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			For my brothers, Mick and Bill, the colonel and professor, who, when I graduated from high school, gave me a hardcover American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

		

	
		
			Wilderness, the word itself is music.

			—EDWARD ABBEY
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			Author’s Note

			As the arc of this story covers nearly thirty-five years, and some memories remain clearer than others, I’ve taken a novelist’s license to reconstruct the spirit of certain events and conversations as best I could.

		

	
		
			
			Prologue

			The River Has Been Here for Ten Thousand Years

			I AWAKEN, and for an instant, socked deep in my sleeping bag, I have no idea where I am. Then it comes to me . . . and I smile.

			Melanie sits up and zips open the tent.

			“Kimmy, Kimmy, Kimmy,” she says, “it’s here. Look. It’s out.”

			I rise onto my elbow and there it is, blushed pink above the clouds, floating, as if it arrived only minutes ago, late for its own show. The summit of Denali, eighteen thousand feet above our campsite, the highest mountain in North America.

			I pull out my journal and write . . . nothing.

			“There it is,” Melanie says again, trying to convince herself of its improbable size and beauty and height. Always higher than expected. Right there. Right here.

			All morning we stand outside our tent and sip tea and watch the great mountain undress, cloud by cloud, playful one moment, shy the next. I shiver against the September chill. Camping is not as easy at age sixty as it was at age six, back in Spokane. But I’m not complaining. It’s good to be here; it’s great to be here. 

			Melanie and I have a site at Wonder Lake Campground, in the middle of Denali National Park, near the end of the park road. Other campers stand in admiration, their tents sprinkled across the autumn-burnished tundra. They speak in English, German, French, Spanish, Korean, Japanese, Chinese; their voices animated, sweetened with laughter, old people and young, grateful in this place we call Nature. Not a bad deal, this Denali. Wild country in every direction, a university of the far north, a holy place, of sorts, a cathedral without walls, made of the earth itself, no improvements needed. Sky blue and black; spokes of silver light. Who needs stained glass when you have a clearing storm? Who needs flying buttresses when you have sandhill cranes?

			After a week of hard rain, this is our reward.

			I hear a guitar, somebody fingerpicking. A Beatles tune? Bob Dylan? Fleetwood Mac? I can’t tell. What I can tell is this: the guitar fits. The notes float like leaves on water, as if Denali National Park were a work in progress, an unfinished symphony waiting for our most delicate gestures of accompaniment.

			Later, when sandhill cranes fly overhead once more, fluting their ancient music, the guitar stops. Everybody stops. And once the cranes are gone, the guitar resumes, softly. This time I recognize it. A John Lennon song: “Across the Universe.”

			[image: ]

			YEARS AGO in a cowboy cafe in Moab, Utah, I met a nine-fingered guitarist who poured Tabasco on his scrambled eggs and told me matter-of-factly that Utah was nice, Montana too. And of course, Colorado. But any serious student of spirituality and the American landscape must one day address his relationship with Alaska, and once in Alaska, he must confront Denali, the heart of the state, the state of the heart.

			Spirituality and landscape, I thought. What kind of double major is that? 

			By Denali he meant both the mountain and the national park. Each complements the other. One is the highest mountain in North America; more massif than solitary peak, a granitic seductress white with snow and ice, so high and imposing that it veils itself in weather of its own making, and by slow degrees or sudden boldness, it appears. And when it does, people fall silent, lost in deep regard. 

			The other Denali is a six-million-acre national park and preserve, the world’s most accessible subarctic sanctuary, nearly three times the size of Yellowstone, more than twice as close to the North Pole as it is to the Equator, a vast ice age stage of glaciers, rivers, tundra, and taiga. From its mountain centerpiece the park runs in every direction as an ocean of land, storm-tossed yet still, silent yet alive. It is fetching in all seasons, in every dress, where winter sets down cold as iron, spring is a brittle wind, summer a short, exuberant breath, and autumn a splash of crimson and gold.

			Add to that the wildlife. Gyrfalcons and grizzly bears, Lapland longspurs and lynx. Marmots, merlins, and moose. Great braided rivers, blizzards of blueberries, and constellations of wildflowers, Dall sheep and wolves, things near and far, seen and unseen, as if we had witnessed—or dreamed of witnessing—the making of something wondrous, wild, and profound, a reinvention of the beginning, and ourselves in that beginning.

			Nine Fingers was right. I see that now as I consider the chiseled mountains and rounded hills, the tendrils of willow among dwarf birch, the glacial-fed rivers shining in the sun, the clouds dashing about the ever-changing sky, the trees solemn and serene, keeping their opinions to themselves yet offering wise counsel whenever we listen.

			Denali is what America was; it’s the old and new, the real and ideal, the wild earth working itself into us on days stormy and calm, brutal and beautiful, unforgiving and blessed. It’s where we came from, long before television and designer coffee, even agriculture itself. Before we lost our way and granted ourselves dominion over all living things, before our modern, paradoxical definitions of progress and prosperity, and too much stuff; it’s the lean, mean, primal place buried in our bones no matter how much we might deny it, no matter how fancy our homes, how busy our routines, how cherished our myths. Denali resides in each of us as the deep quiet, the profound moment, the essence of discovery. It offers a chance to find our proper size in this world.

			Anything can happen. During a 2005 field trip in the park, a geology professor rested his hand on an outcropping of the Cantwell Formation along Igloo Creek and said this kind of Cretaceous sedimentary rock has all the characteristics to preserve dinosaur tracks. Be on alert. A student pointed beyond his gesturing hand and said, “Like this one?” And there was the track of a three-toed meat-eater called a theropod, a small cousin of Tyrannosaurus Rex, roughly seventy million years old, the first evidence of dinosaurs found in Denali and Interior Alaska.
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			OTHER IMAGES don’t come so easily.

			I know a painter from Fairbanks, a gracious man named Kes Woodward, who says this of the mountain, “It took me fifteen years of visiting the park to work up the courage to take on the image of Denali itself, as it is the most daunting icon in Alaska art.” Another artist, Steve Gordon, describes it as the Mona Lisa. “Unless you can approach it in a fresh way, it’s been done.” And another artist, Diane Canfield Bywaters, admits, “The landscape continues to delight, challenge and amaze me. It could be a lifetime goal to paint this successfully.”

			When Garrison Keillor, host of the popular radio program A Prairie Home Companion, visited Anchorage and accepted a bush pilot’s offer to fly him into the heart of the Alaska Range, Keillor said he “ran out of adjectives in the foothills.”

			Many generous people have given their lives to this place; they’ve settled here, and reset their clocks, reset their conscience. They stand for what they stand upon. In so doing they make their lives extraordinary. They get visitors to slow down and shake the city tinsel from their eyes. 

			“The train’s late by an hour.”

			Relax. The river has been here for ten thousand years.

			“The bus is full; the dust is bad.”

			It’s okay. The river has been here for ten thousand years.

			“I’ve come all the way from Mexico. Where’s the sun?”

			Tranquilo. The American golden plover flies here from Argentina, the Wilson’s warbler from Costa Rica, the wandering tattler from Hawaii, or as far away as Australia, the wheatear from sub-Sahara Africa. This is the place to be. You’re fine.

			“It’s cold.”

			Imagine January at fifty below, and dark. The Dall sheep do not complain. The ptarmigan do not complain. The ravens do not complain; they somersault as they fly. 

			“When will the mountain come out?”

			Any day now. Any week. Next month maybe, or the month after that. Breathe deep the northern air. The river has been here for ten thousand years.

			[image: ]

			BUT LET ME BEGIN with my first summer, as good a beginning as any. How this affair got started is not reasonable, painless, or altogether wise. Love never is. But it’s honest. 

			It’s May 1981. Ronald Reagan has just completed his first one hundred days in the White House. He means business; he loves business. Soon he’ll deregulate Wall Street, beef up the Pentagon, triple our national debt, and make us believe we can grow our economy forever.

			On a Saturday afternoon, thousands of miles west-northwest of Reagan’s sunny fantasy in Washington, DC, I and twenty other new ranger recruits board a bus in Anchorage, Alaska. Dour clouds roll in from Cook Inlet and spill rain against the Chugach Mountains. A sharp wind blows. We don’t care. We’re guys with beards and gals with bandanas, northbound to Denali, dimly aware that outside of Reagan’s nation, another America awaits.

			Of course we’re naive. We’re university graduates with liberal arts degrees, versed in critical thinking and deep time, but not venture capitalism. Most of us fall between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-five, making a nice bell curve, with me in the middle, one month shy of thirty. I have fifty dollars in the bank and no health insurance, home, mortgage, wife, kids, debt, or pets, and no plans to acquire them. I’ve traveled around the world on tramp steamers and the Trans-Siberian Railway, sung in Arabic with Turks on the Bosporus, walked across London’s Abbey Road, hitchhiked through Utah in search of a different Abbey (a writer, not a road); ridden my bike off the Sand Cliffs of Spokane’s Hangman Creek, been arrested in Spain for setting caged birds free, and been seduced by an Italian girl in Venice who drank more wine than me, never got drunk, complimented my guitar playing, and disappeared with my money belt. I’ve never been to Interior Alaska, or heard of Adolph Murie, Joe and Fannie Quigley, the Sourdough Party, or the Honorable Judge James Wickersham, Charles Sheldon, or Belmore Browne.

			Jackson Browne and the Cleveland Browns, yes, but not Belmore Browne. That will change. Everything’s about to change. All my possessions fit in my VW hatchback. But I’ve left my rusty, trusty car down south for the summer, maybe forever.

			Wasilla flashes by. Big signs announce: “Guns,” “Ammo,” “Tobacco,” “Liquor,” “Fireworks,” “Freedom,” and “Reagan for President.”

			John Muir was one month shy of thirty when he hiked across California’s Central Valley (then filled with knee-high wildflowers) to the Sierra Nevada, his “Range of Light,” to find the writer and activist within. It does not occur to me. Lesser thoughts fill my head. Does it occur to me that Keats was dead at twenty-five, Hendrix at twenty-seven, Percy Shelley and Hank Williams at twenty-nine? No. I watch south-central Alaska roll by, waves of forested land. Melville comes to mind, his feeling, like mine, of a profound “unfolding within myself.” I listen to the Beatles, Stones, Doors, and the Who, and speak with false authority on the writings of Garrett Hardin, Paul Ehrlich, Barry Commoner, and Roderick Nash. All to impress the gals with bandanas.

			They fall asleep.

			[image: ]

			LOOKING BACK, I see now that Denali did more than charm me that first summer; it saved me. The whole damn place beguiled me and believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. Call me crazy or blessed or crazy blessed. But I swear that again and again Denali has done this—made me buckle down and find inspiration and become the free man I am today.

			Yes, I think about life and death and all that; I think about impermanence, but not for long. As for tomorrow, I’m not enthused about our hypertechnological, genetically engineered future, unless I can be programmed to think otherwise. 

			As I sit now in the historic East Fork Cabin on the Toklat River, on my final night as the park’s writer-in-residence, thirty-one years after that first summer, my career is stalled. Two beloved book manuscripts—my unborn children, one ten years in the making, the other five—earn me only publishers’ rejections, little missives that say, “No thanks.” Yet it’s a small travail compared to the September crescent moon sliding over Polychrome Mountain, or the bear on the porch, or the river with its own story to tell.

			Do rivers ever despair in not getting published?

			Just keep writing.

			If at first you don’t succeed, find another definition of success. Money, like the sun, offers great warmth and light. It also burns and blinds.

			What you hold, dear reader, is a story of love and hope, equal parts natural history, human history, personal narrative, and conservation polemic. I make no attempt to be a neutral journalist, a rare bird in today’s corporate culture. I’m a storyteller. And I’m not alone. The same strength, clarity, and inspiration given to me by this place I’ve seen given to others. Many others. Many times.

			That’s not to say Denali is what it used to be. It is not. Visitation grows. Traffic increases. There will always be a good economic argument to overcrowd an experience until we redefine what a good economy is. Law enforcement rangers wear Kevlar vests and big guns that would, I think, dismay Olaus and Adolph Murie, the pioneering wildlife biologists who first came here in the early 1920s. The park is warmer, brushier, and more forested than it used to be. And sadly, for the first time in the park’s history, a bear killed a visitor; the National Park Service responded by killing the bear. The visitor had a camera, and perhaps got too close. I find myself wondering if an innocence has been lost.

			But let us remember that the land rolls, the rivers run. Denali can make the world a better place. It already has. All we have to do is slow down and listen, look, and love, and every so often sing like angels, howl like wolves.

			Patient persistence.

			The river has been here for ten thousand years.
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			IT’S 1981. The bus rumbles north, past the Chulitna River, over Broad Pass, into the Nenana River Canyon. Everything is so big, so Alaska. I stare like a starving man. Up ahead is a national park that belongs to everyone and no one, a place to practice freedom but also restraint, a world to explore deeply but also lightly. Up ahead is the heart of the state, the state of the heart, an oracle of some kind, the promise of a wilder, wiser life.

			Up ahead is Denali.

		

	
		
			
			THE FIRST SUMMER

		

	
		
			
			Chapter One

			The Midnight Ride of Kimmy the Kid

			SUNDAY, a day of rest. I find an old ten-speed bicycle—did I borrow it? Steal it? I can’t remember. I begin riding west into the park, the direction of dreams. I follow the paved road and leave behind seasonal ranger housing and park headquarters in Hines Creek drainage and climb slowly uphill toward tree line and beyond. I have a daypack with food and water, nothing else. No first-aid kit, no radio.

			A cell phone is science fiction in 1981.

			The country beckons me. 

			I’m pumping hard, as alive as I’ll ever be. I’ve made no decision to do this. I’m not sensible. I just go, storm-tossed, a spore on the wind. I have no idea how far I’ll get, or when I’ll turn around. Somewhere out there a wolf stalks a caribou, a grizzly circles a moose, a lynx tracks a snowshoe hare, a pasque flower rises through late spring snow. Somewhere out there a drama plays out, older and more elemental than anything cooked up by the Romans or the Greeks. Somewhere out there—everywhere out there—is a corrective lens.

			I’m riding hard with a freewheeling ferocity, my head down, lactic acid burning, when a pickup pulls alongside and a voice says, “Where you going?”

			“Huh?” I’m rasping for breath.

			“Where you going?”

			“West.”

			“I can see that. West to where?”

			“Far as I can get.”

			“I can take you to Toklat.”

			The Toklat River, big, braided, rambunctious, northbound off the Alaska Range. I’d never seen it. I stop and throw the bike in the bed of the truck; a little voice tells me that for every mile I ride west with this guy, I’ll have to peddle back in the predawn hours, as I’m scheduled to report for duty on my first day at 8 a.m. No problem. I’ll ride all night if necessary; bivouac in a wolf den. 

			I say “duty” because the National Park Service (NPS) is a paramilitary organization. We rangers don’t have a main office or departments. We have a headquarters, and divisions. We’re not the private sector or free enterprise. We’re the federal government, US Department of the Interior. We wear uniforms and shiny gold badges and read Mother Jones and The Far Side. Maintenance division employees take care of the roads and trails, buildings, and utilities. Administrators administrate. Resource managers manage the resource. Law enforcement rangers follow the Code of Federal Regulations and protect the park from terrorists, litterbugs, and other wrongdoers. 

			I’m an interpretive ranger, an education guy—a teacher of sorts—a seasonal naturalist in the interpretive division, here to interpret for summertime visitors the park’s natural and human histories. I carry no briefcase, Day-Timer, or gun. Should somebody make trouble, I’ll fight him with words, an adjective here, an adverb there. I might even assail him with a story. Take him down with haiku.

			The pickup driver is Brad Ebel, a road grader operator based at the Toklat Work Camp, at mile 53, on the Toklat River. We shake hands and introduce ourselves. He has a firm grip, an easy smile.

			“You know what they say,” he says, as if I know what they say.

			“No. What do they say?”

			“Happiness is headquarters in the rearview mirror.”

			I’m thinking about this when he adds, “Funny name for a guy . . . Kim.”

			“I’m a funny guy.” Some of the time.

			The road climbs. The country opens up. The forest drops below and behind. Out ahead, tundra runs in every direction, a vast quilt of willow and dwarf birch, dry, gray branches with pale green leaves—the meager hints of spring. Stands of spruce huddle in low areas, protected from the wind, where a degree or two of added warmth spells survival. Somber clouds rake the top of Healy Ridge to the north, the Alaska Range to the south. It’s not the kind of day you see in travel brochures, courtesy of the chamber of commerce. It’s edgy, raw, the real deal. 

			We cross the Savage River Bridge, at mile 14, where the ninety-two-mile-long park road—the only road in the park—goes from pavement to hard gravel, and makes a fetching hemline as it skirts the lower slopes of Primrose Ridge. Brad knows it well, and speaks about the road as if it were a living thing, a lovely thing, every curve and dip, every culvert and bridge. “It was built by the Alaska Road Commission [ARC] over sixteen summers,” he says, “from 1922 to 1938. Guys graded the road with horses, tractor-crawlers and motor-graders, and made five dollars a day, and lived in canvas-walled tents with wood-burning stoves, and worked late into the fall when the temperature would drop to twenty degrees below zero. They had no scheduled days off, and they were thankful for the work.”

			“During the Great Depression.”

			“Yep.”

			“How many guys?”

			“Some summers as many as one hundred, other years only a dozen or so.” Brad adds that the original Mount McKinley National Park, established in 1917, didn’t get its first funding and first employee until 1921. The ARC spent five hundred dollars that summer doing preliminary reconnaissance. The next summer, 1922, the ARC spent two thousand dollars brushing the road route and erecting surveying tripods. “You know how many visitors the park had that summer?”

			“A million?”

			“Seven.”

			“Seven million?”

			“No. Seven. Just seven.”
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			TODAY it has hundreds of thousands.

			The original Mount McKinley National Park was the vision of a few dedicated people who encountered resistance at every turn, and never gave up. Consider Charles Sheldon. A Yale graduate who made his fortune in the railroad industry, he retired in 1903 at age thirty-five to pursue his fascination with—and studies of—the mysterious lives of wild animals, especially wild mountain sheep. Teddy Roosevelt said of him, “Charles Sheldon is not only a first-class hunter and naturalist but passionately devoted to all that is beautiful in nature.” A member of the influential Boone and Crockett Club, Sheldon spent a month in the Denali area in the summer of 1906. Entrusted by the US Biological Survey to study and collect Dall sheep, he returned for ten months in 1907–1908 and hunkered down for the long cold winter. He rode it out and loved it, thanks in no small part to his capable twenty-nine-year-old guide, Harry Karstens, who’d come to Alaska during the Klondike Gold Rush. Everything intrigued Sheldon: the silence of the snow, the voices of rivers, the family dynamics of wolves, the power and beauty of grizzly bears, the hibernations of marmots and arctic ground squirrels, the feeding and breeding strategies of ptarmigan, the migrations of golden eagles and arctic terns.

			On a cold January day in 1908, Sheldon stood on a rise in the Kantishna Hills and pulled out his field glasses—more important to him than his hunting rifle—and looked around. Everything his eyes feasted on could one day be a premier national park, he told himself, the Yellowstone of Alaska, preserved and protected for one reason above all others: to celebrate restraint as an expression of our freedom, our rare ability to leave a place as we found it. Sheldon studied the ocean of land, the waves of rolling tundra, vast, intact, winter white, the blue-green earth holding its breath, so still yet dynamic, epic and epoch in its dimensions. Such an ambition. More than a dream, it was a spark of idealism. Could he do it? Could one man—with help from a few committed colleagues and friends—successfully campaign for the creation of a national park?

			I’m thinking about this when Brad tells me, “Watch for bears.”

			“Bears? Where?”

			“Everywhere. Riding your bike on this road at night, in low light. Be careful, that’s all I’m saying.”

			“I thought it stayed light all night, this far north, in summertime.”

			“You thought wrong. It doesn’t get pitch dark, but it gets pretty damn dusky. We’re still a month shy of summer solstice, the longest day of the year, and we’re two hundred miles south of the Arctic Circle.”

			“And bears use the road?”

			“Sometimes, late at night. You don’t want to come upon them suddenly and frighten them, especially a mother with her cubs. She’ll charge you.”

			I feel my voice constrict. “Right,” I say. “A charging mother bear. Not good.” But my fear makes it come out as, “Rigghh, a charring mudda beh, na goo.”
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			THOMAS JEFFERSON, mastermind of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, said it would take one thousand years for enterprising Americans to civilize their emerging continental nation and build cities on the Pacific as they had on the Atlantic. It took fifty. Throughout the nineteenth century, the so-called myth of superabundance—that we would never run out of fish, bison, and bears—was rapidly becoming just that: a myth. One hundred years after Jefferson, Charles Sheldon headed west, as hungry for discovery as Lewis and Clark had been. But he had another vision, and a different president. Cut from the same cloth as Teddy Roosevelt, Sheldon was a keen student of zoology and natural history, a hunter/conservationist who was already rich. Gold didn’t interest him. He arrived in Alaska when the young US territory had no roads and only eighty thousand people (fewer than twelve percent of what it has today), and found his way to the mountains.

			Let us imagine him in the Kantishna Hills on that January day, the sun demure below the horizon, the air brittle, the night falling, the stars cold and watchful, beginning to take their places in the winter sky. To the south rises the icy granite massif gold miners in Fairbanks called Mount McKinley, but Sheldon called “the mountain,” or “Denali,” the Athabascan name meaning “the high one.” (Both names are used today.) Certainly a mountain like that could take care of itself, being the highest in North America. But what of the magnificent wild animals that embroidered it, the grizzly bears, caribou, wolves, moose, Dall sheep, and others that moved about with ancient mystery and grace? Market hunters were coming into the country to kill wild game to feed gold miners and railroad workers. It had to stop. Sheldon made detailed notes of everything and headed back east with one purpose: to make a national park. No easy task.

			“This is fine,” I tell Brad as we cross the Teklanika River Bridge. “I’ll get out here.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yep.” Nope. Is there anything I’m sure of, other than my own mortality?

			“Toklat is another twenty-three miles west,” Brad says. “I can take you there.”

			“This is good.”

			“Okay then, have fun. Don’t kill yourself.”

			I stare at him.

			“I’m just saying it’s a lot of paperwork when somebody dies in a national park. That’s all. I gave you this ride. If you died, I’d be the last guy to have seen you alive, so I’d have to do all the paperwork.”

			“And stay in headquarters?”

			“Yep.”

			“Not good?”

			“No, not good.”

			“Okay, I’ll stay alive.” Promises, promises. The things I do for other people.
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			NO ENTRY. ROAD CLOSED BEYOND THIS POINT reads a sign on a gate on the far side of Teklanika River Bridge. Brad unlocks it. I open the gate so he can go through and close it behind him—the courteous thing to do—and watch him drive away, his big truck receding down the road. I hoist my bike and walk around the gate. The river rumbles, the mountains stare. Back in the saddle, I ride through Igloo Forest. It must get cold in here, I tell myself. The dark spruce press in, trees with little to say, a place of shadows, black on gray. I hear the murmur of my tires on the road, the occasional pebble striking a spoke. I ride hard, as if trying to escape something I cannot see.

			I pass over Igloo Creek Bridge and begin a gradual ascent, the road wet from a recent rain, a patina of new snow on the soft shoulders. Mud grinds through the bike chain and gears, spatters up my legs and back, onto my face, into my mouth. I spit and stop to wash down the chain. I ride on, always on. Igloo Mountain rises to starboard, Cathedral Mountain to port. The entire place feels oceanic, deep in fathoms but also time, shaped by gales and storms and the workings of millennia that render alluvial terraces and misfit streams, braided rivers and kettle ponds. The tundra, streaked with fingers of snow, awakens from the last spell of winter.

			Back at headquarters, rangers told me that Dall sheep inhabited Igloo Mountain. I see none. The sky is gunmetal gray and darkening. I estimate the temperature at forty degrees Fahrenheit, ten degrees lower with the wind chill. Already muddy and wet, I pull on a wool hat, a windbreaker, a thin pair of gloves and rain pants. The only thing that keeps me warm is the furnace of my own exertion. 

			Over Sable Pass, the bicycle troops on. I stop to drink and eat, to absorb the presence of the absence, stone upon stone, the land working its way into me as both storytelling and translation. Back on the bike, I coast down to the East Fork of the Toklat River, passing the spur road that drops down to the historic cabin where wildlife biologist Adolph Murie did his famous predator/prey research that—from what I’m beginning to learn—changed the young science of ecology. Wolves aren’t evil, Murie concluded. They’re four-legged echoes of the wise and cunning hunters we used to be; the sharp edge of natural selection that benefit prey populations by winnowing out the old, sick, and infirm.

			This was heresy back in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s—and is still today, among some.

			For centuries folklore flooded us with images of the Big Bad Wolf. Then along comes a soft-spoken man, small in stature but large in commitment. Adolph Murie was the younger half brother of Olaus Murie, a wildlife biologist and artist who’d already made a name for himself. The two half brothers married half sisters and devoted much of their lives to the study and defense of wild animals, and the defense of the vast tracts of wilderness lands those animals needed to survive. They spoke for the voiceless and helped to make wilderness conservation a social justice issue on par with civil rights. Standing before the false idols of industrial progress, they asked for a new environmental ethos, a new land ethic. To this day, Adolph Murie, who spent nearly fifty years in the park, coming and going and raising his daughters on the tundra, is remembered as the conscience of Denali.
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			ACROSS THE EAST FORK BRIDGE, I begin the climb up Polychrome Mountain, and stop and look back. There at the bottom of the spur road, on the other side of the river, tucked into the topography is the East Fork Cabin, resolute, alone, built by the Alaska Road Commission in 1928. Barely visible in the dimming light of the deepening night, it calls to me. I could turn around, recross the bridge, ride down to the cabin and have a better look, bivouac for a few hours, pay my quiet respects to Adolph Murie, or Ade, as his friends called him. It strikes me as a shrine, that little cabin, impossibly small yet bigger than its actual size, a place I might deserve to visit someday. Not today.

			I ride on. Up and up. My heart jackhammers. The terrain falls away as the road cuts deep into beds of basalt and rhyolite, extrusive igneous rocks colored buff, orange, yellow, black, and gray, signatures of a fiery, superheated past. To my right, talus slopes climb skyward, poised on the angle of repose; to my left, everything plunges down to the Plains of Murie, river bars and tundra-scapes veiled in mist far below. I stop and wipe the mud from my cheeks and catch my hand on my chest, taking my pulse. Life, death, beauty, despair, anger, sorrow, trouble, joy, grace, rocks, rivers, the mountains, the sky. Nothing matters. Everything matters. 

			Is it madness that brings me here? A divine hand? Confusion or clarity? Knowledge or mystery? That which I know, or wish to know? Or simply that which I imagine? As if the imagination were simple. The night overtakes me. Back on the bike, I’m pumping hard when a wildcat wind nearly knocks me over. In the distance, approaching from the west, I see headlights. Somebody is out driving the road. I stare as the truck winds its way toward me, lonely lights poised above the void, negotiating the cliff like an alien ship out of The Twilight Zone, a celestial being. An angel, come to rescue me. It draws near. I know what to do. I’ll do the sensible thing. I’ll flag it down and get a ride back to a warm bed, a hot shower, a cold beer, a good laugh with new friends. I’ll bring this crazy experiment to an end. Turn around. Go back. Be safe.

			At the last minute, insanity strikes; I hide. Headlights wash over the cliff as I flatten myself against a shadowed face and pull in my bike to let the government truck go by, its diesel engine shattering the immense quiet. A minute passes, two, three, five. I stand dumbfounded as the twin red taillights recede down the road, eastbound. How quickly the night resumes, darker than before. Colder. Wetter. It begins to snow.

			I shiver.

			Time to pedal like hell, ride through my own discomfort and fear. If it’s this cold in May, what’s it like in January?

			The road drops gently, rising and falling but mostly falling for seven miles from Polychrome Pass to the Toklat River. It’s after midnight, I’m sure. The witching hour. I can’t see a thing. The snow turns to rain. I should slow down. I should go fast and faster, as fast as I can. And turn around where? How to end this crazy ordeal? Whose idea was this? I’m a fool on the hill with a ticket to ride on the long and winding road.

			Have I ever been more alive? More aware than I am right now on the rim of my own existence? The stoics were right. When unafraid to die we can truly live, though it might not be for long. Everybody dies; we just don’t want to be there when it happens.

			From the Toklat River Bridge I can see dim lights to my right, downriver, a spur road leading to the Toklat Work Camp where Brad lives with other NPS employees. Kind people, no doubt. At this hour nobody will be awake. No matter. I’ll take shelter on an empty porch, in a broom closet, under a truck.

			But my bike has other plans. It takes me on, past the spur road, deeper into the park. Again we climb, my bike and me. Five miles up ahead is the high point of the road, Highway Pass, at 3,980 feet elevation. I’m tired, wet, cold. I might be hypothermic. But I’m not dead. I have free will. I could dismount the bike and let it go on by itself. We talk it over, the bike and me, and stop a few miles shy of Highway Pass. The snow is deep in places, with tall cut-banks rising on both sides where the graders have plowed. Their job—Brad’s job—is to open the road as soon as possible for the tour buses and shuttle buses that will carry thousands of visitors in and out of their national park each day of summer.

			I eat crackers and chocolate and stand numb-legged, half dazed from exhaustion. Up ahead, the road rises into a cold dawn that appears lighter than it did half an hour ago. Somewhere behind me, far to the northeast, a new day comes my way. Still, I face west. Bleary-eyed I see a bear come over the rise, profiled against the sky, right in the middle of the road, as if he owns it, walking my way. I step back, stumble over my bike, and fall. The bear comes nearer, moving toward me, head down, his exact size difficult to tell in the dimness of everything, above me now, coming over the rise. He looks small but big, determined in his movements. He could be a cub, followed soon by his aggressive, overprotective mother. 

			I gain my footing and scramble up a snowbank, my breathing hard and ragged. Heart pounding. From my low position on the road, half a minute ago, the bear appeared exaggerated. Now from an upper viewpoint, I see it for what it is: no bear at all, but an imposter, a porcupine. A ferocious, killer porcupine. Ursus porcus. Maybe sixteen inches tall, it weighs twenty-five pounds with rows of little teeth evolved to eat tree bark. It waddles by, stops to sniff my bike, and moves on, mumbling to itself.

			What the hell? What am I doing? Where does it come from, this love of wild country? This affair with risk? Childhood. It comes from childhood.

			[image: ]

			SPOKANE, 1963.

			Every kid should have a Wonder Dog that runs like the wind. A short little mutt blasting forth with his tongue out and ears back, his stubby legs moving so fast they’re a blur. 

			I’d ride my Schwinn Red Racer with everything I had. Hot on my heels would be Max, the family pooch, a terrier of some kind running with all his might. We weren’t fooling ourselves, Max and me. He was a mutt, a distant wolf. And I was a mutt too, an unremarkable kid from middle-class America, free-ranging, bike-zooming, as unmindful of my limitations as Max was of his.

			Weaving past cars one summer day, we headed up Bernard Street to the end of Spokane’s South Hill, where we crossed High Drive and stopped atop the bluff. I lifted my bike over the guardrail, then little Max, and turned my back to the traffic. Before me, the world fell away in a breathtaking slope

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/flourish.jpg





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/BookmanOldStyle.ttf


OEBPS/image/LyonsPressLogoTitlePg__fmt.jpeg
D

Guilford, Connecticut





OEBPS/image/9781493016655.jpg
Rhythm
of the Wild

=)

A Life Inspired by Alaska’s
Denali National Park

Author of The Only.Kayak





OEBPS/image/866.jpg





OEBPS/image/LyonsPressLogoTitlePg_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/font/BookmanOldStyle-Italic.ttf


