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			I told him he must reform, for a man who neither believed in God nor glaciers must be very bad, indeed the worst of all unbelievers.

			—John Muir, Travels in Alaska
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			Author’s Note

			The figure of three thousand miles in this book’s subtitle was calculated on paper with a pencil and ruler, and includes water, air, and ground travel. In other words, it could be off by a little, or by a lot. “My 3,286.4 Mile Journey Around Wild Alaska, Roughly Half of Which Occurred on the Sea and Should Therefore Probably Be Tallied as Nautical Miles” might be more accurate, but it wouldn’t fit on this book’s spine. Any young Scouts working on cartography badges may notice that if you count all the sea miles from Bellingham, Washington, to Dutch Harbor, Alaska, that number is also, coincidentally, about three thousand.

			Also, a few minor identifying details in this story, including some names, have been changed because not everyone I’ve written about knew they were going to be characters in a book.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			GLACIER BAY NATIONAL PARK

			Our two-person kayak skimmed the surface of Glacier Bay’s glassy water, the bow pointed like a compass needle at the rocky lump of Russell Island. The sun was out, always a pleasant surprise in Southeast Alaska, and a light mist lingered around the island’s upper half. We’d been paddling for about an hour, but I had no idea how far we’d come or how far we had left to go. My sense of scale hadn’t yet acclimated to the vastness we’d entered—water, sky, and mountains were all I had to work with. Aside from the splash of our paddles and the occasional tap-tapping of sea otters cracking open mussels, all was quiet.

			“Will there be anyone else on Russell Island?” I asked David Cannamore, who was seated behind me. David was a former college athlete who guided kayakers around Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve all day, every day during the summer. He paddled with the metronomic grace of a professional tennis player volleying against a ball machine and accounted for perhaps 80 percent of our forward progress.

			“I seriously doubt it,” David said. “I’ve camped a lot of places in this park, but never on Russell Island. There probably aren’t even any bears there.”

			Bears were just one subject I’d never given much thought to back in New York City that seemed to come up again and again in Alaska. Others included the five varieties of Pacific salmon, the structural integrity of permafrost, recipes for moose meat, the declining quality of rubber boots, and a simmering resentment toward Washington, DC, that fell under the general rubric of “federal overreach.” Glaciers were another popular topic. As David and I paddled across the silent immensity of Glacier Bay, we were surrounded on all sides by the park’s namesake rivers of ice flowing down from the mountains. Their frozen innards glowed a phosphorescent blue that eclipsed the cloudless sky above. A few times every hour, the giants discharged ice from their wrinkled faces—crack, rumble, splash—one of nature’s most spellbinding performances.

			According to the slightly damp map I kept pulling out of a pocket beneath my life vest, the glaciers of Glacier Bay were doing something else, too. They were melting, and had been doing so for some time. There was no better evidence of this than Russell Island. In 1879, the then unknown conservationist John Muir had first scouted the bay in a dugout canoe guided by Tlingit Indians. Russell Island marked the furthest reach of his journey, for it was embedded in two hundred feet of solid ice, a pebble crushed beneath the leading edge of a glacier that flowed back up beyond the horizon into Canada. For the next twenty years, Muir returned repeatedly to Glacier Bay and its ever-changing landscape. On his seventh and final visit, in 1899, Muir estimated that the ice wall had retreated four miles. Russell Island was surrounded by open water.

			Wavy lines on my map, each labeled with a year, demarcated the former extent of Glacier Bay’s namesake ice in decades past. These were the shrinking borders of an empire under siege, evidence that in the century following John Muir’s visits, the frozen kingdom whose praises he’d sung had been dissolving like a popsicle in the sun. Muir Glacier, named to honor the writer who literally put Glacier Bay on the map and almost singlehandedly created the market for scenic Alaska cruises, had withdrawn more than twenty miles since 1879.

			For many people, especially environmentalists who revere John Muir as a nature prophet, this glacial retreat is obvious evidence of global warming. Which makes sense until you stop to ask why the ice had begun melting before the gasoline-powered automobile was invented. In some places along Alaska’s coast, including Glacier Bay, one can find glaciers that are growing. More than a century after Muir’s investigations, a lot of things were behaving unpredictably in Alaska, not just the glaciers but also animals, plants, weather, and—considering my sudden desire to go kayaking and camping in America’s most remote wilderness—me.

			Small white bergs drifted past as we paddled, reminders that the tranquil water beneath us could chill the life out of you in a few minutes. I’d already heard plenty of stories about outdoor adventures in Alaska that had quickly turned into outdoor tragedies. A group of six fishermen casting these same frigid waters not far from shore a few weeks earlier had leaned over to admire a catch and overturned their boat. The four who survived the cold shock were hypothermic when rescued. You didn’t turn your back on Alaska.

			From a distance, Russell Island had looked like a good place for a prison colony. When David and I landed, we found a perfect deserted isle with a panoramic view: two rows of dark mountains tapering toward a massive white block of ice. We set up camp in a patch of tall grass above the beach. David cooked a simple dinner, careful to keep even the tiniest scrap of food a hundred yards away from our tents in case any hungry bears came through. He’d grown up in Alaska and had encountered plenty of bears, and he didn’t seem too concerned about the megafauna threat level on Russell Island. He’d seen none of the usual signs of bear activity: claw marks, scat, the large divots they dig out to sleep in.

			“If you get up before the morning’s first cruise ship comes through, have a good look around,” David told me before we crawled into our tents for the night. “At that hour there probably won’t be anyone but us for twenty miles in any direction.”

			Sunlight spilled into the fjord just after 4:00 A.M.—daybreak in Southeast Alaska in June—and illuminated the glacier at the head of the bay. When my great-great-grandparents were holding hands as teenagers, that ice had engulfed the spot where I stood. I sat on a rock that had been deposited by the glacier’s hasty retreat sometime between John Muir’s first visit, in 1879, and his last, in 1899, pulled out my map, and tried once again to untangle the changes that had taken place in that span.

			When I looked up, I saw immediately that David’s observation about our morning solitude needed a clarification. We were definitely the only humans on Russell Island, and probably the only people for many miles in any direction. But we weren’t exactly alone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A Visit to Mr. Merriam

			WASHINGTON, DC

			On March 25, 1899, a gentleman from New York City arrived unannounced at the Washington, DC, office of natural historian C. Hart Merriam. At age forty-three, Merriam had already been practicing science seriously for three decades, dating back to some unauthorized taxidermy performed on his sister’s dead cat. In 1872, on summer break from high school, he had served as naturalist on an expedition to America’s newly christened Yellowstone National Park and published his findings in a fifty-page government report. He had since earned and abandoned an MD degree, cofounded the National Geographic Society, and identified dozens of bird and mammal species.

			Merriam did not, however, recognize the name of the mysterious stranger who’d interrupted his typically hectic workday. Edward H. Harriman, as any close observer of Wall Street would have known, was on the verge of becoming one of the most famous—and, in the trust-busting years to come, infamous—entrepreneurs of the late Gilded Age. In the years prior to setting foot in Merriam’s office at the U.S. Division of Biological Survey, at 14th and Independence, Harriman had taken control of the underperforming Union Pacific Railroad. The previous summer, the new chief executive had personally inspected more than six thousand miles of track, examining “every poor tie, blistered rail, and loose bolt,” according to one superintendent. The complete modernization Harriman ordered for the Union Pacific had left his railroad in rapidly improving shape and its chief executive physically exhausted. For the summer of 1899, Harriman’s physician—who joined him in Merriam’s office—was ordering him to take a sabbatical.

			Harriman, whose quicksilver mind terrified his underlings and allowed him to see opportunities invisible to others, had conceived something much more ambitious than a couple of months of tennis and lemonade at his country estate. His plan was to outfit a large steamship as his private yacht and survey the coast of Alaska. In the previous fifteen years, it had become possible to book package tours up the Inside Passage, as the waterways of the British Columbia coast and Alaska panhandle had come to be known. A steady flow of well-to-do excursioners had been lured by newspaper and magazine stories raving about Alaska’s glaciers. One particularly adventurous writer had done more than all others combined to promote the territory’s frozen wonders: John Muir.

			Harriman was bringing along his wife and children, as well as a few guests and an ample crew, but his ship had the capacity to carry many more. He sought Merriam’s help in rounding up a team of America’s top experts in the natural sciences to accompany them. “He thought that there should be two men of recognized ability in each department,” Merriam later recalled. “Two zoologists, two botanists, two geologists and so on.” Harriman expected to depart from Seattle in just two months.

			Harriman’s rough itinerary combined familiar elements of the newly fashionable northern Grand Tour with exploration into points unknown. His steamship would sail up the Inside Passage and visit its best-known spots: lawless Wrangell; Skagway, epicenter of the Klondike Gold Rush; the old Russian capital, Sitka; and Glacier Bay, perhaps the biggest draw of all, thanks to the ecstatic nature rhapsodies that Muir published in America’s most popular magazines. But one of the secrets to Harriman’s success was ignoring limits set by others. His Alaska course would extend thousands of miles further, continuing west toward the Bering Sea, scouting Prince William Sound, Kodiak Island, the Aleutians, and beyond, obscure places where large swaths of territory were labeled UNKNOWN on maps and scientific discoveries were waiting for anyone who stepped on shore. Thanks to railroad men like Harriman, the wild American West had been all but subdued in less than a hundred years. In 1805, Lewis and Clark had witnessed herds of buffalo so large their movements shook the ground. By 1899, that same species faced extinction. The true American frontier now lay in the wilderness to the north. As the historian Maury Klein puts it, “Harriman’s idea of rest was to organize, underwrite, and direct what became the last major scientific expedition of the nineteenth century.”

			Seated in his office, Merriam was polite but dubious about Harriman’s offer. Whoever had steered Harriman to Merriam had chosen wisely, though. The scientist, son of a congressman, was exceedingly well connected. He made quick inquiries, which confirmed that the railroad man was not only serious but probably incapable of joking. Cartoonists delighted in depicting Merriam, who wore round spectacles and combed his hair into a tall pouf, as an administrative owl. He was wise enough to see that he might have stumbled across the most elusive of creatures: a scientific expedition with no fixed budget. When Harriman visited Merriam’s home that night and insisted that in addition to covering all costs he would allow the team Merriam selected free rein to conduct their own research, Merriam was convinced that Harriman’s northbound Noah’s Ark was no rich man’s boondoggle.

			“To be a member of it would be the event of a lifetime,” he realized.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			All Points North

			NEW YORK CITY

			Next to the cluttered desk in my office, I keep a small collection of manila folders labeled with the names of destinations I would like to write about one day. Inside each folder are scraps of paper—bar napkins covered in semi-legible hieroglyphics and yellowed newspaper clippings pertaining to a particular place. In the folder marked ALASKA, there’s a piece of hotel stationery on which I scribbled something an Alaskan friend once told me. Three basic types of people live in Alaska, he said. There are the Native Alaskans, who’ve been there since time immemorial. There are people who have come north running toward something, usually a chance to do something unpleasant to make a lot of money quickly, such as gutting fish twelve hours a day or operating a welding torch in minus-forty-degree temperatures. And there are those who are running away from something, like a bad marriage or fluoridated water.

			Travel writing is an odd and pleasant way to make a living, one that has enabled me to fast-forward to the sort of life people profiled in Forbes often anticipate once they’ve made a Harriman-worthy fortune. I wander the world meeting interesting people; I write books; and when not on the road, I spend so much time around the house that my children sometimes feel obligated to tell friends that I really do have a job. Over the years, I have learned that the most interesting questions to answer about a place are rarely the most obvious ones: where to go, when to do so, what to eat, who to go with, or even how to get there. The essential question about travel is: Why? Perhaps you’ve dreamed of Kenya ever since seeing Out of Africa as a child, or want to meet your distant relatives in Ireland, or long to see a lemur in the wild. A journey away from something—work, stress, societal norms that frown on drinking before 10:00 A.M.—is a vacation. A journey toward something—a trip with an objective—is an expedition. There are a handful of spectacular places I’ve put off visiting (and writing about) for years because I never found a good enough reason to go. Until recently, Alaska was one of them.

			Outside of my professional travel obligations, I like a plain old relaxing vacation as much as anyone, and was in the midst of one not long ago when I found myself in the slightly seedy Seattle neighborhood of Pioneer Square, staring up at a totem pole. The presence of a totem pole at a busy intersection in Seattle wasn’t especially noteworthy—they’re only marginally less common than stoplights—though I was surprised to encounter standing beneath this one a friendly young U.S. national park ranger in his Smokey Bear hat. The pole, he enthusiastically informed me, was actually a duplicate. The original had been obtained in 1899 by a group of prominent local business leaders who’d sailed north to Alaska’s Inside Passage to steal one from a Native village. The Pioneer Square pole thieves seem to have stolen their idea, too, the ranger went on. They’d been inspired by the ballyhooed return to Seattle of the Harriman Expedition.

			As it happens, one of the qualifications of my unusual job is knowing a thing or two about the history of exploration. An entire bookcase in my office is crammed with accounts of journeys to the far corners of the earth. The existence of the Harriman Expedition was news to me, though, a gap in my knowledge that grew into embarrassment once I got a look at the league of extraordinary gentlemen Hart Merriam assembled in 1899. His selections had participated in almost every important American expedition since the Civil War. The obvious first choice was William Healey Dall, the dean of Alaskan explorers, who’d begun visiting the northern wilderness when it was still Russian and had written Alaska and Its Resources, perhaps the most influential book ever published on the territory. Grove Karl Gilbert, veteran of multiple Rocky Mountain campaigns, was thought by many to be the greatest American geologist who ever lived. Henry Gannett’s brilliant innovations in geography led him to be known as “the Father of American Map Making.” George Bird Grinnell, editor of the influential Forest and Stream magazine, had founded the Audubon Society and was arguably the most respected outdoorsman in the country. Some expeditioners were already good friends. Others knew one another only by reputation. Everyone knew Merriam.

			Not all prospective members were academic specialists. Aside from taking the rest his doctor had prescribed, Harriman seemed to have two primary goals for his summer in Alaska. He wished to return from his adventures with a trophy bear, so two taxidermists and a scout were hired to accompany the group. Harriman also, in the Carnegie-esque spirit of the age, hoped to render a philanthropic service by enabling scientists in various fields to survey the wonders of Alaska, enlarge their collections of specimens, and share their findings with an American public that had developed a passion for the natural history museums that were proliferating around the country. Merriam expanded the team to include three artists and a young photographer, Edward S. Curtis, who had guided Merriam and Grinnell to safety after they’d gotten lost while hiking on Mount Rainier in 1898. Rounding out the roster was a pair of America’s best-known authors in a genre—nature writing—that was growing in popularity as America’s wilderness vanished. One was John Burroughs, famous for his bestselling essays on birds and flowers, signed on to write the expedition’s official history.

			The second author was both an obvious invitee and a reluctant one. John Muir was perhaps America’s leading writer on the relatively new subject of wilderness protection, a movement that within a few years would come to be known as conservation. He had visited Alaska six times and was generally acknowledged as the top expert on its glaciers. His 1879 canoe trip through the Inside Passage is one of the most famous voyages in American exploration. (Muir’s first encounter with Glacier Bay is the heart of his classic Travels in Alaska, a copy of which I did have in my office bookcase.) He had also founded the Sierra Club, to defend California’s dwindling wild places against men like Harriman, practitioners of what Muir called “gobble gobble economics.” Unfamiliar with Harriman, and perplexed by his unusual offer, Muir dragged his feet until his friend Merriam convinced him that the ship would be making stops in Alaskan locations that even Muir had yet to explore.

			With his legacy in mind, Harriman paid Hart Merriam to edit what became twelve beautifully printed volumes of writings and photographs by the expedition members. Taken as a whole, the Harriman Alaska Series serves as a sepia snapshot of Alaska’s natural riches in 1899: bears and whales and fjords and snowcapped peaks. Most striking of all, due largely to Muir’s influence, are the hundreds of glaciers, many newly discovered and each as distinct in words and pictures as a snowflake under a microscope.

			Since 1867, when the United States purchased the half million square miles of what had been called “Russian America,” the territory has had a split personality. Alaska is the Last Frontier, land of sublime wild beauty. It is also, in the words of author and eco-activist Edward Abbey, “the last pork chop,” a natural larder waiting to be raided. Alaska has been shaped by three gold rushes, each of which left behind a fundamentally different place. The first was the soft gold rush of fur, starting in the mid-eighteenth century, which opened the Great Land to the ships of Europe’s most powerful nations. The second was the hard gold rush of the 1890s, which drew thousands of new non-Native residents north for the first time. The scientists assembled by Hart Merriam witnessed the unintended consequences of unregulated exploitation in Alaska—species driven to extinction, pristine lands and waters contaminated, Native cultures destroyed—and recorded these effects in the Harriman Alaska Series as well.

			Alaska’s third and biggest boom was the liquid gold rush that began with the construction of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline in the 1970s. Around the time I learned of the Harriman Expedition’s existence, news stories began to report that, after nearly forty fat years, Alaska’s third rush was reaching a crisis point just as its others had. The state’s oil reserves were dwindling, and the price per barrel had collapsed, crippling the regional economy. Alaska faced a difficult choice: double down and open protected wilderness areas for drilling, which climate scientists argued was the opposite of what should be done in light of alarming warming trends; or move on to the Next Big Thing, whatever that might be, as the state always had.

			It seemed I finally had my reason to visit Alaska—my answer to the question “Why?” I could follow in the Harriman Expedition’s wake and compare what Hart Merriam’s all-star team of experts had recorded with what was happening now. How to do so was another matter. Alaska is essentially a small continent: big enough to hold Texas, California, and Montana (the second-, third-, and fourth-largest states) and still have room left over for New England, Hawaii, and a couple of metropolises. It contains seven mountain ranges and ten peaks taller than any in the Lower 48. Its waterfront accounts for half of all the coast in the United States. Louisiana has four times as many miles of paved roads. Except for a few of the larger cities and towns, most places in Alaska—and almost every place visited by the Harriman Expedition—can be reached only by boat or airplane. You can’t even drive to Juneau, the state capital.

			Because of these obstacles, Alaska has always been as much a seafaring culture as Polynesia. The great majority of its recreational visitors today make the journey the same way they would have in 1899: on ships. Each summer a million cruise ship passengers make the same scenery hajj as the Harriman Expedition. The most recent data I could find showed the Inside Passage had catapulted over Las Vegas and Orlando to become America’s number-one tourist destination.

			I’d never before traveled any serious distance by water, and the idea seemed appealing, a throwback to a time of steamer trunks and straw boaters, a golden age before TSA pat-downs and punitive baggage fees. If I’d been in the market for an Alaska vacation, an Inside Passage cruise would’ve worked fine. But as was the case with Harriman, my ambitions were a little more grand.

			There was another option. Alaska has its own coastal transportation network, the Alaska Marine Highway System, created to deal with its unique needs. Most of the state’s residents live near the sea. The Marine Highway’s purpose is to move people and vehicles long distances to remote places for a reasonable price. Alaska’s ferries have as much in common with Greyhound buses as with anything offered by Norwegian Cruise Line, but what they lack in amenities they make up for in flexibility. With a little patience, Dramamine, and maybe a few time-saving shortcuts, it appeared to be possible to ride the three thousand miles from Washington State to Dutch Harbor, in the Aleutians, in about two months, the same time the Harriman Expedition took.

			Not just a vacation, I told myself, pulling Muir’s Travels in Alaska off the shelf, but an expedition. It could even, as Muir’s pal Hart Merriam might say, be the event of a lifetime.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			First-Class Men

			WESTBOUND ON THE HARRIMAN SPECIAL

			Harriman and most of his invited specialists left Grand Central Station by train on the twenty-third of May 1899, in several private carriages that included a dining car, two sleepers, and a plush smoker stocked with fine cigars and a five-hundred-volume library on all topics related to Alaska. Harriman kept a private car for his own use. His guests, accustomed to the shoestring budgets of government-funded expeditions, luxuriated in the hospitality made possible by capitalism. The painter Frederick Dellenbaugh, who had run the uncharted Colorado River with explorer John Wesley Powell in large rowboats, marveled at the hot and cold running water in his stateroom and the choices of entrée with dinner—baked bluefish, prime roast beef, roasted Philadelphia capon. As Harriman’s guests settled in for their weeklong cross-country journey, the host passed through his train cars to get acquainted.

			Like Merriam, several of the men on the train had never heard of their small, mustached host prior to receiving his invitation. He did not exude warmth. “Every feature of his countenance manifested power, especially his wonderful eyes, deep and frank yet piercing, though likely at first sight to keep people at a distance,” observed John Muir. In addition to being an innovative thinker, a genius with numbers, and a fierce competitor, Harriman was something of a late bloomer, whose name would not become synonymous with business until the coming decade. He had dropped out of school at fourteen to take a job as an office boy on Wall Street. By age twenty-two he had worked his way up to a seat on the New York Stock Exchange. In 1881, he was part of a syndicate that purchased a small, decrepit railroad in upstate New York, which Harriman arranged to resell for a profit. Not until 1898 did he acquire his first major railroad, the Union Pacific.

			Harriman was known for his ability to digest huge amounts of information quickly, which allowed him to impose order and efficiency on situations that might easily spin into chaos, such as corralling a shipload of scientists whose individual worlds revolved around mollusks or birds or rocks and expecting them to spend two months harmoniously in close quarters. Once Harriman had taken the measure of a subordinate and found him adequate, however, he was an eager delegator of authority. As the special train chugged toward Chicago, Harriman “announced that it was not his desire to dictate the route to be followed, or to control the details of the work,” Merriam wrote. Instead, he appointed his guests to serve on a variety of committees of the sort one might have in a business organization. These he deputized to make decisions about the expedition’s specific itinerary.

			After crossing the Mississippi, the passengers aboard the special train observed mounting evidence of the taming of the West: fenced farms, coal mines, networks of train tracks. “In places the country looks as if all the railroad forces of the world might have been turned loose to delve and rend and pile in some mad, insane folly and debauch,” John Burroughs wrote. Settlements remembered as pinpricks on a map a few years prior had grown into full-fledged towns and cities. Omaha was hosting the Greater America Exposition, to which Harriman’s guests were escorted on a private trolley. In Boise, where the local paper declared Harriman “the man of the hour in railroad circles,” the team was met at sunrise with a parade sponsored by the chamber of commerce. Merriam suggested that Shoshone Falls, in Idaho’s Snake River Canyon, might make a nice day trip. Harriman wired ahead, “ordering horses, a stagecoach, and two buggies to be brought up by rail,” according to historians William Goetzmann and Kay Sloan. No expense needed to be spared, as Harriman was making money faster than he could spend it. For the fiscal year that ended June 30, 1899, the Union Pacific would earn a net profit of fourteen million dollars.

			As the Harriman special train rolled through the Rockies, a smaller coterie of guests, including Muir, had embarked from California to meet the others in Portland, where a dinner was being held at the city’s finest hotel. The final leg of their rail journey was eased by Harriman’s sometime rival J. P. Morgan, who had ordered the tracks of his Northern Pacific Railroad cleared. In Seattle, photographer Edward Curtis and his assistant, D. G. Inverarity, completed the party. As the Harriman Alaska Expedition prepared to depart Seattle on the thirty-first, its detail-oriented patron stood in the gray Northwest drizzle keeping an eye on the tons of strange cargo being loaded onto the George W. Elder: the baggage and scientific equipment of all his guests, hunting rifles and ammunition, a complete photo dark room and slide projector, a piano, the five hundred books on Alaska, cigars, brandy, champagne, and, according to Burroughs, “eleven fat steers, a flock of sheep, chickens, and turkeys, a milch cow, and a span of horses.”

			

			—

			Harriman had assembled a company of men who would come to be known as some of the founders of American conservation, at the very moment when a movement to protect America’s natural beauty was forming. Paradoxically, Harriman states in the first paragraph of the first volume of the Harriman Alaska Series that his interest in Alaska had been piqued by the opportunity to kill a Kodiak bear. What may seem incongruous more than a century later was at the time entirely consistent. Though urban environmentalists tend to avoid the subject, the roots of their movement are inextricably intertwined with hunting.

			Perhaps the leading example of this duality was George Bird Grinnell. Grinnell in 1899 was best known as the editor of Forest and Stream, a magazine for sportsmen that championed the preservation of habitat. His pedigree as an outdoorsman was extraordinary. When he was a boy, his family had lived on the bucolic north Manhattan estate of the late naturalist and bird artist John James Audubon, where he was tutored by Lucy Audubon, John’s widow. During the 1870s, Grinnell had made several trips west—assisting on some of the first dinosaur fossil hunts (guided by “Buffalo Bill” Cody) and serving as the naturalist on General Custer’s 1874 Black Hills Expedition. (He declined Custer’s invitation to join the doomed 1876 campaign that ended at Little Big Horn.) With each return trip west, Grinnell saw that populations of large animals were dwindling due to overhunting. Traveling through Nebraska in 1870, historian Michael Punke writes, “Grinnell’s train had twice been halted by herds of buffalo.” Two years later, he rode with the Pawnee on one of their last great buffalo hunts. By 1879, not a single bison was to be found in the state of Colorado.

			In response to similar threats to wild bird populations, Grinnell founded the Audubon Society, which he briefly ran from the Forest and Stream offices. He also used the magazine to advocate for law enforcement against poaching in existing national parks and the formation of new ones. (Montana’s Glacier National Park, which was established in 1910 and recently welcomed its 100 millionth visitor, was largely Grinnell’s creation.) When Grinnell gave a lukewarm review to the book Hunting Trips of a Ranchman, the author, twenty-six-year-old New York State assemblyman Theodore Roosevelt, stormed into the editor’s office to rebut the criticisms. A friendship followed, and two years later, in December 1887, Grinnell and Roosevelt decided to form the Boone and Crockett Club. The club’s members, each of whom was required to have killed at least three kinds of trophy animals, would use their political influence to promote preservation of wild places, not least because that was where big game lived.*

			The creeping panic felt by men like Grinnell and Roosevelt was due not only to the diminishing numbers of animals to shoot. In 1893, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner announced that, according to the latest census data, the American frontier had disappeared. For decades, hardy pioneers had gone west to conquer the wilderness. Nature, like the Native Americans, was treated as an enemy to be subdued. Turner argued that the frontier experience had shaped the American character, with its love of freedom and rugged individualism. Europe suffered willingly under kings and emperors. The United States demanded democracy. With the frontier gone, Turner and others wondered, what would become of America?

			Except the American frontier hadn’t disappeared. It had simply moved north. The territory of Alaska was so distant and vast that, as the superintendent of the same 1890 census on which Turner had based his pessimistic hypothesis pointed out, it presented “difficulties in the way of enumeration scarcely conceivable in the older portion of the country.” Not only were the contents of this immense northern enigma unknown, but no one was even certain how to begin measuring them. The first glimmer of a new ecological awareness may have been dawning in response to the end of the Wild West, but that urge to save the wilderness had been sparked by the threat of scarcity. Alaska was so big and so wild that its natural resources were assumed to be inexhaustible and ripe for exploiting. As the Elder cruised northward, campaigns that would test the limits of those resources were well under way.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The Two Johnnies

			SEATTLE

			The more than one thousand islands of the Alexander Archipelago—“so numerous,” John Muir once wrote, “that they seem to have been sown broadcast”—make up the French braid that extends down from the bulk of the forty-ninth state’s cranial landmass. They are actually the mountaintops of a submerged range that extends south, aboveground, all the way to the Cascades. If a voyage up the Inside Passage often feels more like floating down a river canyon than sailing upon the open seas, it is because in both instances you’re sailing between two walls of rock. Just to be certain, though, I booked the first leg of my journey on the MV Kennicott, one of only two Alaska ferries accredited for ocean travel.

			The 126 persons aboard the newly refurbished George W. Elder set sail on May 31, along with their assorted livestock and poultry. Per Harriman’s exacting standards, the ship was in fine shape. Built of iron, 250 feet long with a fresh white paint job, the Elder gleamed like Alaskan snow beneath the plume of black coal smoke that she exhaled from her smokestack. She had two decks for staterooms and crew quarters. Above them sat the hurricane deck, with its pilothouse and a small brass cannon. In addition to the dining room and library, Harriman had arranged for a salon where lectures could be given, board games played, religious services offered, and magic-lantern slides of each day’s discoveries projected. A large derrick stood sentinel over all, in anticipation of lifting a trophy bear on board.

			The specialists settled in, two men in each stateroom. The air was convivial, with several opportunities per day to mingle. John Burroughs, the official chronicler of the trip, was feeling a bit out of sorts. At sixty-two, he was accustomed to life at his “hermit’s retreat” in the Catskill Mountains. This was his first trip not just to Alaska but west of the Mississippi. Burroughs was not a great traveler, prone to seasickness and melancholy. He is a likely suspect as the anonymous perpetrator who nicknamed the ship the George W. Roller at the first sign of turbulence. Muir, whose cabin was nearby, was only a year younger but retained his boyish enthusiasm for adventure. The two men were perhaps America’s leading nature essayists and knew each other well. They were sometimes paired together as “the two Johnnies,” and in one photograph from the trip, their matching long beards give the impression of Father Time looking into a mirror. The two also shared an appetite for teasing with some bite. Muir once reacted to a letter from Burroughs explaining that current circumstances would not allow him to join a voyage to Europe by telling another friend that “the ‘circumstances’ are his wife.” In the Harriman Expedition’s official history, Burroughs noted, “In John Muir we had an authority on glaciers, and a thorough one—so thorough that he would not allow the rest of the party to have an opinion on the subject.”

			Whereas most of the scientists aboard the Elder signed into the logbook with their academic or government titles, Muir identified himself as “author and student of glaciers.” In both cases, his expertise was largely self-taught, a lifelong act of rebellion against his father, Daniel, a fanatical Calvinist who required his eldest son to memorize Bible verses daily. If John made a mistake reciting the day’s selection, Daniel gave him a thrashing. By the time he was eleven, when the Muirs moved from Dunbar, Scotland, to the wilderness of Wisconsin, John knew all of the New Testament by rote and most of the Old Testament, too. No enterprising devil ever found idle hands among the Muir children. “Old man Muir works his children like cattle,” one Wisconsin neighbor observed. When the family needed a new well, John spent months chiseling through eighty feet of sandstone. Decades later, after he’d fought some of the most vicious battles in early conservation history, he could single out just one thing on earth that he hated without reservation: cruelty.

			Though he is now revered as a nature druid, Muir was technologically gifted as a young man, a habitual tinkerer and inventor. At age twenty-two, he caused a stir at the state fair in Madison with one of his creations, an alarm clock that not only woke deep sleepers but tilted their beds, tipping them out onto their feet. (Muir heeded his father’s order not to read the newspaper, so that reports of his brilliance would not inflame his vanity.) He enrolled in Wisconsin’s new state university, where his love of botany and the mechanics of the natural world soon blossomed into a fascination with science.

			After two years of university instruction and a long, solitary ramble around the Great Lakes collecting plants, Muir landed a job in an Indianapolis carriage-parts factory, where his mechanical skills helped him to rise quickly to supervisor. In March 1867, Muir was attempting to remove the belt from a circular saw. A file he was holding slipped and flew into his right eye. “When he opened the eyelid, the liquid filling the space between the lens and the cornea dripped into his hand,” according to Muir biographer Donald Worster. By day’s end, sympathetic blindness had left him sightless in both eyes.

			While convalescing, Muir thought about a plan he’d secretly been nursing for years: to retrace the botanic peregrinations of the German scientist Alexander von Humboldt, who had been the first to comprehensively survey the flora and fauna of Central and South America. Among Humboldt’s radical ideas was that the species of the world were inextricably linked in a vast web, part of a single living organism. The natural order was not fixed, as scientists since Aristotle had argued, but dynamic. Only one species held the power to irrevocably disrupt the natural world: Homo sapiens.

			Muir’s blindness was temporary. He resolved to take a long journey through the tropics just as his hero Humboldt had, to replenish his soul with “wild beauty.” In his bag he carried a change of underclothes, a few books, and a small notebook. Any stranger who happened to peek inside its front cover would have found this Humboldtian address inscribed there:

			John Muir

			Earth-Planet

			Universe

			

			—

			In the fall and winter of 1867 and 1868, Muir walked more than a thousand miles through the postwar American South as he worked through a cosmic conundrum. Daniel Muir’s dogmatic Christianity held that God had created man in his own image and given him dominion over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, and every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. John Muir always had a weakness for animals; as a boy, he’d accidentally choked a cat to death while attempting to remove a bird trapped in its mouth. “Nature’s object in making animals and plants might possibly be first of all the happiness of each one of them, not the creation of all for the happiness of one,” he reasoned. To Muir, nature was not humankind’s servant. Nature and God were one. Within a year of settling in California, in 1868, he’d already formulated what would become the core of his philosophy: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe.”*

			The shrinking of the American frontier had the effect of broadening the market for nature writing. Muir, who spoke in captivating paragraphs and thought nothing of scaling cliffs alone, found the act of composition almost too terrifying to contemplate. Slowly, he adapted his lyrical gifts to the printed page. In 1875, his byline appeared for the first time in a national publication, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. The article, which dealt with a subject on which he was becoming something of an expert, was titled “Living Glaciers of California.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Ferry Tales

			ABOARD THE KENNICOTT

			My own expedition began with a train to a plane to a bus, which deposited me next to a boat in Bellingham, Washington, on the last Saturday afternoon in May. Bellingham is where the southernmost Alaska Marine Ferry terminal is located, and turned out to be a lot closer to Vancouver than to Seattle, which I’d flown into. At three in the afternoon, a very long line of vehicles was already waiting to drive aboard the MV Kennicott. According to my reservation, the vessel was scheduled to disembark at six. The ticket agent at the ferry terminal said our departure had been delayed three and a half hours due to low tides further up the coast. The Marine Highway had neglected to inform passengers about the new departure time, so a lot of unhappy vehicle owners, many of who were Alaskans returning home, having driven several hours already, were walking from car to car commiserating about the waste of their time. (Alaskans, one quickly learns, have an especially low opinion of bureaucracy.) Fortunately for me, Bellingham is the sort of cute seaside town whose economic engine runs on leisure activities, so I whiled away a few hours browsing in the bookstore, sipping beer, and purchasing a few last trip essentials.

			Boarding the Kennicott felt less like setting sail on an all-inclusive Caribbean cruise than it did punching in for work at a shipyard. Cars and trucks rolled onto the ship alongside pedestrians. A significant percentage of passengers carried coolers and grocery bags. You were supposedly limited to a hundred pounds of carry-on weight, but no one I met had ever heard of anyone checking. Perhaps half the people in line wore baseball hats and boots. The predominant color scheme was camouflage, which seemed to be the navy blue of Alaska. Had a voice come over the public address system asking anyone who’d reached the finals of a Willie Nelson look-alike contest to report to the ticket office, the crowd would have thinned by about a third. Most of the passengers seemed to be men traveling solo, but there were some retired couples and a few young families. I’d reserved a roomette and waited in line at the purser’s desk to get my keys and rent a set of sheets and a towel.

			Not everyone was willing to shell out the fifty dollars a night for a bed. By the time I located a wall map to find my room, squatters with sleeping bags had occupied all the booths in the cafeteria. Hardier folks had duct-taped tents to the floor of the outdoor observation deck, which took on the look of an REI refugee camp. I shared the elevator to the sundeck level with a gray-haired couple who seemed to be in a festive vacation mood. The man, who wore a goatee and a beret, used a gnarled six-foot walking stick to push the elevator buttons. “See, I told you it would come in handy,” he told his wife with satisfaction.

			With its soothing beige-and-baby-blue color scheme, linoleum floors, and faint smells of cleaning products and machine oil, the Kennicott reminded me of a giant floating Laundromat. My roomette was identical to a two-person sleeper on Amtrak, about eight feet long by six feet wide. Two pleather-covered seats faced each other, with a low Formica table in between, as if in preparation for a chess match. These folded down to make a narrow bed; another bunk was strapped against the wall above. A communal bathroom with showers was located at the end of the hall. The view from my single porthole looked out onto the ankles of some fellow passengers and their cigarette butts. Together with the two pints of pale ale I’d consumed, the Kennicott engine’s soft hum had a soporific effect. I folded down the table, arranged my bed, and marveled at how the roomette managed to be both womblike and sterile. Within minutes, I drifted off.

			Perhaps half an hour later, I was awakened by pounding on the wall above my head and screaming. I looked out the porthole and ascertained from the relative calm of the assembled ankles that we were not on fire. We hadn’t even left the dock. The noise was coming from the room next door and apparently was one end of a cell phone call. Most of what I could make out consisted of the same profanity repeated over and over, followed by a litany of a Kennicott roomette’s shortcomings.

			“WHERE’S MY [FORNICATING] PRIVATE BATHROOM?”

			“WHERE’S MY [FORNICATING] TV?”

			“WHY DID I HAVE TO PAY THREE [FORNICATING] DOLLARS FOR [FORNICATING] SHEETS AND SOAP?” (This was actually a valid complaint, since the sheets were thin and scratchy, and my bar of soap had clacked like a poker chip and cracked in two when I dropped it on the linoleum floor. My neighbor’s final criticism was timely, and certainly a complaint never heard aboard the Elder.)

			“DID YOU KNOW THERE’S NOT EVEN A BAR ON THIS BOAT?”

			For years, the bars on Alaska marine ferries had been one of the fleet’s most famous and appealing features, a place where sourdoughs (longtime residents of the state), cheechakos (newcomers), and visitors could mingle and get acquainted. On his way north in the book Going to Extremes, Joe McGinniss tosses back cocktails with a high-ranking state official and an ex-hippie coke addict. Unfortunately, a steep decline in the price of oil had left Alaska with an enormous budget deficit, and the money-losing ferry bars were an early victim of the state’s newfound austerity. From what I’d read, much deeper cuts were still to come.

			Passengers could still purchase wine and beer in the cafeteria, which was open until midnight. I assume this was my neighbor’s course of action, because when I got up early the next morning and stepped into the hall, his keys were dangling from his doorknob. For a moment I considered tossing them into the sea as a thank-you gift for waking me the night before, but this seemed contrary to the open-minded spirit of an expedition. Instead I walked down to the showers and had a pleasant conversation with a nude halibut fisherman. He happily accepted one of the halves of my cracked soap.

			The air outside on the deck was cold. I took the stairs down to the cafeteria, which opened at 4:00 A.M. (staffed by the same guy who’d served beer until midnight, who was now chopping iceberg lettuce for the salad bar), and bought a cup of coffee. Between the retro decor and the lack of cell service, which led most people to stare out the window, read a book, or do crossword puzzles, it could’ve been 1998. Mostly, people passed the time by talking to strangers.

			When I arrived in the cafeteria, at around four thirty, two men were standing apart, staring out the large windows into the day’s first light, which revealed what most views along this stretch of the British Columbia coast do: a thickly forested shoreline obscured by a gauzy drizzle, dotted with occasional homes and lighthouses. Soon enough, the three of us were drawn together by whatever invisible force compels men to talk about directions.

			“I think those lights might be Powell River,” said one. “I used to fish up here some.”

			“Could be,” said the other. “Sure would be nice to know where we were.” He turned and asked if I had any ideas.

			“I’m sort of enjoying not knowing where I am for once,” I said, and meant it. I couldn’t have pegged our location within a hundred miles if I’d wanted to.

			We sat down at a round table and sipped our coffees. Doug was a retired fishing guide who was moving to the Alaska town of Homer with his wife; they had a good portion of their worldly possessions, including their dog, stashed in a truck on the car deck below us. The other fellow, Beau, was a retired California state hydrologist who’d shaped much of his life around traveling. When his kids were younger, he’d planned a special trip for each, purchasing a box of books about the upcoming destination for father and child to read and then discuss as they spent months together in a camper van. I assumed Beau’s children didn’t forget to call on Father’s Day.

			“This journey on the ferry up the Inside Passage is probably my favorite in the world,” he said. He’d made it several times already.

			It takes thirty-eight hours to sail from Bellingham to Ketchikan, the first stop in Alaska. Thirty-eight hours is an ideal amount of time for ferry travel, roughly akin to the rhythms of attending an out-of-town wedding minus the ceremony. You get an optional night of fun (if so inclined), a full day of socializing, and a final morning to revisit with anyone you especially like, or to hide out if you’ve embarrassed yourself. The cafeteria served three mediocre hot meals a day, none of which would cause a stir in a high school lunchroom, which, if you squinted, we could have been sitting in. People cruised the room holding orange plastic trays, looking for a welcoming smile as an invitation to join someone’s table.

			Because the mood was generally festive and entertainment options were limited, the usual social taboos were suspended. Anyone could, and did, walk up and talk to anyone else. It probably didn’t hurt that customers were allowed one free refill of coffee, and consumption wasn’t policed unless someone abused the privilege. An air force pilot in her mid-twenties sat down at our table and explained what it was like to handle a C-130. (“You could land one in a parking lot if you had to—that’s what it’s designed for.”) A guy from Northern California who’d just sold his winery explained why life as a vintner was less glamorous than it seemed. (“You’re still a farmer, you’re just a farmer who grows grapes.”) Doug’s wife arrived and gave a brief sample of her singing voice, and she and Doug asked Beau—who now consulted in organic farming—about the best gardening strategy in Alaska’s brief growing season. (Answer: a greenhouse, sunk a few feet into the ground to access warmer soil.) Beau’s college roommate Paul, temporarily his bunkmate again in a roomette, arrived shortly before lunch and recounted the effect his sister posing as a Playboy centerfold had on his college years, in the early 1970s. “As you’d imagine, the subject did come up occasionally,” he said.

			Some people, like me, were eager to have their first look at Alaska, but many more were excited to be returning. One navy veteran, in a Jimi Hendrix T-shirt and a baseball cap bearing the name of a ship he’d served on long ago, said, “I’ve been Outside for five years,” using the Alaskan term (usually capitalized in print) signifying the other forty-nine states. “It feels good to be almost home.”

			Mile after mile of hilly green shoreline unspooled through the windows. Every few hours, an announcement came over the public address system saying that passengers were allowed down to the car deck, to let their dogs out for a bathroom break or to grab something from their vehicles. The contents of the car deck underscored the utilitarian mission of the ferries: to get stuff to places in Alaska that had no road access—a front-end loader on a flatbed, a couple of boats, small commercial trucks. (It is possible to get from Seattle to Anchorage via the Alcan Highway, but the estimated drive time is forty-two hours. Seattle to New York, twice the distance as the crow flies, is forty-one hours.) Some vehicles were headed for those towns—Haines, Skagway—where the Alaska road system begins. Most of them were modern covered wagons: cars and pickups and a couple of U-Hauls loaded down with all of someone’s personal property, belonging to people like Doug, headed to new territory.

			One such pioneer was Stan, a chubby guy from Ohio who wore the jersey of his favorite NFL quarterback all three days I saw him.

			Stan borrowed Beau’s atlas and pointed out the spot where he’d purchased an old gold mine. His plan was to use a backhoe to dig up bucketfuls of earth that he could then sluice for precious metals. His finger indicated a spot just south of Denali National Park, which seemed a bit isolated. For Stan, this was a major selling point.

			“I hate the Lower 48,” he said. “I’m tired of paying taxes, tired of paying to raise other people’s kids.” (Alaska, thanks to oil revenues, has no income tax and no statewide sales tax.) He had little patience for anyone who believed in climate change or the “amateur experts” who worried about it. “What really happens is the glaciers melt into the ocean, which starts the ice age process all over again,” he said, citing as his source a PowerPoint presentation he’d seen at a convention for people in the power plant business, from which he had recently taken early retirement. Not that he was very hopeful about the future anyway, since he was fairly certain that Armageddon was coming and had stockpiled
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