hadn’t even finished unloading the
truck!

I’d no experience with a dog cutting his pad before
and really no way of gauging the degree of seriousness of
Sherlock’s injury. Dogs have remarkable mending processes, but this
wound was in a critical place. He certainly wouldn’t be able to
pull worth a damn until it healed. Jan and I stared at each other,
hoping for inspiration, when the sound of an approaching pickup
turned on light bulbs in our heads.

Only after we’d flagged it to an icy stop did we
recognize the driver: Dan Buckles, neighbour of Sherlock’s
owner.

“We’re in a bit of a jam, Dan. Can you help out?” I
asked. “One of our dogs is cut up and has to be returned to John
Tapsell. What do you think about Sherlock hitching a ride with
you?”

Moments later, from his perch atop a load of lumber,
Sherlock disappeared down the highway, wagging his tail and
sniffing the rushing air.

We didn’t waste time lamenting his departure. Jan
and I got back to work, shuffling our outfit from truck to toboggan
and lashing it all in place. Somehow we found room on our small
toboggan for all the dog food, about eighty pounds of our food and
kitchen gear, 20-ish pounds of bedding, maybe 30 pounds of clothes
and perhaps 30 more pounds of tools, tarpaulin, light dog chains
and other odds and ends. Including a musher, the team would be
pulling over 450 pounds, with the only consolation being that the
load would steadily lighten with each meal served.

Jan drove off to park her truck at the Pelly
Crossing village gas station, leaving me alone with the six
remaining dogs who were now peacefully sprawled out in the snow,
yawning and licking at their minor tears and bruises. The plan was
for me to work the team for the first few miles and Jan would
follow on foot in a few minutes. I untangled the harnesses for what
seemed like the fiftieth time, gave a mighty heave and told Casey,
“Let’s GO!”

The toboggan lurched forward, pushing up loose snow
and crunching and grinding over lumps of ice. Rafferty and Flander
in particular leaned enthusiastically into their traces as we swept
away along the road. It was now six-thirty and sunset would be
around eight. A huge advantage to travelling in April would be the
ever-lengthening days. We’d start with over 14 hours between
sunrise and sunset and add five minutes more every day. With so
much snow cover to reflect light, dawn and dusk would be fairly
bright also.

The farm access road is on the north side of this
east-west Pelly River valley, winding at first through an area
devastated by a fire a decade ago. It was a black and white,
high-contrast scene of burnt trees, with stubbled branches and
strips of blackened bark clinging to the grey trunks, all trimmed
in fluffy white flakes. Snow-drifted caps on stump tops were like
oversized mushrooms in this bleak forest. Gray stalks of dried
fireweed protruded lifeless from ice patches. All was ghostly quiet
save for the rustling of traces and the raspy, snow-crunching prow
of the toboggan.

A large truck’s double tires had packed deep ruts on
this road, each track just narrower than the toboggan. Even though
I stopped the dogs repeatedly and placed them bodily one by one on
the centre mound between the ruts, they refused to run there and
immediately the toboggan was dragged again into a rut, one edge in
and the other riding the rim so the load was in constant danger of
tipping. When it did topple, only by crouching low and heaving as
hard as I could with my shoulder was I able to right the load.
Mushing along this rutted section was curiously like tacking a
small sailboat: I hung onto one handlebar and hiked way to the side
to keep our craft from listing over too far.

The road initially followed the lip of a cliff above
the Pelly, then turned up a creek gulch that had escaped the fire.
Occasionally there was a spectacular view of the river but just as
often the road was walled in by pine and spruce forest. At the
first uphill, I stepped off as the toboggan slowed and walked
behind. Gradually progress diminished to the point where I began
pushing on the handlebars and shouting encouragement. Nearing the
top, as we were losing all momentum, I put my shoulder against the
load and leaned with all my strength. With each step I dug my boots
into the snow for traction and strained to help.

“Come on, Casey!” I encouraged. “Let’s go! We can
make it! Mush! Mush!”

Just before the crest of the hill, I glanced up and
saw that the traces behind Tuk, the wheel dog, were slack and all
the dogs’ tails were up and wagging merrily! They had all caught on
to this game very quickly, it seemed – far quicker than I had. They
were happily looking back, watching me do all the work.

When I too let up, we stopped immediately. I walked
up to Tuk and shouted “WORK!” in his ear as loudly as I could. He
jumped sideways as far as his traces allowed and cowered. I
repeated this performance with each dog and what it lacked in
surprise was more than offset by the dreaded anticipation.

Now, when I returned to the toboggan and called out,
“Let’s GO,” all six bodies leaned heartily into their harnesses and
we were once more underway, crunching onwards. I was able to ride
again, scanning the passing terrain for a suitable camping
spot.

Soon I found a sheltered, flat patch under a massive
spruce, just room enough for two sleeping bags and our packs on the
mossy ground. Within easy reach were a half-dozen
three-inch-diameter spars for firewood, and six stout trees to
which the dogs would be chained. There was no creek, but we could
melt snow for our drinking water. I whoaed the dogs and was digging
out their chains when Jan danced into camp wearing her moccasins
with toe rubbers over them, carrying both parkas and an armful of
other items we’d left behind in the cab of her Datsun.

She had colour in her cheeks and a big hello for
each dog. There ensued a tremendous clamour as each dog tried to
tell her about being deaf in one ear. Jan didn’t understand a thing
they told her but won their hearts by patting heads and rubbing
chins.

I chopped up firewood while Jan dug out supper food
from the big kitchen box. Soon we had steaks, eggs and onions
frying, the tea billy boiling, and were able to pause for a moment
before feeding the dogs their crunchies.

With the sunset now fading, a rising full moon cast
a silver-blue iridescent glow over our snow-carpeted campsite. I
caught Jan’s eye for a moment and we exchange smiles. During all
the unpacking and setting up, we’d worked steadily and effectively,
conversing in short, necessary sentences. I realized suddenly that
neither of us had taken the time to really notice the other person
or to inquire about the other’s feelings.

“I’m glad you wanted to come along,” I offered over
the crackling fire.

“Well,” she laughed, “I’m glad, too!” And then she
looked at me through the steam rising from her mug and added,
“Partner.”
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