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i'lr . James l)eane , 1:..d l tor 
1..i v L'1t- I, ilderness 
The .,llo.erness :;oc iet,Y 
"Bshin", ton DC 

Dear Jillm. 

·~---

Oc t ober 24, 1977 

I encloee a man uscr ipt and some slides that 
you mi",ht wish to consider for the m~azlne . I returned to Alaska 
to do a stp:oy for N?CA on the Katma1. hen that wae done , I by 
luck ",at a chance to spend a week in a wilderness lo~ cabin built 
by and formerly occupied by Lrnie Johnson who wae , as you know , 
Robert. arshall ' s friend and t.uide durinc, Harshall' s famous 
explorations of the Central Brooke Ranbe in the 1930s . 

In view of the 11derneaf! Soc iety I s connec tion 
with ~arshall , and because of the timelinesE of Alaska themes , 
perhaps the enclosed.nmltJl.t lnterest you . hel:,ardlnl.. the slides, 
they are a bit thin in Bone cases because . un 1m own to me , the 
11t.ht meter was off by about two stops . ..everthelSsB several of 
them should pr~ve useful , I believe . 

In a week's ttffiB I will be leavins here , and 
should be ae,ain in the 10 ashin", ton area by the middle of November • 
• ail is usually slow between Anchorate and the real world , so 
perhaps you coula send your react~on and any comments , etc . to my 
I. ashin(.. ton address, below . 

Beat rec:.ards , 

vc,den ,ill lams 

, 
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-do. I_~ ..... ~\J . ~ (L ..... I 

a. tv!~ 1 ltv. 1!L"~b~1 ~ ~ 
lhe 10ea of stl'ljl'1<.. L. lie .Jor ISU" ' S "i. p. 1 . e 

c€n Lx" 1 orOOKS F.a.nL.€ of Alaska came q,..ll te unex)o t€, , ., J 

[t all really be<;..an 

Au.:.UEt lJ7b _ .. hen I hee oack,>ackeu a hu:.ul"€u 11 .. & 1nto .... ol
.(. of cpe 

w ilaert areas of the nOl thern ..,r OOKE l.ant.e , becaUfe 1. IoiL.f v ~ that 

I ,et "ay bnne . uri ... 1.'10.11.'1 fro, .. lseOflFi 1, I '-J h~s fl) .t .01 t 11 

ftfceel years 1'1 the 1I1<>sKan north and now works fOI vr:e t1 • _ raj • 

:;.ervice , bo.sec. in oettles . ~O . 0.1 my return to AlaEl.a I r .l~ to 

meet hin: in F alrbanKs to vet his eX,.JeL't eadillto on h inc. 1, & n, 

llartlculorly thl locel rene Liuns to the lli.lblic henr l nt,. 0 tte .1' tio 1 

Interert ( or "d _2" ) lancis whlch hea Just been held the! e b" .1:,.11'0 t tL-ca 

r orri6 Jdal.i and Johel ~elberl tnl;;. . 

J0'-1I'nvli6 t e)hew Andy •• 111 tS,iTIS and his wi fe , JOJ c e , wl'o 11 ve m 0r. 

in Fa 11 bonks . 

It wae Q,.u In", that evenin ... that the "-' ~·~~!~·~e=~oa~=e~:= .... ~ e . 1 Ie ,! I'! I ' i • 

ha))enoc. to me'1tion that the fa OUS "AlaSi<a tr tl,.Jer no "'OULE a.. j:.. nie 

.Johns 11 , fr1eno. and ,--ula.e to the ..... reat r. obert arEhall '-lI'ln the lattEI"e 

eX.Jlorations of the central .drooKEl·han .... e in the 1930E , . 0. I.) .ut a flno 

lot;. caoln whtch stlll eurvlvt>d in the wilderness 3bout ptxtJ' _flvo • Hee 

nor th of !)ettles, le!!3. above the Arctic Circle . He s l~ l~ ~. Il on a 

l ldin .... elai;r; now owned by varyl ~.orri6 of Bettles , WfJO »'as vEr.)' 
-teo I<. 

,Jroua of the cabin a.nd t;r.;;::;:t:rt, to0od Cr-lre of it , and that '10 01() S 

sLe,f 1n<.. i n It . At lr.y urt,io ... 1 ay telephoneo. Daryl ' s brot cr , 'e U , and 

.... ot )er:tiEsLm for we to saay in the cabin aurinc th f"6ft w .. of 

~e;>terr.ber , 1977. I ('.ccvro.ln...ly ar,{'aneed to fly t.o Jjpttl 

A LWlish frienc... , .:-ether l...(.reen , who a lFU It .as the wil ... r ... cry 8.11 

is not afr 1id to carr: D bac;{)llck , hA' t n". ['0 e v' (;['t . I I fI'O. bel' job 



2 . 
t.o Dettles . hay Dane was also on board , and he invit.ed us to lunch 

in his snu,- house overlOOKinl- the John Liver while we awaited the 

chartered Cessna 10; flont)lane whioh would carry us further north • 

.. hile hay ' e blonde and sunny wife Barbara put tOe-ether some 

oellclous sa,lo".l.Ches,; I talked at le:1t:.th with r.ay ' s other uest . 

He "<LS F reo !'.eader , a slim, Lnten se man who had been li vint:. for SOIne 

jeers with his wife and children at i,ild Lake , northeast of dettles . 

l r e ,ead rs had settled there to ex"erlence true subsistence livint:., 

makl!!,- their o"'n clothes , buUdinc. their cabln, IlvLn" 0,1 nature ' s 

tE.rI"s ana fro" nature's bOU.1 ty . Fred told me he even refused to use 

a chain saw or .:m outboaru n.otor . He deeply felt that such labor _ 

savlnt.. devlces , however convenient , interfered );ith the true relationshlp 

of the hurna:l oody to its envirvnment , contrlbutin« to the alienatlon 

of people frolL the natural worlo aj1d from themselves . As we talked, 

Freo .;>robably sala l1ttle that Thoreau had not written more than a 

century before , but the i ;Jortant th1n!,:. was that he and his famtly had 

reallj acted on and 11 veu by their c onv 1c tlona . He was pllsEinc;. throul-h 

bet tl s on a return tr Ip from "vuts id.€" where he had arran!;.ec f irlal 

detalls for a full _lenc.th fUm based on .1is family ' s exper1ences whIch , 

he said, woula soon be ap"earill(., at theatres across the country . As I 

talked w tth this sensitive nnd deeply ph1losoph1cal man I never could have 

believeu UW.t within days he wO<lld t;e dead , victim of a troc.1c aircraft 

ac c iden t . 

,-,ur )In,e arrtveo about three o ' clock 1.1 the afternoon . Esther and 

r Jut our ~ear into the Cessna and took off from the river for the 

thirty _fIve mlnJte fli .... pt to aeE'erted Ern1e .. ake . The central brooks 

hanL.e also hoe an unie eek and an ~rnie rass , all honorine this 

~rnie ~ohnson who shoulQ now be introduced _ and by none other than 

. Obert , .arshall hlinself , 6;:>ea"ln(:. from the pat.es of his classic Arctic 

II llut.rne66 (renamed Alask:-o, Ii tldernesB in the '.l3.test ea1tion . ) The year 
, 
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was 1930: 

"The third afternoon, aE we were laboriously leaaint, the horses 
above the bluffs op.Josite ~he mouth of TinayLuJ!: f-, 1ver , we were 
sturtled bJ a voice shoutint, to us from the other side of the 
llorth Fork . I ran down to the bank and Eaw a man polln!:. across 
the stream. In a few moments he landed ~~d introduced himself as 
l;rnie Johneon . He had a friendly open face and the spr1nbin/:, 
stride of a woodsman . The slit,ht accent of hIe speech betrayed 
his ori(,;.in from l:.weden . I had heard frequently about Ernie , most 
illusttious hunter and tra)~er of the Far ~orth, a sort of Daniel 
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boone amon" the pioneers of thls arctic frontier , unanimously admitted by 
the exceptionally competent woodsmen of the Koyukuk to be their superior . 
AlthoUt,h l.rnie spends practicall all of hie time in the WOOds , and is 
alone most of his days, he is not an anchori te by preference but merely 
becauee he seldom can fino anyone to share his difficult life •• ~' •• 

"He also tola me abou t h 1s 11fe . He had been born In Z'" eden f lfty 
years before, and had COILe to America when he was sixteen . He b •. came 
a car~enler and , after livin~ in ~ lnnesota and some other states, 
joined the stampede to l\.uekokwim In 1904. He had not been outEiae of 
Alaska since . Althouch he had come north on a bold rush , he had also 
be En drawn by r is love of the w OOdE in tl'> tei:,reatest w llderness of the 
continent . Here he spent all but about two weeks of the year out in 
the hills, away from the "clties~ of I>!seman (population 103) and 
~etlles (pop~latlon 24) •••• Bettles was Ernie ' s base town where he had 
.:J cabin and sometlmes a t..arden . He trap.Jad and hunted , averat..int., a 
yearly 1ncotte of about twenty _five hundred dollars . "I can make better 
money ae a carpenter , II he sala , "but I am stay tn" out here becauEe I 
liKe it amon~ these rULcedy mountalns better than anywhere else 1n 
the worla . " 

.. e flew north up the valley of B.ettenphere, Creek and then swunt, left 

down another valley toward l.rnie J..ake . At the junctlon of the two 

valleys, about thirty yards from the creek , we could clearly see the 

cabin that was our destination . I carefully checkea the terrain over 

the last six miles to the lake becaLlse we would have to retrace t\:)is 

stretch on foot before dark . Soon the plane wae on the water . Flah were 

r lsine. as we tax led up to the east rn shore and passed otw t. ear alont:. 

the ~ontoun to the bank . ,ie waved at the pIlot, and within mlnutes the 

~lane had aiaap)eared dOl'in the lake and ... as to-0oe . 

After civt11aation and a~rplaneB , the sensation of betne abandoned 

in the wllde.nesEo 1s ~rofouna . There is a heit,.htened sense of ident1ty 

when one sudaenl,y finds o!leself surrvunded by a new world tota.lly aevoid 

of human beinL.,s and utterly ir a1fferent to them . Nerve - end s of self _ 
, 

reliance that lie dormllI1t 1n the cities bet-in to come alive . 
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l'he mountain slopes that loomea above us would unly later seem 

friendly and. familiar . l.fter a row moments of such reflections , 

however. mo.e prosaic necessities asserted their priority . The 

backpacks had to be arranLed and shouldered. straps ll~htened , cup 

on belt, compass ~~d map In an accessible breast pocket. rain jacket 

strap,Jed outside in case of netld . It beint:. f:.eptember there \,ere no 

mosqUitoes _ just clear cool air, utter silence, and Ii came trail 

b~ckonin~ eastward from the lake . 

'lhe illa.,> sh o;,ed a Btl'ai hi _line distance of eix miles to Ernie 

Johnson's c a bin . haJ dane had described it all an easy three _hour 

walk . ~arHness would not fall for almost six hours , eo I was not 

concerned about that . The path , used often by moose, occasionally by 

caribou ano. rarely by ll'Iaaranand men, seemed to offer an easy journey , 

;0ut after about two miles it simply petered out . ~ later learned 

that we shoulo have crosseu at this point to the north side of the 

valley . In fac t we con tlnued straicht on _ across small braided 

etreams . ihrou.c,h swamps, and f lnall! throu.c,h tussocks . For those who 

haven ' t Walked Alas~a. tussocks are wobbly knobs of sedees . tou 

can't step on them without turnblinc off , and you cet partially stuck 

when you ~&~ between them. .ith a Sixty _pound ,Jack, they beco:Jle 

very tlreso,'le very soon . After a whlle we encountered stretches of 

aldElrs which, in their OW.l way. were as bad as the tussocks . Time went 

by . hay dane 'E three hours became four, and J.;rnie lJohnson' s cabin was 

stUl :lowhere in E iL.ht . 

Lventually we came out in 8 spruce forest, its hiL.her ~ound t,reen 

with mOss or white with lichen . I foumd the bleached entlers of a 

caribou and .,>ut, Lhe:n on my pacle . The bones were widely scattered 

wr.l.ch ",eani tha.t the .Kill had been made by wolves . I could almost see 

and hear the ueaulY orama which had been enacteu here , one strainin~ 



life lost to renew other lives in the endless flow of nature . 

After f 1 ve hours, - not three - ana l:-uldea by map and com.Jass , 

we debouched as if by mae lc at ~rnle Johnson's cacae . Caches are 

mlnlature lot. cablns , perched hlt,h on four stout f)oles to thwart 

maraudln .... bears and wolver-ines , where su);>lies ana equ.lpment are 
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stored. 'Ihey are a trad1tional part of the Alaskan scene , v.e ~Iere 

enorInously clad to see th ls one as 1 t mean t the end of out: journey . 

a chance to put down the .,)acKs, to feel the deep contentment of dry 

socks , flre and food. . .k'erhaps we also felt a sense of cOlllnt. home 

acaln to the familiar turf of our own specles after trespassil1e:. for 

sou,e hours in a world that clearly belont:.ed to others. 

l'he cabin was just beyond the cache . Its door In ftont Clnd 

winoow behind were covered by speclal bearproof shutters held In place 

by iron bars . I slld out the door bar and removed th, heav/ outer 

barrler- to fino a second door wlth a wooaeflf latch . In Alaska cabln 

doors open inward. vtherw lse '01 Indblown snow dr1fts could rapldly pl1e 

'-Ip a t.-alnst a door and trap a man In.slae . I'le ste"Jpea Into the sUence of 

.c.r:lle ' s cabin . To the left was the old wood stove, lts up..Jer surface 

baaly cr ackeci bu.t still usable . At.alnst the walls were two bunks , 

one wlth mattress boards broken ana out of commis£ion . ('l'h1s was to 

mean that I slept on the floor ! ) A table and bench Etood at the far 

end 09,J081 Le , the door , whl1e around the walls were shelves loaded '01 1 th 

010 booke, tools , matches, candles,and calendars of years cone by . 

Lorrucatea cardbOard was tacked to the wall( near the bunk on the north 

slde, no doubt to dam,p down the drafts on sub _zero winter nlt.hts . 
f.~ 

,~ t h e stove old tlns had been flattened and nailed to the walls 

to reauce the hazard of fire . un one of them we could read: 
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J:.XThA 

Fancy American 
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ESc:.le 
J.>vapot.atinb Co . 
Seattle. \\ash . 

USA II 

I.,thers oore the leLends "Pearl vil Aerose ; e. II 
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I hobbled on Eore feet down to 3ettenpherc Creek, filled a plastic 

con tainer with pure moun t&in water . \', e fired up tho old stove, us1nb 

kAndl inb Bnd wood already ppli t and stacked, cooked dinner . lit four 

candl~s ana stretched out in our eleepinc ba~s . For a few moments I 

read frolf, ",arshall's Alaska ... il<iernesE, then blew O..lt the candles and 

driftea off to Elet~ . 

l::e;)tember 3.1977 
~nsollte pads do not materially soften a hardwood floor , 

out I awoke ln the momln!:, eurprisint,ly refreshed and eat:,er for breakfast . 

backpacKers . mountain climbers and woodsmen see food in an entirely 

c ifferent li"ht than do Gatiated city dwellers . They know that the 

pr icelese int:.rooient of any uish is the need and de:eire of the body to 

absorb it . ;"e had divided our food. for convenience, into breakfast . 

lunch anu su).)er baes . breaKfast started with powdered citrus fruit 

juice mixed ana served by the earliest riser . A little firestarter on 

some klnallnb sufficed to ~et the stove colne, which soon took the chill 

f . om the air . Then we bolled water and mixed t,enerous bowls of hot 

porridt.e . flnlshlnL off with coffee , hot chocolate or tea. Outside the 

cabin. lieht fros t and morn ill~ sUlllit,ht combined to illuminate individually 

each t,listenine tWit. of spruce and freshened a patch of pink autumn 

fireweed . Neated water splashed on the face for ehavint. seemed to turn 

cold almost before the razor could be ap,Jlj d . I no ticea once !l6aln how the 

little sensations of life beco~e richer dnO more lmportant as one ' s 



il. I WIii ',BeCo-k1> tl I I!I#l.i!li: 1Mb. more elemental. 

I,e s~n t o",r first mornlnL settlin...., in and takinL a closer look 

at J!. nie's cabin . I pacea it O..lt at 17 x 14 feet, wlth the walls 10 

filet hit,h . The roof Jleakeci at 13 feet above Lround and was sUll.)Orted 

by three maseive ridee 10t,.S on either side of the peak . The spruce 

lo~s retalnea all thelr bark on the outslde of the cabin but had been 

scraped flat on the l.!1side . The cracks between t he l0t.s were chinked 
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with .10Sl anu no t hint:.. elee, but this eeemed to suffice . I',e noticed that 

the cabin eta,yell warm for hours after the stove hlld been allowed to c;O 

out . AL the front of the cabin the roof projected five feet , makint, a 

small >loI'ch area f or sittlnc:. out durin", rain/ but primaril deeit,Iled to 

t.lve sheltertto the wood,)ile. Two old sawhorses , a lot. splitter and some 

venerable two _handled saws enabled us to replace firewood as we burned it . 

A path off to the r i~ht led to an outhouse d istin~utshed for the ereat 

mountain views available from lts strat~blc vsntace polnt , while directly 

in front of the cab ln was the cache . 

~e raised the s!Jruce _pole 18.dde~ and climbed up for an inspectl.on . 

Inslue were an old dOt,sled,and do~ harpesses , moose mlttens and old -ti~e 

si{ln mukluks , a shedainl:.. caribou parka now dry wi th at..e , sacks of food , 

CaIlS of fuel ano. sOlte tools . Hancint:. frolt the walls were a few traps, 

some ola ana rusted with interlockinL teeth . ,'lost of Ernie JOhnson's 

ye<lI'ly income of about \12500 must have corne from tra).)int, . I ha.),Jen to 

ret-ard leL - pull traps as amont. the most 10llth¢some devices ever made by 

ma n , .,Jerha.,Js because I used to trap woodchucks 1n ~.aine as a small boy • 

..ne day a yuun~ woodchuck esca)ed back down his hole with the trap still 

on h is let. , to oe found a few day s later dead in the open field w lth h ia 

foot half ~nawed off. I never trap~ed acain . I couldn ' t be too 

en thu6iaE.tic abou t this aspect of Ern le Johnson' s lifestyle , but it waa 

his livin~ , and the animale probably froze quickly in the Alaskan cold . 

I dec iueu , 1n an,)' case, that he was less t a be blamed than the well _fed 



ladies who flaunt spotted cat coate on Fifth Avenue or the Champe 

~lysees . 

~eavin~ the caDin area, a trail led northward up ~ettenpherL Creek 
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which I>e crosEed with little difficulty after a half - mile of easy walkin~. 

un the other si e the path continued, kept open by moose whose tracks 

we often saw . In les6 than a mlle we came upon Colorado Creek which 

flows into b (ttenpher~ f l om the east . I put to~ether my fly rod and tied 

on 11 wet fly which ha4 been my favorite for flshin e in ~,ontana ., I cast 

the line across and down the stream, and as it swun~ taut the fly was 

Iffi lli ediately taken by a pan _sized crayline. After four casts ~~d four 

~raylinc I put up the rod, cleaned ana scaled the fish with a blrch_ 

h~,dled knife I had boucht in uslo and strun~ them on a wlllow stick 

for the I'eturn trip to the cabin . \.e frankly did not know if there 

were bears 1n the valley and maoe pHmty of nolse as we retraced our 

steps . 
At noon the sun was warm en OUch for sunbath 1nE, and no mosquitoes 

or cnats were there to prevent it . The only discordan t note was t r e 

sound of a dist, nt hellcopter which we saw scannin~ the hieh mountain 

Cliffs about five miles away and finally settlinv down on a disAAnt 

ridt:.e . I waited for the sound of t,.unfire , astuminE:. that we were 

watchinL an illeLal sheep hunt, but we heara nothinb , and after an 

hour the helicopter t.ook off . (Later we learned that this was 1n fact a 

helicopter leased by the \\(' 1-. company, pros.Jec tin/:. for m1nerals . It had 

landed on the mountain top for lunch . ) 

Toward eveninL - still uncertain as to bears and wishin/:. to 

keep the caoin free of fish odore _ we carried the craylinb down to 

a pebble beach on nettenphert,. Creek, wrap~ed them tn foil and crilled 

th em over an open fire , l'h is was a variation on our usual backpackers' 

evenin/:. ffieal . :~ormall'y We had tea or soup, a freeze _dried main course 
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sLlch [) S beef s tr o"an off \'f iti: !l oodles ( or nore ac curatcly noodles 

stroL-anoff with 'IIerJ little beef) , a desEert of freeze ied If.ll ill 

ap.JlesaLlce and. [!, Cll;> of hot chocolate . Bob I arshall and J~rnie 

Johnson , travelinL.by do~sled in the w,nter of 1931, lived more 

luxur ioucl.f , us l.o.rshull describE's; 

lt~r .. le was a eim,Jle but excellent cook and the meDle he 
pI eparea added 1 cul j0.f to our 1 ife f ter a Cl J of mushinl . The 
piece uS resiEtpllce of our EU.;J;:>ers was always 11 .;Jot of bill11ed lOeat . 
l:.rnts be11evoo It (EEcntbl for healthy camp life to av)1d too much 
fryint- , ane. ",bove all to avoid burnell rease . The meot was tender 

xli sheep wt-lch Ernie had shot late 1n the fall . ..ith the natural 
colo _storat.e fucll tier of the Arc tic there ... as no trouble L'l 

kecpi:1<;.. meat all winter . I\e varied our SU,J.?ers by bonlno lima 
beans , peas, dr1eL. vet:;.etables , r1ce , or moc&l'onl with the meat . 
"no potful lasted us for two ni ... hte . IX! the seco:ld n1t:;ht 1t was 
only :1ecessary to thaw out and he"t whht was left from the first . 
Thc same Was true of fruit . we always had e. pot of driea ap)les 
anc', cra.nberrios cookU<l anc ready for immediate use . The only 
freeh cookin necessary for BU.?,)",r on .the secona niCht was tea, b ,d.scults 
and Eorc.etlmes rice or macaronI . " < 

id th 0. inner over ~nd darkness co .. tnc. ll!X fast we washed our 

cups and utensils in the icy waters of bettenpherc. Creek, doused the flre 
J' 

and. reLurncc.. to t.he cabin to sit bJ the crackllnt, stove) ~~~;{cl by 

co.ndleli<..rt . !.:y lIanlsh friend was ene-rossed in "Tioha;' a fssclnatln", 
,j 

account of a Joun .... schoolteacher ' s life in old - tlme Alaska, while I 

rereao SuJlie of Jac;.{ London ' s classic short stories , startint;. with his 

. .lnfor!..ettable 1'0 Bu Ud a Fir'e . Lrnie Johnson , trap.;>er and .ioodsman, 

1'BE ,"01 e l;,tellectual 1.1 his tastes . "arshall recalls: 

"A.t Gil,).>"r and after ca.me the )erloct of leisurely conversRtion • 
.E:.rnle heo taken alon ... Krist!') .avransdl:'tter and Whitehead ' s 
~c lence nnu the l\ooern i. orld , wh 11e I had 1 , 217 pSt-es of Tolst01 ' s 
II ar end .I:ence (which .. rnie had read alont.. w 1 th Anna n.orenlna 
curin!.. his last two - month tr1p 1n the wiloerness} •• Ernie had 
rer;:ark&bly broae. lnterests , bred from vest renol!~",s aurin!:. 
thousands of solitary evenlnc.8 in caop . wr conversations varied 
in subject from midwestern hethodlst moral l10tions of the sc~ool 
teacher and. Tolstoi ' s ovenlorkin~ of the phenomenon of love at 
~iEst si<.-ht to the wor.{ of the ")hYElclets Albert A. ~,lchelson and 
hobert I •• l,HliKen and how it tied up ~Iith the coemlc ray theory . 
Thc .nost recurr lll ... ~heme . however , was :i.rnie ' s lovc for the w Ilder-ness . 

" ' If I had a hunG.. ec. thol.lsand o.ollars today , ' he bald rI iLh his 
siiLh, &I-Isdlsh accent , " I wouldn ' t qui~ this lifc in the hills . I ' d 
!..et a little better c~ulpment, and I ' o ~o vutsille and at waDrled, 
lJut r ' L. cone r l .... ht uack Ll here a<-aln . I know what life O:lt.elc.e ls 
llke ...... 10 it uon ' t sp..>eal to me . I ' ve liveu this free life L1 here too 
10n6. II 
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~ e Jtc ~ber L . 1')77 

,ox t Ot.J t":t weaLher was aca1n su;:>erb and we dec ldoo to make 

D', ovcrnl,)'t trl.) L'1to the (L .... h country . Jefter e. breaKi!!ast of sa,ueat;.e 

Jattlcs , julcfl (;1')(1 cofr"e we packed e:lec)l::t ba",s and clothes. 

~ 811,a11 tent , and foo<.. enouc:,hi; f or two lunches , one supper and one 

breakfast . r.e 81;"a1'l walKe0 up Jje tt enpherl;" Creek to Colorlldo, but th1s 

tl.n;e co,ltiluec: on up the lAtter eastward for al. ost two mUes . The banlrs 

rose stec)lJ O!1 both siaes . uS..lally we co.(10 proceed by croEzln .... al'ld 

recros.ln<. t:'e crel3 { but so:n.tlmes hod. to climb up tl1rol.l,:.,h dense 

n _11 ow S 2nD. ovor rr.ossy knob 8 . "e saw I' here o!.rn le John SO.l haa mined for 

Lold , l'TDrve11nt..- at 

L~ lnto oull d lnL 

~ 
the e.lor,.,Ous amount of hand laoor that ~must have 

the da~s , slu ic es ~nd ehed that still survlve lh 

varyin~ del-roee of disrepalr . 

!ll'Ound .100n the SKY sUClden!.y became over aMt", vxi and temperature 
" 

uro;J)eu 1n t,le aat •. ) and aark creek bott om . \',e paused for a lUJ'lch of cheese 

and cracJrors , flnis ,in .... witr a handful of is "r.:.orp" - raisins l'1 ixeu wlth 

nuts :->no cLoc"late . ~v ryth1nc- was &tlll c1arr.my fro,n th e heavy .Lw ~'11ch 

fell 'L nl~ht , and I decloeu to iliee if I could s tart a fire . 

bircl' barl{ for tinder Dnd broke off aead tWil;"s ~spruce . I i "1 lned 

that it w~s winter ana 1 had just fallen ln to tt,e stream and haa only 

a fow ,::alT.' nte before I~y lOI;"E and fe et fJl:lOZII wuuld freeze . I et,.A c l ed 

to l...ct thot wooa burn in • but by the tl1:e I succeeded my i~fI ... l nE!ry leLs 

and f"" t were frozen s tiff '1C I \las O:le more unknown casualty of the 

i,loskun winter I I rememoereo t l !tlnc to an 01<1 o!.sklruo on the l-i oa tak 

h1 ver 11 1')71.. . [ had hopea to _ot so~e anclen t t. Ibal wtsQom from h 

as to how cO t.,et a flre _OL"L I,tth ~Iet wood in n eraert;,ency . In response 

to IL,I qU6Et1on be loo.tcJ nt rr:c with IdEe ole... eyes and wrlnkleo brOl'i , 

'l l" re wen t the .. ' 

~ mOJl:ent and sald : H\,ell , w,Jt usually use ("aso11ne . " 

:l c l~hborr oou ! 
, 
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Ernie Johnson ap,Jaref,tl.'l had no ruch prObleJl i ll hts Oa:j . hobert 

,',!J..I'ehall ~escribeE ~Ihat ha,;JjEmnd aftel he and Johnson had follen 

intv v river in frcczlIl L weatl'er; 

""e ran u,,) on the f tde hlll ebove tt'e r iver till we cnr. to a dead 
blrch _ !l lucky breaK because birch makes particularly ood kLndllnt:,., . 
"u 1C kly Zrnie r1i>.:>ea off II ,lece of' bark and struck 11 dry match frOl!l 
h ie wa terproof luox match CDse . Sut '11s hande were t!laltin", ana he 
co..tlan ' t ,-e t the match and t he bark near eech other , and the match 
went out . He etruck another ana r crabbeu the bark and held lt ('",oinet 
thG tilly fl8.ll'e . In 0. moment 1t was ablaze and then it was sil!l)le to 
heap 0,1 dead spruce tw1c..s a,ld later aead spruce 11 os . £oon the f1re 
was safely burr!1nt. . not to lO out ..tnt l.l we could lee ve th1a s.,)ot 
nea rly twenty - !,out: hour later .... It was not until the next Of'Y . 
~.hen we "ere rehashin... the expor 1e ceo that I realized what ;:.r 1e 
and Jeese (Allen) knew . that if we haC! not sta.rtc the fires promptly 
lie miLh t have _)erlshed fr om exposure in this freezl.1L. weather . " 

f,oon after lunch the skies unex!Jcctedly cleareo () a.in . .. e were 

nearln~ the headwaters of Colorado Creck and decidea to scale t e hi~h 

ridL.l)E to t.he north where wc could cam.!? for the nl~ht . I dre .. a allon 

of wa.ter fI'om the stream and we started U) the steep 'lncllne. \ Lllow 

ana spruce t.,radually c:..ave: way to lower bushes as we cllr.lbea. U erfoot 

whIte carloou lichen formed a backarop for red cer r iep and s all c:..reen and 
. 

~ leaves . ~fter ab out a t houeanu ,-\rertical feet of exhausttne work 

we eu,ert.(l(. onto a fla t bench Emxi%l~ nea r the to;;> of LPe I' l~e . rt was 
~ 

lat~ afternoon . ana the sun'E rayD softly illuminated the red , Lolu end .. 
trec,l1 ulSi)lay of autumn tunlfra . I.e \-.ere just at thE: t~p of the trrF - '1'10 , 

/lOOV£, I-I hich vast slopes swe;;>t upward to tHe ltounta1n Dll:,)'lines 011 three 

sldes . I\s far as the fiye COU.La see to the east , south n!lU west , pea-s 

succeeded unnamed ;JeaKs in a.n endloss procession . l'11s was the southcrn 

edc:..e of the centrel Llrooks hance cou'ltry . Lhe "rULceay mountllL1 S" that 

h ob~rt I arEhall 0.:10. _ n 1e John son loven so liell . The w U(inesE and 

t,ranoeur of 1t all _Jut to shen:e a..1Y cathedral ever ouUt uy l!:an . 

\. e founa et0168 ena r.laue a fire r 1nL. . collected deaa wood 

and soon had (). n,erry blaze to wurd off the even'ln... ,hill as sU.1Eet came • 

• wo hot cupe: of pea soup precedsu our oLtner., .... 1tl1 hot chocolate at the 
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end , 'l'he t.e:1 t Wb.6 .)Itc';ea U:l a be of mo!;:s and sheltcrcc.: [1on; the 

nOl·thwlnd oJ the rIe..(..e auove ;JS . liar'mess fell . ~C CQverea Olli: ",ear 

with Ll. )u.'lcho to Ace.) off the dew , .Jut p.o:::e ~.atel in a thallow <Jan to 

seE how har<.< it would freeze , nnd turnea In . I.t about 3 a . m. we llwoke 

brlefly to find Lhe sky a e,himmerln(:, white curwo.ln of ,~orthElrn Ll hts . 

E,e )tcr ib er ~ , 1977 

by ,·.oMint. f. OE,t had. coverea our (..ear and tent lind forlted a 

tr In layer of lee L the pan . lie breal{faEteo. hu l",rily on juIce , hot 

cel eal , chocolate a;1c, a,J)lesaclce . l'ben , as tau_ht to me by John r.nuffC' nn 

~"!( ... a,y .l.>ane last year OIl our expea ttton to Cockeahat ~;ounta1n , I cast the 

stonee of the fire r1n(.. to the four Winds and l,atl:er(; moss to .Jack down 

over tee colu ashes • •• hen \,e finished there was no siLn that humans had 

ever compeu here . ..e Etr uck anu packed the tent , sleepin", ba .... s and. clothes 

and. cltmtea t~e Eholt d i stance to the to~ of the rla(..e , ~nus1n~ alont. the 

Waj to Ewe<.:,) U) f:r.all handfuls of ri)e blueberr1es , Comtn~ around a rock 

we flufPcd two ptarmiLan and phot.0t.-ra;>hcc. them ae L'1ey all\,;.hteu at-aln 
~~~­

tll t"'~J Jards al B:J . Larmot holes were ebunoant but 'i/O Eah , 0 It.d'mot-s . 

He fol1oweo QUL' ur.:H't;ea llo",e 8.S 141 aecltncd ,-,cntly to Lpe west, 

nottnL l;.I'etefully th&t it wo:;.l<.:. t.a .... e us all the w<J.y b;:;clt cO 1.!ottenpherb 

l-rE'd. , evvlaLn", t.he low couat!'J ana creu{ bottoIT.", we hall strut,~led thout,.h 

thE. dIV b(.fo1 e , .,OW we co ... lo sec a. • ew EuccerElon of lar ... er ,JenKS cO the 

.lortt , ala anot!":er valley lead in", to the i-Jeadwaters of .Jetten;Jher(.. • 

•• here-as j cstt..roa.y (.';(, been hp.rci "'orK and ,-<;Jhll1 stru~c:.ile , today Was our 

--­re~e.rd . 1r.c fir, tundra ur.u"r foot made f'or ef'fortles£ wlJ.lki:lb .&iItd ~he sun 
~ 

shoJlc OI'1~1 t 1n a Etill clouulc£f s,cy 1 ;r\1e (,001 autumn all' Eanc;. ill the 

lunt.s . "hen ~I(; ..;rused for l...nch , paCKS down and tUteC: !I<..-alnst !".L,lnc. 

"JOlcs , r LcnLly exc8.vatc.u p flvE; - lnch white B)I'Ure and IJut it 1n a .)lastlc 

b/l.<.. , Ltc. lout o woll ,;rotecteu 11 .1 ball of rich earth . I hope" t 1s tref' 

woule.. saor:1 t.he <..-'U'G.en ()f .he llew hOUEe .. nuj 8Jl~ Joyce wer 0- buy i<1", in 
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F 1l1rb an;;s . 

t.he cree,{ and retraceu our Ete.JS soutr.wuru to the caoin . TheI e \-ie took Jl! 

off boots (wd ,Jut on we.rm .... ry Bocke and sneakers , refueled the little 

!;,l1CK,)acirin ... IStove , stmled our ,-,ear and ',eated creeK water for wash tnt. 

clothes. 

lurke] bourbon ".nu a freeh ore~,-,e whlcr she had quietly hidden away in 

er tJack.Jac" . j, c celebre. teo n e end of a Lrea t <lay IUld felt t,lad, as 

nl<..ht car"e a.1,1 raLl beean to foIl, that we were back at.ain beside Ernie 

~J!'nEo'I' E liar:n stove . That wooJen floor never cecaoe any softer , but 

"I'e raL} 0,1 tre tln roof waE> nn effect.lve antidote as I fell asleep, 

I.e JtelGIJCr 6 , .977 

"att.U'e's COll tY'ast£ Ire JiQX. amonL the joys of wilderbes8 

Ilvine- , but only if . by luc:{ or by skUl, one can make the :1ecesc ary 

ada,Jtatlme . Today Eaw eteaUJ . cold, QrlzzlL"l~ rain fthich we cOelld 

enjoy ColOrou<..hly be:c'luse we wel e watcl:1ne... it throut/l the ollen door of 

a wcrc. Dna Lry cabin . 
,i 

I:1sioe , I unpacKed the da~p tent and spread It out 

to air B.ild uIJ . Even nylo.l tents can rot If ;JaCKed wet . In the afternoon 

we .Jut on rai,l Lear and walkeu into the 6)rUCe forest with .,;rnle 

vo~n£oll ' s rew ada axe , to re.Jlenlsh the fire~ .. ood we were bur!lint. . \10 

sawed C:OWJl Btanc t!1l. dead trece and dra .. ,-,ed them back to the cabln . plac ed 

t.het. at.hwart t!:e old Bali orees ("nci cut tho:r; into stove - sized bI11tts . 

S01!.e of "hicl "e B.Jitt . Tron we n atsQ water for baths of a sort , put 

on urj clea.l clotLes, elld dl.f)eneed the \.iid 1urkey to cone-ratulate 

ourEeiv€El on , constructive Qe:j of sllbslste,)ce lumberlnl. . Then it was 

tL..e for a E.)ccial d~Jlner f(Jatul'l.n", mac::o.roni anQ cheeEs , with Dutter and 

crut;;blsa Ol.lcvll bar rlx0c in . I contraEted the sh€€-r delit;.ht of lhis 

wllaoX'l10E feaEt wit.h a dlnneJ r had just host€;(1 in Fuirban?s . Hlere we 

were £erveo. n;oc..locre ::'ood for whIc), we had .. or.erated 1I0 nat,.ural ap,}etite . 
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strueLled to converse over the blare of umwanted music , and I had paid 

, 100 for the privile~e ~ 

s§@ternber 7.1977 

'lhe f .coat plane from .oettles was sup;Josed to pick us u;> on 

September d ~ ~rnie Lake , six miles away, but the pilot had said that 

if low cei11o("s were forecast f ur t hat day , he miLht come for us the 

nieht before . Accordi~1y we had to start back • 

• e inscribed our copy of .arshall's Alaska ilderness and left 

it on the table for future visi tors~who rni<...ht want to know about Ernie 

J ohnson . Then we moved all our tear outdoors and cleaned the cabin 

thorout.hly . i. e stacked replacement firewood , and with a last look insiae, 

closed and boarded and barred the door and winaow . I I.!.inc.erly Climbed a 

rotLint., old laduer to the roof and covered the stovel)ipe before we 

packeu Uv ana de}arted. rausin~ at the eabe of the clearint we looked 

back at the cabin , now as empty and silent as when we had found it. 

Is there a sound if a tree falls in the forest but no one is there to 

hear it I' V.hap happens inside an old' cabin in the wilderness when its 
~ ,,"'-L ': 

occupants have :> 

Ernie Johnson diea of a heart attack in Fairbanks in 1961 at the 

ae-e of bl , survivin..., his youncer fric(Jo Hobert harshall by twenty _two 

years . E is olu cabin with its handmade fJI'niture , with its old stove 

and tools ana books so laboriously packed in , sti~i S there by 

bettenpherL Creek, a reminder of those 0 iil lL earlier days when he 

and Hobert I',arshall roamed t o<.,.ether the wild country of the central 

OE,den "lll1ams 
AnchoraLe All: 
October 1977 

, 


