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			For Emily and Ethan

		

	
		
			
				As I walk’d through the wilderness of this world, I lighted on a certain place, where was a Denn; And I laid me down in that place to sleep: And as I slept I dreamed a Dream. I dreamed, and behold I saw a Man cloathed with Raggs, standing in a certain place, with his face from his own House, a Book in his hand, and a great burden upon his back.

				—John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 1678
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		AUTHOR’S NOTE

		IN THE winter of 2002, a man with the wild gray beard of a biblical prophet showed up in the remote Alaska ghost town of McCarthy with his wife and fourteen children. He called himself Papa Pilgrim. His family found a deserted mining camp in the mountains nearby, deep inside North America’s largest national park, and set about building a homestead life straight out of the country’s pioneer past—packhorses, goat milk, bear meat. Fiddles and guitars. And a Caterpillar D5 bulldozer. By the Seventh Month—the Pilgrim Family did not use the pagan names of the calendar—they were at war with the National Park Service.

		I was a reporter for Alaska’s biggest newspaper. Pilgrim was wary of reporters, bureaucrats, police officers, and park rangers. He said he would let me ride on horseback to the homestead to hear his story, in the company of his adult children, because my wife and I had a cabin of our own near McCarthy.

		The cabin had actually been my wife’s idea. She had old ties to the small Wrangell Mountain community. For me those mountains had mainly been a place to go camping, but Sally used to play the fiddle at dances in McCarthy’s tinder-dry Hardware Store and knew all the local characters and feuds. We were both East Coast refugees and had professional interests in the area as well—Sally, a Sierra Club lobbyist working to protect Alaska’s still-wild federal lands, and me, a former American Studies major scribbling down stories of manifest destiny for the paper. After we met and married, we built a small cabin on her dream spot, a river bluff inside Wrangell–St. Elias National Park and Preserve. Pilgrim seemed to believe this pioneering impulse would make me sympathetic to his struggles. He called me “Neighbor Tom.”

		Pilgrim’s battle with the park appealed to Alaska’s romantic notion of itself. His renunciation of modern life and fight against the advancing forces of government made him a hero to some. Pilgrim had the scapegrace appeal of a Western outlaw, but he presented himself above all as devoted to family and Scripture—traits that squared him in the public eye and gave consequence both to his defiance of authority and to his pious engagement with his Lord’s creation. His secrets were cloaked, as a state prosecutor later put it, “under the guise of pursuing the Alaskan dream, of carving out a piece of the Alaska frontier, where a man pits his strength and that of his family against the wild.” Such anachronistic strangeness might have been a red flag anywhere else, but it elicited great sympathy in McCarthy, where the arrival of federal agents in Park Service uniforms had only recently unsettled old habits of mind about independent self-sufficiency and dominion over nature.

		Papa Pilgrim said it seemed like God’s plan that a McCarthy “neighbor” would arrive to tell his tale. It may be that, in an empty wilderness, the individual stands out more, making it easier to believe an intervening deity would go to such trouble. Certainly Pilgrim liked to tell his own story as a God-wrought tale of redemption. His turning points involved scenes of credulous wonder and signs from above. Let me propose, then, before passing to Pilgrim’s story, such an opening scene in the pioneer life of Neighbor Tom: a late-summer evening in the year we built our cabin in the Wrangells. I’m sitting with my bride on an open promontory above the canyon—Inspiration Point, Sally called it, in mock-solemn national park style. We listen to the river, and she rests her head on my shoulder as the moon comes up in a lazy northern trajectory, its yellow light peeking through a notch in the mountains, then vanishing behind the next summit, half-appearing a second time and setting again, and finally floating free—a magical triple moonrise.

		Or so it seemed, from where we sat. I realize now it was nothing more than the turning of the indifferent heavens.
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		PROLOGUE: THIRD MONTH

		WHEN THE song of the snowmachine had faded down the valley, the sisters got ready to go. Elishaba moved quickly through the morning cold and snow in heavy boots, insulated pants beneath her prairie skirt, ferrying provisions from the cabin—raisins, sleeping bags, two white sheets. Jerusalem and Hosanna tore through the toolshed looking for a spark plug. The plugs had been pulled from the old Ski-Doo Tundra machines that morning.

		It was late in the Third Month, and the days in Alaska were growing longer. The overcast was high, the temperature holding above zero. They knew they didn’t have much time.

		White mountains squeezed the sky above the old mining cabin. For weeks, Elishaba had been looking up, praying as if to the summits. But she knew the snow was too deep, she would be tracked easily. The only trail, the one that had brought their family the attention they once shunned, ran thirteen miles through the wilderness, slicing down the canyon through avalanche zones and back and forth across the frozen creek.

		The trail ended at a ghost town. McCarthy had once been a boom-town of bootleggers and prostitutes. These days it was the only place in the Wrangell Mountains that could still be called a community, though most of the old buildings had fallen down and a mere handful of settlers remained through the silent winter. At first that isolation had been the attraction. The Pilgrim Family had traveled thousands of miles to reach the end of the road in Alaska. They had parked their trucks at the river and crossed a footbridge into town and continued on horseback and snowmachine and bulldozer and foot to their new home.

		Now McCarthy burned in her imagination not as the end of the road but as a beginning.

		Psalms and Lamb and Abraham looked on in horror. Their big sisters had been put on silence. Yet here was Elishaba, calling out as she moved to and from the cabin, as if she no longer cared what would happen.

		Elishaba was the oldest of the fifteen brothers and sisters, a pretty, dark-eyed, dark-haired young woman, strong from a lifetime of homestead chores, from wrangling horses and hunting game. At twenty-nine, she was no longer a girl, though she had never lived away from her family, never whispered secrets at a friend’s house or flirted with a boy. She had been raised in isolation, sheltered from the world and its television and books, schooled only in survival and a dark exegesis of God’s portents. She was the special daughter, chosen according to the Bible’s solemn instruction. Her legal name was Butterfly Sunstar.

		She gave the children a brave and reassuring smile. They could see now that she was weeping and frightened and that she did indeed still care. She was committing the unforgivable sin. The Lord had held her, steadfast, in these cold mountains, and would not let her go. His grip was strong.

		Her sisters looked happy, though. Hosanna had found a spark plug. Perhaps it was a sign their enterprise was favored after all. Jerusalem—short, blond, and cherub-cheeked, at sixteen the second-oldest girl—had declared she would not let Elishaba go alone.

		Elishaba and Jerusalem said swift good-byes and climbed together onto the little Tundra and sped down the trail.

		They made it no farther than the open snow in the first muskeg swamp. The snowmachine lurched to a stop. The fan belt had snapped. Jerusalem used a wrench to pull the spark plug and stumped back up the packed trail, postholing through the snow. Elishaba tried to mend the belt with wire and pliers but gave up.

		She looked about. The snow was too deep to flounder through, the trees too far away. It felt like one of those dreams where she tried to run and couldn’t move. She sat listening for the sound of a snowmachine returning up the valley from town.

		Instead she heard Jerusalem coming on the other Tundra.

		They reloaded their gear and started off again. A pinhole in the fuel line was spewing gasoline, but if this, too, was a sign it went unseen. They flew too fast on a curve and nearly hit a tree and slowed down.

		Jerusalem, holding on in back, started crying now, too. She was thinking about all they were leaving behind. In modern Alaska, with its four-lane highways and shopping malls, her family was famous, recognized wherever they went. People cheered when the Pilgrim Family Minstrels performed onstage. That beautiful old-time picture was gone forever.

		The sisters prayed out loud. Where the snow-packed trail turned uphill, they stopped and listened. The valley was heavy with quiet. They started again and pushed up the hill and at the top they discovered the family’s other big snowmachine, hidden in trees too far from the cabin for anyone on foot to find it. The sisters hesitated. They talked about switching, but the old Tundra was running well so they decided to continue. But right there the engine died, and that’s when they discovered the fuel leak. Maybe the Lord was indeed helping them, they said. They felt a surge of hope as they transferred their gear and continued on the third machine.

		There was so much about the world the sisters did not know. But there were things they did know and these were the skills they needed now. Where the trail climbed over the riverbank, Elishaba veered away behind the snowy berm, so that someone coming the other way might not see their track. She drove into the spruce trees and shut down. They could see the trail through the boughs. The telltale smell of two-cycle exhaust lingered in the still, cold air. They covered themselves in the snow with the two white sheets.

		The faint whine of a snowmachine, growing louder, was coming up the valley.
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			Pilgrim’s Trail

			
				Here’s for the plain old Adam, the simple genuine self against the whole world.

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Journals
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		McCarthy, 1983, shortly after creation of Wrangell–St. Elias National Park and Preserve (photo credit 1.1)

		A PAIR OF old trucks crept down the street, pushing deep tracks through the snow. Neil Darish stopped shoveling the roof of the McCarthy Lodge to watch. In the back of one pickup, three or four hardy young people stood in the morning cold, looking around at the buildings left over from mining days. Strangers in McCarthy were rare in the middle of January, especially after a storm. It was eight hours from Anchorage through the mountains just to reach the end of the pavement, the last miles of asphalt crumbling and swaybacked by frost. At Chitina, you crossed the Copper River, and it was another sixty miles into the heart of the Wrangell Mountains. The road from Chitina was gravel and followed the bed of a vanished railroad, a route frequently closed in winter by drifts or blocked by freeze-thaw flows of ice that locals attacked with chain saws and winches. At the end of the road was a turnaround and a footbridge. These tourists had apparently made the drive through the blizzard and been enterprising and presumptuous enough to push their trucks across the river ice and into town, rutting up the local snowmachine trails.

		Unseen on the low roof, Darish stared as the trucks stopped and emptied their passengers: eight young people in their teens and early twenties, the boys with long hair spilling out from under vintage hats of wool and leather, a few wispy beards, the girls in tattered coats and long flowered skirts down to their snow boots. Darish felt vague misgivings as the strangers peered in the windows of the closed-up hotel across the street. He caught himself: He’d been in McCarthy only a short time, and already he’d picked up the local mistrust of visitors hunting souvenirs from the past.

		The driver of the first pickup emerged. He was an older man, wiry and bespectacled, with pinched cheeks and a long, unruly beard. He gazed appraisingly at the weathered lodge and the few false-front buildings nearby.

		“Papa, this is what we thought Fairbanks would look like,” said one of the boys.

		At this, Darish smiled. He knew Fairbanks was no longer anyone’s romantic vision of the Last Frontier. Nor was Anchorage with its oil company high-rises, nor Wasilla with its busy highway and chain-store sprawl. McCarthy was another matter. And these new arrivals, he had to admit, looked like they belonged here—like they had just emerged, blinking, from the abandoned copper mines up the mountain.

		The bearded father stopped taking the town’s measure when he spotted Darish on the roof. At a wave, two youngsters grabbed shovels and scrambled up a ladder to pitch in. Darish tried to shoo them away. He could just picture one of these longhaired boys tumbling to the street. He had too much at stake here to invite a liability lawsuit. Buying the lodge, opening it in winter—Darish was trying to restore some can-do pioneer spirit to a melancholy town that had been shutting itself down for decades.

		He caught himself for a second time rushing to judgment—he could hardly imagine a less litigious-looking family. It was a first impression he would recall ruefully, years later, as the family’s appeal briefs were being filed before the U.S. Supreme Court.

		Still, the boys wouldn’t stop shoveling until he climbed down and invited them indoors to sit by the woodstove.

		“I’m Pilgrim,” the old man said in a deep and friendly drawl. “These are some of my children.”

		They were a striking brood, strong jawed and pink cheeked, handsome despite their ragged jackets and hand-me-down garments—an authentic, no-pretense look that wore well in rural Alaska. They stood by shyly as their father arranged himself at a table in the small dining room. His motions were deliberate, his eyes sharp and watchful.

		The sound of hammering came through the walls. The innkeeper got the coffeepot. “So what brings you to the Wrangell Mountains, Pilgrim?” he asked.

		It was a simple question—and with it Neil Darish became the first to hear a story that everyone in McCarthy would hear, sooner or later, told in that strange King James diction and plaintive Texas drawl, the pitch and timbre of the tale evolving over time as the teller came to comprehend the local pattern of feuds and factions and was thus better able to ascertain the Lord’s purpose in bringing him here.

		“My name is Pilgrim,” he said, “because I’m a sojourner on this earth. The Bible says we are all strangers and pilgrims, and we live by faith until our Lord returns.”

		His story began with a big-bang religious awakening and a shaft of celestial light. Before that, things were vague—a backdrop of youthful affluence and pride. With God’s direction, he had raised up his children on horseback in New Mexico mountains named for the Blood of Christ. There were fifteen of them, he said. Pilgrim was a trained midwife and had delivered each child at home. They had never seen a television nor experienced the temptations of the world. They were schooled at home, tended flocks of sheep in alpine meadows, made their own buckskin, and lived pretty much as their forebears did a century ago, innocent and capable and strong, spinning wool and making lye soap and each night singing songs of praise.

		The Pilgrim children were silent and listened raptly to their father’s words, as if uncertain how the story would turn out. The absence of teenaged restlessness among these bright and earnest offspring would strike many, on first meeting, as a healthy sign of what it must have been like to grow up within an oral tradition. People tried to remember if all children had been so attentive before they were handed cell phones.

		The family had moved on from New Mexico when the Rockies grew too civilized, Pilgrim explained. Alaska was the sweet name whispered by God as their firstborn came of age. Later, he would show photographs of the caravan that carried them north—a small tour bus with a mountain of gear on the roof, two 1941 flatbed trucks bearing cabins of rough-cut lumber, antlers and snowshoes and frying pans lashed to the exterior walls, and an olive drab army-surplus six-by-six with a canvas tarp and a white star on the door, which the family had named “Armageddon.” The four vehicles, each pulling a trailer and flying a navy-blue Alaska state flag with the gold Big Dipper, crept along at a top speed of 45 mph and turned heads all the way to the Canadian border and beyond. They were like a wagon train, Pilgrim liked to say, headed west when the land was free and wild.

		For three years they had searched throughout Alaska, he said, a land truly blessed with so many riches. They knew somewhere a place was prepared for them. It had not been easy, because Fairbanks and Anchorage and the Kenai Peninsula turned out to be more tied to the modern cash economy than the subsistence mountains they’d left behind. Even now, Mama Country Rose and the younger children were waiting in the town of Kenai, along with their goats and horses and purebred mountain dogs. Everywhere they went, they encountered the welcoming arms of many new friends, but they never settled for long, as strangers did not know what to make of their countenance and their family-centered ways, and sometimes took advantage of their innocence and generous nature.

		“We have truly followed a long, hard road to get this far,” said Pilgrim, “and as we passed through the rock in Chitina last night, we all felt we had arrived at last at our home.”

		He asked Neil Darish if this ghost town had any property for sale.

		PAPA PILGRIM had led his family into the mountains of Alaska looking for one of the last empty spaces on the continent. But he stumbled on something that would suit his purpose even better: a remnant settlement out of American history, teetering nostalgically between the open frontier of the nineteenth century and the protected wilderness of the twenty-first.

		McCarthy had sprung to life a century earlier with the discovery of the richest vein of copper the world had ever known. Most mining camps of the Alaska Territory were lonely endeavors, but in these remote mountains the great capitalists of the Gilded Age, J. P. Morgan and the Guggenheims, invested millions to build a small city and a railroad up the canyons from the coast. The copper was pulled out of the mountain in blocks that were up to 80 percent pure, so rich that much of it could be loaded straight onto the trains without processing. One of the mines in the area consisted of nothing more than tunnels through glacier ice to extract the moraine, high-grade rocks that had been tumbling off a snaggletooth ridge for centuries. Copper from the Wrangells electrified the nation, built mansions and museums in New York City, and gave the world the Kennecott Copper Corporation—named, along with the nearby river and vast glacier, for the early explorer of Russian America Robert Kennicott, though the name of the company somehow ended up with an extra “e” in place of the “i.”

		It didn’t take long, though, to hollow out Bonanza Ridge. Alaska’s first industrial boom lasted four short decades: from the afternoon in 1900 when a prospector named Tarantula Jack mistook the green oxides of exposed copper for alpine grass, to the sudden announcement that the last Kennecott train was pulling out on November 11, 1938, with twenty-four hours’ notice, leaving bunkhouse beds made and the offices locked up as if for the weekend.

		Down the mountain from the Kennecott mines and mill buildings, McCarthy had been staked in 1906 among the cottonwoods at the Kennicott Glacier terminus, an entrepreneurial service center providing saloons and hardware stores and whores’ cabins by a creek. The town had a provisional air from the beginning, having been erected in the path of oncoming ice. The scrape and clatter of falling rocks, and floods dumped out of hidden summer reservoirs, kept the boomers alert to the talus-strewn face only hundreds of feet away. But instead of surging forward to push the outpost off its foundations, the glacier had retreated, baring a raw rubbly plain where green nature was slow to copy itself onto the blankness. With the closing of the copper mines, the false-front wooden stores and rooming houses weathered gray and began to puff and sag with rot. Roofs caved in under heavy winter snows. Fire razed the Alaska Hotel and the McCarthy Drug Store. Bushes fanned up in front of windows, and frail green poplars filled the streets and vacant lots, so that what remained of the town seemed to have been deftly hidden in the leaves where the rest of the world would not easily find it.

		But there was, in fact, property for sale. Kennicott and McCarthy were never quite abandoned. In the decades after the mines closed, the valley became host to a small scavenger culture surviving off what the land provided—not just berries and moose and salmon, but also such nonrenewable resources as window frames of mullioned glass, china dishes, and spools of steel cable from aerial tram stations. It was not a bad place to eke out an Alaska bush living. The mining era had left rough, washed-out roads and a tattoo of private homesteads and claims on the landscape. Government didn’t control every last acre here, as it did in most of rural Alaska. Nor did McCarthy have a complicating overlay of ancestral Native American occupancy. Winter temperatures plunged far below zero, but the summers were hot and there was enough gold in the creeks to pay for shipped-in groceries. For a while, you could even get back and forth to the highway at Chitina over sixty miles of old rails, riding a truck fitted with flanged steel wheels.

		The iron rails were eventually pulled for scrap and replaced by a gravel road, a rattling washboard that ran flat and straight, splashing through beaver ponds and dipping past fallen trestles. Improved access in the early 1970s livened up McCarthy’s otherworldly mix of homesteaders, marijuana growers, mountain climbers, sheep-hunting guides, college students researching the environment, and placer miners riding their bulldozers through town to get a beer at the lodge. Far from medical care, law enforcement, and the last filling station, it was no country for the casual tourist. Where the road ended on a rocky floodplain, visitors had to pull themselves into town on a tram car dangling from a cable above a murky glacial torrent in which boulders could be heard rolling angrily downstream. As in the old mining camps, there were no local authorities, and neighbors took care of problems themselves.

		Two big events then drew attention to McCarthy and shaped what the town would become. One was the creation of Wrangell–St. Elias National Park and Preserve. The park was part of a sweeping act of Congress in 1980 known as the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act, or ANILCA. Capping a frantic decade for Alaska that included settlement of Native land claims and construction of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline, ANILCA was the biggest act of wilderness preservation in the history of the world, protecting more than one hundred million acres of the forty-ninth state and doubling the size of the national park system. The new national park in the Wrangells, created to “maintain unimpaired the scenic beauty and quality” of the natural landscape, was the biggest park in North America—at thirteen million acres, six times the size of Yellowstone National Park. It was bigger than Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Jersey combined. Tiny McCarthy, proud and unimpressed, was its only town.

		The other event that put McCarthy on the map was the last thing anyone expected in such a get-away-from-it-all scene of natural splendor. One morning in March 1983, a quiet newcomer shot and killed six of his neighbors as they gathered to meet the weekly mail plane. Half the wintering-over population died. The killer, nabbed by state troopers as he fled the valley on a snowmachine, later told a court psychiatrist that Alaska was being spoiled like everywhere else and he wanted to purge nature of human beings—starting with residents of the wilderness town where he’d settled.

		These two nearly simultaneous events, weirdly linked, had given McCarthy a defiant mind-set about its future. The survivors of the mail-day murders had been determined to rebuild their outback community. Settlers prepared for the rigors of self-sufficient bush life were welcomed. The modern world, with its big-government rules and general craziness, would be held at bay as long as possible.

		To be sure, such a life was more complicated now that McCarthy was surrounded by a national park. The days of proper homesteading were over, and Neil Darish wanted Papa Pilgrim to understand this. It would be hard to imagine a family of seventeen moving their livestock into the heart of Yellowstone.

		Alaska, however, was supposed to be different. Congress wrote special provisions into the 1980 conservation law to protect the lingering frontier lifestyles of rural Alaskans. Even in national parks, local residents could continue to live off the land, mine the creeks, and hunt moose. Federal management and promotion were to remain low-key. American dreamers could take heart: It seemed the nation, in protecting for perpetuity the great wilderness of the north, could not quite bear to say good-bye to the last of the Last Frontier—the small log cabin in the forest—or consign to mere inspirational metaphor the jumping-off point for the settler, the fur trapper, the gold panner, the young idealist dreaming of a better place, or the American Adam seeking to reinvent himself in a New World.

		Exactly how the people of McCarthy were supposed to continue their eccentric pioneering ways without impairing the scenic beauty and quality of the natural landscape wasn’t spelled out clearly. The Wrangells backcountry, moreover, would not yield readily to agrarian sodbusters and shepherds with their flocks. It was an unfinished country, tough to nestle in to, with its grizzly bears and wolf packs, crevasses and volcanoes, viscous rock glaciers grinding down the slopes, the bottom country slashed by brown, turbulent, unfordable rapids and gravel bars where trees fight to stand and are washed away. Hundreds of square miles of ice reaching into Canada are punctuated by nine of North America’s tallest peaks, among them Mount Blackburn, whose 16,390-foot summit looms above McCarthy. Even the early Ahtna Indians, who staged fall hunts in these drainages and gave the suffix for river, “na,” to many of the place names, preferred to live in easier terrain downriver toward the coast. As a panorama of nature, the Wrangell Mountains have never been a testament to ecological balance and a pastoral ideal. This country told the harsher truth of change—brutal, erosive change.

		CHANGE WITHIN the community, though, had been slow. By the time the Pilgrim Family showed up in January 2002, the year-round population of McCarthy and the big country around was still only a few dozen families and individual households. The National Park Service, tactfully acknowledging feelings about government in a place that never had one, had not even stationed a ranger in town. Local charms were still rough-hewn. The hand-pulled tram across the river, so intimidating to visitors, had finally been replaced—but only by a footbridge, designed to keep out motorized vehicles. The town had a few new cabins, a lunch stand in summer, two bush pilots, and a passenger van for the five-mile taxi ride up to the abandoned mines at Kennicott, but the atmosphere when the Pilgrims arrived was still that of a place letting itself go back to nature.

		It would not be easy, Neil Darish thought, for such a big family to settle here. In an empty country, paradoxically, every individual loomed large. Landowners would be wary of inflicting a family with fifteen kids on their neighbors; you practically needed letters of reference to get a town-site lot as it was. Likewise, some of the old buildings at Kennicott were in private hands, but the Park Service had started buying up the properties and calling everything “Kennecott,” with an “e.” Local people had always spelled it with an “i,” unless referring specifically to the mining company. Now you had to choose a side when you chose your vowel.

		Darish knew that many visitors fantasized about making McCarthy home. Few took the next step, and fewer still lasted through one winter.

		Therefore he kept to polite generalizations and encouragements that first snowy day, until Pilgrim waved away his own real estate question and sent the children to the trucks. They returned with musical instruments—guitars, mandolins, fiddles, and a banjo. Pilgrim introduced the young people now by name: the oldest boys, Joseph and Joshua, and their teenaged brothers, Moses, David, and Israel. Elishaba, his dark-haired eldest daughter, lifted a violin to her chin and smiled, as if anticipating a pleasant surprise in store. Her sisters Jerusalem and Hosanna snapped open their instrument cases, attended by little four-year-old Psalms in a flower-print dress. Papa propped a guitar in his lap, tuned up, and started to strum.

		In the coming years, everyone would agree on one point about the Pilgrims: The family could light up any space, living room or concert hall, once the old-time country gospel got rolling. “Hillbilly music,” Pilgrim called it. They played slow or fast, on tempo and in harmony, traditional tunes and original compositions, with Pilgrim himself singing spirituals in a high, plangent twang.

		
			From childhood I heard about Heaven,

			Oh I wondered if it could be true

			That there were sweet mansions Eternal,

			Off somewhere out there beyond the blue.

		

		The fingers of one daughter—Jerusalem or Hosanna, it was hard for Darish to keep the Bible names straight—flew lightly over the frets of a mandolin. Darish got on the phone. A show like this didn’t come often to McCarthy.

		The hammering next door stopped. Darish’s partner, Doug Miller, stuck his head through a door to listen. Miller was extending the dark-wood bar he’d salvaged from the Golden Saloon. He had grown up in McCarthy, among antiques pulled from the ruins of Kennecott’s bunkhouses. His parents once owned this very lodge—Miller had hung the moose antlers above the door as a boy. He had always wanted to get the lodge back. Now he and Darish had a business plan. Darish would deal with the public. Miller would do the remodeling and make sure everything about the place stayed authentic.

		A small crowd gathered. Darish noticed how the mandolin player smiled when her big sister accidentally poked her with the fiddle bow. In his own family, such a provocation would have meant instant retaliation. He couldn’t help but be impressed by the harmonizing and the genuine off-the-grid family warmth. The McCarthy audience clapped happily. The children were self-taught musicians, Pilgrim said. When they decided to take up music, he put the names of instruments in his cowboy hat, and the Lord guided their small hands as each child picked one.

		The children stood politely as their papa named another tune and asked, “How about that one?” They always said yes.

		They had learned to pick at mountain-man festivals down around Santa Fe, Pilgrim explained during another pause. Their family motto was “In our Lord Jesus, Music and Wilderness Livin’.” They had been performing at a folk festival in Anchorage, in fact, when they first heard the name of McCarthy. Then the boys spied a large full-curl ram’s head at a taxidermist’s and were told it was shot in the Wrangells. So they drove out through the darkness of the previous day’s snowstorm. And when they reached the place in Chitina where the pavement ends and the road passes in one lane through jagged walls of solid rock—it was the old Copper River and Northwestern Railway cut, just before the big bridge—the feeling was like something out of the Old Testament, like they were passing through a gate to a land of heavenly promise.

		His audience could perhaps imagine the patriarch’s sense of urgency, three years out from New Mexico: A pilgrim can wander alone, but a father of fifteen can’t keep sojourning forever. Men in heavy parkas had been working on the road that evening, and Pilgrim described how they squinted at the strange family and asked where they thought they were going. Soon all those men saw through the blizzard were the red taillights of a family confident of the Lord’s guidance as they headed at last into the true Alaska.

		Doug Miller returned to hammering. The partner in charge of authenticity had seen enough.

		The rest of the McCarthy audience couldn’t have been happier, though. They wanted to hear more tunes, but instead Pilgrim inquired again about property. He was informed that January is a hard time to look at land, because the old mining roads are snowed shut. He declared the family would return with snowmachines in the Second Month.

		As the musicians played merrily on, Neil Darish thought about writing up a little something for McCarthy’s newspaper, which came out six times a year. The implications of a family this big moving to town were beginning to sink in. They would nearly double the winter population. He wondered—had he been too encouraging?

		As the brief afternoon grew dark and the family prepared to head back across the frozen river to camp, Darish followed them to their trucks and drew Pilgrim aside. Darish was a follower of Ayn Rand’s rational ethics of self-interest. An Objectivist perspective seemed usefully applied here. People would help the family if they came back, Darish explained. But it would be out of the shared values of self-help, not altruism or charity. The Pilgrims would have to show they were able to take care of themselves. Darish hoped he didn’t insult the family patriarch as he spelled this out.

		“You don’t have to worry about that at all,” Papa Pilgrim said, with a smile that showed he was a perceptive hillbilly who understood exactly where Neil was coming from. “All we want is a place to live our old-time way and be left in peace.”

		WITHIN WEEKS, the Pilgrims returned with six old snowmachines and fanned into the surrounding country. As the days lengthened and the snow softened by day and set firm at night, Papa Pilgrim and the older children pursued rumors of remote cabins and poked down private roads on their thirdhand one-cylinder Tundra snowmachines. The still-absent mother, Country Rose, hung back in the highway town of Glennallen, checking property deeds and looking up the names of absentee owners in file drawers of the Chitina District recording office. They called back and forth from the phone at the lodge.

		Winter has always been the easiest time to travel in much of Alaska. The unfordable rapids and vast swampy muskegs are frozen and covered in snow, open to travel at 60 mph with the latest technology, or half that on vintage Tundras. The Pilgrims rode out the Nizina River valley as far as the mouth of the Chitistone Canyon, where they checked out cabins that once housed a commune set up by California beatniks who reached the Wrangells by way of Tangiers. They looked in town at the Hippie Hole, a grown-over excavation for a marijuana-growing lodge, abandoned in 1971, but originally inspired by McCarthy’s Prohibition-days reputation, when trains from the coast had a special whistle to warn of the approach of a revenue officer.

		The family searched as far as Long Lake on the road back toward Chitina, and south to May Creek, probing the countryside with a bluntness of purpose that struck residents in the valley as obtuse, even rude. There was a protocol out here. You met a person in town and introduced yourself and hoped for an invitation. You didn’t ride up to a stranger’s place in the wilds. You certainly didn’t turn and drive away when you were spotted, as the Pilgrims were doing. The community watched apprehensively as this furtive family went about its business. The Pilgrim offspring displayed a formal Old World politeness when approached in town but seemed easily spooked, eager to scamper away. It was as though they hadn’t quite learned the niceties of community living. Still, people tried to reserve judgment. The newcomers were eccentric, without a doubt, but their novelty flattered the area’s self-image as an oddball, open-to-anything part of the world.

		By chance, another unusual visitor showed up in McCarthy around the same time: a best-selling British humorist. As a consequence, there exists a brief published account of the Pilgrims in their first weeks in the Wrangells, opening with a scene in which the Englishman, careening uncontrollably across the frozen Kennicott River on a borrowed snowmachine, encounters a sprawling riverbank camp full of Pilgrims that strikes him as something from The Grapes of Wrath.

		Pete McCarthy’s first book, a self-deprecating barstool memoir about his travels in western Ireland, had once soared to the top of England’s best-seller lists. Now as a follow-up to McCarthy’s Bar, the author was touring the Irish diaspora in search of connections to his Irish mother’s surname, which he had taken for his own. He had hoped to drive out to McCarthy, but found “the worst road in Alaska” closed due to spring breakup conditions. His trip to Alaska nevertheless would provide a title for a new book—The Road to McCarthy—as well as a penultimate chapter in which, after some Mark Twain–style tall tales depicting the cheechako’s white-knuckled small-plane flight over the mountains and an epiphany regarding the unfavorable ratio of grizzly bears to people in the valley, the explorer was pleased to discover fine beer and exquisite cuisine at the newly remodeled McCarthy Lodge, where he was the only guest. He marveled at the “meticulously designed pioneer-style rooms” assembled by the new owners, with their crisp linens, patchwork quilts, and hand-tinted photographs.

		
			I’d had visions of living like a brute for a week, then dumping my clothes in an incinerator back in Anchorage, hosing off the moose shit and going looking for food that didn’t come out of a can. Instead I have been dropped into the Alaskan edition of Homes and Interiors. Doug and Neil have done a fine job. There are few more comforting experiences for the traveler than to journey great distances through unfamiliar and threatening landscapes, anticipating an austere and possibly squalid destination, only to discover that catering and interior design are not in the hands of heterosexuals.

		

		Like any good travel writer, Pete McCarthy had trumped up a quest—in his case, to find out about a Wrangell Mountain prospector named James McCarthy. In 1899 this Irishman had loaned horses and provisions to a military surveyor exploring the upper Chitina and Nizina river valleys. In return, the surveyor named a local creek after McCarthy. A few years later, when the well-liked prospector drowned while crossing a river on horseback, the new town at the mouth of the creek was named after him as well.

		McCarthy Creek winds twenty miles back into the mountains east of town, ending in a high glacial cirque. By chance, this cold and steep-walled defile became the very place the Pilgrims soon focused their hunt for land. What suited them especially, beyond the absence of neighbors, was the valley’s geological and human history. McCarthy Creek had seen a lot of spillover copper-mining activity in Kennecott days, which meant there was likely to be remote private property. The family rode their snowmachines into the valley’s upper reaches, where they found old habitations connected to an abandoned mine called the Mother Lode—a name surely never uttered in the presence of Pete McCarthy, who would not have resisted making another joke about the family with fifteen kids.

		THE OLD mine that the Pilgrims would soon call home was on the back side of Bonanza Ridge. The green-and-white Mother Lode Mine had been the inverse of the red-and-white Guggenheim mines on the other side: speculative where Kennecott was spectacularly successful, obscure where Kennecott was famous. Some people once considered the Mother Lode cursed. The same seam that would enrich Kennecott’s owners extended across shear zones and emerged high above McCarthy Creek, where backdoor claims had been snatched before the Guggenheims’ Alaska Syndicate could get them. The first prospectors started sinking tunnels by hand, hoping to find a big deposit. The back side of the ridge did, in fact, contain the richest single vein of copper in the mountain, but the Mother Lode’s original claimants never dug deep enough to find it.

		Those early prospectors set up camp in the valley below and climbed two hours every morning to reach their claims. They worked eight-hour days hammering and blasting and shoveling, then descended to camp, according to one account, in a “fifteen minute rush down the mountain over fine slide rock taking twenty or thirty foot strides and letting the finely crushed rock and gravel carry one along.” Needless to say, these were young adventurers, not bearded codgers chasing a last dream.

		They soon owned a sizable chunk of Alaska wilderness. The federal mining law of 1872 was generous in dispensing public land. In addition to the copper claims up high, the prospectors were granted a five-acre claim on the valley floor dubbed the Marvelous Millsite, where they built some cabins and a station for a tram to haul ore from above. Ocha Potter, a Michigan mining engineer who had guessed the mountain’s secrets, then staked a 160-acre mining claim across the bottom of the McCarthy Creek valley. He imagined this would be the site of a future town. Without a show of pay to prove there were minerals present, however, the government would not grant title to the valley claim. No matter how many shafts he sank on the new claim, which he named Spokane, Potter couldn’t find a single flake of gold. In an unpublished memoir left to his family, Potter described sending “one of the boys” to a friend’s streambed placer mine across the Nizina River to buy ten dollars’ worth of gold dust, which he salted across the bottom of a prospecting shaft. A visiting federal surveyor, “a very conscientious official,” pulled up two buckets of gravel from the shaft and found a pretty tail of yellow in his pan both times.

		
			After some time out for thought, down he went again. I began now to get worried. Looking down I could see him digging deep into the bottom, far below any possibility of superficial salting. But I had some loose fine gold dust in my pocket. As the bucket was drawn up I leaned casually over the shaft and let the last of my treasured gold dribble through my fingers. By the time the bucket reached the surface it, too, was thoroughly salted. When he saw the yellow tail from that sample, he asked me if I had staked the claims above, and when I said “no,” he grabbed a pick and shovel, and disappeared upstream. When he came back to camp that night he looked at me rather sharply but nothing more was said about the validity of our “gold” claims. Months later he wrote asking how I had “put it over,” but I never explained and my conscience has never bothered me.

		

		In the end, though, the challenges of McCarthy Creek proved too great even for the resourceful Potter. Things kept going wrong. Ownership of the Mother Lode claims was thrown in doubt when one of the original claimants fell under the ice on the Chitina River. He was packing freight on a hot day in April when the ice collapsed beneath his sled. His friends ran to an open spot downstream and threw the fellow a rope as he popped out, saving his life, while his bug-eyed horse and sleigh vanished downstream under more ice. But the man went mad and headed south, disappearing back in the States; his partners had to wait seven years to declare him dead and clear his title.

		Meanwhile, the miners battled daunting physical obstacles. They built a thirteen-mile wagon road down the valley to McCarthy, with bridges every mile and two rock tunnels, designed at a low grade with a future rail spur in mind. But they couldn’t get financing to lay down tracks until they found a big ore body. A great bunkhouse for miners was built high on the mountain, teetering on a scree slope and cabled to limestone cliffs—in the words of national park historian Logan Hovis, “perched on the edge of nothing.” Just below the bunkhouse, the mountain itself was moving, literally—the slope was the site of a rare rock glacier, a descending mass that is more rubble than ice. In winter, avalanches raked the mountainside. Snow shields behind the bunkhouse helped divert the crushing loads, but sometimes when vast gales of snow let loose the miners had to move inside the mine tunnels, emerging days later to see what remained. One snowslide tore away a high tram station. Another flattened the powder house, turning the rock glacier below into a minefield of scattered dynamite and blasting caps. Without better access or richer ore, capital for repairs was hard to raise.

		In 1919 the Mother Lode investors finally sold out to Kennecott Copper. The big company drilled through from the other side of the mountain, went deeper, found an eighty-foot-wide plug of almost pure copper extending more than a thousand feet, pulled the ore out through the Bonanza Mine, and sent it down a tram to their own mill and train cars.

		The McCarthy Creek valley began reverting to wilderness.

		For a while, miners scratched at a deposit, across the valley and farther down, called the Green Butte. The road from town was kept open that far and became known as the Green Butte Road. But the ore pinched out and the mine buildings there were abandoned, too. After statehood in 1959, a Fairbanks miner named Walt Wigger bought the Mother Lode at an outcry auction and ran a bulldozer up the old wagon road. He erected two small cabins at the Marvelous Millsite camp, rebuilt some crude bridges, and scraped off a runway on Ocha Potter’s never-used town site so he could fly in and out. Wigger drilled and pushed gravel for years but could find no riches that the earlier miners had missed. Then talk started up about a national park. Established mines supposedly would be allowed to keep working, under tighter environmental regulation, but Wigger, in his sixties, could see the end was near. He kept on flying until he crashed a heavily loaded plane by the creek. Rescuers found him alive in the Marvelous Millsite cabin, his face bashed in and several teeth missing. That was it for Wigger and the Mother Lode.

		Again the wilderness closed back in.

		In September 1980, a tropical typhoon drifted north and wrung itself out against the Wrangell Mountains. The rains fell for days. A few locals who happened to be sheltering in a McCarthy Creek cabin reported that the gravel slurry off the mountains was so loud at night, none of them could sleep. Geologists said a thousand years’ worth of erosion occurred in the single storm. The meandering stream down the valley turned into a rocky flume, shouldering aside steep berms of cobbles. Long stretches of the wagon road washed away, along with the last traces of old bridges. God’s untrodden vale was restored.

		The transformation of McCarthy Creek was biblical not only in scale but in its timing. Three months after the deluge, Congress approved the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act, and the Mother Lode valley became part of Wrangell–St. Elias National Park and Preserve.

		THE PILGRIMS knew nothing of this history. But they liked what it had left behind: 420 acres of patented private holdings surrounded by miles and miles of protected public land.

		They snowmachined up and down the valley to explore. They poked into the cavity in the mountain high overhead. They examined the overgrown gravel runway on the Spokane placer and the two livable cabins on the Marvelous Millsite. They returned to McCarthy and drove to Fairbanks to meet Walt Wigger in a restaurant. He told them the National Park Service had made an offer, looking to buy up potentially troublesome inholdings from willing sellers. But he refused to sell to the government. Wigger was impressed by the Pilgrim Family’s size and single-minded drive, though he warned them the narrow mountain valley was a hungry country. The family patriarch didn’t seem worried. He said God had chosen the valley to be their home. It dawned on the old miner that God might be willing for them to pay just about any price. They agreed on $450,000, twice the offer from the national park, which had been bound by strict agency appraisal rules.

		Pilgrim had his own binding rules. The Book of Ezekiel, among others, speaks against extracting usury. He agreed to pay in annual increments of $30,000 without interest. They wrote out the deal on a table napkin. Pilgrim turned to a daughter, Hosanna, who produced a shoe box with the first payment in rolls of hundred-dollar bills. After three years, the big family’s annual Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend payments from the state’s investments of oil revenues—$1,963.86 per person the previous year—had accumulated nicely.

		Papa Pilgrim was gleeful. The family returned to “Old McCarthy Town,” as Pilgrim had started calling it, to celebrate with their new friends and neighbors. There would be music and dancing at the McCarthy Lodge. Snow still lingered but the days were getting longer, and the springtime sun was bright at eight that evening when the family appeared on the street, striding toward the saloon with their instruments. Pete McCarthy, still in town doing research, wrote that they looked like they were headed to a gunfight, though only Papa wore a pistol on his belt.

		Neil and Doug had laid out food on the breakfast table because the Pilgrims would not enter the saloon. Pilgrim introduced his wife, Country Rose, a redoubtable woman with a tired half smile who sometimes played a stand-up bass, and then the children by name, the older musicians from before, and now the midsized sprouts, Job, Noah, and Abraham, and the little blond girls, Psalms, Lamb, and Bethlehem. He announced that their new home up McCarthy Creek would henceforth be known as Hillbilly Heaven. He said this with a Santa Claus sparkle in eyes that Pete McCarthy noticed were “extremely bright.” The British writer, reveling in the strangeness of his namesake Alaska town, was utterly charmed.

		
			The kids have spotted the cheese and fruit and cake and cookies, but make no attempt to eat until someone offers the food around. A couple of them have bare feet. I’m not sure whether they took their boots off at the door or whether they walked down here in the snow like that. They take the instruments out of their cases and sit in a semicircle. There are twenty-six people in the room, and sixteen of them are Pilgrims. Pa makes a little speech of welcome, and then they start playing. It’s electrifying, moving and raw. Elishaba, the eldest, alternates lead vocals with nineteen-year-old Joshua as they trade licks on their violins. They have powerful, cutting voices, strengthened by singing outdoors, and sound like themselves
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