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Abstract

The American frontier closed in 1986 w ithout fanfare. Earlier in
that decade, the federal government offered up the last 40,000 acres for
settlement in two parcels. The first was near Lake M inchumina, in the
geographic center of Alaska, and the second was at Slana, near Alaska's
eastern border with Canada. The following essays chronicle the daily
doings of two communities and, in particular, tw o families: the Hannans of
Deadfish Lake and the Craigs of South Slana. A work of literary
journalism , The Last Settlers draws on interviews, historical documents
and reminiscences to explore the changing m eanings, on the cusp of the
tw enty-first century, of wilderness and civilization, stewardship and
community.
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Preface

Summers in the sub-Arctic pass in a purgatory of dusks. Where
there is no night, there can be no benediction in sunrise. One regulation
among the reams governing air traffic in the North states that legal
darkness cannot exist between Memorial Day and Labor Day. A student
pilot, however, must prove that she or he can fly in the dark before
earning an unrestricted pilot's license. In the dark, one cannot feel one's
way among familiar landmarks but must rely instead on secondary sources
such as instruments and navigation aids for essential clues about whether
the airplane is flying straight and level, or upside down. It takes a rare
kind of courage to fly in the dark, the same kind of courage, I believe, as
trading everything comfortable and familiar about one's life for a new
home in the unknown, uncompromising wilderness.
In the summer of 1991, a photographer named Charles Mason and I
were invited by an agent of the Bureau of Land Management to fly from
Fairbanks, Alaska, to a remote settlement area near Deadfish Lake. The
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two of us had collaborated often at the Fairbanks newspaper, where we'd
both worked in the 1980s. By now, however, Charles was teaching
photojournalism at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, and I was enrolled
in a master's program in creative writing. We thought we might
collaborate on a magazine piece about homesteading. That August day in
1991, we chose Deadfish Lake because a slender thread of acquaintanceship
connected us to Dennis and Jill Hannan, settlers whom we'd never met.
Later, we learned how they, along with the residents of Slana, came to be
among the last settlers on federal land anywhere in the country: a clause in
the Land Policy and Management Act had ended, in the year 1986,
American migration to the frontier.
The Hannans and the Craigs have never crossed paths nor are they
likely to. A long time ago, they set their compasses to different headings.
Dennis and Jill Hannan, with their one-year-old son, staked a swatch of
wilderness at Deadfish Lake near the northern boundary of Denali National
Park and Preserve, deep in Alaska's interior. Don and Wanda Craig settled
in the rough-and-tumble community of Slana, in the foothills of eastern
Alaska's Wrangell Mountains, with five of their nine children.
Although the frontier has closed forever, it still speaks to our
distinctly American fascination with what lies on the other side of
civilization, to our New World temptation to re-create ourselves in the
forest or on the prairie. History, geography and imagination all converge
at the frontier. For the last settlers, the frontier in the 1980s meant
freedom, a fresh start, solitude, independence, community, peace,
prosperity, happiness. These are lofty concepts, but the vastness of the
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Alaska wilderness demands a corresponding breadth of spirit from those
who would make their home within it.
It is not the land but the dream of living on it that spells out the
terms of one's existence. Many of the settlers at Slana aspired to the best
that both wilderness and civilization could offer, planting satellite dishes
beside their potato gardens, for instance. At Deadfish Lake, home and
forest have merged so completely as to be virtually indistinguishable. A t
both places, nearly everyone recounted for us how, within months of
staking their land, they sloughed their romanticism and settled down to the
reality of living in the wilderness or its near kin. Even the poets among
them have had to become consummate pragmatists.
To uproot oneself from home to forge a new life on the frontier has
long been seen as a radical act of bravery verging on foolhardiness, but not
always for the same reasons. The history of American settlement is a
history o f the American imagination. A century ago, pioneers such as
Dennis Hannan's great-great-grandparents by the name o f Boone cut a
swathe through the western wilderness to make way for railroads and
civilization. Five generations later, on the cusp of the twenty-first century,
wilderness represents not so much the "uncreated future" (in one
historian's words) as the untrammeled past.
In some ways, the imperatives of the frontier haven't changed since
the California gold rush or, for that matter, since Plym outh Rock. A
degree of purposefulness, of self-reflection, arises from the choice to live
outside the margins of civilization. But the frontier as geography is fast
becoming an anachronism: it refers more often to a concept than to a
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place, and its frequent enclosure in quotation marks indicates ironic
distance. As revisionist historians rightly point out, the world's remaining
frontiers are not clean slates but palimpsests on which indigenous peoples
have trod for millennia. Now that advertising executives and presidential
speech writers have latched onto the term, the frontier's most frequent
application is to economics or medicine or Cadillacs or outer space, not
geography. W hat the Wild West, interplanetary shuttles, and settlements in
the Alaska wilderness have in common is a place at the edge of what is
known.
*

*

*

In a recent issue of The New Yorker. I saw advertised a five-star
resort, accessible by auto, air or Amtrak, with spacious accommodations,
six-course meals, a spa, swimming pools, dancing, golf courses, tennis
courts, trout streams, skeet fields, woodland trails "begging" to be explored
on foot or on horseback, afternoon tea serenaded by violins. W hen I was
away at college on the East Coast, strangers often asked me what it was like
to live in Alaska. Partly because people at cocktail parties aren't interested
in the long answer and partly because my experience living elsewhere was
limited, I had a hard time responding. When I saw the ad in The New
Y orker. I thought o f the perfect, pithy answer—years too late, of course:
Alaska is not a place where the exploration of wilderness can be undertaken
between the ninth hole of golf and high tea.
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As a rule, state mottoes say nothing useful about the nature of a place
but a great deal about the myths it engenders. Alaska is the Last Frontier,
a myth that is crucial to the way Alaskans view ourselves, regardless of
where we live: in an A-frame cabin in the Brooks Range, or in a
condominium complex on the outskirts of Anchorage (a city that cynics say
is the closest you can get to Alaska without really being there). The
frontier myth gives rise to a snobbery of place that tends to mystify
outsiders. For instance, Alaskans regard ourselves as impervious to the
harsh climate, resilient and individualistic—all virtues accruing from the
physical attributes of place. Nothing brings us together like our inborn
suspicion of Outside politicians or a prolonged cold spell. Our strongest
claim to authority on any subject is longevity in Alaska. For instance,
letters to the editor of the Fairbanks newspaper often begin like this one:
"I was bom and raised in Alaska. I live here because of the fact that
Alaska still is the Last Frontier." Another letter (headlined "True
Alaskans") starts out: "I have lived all my 21 years in Alaska and my dad
lived 34 of his 52 years in 'the great state.' "
I, too, was bom in Alaska, a few years after it became a state in
1959. When I was a school child, the statistics that defined the state
represented vast abstractions, like the size of the solar system or the
universe: 378 million acres and 1,600 miles from north to south, with a
population density of fewer than one person per square mile. Alaska is so
remote from the rest of the United States that the military treats it as a
foreign billeting for soldiers. In his 1914 memoir 10.000 Miles bv Dog
Sled. Episcopal Archdeacon Hudson Stuck writes: "Alaska is not one
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country but many, with different climates, different resources, different
problems, different populations, different interests; and what is true of one
part is often grotesquely untrue of other parts." I've traveled to Alaska's
countries, and the more I see of them, the less I know. Alaska's immensity,
as a fact of geography and a concept of the imagination, defies
generalization and embraces complexity, even contradiction.
Wilderness here has many incarnations. Mountain ranges separate
Alaska's only cities of Anchorage, Juneau and Fairbanks. Instead of
bedroom communities, what spring up outside the city limits are what a
friend jokingly calls "wilderburbs"—neighborhoods without lawns, fences,
zoning or swimming pools, with patches of private property numbering
from five to fifty acres. A wilderburb address is often given as " o f f
something, as in "off Farmers Loop" or "off Ester Dome." In the
wilderburb, moose graze placidly on nasturtiums sprouting from window
boxes, and we set our clocks by the howls of the neighbor's dog team at
feeding time.
The next level of wilderness lies at a greater remove from the cities
but can be reached either by automobile or by scheduled air or boat taxi.
Hundreds of tiny villages fit into this category, as does Slana, the second of
two areas opened to settlement in the '80s. In the eastern interior of
Alaska, Slana is bordered to the south by the Wrangell-Saint Elias National
Park, which, at 13.2 million acres, is the nation's largest national park,
with nine of the continent's sixteen highest peaks.
A third level of wilderness is accessible only by water or, in the case
of Deadfish Lake, by air. Here, in the shadow of Mount McKinley, is
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wilderness so profound that a case of appendicitis or a severe cut from an
ax could be fatal. To settle here, as Dennis and Jill Hannan have, is to live
in the twentieth century as though it were the nineteenth—to be blown, like
the angel in one of Laurie Anderson's songs, "backwards into the future."
As a child, my favorite author was Laura Ingalls W ilder of Little
House on the Prairie, and I often wished I'd been bom a century earlier,
into a time when (it seemed to me then) the drama of daily life was pitched
higher. Why is it that the past always seems both simpler and more
meaningful than the present? As I've aged, solitude has replaced adventure
as my object, but I still dream sometimes about a cabin in the woods. In a
sense, the tug of our own dreams led Charles and me to the closing of the
frontier. In an essay about biography, Sven Birkerts points to the
relationship between the life of the reader and that of the subject. He
writes: "We can't help mapping our experiences alongside those of
others." Even if we no longer hunt moose, harvest potatoes and pick
berries, even if we no longer sew hats out of fur or build houses from logs
or educate our children in the ways of the forest, even if we no longer trust
in people's basic goodness, we map our own experiences alongside those of
the last settlers, thereby illuminating our own sense of self.
The following six essays chronicle the daily doings of two
communities and, in particular, two families. The first two essays map the
territory and my presence within it; the third and fourth describe what
living there is like; and the last two reflect on community.
The lives of the last settlers have become entangled in Alaska's
w ildem ess-not the spectacular fjords, majestic mountains, towering rain
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forests and massive ice fields of tourist brochures but the pervasive
substrate. To borrow from the prophet Jeremiah, the land surrounding
Deadfish Lake and Slana was once "desolate because no m an layeth it to
heart." A nother word for the laying to heart of land—any land, no m atter
how blighted—is "stewardship." Stewardship toward one's land,
stewardship toward one's neighbors: in the woods, the cultivation o f an
appropriate attitude is a matter not only of necessity but o f survival. W hat
follows is the story of un-beautiful land and the people who've laid it to
heart.
I wish to thank the settlers who inhabit these essays: Jill, Dennis,
Shaun and Stormy Hannan; Oliver Cameron; Duane and Rena Ose; W anda
Craig; ElFreida Craig Carpenter; and Lila Craig Lambert.
Acknowledgment is due also to Boyce Bush and Dave M ushovic of the
Bureau of Land Management.
Travel and research were supported by a Jacob K. Javits Fellowship
in the Humanities and by Life magazine.
Many people shared their knowledge of Alaska, aviation, geography,
photography, and writing: Charles Mason, Craig Jones, Carol Brice, L.A.
Brice, Sam Robert Brice, Dermot Cole and Kitty M athers. In particular,
Suzanne Stolpe Bishop thoughtfully sifted through several drafts, and Sam
Bishop rigorously edited the penultimate version. W ith her wit, wisdom
and prodigious memory for oddball but useful facts, Sherry Simpson kept
me aloft through graduate school.
Among the faculty and staff of the University o f Alaska Fairbanks
English Department, I'm especially grateful to Peggy Shum aker, who
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taught me that the best writing comes from the heart; to Eric Heyne, for
enthusiastic support of this project; to Susan Blalock for the gift of
unwavering confidence; and to Malle Burggraf and Sarah Hall for
unexpected support and friendship. Above all, I wish to thank Frank Soos
for the courage to fly in the dark.
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I. Dead Fish and Dreams
(Deadfish Lake)

In the clearing stands a young woman wearing a flannel nightgown
over gape-tongued leather boots. Behind her rise the unfinished walls of a
cabin. She cradles a rifle in one arm and a baby in the other. Her right
foot is propped, with artful casualness, on the carcass of a black bear.
Thus Dennis Hannan photographed his family one fall morning in
1984. A maundering bear had rousted them from sleep, and Jill Hannan
had shot it. Before skinning out the carcass, she mugged for the camera.
Her image captures something of the innocence and energy with which the
Hannans set about making a life for themselves on five wilderness acres
near the geographic center of Alaska. Into a region that bureaucrats had
bleakly described as "seldom if ever seen," the couple brought images
drawn from history texts and Jack London novels of how a settler was
supposed to look. They were less certain of how one ought to be.
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A decade after the picture was taken, I hold it up to a vein of
sunlight pulsing through the Hannans' window. Turning it this way and
that, I barely recognize the woman posing with the baby and the bear. In a
way, she has never existed. Like the sepia-tinted photographs one
commissions from the old-time booth at the state fair, this one has the
stillness of an artifact without the authenticity.
When Jill Phillips met Dennis Hannan at a community college in
Eugene, Oregon, she was twenty, a physical education major and a crack
shortstop on a women's fast-pitch softball team. A green-eyed gamin with
a megawatt smile. Back then, if you'd asked what she dreamed for herself,
she'd have described for you a farm, perhaps in Montana, with cows and
chickens and pigs.
After the Navy, Dennis let his hair grow: a halo of brown curls
framing brown eyes. He was twenty-three, intense and shy, a biology
major, and Jill's opposite number—on the surface, at least. "I was running
from poverty," he says. His parents lived in Iowa, truck farmers, square
dancers, tinkerers. Dennis saw the life laid out for him, symmetrical as a
quilt, just as square cornered. He was running from a poverty of
possibilities as much as a poverty of circumstances. Back then, he scowled
into the camera like prey caught in the crosshairs of a rifle.
He met Jill after a botany lecture. She turned to him and asked, "Do
you get this stuff?" It was a genuine question; Jill was no flirt. Dennis did
get it. He shared his botany notes and a dream of homesteading in Canada.
"I was shopping for a woman who met my requirements," he claims halfseriously. In 1981, after barely a year, they married in a civil ceremony at
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her parents' home in Elmira, Oregon. He wore a borrowed suit; she
carried wild flowers.
They both issued from rural, middle-class backgrounds that
emphasized experience over education. Other, less tangible, qualities
attracted them to one another: a tendency tow ard romanticism, love of the
wilderness, and yearning for simplicity. T heir dream centered on self
reliance, spiritual renewal and synchrony w ith nature. Elem ents of it
harkened back to the nineteenth century, when pioneers ventured west with
everything they owned in covered wagons. N ot even the prom ise of
prosperity, however, can fully explain the pull the frontier has always
exerted on a restless continent. John Hersey touches on it when he writes,
in an essay: "There lies deep within the Judeo-Christian American psyche a
powerful nostalgia for lost innocence." America is a nation in love with
re-creating itself, and nowhere is the promise of redemption riper than at
the frontier.
The spring after the wedding, the Hannans packed their meager
possessions into a pickup truck and drove North. They filed paperwork to
homestead in Canada's Northwest Territories. In search o f work, they
drove to Fairbanks to await the government's response. There, they heard
unsettling stories of disputes between white settlers and Canada Natives,
who felt they had a prior claim to land being given up for homesteading.
Similar tensions in Alaska were somewhat defused by the 1971 passage of
the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, which granted Indians, Eskimos
and Aleuts 40 million acres and one billion dollars as paym ent for usurped
land.
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The Hannans felt their dream dribbling away like sand through their
fingers. Canada apparently didn't want them. Alaska's government had
temporarily suspended its settlement programs while resolving court cases,
including a long-standing squabble with the federal government over
exactly how much land Alaskans were owed at statehood. Biding their
time, Dennis and Jill hunted for jobs in Alaska's second-largest city. At the
Bureau of Land Management office in Fairbanks, where they went to fill
out fire-fighting applications, they learned o f federal land near Lake
Minchumina recently opened to homesites and mineral leases. They would
have chartered a plane that same day, except that they were broke.
Eventually, the pair of them found jobs making beds, cleaning
bathrooms and night-clerking at two fourth-rate inns. The state was still
reeling from the aftershocks of the trans-Alaska pipeline boom. At the
peak of the tourist season, even the most menial jobs paid three times
minimum wage. Jill worked all day at a m otel near the airport, across the
street from a topless joint. Dennis hired on as a male maid at a downtown
hotel that catered to transients. Within a few weeks, they scraped together
enough for a flight to Deadfish Lake. The pilot dropped them off, and
they staked five forested acres cupped by a ridge. Although they saw no
one, orange tape already marked the choicest property as taken. The land
the Hannans staked was perhaps less lovely than they'd imagined, but they
had staying power. After camping out for a few days, they flew back to
Fairbanks to draw up blueprints, purchase supplies, earn money.
Unbeknownst to them, they brought something undesirable back to
town with them. A parasitic protozoan that thrives in beaver feces, giardia
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attacks the human intestine, causing pain, bloating and diarrhea. Jill had
contracted it while drinking from a clear stream near Deadfish Lake. Her
illness was compounded by pregnancy. A doctor told her the only cure
was to starve the bug. So Jill would fast for days, then eat a single Saltine,
which would thrust her back into the cycle of bloating, pain and diarrhea.
Over and over, she went through the same process until finally the bug was
purged from her system.
That first summer, Dennis and Jill lived out of the back of their red
Datsun pickup, moving every few days to avoid campground fees. They
ate bologna sandwiches and washed up in the restroom at the public
library. At night, they curled like nesting spoons into the drawer-sized
space between their belongings and the tailgate. Shortly before Shaun was
bom in the spring of 1983, Dennis and Jill rented an efficiency apartment
in the motel where they were both employed. They had already cached
away four-fifths of what they had made, roughly $16,000. After Shaun's
birth, Dennis took a second job to pay for the hospital and rent. The next
year was marked by creative scrimping and stretches between paychecks
with nothing for the adults to eat but carrots and peanut butter.
Amazingly, the Hannans look back on those days with something like
nostalgia. Years later, they would take a belated honeymoon in Fairbanks.
Holed up in the Golden Nugget Inn with a popcorn popper, bubble bath and
a VCR, they would rent movie after m ovie-A hen and The Cutting Edge
and Fried Green Tomatoes—returning each flick early for a discount on the
next one. Back in 1983, however, they were innocents. As long as their
dream eluded them, it was pure. They couldn't grasp the reality of life in
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the wilderness, so they clung to their rose-tinted images of what it would
be like.
*

*

*

Below Charles and me, in the chartered airplane, the landscape
appears seamless, uninhabited. This is our second trip into Deadfish Lake.
Outlined by frost, the lake is roughly the size of two football fields strung
end to end. On aviation maps, it is unnamed, a pinprick in a valley
bounded to the south by the Mount McKinley massif, with the highest peak
(20,320 feet) in North America; to the north by the snow-spackled
mountains of the Kuskokwim basin. As the float plane descends, I see
birch leaves riffling like gold braid against malachite spruce, umber tundra
sieved with lakes and crisscrossed by drainages crooked as fault lines.
The boreal forest adheres to a beauty of scale: usually, the greater
the scale, the greater the beauty. Seen up close, the black spruce trees are
as slender as bamboo, a few inches in diameter. The name of the lake
derives from the oily black fish that bob to the surface every spring:
asphyxiated by noxious gases according to the Hannans’ theory, although
they may have died from oxygen depletion. Not even the Hannans' dogs
will eat them. During the summer, a coverlet of Monet-like lily pads hides
quicksand, microscopic mussels and leeches. "This is hungry country," Jill
says, the kind of country that takes back as much or more than it yields.
Eight miles away, the Hannans' "neighbors," Duane and Rena Ose
(whose last name rhymes with "low sea"), own a satellite dish, TV, oil-
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powered generator, snowmobile, four-wheeler. Dennis and Jill, by
contrast, tread lightly on the land, using only kerosene lanterns, a primitive
CB radio, sled dogs and snowshoes.
Oil company officials whose job it is to marshall public support
behind their activities in the Arctic frequently depict the landscape there as
"barren," like the "waste howling wilderness" of the book of Deuteronomy.
The logic o f depicting wilderness as (metaphorically speaking) an infertile
madwoman, to justify inflicting further damage, strikes me as specious.
Similarly, I cringe at the term "wilderness value" because it suggests that
beauty in nature, like beauty in women, is inherent rather than a reflection
of society's values. After a forest fire, I've stood ankle deep in an ocean of
ashes and seen beauty.
One cannot drive to anywhere near Deadfish Lake; there are no
roads within 100 miles. Getting here from Fairbanks can be logistically
complex. The Hannans usually drive 50 miles southwest to the community
of Nenana, at the confluence of the Tanana and Nenana rivers. There, they
park the pickup (the same one they drove North nearly fifteen years ago)
and pay a pilot friend a reduced rate to fly them into the lake. Because the
cost of chartering a plane out of Fairbanks is prohibitive, $350 to $500 per
round trip, Charles and I hitch rides whenever possible. Failing that,
Tanana Air schedules a mail run from Fairbanks to the community of
Minchumina, roughly thirty-five miles from Deadfish Lake, every Tuesday
morning. The charge to passengers is $125 each way, provided there is
space on the plane.
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Between 20 and 30 people, most of them white, make their home
along the shore o f Lake Minchumina. Kuskokwim Athabaskans traversed
the surrounding area for centuries on hunting and trading missions.
During summer months, they fished in the "big, clear lake," which they
named "Min-chu-mina" (pronounced "min-CHEW -min-ah"). But they
established winter camps elsewhere, at Telida and Nikolai. O ver the years,
M inchumina drew trappers and travelers on their way to McGrath. In the
1950s, the Federal Aviation Administration established an outpost there.
W hile many Interior villages, such as Telida, now run the risk of
extinction, Minchumina is expanding. An influx of state and federal money
in recent years has brought a school, telephone service, and an improved
runway.
The farther one gets from the city, the sm aller Alaska becomes: I
can count on my fingers the times I've been to M inchumina, yet I know the
names of nearly everyone there. Every summer, the population swells to
nearly double with the arrival of summer people and guests at Denali W est
Lodge. The owners of the lodge, Jack and Sherri Hayden, are close friends
with the Hannans. For $100 each way, Jack was willing to shuttle us from
Lake Minchumina to Deadfish Lake, a distance of 35 miles, in his Cessna
206 on floats.
Earlier today, Jack, Charles and I had unloaded groceries, sleeping
bags and backpacks from the commuter plane, a Piper Navajo, we'd ridden
as far as Minchumina, then piled them into Jack’s Boston W haler. He
usually anchors his float plane in a bay roughly a m ile from the airstrip.
The temperature was twenty degrees colder than in Fairbanks. I pulled on
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a wool hat and down vest. During the boat ride from the airstrip to the
bay, wind reddened my nose, cheekbones, earlobes. Heavy, ocean-going
ducks known as scoters rode the waves like frigates. Over the drone of
wind and motor, Jack shouted to Charles and me that a storm front was
moving in. The bottom was dropping out of the barometric pressure. I
could see the shadow of the storm, hulking on the southern horizon where,
on previous trips, I'd seen the twin peaks of Denali and Foraker poking
through benign cumulus clouds.
My last crossing of this lake was in a canoe late in the month of May.
I was an energetic 23-year-old. Spring took its sweet time coming that
year, snaring the lake in the ambiguity of ice becoming water. My friend
and I stood on the shore for a few hours, deciding what to do. Then we
gripped the gunnels and slid our laden canoe across the rotten surface of
Lake Minchumina. Laughing at our nerve, we ran across the lake, a few
yards at a time, until our feet punched into frigid bottomlessness, then
flung ourselves headlong into the boat and paddled to the next ice floe.
In August of 1988, Jack Hayden seat-belted his family into the float
plane for a routine flight. He was poised to climb into the pilot's seat when
a freak wind gust flipped the plane. Jack dove into the ink-black water and
extricated his older son and his wife, who was not breathing when he
brought her to the surface. While he resuscitated Sherri, their five-yearold son, Sam, drowned.
Today's flight from Lake Minchumina to Deadfish Lake took 20
minutes. Jack overflew the tiny lake twice before landing. A competent
Bush pilot can read water as accurately as a wind sock. Wind sweeps
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ripples before it, leaving a polished wake behind. Jack's second low sweep
was for Charles' camera. By then, the Hannans had gathered on the shore.
Now, from my window as Jack taxis toward them, I see Jill crouching with
one hand on the bow of a canoe, ready to push off. Dennis stands behind
her, a picture of reserve with fists shoved deep into brown canvas work
pants. Watchful beside their father are Shaun, twelve, and Stormy, ten. I
still carry a picture in my mind from two years ago, when we first visited,
of Stormy wearing a Batman cape. He must have outgrown costumes by
now.
The water between the float plane and shore bristles with marsh
grass. Jack cuts the throttle and swings agilely onto a pontoon. He wears
hip waders; Charles and I have hiking boots. Jack throws a line to Dermis,
who wraps it around a tree, anchoring the plane roughly two canoe-lengths
from solid ground. Jill slides the empty canoe toward us. I hesitate,
uncertain of procedure: should I get in the boat, or slog ashore in kneedeep water? What the hell, I'm not made of brown sugar. Just then, Jack
returns from carrying a load of gear to dry ground. He slides one arm
under my knees, the other around my shoulders and carries me ashore.
This is disconcerting not only because Jack and I are roughly the same size
but because I feel like a helpless bundle being dumped at the Hannans’
doorstep.
"You're right on time," Jill jokes, inspecting a non-existent watch on
her wrist.
Her humor is ironic. Charles and I were delayed twice on account of
weather and a fully booked mail plane. Twice we sent communiques to the
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Hannans over "Trapline Chatter," a free public service of KJNP radio. A
religious station broadcasting out of North Pole, KJNP is better known
throughout Alaska for its megahertz than its message. The inhabitants of
remote northern outposts tune in twice daily to "God's Tower of Power"
for everything from birthday greetings to potlatch arrangements.
Listening to "Trapline Chatter" is like eavesdropping on a stranger's
telephone call from his mother. For three days in a row, Charles and I had
been sending one-way messages to the Hannans. The last one went
something like this:
"To Dennis and Jill Hannan at Deadfish Lake from Charles and
Jennifer in Fairbanks. Wednesday's flight canceled due to bad weather.
Will fly to Minchumina on Gordon Air this morning. Jack will give us a
ride from there. See you around noon."
Incredibly, my watch says ten past twelve.
Jill invites Jack to stay for a cup of tea, so the seven of us, heavily
laden with bedrolls, backpacks and boxes, struggle toward the homesite 100
yards away. After a few feet, the narrow trail widens into a clearing. On
the left is the garden plot fenced with logs to keep moose out. Lush with
potato vines and bean stalks the last time we visited, the garden lies fallow
now. The Hannans summered this year at Minchumina, where they now
own a second cabin.
On the right beyond the garden rises a two-story shed constructed of
vertical poles. Because of its height, I once mistook the shed for the
Hannans' cabin. We pile gear under the eaves for the time being. I assume
Charles and I will sleep here tonight. Empty dog food bags insulate the
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interior walls against wind and wet. A moose hide lies draped over pallets
on the dirt floor.
Moose hunting season closed two days ago. On the last day, Dennis
says he left home early in the morning with the good rifle. In nearly a
decade at Deadfish Lake, he and Jill had only been skunked once; they
dreaded the prospect of heading into winter without fresh meat. Jill was
home helping the boys with their lessons. It was a clear day without wind
to muffle the sound of something battling through underbrush. Jill and the
boys looked up sharply from the workbook-strewn table. The noise came
from the south, opposite from the direction Dennis was headed. Jill
grabbed the second-best rifle, the one with a broken sight, and scooted out
the door. Her heart pounded as she paddled across the lake. She’d never
shot a moose.

After beaching the canoe as close as she dared to the

thrashing bushes, she scraped the wooden paddle against the trunk of a tree.
The unseen beast froze at her imitation of a rival bull marking territory.
"There was a point," she told Dennis afterward, "where I just couldn’t back
out."
The moose charged. Jill estimated its weight at 1,500 pounds. She
held her ground. With the broken rifle, she needed a target too big to
miss. At 30 yards, when she could see the rage in its eyes, she fired. The
second shot dropped the moose. Later, Dennis discovered two bullet holes,
two inches apart; one had penetrated the heart.
For two days, Jill canceled the boys' lessons while the entire family
worked furiously to butcher the moose, haul it across the lake, and hang
the meat to cure before it spoiled. Dennis and Jill had been cleaning the
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hide when the buzz of Jack's plane drew them, squinting, into the sunlight.
By now, the first stage in the treatment of the hide is nearly complete. The
adults have been using curved, bone-handled knives called ulus to scrape
off blood and sinew. Next, they'll mb the hide with rock salt then let it sit
for one or two days. The salt should draw out moisture. Finally, they'll
dry the hide thoroughly, box it, and mail it to a tannery. In nine months to
a year, it will return to them through the mail, softened so that Jill can
craft it into moccasins, mukluks, mittens and trapper hats.
The moose meat hangs in refrigerator-sized slabs under a lean-to.
W ith the temperature hovering around freezing 24 hours a day, the meat
needs only to be seasoned, not frozen. The blood is allowed to clot,
forming a thick scab that air cannot penetrate. Moose legs sprawl on the
ground, their ungainliness graceful even in death. The Hannans' fourteen
dogs will get to consume these lower limbs, as well as the bone, fat and
gristle. The hooves are a delicacy, like puppy jawbreakers. Dennis and Jill
have salvaged everything but the moose's head. Not to their taste are the
Native delicacies of moose head cheese or moose nose jelly. I retrieved a
recipe for the latter from a cookbook written by two Fairbanks women:

Cut the upper jawbone of the moose just below the eyes. Put it
into a large kettle of scalding water and boil it for 45 minutes.
Remove it and put it into cold water to cool. Pick the hairs
from the nose as you would the feathers from a duck (the
boiling loosens them), and wash it thoroughly.
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Put the nose in a kettle and cover it with fresh water. Add a
sliced onion, a little garlic, and some pickling spices, and boil
it gently until the meat is tender. Let it cool overnight in the
broth.

In the morning, take the meat out of the broth and remove the
bones and cartilage. You will have two kinds of meat—the
bulb of the nose is white and the thin strips along the bone and
jowls are dark. For immediate use, slice the meat thinly and
pack it into a loaf pan. Cover it with the cooking broth,
seasoned as desired with salt, pepper, other spices, and
vinegar. The mixture will jell when chilled. Serve cold in
slices.

In two caches twelve feet or more off the ground, well out of reach
of marauding bears, the Hannans store their worldly wealth: unsold furs
from Dennis's trap line, unopened buckets of foodstuffs, tarps, new boots
and shoes, dog food and out-of-season clothing. The combined square
footage of the Hannans' outbuildings-shed, lean-to, caches, the boys' fort,
and an outhouse—surely equals four times that of their living quarters.
W orthy of mention, the outhouse is a no-frills affair even by Alaska
standards; made of plywood, it consists of an upended, rectangular box
with only five sides. Over the door hangs a faded piece of fabric printed
with Charlie Brown figures. The Hannans dispose of paper into a white
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plastic bucket. That way, they don't pollute the hole any more than
necessary, and they can recycle the paper as fire-starter.
From a distance, the semi-buried cabin resembles a mossy hummock
with a stovepipe sticking out of it. By digging in, the Hannans benefit from
the earth's insulating properties: the cabin is cool in summer, warm in
winter, and always alee of the north wind. A short flight of stairs leads to
the door. Shored up by hand-peeled spruce logs roughly the diameter of
my wrist, the inside walls form a sixteen-foot by twenty-foot rectangle.
The floor is plywood, and the only window a south-facing slit above the
kitchen counter. It affords a clear view, from the calves down, of anyone
walking in front of the cabin.
Dirt is the major drawback to living underground. It seeps into
everything. "I could sweep the floor three times a day," Jill says, "and
when I went to fix dinner, I'd still have dust in the frying pan."
The door and wood-buming stove take up the east wall of the cabin.
All day long, pots of water simmer on the stove: one for dishes, one for
hands, and one for tea. Since Jill's bout with giardia, drinking water is
filtered twice then boiled. Once a week, the family heats enough water to
fill the corrugated tin bucket that suffices as a bathtub. In a family that is
three-quarters male, privacy is a luxury for Jill. When her turn comes, she
drags the bathtub into her bedroom and draws the curtain. With every
bather, the water grows incrementally more tepid and gray. By the time
the last person is clean, the bottom of the tub is awash in sediment. I ask
Jill if the family has a democratic system for deciding who gets to bathe
first.
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"Nah," she says. "We fight for it."
Jill washed as many as a dozen cloth diapers a day for four years,
when the boys were young. There was no room inside for a clothesline, so
the diapers hung out year-round. In winter, they froze stiffer than a nun’s
wimple.
"I told Dennis, when I'm done with diapers, I'm done with babies."
The cabin's south wall is crammed with stuff: kitchen shelves, the
window, a mirror, CB and air-to-ground radios. A solar cell charges a car
battery which, in turn, generates power to run the radios. Useful space
along the west wall holds a barometer, spools o f wire and rope, a peg
board with tools, broken dog harnesses, and odds and ends such as a
fragment of maroon velvet left over from a sewing project. The Hannans'
multi-purpose card table and four folding chairs roost here, although they
tend to meander throughout the day, depending on the best available light
source. Additional seating is provided by overturned five-gallon buckets.
The north wall has been partitioned into two bedroom s, each plenty
big for two people, as long as they don't both try to dress at the same time.
The boys' room is a repository for board gam es, Lincoln Logs, GI Joes
and books. Laura Ingalls Wilder's memoirs take up one shelf. Stormy
sleeps on a top bunk, Shaun on the bottom. Privacy is a thin curtain
swinging from a clothesline.
A clutch of marten pelts hangs on the wall beside Dennis and Jill's
double bed, stacked with homemade quilts. Artifacts of a sim pler time, the
quilts are both somber and substantial: squares o f blue and gray and brown
over a lining of flannel or mattress ticking. An Iowa quilter's only
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concession to beauty was to string red yam through the com ers of each
square.
W ith two exceptions, every item in the Hannan household adheres to
a rigid code of functionality. Useless or broken things—a mandolin with
missing strings, for instance—are banished to the upper reaches of the shed.
Once a year, the Hannans stoke a bonfire with odds and ends that threaten
to become clutter. "After so long, if I really don't use it, I can let it go,"
Jill says. "It's bum , bum, bum." The first exception to the utilitarian rule
is children's artwork. The second is an ornately carved cuckoo clock with
w rought iron weights and a bird that chimes on the half hour. Dennis's
mother carried it back from Germany. In a household where everyone
wears a knife and no one a wristwatch, the clock seems slightly out of
place. There is a rhythm to everyday life here, one governed less by the
hours in a day than by the hours of daylight.

He

*

*

In 1899, U.S. Army Lt. Joseph S. Herron led a band of explorers
overland northeast from the mouth of the Susitna River in Cook Inlet to the
Yukon. They were the first Americans assigned to map the Minchumina
region, although Russians had arrived nearly a century earlier to hunt and
trade furs, and to convert the Natives to Russian Orthodoxy. The journey
began auspiciously, and Herron's account of the expedition's first two
weeks makes it sound like Boy Scout camp. Traversing a mountain pass
one day, he stumbled on a pair of sleeping grizzly bears. He writes:
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Led by the Indian Slinkta, I crawled around to the leeward and
then approached them, too near, I thought to myself, as I had a
poor gun, only a few cartridges, and the nearest tree was 5
miles away. Slinkta whistled and awoke the bears, while I
fired and shot the larger one in the head, but only staggered
him. He arose and passed a swinging right-hander at the other
bear, but missed him. They got away.
Two months into the expedition, the tenor of Herron's journal
shifted. He and his men were hobbling from injuries suffered at river
crossings and in falls from horses. Plagued by mosquito bites, hunger, the
death of two pack horses, and the desertion of their Indian guides (who
may or may not have known the way to the Yukon) the soldiers began to
falter in their mission. An early frost brought a reprieve from the
mosquitoes but a new host of discomforts. Trees bowed under the weight
of snow; when a man's pack brushed against them, the branches sprung like
a trap, avalanching snow onto the already-shivering soldiers. A sack of
rations ripped open during a violent earthquake, strewing dried potatoes
along the trail. The horses hung around the campfire at mealtimes, hoping
for scraps, which the men could ill afford to give up but did anyway. One
night, the voracious animals broke their ropes, pawed open several packs
and ate 95 pounds of dried soup and the last of the sugar.
On the fifth of September, Herron cached bacon, rice, matches and
other supplies while he hiked up a nearby hill. While he was gone, a bear
knocked over the cache and ate 50 pounds of bacon. W ithout Herron's
knowledge, an Indian chief from the nearby village of Telida tracked the
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bear to its den and killed it. The bacon in the bear's stomach tipped him
off to the presence of white men, and Chief Sheshoie, as he was known,
began tracking them.
Meanwhile, the soldiers had abandoned their pack horses in favor of
rafts. Encountering unexpectedly strong currents, they were swept by one
river onto a boulder, where the boat broached. The party’s coffeepot,
bread pan, frying pan and hatchet sank to the bottom. Precious rations
were spoiled by water. The next day, the men lashed a two-week supply of
food onto their backs and filed along "like coolies." The packs were so
unwieldy, Herron writes, that "progress was a continuous performance of
wrestling, the packs having the advantage of a double-Nelson hold."
On September nineteenth, the expedition crossed paths with the
Indian, Sheshoie. Who found whom is unclear from Herron's account. He
says that Sheshoie's English consisted of three words: "yes," "no" and
"good," but the men were able to convey, through pantomime, their
desperation. Sheshoie led them to his village, Telida, where they spent two
months recuperating, re-provisioning, and building up strength for the next
leg of their journey.
Seventeen people, including Sheshoie, lived in Telida then, west of
Lake Minchumina. Herron used his time to study them carefully and glean
what he could about local topography, the Athabaskan culture and
language. He learned, for instance, that the "ch" in "Min-chu-min-a" was
pronounced like a "k." The Athabaskans had a word for America; it was
"Seattle." Their language, according to one expert, had no equivalent for
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our word, "wilderness." "Wherever they traveled," writes S. D. Grant, "it
was simply 'home.' "
In his journal, Lt. Herron noted that the Indians were hospitable,
"but childish, requiring careful management. In our condition we were in
their power and we knew it, but they were our prisoners and they did not
know it. There was to be no deserting this time." The ominous tone begs
the question of whether "careful management" and the threat of firearms
were not mutually exclusive.
According to legend, Telida was founded centuries ago by two
Dina'ene Athabaskan women. One day, their men did not return to the
hunting camp in the Alaska Range where their wives awaited them. The
most likely explanation is that they were killed by a war-like band of Cook
Inlet Tan-aina. Winter was coming, so the women w alked down from the
mountains. They rested beside a pair of lakes along a fork in the
Kuskokwim River. The fall run of whitefish choked nearby creeks. After
catching their fill, the women opted to over-winter where they were.
W hen their relatives showed up to rescue them in the spring, the group
decided to establish a permanent winter camp at the site. Telida means
"Place of the Whitefish."
Herron's party left Telida accompanied by four competent but not
altogether willing Indian guides. The rest of the journey proved relatively
uneventful. Back in Washington, Herron wrote a lengthy report to his
superiors, detailing the events of the journey as well as the terrain, animals,
plants and Natives encountered along the way. The report praises the
Indians' strength, health, endurance, looks and hospitality. O f their

.
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intelligence, stature and honesty, Herron waxes less enthusiastic. "Morally
they substitute expediency for right," he writes, citing the example o f one
elderly man who claimed to have eaten his wife during a famine.
Cannibalism is taboo among Athabaskans, although it was practiced as a last
resort by European explorers who found themselves on the verge of
starvation in the North. The old man that Herron refers to may have eaten
his wife after she died, but more likely he was pulling Herron's leg.
Clearly, the explorer foundered in a society whose rules were unfamiliar.
He probably guessed correctly when he wrote that the Indians had built
their own system of morality around the need for expediency over nicety.
This was, after all, country that Jill Hannan nearly 100 years later was to
describe as "hungry"; like the land in the Book of Numbers, it "eateth up
the inhabitants thereof." Neither the battlefields of the Civil W ar nor the
salons of Washington, D. C., had armed Herron's men with the skills to
survive in the wilds of Alaska.
*

*

*

Bleary-eyed, I check my watch. Seven a.m. Murmurs seep from
Dennis and Jill's room. Fabric whispers as one of them draws on a coat.
W hen the outer door opens, frigid air skitters across the floor. I cringe
deeper into my sleeping bag, grateful once again that the Hannans invited
us to sleep in the cabin rather than the shed. The door opens again. Logs
clatter and the stove shudders as it is lit. I stretch and roll over. My
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sleeping pad is as thin as pie crust, but I'm grateful to have spent the night
indoors
A kerosene lantern glows behind the calico curtain to Dennis and
Jill's room. Whoever rose early to light the fire has climbed back in bed.
Without preamble or self-consciousness, Jill begins reading aloud from the
Alaska Journal about men who mushed bicycles instead of dogs during the
era of gold rushes. It is impossible to say whether Shaun and Stormy are
sleeping, listening, or ignoring her. After fifteen minutes, she stops and
quietly asks, "Did anyone else notice it snowed last night?"
The boys are out of here. Just like that. Seconds later, Stormy
tromps back inside, pajama bottoms flapping against his boots.
"There's critter tracks out there." Only he can't pronounce the letter
'r,' so it comes out, "cwittah twacks."
"What kind of critter?" Jill asks.
I'm thinking moose, lynx, wolf, bear.
"A vole."
En route to the outhouse, I note to myself that the rite of snowmanbuilding transcends boundaries of culture, geography and age. It is a
pleasing insight and, on returning from the outhouse, I pause to watch
Shaun roll a torso for a snowman more substantial than himself. He and
his brother share an intuitive bond, like twins. Where one goes, the other—
Sploosh! "Hey! No fair!" I shout, whipping around, but Stormy has faded
into the forest. Zing!

The snowman's torso bonks me in the head.

After a three-way trouncing from which no clear victor emerges,
Stormy, Shaun and I negotiate a tentative peace and head indoors for
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breakfast. Cranberry coffee cake is baking in the stovepipe oven, its scent
as strong as memory. Charles and I brought fresh fruit from Fairbanks,
and Jill is slicing it. The only mirror is a piece o f glass the size of a
handkerchief, hanging above the kitchen counter. It reflects a woman with
sea-colored eyes, a mobile mouth, and hazel curls, cropped shorter now
than in photographs from her twenties. Wind and sun have tanned her
skin. Clad in a flannel shirt layered over several T-shirts and tucked into
blue jeans, she still looks slim, as though her years in the woods have
jettisoned the extra baggage from her body as well as her life. Dennis
wears a beard now, and his hair is shorter, too. He seldom smiles, but the
brooding look of his college days is gone.
While "Trapline Chatter" airs in the background, we leaf through
photo albums from Dennis and Jill's earlier lives: camping at Yosemite;
wedding vows; Christmas at a motel; the bear-and-baby shot; a yellow baby
quilt being lifted from a gift box; Shaun and Stormy trundled on a dog
sled; the boys again, traveling to Oregon in bow ties and spit-shined hair.
A fervent choir singing "It Is No Secret What God Can Do" reminds
me today is Sunday. Jill fiddles with the radio dial until she gets the
country station out of Fairbanks. With steaming mugs of coffee and second
helpings of breakfast, all six of us form a loose circle of chairs. Dennis
props his legs on a spare bucket. It’s Louis L'Amour time.
Dennis's dream of homesteading germinated in boyhood, with Jack
London's White Fang and Call of the Wild, and the movie Jeremiah
Johnson. Historian Roderick Nash writes, "Long a hero of his culture, the
pioneer acquired added luster at a time when the pace and complexity of
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American life seemed on the verge of overwhelming the independent
individual." The heroes of Dennis's childhood were not comic book action
figures but flesh-and-blood pioneers. There was a time not long ago when
he regarded the reading of White Fang as an appropriate rite of passage for
his own sons. For their part, Shaun and Stormy regarded White Fang as
absurdly funny. Even Dennis was surprised to find his favorite novel
diminished by real life, and not the other way around. He and Jill had been
building toward this revelation for years. "The dream of what I wanted is
not what I wanted," he says.
When the Hannans moved to Deadfish Lake in spring 1984, they
expected to find a community of like-minded settlers. Jill especially
yearned for the company of other mothers with whom she could swap
concerns and advice. Instead, she and Dennis and Shaun passed the threemonth mark in solitude. By summer's end, their provisions were running
low. A week's rations consisted of a jar of bear meat and a cup of flour,
plus all the beans and commeal they could eat. In no danger of starving,
they nevertheless grew heartily sick of bear and beans. They felt surprised
by how starved they were for human conversation and commiseration.
Loneliness—the darker side of solitude—had never figured into the script of
their dream. (Nearly ten years later, Walter Hickel, a former governor of
Alaska and cabinet member under Nixon, would campaign for a second
term in the governor's mansion, this time on a vision of roads crisscrossing
the state with the intricacy of spider webs. The Hannans would see a
proposed map with a road running to the top of a neighboring ridge where,
rumor had it, a crony of the governor owned a copper claim. Given the
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fiscal climate in Alaska in the early 1990s, the likelihood o f such a road's
ever being built is slim; to the Hannans, however, any threat to their way
of life looms large.)
One summer morning in 1984, they heard droning in the sky. A
float plane swooped low before alighting on a neighboring lake. Dennis
and Jill's spirits rose to intoxicating heights. If the plane brought new
settlers then there would be a second and perhaps a third plane. Their own
outlay of building supplies, winter clothes and foodstuffs had required six
plane-loads of roughly 250 pounds each. Perhaps this morning's pilot
would be courteous enough to carry their letters to town and post them.
Perhaps they could even arrange to have mail or groceries brought in with
the next load.
Leaving Jill home with the toddler, Dennis slogged three miles in hip
waders and mosquito netting. The airplane had taken back o ff by then, but
he pushed on. He found new settlers huddled under a tarp, swatting bugs.
They looked very young and very miserable. The m an shot Dennis a
hostile look then strode off. He was part Indian, dressed in tan pants with
tiger stripes painted on them. The woman stayed where she was, greeting
Dennis skittishly. He noticed she was pregnant. They spoke for a few,
strained minutes. Mainly, Dennis recalls, she wanted to know when the
mosquitoes would be gone. Feeling like an interloper, Dennis stayed only a
few minutes, long enough to find out the pilot wasn't com ing back.
According to the woman, she and her partner had everything they needed
to live off the land. "I decided there and then to leave them to their
wilderness," Dennis says, and he turned toward home.
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"You can't live off the land here," Jill remarks. "We didn't plan on
it."
In the woods, the capacity for change counts for everything. One
cannot react rigidly to elements beyond one's control. The Hannans long
ago lost count of the number of times they felt disillusioned. Life in the
sub-Arctic wilderness was hard; not only that, it was impossible without an
income. W henever the dream o f what they wanted collided with the reality
of what was within reach, Dennis and Jill chose to revise the dream—even
going so far as to make fun of it-rath er than ignore reality. Dennis
showed me an unpublished article on trapping in which he writes that, for
him, "the hardest thing was separating fantasy from reality . . . without that
distinction, my only mark on the land . . . would probably [be] just another
moldering cabin in the wilderness."
Several times during berry season, the Hannans drifted near the new
settlers' camp while foraging, but they did not intrude. They kept busy,
canning moose meat and garden vegetables for the coming winter. One
afternoon, they heard another plane land then take off shortly thereafter.
Tom between curiosity and reserve, they let curiosity win out. They
bundled Shaun up and hiked into the neighboring lake.
On the porch of what appeared to be the foundation for a cabin, an
empty rocking chair swayed gently in the wind. Belongings were strewn
everywhere. With a growing sense of a tragedy barely averted, the
Hannans sifted through garbage, reconstructing bit by bit what had
happened. There was a two-and-a-half-pound, double-bit ax, unsharpened;
an empty case of baby food; the skeletal remains of a raven and a mouse;
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unbroken ampoules of silver nitrate for a newborn’s eyes; kerosene lamps
and Coleman fuel; leather clothing, including a set of tiny buckskins; two
animal traps; pack boots with rabbit fur glued around the top; machine-gun
belts hanging in the trees; fifty pounds of black powder; a brand-new
pistol; and a journal written in a feminine hand.
It was the debris of a dream. Richly detailed and embellished with
drawings at the outset, the journal entries degenerated over time into a
barely legible sprawl. On the first page, Dennis read the account of his
visit to the couple's camp. After he left, the man had said he "didn’t want
any white man on his property." From the rest of the entries, Dennis and
Jill gleaned that the baby had been due any day. The mother was twentyone, the father eighteen. He had injured his back early on, probably trying
to cut down trees with an ax more suited to a professional lumberjack, and
unsharpened to boot. Both suffered from agonizing stomach cramps and
diarrhea, symptoms Jill recognized as giardia. Worst of all, though,
hunger haunted them. They devoured everything in their packs, including
the baby food. Humbled and broken, they even tried to locate the Hannans.
Jill wishes fervently that they had succeeded: "They could have lived off
beans and commeal like we did. And sugar-w e had plenty o f sugar," she
says.
In a last-ditch effort to save themselves, the Black Powder Indians
(as Dennis refers to them) strung together an SOS in stones along the lake
shore and built signal fires. The woman's journal entries veered between
desperation and despair. She was failing rapidly and might have died
within a few days had not a pilot spotted the distress signal.
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My craving for the journal is like the physical pangs of hunger.
With a stab at casualness, I ask Jill what became of it. She questions Dennis
with her eyes; he shrugs. Apparently, the journal went the way of things
with no foreseeable function: "bum, bum , bum."
Near the turn of the century, Frederick Jackson Turner wrote that
"at the frontier, the environment is at first too strong for the man. He
must accept the conditions which it furnishes or perish." One hundred
years later, in 1992, a college graduate named Alex McCandless starved to
death after 113 days in the wilderness. Like the man that Dennis knew
only as a Black Powder Indian, McCandless had injured himself and could
not forage or hunt. His body was discovered in the shell of an ancient
school bus, ten miles from a major north-south artery connecting
Anchorage and Fairbanks, roughly 100 miles east of Deadfish Lake. The
investigating trooper told a reporter:
It's sad, very sad. Somebody died because they wanted to live
off the land. I just wish somebody would have found him
before he died. It would have been nice. But Alaska is not a
forgiving land, is it?
The capacity to forgive is an attribute of humans, not nature. In
Alaska, anthropomorphism is not merely a pathetic fallacy but a potentially
fatal flaw. That wilderness is amoral seems unbearably cruel sometimes.
Why were the Black Powder Indians rescued and Alex McCandless not? Is
it fair that I dragged a canoe across the frazil ice of Lake Minchumina, and
a stray gust of wind caused five-year-old Sam Hayden to drown there? A
century ago, Lt. Herron and his men nearly starved and might well have
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except for the intervention of the Natives. In contrast to the dictates of an
omniscient God in heaven, the Koyukon Athabaskans followed an animistic
faith. According to their belief system, animals and nature partook o f
human characteristics and whims. These spirits possessed greater pow er
than humans but not necessarily more wisdom. In his final report, Lt.
Herron judged the Telida Natives harshly for valuing expediency over
morality. Apparently, he never asked him self which of the two was more
conducive to survival.
*

*

*

W ind tugs fitfully at tree tops. Rain spits from a tin-foil sky,
pocking the clumps of snow that survived the morning sun. Late afternoon
brings the inevitability of storm. Charles frets about being marooned. His
tight schedule of classes and free-lance assignments in Fairbanks means that
we can spend only a couple of days at a stretch with the Hannans. I worry
too, about my one-year-old daughter, who is bouncing betw een baby sitters
and grandparents. Back when we planned this trip, the possibility o f the
lake's freezing over seemed remote. Not yet a probability, it nevertheless
begins to seem less remote.
Rena Ose and her husband, Duane, have a homesite eight miles from
here, near Frenchman Lake. Last October, while clearing brush, Rena fell
and broke her ankle. Because the lake was in transition from w ater to ice,
she had to wait three days for a pilot to exchange floats for skis.
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The Hannans seem supemally calm about the prospect of sharing a
crowded cabin and scant rations with two near-strangers for as long as a
month. However, I know Charles well enough to recognize when he's
working himself into a state. As for m e, I feel sick panic at the thought of
being away from home so long, and of imposing so rudely on the Hannans.
W e came here to observe their way of life not share it. Yet, when I step
back from my fears, I see how unencumbered Dennis and Jill are. Clear
sighted about what they can control and what they cannot, they've made
their peace with nature's irregular tempo.
While the outside world tends to define the North by its climate, we
northerners struggle to define ourselves in spite of it. At 50 degrees below
zero, we coddle our cars with electric heaters against the threat of being
stranded. School is rarely canceled on account of snow or cold but—once
in a great w hile-on account of ice fog that renders brake lights invisible
from ten feet away. Softened by city life, Charles and I have forgotten
what it feels like to be at the mercy of the elements.
Our fear of being motionless may originate in the distinctly western
belief that we control time and not the reverse. Rudy W iebe, in Playing
Dead, observes that the Inuits of northern Canada have a different word
for an object when it is still than for the same object in motion.
Speculating as to why two well-provisioned ships of Queen Victoria's fleet
foundered a century ago in the Arctic, W iebe writes:
A ship frozen in the ice has moved out of the linear into
another dimension altogether: in the vast Arctic it has
achieved the dimension of areal stillness. That is a dimension
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which sailors, experienced only in the endless, unbounded
motion of the sea, cannot understand. Stillness destroys them.
The Inuits of northern Canada, like the Athabaskans of interior Alaska,
were nomadic. Three seasons out of the year, they migrated between
hunting camps, fishing camps and berry camps. In the winter, they
hunkered down in villages. If only the British sailors had been willing to
leam, the Natives could have taught them something about grace and
motionlessness.
Charles and I elect to send a straightforward but urgent message to
Jack Hayden: pick us up ASAP. The first step is to hail the Oses on the
CB. Their homesite perches like an eagle's aerie atop a mountain, with a
clear shot to Lake Minchumina. When Duane responds, Jill asks if he can
raise anyone at Minchumina. Since the advent of telephones, only a few
people there leave their radios turned on. After half a dozen tries, Duane
connects with Penny Green, who dials Denali West Lodge on the phone.
She speaks with Jack and relays his message back to Duane, who, three
hours after the initial contact, informs Jill that Jack is busy with clients
today. He'll pick up Charles and me first thing in the morning, weather
permitting.
*

*

*

The Haydens and the Hannans met through my father. In 1988, his
construction company bid on a Lake Minchumina runway job. The plans
called for lengthening the existing strip by several hundred feet, removing
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a hump from the middle, and upgrading the taxiway to function in a pinch
as a crosswind strip. It was a plum of a contract. Dad staked everything
on the possibility of hiring men to drive his heavy equipment in a
procession (Alaskans call it a Cat train) over the old mail trail from
Nenana to Minchumina. When I was growing up, Cat trains and barges
were the only means of getting heavy equipment into remote villages, and
my father couldn't afford barges. Inching bulldozers, front-end loaders
and belly dumps over frozen terrain in the bitter cold of mid-winter is an
exercise fraught with danger. Twice, my father has been at the controls of
a bulldozer when it broke through the fragile shelf ice of a river. One of
those times, he leaped clear as the Cat went under. The other time, he was
wedged inside his cab for a terrifying few seconds as it plunged to the
bottom of the river. Somehow, he fought free of the tablets of ice pinning
him. Swimming against the current, he groped with numb hands until he
found the jagged hole and dragged himself out.
Modem technology and environmental concerns have, by and large,
ended the era of Cat trains. My father's competitors on the Minchumina
project played it safe, assuming they'd have to transport their equipment in
the bellies of immense and immensely expensive Hercules 130 aircraft. My
father underbid them. His cards on the table, he began the lengthy and
circuitous process of seeking permits from the Alaska departments of
Natural Resources, Environmental Conservation, and Fish and Game, as
well as the National Park Service, Environmental Protection Agency, and
Bureau of Land Management. The BLM okayed his request to cross
federal land, on one condition: he was to arrange a meeting with the
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settlers near Minchumina and ask permission to blaze a trail across what
was, essentially, their front yard. The next day, my father flew himself
into Deadfish Lake in a single-engine Arctic Tern equipped with skis. He
made his case before half a dozen adults (there were more settlers then than
now) in the Hannans’ front room. W hen he left a few hours later, he had
their unconditional support and their shopping lists.
Since the death of his son the previous summer, Jack Hayden had
taken a break from the lodge business. His familiarity with the terrain
around Minchumina prompted my father to offer him a job as a guide on
the Cat train in the winter of 1989. Nearly every day, the temperature on
the trail from Nenana to Minchumina dipped to 60 degrees below zero and
colder. The low-pressure system prevented exhaust from the equipment
from evaporating, so every man traveled inside his private island of ice
fog. One afternoon, as Jack was crossing an invisible pond in his D-9, the
ice cracked like a rifle report. He jumped clear just as the Cat was
engulfed by mud with the consistency o f quicksand. There was no question
of digging out the buried behemoth before the cold spell broke. Nor could
the men abandon it. The Cat train halted. Marooned for days, the men
played cribbage and told stories in front of a wood-burning stove inside the
twelve-by-twelve skidded trailer that made up their living quarters. They
broke the monotony by going, one or two at a time, to call on the Hannans,
who lived a half-mile away.
In the mid-winter twilight, landmarks might be visible one day and
not the next. It's easy to become disoriented. One time, during Jack's turn
to visit Dennis and Jill, he was bound for their cabin when he thought he
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heard dogs barking. He quickened his pace. W hen the how ling encircled
him, he realized the animals were not dogs but wolves.
"I kept telling myself there's no record of wolves attacking humans,"
Jack says. "A voice in the back of my head kept whispering, 'Yeah, but
what about the times when all they find is bones scattered everyw here, and
there's no way of telling what really happened?' "
W hen Jack reached the shore of Deadfish Lake, the wolves faded
back into the spruce forest. Not long afterward, the cold snap broke, and
the m en were able to hoist the Cat out of the bog. Jack's encounter with
the wolves became one more piece of lore attached to the M inchum ina Cat
train.
The following winter, Dennis Hannan went to work on the North
Slope for an oil prospecting firm from December to April. Jill and the
boys stayed behind. One evening in January, Jill heard barking from the
direction of the lake rather than the dog yard. Thinking the Haydens must
have mushed over from Minchumina for a visit, she grabbed her parka off
the hook and ran outside. She froze when she saw wolves, angular and
pacing among the shadows cast by trees.
*

*

*

In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner confidently and prem aturely
declared to a gathering of the American Historical Society that the frontier
was closed. In fact, the Homestead Act remained in effect for 40 more
years in the contiguous United States and a century in Alaska. Homestead
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entries did not peak until the years 1916-20, when the government
approved more than 195,000 claims on nearly 39 million acres. By that
time, the North had been exploited by missionaries, fur traders, gold
miners and whalers. In anthropologist Hugh Brody's words, the
predominant view was of
a region where only a handful of birds can survive winters,
which even caribou desert in autumn, where vast lakes contain
only one or two species of edible fish. . . . a region beyond the
margins of civilization, where human beings do not belong and
cannot flourish.
Two pieces of legislation in 1934 significantly affected the pattern of
American migration. The Taylor Grazing Act withdrew from settlement
virtually all of the unclaimed public domain in the United States, excluding
Alaska; and the Homesite Act provided for the transfer of up to five acres
of pre-selected land to settlers committed to living on it. Unlike
homesteading, the homesite law had no provisions for tilling the soil. A
watershed year in the history of the American frontier, 1934 saw the
sealing off of the West by the Taylor Act and the opening up of the North
by the Homesite Act.
In 1969, the U.S. Secretary of the Interior forbade further settlement
in Alaska pending the resolution of aboriginal land claims. The order was
not, however, retracted with the passage of the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act. In the Seventies, the Interior secretary issued another
public land order upholding the suspension of settlement laws in Alaska,
this time indefinitely. A pamphlet circulated by the BLM around this
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period describes the homestead law as a relic of the nation's westward
expansion: "even before the end, homesteading in Alaska was largely a no
win proposition because of adverse climate, great distances between farms
and markets, lack of roads and high labor costs."
According to sources at the BLM, Alaska Senator Ted Stevens began
lobbying Congress and the Interior department in the '70s to renew
homesteading in Alaska. A clause was inserted into the Federal Land
Policy and Management Act of 1976 extending the settlement laws to
Alaska until October 1986, when they would be revoked forever. Under
the leadership of James G. Watt, the Interior department warmed to the
notion of privatizing federal land as an alternative to creating national
parks, wildlife refuges and preserves. A thick file in the Fairbanks BLM
office documents the controversy leading up to a 1981 public land order
providing for settlement and mineral leasing on selected lands near
Minchumina. Letters flew between the BLM and lawyers representing
environmental groups such as the National Wildlife Federation and the
Sierra Club. Were there provisions in the regulations for access from one
property to another? No. What about waterway setbacks? No. The
Tanana Chiefs Conference voiced concern about potential impacts on game
species and Native subsistence. Minimal. Charges of unseemly haste
emitted from the office of the Democratic governor of Alaska.
Unavoidable, tight deadline, Washington office.
Public Land Order 6098 opened the first of three blocks of land
totaling 30,000 acres near Lake Minchumina to homesites, businesses and
mineral leases, but not homesteads. It would have been sheer folly on the
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part of politicians and policy-makers to pretend that farming was a viable
pursuit in the northern boreal forest. Two years later, 10,250 acres in
eastern Alaska, near the Ahtna village of Slana, opened to settlement under
the same terms as Minchumina.
*

*

*

The Hannans' cabin hoards darkness. In thickening twilight, the four
of us—Dennis, Jill, Charles and I--swap stories from our pasts. When I was
three, my parents lived in Wainwright, an Eskimo village on the Arctic
Ocean. Every evening at eight, the single generator that funneled power to
every household was switched off. I was usually in bed by then, so I came
to associate the dark with the world of adults. In the kitchen, my parents
continued washing up or visiting with friends as though nothing had
happened, but a line, equatorial in its mystery, had been crossed. Over the
years, I've come to associate the line between daylight and darkness with
other invisible lines separating wakefulness from sleep, childhood from
adulthood, stillness from motion, city from wilderness. Regarded from a
distance, these lines seem solid; up close, everything that depends on them
becomes fluid and unreliable or, in the words of Paul Fussell, "ironically
reversible."
After the dishes were put away, my parents would sit in a circle in
the kitchen with their friends. Their words meant nothing to me then,
although I wonder now whether the darkness promoted frankness. They
rarely lit a candle; I'm not sure why. One night, I crawled out of bed,
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crept into the kitchen, and groped blindly among the adult legs for m y
father. (My mother was stricter about bedtime.) I clim bed onto a lap that
I thought was his. Touching a hand by accident, I yelped. Startled, Shorty
the mechanic sloshed scalding coffee down my legs. By day, I was
terrified of him because of his hands. They were hideously deformed,
missing knuckles and fingers. W hen my brother and sister were awake, the
three of us pestered Shorty endlessly. His stories about his hands sent
delicious shivers up and down our spines. He had a new one every day:
the Vietnam war, a shark attack, a blizzard, the washing machine.
Jill sprawls on the floor of her room, groping for an object under
the bed. She emerges with an unopened box of white Zinfandel cradled in
her arms. Dennis and Charles shake their heads, so she pours a cup for me
and one for her. After our second cup, the wine begins to go to our heads.
"I better stop or I’m not going to be able to go for a walk," Jill
giggles.
"You're going to have to," Dennis replies, deadpan, "because I'm
taking away the car keys."
By the time the beef Stroganoff with moose tenderloins is consumed
and the dishes washed, a hush has fallen. For the first time in days, the sky
is not fat with rain. A solitary loon slices the surface o f the lake. In the
moonlight, we follow a narrow trail along the shoreline. After a third of a
mile or so, we enter a clearing where an abandoned cabin floats in several
inches o f water. Wavelets lap at the front door, which hangs askew on its
hinges. A section of roof has collapsed under the weight of snow from past
winters. Bears have scraped the window sills raw, frantic to break in.
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Pressing my face against a filthy pane of glass, I can see inside. There are
a couple of metal chairs, a kitchen table. One of the shelves has collapsed,
spilling tins of food into puddles on the floor.
Above the cabin, on a small rise, rests a sledge for hauling logs and,
behind it, a locked shed with snowmobiles. Surely these are things the
Hannans could use, but they seem not to have considered going any farther
than peeking in the windows. The property belonged to the original settler
at Deadfish Lake, Del Judd. (He died in 1995 without ever returning to the
lake.) Undeterred by humans, nature gradually reclaims what he built.
H alf a mile south of the cabin, a jawbone of ridge trails off into
tundra. Here is a flowing creek transformed by a beaver's industry into a
motionless marsh. Swamp grass impales the setting sun, which oozes like a
broken egg yolk into the still water. As far as the eye can see, there is no
sign of human habitation. "I love being here at this time of night, in the
wind," Dennis says. Fifty miles away, the Kuskokwim Mountains fade into
the darkening sky, invisible now except for strands of snow streaking their
crowns. Too late, Dennis points out a fox den not twenty feet in front of
us. Had we been more decorous in our approach, we might have seen kits
scuffling and tumbling in the grass. Even so, this is a profoundly peaceful
place.
I ask the question uppermost in my mind: "Why stay here?" I think
I know why people go into the woods in pursuit of a dream. It is the
nature of dreams, however, to fade with their fulfillment.
"Why do I stay?" Jill echoes. "The sun shining through birches
glazed with ice crystals can still take my breath away. It’s so quiet, you can
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hear the wing beats of birds. And you’re always learning something new.
One day we saw a mink in a larch tree. Up 'til then, we didn't know mink
climbed trees."
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II. Playing Deaf
(Slana)

To mount an expedition to Deadfish Lake requires weeks of
logistical maneuvering: clearing calendars, compiling lists, telephoning
pilots, shopping and packing leading up, as often as not, to the anti-climax
of yet another postponement. Slana, by contrast, is a spur-of-the-moment
destination. A phone call the night before, and we rise by six the next
morning. Whoever has agreed to drive stops by the other's house on the
way out of town. With thermoses of coffee and Egg McMuffins, we drive
southeast toward the sunrise. The cardboard cut-out mountains in the
distance gain dimensionality: Deborah, Hess, Hayes, Old Snowy and White
Princess, Wrangell, Sanford and Drum.
One hundred miles down the road, at Diehl's shopping center in
Delta Junction, we refill on coffee. The road forks here. Slana is southeast
from Delta, but the existing roads form right angles rather than straight
lines. We can drive southeast, through Tok Junction, then follow the Tok
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Cut-off south to the Nabesna Road that leads to South Slana; or we can go
due south, via Isabel Pass to Glennallen, then turn north on the Tok Cut
off, or Glenn Highway as it is also known. Tok is the shorter but duller
route, circumventing the mountains. If the light slants in a way that makes
Charles want to photograph the landscape, or if I want to visit the BLM
office in Glennallen, we choose Isabel Pass. This longer drive also follows
the trans-Alaska oil pipeline.
In the 1980s, Charles and I drove alongside the pipeline from omega
to alpha—Valdez to Prudhoe Bay—for a new spaper story. The twinned
trails of road and pipeline reminded me of parallel lives with nothing in
common except the journey. Where the highway curves and rolls in
deference to the land’s morphology, the pipeline slices through Alaska like
a surveyor's plumb. Back in the 1970s, when I was a school child, the
controversy over building the pipeline overshadowed everything else that
was happening in the country, including W atergate. Opponents predicted it
would cast a permanent blight on otherwise pristine wilderness;
proponents, pointing to Alaska's immense size, described it as a mere
needle in a haystack. In fact, the pipeline would be less of an eyesore if it
were not so linear, so blind in its single-minded pursuit of tidewater,
tankers and transformation for its crude cargo. Now, as Charles and I
follow the road that follows the pipeline, I think once again of parallel
lives, of the settlers at Deadfish Lake and Slana. The unwavering manner
in which the Hannans set about building a home in the wilderness reminds
me of the pipeline. For a majority of settlers, however, the route that led
to Slana was far more circuitous.
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*

*

*

A sighing purr emanates from the generator shed in front of the
Craigs' place. Don and W anda run their TV, freezer, water pump and
electric lights o ff a generator. Out back, an im m ense satellite dish blooms
in the potato field, which the Craigs cleared by hand. W hen Don isn’t
puttering in the garden or greenhouse, he’s sitting indoors in a straightbacked chair, watching the Rural Alaska Television Network on a wallm ounted Sharp. "That is our communication with the outside world,"
W anda says. "You wouldn’t know if there was a war going on without
RATNET."
Clothes flap on a line behind the house. In late August, Charles and I
spotted a dozen pairs of blue jeans there, frozen stiff under a crust of snow.
A surprise storm had blown in off the mountains after Wanda hung the
clothes out to dry. It is spring now, and the sky is lacquered blue. Mounts
W rangell, Sanford and Drum balance like Buddhas on top of the
clothesline.
Don and Wanda were living in W ashington state in 1983 when they
received a phone call from her grown son by her first marriage. David
asked his m other, "If I build you a house, will you move to Alaska?" She
said "Yes" without hesitating. Within a week, she and Don were rattling up
the Alaska Highway in a pickup jam-packed with four children and their
m ost valued possessions—boxes o f photographs and china plates, an antique
hutch and mattresses.
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When Wanda first clapped eyes on Slana, she asked herself, "What
am I doing here?" The cabin into which seven people, including David,
were to be crammed was roughly eight feet by twelve feet square, with a
wood-buming cook stove and no insulation. "I spent that first winter
frozen to my waist," Wanda says.
Immediately, Don and the boys set to work on an addition, a second
ell that merged with the original to form a square. Hampered by a lack of
roads, they floated building supplies down a creek that runs behind the
property. As the scaffolding grew, a pageant began to unfold. "First
person I seen here, she had a gun like this," W anda says, resting a hand on
her hip. "They called her 'Pistol-Packin' M a m a .'" Phillip Craig met a
man who'd brought an electric chain saw with a 300-foot extension cord,
believing he could surely plug it in somewhere. In addition to an alligator
farmer, there was a man with a boa constrictor and another who rode a
bicycle with a bird on his shoulder. One naif staked five acres of frozen
lake one winter, delighted that he'd finally found level ground. Compared
to the army of eccentrics camped out under the Slana River bridge,
Wanda's shoebox of a home began to seem adequate.
The Craigs survived at first on fish and bulk foods purchased at a
discount in Anchorage. They applied for food stamps, but in the interim
they had just $25 a month for food. "That barely covered Don's
cigarettes," Wanda says. By the time the house was framed in, the family
began clearing by hand several acres of land for a garden so they could
grow their own produce. Every year since then, their potato harvest has
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yielded up to three tons of potatoes. "Homesteading is hard work," Wanda
says. "Good hard work, because you can see what you’ve accomplished."
A decade later, the Craigs' house is still a hodge-podge of building
materials and styles--principally, plywood and afterthought. The shell of a
baby carriage, tom greenhouse roofing, yellow insulation and oil cans
surround the structure. Steps lead up to an outer door, which ingresses to
a narrow Arctic entry lined by freezers. A second door leads into the
house proper, the interior of which circles in on itself, like a snail's shell.
Directly in front of the entry is the bathroom, with a Sears wringer washer
and tub (for a toilet, the Craigs use an outhouse). The living room/dining
area opens to the left. Up one step and to the left again is the kitchen. Don
and Wanda sleep in a curtained alcove that lies in the womb of the house.
The glass from the original cook stove now forms a kitchen window
overlooking the garden. The Craigs cook with gas and heat with a woodburning stove behind which their ancient dog snoozes on a pile of
newspapers. From a bank of windows between the living room and
kitchen, light pours onto a plant-laden table. Here also is where Don props
an elbow and rolls his cigarettes from a can of Top tobacco while he
watches TV.
Like the Hannans, the Craigs hang onto everything that was useful in
the past or that might come in handy in the future: a meat grinder and
NAPA filter boxes, for instance. Unlike the Hannans, they also accrue
stuff with no foreseeable function, such as a carved parrot swinging on a
trapeze, a mobile fashioned from painted seashells, a strand of tin foil fourleaf clovers.
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Scraps of brown carpet cling intermittently to the plank floor. A
soiled tapestry emblazoned with a medieval hunting scene hangs on the wall
above a sagging couch whose threadbare velveteen does little to hide the
springs underneath. Someone has tossed a green yam afghan over the
couch, a brown and orange one over Wanda's favorite armchair. On the
floor, broken toys overflow from a battered cardboard box. There is a
coffee table strewn with copies of The Guidepost and a wall plaque that
reads, "Prayer Makes a Difference." A strip of blue seashells papers one
section of wall. Another section, roughly the size of a bulletin board, is
plastered with snapshots of the Craigs' nine children, twenty-six
grandchildren and handful of great-grandchildren. Three of their grown
kids have settled at Slana: Lila and ElFreida live nearby with their
families, and Phillip sleeps on his parents' couch. The other children,
including David, are now scattered between Washington, Oregon, Colorado
and Missouri.
Wanda's yearning for the outward trappings of the middle class is
reflected in a six-foot-tall grandmother clock, in a hutch crammed with
knickknacks and Depression glass, and in her prized collection of china
plates depicting scenes from romantic novels such as Gone with the Wind.
Yet it seems to me that Don and Wanda have something that eludes the
majority of people: a kind of grace that comes from wanting only small
things in a society that pressures us to have it all.
Curled like a cat in her armchair, her legs tucked up underneath her,
Wanda regales Charles and me with an account of this summer's reunion
with a high school friend. The friend, whom Wanda hadn't seen in 35
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years, stopped at Slana during a trip to Alaska. Cautiously, I ask W anda
what her friend thought of the homesite. "I hope she was pleased," W anda
replies in a voice devoid of embarrassment, false m odesty or self
congratulation. Both she and Don seem proud of w hat they have,
unasham ed—or unaw are-o f what they have not.
W anda tells a story about an aunt and uncle of hers: once, when they
were traveling, they went into a restaurant and pretended to be deaf mutes.
They com municated with the waitress by signing and pointing to items on
the menu. The kind but harried woman brought dish after dish from the
kitchen, only to have the customers shake their heads, indicating it was not
what they wanted. Throughout the meal, the couple behaved as though
they were inside their own silent world, immune to the com m otion around
them. As they rose to leave, however, the man caught the waitress's eye,
and said, casually, "Thanks. That was good."
Sometimes I feel like the waitress in this story. As soon as I think I
have a fix on the Craigs, something shifts and I lose focus. There is a pithy
statement that speaks to the imbalance of power between journalists and
subjects: "Documentary photography is one social class looking at a lower
social class." Journalists in the past have witnessed the poverty endem ic to
Slana. As trophies, they've bom e off photographs o f underw ear flapping
on a clothesline. The Craigs' brand o f poverty lends itself especially well
to stark images that conform to preconceived notions about how the very
poor should look. Yet it seems to me that the ease with which Americans
label the poor is inversely proportional to the curiosity we feel about them.
One thing money can buy is an aura o f mystery. Having pigeonholed
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someone as impoverished, we tend to assume we know everything
important, although we may comprehend nothing of the complex web of
circumstances, luck, family history, intelligence and politics that
contextualizes them.
The interior of the house is Wanda's territory, the exterior Don's.
With hair sticking up straight on the side where he slept and beltless jeans
riding dangerously low on his hips, Don shows off his plants for Charles
and me. Not talkative by nature, he can rattle on for hours about varieties
of tomatoes. Several years ago, he and Wanda spent part of a small
inheritance of hers on a 100-foot by 33-foot commercial greenhouse
purchased at auction in Anchorage. The greenhouse cost $3,000; trucking
it to Slana cost $2,000 more, which says a great deal, I think, about
Wanda's willingness to invest in Don's dreams. Working with his sons and
sons-in-law, Don installed such amenities as lights, heat and irrigation. At
one end of the greenhouse, he parked the pickup that bore his family to
Alaska a decade ago.
Don's greenhouse smells of rich, warm soil and seedlings. Carrots,
cabbage, cauliflower, beans and squash sprout from raised beds crafted of
scrap lumber. "I ain't no gardener, I just throw it in the ground," Don
says, a statement belied by the lushness of the vines. With Wanda's help,
because he cannot read, Don ordered what he thought were tomatoes from
a seed company. The packets arrived with pictures of petunias and
marigolds on them. Don reacted to the crossed wires the same way he
reacted so many years ago to a doctor who refused to treat what Don
figured was a broken foot: he skipped a beat then moved on. He and
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Wanda planted the seeds in pots and gave them to friends. When the seeds
sprouted tomatoes instead of petunias, he just laughed. There is a similar
story about berries. "We ordered raspberries, and we got locust trees,"
Don says, grinning. "Everything's just a big 'speriment."
Throughout the year, the Craigs supplement their vegetable and
potato crop with supplies purchased with food stamps at a mom-and-pop
store ten miles north of Slana, on the Tok Cut-off. Their summer days fill
up with planting, weeding and harvesting, and with cutting six cords of
wood to offset the coming winter. The greenhouse ensures they won't lose
everything with the first frost, which descends from the snow-peaked
mountains sometime in late August or early September.
"In Washington, you plant your seeds, weed your garden, and wait
for your plants to come up," Don says. "Up here, you throw a seed in the
ground, you nurse it, you baby it, you weed it, and it still may not come
up."
Like his wife, Don is in his late 50s. He has a barrel chest and a
belly that strains the threadbare fabric of his T-shirt. Decades of outdoor
work have carved deep crevasses in his face. He limps from the old,
untreated foot injury. Dirt has insinuated itself into the cracks in his wornout hands. Black worms of soil coil beneath his fingernails.
Wanda looks at least ten years older than her age. She has thinning
white hair and a milky sheen covering pale blue eyes that seem to focus on
a distant point that only she can see. In fact, she's legally blind. "It's like
there's a shelf over this eye," she says, pointing to the right one. Without
intending to, Charles startled her in her garden one morning. He was no
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more than fifteen feet away and she was on her knees, weeding potatoes,
when she tilted her head sharply and squinted up at him. "Who's that?" she
demanded.
Two years ago, Wanda underwent eye surgery in Fairbanks. It cost
$6,000 cash, which used up the rest o f her inheritance. Six thousand
dollars is as much money as passes through her hands in a year, a fortune
in Slana. Wanda's eye surgery failed. She says her doctor wants totry a
new procedure, but she can't afford it.
"I'm gonna have to wait for finances or God Almighty to do
something for me," Wanda says with no sign of self-pity.

*

*

*

In 1854, Horace Greeley declared in a newspaper column: "Make
the Public Lands free in quarter-sections to Actual Settlers . . . and earth's
landless millions will no longer be orphans and mendicants." Thinly
veneered by this frontier boosterism were the less noble sentiments of class
snobbery and racism. Northern intellectuals desired the abolition of
slavery but not an influx of blacks to their cities. Among the wealthy and
educated elite, many regarded the West as a safety valve for former slaves
as well as the poor overflowing from orphanages and workhouses.
The so-called "safety valve doctrine" preached that the poor could be
enticed from vandalism and theft by visions of riches in the West. Its
origins can be traced back as far as the book of Psalms: "And there he
maketh the hungry to dwell, that they may prepare a city for habitation."
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A labor theory o f land ownership emerged sim ultaneously with the safety
valve notion. It held that a man deserved to own the land he tilled. Still
flourishing in pockets of America today, the labor theory strikes a chord in
the minds of twentieth-century setters. In the words o f one settler, O liver
Cameron o f D eadfish Lake: "The only salvation for our culture and our
country is for people to get back to where they're owning little pieces of
ground and doing more for themselves."
Fueled by populist arguments that appealed to the intellect as well as
the emotions, Congress passed the Homestead Act in 1862, one year into
Lincoln's presidency and the Civil War. A host o f laws m odifying and
expanding on the Homestead Act, with its upper lim it o f 240 acres for
farming, were passed in the early years of the tw entieth century. The new
laws offered sm aller tracts of land as a reward for independence or
entrepreneurship. Among them, the Homesite Act provided for up to five
acres for a private residence, the Headquarters Act for ten business acres,
and the Trade and Manufacturing Act for as many as eighty acres, also for
business.
W hen the U.S. Interior Department opened up more than 40,000
acres of public land in Alaska in the 1980s, settlement was allowed under
the Homesite, Headquarters, and Trade and M anufacturing acts. Although
some people had previously settled in Alaska under the Homestead Act, it
was not widely considered feasible at that time to hom estead in the North,
especially so close to the Arctic Circle. While many people filed for a
m aximum of 95 acres under all three acts, only a tiny percentage fulfilled

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

52

the stringent requirements for the two requiring them to establish a
business. No one gained title to a full 80 acres, let alone 95.
Technically, the land was never free, even to those who succeeded in
proving up. After staking a homesite, a settler had to pay a $10 filing fee.
Three to five years later, an application accompanied by another $10 fee
came due. Then the settler awaited the government's decision. If the claim
was approved, the land cost $2.50 an acre. The grand total for someone
who staked a five-acre homesite was $32.50. A surprising number of
settlers could not afford to pay. Remarks Dave Mushovic o f the Bureau of
Land Management, "Some of these people can't scrape it up."
Considering the safety valve and labor theories that led to the
opening of the American frontier to settlement, it's ironic how many
settlers today augment their incomes with welfare. The title to five acres
transforms them from mere mendicants into mendicant landowners. In
fairness, they probably never expected things to turn out this way. Yet,
outside the boundaries of Alaska's cities, few jobs exist. Alaska’s poverty
rate, at nine percent, is the eighth highest in the nation. Within a fifteenmile radius of Slana, there is work only for a handful of teachers,
waitresses, bartenders, bakers, grocers, a postmaster and an occasional flag
person on a summer road crew. Inside the community proper, the only
store is now boarded up, gone the way of more farfetched schemes such as
the electric guitar factory and alligator farm.
If possible, the land here is even less conducive to yielding up a
living than at Deadfish Lake. Temperatures in the foothills of the
W rangell Mountains range from the 80s in summer to the minus 60s in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

53

winter. During the milder months, South Slana consists of a maze of
narrow trails through taiga forest and muskeg swamp: fancy names for
scruffy black spruce and mud that can suck the boots right off your feet.
Don and Wanda Craig are fairly representative of the saner, lawabiding segment of Slana. Like 60,000 other Alaskans, they rely on public
assistance to get by. They never in their lives took for granted the things
that Dennis and Jill Hannan gave up when they moved to Deadfish Lake--a
telephone and indoor plumbing, for instance. Because they’ve always been
poor, the Craigs saw the opening of the frontier not as a chance to escape
from the world but as an opportunity to move up in it. At Slana, they were
able to own property, free and clear, for the first time in 30 years of
m arriage.
I ask Wanda what's next.
She shrugs. "This is it. We don't got no place else to go."

*

*

*

Slana is a crazy quilt community, complex and clannish, with
wilderness lodges, saunas, rusting automobiles up on blocks, patches of
lawn, scratching chickens, satellite dishes, artists, ex-cons, Christians,
Rottweilers, toy poodles, greenhouses, and the scariest "No Trespassing"
signs I've ever seen, including one that says, "Hold still—I'm getting a bead
on you."
On our first visit, we rode with Dave Mushovic, the mustachioed and
laconic realty agent from the BLM's Glennallen office. Charles and I had
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met up with Dave at his office. From there, he drove an official orange
Ford Bronco pulling a trailer with three snowmobiles. I felt uneasy about
snowmobiling, but Dave convinced me it was the most practical way to
cover a lot of ground in a weekend. Charles, who embraces all things
mechanical, was delighted.
The Bronco turned east off the Tok Cut-off, onto the gravel Nabesna
Road, which traces the northern boundary of the W rangell-Saint Elias
National Park and the southern boundary of the 10,050-acre Slana
settlement area. Alaska's vastness does not lend itself to fences, which
partially explains why the National Park Service and the settlers do not
make good neighbors. When the rangers cracked down on poaching a few
years ago, an anonymous person retorted by burning the ranger station to
the ground.
March is the kindest month for junk collectors. Sunlight glinting off
snow brightens up the bone yards, making the fenders of wrecked cars look
as though someone has just given them a loving polish. Dave's
commentary as we drove down the Nabesna Road was a bizarre variation
on tour guide patter. We saw no people, although their presence was
scrawled like graffiti across the landscape. Pointing to a defunct
automobile hunkered down in the woods, Dave said, "A lot of people just
drove their cars out 'til they got stuck and staked a claim there." We
passed a plywood shed roughly the size for storing bicycles. With my eyes,
I searched beyond it for the house then realized it was the house. "The guy
who lives there, he's been busted for molesting his kids," Dave said flatly.
Next was a log structure with a blue tarp stretched over the roof. I thought
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it had possibilities. "Whatever you do, don’t go in that place," Dave told
me. "You'll throw up. They chink their logs with dirty diapers." Last
was a trailer plunked down in a sea of flotsam: "You think that’s bad, you
should've seen it before the DEC declared it a health hazard, told ’em to
clean up their act."
The homesites along the Nabesna Road lie on the outskirts of South
Slana. Near where the Nabesna intersects an unmarked road on the left,
Dave pulled into a parking area cleared for a school bus stop. So far, w e’d
seen only one other car, and the female driver hadn't acknowledged us.
When I glanced back, her passengers were swiveled around in their seats,
staring. When Charles and I fly into Deadfish Lake, everyone knows who
we are and why we're there. ("Everyone" being the Hannans and their
lone neighbor, Oliver Cameron.) On this and future visits to Slana, we felt
the presence of unseen eyes watching us. The community is too large for
everyone to meddle in everyone else’s business, too small for them not to
wonder what that business is. "If strangers come into the community,
everyone knows it," ElFreida Craig Carpenter told us.
At Deadfish Lake, I have to rein in my natural tendency to
romanticize; here, reality is relentless. Slana's settlers are cash poor and
land rich—if five acres of spruce bog can be regarded as wealth. With one
or two exceptions, the majority of dwellings here are constructed of
plywood, metal, dwarf spruce, T - l l l or tar paper.
The settlement area divides into two parts, north and south. North
of here, the terrain is steeper, the rivers wider, and the cabins more
isolated. Settlers in North Slana refer to the lowlands as the South Slana
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Slum. Conscious of his role as bureaucrat, Dave M ushovic rarely says
anything derogatory in our presence. The .454 magnum on his belt,
how ever, speaks volumes.
Dave Mushovic lives in a pre-fab rectangle on the fringes o f BLM's
fenced-in compound in Glennallen. He invited us there to meet his
snarling, wolf-dog hybrid. His wife, KJ, is the BLM 's public information
officer for Glennallen district. She and Dave have a school-age daughter.
W hen he is home, the .454 magnum sits beside his place at the table. That
way, if a squirrel skitters across the back yard, he can open the window
and shoot it. Days when no moving target presents itself, Dave fires
practice rounds at a wooden sign imprinted with the words "Bureau of
Land Management."
As Dave sees it, his role at Slana is part W yatt Earp, part Sherlock
Holmes, part Cerberus. His presence is meant to ensure that the settlers
uphold their end of the deal struck with the federal government. A
specialist in realty and its near-anagram, reality, he inspects buildings,
arbitrates disputes, and protects government property from claim-jumpers,
thieves and prevaricators. Until recently, his job required him to split his
time between the Glennallen office and the settlement area. Now that
nearly everyone has either proven up or gotten out, he travels back and
forth less frequently.
D ave’s Glennallen office is a cubicle with filing cabinets, reference
books, family pictures, a Macintosh, and a hot plate. Infra-red, aerial
photographs of Slana have been patched together into a high-tech mural
that covers one wall from floor to ceiling. It is a map of Dave's domain.
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Squares drawn by hand with a red marker demarcate land staked for homes
and businesses within North and South Slana. Claims that have been
denied, either in part or in full, have been erased. Dave's simplest gestures
alter the geography of human lives.
Yesterday, he set me up in an empty office with a two-foot-high
stack of file folders and stacks of corresponding snapshots. The files hold
transcripts of interviews and anecdotal evidence gathered during trips to
Slana. Each one ends with a summary and recommendation for or against
the claimant. Uniform in thickness and formality, the files differ only in
the particulars of name, property coordinates and evidence. The homesite
regulations require that every applicant for a five-acre site construct a
"habitable" dwelling and reside in it for three years. The law does not
define "habitable"; Dave does. He presents his evidence in the form of
lists, a sort of synecdochic shorthand pointing to the presence of humans.
For example:
2 chain saws, 2 ladders, empty tool chest, ropes and shovels
stored in outhouse, 3 55-gallon drums labeled calcium carbide,
3-4 caribou racks, 6 tires, 3 propane bottles, kitchen utensils,
wood stove, propane stove, glass kitchen table with 3 chairs,
couch, misc. pictures, TV, CB, clothes.
Underlying this list and others like it is a mathematical equation whereby x
equals one possession and y equals time: for every increment of y, x
increases geometrically. Over a period of three years, a settler is expected
to accrue a certain, though unstated, number and type of possessions. The
lists contain a paradoxical combination of the personal (children's toys) and
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the impersonal (drums of calcium carbide). Reading them made me feel
like a trespasser, as though I were entering the homes of absent owners,
fingering belongings with an eye to their practical value. I wondered if
Dave constructed his lists on the spot or reconstructed them from memory.
The more files I perused, the more expert I became at predicting
whether, in the end, Dave would recommend for or against the claim in
question. Curious as to whether the lists influenced the decisions or vice
versa, I found clues. For instance, some were extremely detailed while
others seemed highly arbitrary. What appeared in one list as "a couch,
bed, chair, table and three chairs" appeared in another as merely
"furniture." The following list supported a claim that was approved:
afghans, animal feed, books, chickens, clothesline, coolers,
dogs, firewood, fishing poles, fuel cans, goats, knives, ladder,
lumber, pheasants, pistols, rabbits, radio, rugs, rifles, stove,
toys, trash cans, traps, trucks, turkeys, 2 children's sleds.
Each of the following five items is a complete list culled from the reject
files.
1. Insulation, 12 paint cans, 3 automobiles
2. Sleeping bag, revolver, radio, alarm clock, snowshoes
3. Cassette player, 2 car batteries, 6 fishing poles,
chain saw
4. Washing machines, propane fridge, 4 cars, 2
snowmobiles, 2 3-wheelers, rocking chair
5. 2 am/fm tape players, 3 TVs, 5 rifles, 1 shotgun, 2
pistols, 3 3-wheelers
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Clearly, the accrual of firearms, power tools, appliances or
automobiles is not, in and of itself, enough to persuade Dave that a piece of
property has been inhabited. For that, he conducts a field exam. "If
someone’s been living in a place, you can smell it," he says. Like a
detective on the trail of a crime, he follows certain procedures. What he
wants to know is whether someone has been living in a place five months
out of the year for three years running, the minimum residency
requirement. In cases that arouse Dave's suspicion, the onus lies with the
government to prove that the settler is welshing. So he checks for scuff
marks on the floor, wear on the door jamb, soot in the flu. He sniffs the
air inside and out for the distinctive smell of burning spruce. He traces the
path to the outhouse and peers down the hole. During Dave's tenure as a
realty agent, he's seen more than one hastily constructed privvy thrown up
over solid ground.
The process of inspecting property being claimed for a business is
even more complex. In these cases, the burden of proof shifts to the
business owner, who must convincingly argue that a viable—if not
profitable—form of commerce has been established. From the proprietor,
Dave collects calendars, bills, receipts, tax forms, and names of clients.
For instance, one woman claimed to be using a cabin on her property as a
rental. Dave suspected that she had merely abandoned it. His file on Judy
Martin (not her real name) contains notes he scribbled during telephone
conversations with her supposed clients:
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RE does not remember knowing JM [the owner]. Has never
rented a cabin from her.

Talked to MM, PM's Mom [PM was supposedly another
client]. She said that she was positive PM had never been to
Alaska, although she has been to Hawaii.

Two-thirds of Dave’s job consists of field exam s and research. The
final third involves gathering statements from neighbors and from the
applicants themselves. These statements he regards as revealing though not
entirely reliable. "When all is said and done," he says, "I leam more not
from what people say but from what they don't say and how they act when
they say w hatever it is they're saying."
In North Slana (shortly before my worst fear was realized and I
flipped my snowmobile halfway up a steep hill, to my chagrin and Charles'
great amusement), I overhead Dave query a North Slana settler about his
neighbor. The settler had a graying beard and a can of Old Milwaukee in
his hand. He'd strung Christmas lights around the perim eter of his cabin.
It was a sunny day in March, a few degrees above freezing, and his rolledup shirt sleeves expose tattooed forearms. The m an wished to recant
earlier testim ony about his neighbor, claiming he had "mis-remembered"
the date when she finished her cabin. Now he recalled her living there six
months earlier than he'd said, well before the governm ent's qualifying
deadline.
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Dave is canny enough to realize that 50 miles outside the bailiwick of
the BLM, collusion is not uncommon. Often, however, the most damning
statements are the ones he never hears. He notes near the end of several
rejected claims that "It is often difficult to find individuals who are willing
to testify against other applicants, because they fear some kind of
retribution." Fire, it seems, is the preferred form of retribution in this
community. One file ends with a note to the effect that, although the claim
was approved, no photos were available because "the applicant's cabin
burned down shortly after the field exam."
Among the settlers at Slana are a few who'd sooner shoot Dave than
speak to him. Charles and I followed reluctantly as he brazened past signs
that said "Trespassers are candidates to be donors" and "Visitors welcome—
the last ones were delicious," but he respected the property lines he knew
he could not cross with impunity. We parked our snowmobiles at the end
of one driveway and hallooed, to no avail. That was as far as Dave dared
go without an express invitation from these particular occupants.
Outside of Dave's earshot, one man told us, "Mushovic has been a
thorn in our sides ever since he took over. I don't care how much trouble
he gives me, I'm going to fight him tooth and nail." While I would
concede the point about Dave being prickly, I wonder if the presence of
any other government official would be less odious. The settlers resent
Dave's cloak of authority as much as the way he wears it. A lodge
proprietor told us, "One of the reasons that we moved out here was to
avoid regulations, rules, committees, etc." Situational irony is a condition
of life at Slana. In their desire to evade what many perceive as a
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paternalistic and interfering federal government, the settlers find
themselves directly under its thumb. For instance, until the end of the
proving-up period, every homesite officially belonged to the government.
As its agent, Dave Mushovic had an unquestionable right to pop in for
spur-of-the moment inspections.
After a claim is rejected, an elaborate game of play and counter-play
often ensues. There is the filing of an appeal and briefs, the marshaling of
witnesses for both sides, the scheduling of judges and court dates. Usually
the point in question is the fulfillment of a residency requirement, although
the issue of how much land is being used for a business crops up, too.
Sometimes the letter and the spirit of the homesite law conflict.
Take, for example, the case of an elderly man named Urban Cachelin who
staked a five-acre homesite as well as a ten-acre headquarters site.
Deciding he preferred the location of the headquarters site, "Cache," as
he's known, moved himself there, lock, stock and barrel. The move cost
him his homesite for not fulfilling the residency requirements. From the
outset, he was bound to default on the headquarters site, too, because he
never even made a pretense of running a business.
Cache's predicament revealed a side of Dave Mushovic's character
I'd not seen. The three of us found Cache plowing Slana's only road,
which everyone calls the "Cache Highway." He was driving his rusted-out
four-wheel-drive pickup, dragging a railroad tie triangulated by chains.
For nearly an hour, Dave and Cache leaned side by side against a battered
door of the pickup, their faces upturned to the sun. Cache did most o f the
talking, sweeping his arms in wide circles and pitching his voice higher and
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higher until it rasped like bark being peeled from a tree. Mostly, Dave just
nodded. When he spoke, his voice was low and meticulous. Afterward, he
slung a leg over his snowmobile and sat for a few seconds, shaking his
head. "I keep trying to explain that he can't just up and move to his
headquarters site and call it a homesite, but he doesn't get it," he said.
"Everything hinges on a technicality, then?" I asked.
"The law is not always just," Dave replied.
"What'll happen to Cache?"
"I'll recommend against him. It's my job. He'll probably appeal,
and it'll get dragged into court."
"Will he lose?"
"Judges in general if they can think of a way to give the land to
someone they will. All they have to do is say the government's witnesses
were less credible than the other side."
A "For Sale" sign swung from a chain across a driveway to Neal and
Lisa Matson's cabin. Neal is a preacher by profession, though not the
leader of the Slana church. On the side, he runs an overseas mail-order
bride business. Lisa is Filipino. A Mackenzie River husky as big as a bear
greeted us at the door to the Matsons' ship-shape log cabin. Our knock
interrupted Lisa at her washing, employing an old-fashioned hand wringer
and series of galvanized tubs. She excused herself and left to fetch Neal
from the sauna, a structure roughly the size of a walk-in closet where the
two of them lived during their first winter at Slana. While Neal dressed,
his wife served us slabs of peach cobbler warm from the oven. Lisa's poor
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health is the reason the property is up for sale. She needs to be closer to
her doctor in Fairbanks.
After a few minutes of pleasantries, Dave cut to the point o f his visit.
A neighbor was pursuing a claim in court, and the BLM w anted to know if
Neal would testify on the government's behalf.
"The community's gone to hell," Neal said, by way o f answering.
"We don’t have no friends no more. People are slobs about controlling
their kids and their dogs. What are witness fees going for these days?"

*

*

*

Lt. Henry T. Allen of the U.S. Army hailed from Sharpsburg,
Kentucky. He was a soldier's soldier: tall, handsome, distinguished, a
sharp dresser and a ladies' man. Historian Morgan Sherwood w rites that
"in an earlier generation he would have been competition for Jeb Stuart."
In 1885, Allen embarked on an expedition to the Copper, Tanana and
Koyukuk rivers. His report to his superiors describes the country around
Slana as "covered with marshy lakes and a growth of dw arf spruces, both
dead and alive, besides a fair quantity of cottonwoods."
In a fishing camp near the Slana River, Allen's party encountered a
chief named Batzulneta and nearly 60 Ahtna Indians awaiting the summ er
salmon run. Allen describes Batzulneta as the tallest Native he'd seen: six
feet four inches tall, wearing a red flannel shirt and black woolen hat with
strips of red flannel. Writes Allen:
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His hair hung down his back in a tangled roll 3 feet long,
showing no sign of ever having had any attention. As a
medicine man, he could neither have it cut nor combed. Over
each ear hung two small braids, secured at the ends by beads
and sinew. Altogether he was the most picturesque character
we had met, yet his face neither showed courage nor cunning.
His ascendancy had doubtless arisen from his position as a
medicine man, possibly from a superstition concerning his
unusual stature.
Allen's report is patronizing, yet he seemed unwilling to put Batzulneta's
lack of courage or cunning to the test. The members of his expedition
were hungry, having gone several weeks without m eat or fish. W hen a
scout brought word that the salmon run had begun, Allen exercised
courtesy or caution—it's impossible to say which—by pulling out
immediately.
Slana is situated in the eastern interior of Alaska, literally a road'swidth from the Wrangell-Saint Elias National Park. It sits closer to the
Canadian border than to either of Alaska's major cities, Fairbanks and
Anchorage. As far back as the nineteenth century, perhaps farther, an
Ahtna Indian village thrived here. After the advent of roads and the
telegraph, Slana grew into a trading post for Ahtna and Upper Tanana
Indians. It shrank in the 1930s when federal laws cut into the profits from
fur trading. W ithin a decade, the distant government ordered all children
to attend school. To avoid the expense and anguish of sending children to
far-flung boarding schools, the majority of Native families transplanted
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themselves to communities with established schools. Prior to the 1980s, a
small community of homesteaders sprang up near Slana, along the Tok
Cut-off and Nabesna Road. The fresh influx of settlers beginning in 1983
led to the construction of a church and school. According to the most
recent census, 69 people live at Slana, two of them Native.

*

*

*

This is a scene from the 1950s, during the early days of Don and
W anda Craig's marriage: weary but triumphant, the hunter returned with
booty slung over his shoulders. Don bussed his wife, dumped the deer on
the kitchen table, and departed, saying, "Fix me a leg for supper." If he'd
been married longer, he'd have known better. As she stared at the bloody
carcass on her wooden table, Wanda's emotions veered from bewilderment
to dismay to outrage. She'd never butchered wild game before. Barely
five feet tall, she could hardly budge the deer, let alone sever a leg from it.
But she fetched the ax, raised it high in the air with both hands, and swung
with all her might.
"I chopped that leg off, and I chopped the table in two," Wanda says
gleefully.
When Don saw what she'd done, he chuckled and went to fetch a
hammer and nails. "Don't you dare," Wanda told him. For years, the
Craig family took their meals at that jerry-rigged table, a mute reproach to
one parent's arrogance and the other's temper.
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Don first laid eyes on Wanda in Washington state in the late 1950s.
At the time, he thought to himself, "That's the woman I'm going to
marry." In the short run, he was wrong. Both he and W anda married
other people. They had five children and two divorces between them when
they met again.
After the wedding, Don hired on with a construction outfit that
worked him for eighteen hours at a stretch. Wanda grew frustrated by his
long absences. One evening, when he stepped in the door, she launched a
roll of toilet paper that struck him in the eye.
"Did it work?" I ask.
"No, but at least I got my point across," Wanda drawls.
On Mother's Day in 1994, the Craigs' children gathered around the
matriarch in her favorite armchair and swapped stories about her temper.
One time, Don got together with his buddies to train bear dogs. They tried
to dredge up an alley cat to use as bait. When that failed, Wanda says,
"Don got the bright idea he was gonna use one of the kids' cats." The dogs
treed the pet right in front of her kitchen window. She ran outside to
where the men were standing, in a circle around the trunk of the tree,
laughing up at the yowling cat. She lit into her husband with a broom,
beating him about the head and shoulders. Swatting at the broom as though
it were a mosquito, Don laughed even harder.
The brunt of Wanda's fury wasn't always directed at Don. Their
son, Phillip, recalls being whacked with a hairbrush and once with a
scrapbook. On one memorable occasion, when Don was gone hunting,
Wanda threw a spoon at Lila, who was about ten at the time. Wanda was
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trying to put supper on the table for her brood, and she was "aiming at
Lila’s leg to get her up on and on the ball." But she missed. The spoon
struck a sliding glass door and lodged there. A web of cracks spun
outward from the spoon, but the glass held. W hen Don came home, he
laughed at his chastened wife, then yanked the spoon out like a splinter.
The glass shattered.
As I listened to Wanda’s grown children reminisce, I was struck by
the undercurrent of warmth and respect, even worship, running through
these stories. Wanda at her worst is also W anda at her best: un-cowed by
her husband’s displays of machismo, protective toward the children's pet,
quick to anger but quicker to laugh at herself. H er outbursts are not of the
nature to leave permanent scars, psychological or physical. Even by
today's strict standards, a swat with a hairbrush or spoon hardly constitutes
child abuse. It occurs to me that darker stories—if they exist in the Craig
family history—must not lend themselves to retrospection, especially in the
presence of strangers.
Images of the Craigs as ill-tempered, arrogant or given to spurts of
violence do not reconcile with what Charles and I see. W anda's failing
vision heightens her suspicion o f strangers and makes her appear to scowl
when she squints. She is kind in an offhand manner that makes people feel
as though no request—including ours for stories and photographs—is too
great. For the past two years now, she has almost single-handedly led the
fund drive to rebuild the Slana church, torched by a teen-age arsonist.
Sunday morning services are held in her living room in the interim.
During the week, her house is overrun with children, either her own
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grandchildren or the neighbors' kids. Friends track in and out to borrow
the telephone or the washing machine or the freezer.
On summ er evenings, Wanda sets up tables outdoors for her
"hootenannies"--combination barbecues and sing-alongs. One Halloween,
she organized one of her famous children's parties. Blindfolded, the kids
plunged their hands into a bowl o f "eyes" made o f peeled grapes and
apricot "ears." There was blindfolded bobbing for apples, and W anda,
who relishes a good practical joke, threw an onion into the tub as well.
The Craigs’ first Thanksgiving at Slana, Wanda opened up her home for a
community potluck. H er daughter, ElFreida, recalls that everyone was so
poor back then, her mother ended up waist-deep in dessert and potatoes but
no meat.
"We all got sick that year," she says.
W anda remembers the holiday differently. She says she cooked a
turkey and a ham , and every one of the guests brought dessert.
"We did get sick," she confirms.
It is possible, however, to impose too much on W anda. An
acquaintance once left an entire dog team in her care for what he predicted
would be only a short time. As the days stretched into weeks, the dog food
supply dried up. The Craigs had no money to buy more. W hen the dogs
consumed the last of their potato harvest, W anda simply untied them. "I
w asn’t gonna let ’em starve on chains," she says. So the dogs roamed free,
scavenging for scraps and antagonizing people, until their owner returned
to face not only the wrath of Wanda but that of the entire neighborhood.
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Don is gentle, bleary-eyed and slow-moving, always a step or two
behind his brisk wife. According to Wanda, he broke his foot years ago
and kept walking on it, two miles back and forth to work every day.
"When he finally went to the hospital," she recounts, "the doctor said both
feet were swolled up, so he wouldn't X-ray it. He kept acting like Don had
had a stroke or heart attack or something."
Wanda made Don turn off the sound on his TV when Charles and I
arrived. Ever since, he's been keeping one eye on the silent picture and
one eye on us. He's hard of hearing, but when Wanda touches her foot, he
guesses correctly that we're talking about him.
"Yup," he says, in a voice that sounds like marbles being gargled.
"Couldn't get the doctor to X-ray my foot 'cause it was swolled up like the
other one. Wanted to check my heart instead. Wasn't nothing wrong with
my heart. Foot never healed up right, though."
Don's mother delivered him at home in Bellingham, Washington, on
April 29, 1938, without medical assistance. At birth, Don had a huge
goiter on his neck and was blue from not breathing. Believing he was
stillbom -a blessing-his mother tossed him to the foot of the bed. The
impact forced air through the baby's windpipe, and he cried out. His
mother was too upset by his disfigurement to hold him, so his father
swaddled him and laid him in the oven for warmth. The old man raised
hogs for a living. Not long after Don's birth, he sold the family's only cow
to pay for an operation to remove the goiter. During the Depression,
Don's father worked for the railroad, distributing government foodstuffs
to families poorer than his own. One time, he brought home an enormous
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bag of sugar that had ripped open in transit. Neighbors traveled for miles
just to collect a cupful.
Don's father died young of a heart attack, leaving his mother to rear
the children by herself. At six feet tall and 300 pounds, she cut an
intimidating figure, according to her daughter-in-law, Wanda. She worked
as a nurse at an Army hospital. Plagued in late middle age by several
varieties of cancer, she surprised everyone by succumbing to a heart attack.
Don and his brothers and sisters grew up with little in the way of
adult supervision. "One grandfather gave Don snoose and the other one
cigarettes when he was three or four years old," Wanda says. He and his
siblings chopped wood to earn extra money. As far as their religious
upbringing went, the children bounced between two Sunday schools. If the
Baptists were having a special dinner, they went to the Baptist church; if
the Pentecostals were feasting, they went there.
As a boy, Don loved doughnuts. If his mother gave him 25 cents for
lunch, he bought a bag of them on his way to school. He was so big in the
fifth grade that he towered over his teacher. To compensate for this
awkwardness, he began cutting classes. By the time he quit school for good
in the ninth grade, he had only a nodding acquaintanceship with book
learning. He never did leam to read.
After marrying Wanda, who is literate, Don worked to support the
family, and his wife paid the bills. Putting food on the table every night
was as much as he could manage on his laborer's wages. The couple never
had a home or a plot of land to call their own. When the money stretched
to the point of invisibility before the end of the month, Wanda filled out
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applications for public assistance. Since moving to Alaska, the Craigs have
survived largely on welfare and whatever game Don can shoot. Wanda
says that when she married him, Don had two dreams: to visit Alaska, and
to own a tractor. Now that Alaska's W rangell Mountains rise vertiginously
from their back yard, she teases him about wanting nothing more from life
than a John Deere.

*

*

*

After supper one evening in March of 1994, Don complained of
chest pain. He tossed and turned all night, unable to get comfortable. The
next morning, ElFreida stopped by and found him kneeling on the floor,
gripping the rungs of a chair with knuckles gone white. She asked, "Dad,
are you hurting that bad?" He nodded. When she and her mother loaded
him into the pickup to drive to the clinic in Tok, Wanda noticed that he
didn't even bother to grab his cigarettes. A horrible premonition welled
up inside her.
The clinic lies nearly 60 miles away, over road roughened by
permafrost heaves. After jostling for a while between his wife and
daughter, Don could no longer hold him self upright. Wanda says the seat
belt was all that kept him from banging into the windshield every time
ElFreida hit a bump.
In Tok, a medical technician registered Don's pallor, blue-tinged lips
and other heart attack symptoms. An airplane was chartered to fly him to
a hospital in Anchorage. Don rallied strongly during the flight, enough to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

73

enjoy his first airplane ride, and to walk into the hospital unassisted.
M eanwhile, W anda and a neighbor drove straight through, arriving in
Anchorage around two o'clock Sunday morning.
"When I got to the ICU," she says, "he was sitting up in bed, wide
awake. He spent all the next day sitting up and talking a blue streak."
It was Sunday morning in Slana, and the Craigs' neighbors gathered
as usual in their living room, this tim e to sing hymns and pray for Don.
W ord of this gesture, when it reached her, was to sustain W anda through
the next few days of grief. She says that on Sunday night Don suffered
three more heart attacks. After bypass surgery the next day, his young,
aggressive surgeon gave Wanda the impression his chances were good. She
was with Don when he woke up in the recovery room, full o f questions
about what was happening to him. Wanda told him everything she knew.
"Well, I guess I'll have to stop smoking for a while," he told her
ruefully.
That night, again, his heart rebelled against m edical technology.
W eakened by several more attacks in quick succession, Don died with his
wife and three o f their children by his side.
W anda passed the next week in a daze. She returned to Slana, filled
out the paperwork to cover Don's medical expenses, and arranged for his
buddies to spread his ashes over Indian Pass, where he loved to go hunting.
The next weekend, 60 people came to a memorial service in his honor at
the Slana School. On a makeshift altar, someone propped a black and white
portrait that Charles had taken the year before. The new church that had
been more W anda's dream than Don's was walled in but not yet insulated
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or wired for electricity. At the service, a preacher spoke briefly then
invited people to share their memories of Don. Ten people stood up,
including a child who said, "I remember Don teaching me how to plant."
The congregation sang his favorite song, one that began, "Don we love you
true. . . . " Says Wanda, "That was D on-caring for and loving people."
Don has been dead nearly two months now. Wanda looks thinner,
younger, and fragile somehow, perhaps because of the curl in her hair.
The house is dimmer and quieter than I've seen it, with the curtains drawn
and the TV silent. Don touched so many lives, Wanda says. Fifty-one
condolence cards. Charles and I brought day lilies for her to transplant.
There’s a difficult question I want to ask Wanda about her husband's
death: does she lay awake at night wondering whether he might have
survived if they'd lived in the city, closer to doctors and a hospital? Wanda
says no. She and Don had both undergone check-ups in the weeks before
his death. Despite Don's weight problem and parental history, no one had
detected a problem. Besides, he was happiest here at Slana.
"Some people can't stand the stress of city life, the bills and all,"
W anda explains. "Don probably wouldn't have been able to."
I ask about her plans. Well, she says, she's thought about moving
back to Washington to live with her mother, who's getting on in years. But
m ost of her family and friends live here now. "I have to keep my Lila and
ElFreida going," she says. Tears seep from the comers of her eyes.
Besides, she says, if she left now, she'd just be running away from the
sorrow that would be waiting whenever she came back.
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Weeping openly now, she describes how Don had been readying the
greenhouse and garden for spring planting. On the day he went in to the
hospital, his tomato plants were already sprouting in their indoor boxes. If
heaven is all it's cracked up to be, says Wanda, he's probably up there
gardening now. Meanwhile, she owes it to him to finish what he started
down here.
"That's how I feel about those tomatoes," she says. "Don'll come
along and whop me in the head if anything happens to them. I have to be
here for the tomatoes."
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III. What Everyone Wants You to Have
(Slana)

Until today, I never imagined a house with children but no books, a
house with a VCR but no insulation, a house with a painting of Jesus but no
sign of a loaf of bread. It was today, in such a house, that I held a child in
my arms and felt certain she would not live to adulthood.
Late summer in Alaska is the season of salmon and berries. As long
as the fish continue to run, Brad Lambert will be able to hold on to his job
in a cannery in Valdez, 200 miles south of Slana. Yesterday, his wife, Lila,
invited us to call on her and her four children. Anytime after noon, she
said: "I have trouble getting moving in the morning." Charles and I slept
in, too, then lingered over coffee and chores at our campsite. After lunch,
we drove to the Craigs' house and parked the truck. One of three Craig
daughters who settled at Slana, Lila, like her sisters, ElFreida and Donna,
lives within a few hundred yards of her parents.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

77

Across the road from Don and Wanda's house lies a field. Years
ago, a settler cleared this strip of land as a runway for his guiding outfit.
He's gone now, just another footnote in the history of the land. The history
of the clearing, however, is revealed in the stratified layers of garbage in
varying states o f decay: a strappy, high-heeled sandal ground into the mud,
a wrecked Tonka truck, a child's blue boot, troll dolls, tiny blue jeans,
unmatched socks, broken toys, a pair of black boots strewn several feet
apart. Just outside the door, garbage spills from sacks that have burst on
impact, rotted with time, or been ripped apart by animals. W hat remains is
either inorganic or unrecognizable, with pods of PediaSure cans, oil cans,
pop cans and beer cans, all of which suggest an effort to recycle has been
made but thwarted or abandoned. I've spoken with Lila Lam bert a few
times before today, and the maxim about the best intentions often going
awry seems to suit her.
A Rottweiler named Duke barks on a chain hitched to the rusting
hull of a snowmobile. A degree less decrepit is the white van parked
beside the house. The house itself is a one-story box, m aybe twenty-by
twenty, constructed from one layer o f plywood. To me, the implications
of living in the foothills of Alaska's Wrangell Mountains in winter without
insulation hardly bear imagining. A 55-gallon drum converted to a woodburning stove heats the entire house. It sits inside a chicken wire fence,
about three feet tall, to prevent the Lamberts' four children from burning
themselves.
Inside the house, the smells of dirt, disinfectant, a toilet and cooked
cabbage mingled in a malodorous stew. Charles and I interrupted Lila
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mopping her lumpy linoleum floor with water the color of crude oil. She
was cheerful, as were the youngest three children, splashing noisily in a
bath.
The Lamberts' house looks like this: on the immediate left is the
kitchen, furnished with a gas stove, counter top, refrigerator and tree
stumps for stools. On the right, across a narrow hallway from the kitchen,
is Lila and Brad's bedroom. Peeking in the door, I glimpsed a queen-size
platform bed and small desk like the ones furnishing elementary school
classrooms. Two-year-old Joseph sleeps in this room with his parents.
The bathroom is a narrow chamber with shelves full o f towels on the
left and a plywood platform on the right, with a twenty-gallon corrugated
metal tub filled, at this moment, with Joseph, Bradley and Rebecca. At the
end o f the room is the toilet, a wooden box with a hole cut in it.
Lila grabbed a clean washcloth from the shelf and began scrubbing
four-year-old Bradley, who tried his best to squirm out o f her grip.
"W hen I moved out here," Lila said, "people wanted me to have everything
at once. I hear what people say: 'Her house is not that great,' or 'Her
children need these things.' And one of the things they always say I need is
plumbing. It's gonna cost $1,000 just for the tank, but this winter we're
gonna have the money."
Beyond the bathroom, the house opens onto a living room and the
girls' bedroom. Meagon, age seven, and Rebecca, six, share a narrow bed
and a dresser with no drawers. Bradley sleeps on the sofa in the living
room. Lila predicts that a decade from now, she and Brad will have added
more rooms onto the house, and the boys will have their own bedroom.
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For now, though, a soiled quilt covers the picture window in the living
room: its purpose, I suppose, to keep sunlight from reflecting off the
television screen. Besides the wood-buming stove and sofa, the TV and
VCR are the sole furnishings of this room. On the wall behind the couch
hangs a realistic rendering of swans taking flight from a sapphire-tinted
lake. Meagon painted it in school last year, before her parents withdrew
her. She also cut pictures of horses from magazines and tacked them on
the walls. When I complimented her talent, she confided warmly, "I rode a
horse, once." Aside from the children's artwork, the only decoration in
the house is a portrait of Christ on black velvet. His eyes follow you
wherever you go.
In 1994, Life magazine published a cover story on the ideal
American home. A famous architect had been commissioned to design a
structure to meet the average American family's needs, taste and budget.
W hat intrigued me about the house on the cover of Life was not the
structure itself but the stmcture of thinking behind it. It promoted the
myth of the Average American, which says that by virtue of our common
nationality, Americans in the 1990s yeam for the same things—split-level
houses, two-car garages, air-conditioned malls, Bmce Willis action movies,
Dockers, diamond tennis bracelets, Classic Coke, Rollerblades, tattoos in
discreet places. My family lives in a log cabin in Fairbanks with a tar
paper roof and Sitka roses twining through the yard. In a place where the
myth of the Average American butts up against the myth of the Last
Frontier, our neighbors regard animal restraint laws as a communist plot
to erode the rights of property owners. A lifestyle that in Maryland might
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be regarded as impoverished (no running water or electricity, for instance)
is likely in Alaska to be regarded as a choice. In Lila's case, however, it's
important to distinguish between choices and needs. The difference
between my house and the one on the cover of Life makes me want to
laugh; the difference between Lila's house and the one in Life makes me
want to cry.
An unframed snapshot of a bride and groom perches on the
windowsill in Lila's living room. I picked it up, thinking it must be her
and her husband. In fact, the bride turned out to be one o f Lila's sisters
whom I've never met. On closer inspection, I saw she was prettier than
Lila but worried-looking. The grizzled groom had twenty years on her.
"He beats her," Lila confided.
As long as Lila lived under her parents' roof, Don and Wanda Craig
had strict rules about dating. "I seen my brothers and sisters go out," Lila
told me. "They felt like they were locked up in a prison, so they took off
and had children. I got to see things that they never seen. I got to
experience things that they never experienced."
ElFreida Craig Carpenter is the baby of the family. She and her
husband, Tommy, grew up 35 miles apart in Washington state but did not
cross paths until their parents separately staked land at Slana in the early
1980s. Theirs was a relatively straightforward story: two strangers meet,
fall in love, wish to marry. Don and Wanda granted permission. A justice
of the peace was contacted, and arrangements went forward for a winter
wedding. There was a glitch when the justice of the peace learned the age
of the bride and backed out. A friend was commissioned in his stead, and
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ElFreida Craig married Tommy Carpenter one winter m orning on the
frozen surface of a lake. After the ceremony, they hugged and kissed their
family members then went home. Tommy carried ElFreida across the
threshold of the cabin he'd built for her and the children he envisioned.
All in all, ElFreida says, it was the happiest day of her life. "I was only
fifteen, and we owned a house and five acres. I felt pretty good about it."
Donna Craig Sprankle is married for the second tim e and rearing
three children of her husband's as well as three of her own by her first
husband. She is tall, classically beautiful but careworn. Once, out of
politeness, I asked her where her husband was. It was Sunday, and the
church service at her parents' house had just ended. Donna's children were
freshly scrubbed, combed, buttoned and subdued. They clustered around
her like leaves on a vine.
"He's gone fishing," she said.
"When will he be back?"
"I'm not sure."
Lila's voice wafted across the room, "You better hope he's not
fishing for other women." A raucous laugh.
Donna ignored her.
"I got lucky," Lila told me later, replacing the wedding photo on the
windowsill. "I had a husband that helped me with reading and helped me
with accomplishing things. I trust him and he trusts me. W henever we're
together, it's like we're starting all over again."
She was nearly 21 when she married Brad, whom she'd met through
Donna's first husband. Brad had just been discharged from the Army.
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Lila says she'd already graduated from high school by then and was
working as a nurse's aide in W ashington state while attending community
college.
I've spoken with Brad Lambert only once. He's small, a 34-year-old
man with an adolescent's body. For the past several years, he's been able
to find only seasonal work, at the cannery in Valdez. Lila says he brings
home between $300 and $700 a month, which seems unbelievably low,
especially for Alaska, where wages usually compensate for the high cost of
living. The rest of the year, the Lambert family subsists on food stamps,
supplemental social security and unemployment checks.
Today, Lila wore jeans with a soiled blue and white leotard. She is
thick-waisted but not otherwise large, perhaps five-foot-six. Her teeth are
gray, her face unlined, childlike in its openness and eagerness to please.
"It's in my nature to trust people," she told me.
The story of her life emerges in discrete bits and pieces that, taken
by themselves, seem reasonable and self-aware. As a whole, however, they
make less sense. For instance, Lila says that she, unlike her sisters, waited
to go out with boys until she finished her education and saw some of the
world. Yet her oldest child, Meagon, was bom a year before she married
Brad Lambert. Beyond telling me that Brad is not Meagon's father, Lila
shies away from the circumstances o f her daughter's birth. Also, Lila says
she graduated from high school and attended college for a while. Yet she
is barely literate. As we talked, it em erged that the van outside was in
working condition, and that Lila drives it to and from the post office, a
round trip of seven or eight miles along the Nabesna Road, three times a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

83

week. She dares not drive it on the open highway, though, because she
hasn't got a license. The reason she hasn't got a license is that she can't
pass the test. She claims she can't pass the test because she can't read the
manual.
"Reading doesn't come easily," she told me. "It's something I'm
probably going to struggle with for the rest of my life. If I can write it
down about four times, then I remember everything. I'm writing out the
driver’s manual right now. I’m going to write out the whole book four
times, and then I'll get it. Three years from now, I'll be 30 years old and
never have a driver's license. It's something I can taste."
Separating truth from its half sister, near-truth, is as harrowing for
Lila as for her listener. Her right hand knits the story of her life while, at
the same time, her left unravels the stitches. I think she interprets to the
best of her ability a world that sometimes seems ineffable and cruel. She
tells stories to make sense of her experience, and the more she tells them,
the more they tend to create her reality rather than represent it. Lila's
stories arise from what she believes to be true, what others says is true, and
what she intuits to be true. In this respect, her stories aren't so different
from anyone else's. What's odd about Lila is that she seems to give equal
weight to what she knows and to what she imagines. For instance, she
described how she used to work with mentally retarded people. "It's the
greatest experience in the world," she said. "You can actually see them
growing up, acting like a person would act like in the real world, learning
how to read at 30 years old." Yet it is Lila who is preoccupied with
learning to read by age 30, not some disabled person in her care.
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For as long as she can remember, Lila has felt isolated from other
people. Like her father, she says she was "bom slow." She's always had to
struggle for the things that seemed to come easily to others, things like a
driver's license and the right to raise her own children. The first time she
saw blacks and Asians was in high school. "I was wondering, 'Why are all
these people different colors?1 At first I thought they were robots,
abnormal people, then I started realizing, 'Well, I'm different too,' and I
got treated that way."
"Tell me about the saddest moment of your life," I probed.
"There's lots of them," Lila replied briskly. "The saddest times were
when people treated me like I was diseased because I'm different."
I pressed her for an example, and she recounted an incident that took
place six months earlier when she was washing her family's clothes at a
lodge up the road. These were her exact words:
I was in a hurry that day because I had to get back, ’cause I
had chores to do still and my girls were still in school. I
stayed at that lodge from nine o'clock in the morning 'til two
to three o’clock in the morning the next day, and yeah, you're
gonna make a mistake if you're that tired. I was exhausted.
Somehow I must have got so tired, I just started throwing
things in the washer, and a Pull-up [disposable training diaper]
got into the dryer, and it somehow exploded. I tried to get a
vacuum cleaner to clean it up, but they refused to listen to me,
they refused to talk to me.
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Lila's blue eyes filled with tears at the memory. Clearly, the dirtied
diaper's ending up in the dryer was a mistake not a prank. But how did she
miss it? And how could she have spent eighteen consecutive hours on
laundry? What were the kids doing?
"I have to watch everything I do," Lila said, "because if I make the
slightest mistake, that's thrown at me like it's foolin', even though it's not
foolin'. I try to be perfect, but no one can be perfect."
In several significant ways, the diaper disaster is typical of every one
of Lila's stories. For instance, they frequently spin on the opposition
between herself and "them"-usually unnamed acquaintances or authority
figures, as in:
They didn't think I was intelligent.
Ten years ago, they told me I would never be able to drive.
They didn't like me.
I showed them up, and I'm still working on it.
Sometimes, "they" come from outside Alaska. For instance:
Alaska people are easier to talk to than Lower Forty-Eights.
Lower Forty-Eights don't want nothing to do with you if
you've got financial problems.
Lastly, "they" are a projection of what Lila considers normal. This
is her logic at work:
See, normal people, they don't explain anything anymore,
don't talk to each other. They don't chat and work with each
other around the table, especially when it's reading and
writing. And they just pass their kids off. If nobody knows I
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have kids, I can just stick them in a com er. But norm al people
don't do that. They don't do it purposely or self-consciously,
but they just do it.
Embedded in the text of Lila's cryptic yet convoluted explanation o f how
things work are three overarching concerns: 1) her feeling of being left
out, 2) her semi-illiteracy, and 3) her fear o f losing her children.
*

*

*

A fissure cuts through the community o f Slana, with welfare
recipients on one side and everyone else on the other—everyone else being
an irate minority. The Craigs and their grown children all collect welfare
in one form or another, including Aid to Fam ilies with D ependent Children
(AFDC), food stamps, Women, Infants and Children supplements (WIC),
A dult Public Assistance, Medicare, Supplemental Social Security (SSI) and
unemployment. Charles and I spoke with one old-tim er who'd
homesteaded near Slana in the 1940s and lives there still, in a spacious log
hom e beside the Tok Cut-off. We sipped cranberry juice from homemade
concentrate and listened to stories told by this Sequoia of a man with a
Norwegian accent. The subject of welfare turned him bilious. "Food
stamp pioneers,” he shouted, slamming a fist on the table. "They carry big
guns and big knives, and they live off big checks from the government."
Not for the first time Charles and I heard people like the Craigs
described as "welfare slobs," "freeloaders" and "end-of-the-roaders." A
few miles to the north on the Tok Cut-off, settlers refer sneeringly to the
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South Slana Slum, as though its inhabitants were too witless or cowardly to
stake their claim on higher ground. One Glennallen resident complained to
us about body odor. "It wouldn't kill them to heat up a bucket of water,"
he pointed out. The Craigs and their children are not unaware of what gets
said behind their backs. "People called us 'the dirty settlers,' " ElFreida
Carpenter said with hurt in her voice.
In the early 1980s, when the Minchumina and Slana parcels were
opened to settlement, windfall oil revenues had enriched Alaska beyond
anyone's wildest predictions. Unlike the oil-producing states of Texas,
Oklahoma and Louisiana, the biggest oil strikes in Alaska were not on
private property but on the vast Arctic tundra owned by the government.
A few years earlier, the state legislature under Gov. Jay Hammond had
cannily set up a reserve fund from the earnings of which every resident
was entitled to a yearly dividend. By the early '90s, careful management
of the Permanent Fund had increased its value to nearly $15 billion.
Meanwhile, government at every level was constricting painfully as a result
of falling oil prices and crude oil quantities.
In 1993, Alaska received more federal dollars per capita, $7,697,
than any other state. The nationwide average was only $4,599. Explaining
away the gap between Alaska's wealth as a state and Alaskans' relative
poverty as a people, experts often cite the distances between markets and
their effect on the cost of transportation, the cost of doing business, the cost
of living. Even so, the dissonance between the ideals of unfettered
individualism that characterize frontier life and the strong reliance of many
Alaskans on federal money is not easily resolved. According to Joan
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Didion, the West a century ago "tended to attract drifters of loosely
entrepreneurial inclination, the hunter-gatherers of the frontier rather than
its cultivators." The North in the twentieth century has attracted its share
of "hunter-gatherers of the frontier." Of them, it is safe only to say that
individualism and independence are not necessarily synonymous.
I like to think people move to Alaska with honorable intentions.
Once here, though, many find themselves thwarted by unforeseen
circumstances not entirely of their own making. With every slip in oil
prices, the job market tightens. In the cities, employers often give priority
(legal or not) to local residents. When winter comes, people without cash
to pay the electric or heating bill may find themselves without a fallback.
"In the city," observes Wanda Craig, "if you don't work, you don't eat."
At Slana, if you run out of money, you switch off the generator for a few
days.
With a year-round population of fewer than 100 people, Slana has
scarcely any jobs to offer. What few there are usually go to hardier types
than Lila's husband, Brad. ElFreida's husband, Tommy Carpenter, travels
to Anchorage to find work on commercial building projects. Phillip Craig,
who lives at home with his parents, putters at odd jobs such as carpentry
and dry wall. As he told us, "Anytime you get seasonal work, it's hit or
miss."
Only two out of five Slana settlers proved up on their land, a failure
rate directly attributable to the scarcity of jobs. Economic independence is
difficult if not impossible to square up with life inside the boundaries of
such a remote community. Brenda Harrington is a rare exception.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

89

Middle-aged and solidly built, Brenda works every summer as a flag
person on construction jobs. With her earnings, she's built a two-story
frame house with plants in macrame hangars, a set of Reader's Digest
Condensed Novels, and cold pop in a refrigerator that runs 24 hours off a
generator. Outside, she has a pen for chickens and geese, a satellite dish,
and a patch of lawn bordered by flowers. She is plainspoken and
confident, with flinty blue eyes ruffed by black lashes.
We met Brenda for the first time in the bar at Duffy's roadhouse. It
was evening, and the midnight sun was pooling on the floor like liquid
gold. Brenda leaned on the counter, bantering idly with the bartender.
She was in a playful, garrulous mood, her convictions bolstered by canned
beer. When I asked her to describe Slana, she said it consisted of two types
of people: those who believe in working for a living and those who began
swaggering into Duffy's a decade ago, demanding, "Where's the free land
and where do I sign up for food stamps?"

*

*

*

ElFreida Carpenter became a bride at fifteen and a mother at
seventeen. Now she and Tommy are rearing three children, two boys and
a girl, as well as a spirited Rottweiler puppy. The daughter, Jackie, has
ElFreida's luminous blue eyes and abundant hair, although hers is blonde
and her mother's nearly black. The Carpenters live down the road from
the Craigs, in an insulated frame cabin roughly the size of Lila's, though
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less compartmentalized, with a kitchen and bedroom elevated for warmth.
Outbuildings include a toilet and sauna.
ElFreida’s furniture is threadbare but clean. She keeps the plywood
floor swept and washed. Lace curtains hang in the windows. There are
coat hooks, bookshelves and a sleek, whispering M onitor oil heater hooked
up to the generator. The afternoon Charles and I dropped by, the house
smelled of coffee and chocolate chip cookies.
Twenty-one now, ElFreida is barely old enough to buy beer legally,
and already she owns nearly as much as her parents accumulated over a
lifetime. She’s far better off than Lila, but then, Lila is worse off than
almost everyone we've met at Slana. ElFreida's hands are full with
children, home-schooling, and studying for her GED, but she dreams of
going to beauty school. ElFreida and her older brother, Phillip, are the
only ones in their family without a GED or high school diploma. Phillip
quit school because it bored him. "I'm not an egghead," he told us. "I'd
just as soon run off in the woods and chase squirrels." Slana holds out little
incentive to finish high school because the few available jobs require a
flexible schedule and stamina, not education.
ElFreida was nearing the end o f her rope. Her rambunctious fiveyear-old, Charlie, had brought a bucket of snow in to the house and was
throwing it at Charles' camera. The puppy had shredded a roll of paper
towel at her feet. I was full o f questions about the past that she warily
perceived as spring-loaded, like wolf traps. Quietly, she asked Charlie to
stop. Then she asked him again. Finally, she lost her patience, jumped to
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her feet, yanked him by the arm, and said, "If you start throwin' that again,
I’m gonna whup you."
ElFreida never graduated from high school but she can read. She
also has a driver's license. During the summer, she drives the kids back
and forth to Anchorage to visit their father. As W anda's vision has faded,
ElFreida has taken on the role of her mother's scribe: reading Psalms at
church, answering letters, writing messages in Christmas cards. W hether
ElFreida simply has more native intelligence than some of her siblings, or
w hether she benefited from striking out with Tommy at a tender age, this
youngest child of Don and Wanda Craig seems well-equipped for her self
designated role as family protector.
W hen I asked her to imagine life ten years from now, I was
surprised by the small scale of her dreams. Tommy will have built a new
and bigger house on the same parcel of land as the existing one. It will
have electricity and plumbing. "A telephone would be nice," she mused,
"but I ain't never had one, so I don’t miss it."
Charlie Carpenter started kindergarten last fall. His brother, Duane,
is one year younger, and Jackie, the baby, two. Duane is painfully shy in
contrast to his outgoing older brother. Jackie giggles easily and wants to
do everything her brothers do. I asked ElFreida why she is teaching the
children at home rather than sending them to the Slana School.
"I don't like where the education system today is headed," she said.
"I mean, I think it’s OK to teach kids about AIDS and all, but not that being
gay is OK."
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In ElFreida's opinion, the Slana School threatens families in other,
subtler ways that don't show up on the curriculum.
"The teachers teach kids they're better than their parents. The kids
don't know what authority is. If you don't discipline kids, they won't
respect you. Now they don't respect the teachers."
Among the books on the shelf, interspersed with children's textbooks
are self-help titles, including How to Budget Your T im e. If I could see ten
years into the future, I believe I would find ElFreida there, living in her
new house, using the telephone to sign up clients for her beauty business.
"What do you wish for your children when they grow up?" I asked
ElFreida.
"A good education and lots of self-esteem. Common sense. To have
good values and respect adults. Don’t lie, cheat or steal."
*

*

*

Donna Sprankle has had the 'flu. I met her for the first time
yesterday, at her parents' house for church. With her pale skin and pulledback hair, she looked like a ballerina, fragile yet harried. I got the
impression she was often ill.
During the church service, ElFreida sat on one side of me and
Donna's eldest step-daughter, Tricia, on the other. Tricia wore a green
and white taffeta dress, and her strawberry blonde hair was also styled in a
chignon. Freckles cavorted across her nose, belying her grown-up
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expression. With crossed ankles and wrists, she perched on the sofa,
speaking only when addressed.
"What do you want to be when you grow up?"
"A veterinarian, Ma'am."
I pictured the road ahead: four years o f high school, then college
and veterinary school. Scholarships would be imperative. If Tricia
graduates from the twelfth grade, she will be the first in her generation to
do so. Yet her composure resembles that of a mature woman, not a
teenager. With her taffeta dress and birthday party bun, she seems out of
place in the Craigs' shabby living room, as if she were only drifting
through Slana and not really of it.
"After high school, how long will it take you to become a
veterinarian?"
"Ten years, Ma’am."
Late the next morning, Charles and I pulled in to the Sprankles'
driveway for a pre-arranged visit. As soon as the truck halted, Tricia
slipped out the front door. She had been watching for us. Vulnerable and
shivering under a coat several sizes too big, she told us her mother was too
sick to talk to us, after all. There was nothing we could say. We wished
Tricia luck and left. She stood watch in the driveway until we were out of
sight.
I know virtually nothing of Donna, little of ElFreida, and a great
deal—most of it contradictory-about Lila. This discrepancy is a problem
not of bias but of access: Lila made herself the most available, Donna the
least. People tend to erect boundaries in inverse proportion to their need
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for them. Those who are most vulnerable often seem most unaware of
their vulnerability. Of Don and Wanda's daughters, Lila is perhaps not the
most representative. She is, however, the most defenseless.
9 ft

jfe

jfc

"What dreams do you have for your children?" I was talking with
Lila.
"Going to college," she answered. "When I was growing up, I didn't
have the opportunity. I went to college for a little while, and I realized
then that if I have children, my children's gonna miss out because I don't
have this great-paying job like the rest of the people do. I decided, I'm not
gonna let my kids suffer like I did."
Ignoring the reference to a great-paying job, I asked, "What dreams
do you have for yourself?"
"My kids going to college."
Last spring, Lila withdrew her kids from school. Now she says she
teaches them at home. When I questioned her ability, she replied, "Little
kids is like a sponge. They can agsorb [sic] so much."
Among her litany of things that are wrong with the Slana School is
its apparent failure to teach Meagon to read by age seven. Lila calls the
school a "rinky-dink" institution staffed by overpaid teachers who take
greater interest in playing politics than in teaching basics. Beginning in
kindergarten, children learn about sex and AIDS, she claims. In her
opinion, sex education is the responsibility of the family, not the
government. (Says Lila, "My dad told me: 'See what them dogs are
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doing? That’s what you'll be doing when you're older.' ") Like ElFreida,
Lila claims the teachers try to subvert the parents by encouraging children
to challenge authority.
"One day, Meagon came home from school and said I was smoking
pot. I said, 'Meagon, I ju st bought these cigarettes at the store. They don't
sell pot at the store.' "
At that moment, the misery em itting from the living room cut
through Lila's benign indifference. One child screamed "Momma" over
and over, and another sobbed wetly. Entering the living room, Lila took
in the fracas at a glance.
"You go stand in the far com er," she ordered Meagon.
Dragging her feet, Meagon whined, "Mom, can I go over to the
neighbor’s after I finish taking a bath?"
"We discussed that last night, and the answer is 'No.' "
"She messed up," Lila said matter-of-factly, returning to our
conversation.
"What did she do?"
"She was being mouthy to me. You know, just normal kid stuff.
The problem is, you don't break them early, they end up in prison or on
drugs. I’ve had a really hard time w ith M eagon, putting her on restriction,
sticking her in com ers, trying to teach her, 'You listen to Mommy,' 'You
listen to Daddy.' It’s really hard to teach your kids to be good for the rest
of their lives if you have somebody butting in."
Meagon's sassy mouth and her failure at reading fade beside the real
reason Lila yanked her children out o f public school. Acting on a tip (Lila
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suspects a teacher), the Alaska Division of Family and Youth Services
briefly placed her children in foster care. "They couldn't find nothing, so
they had to return my children," she confided, refusing to elaborate. "We
don't really discuss it out here. That's our little secret."
By "our," I wasn't sure whether Lila meant it was a secret within the
community, within her family, or between the two of us. In a community
the size of Slana, I suspect there are few real secrets: just the ones people
talk about and the ones they don't.
Looking at the Lambert kids, I see what a teacher or social worker
would see. The three younger children look like undernourished waifs
with enormous heads wobbling on frail neck stems. Ribs ju t through the
fabric of clothes, and hair looks as if it has been cut with a hatchet. When I
held six-year-old Becky in my arms for the first time, I realized that she
weighed less than my chunky one-year-old. Baby Joseph's lightness was
almost unbearable, as though his bones were hollow.
Often the children are dirty, and they're almost always dressed
inappropriately for the weather. The temperature peaked around 50 this
weekend, but yesterday we saw Becky wearing nothing but a pink and
silver bathing suit. Both she and the brother nearest her in age appear to
have what is known in social work jargon as "special needs." At four,
Bradley has little intelligible language, although he grasps what people
around him are saying. Becky's vocabulary is limited to a few one-syllable
words, and her comprehension of adult conversation seems far more
curtailed than Bradley's. Looking at Lila's children, I marvel not that the
government took them away but that it gave them back.
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Yet the kids act devoted to their mother and she to them. They
appear to have a loving, reciprocal relationship. She calls Joseph and
Bradley her "hangers," and, indeed, they seem happiest when clinging to
her like rhesus monkeys, one to the front and the other to the back.
By virtue of its remoteness, Slana shields its inhabitants from those
who might otherwise meddle in their lives. It also shields them from those
who might otherwise help. I wonder how Lila would cope with city life,
away from her mother and her sisters. What about her kids? Would they
fail or flourish in a city school? Undoubtedly, they would attract the
attention of social workers. Would they be taken away again, permanently
this time? How much damage can a child endure before she can never be
repaired?
Family and Youth Services rarely removes children from homes that
pose no immediate danger from beatings or sexual abuse. Simple failure to
thrive is not usually justification enough to break up families. Someone
more fit than myself would have to judge whether Lila's children are
failing to thrive or actually starving. In the city, an aide might be assigned
to someone like Lila to teach her rudimentary skills regarding parenting,
housekeeping, shopping and diet. The children might be tested and placed
in remedial or special education classes. Lila might lose a certain amount
of autonomy. By certain standards-m y own, I adm it—they might be better
off. But would they, really?
"Is there anything you regret?" I asked Lila.
"Yes, two things. I wish I had learned to work on cars, and I wish
I'd had Bradley circumcised."
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Clearly, the subject has come up before. Bradley, roosting on the
arm of the sofa watching TV, reflexively cupped his hands over his crotch.
Lila tapped another cigarette from her pack, an automatic gesture
that brought to mind a third regret.
"Smoking ruined my life," she said. "When you first start, it's all
fun, and everybody's doing it and likes it too. Now it's just a habit, it's
nothing fun. I don't want my kids smoking. So I'm gonna tell them early
what it does to your lungs, what it does to your memory, and it slows your
body down, so you're not getting out there and really trying to conquer
things."
The unlit cigarette between her lips waggled with every word. Lila
lifted Becky out of the washtub and rubbed her meek body with a towel.
Then she lit up. I trailed behind mother and daughter as they went into the
bedroom. Lila rooted through the clothes lying in a muddle at the bottom
of the bureau until she found a one-piece madras sun suit. Still talking, she
laid Becky on the floor and dressed her like an infant, first in a disposable
diaper, then in the sun suit. Gently, as though Becky were a fragile but
oversized doll, she tugged her upright and brushed her hair.
Shortly after Becky's birth, Lila underwent what she vaguely
describes as a "nervous breakdown." She ended up leaving the newborn
with her parents for several months. When asked what led to her
breakdown, she responded, "Not knowing whether your baby's going to
live or die." She says that a doctor predicted Becky would not survive six
months.
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"What was wrong with her?" I asked, tactfully phrasing the question
in the past tense.
"Allergies," Lila replied.
Plainly, allergies are not the only thing wrong with Becky. For
starters, she's six years old, weighs no more than 30 pounds, and still wears
diapers. Her family indulges her like an overgrown toddler, which,
developmentally, she is. At church, ElFreida had nudged me and said,
"Becky's special ed." A few minutes later, her grandfather had told me,
"You wouldn't know it to look at her, but she eats like a horse." Silently, I
wondered if the grandchildren walked over here when they were hungry.
I prayed it was so.
Lila continued: "Brad and I were both working, trying to make ends
meet. W e just never made enough money to be able to support a family
together, or to get health treatment. Becky was in the hospital for years,
off and on, and you can imagine how high that bill was."
I pressed Lila to say how high the bill was, exactly. It's four years
old now and roughly $4,000. I wondered if I'd misheard her: months in
the hospital for $4,000? I suppose that, for Lila, $4,000 is ju st as
unpayable as $40,000, or $400,000. She says the bill still puts in an
appearance every month, bleeding red ink into her mailbox. Every month
she tears it up.
"The kids need things that are more important than paying that bill."
Which, I think to myself, is the truest thing Lila has said all day.
Meagon wandered in to the kitchen, shouting, "I'm hungry, Mom."
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Joseph reposed dreamily in Lila’s arms, stroking a breast. Bradley
was on the verge of springing from the kitchen counter onto her back.
"You’re always hungry." Lila sounded exasperated.
"Uh-uh. I didn't eat."
"Yes, you did." Lila shrugged in my direction. "She's always doing
that."
W hen we gathered up our things to leave, the children surprised us
by bursting into tears. They seemed genuinely sad to see us go. Hiccuping
sobs, Joseph stretched out his arms for a hug. He was wearing a brown
sweater and a diaper. When I squeezed him, his yellow hair bristled
against my cheek. Bradley tugged on my jeans. Tears tracked down his
cheeks. I picked him up. Then Becky. "Hug," she said. "Becky. Hug."
Only Meagon remained aloof, a bemused, grown-up expression on her
face. Charles photographed Lila in the doorway, holding Joseph, the older
children clinging to her thighs. Lila smiled her beatific smile. Her
innocence both disarms and disturbs.
I called out to her, "Will your life be easier ten years from now?"
"Oh, yes."
"How so?"
"Because I’ll have everything that everyone wants you to have. I'll
have everything."
At the door of the truck, I remembered something, turned around.
"What can we bring you from town next time?"
"Company." Lila grinned. "Just company."
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*

*

*

How do you write about people so poor they make your heart hurt?
How do you not?
I ask myself these questions several hours later. A vile-tempered
waitress at the Chistochina Lodge has just slapped steaks in front of us.
Charles and I stopped here for dinner on the way back to Fairbanks. While
we eat, I look beyond him, through a window opening onto a clear creek,
verdigris grass.
At one point in his book, James Agee confesses that if he told the
truth about the lives of sharecroppers during the Depression, no one would
read it. "For if you did," he says, "you would hardly bear to live."
In "Burnt Norton," T. S. Eliot writes, "Go, go, go, said the bird:
human kind / Cannot bear very much reality."
I've seen the faces of the poor before, many times. Children
squatting naked beside a dirt track in the Guatemalan highlands. A gnarled
black man pushing a shopping cart beside the Louisiana freeway. Wharf
rats in Santo Domingo, desperate to stow away on freighters for America.
I had a happy childhood. I've glimpsed poverty from the window of a bus,
but I've always been on the bus.
It's a bare fact, and a troubling one, that many beneficiaries of public
land draw on public money to finance their lifestyle. During this age of
Republican backlash and Gingrichian ascendancy, however, poverty often
gets portrayed as a choice. Dangled disdainfully before us is the stereotype
of the lazy poor, the "orphans and mendicants" of a century ago. For
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voters, self-righteous indignation is the emotional flavor of the moment.
Many of us crave cautionary fables that fortify Nietzschean convictions
about the unemployed in America, how the weak get exactly what they
deserve. Yet Lila Lambert fits none of the pat images of welfare mothers.
Although her family augments its meager income with welfare, they own a
house and five acres of land, which is more than can be said for the
majority of welfare recipients in America's cities. To spend time with Lila
is to recognize how ill-equipped, emotionally and intellectually, she is for
any lifestyle other than the one she leads now.
There is very little dignity in death or in poverty. Of all the
stereotypes, "poor but proud" seems to me the most harmful. It
romanticizes at the same time it denigrates by implying there is something
shameful about not having money. Insidiously, it permits us to portray
people as too proud to accept charity, thereby releasing us from any
obligation to help them. In America, we prefer our poor to be silent and
stoic. Instead of pity, what Lila needs is charity. "Charity" is a multi
faceted word that means, variously, "the love of God for man or of man
for his fellow men," "an act of goodwill or affection" and "a welfare
institution." The other day I saw a bumper sticker that said, "Poverty is
violence." Yes, I thought, and charity is the only solution.

*

*

*

Two months after Tricia turned us away, we returned to Donna
Sprankle's house. The windows were boarded up, however, and snow had
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drifted over the tracks in the driveway. Charles and I kept driving, pulling
in to her parents' driveway instead. W hen I asked where the Sprankles had
gone, Wanda replied, "Colorado. Keith got a job offer down there."
Sometimes when Charles and I knock on Lila's door, no one
answers, even though the sound of TV seeps out the flimsy walls. One
snowy evening, shortly after Donna's move, Lila flung open the door. Her
face was radiant. Before either of us could greet her, she shouted, "Guess
what! W e're coming up in the world!"
It turned out that she had inherited her sister's wringer washing
machine and barbecue grill.
"You must miss them," I remarked.
Lila knit her brows in pseudo-puzzlement. "Barbecues?"
"Donna and the kids."
"I'd rather have the barbecue and the washing machine." Grinning
impishly, she beckoned us indoors, out of the falling snow.
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IV. This Land, Our Inheritance
(Deadfish Lake)

In 1899, the U.S. Army dispatched a party of eight soldier-explorers
to survey Alaska's interior. Led by Lt. Joseph S. Herron, the m en were to
travel overland across a territory bounded to the east by the Susitna River,
to the west by the Tanana and Koyukuk rivers, and to the north by the
Yukon. Their orders were to record the nature of plants, animals and
Indians along the way. In the spring, the detachment departed with fifteen
pack horses and provisions enough, Lt. Herron believed, for four months
in the wilderness. Each man bore a backpack containing one pair each of
canvas and corduroy trousers, a canvas coat, flannel shirts, heavy sweaters,
needles and thread, underclothes, spare shoes, pipes, a knife, soap, towels
and toilet paper. As a group, they had been issued three rifles, one shotgun
and ammunition.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

105

On the horses, the men had loaded 1,000 pounds of flour; 600
pounds of bacon; 200 pounds each of rice and sugar; 100 pounds of dried
apples; 75 pounds of coffee; 50 pounds each of peas, compressed pea soup,
apricots, potatoes, dried onions, prunes, salt and hominy; 40 pounds each
of baking powder, plug tobacco and medicines (including a bottle of
whiskey); 20 pounds of each of tea, soap and smoking tobacco; one pound
of pepper; several tents; blankets; mosquito netting; and cook pots.
*

*

*

With the tools o f civilization, Joseph Herron set out to conquer the
wilderness or, at the very least, to wrestle it onto a map. Such men were
regarded by their contemporaries as forward looking, visionaries, heroes.
Nearly 100 years later, the five settlers at Deadfish Lake (the four Harmans
and their solitary neighbor, Oliver Cameron) live perhaps 50 miles
northeast of a river named after Herron. A large percentage of their
contemporaries might regard them as eccentric if not downright crazy.
When Dennis and Jill settled at Deadfish Lake in 1984, they had a
one-year-old son, a pickup truck made useless by the absence of roads, and
$16,000 in savings. Into the wilderness, they brought roughly 1,500
pounds of building supplies, food and clothing. It was their intention to
build a cabin and eke out a living on less than $6,000 a year. With money
generated by Dennis' trap line they made do the first couple of years with
less, drawing on only half of their savings. Around the time that Stormy
was bom , the bottom dropped out of fur prices worldwide as a result of
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heightened animal rights awareness. A flawless marten pelt that once
fetched $100 now sold for a mere $35. A pelt with even a minor
irregularity was virtually worthless. The federal poverty line for a family
of four is just over $12,500 a year, significantly higher than the Hannans'
level of subsistence. Yet the conventional categories of poverty and wealth
fail to encompass their way of life. "We live better than most of the
world," Dennis says. "People living in Manhattan making $100,000 a year,
I wouldn't want to live like that even if I could. I'm happier here making
four or five thousand."
Every six months or so, the Hannans stock up on supplies in
Fairbanks. Usually, Jill flies into town alone or with the boys, while
Dennis stays at Deadfish Lake to feed and exercise the dogs. Jill's first stop
in town is Safeway for a heaping pile of greens from the salad bar.
McDonald’s for hamburgers comes first if the boys are along. During one
of Jill's trips, a supermarket advertised a sale on sugar. She crammed
enough five-pound bags to trickle out over two years—60 of them—into her
shopping cart. When the check-out clerk joked about the quantity of sugar
her family consumed, Jill was slightly offended. For a family of four to
consume only 150 pounds of sugar in a year is something. The rest of us
would doubtless be horrified if we kept track of our sugar intake. Jill can
recite from memory not only the quantities but the prices of everything she
buys: eighty cents for a serving of chocolate frozen yogurt at McDonald's,
six dollars for Shaun's winter coat, a find at a second-hand clothing store,
but not nearly as good a bargain as the four-dollar Eddie Bauer parka off
the rack at the Salvation Army a few years ago.
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With bulk-quantity foodstuffs for dogs as well as humans, the Alaska
Feed Company in Fairbanks caters to urban dog mushers and rural
residents alike. There, Jill purchases oatmeal, white rice, honey, barley
flour, and broken-up grains of "dog rice" in five-gallon buckets. Marketed
as dog food, barley flour and dog rice cost marginally less than white
flour. The Hannans claim barley flour doesn't taste h alf bad once you get
used to it, and the only difference between regular rice and dog rice is in
the looks. Next on their list of cooking staples are powdered milk and
powdered eggs. Canned goods are out of the question because of the cost
of transporting them. "You buy everything two times, you know," Jill
says.
The Hannans are not stingy but frugal, as well they might be with a
balance in their savings account that rarely exceeds $200. Six years after
they moved to Deadfish Lake, one-third of their original bin of peas
remained. Their diet, during the first, lean months before they figured out
how much they needed from town was, in Jill's words, "adequate but very
plain—no fun stuff."
This is a paradox: money is hard to come by in the wilderness, so it
means everything to the Hannans; money is useless in the wilderness, so it
means nothing to them. Terms such as "standard of living" lack relevance
in a place where no standard exists. When you live this close to the bone,
living well and just plain living are pretty much the same thing. Says Jill,
"We do think about the future. When we're 50 or 55 we won't have any
retirement. We'd like to still be here. We'll do other things if we have to
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to make money, but we don't w ant to live in Fairbanks. We don't want to
live in Oregon or Iowa. We want to live here."
Determined at the outset to m ake it on their own or not to make it at
all, they never wasted a thought on welfare. W hen their seed money ran
low, Dennis took a seasonal job w ith an oil exploration firm on the North
Slope. The work was grueling—sixteen hours a day, seven days a week for
three or four months in a row—but the pay, with overtim e, was good. So
every winter, Dennis flies away a few days after Christmas and returns to
the lake in the spring.
During the bleakest months o f winter, Jill and the boys usually stay
home by themselves. Alone but for her children and a taciturn old man
half a mile away, someone with a will less resolute than Jill’s might become
unhinged by the relentless dark and sub-zero temperatures of those months
without Dennis. In December and January, daylight narrows to a slit in the
middle of the day, and the temperature at the lake has dropped below
minus 60. Yet, every afternoon, Jill harnesses the dogs and trundles the
boys into a sled for short run. "I can never take the dogs farther than the
boys can walk back . . . " she says. The sentence trails off. I press her to
finish. "Well, in case something happens to me," she says, "I don't have to
worry about them getting lost."
*

*

*

The dog yard forms a half m oon along the northern perimeter of the
Hannan property. Fourteen lean huskies pace on chains attached to poles
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sunk in the ground outside their houses. A fence of skinny logs encloses
the puppy yard, which is empty now. Plunked like a makeshift throne in
the center of the yard is the bottom half of a 55-gallon drum. In a
morning ritual that never varies, Dennis or Jill lights a fire in the drum to
heat up a kettle of dog food from moose scraps, fat, dried fish and
commercial pellets.
While his father fixes breakfast for the brood this morning, Shaun
introduces me to the dogs: Crystal, Sue, Mikey, Little Bear, Mr. Bits,
Gray Jay, Janice and their siblings, cousins, offspring. A glance from
Shaun sets each dog in turn straining at its chain and wagging its tail. The
typical northern sled dog is attached to a longer genealogy than a British
aristocrat, but DNA is not always destiny in the eyes o f experienced
mushers. Personality transcends the intrigue of who is sire to whom, who
is descended from whom, who is sibling to whom. There are leaders and
followers, wheel dogs and shirkers, biters and bullies, shy dogs and
unproven ones. Experienced mushers say a pup reveals the stuff it’s made
of within the first six weeks of life.
Before feeding the rest of the team, Dennis drops the choicest hunks
of moose meat in front of Janice, a skittery white creature with a gray
mask and distended belly. Dogs usually whelp on their exact due date, and
Janice's is still two days off. Ever since she woke up this morning,
however, she's been pacing restlessly, nostrils flaring, something akin to
fear flickering in the comers of her eyes. This is her first pregnancy.
Earlier, when Jill led her into the birthing pen for privacy, she chewed the
log gate to shreds. Dennis finishes dishing moose stew into bread pans for
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the rest of the dogs. Jill, meanwhile, kneels beside Janice, massaging her
flanks and whispering in her ear. The woman's presence acts like soothing
balm. As soon as Jill gets up to leave, Janice resumes her rhythmic pacing.

To generalize about human nature, or the nature of one human,
strikes me as reckless because it reduces to roughly the same degree that it
informs. Yet even the most casual observer of the Hannan household
would sense that Jill is a doer and Dennis a thinker. On our first trip to
Deadfish Lake, it was she who waded, grinning, into the stagnant, hip-deep
water to grab the rope that Jack Hayden tossed to anchor the float plane.
Dennis hung back, arms akimbo and eyes inscrutable. He is the same in
conversation. For every hundred words of Jill's, he contributes one or
two. Jill's sentences begin like promising veins of ore that peter out when
she succumbs to self-consciousness or distraction. For instance, describing
the family's return to Deadfish Lake after a long absence, she says: "We
got off the plane, and the loon was trilling, and the swans. . . . " Dennis'
sentences, by contrast, are lean, linear, articulate. They have closure. A
writerly quality infuses his arguments. Several of his articles about
homesteading and trapping have been published in such magazines as
Alaska. Inflamed by the self-righteous, romantic rhetoric of animal-rights
activists, he says, "Trapping's not nice, but those animals aren't going to
die in a bed somewhere. They're going to starve or something's going to
eat them."
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Jill Phillips grew up on a farm near Eugene, Oregon, with cattle,
pigs, sheep, horses and poodles. She and her big brother built a fort out of
log poles on the "back 60," where they played at pioneering. Jill's younger
brother suffered a high fever and convulsions as a toddler that left him
with severe brain damage, physical handicaps and inexplicable allergies.
Poodles were the only breed of dog he could tolerate. Jill's father worked
as a switchman for the telephone company until Ma Bell broke up, forcing
him into early retirement. Her mother stayed home to rear Jill and her
two brothers. Now she brings home a paycheck from her job as a
receptionist in a medical office.
At age thirteen, Dennis Hannan built his first log cabin out of
hickory in the back yard of his family's Iowa home. He rarely played at
anything, however, because his father hired him out as farm help to make
ends meet at home. Dennis enlisted in the Navy straight out of high school.
His mother volunteers for 4-H and church; his father truck farms, crafts
children's furniture and calls square dances. "This isn't his idea of fun,"
Dennis says, indicating his spare surroundings with a sweep of his hand.
"He likes indoor plumbing and clean underwear every day."
Every evening, after the dishes have been washed and put away, the
Hannans play games. They own Monopoly, Chutes and Ladders, Uncle
Wiggly and Clue, but the boys' favorites are the games Dennis invented,
especially Trapline. The playing board consists of a piece of cardboard on
which Jill drew a wilderness scene with crayons. A path of tiny squares
winds in and out of trees, over creeks, up and down hills, and past several
traps. Each player selects a clay figurine, shaped and painted to look like a
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snowmobile or a husky dog. A roll o f the dice determines the number of
squares a player can advance during each turn. Among the hazards to be
overcome are ruts in the trail, overflow from a creek, obstructionist
moose, ice, hills and fallen trees. A stack of cards sits beside each "trap."
On reaching a trap, a player flips over the top card in the stack and,
without letting anyone else see, checks to see if there is a m arten or a
sprung trap depicted on the other side. The player with the highest number
of marten pelts at the end wins.
By lamplight one evening, Charles and I watched the Hannans play
the game. Near the end, Dennis teasingly taunted his wife and sons: "We
all got to check that one trap, and I bet you guys didn’t get the marten that
came by afterwards."
Stormy was indignant: "Yes, I did!"
*

*

*

Neither Jill nor Dennis Hannan has ever voted, collected welfare,
participated in a census, purchased an insurance policy or used a credit
card to order something they wanted from a catalog company. Even if
they wanted to, they couldn't get credit because they don't have a credit
record. Every April, shortly after Dennis returns from the North Slope,
they pay taxes to support a government that, beyond granting them title to
five scrappy acres of land, supports them hardly at all. The Hannans seem
to believe, as T. S. Eliot writes, "This is the land. W e have our
inheritance."
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M odem politics, technology and commerce intrude on the Hannans'
way of life in ways both vital and unwelcome. W hen Stormy was three, he
was diagnosed with a condition that required surgical circumcision. The
cost of the procedure was estimated at $1,200. Because Dennis and Jill
carried no insurance, the hospital required $500 cash up front. It was a
humiliating demand, implying as it did that just because the Hannans were
not wealthy they were likely to welsh on their obligation. "People don't
understand—we want to pay for what we get," Dennis says.
A few years ago, a thief broke into the truck that Dennis and Jill
keep near the airstrip in the roadside community o f Nenana and stole a
winter's supply of dog food as well as Dennis' work clothes. The Hannans
were forced to clean out their savings account to replace both.
Over the years, Jill began to suffer from bouts of abdominal pain
that pinned her to bed for days at a stretch. When the frequency of the
episodes increased, she waited until after Christmas, when Dennis left for
the North Slope, then flew with the boys to Oregon for a vacation with her
parents. A doctor there—the first one Jill had visited since Stormy was
bom —diagnosed gallstones and recommended immediate surgery to
remove her gallbladder. Within days of the operation, Jill was re-admitted
to the hospital with life-threatening complications. After more surgery and
an extended hospital stay, she returned to Alaska after less than a month to
care for the dogs. She was thin and pale, shaky on her feet, but
determined. Her hospital bill exceeded $12,000. Before she left Oregon,
Jill met with the hospital's credit counselor to work out a payment
schedule. After Jill painted a picture of the family's finances, the counselor
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advised her to write a letter explaining that she could not possibly afford to
pay. Under the circumstances, the hospital would not expect any money,
the woman said. Jill was insulted. "I told her, 'I’m not trying to get out of
anything. I'm here to figure out how I can pay.' "
From the beginning, the settlers at Deadfish Lake shared a vision of
unfettered freedom and independence from outside influences. Solely on
the basis of his age, the Hannans' neighbor, Oliver Cameron, is eligible for
$250 a month in longevity bonuses, a holdover from Alaska's halcyon oil
days. This may be more money than Oliver sees inside a year, let alone a
month, but he refuses what thousands of senior citizens in Alaska's cities
regard as their due. Likewise, he and the Hannans seldom receive the
dividend checks of up to $1,000 that Alaska pays out to every citizen every
year from its petroleum-based Permanent Fund. For Oliver, this is a
matter purely of principal; for the Hannans, it is one mostly of practicality.
Mail service into Deadfish Lake is so sporadic that they cannot Always meet
the application deadline.
The tentacles of pop culture reach farther than the U.S. Postal
Service. There are three commercial AM radio stations out of Fairbanks
whose transmissions can be heard at Deadfish Lake: KJNP, the religious
station; KIAK, the country station; and KFAR, the talk show station. The
Hannans have been exposed to music ranging from Madonna to Billy Ray
Cyrus. They are conversant in national issues, such as gays in the military,
and in regional debates, such as whether to levy a sales tax. Every two or
three months, when they get mail, they stack the Newsweeks in
chronological order and read them, cover to cover, one by one. News of
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Fairbanks, the nearest city, comes from a radio talk show called "Problem
Comer." Members of an anti-tax group dominate the show, citing
examples of wasteful government spending. This rhetoric resonates with
the Hannans. "People at Minchumina want a new runway, a new grader, a
new post office, and a new school," Jill says. "Dennis and I are saving used
tea bags."
City life tends to divorce practicality from responsibility in the sense
that what is responsible-recycling, cloth diapers, composting, cotton
grocery bags-is not always practical. The poet Charles Olson once
remarked, "We are alien from everything that was most familiar." By this
he meant that we no longer grow the cotton to make our clothes, or grind
wheat into flour, or scrub our bodies in the river, or cut down trees to
build our cabins. Because our lives are no longer strenuous, we squeeze
running or aerobics into our daily schedules. As our society has evolved,
what was most familiar to u s-th e creation of food, clothing and shelter
through physical labor—has become unfamiliar. No matter how much we
have, we tend to define ourselves by what we want: a bigger house, fancier
car, more prestigious job, wittier friends. In the wilderness, by contrast, it
is not only possible but necessary to behave as though one's simplest
gesture has significance. Trash must be recycled, water filtered, leftovers
preserved, wood chips hoarded. One is not so choosy about one's friends.
While the rest of us worry about how much we can get, the Hannans
concern themselves with how little they need. I asked them once if they
missed anything about civilization.
It was an easy question for Dennis. "I don't miss anything," he said.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

116

Jill was a little bit wistful: "I used to miss talking to my friends and
my Mom when the kids were young. And I miss playing softball."
In our thirties now, Charles and I are also shirt-tail Baby Boomers.
Magazines and talk shows preoccupy themselves with our plight: poorer
than our parents' generation, poisoning our environm ent, bankrupting
Social Security, looting our children's inheritance. O ur problems, it
seems, grow along with us. This apocalyptic thinking fails to enthrall me
because I believe that, to a degree, society is a self-correcting organism.
Still, there are times when I wonder whether the Hannans are hopelessly
naive or infinitely wise to get off this speeding train.
*

*

*

About a third of a mile along one of the trails that spokes out from
the homesite, the six of us—Dennis, Jill, Shaun, Stormy, Charles and I—
crest a ridge crowned by a lookout tower. I look askance at its loose-knit
log joints, but Charles and the boys scramble to the top. Like sailors
clinging to a mast, they are nudged by waves of wind. W hen we hear the
faint sound of dogs howling us home, Jill hustles ahead to check on Janice
while the rest of us lollygag. The overnight snowfall melts in the noonday
sun. Clumps of snow plop wetly from trees overhead while, underfoot,
wet leaves clot the soles of boots. Dennis glances in the direction of a pile
of felled spruce trees that remind him of chores. One day soon, he'll hook
up the dogs and haul firewood in the sled.
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Last spring, Jill tended to a dozen sled dogs belonging to Miki and
Julie Collins, twin sisters who live on the shore o f Lake Minchumina.
W hile the Collins twins were gone, mushing into the Ruth G lacier on
M ount McKinley, their favorite lead dog went into labor and whelped nine
puppies. Afterward, instead of resting peacefully, the dog acted as though
it were in pain. On a hunch, Jill immersed her arm to the elbow in the
birth canal and probed gently. W hat she found was a tenth puppy, turned
sideways. She slipped it out, but it lay purple and still in her hands.
Jum ping to her feet, she gripped it firmly and swung it upside down in
wide arcs to dislodge the mucous in its windpipe. W hen that didn't work,
she blew air softly onto the puppy's snout. A few seconds later, it revived
and breathed on its own.
In their first decade at Deadfish Lake, none o f the Hannans suffered
anything worse in the way of illness or injury than an ear infection. Not so
the dogs. Wielding steel pliers, Jill has yanked hundreds of porcupine
quills from ears, jowls, noses and mouths. With a sewing needle and
thread, she's stitched up innumerable cuts and bites. She is stymied by the
requirem ent that rabies vaccines be administered only by certified
veterinarians. The Hannans can't afford to send their sons to a dentist;
certainly, they can't afford to fly fourteen dogs into town for an annual
shot.
But they do what they have to. Once, when Jill and Dennis were
m ushing from Minchumina to Mount Foraker by themselves, a dog cut
loose from the team and tangled with a moose. Darkness had already fallen
by the time the Hannans tied up the team and searched for the dog. It was
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near death when they found it. The moose's sharp hooves had tom away a
huge section of flank, exposing bone and tendon. There was no way for
Jill to gauge internal damage. "The cut was clean," she says, "so I thought
the best thing was to try to sew it up so it could stay clean." Using dental
floss and a heavy-duty needle, she stitched the skin flap back on, but
loosely, so the wound could drain. Fortunately, that night the temperature
plummeted, hardening the trail into a fast chute. Dennis and Jill were able
to reach Minchumina in a day. Twenty-four hours after the accident, a
friend flew the dog to Fairbanks, where a veterinarian mended a ruptured
intestine and re-stitched the tattered flank. The pilot brought back a
message from the doctor: Jill's know-how had saved the dog's life.
Right now, though, Jill worries about Janice. Underlying the husky's
natural timidness may be the qualities of a good mother, but Jill doubts it.
Normally, Jill would have brought her into the cabin to give birth. That
way, the woman would have been able to act as midwife, soothing Janice
through labor and being on hand if anything went wrong. At this time of
year, with temperatures dipping into the teens at night, the newborn
puppies would benefit from the heat of the wood stove. But these are not
normal circumstances. Jill explains that there's too much commotion in the
cabin for a dog as nervous as Janice. By commotion, she means Charles
and me, although she's too polite to say it. In truth, our backpacks, food
bins, outer wear and camera gear are strewn from one end of the tiny
cabin to the other, leaving hardly a square foot of space. Because of us, the
birthing pen will have to suffice for Janice.
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*

*

*

In one sense, schooling at Deadfish Lake is what happens from eight
to one, Monday through Friday: three heads bent over a folding table,
books and papers pushed into the pool of light. This schooling is Jill's
undisputed domain; she associates it with the smell of hair singed by the
lantern's flame.
Because schooling is offset from the rest of the day by time rather
than place, it is on one hand more fluid, bleeding into other areas of the
day, and on the other hand, more subject to interruption. For instance,
lessons were canceled twice in the week before Charles and I came: once
when Jill shot a moose, and again when the urgent need to gut it out,
butcher it, haul it home, and can the meat before it rotted in 40-degree
temperatures took precedence over everything else. Jill cuts lessons short a
third time when we show up, although we urge her to continue as though
we were not there. I think of the uncertainty principle articulated by
W erner Heisenberg, an early expert in quantum mechanics: by virtue of
being here, Charles and I profoundly alter whatever it is we wish to
observe.
Eleven-year-old Shaun Hannan takes after his mother, nine-year-old
Stormy after his father. The older boy has Jill's aquamarine eyes, toothy
grin, irrepressible giggle. Stormy is small boned and dark haired, with
eyes like the velvet on caribou antlers. Both boys wear their hair cropped
close to the scalp, like marten fur.
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Stormy is first to pull out his schoolbooks every morning and,
according to Jill, hates unfinished lessons. "What subject do you like the
best?" I ask him. "Reading," he replies. Math is his least favorite, yet,
when the boys and I play cards, Stormy adds up his hand the fastest. My
memory has a picture of Stormy hunched over his m ath textbook first
thing in the morning, gnawing on a pencil eraser, while Shaun zips up his
coat for the fourth time to check on Janice. The resemblance o f one to the
father and the other to the mother runs deep.
With Jill’s help, the boys crafted construction paper collages that
hang on the wall above the kitchen table. Each piece of artwork has a
paper basket for small pieces of candy, which Jill shamefacedly admits to
giving out after every successful school day. Shaun's collage is shaped like
a rainbow with a pot at each end. When I ask him why, Dennis answers in
his stead: "Wishful thinking. He can prosper whether he's coming or
going."
The boys work from textbooks prepared by Lower 48 publishers.
They ask questions such as: "Which animal are you more likely to see at
the zoo, a cow or a bear?" and "How much does a bicycle cost—six dollars,
sixty dollars or six hundred dollars?" Neither Shaun nor Stormy has ever
been to the zoo. I wonder what they would think of barbed-wire fences
and cement walls protecting humans from animals, separating civilization
from nature. At Deadfish Lake, bears shamble myopically across the
Hannans' path from time to time. As a rule, though, they give the humans
wide berth. Several years ago, the family was out walking when a pair of
cubs meandered into view. A few seconds later, the sow charged out of the
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woods. The Hannans never carry guns. Jill dove o ff the trail w ith Stormy
in her arms, bracing for the sensation of claws troughing down h er back.
But the bear was only bluffing. After making her point, she huffily
gathered up her young and shuffled off. Bears are a dime a dozen at
Deadfish Lake. To see a Hereford cow, though—that w ould be something.
Neither Shaun nor Stormy has ever shopped for a bike. Jill says
Stormy was exasperated by the question about how m uch one costs. "It
depends on what kind of bike," he said. "I mean, you can get a used one at
a garage sale for six dollars. And those really fancy m ountain bikes cost
six hundred."
Stormy guessed sixty dollars, though, because he thought it was the
correct answer, and it was. The textbook presents a tem pting target here,
yet to criticize it is to ignore the larger question of w hether a public school
education has any relevance to a couple of boys growing up in the woods.
"These boys have terrible times with baseball questions," Jill says.
Years ago, she sampled then rejected Alaska's hom e-school program
in favor of a nationally normed program known as the Calvert School,
hence the questions about zoos and baseball, neither of which figure
prominently in Alaska culture. When I ask what she dislikes about the state
program, she is uncharacteristically vehement: "There are some books that
ought to be burned!"
Her words conjure images in my mind of rednecks kindling a
bonfire with Ladv Chatterlev's Lover. This is not the Jill I know. "Like,
what books?" Jill describes one, a re-telling of the O ld Testam ent story
about Noah's Ark, with morbid illustrations of floodw aters overtaking and
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drowning animals abandoned to the deluge. It sounds ghastly. Shaun read
one story about a fat boy with fat parents, a fat cat and a fat dog. For
weeks afterward, Jill says, he walked around the house sticking out his
tummy and saying, "Am I fat enough yet?" She was further mystified by
the moral of one particular story, featuring two greedy, quarrelsome
children whose parents bought them new toys when the old ones broke
during an argument. Worst by far, however, was a tale that starred a
mythical creature, part animal and part human, who claimed kisses in
return for granting children's wishes. "What do you suppose the message
is supposed to be?" Jill asks. "If a stranger offers you candy, it’s OK to sit
on their lap and kiss them?"
In addition to the Little House on the Prairie series, the Hannans own
well-thumbed editions of The Wholesale bv Mail Catalogue. Understanding
N utrition. Earth Medicine. Earth Food. Call it Conspiracy. Small
Comforts (by Alaskan humorist Tom Bodett), The AIDS Coverup. Medical
Botany and The Alaskan's How-to-Handbook. After studying the titles,
Charles observes, "You have things I've never seen before."
"We travel in obscure circles," Dennis replies.
Charles and Jill quibble good-naturedly over the pronunciation of
"babiche," a word I've never heard before. Charles says "ba-BEESH" and
Jill says "ba-BEE-chee." Dennis looks it up in the handbook, which defines
babiche as the rawhide thongs used to fasten snowshoes, but says nothing
about its pronunciation. Dennis and Jill have a curious tendency to
mispronounce, but not to misuse, big words—"chastened" with a flat "a"
sound, naivete without the last syllable. Their isolation offers little in the
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way of a corrective. (Later, however, when I pull out the dictionary at
home, I find that Jill is right: it's "ba-BEE-chee." "Oh well," mourns
Charles. "I'm just a photographer.")
Dennis and Jill have purchased a plot of land and built a second cabin
at Minchumina. They wrestled for years with their consciences over
whether Shaun and Stormy needed to be with children their own age. In
the end, they decided to enroll the boys for a semester in the Minchumina
school. Conflict between the schoolteacher and parents polarized the
community that year, and Jill took on the role of peacemaker. The teacher
endured the year but did not return.
One night, Charles and I met the Hannans' close friends, Jack and
Sherri Hayden, for dinner in Fairbanks. The Haydens were in town for a
few days to stock up on supplies. We were eating East Indian food when
Sherri said: "I really felt terrible for Jill over that business with the
schoolteacher. I mean, she tried so hard to get along and to give credit for
what she was trying to do, but the teacher—she was the kind of person who,
if she had a choice between doing something the quick and easy way or the
long, hard way, always chose the hard way. Poor Jill took the brunt of it."
Shaun and Stormy's parents have decided for now to divide the
academic year between correspondence lessons at Deadfish Lake and the
one-room school at Minchumina. Knowledgeable beyond their years, the
boys get bored easily in the classroom, but the company of other children
compensates somewhat. During a walk with Jill, I ask what she wants for
her children when they grow up.
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"Common sense. Decency. Courtesy. I think they're important
values no matter where you live," she says.
"You don't get something for nothing." Pause.
"If you don't leam and grow, there's no reason to live." Pause,
longer this time.
"Don't run twenty gallons of water down the sink while you brush
your teeth."
*

*

*

Janice has left off pacing and now curls inside the birthing pen,
whining in the back of her throat. The remaining dogs strain in her
direction, sensing, it seems, the imminence of an event. As the afternoon
wears on, the sky spits rain, plink-plink, against the window of the cabin.
Heat from the stove flushes cheeks and brightens eyes, as though from
fever. Jill busies herself writing letters for us to carry back to town.
Dennis and Charles go off somewhere, probably to the shed to work on the
moose hide. I lure Shaun and Stormy away from their Lincoln Logs long
enough to teach them to play Spite and Malice. After one hand, Shaun
clatters out the door to use the outhouse. A few seconds later, he injects his
crew-cut head into the cabin and announces, "There's a puppy in the house
with Janice!"
With restraint that strikes me as remarkable, Jill rises from her seat,
zips on her coat, ties a bow in the strings of her trapper's hat, and shuffles
through the gloves drying on the mantel until she finds a pair that fit. Her
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demeanor is that o f an experienced midwife. W hat she finds at the kennel,
however, kicks her into hyperkinesis. The puppy lies motionless off to
Janice's side, its snout purple from lack of oxygen. Jill snatches it up,
bends from the waist, and begins swinging the dying, possibly dead, pup
back and forth. "Get me a towel!" she shouts. Someone runs up with a
stained but clean rag. As gently as if the slippery, limp form in her hands
were bone china, she wraps it in the towel then resumes swinging. With
animals as with humans, resuscitation can be a loving act of violence. This
time, when Jill slides the towel away from the newborn's face, it paws the
air and mews. She chalks up the near casualty to Janice's ineptitude when
she neglected to lick the mucous out of the pup's air passage. The mother
dog does not make the same mistake twice. W hen Jill lays the revived
puppy beside its mother to snuffle blindly for a nipple, a healthy pup is
already there, suckling greedily.
In a nightly ritual, the Hannans turn on the CB radio at nine p.m. to
talk with Duane and Rena Ose, eight miles away. The Oses get around by
snowmobile rather than dog team. Tonight, Jill half-seriously begs Duane
to take a newborn off her hands.
"Are you sure you don't want to try another one?" she pleads.
"No, no, no," Duane answers. "I'd rather turn the key on and go
when I want to."
"You mean you're not converted yet?"
"No, we're the old fogies up here, Jill. That's young people's sport
you got down there."
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*

*

*

Aside from the Oses, the Hannans' only neighbor is Oliver Cameron,
who inhabits an eight- by ten-foot cabin with a sawdust floor roughly half a
mile w est of theirs. In his seventies now, Oliver is solitary by nature, a
w riter and craftsman who believes a man's intellect is reflected in the tools
he makes. One wall of his cabin is given over to his bed, another to the
door, a third to the wood stove, and a fourth to his workbench. Hanging
on nails above the bench are dozens of adzes, scrapers, saws, planes, drills,
vise grips and shovels, their handles carved by hand from birch, their
blades painstakingly cut from scrap metal.
Take only what you need and make do with what you have: this is
the unspoken rule that Oliver lives by. A quote tacked to the post beside
his bed reads, "The highest reward for man's toil is not what he gets for it,
but w hat he becomes from it."
Back in 1899, Lt. Joseph Herron reported:
Alaska is adapted to the raising of potatoes, cabbage, celery,
turnips, beets, lettuce, carrots, radishes, onions, and pease
[Herron’s spelling] as far north as the Yukon. Cranberries,
huckleberries, red raspberries, currents, and moss berries
grow wild. An edible root called 'tray-lah,' and an edible
stalk called 'gaess' by the Indians, grow wild.
O liver cultivates alfalfa, chick weed, lamb’s quarters and pigweed in a
garden that Jill Hannan teasingly describes as "self-starting." When she and
Dennis were ready to leave Deadfish Lake for a season so the boys could
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attend school, she asked Oliver what he wanted her to bring back from
Lake Minchumina. His reply: "A chunk of earth with pineapple weed
[chamomile] growing in it."
"Nothing is conventional with Oliver," Jill says affectionately.
Oliver subsists on alfalfa sprouts, wild rabbits, mushrooms and
berries, which he eats both fresh and fermented. His constant companions
are an aged dog named Pack and an antique .30.30 rifle with a halogen
flashlight lashed to the handmade stock. When I ask him what it's for, he
answers, "I'm getting old. I'm not going to run from a bruin."
Although he covers the half mile between their cabins several times a
week, Oliver declines to take meals with the Hannans except on rare
occasions. Charles and I brought with us offerings of apples, peanuts and
chicken. Oliver refused the apples and peanuts outright and looked askance
at the chicken, which he reluctantly accepted. Later that evening, I
overheard him saying to Duane Ose over his CB, "The dogs had a real rich
supper tonight."
Back at the Hannans', I climb the ladder leading to the second story
of the shed. Out of place among the steel traps, dog harnesses and
snowshoes is a broken mandolin. I wonder if it has sentimental value, and
I resolve to ask, then forget. There are also dozens of empty beer bottles.
Dennis tells me they belonged to a settler who left. He and Jill nearly
tossed them out years ago, but Oliver intervened. "We come from a
disposable society: if it doesn't work, throw it away," Dennis says.
"Around here, you can’t do that. You have to improvise. That’s one of the
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things we learned from Oliver: if it doesn't work, fix it. If it breaks
again, it didn't work anyway."
*

*

*

Dennis Hannan serves us cream soda in the beer bottles that Oliver
persuaded him to keep. It tastes sweet and flat. Dennis wrinkles his nose
and holds his bottle up to the light. "We're big enough to admit failure,"
he says. On re-reading the recipe, Jill realizes they added three times the
correct amount of yeast. She and Dennis exchange terse words over
whether the instructions call for teaspoons or tablespoons. Six of us have
been jam-packed for three days in a space the size of my mother's kitchen,
and this is the closest anyone has come to quarreling. I'm astonished how
some people get along better in real life than in novels. Into a five-gallon
bucket on the floor, Jill stirs yeast, water and strawberry flavoring for a
fresh batch of soda. She looks up, swiping a stray strand of hair out of her
eyes with the back of one hand, "We're so decadent."
When I was growing up, winter was the season when, like Dennis,
my father was gone for months at a time, running Cat trains across the
Arctic. At home alone with our mother, we kids ate a lot of TV dinners,
as well as macaroni and cheese with hot dogs. "Sometimes," Jill confides,
"when Dennis is gone, we have peanut butter balls for dinner." She makes
them with oats, powdered milk, peanut butter, molasses, and whatever else
is on hand: coconut flakes, raisins, nuts or chocolate chips.
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I leaf through the Lehmann's catalogue that supplied the cream soda
ingredients and bottle caps. Published in Ohio, it caters to the Amish who
live by choice without electricity or running water. The catalog sells
Amish clothing as well as lanterns, tools, household gadgets, and utility
wagons. Jill flips to the page with a yogurt maker. She says she wants to
buy it, but, at $29.95, she can't afford it right now.
Winter is a season of few frivolities. One year, it snowed for seven
straight days, from Christmas Eve until New Year's. Under a clearing sky,
Dennis strapped on snowshoes and broke a trail to the lake. Shaun and
Stormy struggled along behind him. For reasons not entirely clear to any
of them, they waited, watching the sky. After a couple of hours, an
airplane crested the ridge and circled. As it alighted on the frozen surface
of the lake, Santa Claus bounded out. There was a turkey with all the
trimmings for a holiday dinner and presents for everyone in the family. In
subsequent years, Santas came and went, dispatched and paid for by the
Kiwanis Club or the oil companies, but none ever matched the magic of
that first Christmas, seven days late. In a column he wrote afterward for
Alaska magazine, Dennis joked about the struggle to stuff a twenty-pound
turkey into a five-gallon stovepipe oven. Santa took note: next year's bird
was smaller.
*

*

*

Janice has whelped eight puppies by ten in the evening, the hour
when Jill draws shut the curtain offsetting her bedroom from the rest of
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the house. She lies down with her clothes on. I zip m yself into a sleeping
bag on the floor, meaning to rise with her, but the last sound I hear is the
clock striking eleven. The next morning, Jill recounts how she got up
every fifteen m inutes until midnight, then every half hour, then every
couple of hours. Puppy number nine was already dead when Jill found it
lying apart from Janice and the mass of puppies squirming against her
belly. Jill says its snout was not purple, which suggests to her it died of a
cause other than suffocation. Perhaps it was stillborn, or maybe Janice
tugged too hard on the umbilical cord and ruptured something internally.
The tenth puppy appeared around 3:30 a.m. After waiting for a while to
be certain there were no more, Jill gave Janice a shot o f a contractioninducing drug to expel the placenta. Shortly after four, she finally shed
her clothes and climbed into bed, only to rise with her household three
hours later.
*

*

*

Shaun Hannan has no memory of living anywhere but Deadfish Lake.
Stormy was bom a year after his parents moved here. Jill flew into
Fairbanks a few weeks before her due date so she could give birth to him
in the hospital. On a daily basis, the Hannans accept a level of risk that few
people in the city would be willing to contemplate. Unacceptable to them,
however, is the risk attendant on birthing a child in the wilderness.
W hen Charles and I met Shaun and Stormy for the first time, they
behaved like boys anywhere, playing cowboys and Indians in their fort,
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running Tonka trucks in their dirt pit, or building forts out o f Lincoln
Logs on the bedroom floor. If anything, they seemed mature beyond their
years. Away from the hierarchical society that serves itself by separating
children from adults, age signifies little. None of the Hannans are in the
habit of taking themselves overly seriously. Shaun and Stormy tease their
mother for falling asleep in the middle of reading a bedtime story about
miners, trappers or backwoodsmen. Dennis and Jill treat their sons like
adults, rarely reminding them to put on mittens or shut the door behind
them. Sometimes, the parents act like children, tussling outdoors with
snowballs or a N erf football. "The Hannan boys are forest-wise, not street
wise," Rena Ose once remarked. "Of course, the first thing they want
when they hit town is McDonald's."
Two weeks before Christmas, Charles and I met Jill and the boys for
lunch at Pizza Hut in Fairbanks. It was the first time the boys had been to
town in two years, and the shock to their immune systems had given them
both runny noses, upset stomachs and vomiting. Jill fussed over them; they
cleaved to her. "I think it's important for them to leam to operate in town,
to cross streets and stuff like that," Jill once told us, "but I think it's more
important for them to read and write and do arithmetic than to know their
way around the city."
Earlier in the day, Jill had camped herself outside a supermarket
with a box o f eight puppies. The Hannans couldn't afford to feed all of
Janice's puppies, and only one had exhibited early promise as a lead dog.
In Alaska, it is not uncommon for dog mushers to slaughter unwanted
puppies and, although the practice is frowned on, no one would know if the
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Hannans did away with theirs. They would know, however, and their sense
of decency runs deep. With Christmas coming, Jill's timing at the
supermarket was perfect. One at a time, each of the puppies departed a
new home in the arms of a delighted stranger.
Jill chattered more than usual during lunch. It struck me that our
customary roles were reversed: she was the guest, Charles and I the hosts.
In the buffet line, Jill admonished Shaun and Stormy not to take more than
they could eat. They seemed subdued, younger than I remembered. As
soon as they cleared their plates, they asked to be excused. They were
drawn into the magentic field of the video games. Charles and I tried to
slip them quarters, but Jill cut us off, saying, "It doesn't matter to them
whether the machine's off or on." Her voice was edgy. Looking back on
that day, I think it was the city, not us, that threatened Jill's authority as a
parent, causing her to react with uncharacteristic firmness. The city's
posted and unposted signs governing human behavior, its unchecked
commercialism and slavish devotion to the gods of popular culture, loaded
our gestures in new and complicated ways. In Fairbanks, a quarter for a
video game can be a scary thing.
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V. Noble Anarchs
(Deadfish Lake)

in spring 1984, a drifter named Michael Alan Silka drove due west
from Fairbanks until the road ended, then he parked his truck, laden with a
canoe, beside the frozen Tanana River. While he waited for the ice to
break up, he told residents of the nearby community of Manley that he
intended to paddle along the river system to the place where the
government was giving away land, around Minchumina. The only opening
he could have been describing was the 30,000-acre Lake Minchumina
settlement area. That same spring, a young couple by the name of Hannan
flew into the area to make a home for themselves and their one-year-old
son. In March 1984, the Hannans and Michael Silka were on courses that
showed every sign of converging.
If the ice on the Tanana River had melted earlier than it did, Silka
might have made his way to Deadfish Lake. But spring dawdled, and Silka
grew restive. One morning, for no decipherable reason, he shot six people
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and dumped their bodies into the river. Among the dead were a pregnant
woman, her husband, their two-year-old daughter, and a m an who owned a
homesite upriver from where Silka was camped. State troopers hunted
down the killer by helicopter, and Silka picked off one o f them before
turning his gun on himself.
A decade has passed since the Manley murders, but if you were to
stand in front of the Fairbanks post office and poll people as they w ent in,
nine out of ten would probably connect Silka's name with carnage. A
couple of years ago, a Manley resident wrote to the editor o f the Fairbanks
Daily News-M iner to protest proposed ’•oad improvements in his area: "It
is a fact that many of the problems the Manley area has experienced have
been in part a result of the road in this area." Among the problem s he
listed were "Mentally ill also lurking in the shadows." He m entioned Silka
by name but did not elaborate: none was needed in the case o f a man
whose deeds are writ large in the tenacious memory of Alaskans.
Almost a year to the day before the Silka murders, a California
drifter named Louis Hastings flew into the mining ghost tow n of
McCarthy. Situated on the southern perimeter of the W rangell-Saint Elias
National Park, McCarthy lies on the other side of the m ountains from
Slana. One morning, as inexplicably as Silka after him, Hastings stalked
and killed six people and wounded two. With his sem i-autom atic rifle, he
single-handedly eliminated one-quarter of McCarthy’s population.
Afterward, one o f the grief-stricken survivors told a reporter: "A nobody
came in here and wiped out one of the few self-sufficient com m unities in
Alaska."
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"Why are murderers so much remembered?" Rudy Wiebe poses this
question in an essay about "The Mad Trapper" Albert Johnson who gunned
down two Canadian mounties on Christmas Day in 1931. Other trappers
had complained about Johnson's erratic behavior, and the mounties had
gone to his cabin to investigate. Johnson answered their knock with a
shotgun blast through the wooden door.
The simple answer to Wiebe's question is that we remember
murderers because of the "w hat-if' factor, as in, "What if the pregnant
woman beside the Tanana River that spring morning had been me?" There
is a more haunting question, however, and it is, "Why are murderers so
much remembered while the names of their victims are forgotten?"
The killer on the border of the wilderness resonates with our
romantic imagination: witness the larger-than-life figures of Jesse James,
Butch Cassidy and even Albert Johnson. Historian Roderick Nash writes of
the subtle terrors of the forest, among them the opportunity for "men to
behave in a savage or bestial manner. Morality and social order seemed to
stop at the edge of the clearing." Another scholar of the American
frontier, Henry Nash Smith, writes that the Wild West spawned heroes who
were "noble anarchs owning no master, free denizens of a limitless
wilderness." It is one thing for scholars to reflect, in the relative safety of
the university library, on the myths that spring up around murderers; it is
another to be stalked through the woods by a madman with a semi
automatic. There's a fine line between a hermit and a loner, a drifter and
an outcast, a misogynist and a sociopath. W hat do you do in a place like
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McCarthy, Alaska, when you realize your neighbor has just crossed the
line?
Perhaps what drives men to murder (and they are, by and large,
men) is not the retreat into wilderness but the unabated contact with
civilization. Some people need solitude in the way that others crave
company. Rudy Wiebe, in his essay on the Mad Trapper, quotes a
sagacious but disembodied voice rising over the din of a community
meeting, saying:
Men go crazy you know. I've seen men, anybody here has
seen men go really crazy. You can't help that and you should
just get out of the way, leave them alone, they'll be OK, just
leave them alone. Why do you have to bother a man when he
goes really crazy, eh?
For hundreds of years before white people introduced their courts
and jails to the North, Natives practiced quiet tolerance or avoidance
toward those who displayed strange or anti-social behavior. According to
anthropologist Hugh Brody, they were willing, up to a point, to leave a
man alone when he went crazy. However, if he threatened violence, justice
came swiftly and unequivocally, and he was killed. For better or worse,
this form of vigilante justice is no longer legal anywhere, including Alaska,
in the late twentieth century.
Four out of five of the Minchumina-area settlers failed to "prove
up," an expression referring to the federal guidelines for gaining title to
their land. The statistic seems to suggest there's something flawed about
the rules to a game so few people win. Superficially, the requirements of
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the homesite program seemed simple enough, yet derelict cabins
everywhere testify to their obduracy. The re-opening of the frontier in the
early '80s drew hordes of youthful, intelligent, energetic Americans who
cut their wisdom teeth on Walden. To them, a cabin in the wilderness
symbolized the fulfillment of a dream. Dennis and Jill Hannan belong to
this group, intellectual heirs to the forgotten frontiersmen of a century ago
who were not murderers but community-builders. The mystery o f how
they succeeded where so many before them failed is as profound as the
bond between humans and nature.
Isolation is a two-sided coin, and the flip side of freedom is danger.
Only in recent years have the Hannans let down their guard at Deadfish
Lake. As Dennis says, "You're as vulnerable as heck out here." In the
early years, the settlement area attracted its share of anti-social types,
drifters and end-of-the-roaders who wanted to escape from the pressures of
society. They failed to recognize that they were merely trading one kind
of pressure for another. In Dennis' opinion, their only virtue was the haste
with which they moved along in search of easier marks. He says, "They
were predators, and there weren't enough people out here to prey on."
One hundred yards from the shoreline of a nearby lake sits a
miniature cabin with a moss roof and a door rotting off its hinges. I've
seen it only once, on a trip with Charles and Boyce Bush of the BLM. I'm
average height for a woman—five foot six -b u t I had to duck under the low
portal. Boyce, who is at least six feet tall, declined to enter. The builder
was a settler whose given name has long been forgotten, though everyone
called him "The Frenchman." He constructed a second, interior wall,
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insulating the cavity with moss. W hat the second wall added in efficiency it
subtracted in space. When I stood in the center o f the floor with my arms
outstretched to either side, I could touch opposing walls with the tips of my
fingers. The only furniture was a bunk and a table. Living here, I
imagined, would be the closest a person could com e to hibernating.
Highly regarded for his kindness and com petence by the first wave of
settlers in the 1980s, the Frenchman one day packed up and departed
without explanation. Thereafter, his cabin was colonized by a succession of
freeloaders. As the three o f us left, Boyce ran his fingers over bullet holes
in the cabin’s exterior. How they got there is a story I've pieced together
from several not entirely consistent accounts. I believe this version is
somewhat close to the truth:
Shortly after the Hannans settled at Deadfish Lake, a pair o f self
styled commandos showed up. One of them—the Hannans call him
"Rambo"—dominated the other. Dennis and Jill got the impression the men
had been misled by a third party into believing that a cabin awaited them at
Deadfish Lake, a well-provisioned place where they could stay until they
got their heads back on straight. In fact, the cabin was a ramshackle affair
on which no one had proved up. Abetted by his buddy, Rambo broke into
cabins and looted them of liquor and guns. W ith w inter com ing on, the
men hunted for a weatherproof place to stay, occupying for a time the
Frenchman's deserted cabin. It wasn't long before their friendship began
to unravel under the strain of co-existing like twin fetuses in a womb.
Inevitably, they had a serious falling out. After the fight, Rambo
mistakenly assumed his ex-buddy had left the lake when, in fact, the man
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was m erely squatting in another empty cabin. One day, the form er friend
stalked up to the Frenchman's cabin at a time when he was certain Rambo
would be there, and he shot it full of holes.
From two m iles away, the Hannans heard gunshots. So did Rambo,
from wherever he was, which wasn't at home. W ithin minutes he stalked
into the Hannans' cabin, murder in his eyes, accusing them of trying to kill
him. A hugely menacing presence, he glowered. Jill offered him a chair.
Dennis explained that neither he nor his wife had fired a rifle in months.
Rambo, still certain that his friend had left the lake, remained unconvinced.
At the time, Shaun was eighteen months old and Stormy six months.
Gizmos entranced the baby. Oblivious to the tension in the room, Stormy
crawled into Rambo's lap and began fiddling with his diver's watch.
Through clenched teeth, Rambo rasped, "G e t. . . this . . . kid . . . away . . .
fro m . . . me."
Gladly, Jill thought, snatching her son.
For weeks afterward, fear twisted her intestines whenever a member
of the family set foot outside the cabin, either to feed the dogs or use the
outhouse. In her nightmares, she saw Rambo lying in wait on the other
side of the door, pinning her family in a rifle's crosshairs. Never in her
life had she felt so helpless. Finally, the ordeal ended when a neighbor--a
settler who has since left Deadfish L ake-flew both Rambo and his pal back
to Fairbanks in his airplane, free of charge, just to rid the lake of their
pestilential presence. Del Judd, the settler who airlifted them out, owned
one of the cabins they had burglarized.
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Gone forever, the troubled and violent men cast a long shadow over
the settlers at Deadfish Lake, embodying everything the Hannans had
wished to leave behind. The pair taught the settlers something about the
ineradicability of character, the futility of trying to make a fresh start in
the wilderness when you can never leave your true self behind. There is a
romantic myth that contact with nature brings out the best in humans. The
myth of natural man suggests that our best selves emerge against the
backdrop of wilderness. On the subject of wilderness and the American
mind, Roderick Nash writes that the woods "promoted frankness. There a
person could see himself for what he was rather than what he was supposed
to be." There is virtue in frankness but also in restraint. One of the tenets
of democracy is that freedom is possible only within the boundaries of a
social compact. Absent such institutions as a school, post office, church or
bar, the tiny community centered around Deadfish Lake operates on the
basis of an unwritten code of courtesy and respect.
Among the photographs dating back to the Hannans' early years at
Deadfish Lake is an image of another settler, a mild-looking man with a
receding hairline, kneeling to stroke a dog. Around dogs and children,
John Connor showed a friendly, laid-back side of his nature. But something
crucial was missing from his psychological make-up. "He wasn't a
malicious or evil man," Jill says. "He was just one who had no idea how to
behave or any sense of common courtesy or decency."
Connor borrowed tools without asking; when they broke, he hid
them. One spring, he holed up in a trapping cabin that didn't belong to
him, for no better reason than because it was more comfortable than the
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eight-by-eight structure he'd built for himself. He survived thanks to Bush
hospitality, which entails leaving food and firewood in vacant cabins for
strangers to use in an emergency. When Dennis and Jill discovered Connor
living in the cabin, they admonished him to clean up and to replenish the
wood pile before he left. The next time they stopped by, there was no sign
o f Connor, but the place looked as though it had been ransacked by a black
bear. The moldy remains of pancakes and syrup crusted every dish and
utensil, and the firewood was gone. For the next eight hours, Dennis
chopped wood while Jill hauled water, heated it, then scrubbed dishes on the
floor beside a galvanized washtub, the only container large for all of the
dirty dishes.
*

*

*

Charles and I are sipping steaming mugs of tea with Dennis and Jill
when we look up and glimpse a dog going by the window. It's a
prematurely gray August afternoon, and we just flew in with Boyce Bush
and a pilot chartered by the BLM. Because the Hannans' cabin is buried
like a daylight basement, the window peers out at ground level. The dog
trots by, slinging water bottles in saddle bags. A pair of black galoshes
follow in measured paces.
"That's Oliver," Jill says. "He probably didn't hear your plane.
He'll stop by after he sees it."
Ten minutes later, Oliver Cameron raps once on the door then
nudges it open. "Bush." He nods in Boyce's direction. The Hannans’ only
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neighbor is nearly six feet tall but stooped, with a white beard, clean upper
lip, wire-rimmed glasses and a broad-brimmed hat. He could easily be
mistaken for an Amish elder. While Jill introduces him to us, he studies
our faces with a frankness that, under any other circumstances, would have
seemed rude.
"These people are here to write an article about us, Oliver," Jill
shouts.
"Huh?"
"THESE PEOPLE ARE HERE TO WRITE AN ARTICLE ABOUT
US, OLIVER. THEY’D LIKE TO ASK US SOME QUESTIONS."
"I guess that would be OK, as long as they didn't ask anything
personal."
We promised, and Oliver invited us to visit his cabin. The only
place to sit is the bed, an ascetic cot covered by a sleeping bag. I can tell
by the dimple in the pillow that Oliver sleeps with his head in exactly the
same spot every night.
He is a hermit philosopher, a writer whose desire for solitude is
tempered by the urge to share his ideas with others. "We're basically
social beings," he says. "Writing is my way of communicating." He loads
me up with carbon copies of letters he's written to friends and family, as
well as a clothbound edition of Thoughts Bom of Turm oil, a 240-page
tome he published himself.
In his writing, Oliver grazes freely among Thoreau, the Bible, IChing, and his own past. "If I like something, I borrow it," he says. A
passage from one letter lays bare a childhood among a large farming
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family during the Depression: "If the chickens didn't get fed there were no
eggs, and the cow dried up if it wasn't milked at the regular time. If the
garden didn't produce, we'd have slim pickins for sure as there w asn't any
way to get money to buy all we needed." Oliver's parents were
unassum ing but scrupulous. "We had no TV or stereo," he writes, "but we
w eren't bored and there was meaning in what we did."
The first time Oliver offered me his book, I stretched out my hand
to receive it, but he drew it back suddenly. "Are you a Christian?" he
asked neutrally. It was a tough question to which I sensed there was only
one acceptable answer. I had no clue what that was, so I hedged. "I was
raised an Episcopalian, but I don't go to church regularly anymore." He
nodded. "Good. Because a strict Christian is likely to find w hat I have to
say offensive."
Thoughts Bom of Turmoil is a close reading of and impassioned
response to scripture. Of the Garden of Eden and hum ankind's subsequent
fall from grace, Oliver writes: "The idea that all the wrongdoing and
consequent suffering of mankind is due to a wrong choice made by the first
man makes me angry." Elsewhere, on the subject of com munity, he writes:
"Regardless o f our mental capability or cultural background, sane people
all have this awareness of how we want to be treated as a basis to go by in
our relationship with others." The key word here is "sane." Perhaps the
best definition of sanity, as well as community, is to treat everyone else the
way you yourself wish to be treated.
O liver is a religious wildcatter who hammers and kneads the tenets
of Christianity in perpetual pursuit of faith to live by. He feels called not
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to proselytize but to converse. Nearing the end of his life, he has achieved
a rare coherence between belief and action. Oliver lives by what he
describes as a "law of love." It has three basic tenets:
1) To be considerate of other peoples' feelings and needs.
2) To not use more than my share of the world's resources.
3) To use the possibilities available to me to become an
individual who is capable of appreciating what is good and
worthy of the trust and appreciation o f others, including
the one who made my existence possible.
A long time ago, near the village of Ambler, Oliver frostbit his
lungs while caribou hunting in sub-30-below temperatures. Doctors
treated him with steroids, he says, and his health has degenerated ever
since. As frail as he looks, it seems a miracle he's survived as long as he
has. "I'm not old," he tells me. "I just haven't taken as good care of the
machinery as I should have, and some of it’s starting to wear out."
The first time I spoke with Boyce Bush, in the Fairbanks office of
the BLM, he said: "One thing you think about is that you might go out
there [to Deadfish Lake] sometime and find someone dead in their cabin.
W hen I first met Oliver, I thought he was going to be the one."
Dennis and Jill worry about him, too. To them, he's conveyed his
desire to be buried at Deadfish Lake. It may be, however, that his body
will have to be flown to Fairbanks before an official death certificate can
be issued; in that case, he prefers cremation.
I ask Oliver what, if anything, he fears. "I can’t imagine anything
happening to me here that hasn’t happened to me already," he replies.
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Oliver first showed up at Deadfish Lake one fall day in 1984 with an
amphibious contraption of his own invention. Freeze-up was imminent, so
he decided to lay over that winter, refining his vehicle for travel on land
and water. In the spring he would float the north fork of the Kuskokwim
River until he found a more inviting patch of land to cultivate. But April
arrived, then May and June, and still Oliver lingered. By then, of the
original settlers at Deadfish Lake, only he and the Hannans remained.
Geography defines the relationship between the Hannans and Oliver,
neighbors in the wilderness for more than a decade. Under different
circumstances, I doubt they would be friends. Neither Dennis nor Jill has
read Oliver's book, for instance. The Lilliputian size of his cabin
discourages social calls, as does Oliver's relative deafness. Yet the Hannans
and Oliver have reached the kind of accommodation one often sees between
siblings: less intense but more enduring than mere friendship. At least
once a day, Oliver covers the half-mile of ground between the two cabins,
rifle in hand, dogs at his side. He chains the dogs to a tree, knocks on the
door, then walks in without waiting for an invitation (which he wouldn't be
able to hear anyway). After stretching his legs in companionable silence,
he might leave after a few minutes without saying more than three words.
Once, I asked Jill what she and Dennis would do if Oliver failed to show up
for several days running. How long would they wait before checking on
him? "Oh, three or four days," she answered.
The dominant image that emerges from Oliver's writings is of a man
at peace with his mortality. I sense less clearly how he would cope with a
debilitating stroke or disease that might confine him to a nursing home.
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W hen I picture Oliver in an institution, waiting for death, his neighbors'
resolve to wait several days before inquiring after him seems more
compassionate than not.
*

*

*

When they are home, Duane and Rena Ose fly an American flag at
the end of a dock protruding into Frenchman Lake. Their place is at the
end of a three-and-a-half mile climb from the Frenchman's cabin.
Seeing the flag, Boyce signals the pilot to land. The four of us—
Charles and I, Boyce and the pilot—disembark and set off hiking. Less than
halfway to the top, we hear the buzz of a four-wheeler. When it rounds
the bend, Duane is driving, and Rena is snugged up against his back with
arms clasped around his waist. They act pleased but unsurprised to see us.
As soon as we left Deadfish Lake, Jill Hannan probably hailed them on the
CB.
Duane Ose wears a hard hat. The left side of his face is a taut, shiny
landscape of hillocks and barbed-wire fences. A blue marble eye stares
from a socket of yellow crust. When Duane grins, only half of his mouth
moves. From time to time, he yanks a filthy bandanna from his back
pocket and wipes ooze from his defunct eye socket.
Rena's lilting accent seems somehow at odds with her lumberjack
build and cropped, unfeminine hair. She insists on giving up her seat, so I
climb on the four-wheeler behind Duane. "Hang on tight," he commands,
"the trail gets rough up ahead." Following Rena's example, I wrap my
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arms all the way around him. My entire body is pressed up against the
back o f a stranger, an unfamiliar form of intimacy that renders me
speechless. Parts of the trail are so steep I feel as though the front wheels
m ight rear up and flip the four-wheeler. I want to hear the story of
Duane's face but don't know how to ask. As it turns out, he's happy to do
all the talking. He and his first wife drank and fought, he says. One night,
she pointed a shotgun point-blank at him and fired. N ot long after the
divorce, Duane and his son walked from Lake M inchum ina to this
mountain, which he calls Ose Mountain, and staked five acres. "It m ust be
my Norwegian blood that wants to be up high," he says.
A new girlfriend helped Duane build a cabin on his land. It was
during this interlude of happiness that he and the Hannans becam e friends,
even though eight miles, a mountain and a lake separated their homesites.
Dennis and Jill keep a photograph of the old Duane, wearing a raccoon hat
and Davy Crockett coat. In the unfolding drama o f w ilderness life, he
chose the role of Mountain Man. Ten years later, trace am ounts o f
machismo remain but the costume is gone.
The cabin on Ose Mountain was barely framed in when Duane's
girlfriend, Carol, discovered she had cancer. A fter h er death, four years
passed before Duane could bear to return to the mountain and the
memories of Carol that it held. When he came back, it was to start a new
life here with Rena.
I ask Duane if they have children, and he ticks off their names:
Bear, Boo-Boo, Fuzzy, Wink, Babe and Chena—four bears, one squirrel
and a dog. After swearing that Bear, Boo-Boo, Fuzzy and W ink are tame
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enough to eat out of my hand, Duane drops me off outside the cabin then
speeds off on the four-wheeler to pick up the stragglers. Twisting the
throttle, he shouts over his shoulder: "Living up here ain't for sissies!"
The Oses occupy a log cabin slightly smaller than the Hannans' while
they construct their dream house nearby, a 2,000-square-foot structure
with picture windows framing Mount McKinley. They have lofty
ambitions to build an airstrip on the mountain so they won't have to haul
supplies three miles from the lake. With their well, generator, satellite
dish, chain saws and four-wheelers, the Oses rely on technology nearly as
m uch as city residents. Unlike the Hannans, they do not relish living close
to the bone. They value comfort and privacy. Duane tells me: "You could
set off a Howitzer here and no one would hear." And, I think to myself, a
man with a stoved-in face can escape the weight o f strangers' stares.
When the rest of the party shows up, Rena invites us inside for
blueberry pie and tea. The cabin is shipshape, with chairs for everyone, a
checkered tablecloth and TV. The pie is delicious, with a flaky cmst and
fresh-picked berries. Earlier today, Jill had remarked on Rena's cooking.
She'd also told me about the time the Oses called on the CB to say a friend
had just flown in with watermelon and com on the cob, and why didn't
they come on up for a cook-out? Why not? Jill replied. In the closest
thing to a neighborhood barbecue they've experienced, the Hannans walked
and paddled eight miles each way just to savor a meal of fresh fruit,
vegetables and Rena's cooking.
Five hundred feet below the Oses' cabin, a spring gurgles out from a
crack between two rocks. Duane demonstrates how he selected the site
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upstream for a well by water witching. Skeptical, Charles tries the
witching rods—a pair of modified coat hangars—himself. Sure enough,
they tug him toward the underground stream and, just as Charles crosses it,
the rods cross, seemingly of their own volition. "Try it again with your
eyes closed," I tell him. The same thing happens. Duane says the wires
work on humans, too. At his urging and against my better judgment,
Charles paces toward me with the wires outstretched like spears. A
centimeter shy of impaling my liver, they split, passing on either side of
my body. "They'll never touch human flesh," Duane promises. W ater
witching conjures images in my mind of teen-age slumber parties, with
experiments in levitation and Ouija. Was it our overheated imaginations,
or did Sonja Rosenberg's body really float beneath our fingertips?
On the way back to the cabin, Rena confides that the forest is
enchanted. Sometimes, she says, she hears voices when no one is around.
The voices don't frighten her, as they would me. When Duane is away
from the cabin, Babe, the pet squirrel, chatters to Rena like a gossipy
neighbor. "If you're asleep at seven a.m.," Rena says, "he's out there yakyak-yakking." One time she set out a pancake for him, but gray jays
snatched it away. "If a squirrel could swear, he'd have been cussing them
up and down then!"
*

*

*

Several seasons intervene between Charles's and my visits to the
Hannans. On our return to Deadfish Lake, the first storm of winter settles
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over everything like a draught-filled house. It's a northeaster with a door
and window; we enter through one and hope to leave via the other. Over
the course of the weekend, we resign ourselves to not visiting the Oses.
Journeying to Frenchman Lake in this weather would be foolhardy.
At nine in the evening, the Minchumina settlers tune their CB radios
to the same frequency. These nightly three-way conversations are like
slow, careful stitches in a communal quilt. No topic is too mundane.
Tonight, when Jill remembers to switch on the radio, it's a few minutes
past nine. -Oliver and Duane are already chatting like next-door neighbors
leaning on their rakes. These two strike me as the unlikeliest of friends,
the one so ingrown and the other so gregarious.
"We've got two-and-a-half inches of snow here and low clouds,"
Duane is saying.
"This morning there was hardly any wind. But now it’s swatting the
trees around pretty good," Oliver replies.
Duane: "It's fairly calm here, but that can always change, I guess.
Anyway, it was a good day to spend a little bit of time o u tsid e.. . . I think
the potato crop should hold us through the winter. We got a stack of
cabbage back there, lettuce and carrots, too. Next year'll be better even."
Oliver: "What was I going to ask you now? Oh, did you put
sawdust on your garden?"
Duane: "Yeah, I'm going to. I've got it stacked up, and I've got a
couple of loads of ashes, too, ready to mix in there."
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Oliver: "I looked at a book I have here a few days ago, and they
didn't say anything about mixing ashes in the soil, but they did mention
using them as a mulch."
Duane: "How about your onions. They ever come up?"
Oliver: "I didn't plant them. It was getting so late and so cool by
the time I got the garden ready that I figured it better wait until ju st before
freeze-up. Then I'll plant them, and they won't be tem pted to sprout
before spring."
Duane: "Our onions are up about seven inches already."
Oliver: "It's supposed to be rainy and not so much snow. But
whenever it does clear up we're likely to get some frost."
Duane: "Yep, I suppose. Hope it don't go for a while yet. Hope we
have a normal season this year."
Oliver: "Well, we'll see, I guess. Just play it by ear. W ell, I can't
think of anything else."
Oliver and Duane disagree fundamentally about the meaning of
stewardship toward the land, yet they tend to their relationship as
meticulously as to their onions. This is, for me, the definition of decency.
Missing from the two men's conversation is any real source of tension or
epiphany more significant than a minor difference o f opinion about the
ideal form of mulch. There is no story in the way that communities of
whatever size negotiate a balance between constructive and destructive
forces, between the demands of the individual versus needs of the
collective, between the choice to plant onions in the summ er versus to
choice to hold off until fall.
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In a brilliant and broad-ranging essay on King Lear as well as
negative findings in scientific studies, Stephen Jay Gould asks:
How can we interest ourselves in the ordinary and the
quotidian? Shall we not find fascination in the earth's daily
doings? And how can we hope to understand the rarer
moments that manufacture history's pageant if we do not
recognize and revel in the pervasive substrate?
These are the questions that engage, even exhort, documentary journalists.
Instead of plotting a path from peak to trough, we take the measure of
hum an existence from what Gould describes as the "pervasive substrate."
Loathe to interrupt Oliver and Duane, Jill reaches slowly for the
microphone and fiddles for a few seconds with the volume. She moves as
deliberately as if she and Duane and Oliver were ambling toward a three
way intersection in the woods.
"Hello, Duane," she says.
"Surprise! You turned the 'On' button on!"
Jill: "Yeah, just a few minutes ago. We wanted to say hello, and
Jennifer wanted to chat at you for a minute. Our big news today is Janice
is having puppies. . . . Anyways, she's got six so far, and she's still pretty
busy. I'd be pretty happy if she quit right about now."
Duane: "Yeah, I know the feeling. W hat do you think is going to
come? W hat's the signs?"
Jill: "Well, we've had guesses anywhere from twelve to twenty.
[Giggles] Anyway, she's pretty big. Maybe she's [got] lots of fluid, and
she's just going to have maybe ten."
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Duane: "Put your bets down there, people. It's not too late yet."
Jill: "Well, what's your guess, Oliver?"
Oliver: "I'm a dam poor judge of something like that, but I'd guess
eight."
Jill: "Oh, I hope you're the winner!"
Duane: "Twelve comes to mind."
Jill passes the microphone to me.
"Hey, Duane. It's Jennifer."
"Hello. How are you doing? And how's the little one? How old are
we now?"
Me: "She just celebrated her first birthday, and she's pushing 30
pounds. Hey, we have a whole bunch of Granny Smith apples for you
here. I guess if you win the dog lottery, you get them."
Duane: "I wonder if I should I hope I do, or not."
Me: "How's Rena?"
Duane: "She's doing just fine. She just went out for three weeks,
working as a cook on the barges. Boy, I sure do appreciate a good cook
around here."
The next morning is Sunday. Jack Hayden's Cessna buzzes over the
ridge between Deadfish Lake and Lake Minchumina. The 206 is heavily
laden with hundreds of pounds of dog food the Hannans need to get
through the fall. Jack also delivers a pumpkin from a friend's garden at
Minchumina and a bundle of mail from Dennis and Jill's post office box.
Not for the first time, I'm struck by the magnitude of kindnesses among
friends here. As Charles and I say our good-byes, Oliver and Jill give us
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five bags of cranberries in one-gallon plastic bags. W e'll freeze them until
Christmas, then take them out for breads, liqueurs and popcorn garlands.
Interpreting Ezra Pound's translation of an archaic Chinese text, Guy
Davenport writes that "poetry is a voice out of nature which must be
rendered humanly intelligible so that people can know how to live." The
pioneers who traveled west a century ago left the homes of their youth,
generations of friends and family, for something utterly unknown. In
previous centuries, forging a new community among people bound less by
kinship or custom than by a common dream was a radical act of courage.
Americans now change their hometowns almost as casually as they change
their hairstyles. The ties that bind us are less a sense o f shared history,
religion or goals, and more a serendipitous blend of timing, happenstance
and temperament. Communities continue to be forged in the crucible of
character and place: the essential question of how one ought to live, if not
in solitude, stays the same.
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VI. The Little of the Righteous
(Slana)

Around midnight, Don and Wanda Craig awakened to the sound of a
neighbor careening on a four-wheeler past their cabin in Slana, shouting,
"The church is on fire!" The Craigs fumbled into their clothes and ran
outside. By then, smoke was tarnishing the silver sky. A third of a mile
away, at the church, volunteers swung sloshing buckets of creek water
from hand to hand, but flames taunted them through red-stained glass. In
the smoky midsummer twilight, it soon became apparent that nothing could
stop the church from burning to the ground. The bucket brigade turned its
attention to a stand of tinderbox spruce. By the time the first fire engine
plowed its way over fifty miles of highway between Slana and Glennallen,
a stray spark could have ignited a forest fire and burned down half a dozen
homes.
Five years later, the bones of the old church lie buried beneath the
scaffolding of the new. Wanda Craig has campaigned tirelessly for money
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to rebuild. W hen I ask when the new church will be finished, W anda
shrugs. Come summer, the young m en who make up the bulk of her
volunteer w ork force migrate to the cities to find paying work as
fishermen or carpenters. Less fortunate ones end up canning fish for the
minimum wage. "The ones that really could help is gone working," W anda
says. An outstanding bill at the Glennallen lumber store m ust be paid
before fall, when the men return. If not, the store will not advance credit
for sheet rock and insulation.
"Out here, where do you get the money to build a church?" W anda
asks. It is a rhetorical question from someone who has, in fact, cobbled
together four walls from the proceeds of bake sales and offering plates.
"Out here" is a verbal sweep of the arm that conveys a great deal: out
here, for instance, there is no economic base. A handful o f people work at
the post office, the school, the store or Duffy's roadhouse. A few
entrepreneurs run guiding outfits or wilderness lodges. But the majority
o f residents are under-employed and under-advantaged. Even if this were
not the case, the m ost homogeneous communities rarely throw their weight
behind a single cause, such as worshipping God under a single roof.
It is Sunday morning, and Charles and I are the way to the Craigs'
house for church. We left Fairbanks early today, in tim e for a cup of
coffee at Duffy's Tavern before the service begins at one. W e always stop
at Duffy's w hen we visit Slana. It's a low-slung rectangle o f a building,
slumping tow ard the center like an under-baked birthday cake and frosted
with shaling yellow and brown paint. During the sum m er, construction
workers shoring up stretches of the permafrost-plagued Tok Cut-off
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occupy guest cabins ranging alongside the roadhouse. Duffy's draws a few
tourists during the summer, but its bread-and-butter customers are the
settlers at Slana.
Once a fixture of the Alaska landscape, roadhouses such as Duffy's
are fast becoming extinct. During their heyday in the 1920s, when people
traveled between villages and camps by wagon or dog sled, roadhouses
numbered in the hundreds. Because they were spaced roughly a day's
journey apart (fifteen to twenty miles, by one account), their demise began
with the advent of roads and automobiles, as well as airplanes. Their
numbers had dwindled by the end of World W ar II, when the average
American family could afford to own a car, traveling by road was an
adventure, and frequent breaks—for burgers, coffee, toilets, or to keep the
kids from killing each other in the back seat-w ere still the rule. Now, the
majority of tourists traveling within Alaska are retirees riding on tour
buses or driving their own 40-foot recreational vehicles. Tour buses don't
usually make unscheduled stops, so they represent a windfall to the
roadhouses that attract their business. Of course, they're a blight on the
rest. As for RVs, the only time they make an unscheduled stop is when the
poodle starts to pace. Seventy years ago, roadhouse owners fed and
sheltered the dog teams of overnight guests, but not anymore. The
majority now post signs such as the one in front of Duffy's that says,
"Duffy's Is Not a Doggy Dumping Grounds."
Roadhouses that haven't burned down or gone out of business since
my childhood have changed very little in 30 years. They still serve
pancakes, weak coffee, hamburgers with limp lettuce, and pie crust with

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

158

enough Crisco to sink a super tanker. There's a pantry-sized package store
situated behind the bar and a gift shop with a padlock on the door. If
you're not particular then the restrooms are clean. The cafe has a non
smoking section, just outside the front door.
Slana splits into two communities, one to the north of Duffy's, in the
Mentasta Mountains, the other to the south, in muskeg flats. The
geography of the landscape is mirrored by a subtler geography of the
people. ElFreida Carpenter, who moved to South Slana with her parents
when she was eleven, says Slana consists of two groups: the Christians and
the partyers. Duffy's has separate entrances for the bar and the cafe,
making it something of an objective correlative to this notion of a divided
community.
Between the two outside doors, a wall-mounted pay phone is in use
almost constantly, regardless of the temperature or hour. Few people in
this area have a telephone at home. Inside Duffy's, to the rear o f the cafe,
is a NAPA auto parts store with a customer service window. In the dozen
or more times Charles and I have been to Duffy's, we've never seen anyone
working behind the window. On the way to the restroom, I pass a few
shelves of groceries, such as potato chips and Hamburger Helper. The
candy shelf contains such archaeological wonders as Giant Pixy Stix, one of
the great joys of my childhood. There's also a floor-to-ceiling community
bulletin board:
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Anyone interested in receiving licensed professional beautician
services i.e. haircuts, perms, nails etc., please sign here.
(Two signatures.)

Bring the Calvin and Hobbes Books Back!!!

State Public Assistance Applications Taken 3-8 , Mon.-Sat.
(Name and address too smudged to be legible.)

There's a spurious menu for the "Road Kill Cafe," and a sign above the
lunch counter that reads: "Sniveling Prohibited by Law, Maximum Fine
$50."
Duffy's is decorated with framed photographs of hunters posing
beside their kills. Each picture is blown up to the point of graininess. The
animals are big game: grizzlies, caribou, moose, Dali's sheep. The
hunters' hom-rimmed glasses and quilted jackets date them to the '60s or
earlier. W hat amazes me, though, is the fact that they’re all women.
By now, word has spread around Slana about who Charles and I are
and what we're doing here. Journalists aren't exactly unheard of, but
we’re still enough of an anomaly to arouse people's curiosity. As we enter
Duffy's, the primitive cafe door swings shut behind us, and the creak of
vinyl-topped diner stools marks our progress to the second-to-last booth
along the west wall. By the time we slide across the bench seats, the
customers at the lunch counter have spun their stools back around again.
Charles and I might have elected to sit in the last booth if not for the
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wooden plaque: "Mrs. Mac's social club meets here." Only an insider
could know whether it’s a joke or a warning. W e take no chances.
Like birds on a telephone wire, the regulars perch elbow-to-elbow
on stools at the lunch counter. They're drinking coffee and smoking
cigarettes, tapping ashes onto the floor. They w ear canvas w ork clothes,
flared jeans, satin baseball jackets, tractor caps, or cowboy hats with
elaborate dangles of feathers and beads. There are no tourists yet this
morning. In their brightly hued polo shirts and pressed khakis, they would
stick out like macaws among ravens. I w ouldn't describe the regulars as
hostile toward tourists, but I wouldn't recom m end com plaining about road
conditions between here and Oklahoma, either.
Charles and I both order coffee. Ignoring the packets o f .non-dairy
creamer on the table, he asks for cream. I'm startled when the waiter, a
homely boy of about fifteen, fetches him some in a cream pitcher. Duffy's
is not the sort of place where one expects to be served fresh cream. The
menu is posted on a letter board: ham burger, cheeseburger, fries, shrimp
basket, chicken basket, meat loaf, potatoes and gravy. No salad: no need
for me to feel guilty for not ordering one.
Warming my hands on the steaming mug, I take in our surroundings.
Something is different this morning. I can't put my finger on it. The air is
taut, like a thick rubber band being stretched to the breaking point. The
crowd seems relaxed yet expectant. Suddenly, a man built like a box car,
wearing a grimy T-shirt and suspenders, charges through the front door.
His face is flushed from sunburn, high blood pressure or choler—I can't
tell. He looms inside the door, filling it for a few seconds while he looks
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around. His eyes light on a man with a creased face, hunched over his
coffee mug. The big man collars the smaller one and hauls him off the
stool. "Hey," he shouts, heedless of eavesdroppers. "If you think you can
go to the boss spreading lies about me and get away with it. . . . " The
smaller man stammers, "No, I mean, I dunno . . . what're you talking
about. . . . He must have misunderstood, I was only trying to. . . . "
Accusations are followed by appeasements, like a scene from a soap opera.
Somehow, blows are headed off. Mollified, the big m an stalks out a few
minutes later. Conversations pick up where they left off, except for one
man, who stares silent and diminished into his coffee mug.
At the stroke of noon, the plywood slab that passes for a door
between cafe and bar is slid aside. This, apparently, is what everyone has
been waiting for. Moving as one, the customers at the lunch counter set
down coffee mugs, stub out cigarettes, and slide off the stools. Five
minutes later, Charles and I are the only ones left in the cafe, except for the
young waiter wiping down the counter.
*

*

*

At the turn of the century, Frederick Jackson Turner warned of the
danger inherent in
democracy bom of free land, strong in selfishness and
individualism, intolerant of administrative experience and
education, and pressing individual liberty beyond its proper
bounds.
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Since the first confirmed sighting of Saint Lawrence Island in the Bering
Strait—by the Russian ship the Gabriel in 1728—Alaska's fortunes have
developed unsteadily, along the lines of punctuated equilibrium. Each of
several rushes to plunder natural resources—first whales, then fur-bearing
mammals, gold, and most recently, oil—has been followed by an extended
period of stagnation and stasis. While there is nothing unusual about
boom-bust cycles, Alaska's roller coaster economy has instilled in the
collective psyche of its residents a remarkable willingness to stake
everything on the unknown future. Alaskans spum tradition. There is,
perhaps, no place in America where people care less where (or if) you
went to college. Energetic, individualistic, libertarian, wildly optimistic:
these are the qualities instilled by the frontier. Even today, they permeate
nearly every aspect of life in Alaska.
Slana in the 1980s was governed more by impulse than by superego.
After that, it went through a winnowing process similar to Deadfish
Lake's. Its population peaked in the mid-'80s with the first wave of
settlers, the majority of whom did not stay but only alighted for a while.
In the past ten years, Slana has matured from its infancy as a settlement
area into a full-fledged community capable of subsuming somewhat the
gut-level hatreds, slander, property disputes, transiency, and burning
resentments over such issues as public assistance and garbage disposal.
Even so, I often sense the potential for anarchy just below the surface.
Understanding Slana requires understanding what it is not. It's not
like the city, where the executive director of Friends of the Animals and
the architect of Alaska's wolf control program can air their differences in
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such stylized forums as public hearings and radio call-in programs. It's not
like Deadfish Lake, where the scattered settlers rely on one another's good
will for such basic needs as human companionship and safety. Slana is big
enough that neighbors here can go for years without laying eyes on one
another. The smallest infraction festers like a wound. As anyone who's
lived in a small town knows, one of the best-loved pastimes in such places
is picking scabs.
On one o f our trips with Dave Mushovic of the BLM, we passed an
elderly man shuffling along the road. Dave spoke with him for a few
moments, saluted him, then gunned his snowmobile. Later, Dave told us
the only thing keeping that old man alive was the unadulterated pleasure of
feuding with his nearest neighbor. Another old-timer, speaking of his
former lover, now serving out a prison sentence for drugs, said, "She's
about as welcome around here as a case of the clap."
South Slana has undergone a painful transition from settlement to
community. Fisticuffs erupted during a town meeting in 1987, a gathering
whose purpose was to hear both sides of arguments about access, property
boundaries and over-filing. The week before, tension had crackled
through the community like an electrical storm through a parched forest.
An anonymous person had mailed copies of a threatening and semi-literate
letter to several residents:
You have caused too much trouble for the group remember
Dave West? We will deliver a body too [sic] your door Leave
now or face the consequences of your deeds.
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(Reporting on the meeting for the Valdez Vanguard. Janet Archibald wryly
deduced that the letter's author must have been "a person of some learning"
because the word "consequences" was spelled correctly.) A few months
earlier, a man's naked and frozen body had been discovered near a creek.
A coroner ruled his death the accidental result of disorientation brought on
by prescription drugs. Few people subscribe to this official version of
events. Among the skeptics is Dave Mushovic of the BLM , who declines to
comment beyond speculating that there's more to the m atter than meets the
eye.
A drive along Slana's main drag, the Nabesna Road, yields abundant
evidence of violence to property through slovenliness, violence to
neighbors through disrespect. This evidence is both visual and anecdotal.
Ruptures run so deep here that Charles and I heard stories of paramedics
who'd been denied permission to cross private property to render medical
aid. A resident of North Slana swore to us that he would shoot a certain
man if he caught him crossing his land. "It's terrible to be neighbors
here," someone else said.
Some of the violence is visible only if you're looking for it. Behind
a thin veil of spruce trees squats an abandoned house trailer belonging to
Mary Frances DeHart, a sculptor who also happens to be postm aster of
Slana. Several years back, DeHart and a neighbor argued ferociously over
the boundaries of her property. She swears he encroached on her five
acres. He's long gone now-unavailable, at any rate, to tell his side o f the
story. DeHart says she was away one day when the man sawed her trailer
in half. Although DeHart and everyone else at Slana knew who'd
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committed the vandalism, she never pressed charges. She now lives a mile
or so up the road, in a rambling house w ith a glassed-in studio next door to
the post office. Time has given her a sense of hum or about the incident;
she claims the trailer looks like a baked potato with sour cream. In a
postscript to the chain saw incident, DeHart's form er neighbor apparently
left his chain saw with a friend while he w ent on a trip. In deference to the
owner's wishes, the friend sold the chain saw. W hen the original owner
returned, however, he was incensed to find that his friend had sold it for
less than he thought it was worth. So he sued. According to DeHart, the
chain saw's seller filed a deposition in court stating that the value of the
saw had been greatly reduced by its application to her trailer.
One time, Dave Mushovic told us, "I never come out here without
something amazing me." A nurse who worked inthe 1980s at the Tok
clinic, the closest medical facility to Slana, told us harrowing stories of
children suffering from malnutrition, scabies and lice, with shackle marks
on their wrists and ankles. Then there was the religious fanatic who tried
to sever his scrotum with a wire in order to banish his "impure" thoughts.
By now, the first wave of settlers has either left or settled down, and the
Slana that existed in the 1980s has been boarded up, razed by arson, or is
caving in under snow and disuse. For Dave, though, every abandoned
homesite brings to mind a story, usually one concerning bad blood between
neighbors. "If there's any pride in what I've done, it would be in knowing
things weren't as crazy as they could have been," he said.
Don Craig once told us how he intercepted a teen-age boy in his yard
trying to make off with a shovel. "Go ahead," Don told him, "just bring it
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back when you're done with it." Another time, Don stayed home from a
wedding that Wanda and the kids attended. Someone had been stealing gas,
and Don hoped the thief would be fooled into thinking no one was home.
Sure enough, Don caught the man red-handed trying to take gas out of the
generator shed. (Generators at Slana are generally situated at a remove
from the house because of the risk of fire. In fact, the Craigs' original
shed has burned to the ground.)
I wondered aloud why anyone would steal what Don or almost
anyone else at Slana would gladly loan or even give away to a neighbor in
need. He shook his head. "You get your whites," he said slowly. "They
come up, they been in prison fifteen or twenty times. They think they can
steal from neighbors and make a living at it."
It is just past noon, maybe 12:15, when Charles and I leave Duffy’s,
headed southwest on the Tok Cut-off. After a couple of miles, we turn east
onto the Nabesna Road. The turn-off to Slana proper (if there is such a
thing) is unmarked, a few yards beyond a warm-up hut for students waiting
for the school bus. After the equivalent of a city block, the road forks. A
sign pointing east reads, "This Way to a Real Alaskan Property for Sale."
On the west com er of the intersection, the bleached bones of the new
church embody the impulse toward community.
Whoever destroyed the old church has never been arrested, although
investigators determined that the cause of the fire was arson. The same
person probably set fire to several cabins as well as the National Park
Service cabin during a summer-long spree. A surreptitious and solitary
crime, arson destroys more than the physical framework of community.
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Suspicion smolders among the ashes. After the church burned down,
neighbors who’d passed buckets from hand to hand watched each other
under hooded eyes and wondered, "Did he do it?" or "Could it have been
her kid?"
After pausing to assess the church's progress (not great) in the past
few weeks, Charles and I continue north. The road heaves and constricts.
Charles slows to five miles an hour to maneuver over hummocks and
around puddles. A four-wheeler zips by on our right. The driver is a
middle-aged woman with a toddler clinging to her back. Curious, the
woman stares back at us. No one who lives at Slana drives a late-model
four-wheel-drive truck like Charles'.
In contrast to the homesites along the Nabesna Road, as naked to
view as a skinhead’s skull, the ones along Slana's main drag are screened by
spruce trees and curving driveways. Abandoned now, many of them
collapse inward. Boards cataract the windows of a miniature, though onceprosperous, general store. Opposite, a windowless structure stares at
passers-by like a mind gone momentarily blank. Long and low to the
ground, it was built as a factory for manufacturing electric guitars. A
bustling and vital community Slana is not. Someone unfamiliar with its
history might easily mistake it for a ghost town.
„

Summer is on the wane now, temperatures rising into the 60s during

the day but hovering barely above freezing at night. Despite the weak
sunlight wafting through the windows, the Craigs' living room feels cool,
cloistered. Jerry Taylor, a preacher from the roadside community of
Mentasta, usually officiates at Sunday services. He is absent today,
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however, and Wanda will preside in his place. She's wearing a black tank
top in a silky fabric and red double-knit pants. Her white hair looks as
though it may have been submitted to a hairbrush and curlers. After
letting us in, she bellows in the direction o f the bedroom, "Don, get up!
It's time for church."
The furniture is arranged in a circle, with Wanda's armchair to the
east, the couch to the west, and an array of duct-taped chairs filling in the
other sides. Afghans crafted from dime store wool disguise holes in the
upholstery. Bleary with sleep, Don staggers into the living room. His hair
sticks up on one side, and the zipper on his jeans is giving him trouble. He
nods to Charles, pulls up a chair beside the kitchen table, and begins rolling
the first cigarette of the day.
Within minutes, the rest of the chairs fill up with people. They greet
us, then speak animatedly but not exclusively among themselves. First to
arrive is Don and Wanda's youngest daughter, ElFreida Carpenter, with
her youngest, two-year-old Jackie, in tow. Next a regal woman with a cane
and tight gray curls, wearing blue pants, blue wind breaker, gold jewelry.
Wanda introduces her as "Grandma Mac." (It takes me a few minutes to
connect Grandma Mac with Mrs. Mac of "Mrs. Mac's Social Club" at
Duffy's.) ElFreida's older sisters, Lila Lambert and Donna Sprankle,
bring their respective broods of four and six. A heavyset woman and her
bearded husband, Shirley and Max, are accompanied by their teen-age
nephew, Chris. Chris slumps his oversized frame into a school child's desk
near the door, as far as possible from his relations. There is a 30ish
woman with a husky voice and gray T-shirt: "Shit happens at Duffy's,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

169

Slana, AK." Edna, an ebullient woman o f indeterm inate age, is carrying
her granddaughter, Felicia, who is dressed in a toddler's ruffled sun suit
and black tennis shoes.
On the couch beside me, ElFreida wedges Jackie betw een her knees
to brush the baby's golden hair into a ponytail. Jackie is placid and a little
shy, rosy-cheeked, with dimples on her elbows and knees. I tell ElFreida I
have a daughter, too—a year younger than Jackie. Instantly, she tunes into
the wavelength frequented by mothers of children roughly the same age.
"You know them Pull-ups they're showing on TV?" she demands.
"Them's the worst. You use them once, you won't never get her potty
trained."
It's nearly 1:30 when Wanda clears her throat. "W ell, we m ight as
well start." She bows her head and prays: "Thank you, God, for
promising that when two or three or more are gathered in Y our name,
You will be in their midst. Amen."
Until now, whenever I thought about attending church at Craigs', I'd
felt a twinge of anxiety. Religion is one of those deeply felt allegiances,
like politics or basketball teams, that can forge bonds betw een complete
strangers, or rend families. Not everyone in Slana attends church. It
confounds me that the handful who do have arrived at a worship service
that suits them. "You'd be surprised," Wanda once told me, "how people
come together when that's all there is." Her response to my carefully
phrased question about faith had been, "Non-denominational." I w asn't
sure what to expect today: weeping and speaking in tongues and the
consecrating of lives to God? The simple words from the gospel of
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Matthew have a soothing effect, reverberating as they do with my
restrained, ritualized Protestant upbringing.
There were mimeographed booklets sitting on our chairs when we
arrived. Now proposals ring out for songs. I remember the hymns from
Sunday School: "Oh, How I Love Jesus," "Thy Loving Kindness Is Better
than Life," "This Little Light of Mine" ("I'm gonna let it shine . . . all
around Slana . . . I'm going to let it shine"). Her eyesight too dim to read
music, Wanda accompanies us on the accordion, playing by ear. Don
smokes cigarette after cigarette and gazes straight ahead. Everyone else's
chair faces the center of the circle, but his angles off, toward the blank TV
screen. Don is part of what's happening but not a participant. Clearly,
church is Wanda's show.
Splaying her arms around the accordion, W anda leafs through the
weighty Bible on her lap. She opens it to a marked page of Psalms, blinks
a few seconds at the fine print, then shrugs eloquently in ElFreida's
direction. A silent request passes from mother to daughter. Although she
left high school early to get married, ElFreida seems to be widely regarded
as the smartest of the Craigs' children. She folds herself onto the floor
beside her mother's knees and reads from the appointed passage:
Fret not thyself because of evildoers, neither be thou envious
against the workers of iniquity. For they shall soon be cut
down like the grass, and wither as the green herb. Trust in the
Lord, and do good; so shalt thou dwell in the land, and verily
thou shalt be fed. . . . the meek shall inherit the earth; and
shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace. . . . A little
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that a righteous man hath is better than the riches of many
wicked. . . . The wicked watcheth the righteous, and seeketh to
slay him.
The 37th psalm is a fugue on the subjects of peace and justice, the
nature of good and evil, and the inclusive as well as exclusive nature of
God's community: "do good; so shalt thou dwell in the land." In a sense,
God's community is not unlike any community, including Slana. The worst
of the evil-doers here lasted only a short time. In Don Craig’s words,
"Almost all the ones that was bad is gone now." For many, the settlement
area signified a lesson in futility: they were never meant to put down
roots, to be part of anything larger than themselves. These are my
thoughts. As it turns out, the sub-community of Christians present in
Wanda's living room is less concerned with who's in and who's out than
with the more pressing matter of personal finances.
"I think the part about the little of the righteous being better than the
abundance of the wicked means we should be happier about what we got,
no matter how little it seems like," Shirley remarks.
Murmurs of assent.
"The world looks pretty bad out there," Wanda observes. "You
watch on TV, the violence and the killing and the floods. I think the verse
means there's nothing to fret about. We're God's disciples and His sheep,
and He cares for His sheep. We've got to trust in Him. There'll be good
and bad, and He'll take care of us."
This is the longest speech I've ever heard Wanda make. In
conclusion, she bows her head. Edna speaks up, requesting prayers for her
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eldest son, Jack, fishing on a boat near Kodiak Island. Shirley asks
everyone to pray for her brother-in-law, Kenny, who suffers from clogged
arteries. Lila, ElFreida and Donna mumble the names of their husbands:
Brad, Tommy and Keith. The men are, respectively, working in a cannery
in Valdez, working on a building project in Anchorage, and gone hunting.
"Ain't it strange," Wanda injects, "how all the men have left, and
we're praying for their safety? When they're here, we're praying for them
to find work!"
Lastly, Wanda invokes God's blessing on the congregation. "We
would ask You to help us use our money wisely, Lord," she prays. "And
we thank You for helping our men find work. We also thank You for
good summer weather, for our flowers, and for our gardens."
A collective exhalation of breath follows the ritual of the church
service. Everyone seems loathe to leave. Wanda and Donna pour mugs of
coffee and pass out blueberry muffins left over from last week's bake sale.
These niceties both delineate and affirm Wanda's role as hostess.
"See, see." Little Joseph, Lila's eighteen-month-old, peers into
Charles' camera lens. He's clad in a dirty T-shirt and diaper. "See, see."
Joseph's older sister, Becky, imitates him. Someone has plopped a lady's
flowered hat on her head, and she hams for the camera, grinning a sixyear-old's toothless grin. Everyone in the room treats her as though she is
very cute. She's wearing a soiled swimsuit with a silver bow on the back,
and she is sweet in the way that damaged children often are, but rarely
damaged adults. Tossing off the hat, she clambers onto the couch beside
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me, slides a pen out of my purse and squiggles in the air. "Mama! Mama!"
she hollers, to no one in particular.
"Paper," Lila translates. "She wants paper."
I tear a sheet out of my loose-leaf notebook. Now Becky squats
beside me, staring intently. W henever I write, she draws squiggly lines
that must look to her just like mine.
Grandma Mac sits on the lip on a wooden chair with her feet on the
floor, both hands resting on the head of her cane. H er erect bearing has a
regal quality. Wanda flutters around her, fetching coffee and dragging
over the boxes of cookbooks she’s selling to raise money. I've never seen
W anda act deferential before. In the presence o f her children, deference
flows toward her, not away. The age gap between W anda and the woman
she calls Mrs. Mac is not great enough to inspire respect in and o f itself.
For the time being, I'm puzzled.
The title of the cookbook is Home Cookin': Homestead Christian
Church and Friends Cookbook. Recipes include ham burger soup, cheesy
grits, chili Mac, turkey gumbo, English muffin pizza, macaroni and moose,
marshmallow frosting, Mrs. Pew’s Christmas pie, and W anda's specialty—
Kanadalhs (1 1 /2 loaves cubed bread, 1 pound baloney, 1 clove garlic).
W ith help from her daughters, Wanda compiled the cookbook on her
computer. Each one sells for $5.50. The first carton went fast, covering
the cost of printing. Now, every cookbook that W anda sells yields pure
profit. The problem is, she's already sold them to everyone she knows,
and she needs to expand her market. Charles and I have purchased four
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apiece. W anda hands us each a booklet of daily meditations on scripture
that came from the cookbooks' publisher.
I overhear W anda inform Grandma Mac that the last bake sale netted
$200—a tidy sum, but not enough to cover the outstanding bill at the
lum ber store in Glennallen. With an air o f bestowing a great favor, the
older woman tells W anda she'll pay the balance. The news both flusters
and pleases Wanda. I'm not sure how much is owed to the lumber store,
but W anda told me recently that she needed only $1,000 more to complete
the church, about one-eighth of the total cost.
Earlier this summer, Charles and I were sitting in our customary
booth at Duffy's when we listened in on a conversation between three
women in the next booth, the one labeled "Mrs. Mac's Social Club meets
here." I had my back to them and didn't recognize the voices. W hen I
realized the women were talking about Wanda, I began scribbling notes,
snippets of what they said, in my notebook:

If she thinks bake sales'll make enough for a church she's
crazier'n I thought . . . .

Always has to be in charge, bossing people a ro u n d .. . .

Just because she's got a washing machine, she thinks s h e . . . .

That daughter'd beat me up if I said one word. . . .
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One of the women had a ferocious cold and punctuated her words with a
phlegmy cough. All in all, the three-way conversation was far more
virulent than mere gossip. The wicked watcheth the righteous, and seeketh
to slay him.

Slana is a community more deeply divided than anyone so far

has suggested.
The conversation after church works around to what people like and
dislike about Slana. Says Donna Sprankle, "I hate gossip." Wanda is older
and thus more philosophical. "Here, everybody knows everything about
you, so you better be good," she says. Slander is the unhealthiest form of
dissent, forging a perverse solidarity based on anger, resentment, envy. A
communal crime, slander can be seen as the counterpart to arson: one sin
undermines the social fabric o f community, while the other attacks its
physical framework.
Nearly four hours after our arrival, it dawns on Charles and me that
no one else is going to leave Don and Wanda's house before we do.
Perhaps they're being polite; perhaps they want to talk about us. Slowly,
Charles packs up his camera gear, holding out each piece for Joseph to
examine. I tear out extra sheets of paper for Becky, tell her to keep the
pen. Charles and I rise simultaneously. I extend my hand in Shirley's
direction, but she ignores it, drawing me toward her and kissing my cheek.
"We're huggers here," she says, with disarming warmth. After that,
Charles and I circle the room, giving and receiving hugs.
*

*

*
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Roughly mid-way between Tok and Glennallen, on the Tok Cut-off,
is a campground. It's maybe five miles up the road from Slana. At this
time of the year, not yet the end of tourist season, Charles and I are canny
enough to hunt down a campsite early. On our last trip, the campground
was full, and we wound up knocking on the door of a Winnebago at ten
p.m. to ask permission to pitch a tent just outside. In the near-darkness we
missed a deep depression in the terrain. It rained during the night, and we
awoke to air mattresses floating in water.
This evening, Charles and I stake out a spot on high ground, at the
end of a leaf-canopied lane. We pitch the tent and slather ourselves with
mosquito repellent, then sit on the picnic bench to read for a couple of
hours in companionable silence. Charles is not keen on camp food; I'm not
keen on cooking over a campfire. Around seven p.m., we get back in the
truck and drive to Duffy's.
The Beach Boys blare from speakers in the kitchen. The cars parked
outside belong to bar clientele; we're the only customers in the cafe.
Shirley is cooking tonight, her hair unwinding in tendrils that cling to her
sweating face. Over the flowered blouse she wore to church this morning
she wears a white cook's apron the size of a small sail. After starting
Charles' roast beef dinner and my shrimp basket, she plumps down beside
us in the booth and pulls from her pocket pictures of her grandchildren.
Earlier today, at Wanda's, she'd told us she worked three days a
week at Duffy's, mostly baking pies and cinnamon rolls, occasionally
pinch-hitting at mealtimes. Before moving to Alaska, she and Max owned
a bakery in Grants Pass, Oregon, where everyone knew Shirley as "The
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Doughnut Lady." Their nephew, Chris, who was at church today, is from
Oregon. According to Shirley, his rebellions caused his parents to throw
up their hands and buy him a ticket to Alaska for the summer. Shirley
doesn't feel as though she and Max have been successful at straightening
him out. I'd noticed that during church he tilted back his seat and slid his
cap down over his eyes in a way that made me suspect he was sleeping, or
at least, he wanted us to think so. Curious about how teen-agers entertain
themselves at Slana, I'd asked Chris afterward what his plans were for the
day.
"I dunno," he'd said. "Go somewhere, I guess."
Shirley had narrowed her eyes at him. "Not until we have a little
talk first."
After supper, Charles and I linger at Duffy's, drinking coffee,
chatting with Shirley. From time to time, laughter wafts in from the bar,
but the cafe is quiet. After passing an hour or two in the booth reserved
for Mrs. Mac's social club, we say good-bye and drive back to the
campground. The sky is the color of river silt.
Slana's new church, when it is complete, will not be insured against
fire. There isn't enough money in Alaska to insure it, not as long as the
nearest fire engine is an hour’s drive away, not as long as anyone
remembers what happened to the old church. Earlier today, I asked Wanda
whether she worried about someone's setting fire to the new one.
"Yes," she replied. "But it's one of those chances you got to take
in life. You can't just sit there and say, 'Well, it m ight bum down.' You
gotta have faith in people's basic goodness. Maybe the ones that burnt it
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down last time will see we mean business." To live in a desolate land
among damaged people and still trust in the basic goodness: this, I think to
myself, m ust be the meaning of grace.

As any cartographer or pilot knows, you cannot find true north with
a compass. Instead, the needle wobbles toward a place called magnetic
north, which, depending on your distance from the equator, may vary by
as many as 180 degrees. The angle of declination at the latitude of
Deadfish Lake and Slana is roughly twenty degrees. W hat all of this means
in practical terms is, no matter how m eticulously you plot a course through
the Alaska wilderness, if you fail to calculate for magnetic deviation, you'll
never reach your destination. Many friends did me the favor of reading
these essays in draft form, and several asked me how, in the final
reckoning, one way of life compared to the other, and whether I thought
the government's decision to give away land in the '80s was just. The fact
is, w henever I try to say one true thing about Deadfish Lake and Slana, my
inner compass veers off into the deep forest o f relativity. I can say this
much, though: Like a dream, true north is only a direction, not a
destination; like a dream, we cannot chart our lives without it. Somewhere
in the angle formed by our dream of the North and its reality, we find
ourselves.
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