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of lakes, with little change in elevation, can sometimes be difficult to find.
For this stretch of the journey I ordered six maps at the scale of 1:50,000.

By mid-November I had applied waterproofing map seal to all 11 maps,
and had finalized a tentative 30-day itinerary. I could already visualize our
campsites, where we might have to portage around rapids, and where we
might spend our rest days hiking, fishing, birding and botanizing. At this
stage of planning a river trip, my mind always becomes irreversibly fixed. I
now HAD to paddle down the Anderson River. [ had my maps, didn’t 7 I had
my itinerary, didn’t I? Il HAD to go.

OK. So now the river portion of our adventure was in place. The prior-
ity for next year, though, was winter, not summer. We still needed a cabin. I
called Alan, and told him about our plans.

“It’s going to be hard to find a suitable cabin, Mike,” he said. “First of all,
very few communities, let alone cabins, even exist north of the Arctic Circle.
Secondly, trappers use most of those cabins that do exist. And, since trapping
occurs primarily in winter, the cabins aren’t available then. And it’s possible
that many trappers wouldn’t even want to rent their cabin to tourists from the
South. And also, as you know, many bush cabins aren’t all that great. I think
it will be difficult to find what you want.”

“I need only one cabin, Alan. If you don’t mind just asking around, I
would appreciate it.”

“OK, I'll see what I can do.”

I hung up the phone feeling pretty optimistic. Something would work
out. It always does.

In addition to finding a cabin, another, more serious, and now quite nag-
ging obstacle remained — our lack of winter experience. I grew up in Sacra-
mento, in California’s Great Central Valley. Only very rarely did ice form
on our backyard fish pond. One winter, when I was about 10 years old, hail
beat down on our house for about 10 minutes, piling up several centimetres
against our garage door. A very memorable event for me. I also clearly re-
member the first time [ actually saw snow falling. I was a 22-year-old gradu-
ate student, collecting data for a professor researching the accumulation and
decay rates of leaves and twigs in Sequoia National Park. As I bent over the
collection trays in late September, a white, ash-like substance began swirling
around my head.

“Who would be starting fires way out here, and at this time of year?” I
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wondered. There were no buildings around, and I hadn’t seen anyone on the
road.

Yes, I am almost embarrassed to admit it, but for that first brief moment, I
mistook snow for wood ash. Since moving to Vancouver in 1975, I had taken
up cross-country and back-country skiing. Nevertheless, in 1998 I still had
never lived with snow and ice, and had never endured a long, cold winter.

Kathleen’s winter résumé was not much longer. From the age of two she
had lived in Vancouver, where snow occasionally falls for a few days each
winter. The nearly incessant rain, however, usually quickly follows, turning
everything to dirty slush and mush. Kathleen and I both faced a steep learn-
ing curve before we headed north of the Arctic Circle for winter.

We needed to learn about walking on frozen lakes and rivers. We needed
to learn about winter camping. We needed to acquire the most appropriate
clothing and gear. To begin our education, we purchased a copy of A Snow
Walker’s Companion, by Garrett and Alexandra Conover, a truly excellent
book that provided detailed advice and recommendations on clothing and
gear. Chapters included Snowshoes and Footwear; Toboggans; Tents and
Trail Stoves,; Clothing for the Elements; Tools of the Trail; and Provisioning.
Additional information included addresses and telephone numbers of suppli-
ers of winter equipment, plus detailed plans for making clothing.

We were especially intrigued with the Conover’s recommendation for
footwear: ‘The [traditional] sock-felt-moccasin system is entirely breathable,
very lightweight, and magnificently functional in conditions ranging from
twenty-five degrees Fahrenheit [minus 4 degrees C] to as cold as temper-
atures go on earth. [The system] is comfortable and light as can be. You feel
as if you are prancing around in bedroom slippers.’

That was quite a testimonial. I emailed Alan to get his opinion. He agreed
completely with the Conovers, and recommended that we make our own duf-
fel-cloth liners for our mukluks: “They are simple to make. Since Kathleen
sews she could easily make them to fit your mukluks. As you know, patterns
are available in the Conover book.”

The Conovers also advised that we would need different boots during
the transition season, at temperatures warmer than minus 4 degrees, when
one’s body weight will supply enough compression to melt the snow, making
our moccasins wet. In an email Alan wrote that he preferred, “the Sorel boot
[which is] far more commonly used [here in Inuvik] than [other brands]. I
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find the Sorel is more versatile because the rubber bottom means it can be
used in fairly wet conditions and still keep you warm and dry.”

Alan also cautioned us that we would: “need heavy mitts, leather I would
suggest, for working around the camp. Hauling wood and fixing the stove,
for example, require material that will stand up to snags and heat.”

It was good to have access to Alan’s experience.

A couple of weeks later I sat in my living room leafing through Up Here,
a magazine devoted to articles about Canada’s Far North. This particular
issue featured a story about a man named Bern Will Brown. It seems that
Bern had cabins for rent at the north end of Colville Lake. Cabins that we
would be paddling by next summer on our way to the Anderson River! Could
this be true? If so, it seemed like fate, and I called Bern the next afternoon,
on November 29.

“Hello, my name is Mike, and my wife Kathleen and I are planning to
overwinter, in a small cabin, as a holiday, somewhere north of the Arctic
Circle. I read in Up Here magazine that you have cabins to rent at the north
end of Colville Lake.”

“Yes, I have two cabins at North End, but one is for storage. I rent out
only the smaller one.”

“We’d prefer a smaller cabin anyway. It would be easier to heat than a
larger cabin.”

“I’ve never rented it out in the winter before. Mostly I rent to fishermen
in the summer and hunters in the fall. It’s not really a winter cabin.”

“Would it be liveable in the winter though? We are going to paddle the
Anderson River next July, and we could get a look at the cabin then.”

“That sounds good. You would want to see it, before you committed to
staying there in the winter. You say your name is Mike? Would you be com-
ing for the entire winter?”

“Ideally, we would like to come from January to break-up. What kind of
heat does the cabin have? We would prefer to have wood heat.”

“Both cabins have wood-burning stoves. If you do come, I could make
sure that firewood is cut and stacked for you. But I would have to charge for
it.”

“Sounds fair to me. What are the cabins like? Are they in good shape?
I’ve seen a lot of bush cabins. Some are good. Many are not so good. What
would it cost to rent your cabin?”
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“I made the cabins myself, Mike. They’re both in good shape. I can send
you some brochures, and we can talk some more after you've read them.
What’s your address?”

I hung up the phone, very excited, and thoroughly pleased with myself.
This seems to be working out quite well. We’re learning about clothing and
gear, and now I have a great lead on a cabin north of the Arctic Circle.

The brochures arrived a week later, and from the pictures, the cabins
were excellent. They were fully furnished, and sat on a small knoll above
the outlet of Colville Lake. Docks extended on both sides of a short, narrow
point extending into the lake. This couldn’t be any better. The only potential
drawback was the listed rate of $100 per person per night. Two hundred dol-
lars per night for Kathleen and me. Six thousand dollars per month. Break-
up normally occurs in mid-June. So the total cost, for 5.5 months would be
$33,000. Certainly much more than any reasonable person would expect to
pay or to receive. Obviously Bern intended these prices for short-term sports-
men, not for long-term winter enthusiasts.

What would be a fair price to pay, though? Once again, I called Alan.

“You’re lucky to find such a cabin, Mike. Price is hard to determine. So
many variables, such as location, condition, furnishings. But bush cabins in
the Inuvik area generally go from between $500 to $1,000 per month.”

For the next few days I spent a lot of time looking at the brochures. The
north end of Colville Lake, and its little collection of buildings and docks,
seemed perfect for our winter adventure.

I called Bern again to find out what price he actually would charge for
the winter.

“So, Bern, Kathleen and I are very interested in coming. You mentioned
before that you could provide firewood for us. How much wood do you think
we would need?” [I thought I would proceed cautiously to the question of
rent. There was a very large spread between Alan’s estimate and Bern’s bro-
chure.]

“I think you would need at least two cords.”

“What would be the cost for that?”

“Two hundred and fifty dollars a cord — split and stacked.”

I didn’t know if that was a fair price, but it was about the same that I pay
for cordwood in Vancouver. The price certainly seemed acceptable.

Bern continued. “There’s also two propane tanks on the porch. They’re
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for the propane cook stove and for lights. There’s also a generator that you’re
welcome to use.”

“We’re not really interested in a generator. They make too much noise.
One of the reasons we’re coming is for the quiet.”

“I see. Do you know how to drive a ski-doo? It’s a long way to town.
About 40 km. I can rent you a ski-doo.”

“I don’t think we need a ski-doo. We want to do a lot of snowshoeing.
Snow mobiles make a lot of noise.”

“I see. Can you use a chain saw? There’s one in the storage shed.”

“If we pay to have firewood already there when we arrive, then I don’t
think we will need a chain saw. Besides, they make a lot of noise. We will
bring a bow saw and axe. I like physical work. I think we’ll be fine without
the chain saw. But it’s good to know that it’s there if we need it.

“I see.”

And now for the big question — “We’re very interested, Bern. What is the
monthly rent?”

“Did you get my brochures?”

“Yes, we did. So is the price in the brochure what you would expect for
renting during the winter?”

“Yes.”

“But,” I countered, “the price seemed to be for people who are staying
for only a few days. Or maybe a week. On a monthly basis, that would be
$6,000. We can’t afford that.”

“What can you afford?”

“I don’t think it’s a question of what we can afford, Bern. I think it’s a
question of what it’s worth. I have a friend in Inuvik who says that bush cab-
ins generally go for about $500 to $1,000 per month.”

Bern, after a short pause, offered a few more comments regarding the
amenities of the Anderson River and Colville Lake: “As I mentioned in my
letter, I do have a printed résumé of a canoe trip down the Anderson River,
which T sell for $25.00. My wife Margaret and I have paddled down the
Anderson River to the Arctic coast, so have first-hand knowledge of the trip.
Pretty much everyone who goes down the Anderson River stays a few days
here in town, at my compound and lodge. The town here is quite nice. You’ll
probably want to visit before you go down the Anderson.”
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Bern paused again, and then said, “You know, I’d be happier with the
higher price mentioned by your friend.”

“That sounds fair to me, Bern.”

So it was all set. We were going to live at the north end of Colville Lake,
a full 100 km north of the Arctic Circle, from January 1999 to break-up in
June. The next day I ordered six more topographic maps at the 1:50,000 scale
for the area surrounding the cabin.

Most of our friends thought that $1,000 per month was an exorbitant price.
“Hey, you could get a pretty nice apartment in Vancouver for that amount of
money. Why would you pay that much for just a cabin in the bush?”

They implied that Kathleen and I were getting ripped off. But I disagree.
It’s a question of value, and of supply and demand. Bern’s is the only cabin
available at the north end of Colville Lake, a perfect place for us to over-
winter. And it seems that the cabin’s well made and maintained. I actually
preferred to pay the upper end of the range mentioned by Alan. Bern would
be my primary contact for any emergencies and help throughout the winter. |
wanted to begin with a good relationship. I certainly didn’t want Bern to feel
that [ was taking advantage of him.

On March First, 1998, I prepared the following purchase order to send to
Craig MacDonald, in Dwight, Ontario. Of all the suppliers listed in the Con-
over book, Craig provided the most complete selection of both clothing and
equipment. He also included detailed instructions on techniques for hauling
sleds, for travelling safely during winter, for erecting tents, and for avoiding
tent fires. In fact, Craig would sell his winter wall tents and stoves only to
those people who also purchased his use-and-safety guide. We appreciated
Craig’s prudent and careful approach.

Egyptian Cotton Tent $1,199.00
Tent Fly (12 x 12 feet) 149.00
Tent Stove (3900 cubic inches) 239.00
Stove Heat Shield 9.00
Stove Pipe Thimble (4-inch pipe) 19.00
Stainless Steel Baking Trivets 4.00
Flat-faced Ice Chisel 59.00
Chrome-plated Iron Tent Poles 109.00

Ten-oz Duck Canvas Wind Suits (2) 338.00
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Snowshoe Moccasins (4 pairs) 316.00
One Roll Lamp Wick (for snowshoe bindings) 24.00
Snowshoes (2 pairs) 258.00
Tent Candles (2 boxes) 38.00
Candle Holders (4) 1.00
8-foot Standard Trail Sled (45 pounds) 399.00
Tumpline 59.00
Shipping Deposit 100.00
Total $3,320.00

In 1998, Craig manufactured and listed all his items in Imperial units.
The tent measured 8 feet by 10 feet, with a 3-foot wall and a 6.5-foot ridge
height, yet weighed only 16 pounds (7.25 kg). Very light considering that
the tent’s fairly roomy size could easily accommodate Kathleen and me, the
stove, and much of our gear. Yet the tent was small enough to be set up
quickly using metal tent poles, without needing to spend time cutting larger
poles from the forest.

Before sending the order to Craig, I shared this list by email with Alan,
who wrote that, “If you pull a toboggan [while snowshoeing], I would sug-
gest a light plastic kids-type sled. These are cheap and slide very easily. You
may want to have two — either two light ones, or one light one and a heavier-
style (wood perhaps). We use these little sleds at camp for hauling ice, wood
and fish. They are like winter wheelbarrows.”

This recommendation seemed inappropriate to me. We planned to be
hauling our gear over long distances and perhaps difficult terrain. A plastic
‘kids-type sled’” would certainly be too flimsy to endure six months of heavy
winter use. I would go with Craig’s sturdy, heavy (20 kg) sled. I sent the or-
der off the next day. Craig called a week later to say that everything except
the sled had been shipped by Canada Post. The bulky, heavy sled would be
delivered by a small shipping company sometime in mid-July.

The Conover book advised that fur ruffs, which are much warmer than
synthetic materials, should always be added to wind suits. Based on Alan’s
suggestion, we called the Winnipeg Fur Exchange to order two coyote ruffs.
As soon as they arrived, Kathleen easily sewed both onto our canvas wind
suits. Based on the patterns in the Conover book, Kathleen also made duf-
fel-cloth inserts for all four pairs of our new moccasins. These moccasins,
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also known as mukluks, with their light canvas uppers and tanned moosehide
bottoms, did appear very much like cosy bedroom slippers.

Duffel cloth is normally very expensive, around $50.00 per metre, but
the pre-eminent fabric store in Vancouver offered remnants marked down to
only $5.00 per metre. In fact, we obtained most of our winter clothing quite
inexpensively, primarily because, like the Conovers, we prefer wool. Like
many modern synthetic materials, wool breathes well and retains heat, even
when wet. Unlike synthetics such as fleece, however, wool is easily repaired
in the field, and does not ‘melt’ when contacted by heat or campfire embers.
Several trips to the various thrift and army surplus stores provided all we
needed in the way of wool pants, wool shirts and wool sweaters. We pur-
chased medium and heavy sets of wool long underwear, both top and bottom,
at the Army & Navy, Vancouver’s most ‘blue collar’ department store.

Periodically I practiced setting up the wall tent. Most nights I studied
my maps, or leafed through the Conover book, or reread Craig MacDonald’s
instructions — on some nights I did all three.

By late April, everything was set. We had our cabin. We had most of our
equipment. We had most of our clothing. Our leaves of absence would begin
in just over two months, when we would drive to Inuvik, and from there
fly to Colville Lake to meet Bern, to see the cabin, and to canoe down the
Anderson River. After returning home, we would make plans for shipping
six months of food, equipment, supplies and ourselves to the north end of
Colville Lake, where we would immerse ourselves in the cold and isolation
of a true Canadian winter.



CHAPTER 2

A Bump in the Road

My appointment as Associate Dean in the Faculty of Agricultural Sci-
ences at the University of British Columbia included secretarial sup-
port. I considered myself very fortunate that Lynn brought such skill and
enthusiasm to her position and responsibilities. I therefore felt privileged in
May when she asked me to serve as emcee at her wedding. And, to be hon-
est, I also enjoy the microphone. I love the stage. I welcomed the opportunity
to at least try to entertain her guests. On the afternoon of Lynn’s wedding I
reached into the closet for my most formal clothing, including some black
dress slacks that I had not worn for more than two years. The slacks fit very
snugly on my right thigh. In fact, I could barely get them on. The left leg was
loose. The waist was loose. But the right pant leg fit extremely tightly.

Like most men, I immediately asked my wife to explain my predicament.
“Kathleen, I can’t seem to get these slacks over my right leg. Why would that
be?”

As is her style, Kathleen answered honestly and candidly. “Why would
I know why your slacks don’t fit anymore? Clothes don’t fit forever.” See. 1
told you Kathleen would know the answer.

“Let me see, though. Turn around. Let me have a look. You’re right, Mi-
chael. They are very tight. You know, for a while now, your right thigh muscle
seems to have been getting bigger. You look almost lopsided.”

“Ido?”

“Haven’t you noticed?”” Kathleen asked.

“No. Why would I notice? I never look at myself from behind. These
pants sure don’t fit though. We both need to go to the dentist and the doctor
for checkups before we head north, anyway. Maybe my thigh muscle has
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been strained or something. Maybe the doctor can recommend some physio-
therapy. I’ll make an appointment for next week. It’s less than two months
before we go now, but there’s still time to do something, if something needs
to be done.”

A week later I sat in the doctor’s tiny, cramped examination room read-
ing decades-old Canadian Geographic magazines and daydreaming about
the first of July, when Kathleen and I would head north into our year of
freedom. The doctor entered, peered into my eyes and ears, took my blood
pressure and tapped on my knees.

“Everything looks OK,” he said. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes, there is,” I began, as I hopped down from the table. “Some of my
slacks no longer fit over my right leg. My thigh muscle seems to have gotten
larger. Maybe I should see a physiotherapist,” I suggested.

“Turn around. Let’s have a look.”

I’m not making this next part up. It happened exactly like this. I turned
around, and my doctor yelled out, “Oh my God!” as he more or less fell
backwards out through the door of the examination room. I generally try not
to read too much extra into what people say or do. But I definitely interpreted
a falling-backward, Oh-my-God to be a bad sign.

The doctor recovered from his initial reaction, and came back into the
room.

“So do you think I need to see a physiotherapist?” I asked.

“No. I'm going to send you for some tests, starting with an ultrasound,
and then, if necessary, an MRL.”

“Does it take long to get those tests scheduled?” I asked. “I have to go
away for a couple of months on July First. I need to get those tests done be-
fore then.”

“You won’t be going anywhere this summer,” he replied.

Once again, I generally try not to read too much extra into what people
say or do. But I definitely interpreted ‘You won’t be going anywhere this
summer’ to be a bad sign. Oh well, there’s almost two months before we
leave. Still plenty of time. And besides, | HAD to paddle down the Anderson
River. I had my waterproofed maps, didn’t I? I had my itinerary, didn’t I? I
HAD to go.

I went for the ultrasound test three days later. The technician told me that
a cyst, which the ultrasound would detect, could be the cause my swollen
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thigh. Cysts are usually not serious, I thought. Besides, according to Kath-
leen, I seem to have had this cyst for at least a couple of years, and the only
problem I’ve had is that my dress slacks didn’t fit any more. Who cares about
my dress slacks, anyway? I don’t. I certainly won’t be taking dress slacks
north with me.

After the ultrasound I chatted briefly with the technician. “So, is it a
cyst?”

“I don’t think so,” she replied.

“What is it then?”

“You should ask your doctor. Here’s the phone number to schedule an
MRI.”

Damn! I hate going for all these tests.

I drove back to my office and called the number on the card. “I have been
asked to schedule an MRI.”

“Our first available slot is early July. Is that OK?”

“No. That doesn’t work for me. I’'m going away for a couple of months
on July First. Are there any other MRI facilities around that might have ear-
lier dates?”

“I’ll check and get back to you.”

Thirty minutes later the receptionist called back to say that they could
take me tomorrow, at 1:30.

“Great! Thanks very much for your help.”

The next day, at Vancouver General Hospital, I filled out all the forms,
and checked the ‘No’ box to the question ‘Are you claustrophobic?’ The
technician strapped me to the table, and slid me into the narrow tube where
I spent the next 45 minutes listening to a series of loud, jackhammer-like
noises. Afterwards, I took the rest of the day off, went home, sat in my gar-
den, and wondered what all these tests would reveal.

Three days later my falling-backward, Oh-my-God doctor called me at
work. “I’m afraid that the MRI results indicate that you have a tumour in
your thigh — a liposarcoma. I can’t tell you how serious it might be. I have
forwarded your test results to the oncologist, and have made an appointment
for you at the cancer clinic. You should be there next Tuesday, at 10:30 in the
morning.”

As I’'ve said twice before, I generally try not to read too much extra into
what people say or do. But I absolutely interpreted ‘I’ve scheduled an ap-
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pointment for you at the cancer clinic’ to be a very bad sign. I had gotten
quite a few laughs during the last week telling the story of my falling-back-
ward, Oh-my-God doctor. It was good material. But this cancer clinic ap-
pointment didn’t sound funny at all. For the first time, I began to worry.

“So what is a liposarcoma? I've never heard of it before.”

“It’s a cancer of the fat cells. If you want, I can send you some informa-
tion, and I can give you some website addresses.”

“Yes, please. I would like to have the website addresses and the bro-
chures.”

How could this be happening? Oh well, I might not actually have this
cancer. The MRI test might be only suggestive, and not conclusive. And even
if I do have cancer, many cancers are easily treated. And besides, there’s
more than a month left before we head north. Still plenty of time.

Despite what kind of cancer I might have, or how treatable it might be,
just hearing the word ‘cancer’ applied to yourself is frightening enough. I
don’t feel ashamed telling you that when I called my father that afternoon, I
had difficulty even saying, “I have cancer, Dad.”

I didn’t actually cry, but I wasn’t entirely composed either.

On the Internet, Kathleen and I read that:

A liposarcoma is a malignant tumour that arises in fat cells
in deep soft tissue, such as that inside the thigh. They are
typically large bulky tumours, which tend to have multiple
smaller satellites extending beyond the main confines of the
tumour. Only when the tumour is very large do symptoms of
pain or functional disturbances occur. The prognosis varies
depending on the site of origin, the tumour size, the depth,
and proximity to lymph nodes. In advanced cases, amputation
is sometimes necessary. Metastases are common. The 5-year
survival rate for a high-grade liposarcoma is less than 50%.

Amputation? Damn. I felt real bad. And not just because I had cancer. 1
felt sorrow and wrenching disappointment that this liposarcoma, this bulging
thigh, might keep me from pursuing my dream of spending an isolated winter
in the Far North — a dream that was supposed to begin in only a month from
now. I spent the next several days feeling quite morose.

Next Tuesday Kathleen took the day off, and we both went down to the
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cancer clinic, where we sat waiting with scores of other sombre, worried-
looking people. Not a very happy place at all. When my turn came, Kathleen
joined me, as together we walked into the small meeting room, where we
met with Dr. Masri, the oncologist. He was smiling, and seemed happy. How
could he possibly have bad news?

“As you probably know,” he began, “cancers are generally rated in four
stages, with stage one being the least advanced, and stage four being the most
advanced. Your tumour is very large, one of the largest liposarcomas | have
ever seen. Even so, it is still confined within the fat cells, and has not moved.
It is not likely to metastasize, as it is not in contact with any organs. It’s big,
but it is still stage one. I am confident that surgery will be completely suc-
cessful in removing all of it.”

I didn’t know what to think. I should have been pleased. And I suppose
I was. But my first reaction was almost one of shame. For the past week |
had been feeling very sorry for myself, fearing the worst. And now he tells
me that my self-pity was entirely unwarranted and undeserved? I simply go
into the hospital, he cuts the cancer out, and I go on with my life. I regretted
that I ever even mentioned my cancer to anybody. My health problem didn’t
seem to be any worse than swollen tonsils or an enlarged appendix. What a
baby I was.

Dr. Masri outlined two possible scenarios for me: “I know that you were
planning to go on a canoe trip in July. You can still do that, and we can oper-
ate when you get back. Or we can operate now, say early next month.”

What, I thought, the surgery is not even urgent? What a wuss I have
been.

“Well, I'm sort of geared up to dealing with this. The sooner the bet-
ter. Let’s get it over with. Let’s have the surgery now.” I forgot all about my
waterproofed maps and my itinerary for the Anderson River.

Kathleen and I left Dr. Masri’s office, and walked past the waiting room
filled with scores of sombre, worried-looking people. My week of anxiety
now seemed quite trivial compared to the uncertainty and peril that surely
awaited many of them. I slinked past, hoping they wouldn’t notice the spring
in my step and the relief in my heart.

Back at work the next day I relayed the good news to my colleagues,
who suggested that I should take sick leave while I recovered from surgery.
“No need to waste your leave on being sick. Why don’t you begin your
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administrative leave of absence when you’re better? Take as much time as
you need.”

This had never occurred to me. I always had believed that my bad luck is
just that. My bad luck. I should have to deal with my bad luck. Other people
should not have to make adjustments to accommodate me. Postponing my
leave by just one month, though, to end July 31, created a tremendous oppor-
tunity. Kathleen and I could now go to the cabin and canoe out to the Arctic
coast after break-up. This approach provided a more natural flow of events,
compared to canoeing by the cabin in summer, and then returning in winter. I
called Kathleen to see if she could change the terms of her leave. As it turns
out, her Computing Services unit gladly supported her request to extend her
leave of absence. Kathleen’s leave was without pay, and Computing Servi-
ces, which had been suffering financial cutbacks, welcomed the opportunity
to save additional salary.

So one never knows about life. Because of my cancer, our original, ideal
plan for how we would spend our year of freedom had been restored.

That evening, over a relaxing dinner, we discussed our new situation,
particularly the greater challenge of getting food and gear to the cabin. The
logistics were more difficult now that the canoeing and overwintering both
had to be outfitted at the same time. A month-long canoe trip requires its
own, unique set of gear (canoe, paddles, PFDs, canoe packs, small camp
stove, food buckets) and dried food. These items fill most of our van. There
would not be enough room left for the nearly six months of food and gear that
we would need for our winter adventure. Somehow, we needed to get most
of our winter and summer gear to a staging area close to Colville Lake this
summer. [Note: PFD stands for ‘personal flotation device’ which is worn by
most canoeists and kayakers. PFDs are less bulky than lifejackets but will not
keep the head of an unconscious person above water. ]

I should remind you that no roads go to Colville Lake. No roads went
anywhere near Colville Lake. That’s one of the main reasons we were so ex-
cited about spending the winter there. We would be truly and very isolated.

Colville Lake lies east of the Mackenzie River, which stretches more than
1500 km from its source at Great Slave Lake in the Northwest Territories to
its vast delta at Inuvik. In 1998 most of this great river corridor contained
no roads, and the few towns spread along its length were supplied in sum-
mer primarily by barges operated by the Northern Transportation Company
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Limited [NTCL]. Norman Wells (often called ‘The Wells’), the closest town
with air service to Colville Lake, lies 195 km to the southeast. The last ship-
ment downriver before winter was early September. So we could drive to the
NTCL terminus in the town of Hay River on the south shore of Great Slave
Lake in late August, loaded with as much gear and supplies as possible, and
send everything by barge approximately 900 km to “The Wells.’

We could then drive after Christmas to Inuvik with the rest of our gear,
and leave our van with Alan and Marilyn. Our van would then be available
to drive home to Vancouver when we came off the Anderson River in July
of 1999. This approach would be less expensive than shipping our gear an
additional 650 km to Inuvik, from where there was no scheduled air service
to Colville Lake. Instead, when we reached Inuvik after Christmas, we would
take a scheduled flight with North-Wright Airways to Norman Wells, where
we would collect our supplies. We could then take our gear on a scheduled
flight to Colville Lake. Once in town we could hire someone to take us and
our supplies by snow machine to our cabin at the north end of Colville Lake.
Although complex, we liked this plan very much. We just needed to find
somebody to look after our supplies once they reached Norman Wells.

The next day I called North-Wright Airways, and talked to a pleasant
lady who agreed to store our supplies in their compound when the NTCL
barge arrived. I also sent Bern a letter, telling him of my impending surgery,
and that we wouldn’t be passing through Colville Lake in July. I assured him,
though, that we still planned to fly in to the cabin in January.

On July 4, our wedding anniversary, Kathleen and I drove to Vancouver
General Hospital, where I immediately entered the preparation room. Next to
my gurney stood an intern and Dr. Masri, who still seemed happy as he pat-
ted my liposarcoma. “See, it’s massive.” The intern nodded in agreement.

Across the room, in a corner, a man about my age whimpered that he was
going to die. I wasn’t worried about dying. I just hoped that when I woke up
my leg would still be attached to my body.

My gurney rolled out the door and down the hallway, beneath glaring
lights, into the operating room. The anesthetist instructed me to count back-
wards from ten. I assumed he meant that I should stop at zero, and not en-
ter negative territory. I think I made it to plus seven. I woke groggily and
felt for my leg. It seemed to still be there; but I have heard that sometimes
people continue to ‘sense’ hands, feet and legs that have been blown off or
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amputated. The next time I woke, Kathleen stood next to my bed. I had to ask
her, “Is my leg still there?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I checked. It’s still there. Dr. Masri said that every-
thing went very well. He believes that he got all the cancer.”

I spent the next four days in a room that I shared with three other pa-
tients. I could have opted for a private room, at $4.00 per day, but I thought it
would be more entertaining to have company. The man immediately opposite
me rarely ate his food. He just moaned and slept. I mentioned to the nurse
that he didn’t seem to be eating. “I’m a bit worried about him,” I said.

“Don’t worry. That’s our problem. We’ll take care of him.”

But he’s not eating, I thought. How can he get better if he doesn’t eat?

Several tubes ran into and out of my body. I won’t go into too much de-
tail except to say that one of them delivered doses of morphine, which I was
supposed to administer myself.

“You should not allow the pain to build before squeezing the button,” the
nurse cautioned. “It’s better to prevent pain before it begins.”

On the second day of my stay the nurse asked, “How are you feeling?”

“OK, except that my hands are always tingling, and feel kind of numb.”

“That’s just the morphine taking effect.”

To my way of thinking, hands should not tingle and feel numb. I didn’t
want my hands to tingle and feel numb. I never squeezed the button again.
Even without morphine, I didn’t experience much pain. I slept most of the
time, but when awake, I spent most of my time daydreaming of Colville
Lake, while listening to a cassette tape of a musical stream flowing through
a mountain meadow — a special gift from Kathleen.

On the third day, a young woman came to teach me how to use crutches,
with particular emphasis on going up and down stairs. Everyone should try
this sometime. Going up and down stairs on crutches is very challenging,
particularly for those who actually need crutches. The experience was hum-
bling. I would need to regain strength quickly so that we could get our food
and gear to Hay River by late August.

Dr. Masri stopped by to see me during dinner. “How are you feeling?”

“OK, but my leg is pretty weak. Maybe you can recommend some physio-
therapy. We have to get to Hay River by August 25. I need to be stronger by
then.”

Dr. Masri just chuckled. He still seemed happy. “We generally recommend
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physiotherapy to those people who need a kick in the butt. I don’t think
you’re going to need physiotherapy.”

I generally try not to read too much extra into what people say or do, but
I took his words as a good sign.

On my last day, a few hours before checkout, the nurse came by to ask if
I wanted to rent the crutches.

“No, thanks,” I said.

Now I don’tintend this next comment to sound overly dramatic or macho,
but I didn’t want to use any crutches. Four days ago I walked into this hospi-
tal, and I wanted to leave the same way.

The nurse continued. “Well, I can make sure a wheelchair is here to take
you down to the parking lot.

“No, thanks,” I said. “I’m going to try to walk.”

I could mostly dress myself, but couldn’t bend over, so Kathleen put my
shoes on and tied the laces. We walked slowly down the corridor, toward the
elevator and stairwell. ““You know, Kathleen. I always take the stairs. I want
to take the stairs now, just to see if I can do it.”

“There’s no need to rush things, Michael. It’s three flights down. Be-
sides, you don’t want to tear your staples or open your wound.”

“That won’t happen. I'll be going real slow. Believe me. And at least I’1l
be going down. Besides, we have stairs at home, and no elevator. I have to be
able to go up and down stairs.”

Kathleen opened the door for me, and I shuffled through, leaning up
against the wall. I reached the stairs, and grabbed the right-hand rail. I felt
nauseous. I slid my right foot forward until it dropped over the edge onto the
step below. While supporting my weight on the rail, I stepped down with my
left foot. I glanced at Kathleen, who looked worried. “I think I can do this,
Kathleen. It’s going to take a while, though, one step at a time.”

I eventually reached the bottom floor, and walked outside into glorious
sunshine. “I’m glad that’s over, Kathleen. Let’s go home. I don’t feel so well.”

Kathleen opened the middle door of our van, and I crawled onto the seat.

“I can’t sit up, Kathleen. I feel sick. I'm gonna lie down on the floor.
Don’t go too fast, or make any sudden stops.”

Thirty minutes later I climbed the stairs up to our bedroom. Kathleen un-
tied my shoelaces and took my shoes off. I finished undressing and struggled
into bed. I felt pretty satisfied. I was out of the hospital, and the cancer was
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allegedly gone. It was still only July 8. We didn’t need to get our supplies and
gear up to Hay River until August 25. Plenty of time to recover by then.

I spent the next two weeks mostly sleeping late, watching reruns of Col-
umbo episodes, eating grilled cheese sandwiches, and dozing on the deck
in the afternoon sun. Every two days a young home-care nurse came to my
bedroom to change my bandages and to assess my wound, which continued
to bleed. The nurse instructed Kathleen and me to empty my hemovac of
blood and record the amount of accumulation three times per day. We con-
tinued monitoring until July 13, when the bleeding more or less stopped. We
also measured the circumference of my swollen leg two times per day, until
it reached the size of my healthy leg on July 31.

We had picked up our sled in an industrial area of nearby Burnaby on
July 16. My leg was still quite weak, and although the crate and sled weighed
only about 34 kg, we had a great deal of difficulty getting it up onto the racks
of the van. Despite my frustration, though, we now had all of our winter
gear.

Things were going very well, and I appreciated the genuine concern of
friends and family. I still have all their get-well cards and letters. I also still
have all the correspondence with Bern Will Brown, including the following
letter of July 26:

Dear Friends;
Sorry to hear about your recent illness, Mike, which might
influence your winter trip here. I feel that it would be essential
for you both to see our Outpost setup before committing
yourselves to a winter stay there.

Although I did take 200 Ibs of propane down by ski-
doo in May (for your light & stove), without any means of
transportation yourselves I would be obliged to bring in a
couple of cords of firewood before freeze-up for your fuel.
Otherwise you would be faced with the task using a hand sled.
And are you used to using a chain saw?

These considerations lead me to discourage you making
this sojourn this winter. What do you think?
Regards,
Bern Will Brown
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What do I think? I’ll tell you what I think. I think that I'm going to the
cabin in January. I don’t really need to see the cabin first. And we have al-
ready talked about bringing in firewood before freeze-up anyway. Nothing
has really changed. I'll have to get back to Bern about this. But right now |
still needed to convince Dr. Masri, whom I visited once a week.

It was now August 10, and we planned to leave for Hay River, three days
driving, on August 22. My wound was still bleeding. I still walked with a lot
of pain, and a severe limp. Although I was now driving again, I had to lift
my right leg up with my hands to get it into the driver’s seat of our van. Dr.
Masri consistently indicated that he did not support my going to Hay River,
and advised against even going to Colville Lake this winter.

Those words depressed me almost as much as the initial news of my
cancer. | HAD to go to Colville Lake. I HAD to get my gear to Hay River by
August 25. I wasn’t sick — just a little weak. No reason to abandon my plans
and dreams.

My next meeting with Dr. Masri was scheduled for Wednesday, August
12. That gave me two days to practice walking without limping. I could show
Dr. Masri that I was indeed getting better. I made four daily circuits around
the backyard, and soon could walk 20 to 30 m, more or less normally, before
the pain became too great. This ruse should work.

Kathleen and I arrived at the hospital, and quite coincidentally, saw Dr.
Masri at the far end of the hall. It was as though Providence had intervened
on my behalf. I went into my practiced walk. Dr. Masri seemed impressed.
“You’re walking pretty well.”

“That’s because I am pretty much better. I should have no problem driv-
ing to Hay River,” I said, planting the idea in his mind.

“Well, come on in, and let’s have a look at your leg.”

Dr. Masri poked at the back of my thigh, and said, “You know, the swell-
ing has disappeared, but your wound is still bleeding. You’re not ready to
drive to Hay River, and you’re not ready to spend a winter so isolated from
medical care. Your leg is still weak. There might be complications. Your li-
posarcoma was massive — 2.0 kg. We’ll have to do more tests to determine
if the cancer reappears. I'll need to see you every month for at least a year.
You’ll need another MRI in six months. I'll ask the nurse to come in and
change your bandages.”

The nurse came in, and I pleaded my case with her. “I have to go to



30 e MICHAEL D. PITT

Colville Lake this winter. I might never get another chance. My leg is bleed-
ing less every day, and Kathleen and I change the bandages ourselves any-
way. We can do that in Colville Lake. I can get an MRI in December, and
then another one in July when we get back. That’s not much more than a
six-month interval. I’ll be fine. I’'ll come in for tests and checkups when I get
back next year. And you know, I don’t think Dr. Masri really has the power
to prevent me from going, does he?”

The nurse seemed sympathetic to my argument and plight. “I’ll talk to
Dr. Masri.”

She returned a few minutes later and reported that, “Dr. Masri says to
enjoy your trip.”

We spent the next week busily buying the food that we would need for
approximately five-and-one-half months at the cabin, plus one more month
on the river. There would be no re-supply once we reached the north end
of Colville Lake. Kathleen said that it wasn’t difficult to prepare a list of
supplies: “I just figured out how much we would need for a week, and then
multiplied by the number of weeks we would be away.”

It did sound easy. And besides, she knows what she’s doing when it
comes to food. I’m sure, though, that these few paragraphs don’t adequately
convey the effort, care and concern expended by Kathleen to ensure that we
would remain healthy, that we would be well fed, and that we would enjoy
a variety of meals. The potential success of our adventure depended a great
deal on Kathleen.

By August 20 we had finally completed most of our shopping. We were
still three cans short, though, of crushed and whole tomatoes. Three major
grocery suppliers, including Costco and Safeway, had only 37 cans among
them. Despite this minor shortfall, we began packing the van. I called North-
Wright Airways one more time, and the same pleasant lady assured me that
they could store and look after our supplies when the barge arrived. We were
ready.

FOOD SUPPLIES FOR COLVILLE LAKE

Item Amount
Sugar 20 kg

Maple Syrup 5 litres
Crushed & Whole Tomatoes 40 large cans

Scalloped Potatoes 20 packages
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Soups 120 packages
Vegetable Oil 4 litres
Margarine 10 kg
Shortening 20 kg
Cheese 10 kg
Dried Fruit 20 kg
Spaghetti, Gravy & Chili Spice 60 packages
Pudding 50 packages
Spaghetti, Macaroni & Pastas 20 kg
Prem & Ham 40 cans
Chicken, Turkey & Corned Beef 60 cans
Salami S5kg
Sardines, Tuna & Salmon 60 cans
Tea 600 bags
Ground Coffee 4 kg
Chocolate Drink Mix 9 kg
Dried Milk S5kg

Jam 10 jars
Honey S5kg
Flour 45 kg
Pancake Mix 10 kg
Corn Meal 6 kg
Oatmeal 8 kg
Granola 3kg
Peanut Butter 8 kg
Various Dried Beans 9 kg
Assorted Crackers 10 kg
Yeast 2 canisters
Baking Powder 3kg
Pepper 0.5 kg
Salt 1 kg
Assorted Spices 15 jars

° 31



CHAPTER 3

Barging North

On Saturday morning, August 22, Kathleen and I prepared to head up
the road to Hay River. Kathleen’s brother Frank, and his wife Patricia
joined us for our adventure, and they looked forward to their first-ever visit
to the Northwest Territories. They had also generously offered to take turns
driving. By 9:00 am the four of us had loaded the van with 25 plastic bins,
gear and supplies, which filled the back of our vehicle from floor to ceiling.
We tied the canoe and sled onto the roof rack, and checked in the house one
more time for anything that we might have left behind. Frank and Patricia
stuffed themselves into the middle seat, surrounded by bins, blankets, pil-
lows, luggage, sleeping bags and summer tent. I backed the van out of the
driveway, and headed east, in the morning sunshine, toward the Trans-Can-
ada Highway.

We planned to spend three days on the road to reach Hay River, a dis-
tance of about 2,000 km. On the first night we rented an A-frame cabin in
a private campground just north of the British Columbia interior town of
Quesnel. I sat before our campfire feeling very contented. On the second day,
as we neared Dawson Creek in eastern British Columbia, we approached a
highway sign that read 1,400 km to Whitehorse. Damn. Fourteen hundred
km to Whitehorse, which Kathleen and I would pass through on our way to
Inuvik this winter. That’s a heck of a long way! After only two days on the
road, I'm already a little tired of driving, and it’s still 1,400 km more just to
reach Whitehorse. Even in summer, it takes me three days after Whitehorse
to reach Inuvik. In winter it would take us even longer.

I am not comfortable or confident driving in snow. My only real experi-
ence with winter driving is in Vancouver, where snow and freezing rain often
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occur together. To me, snow means ice, slippery roads and imminent dan-
ger. When I see snow, I immediately slow down to the point where elderly
women whiz on by me. I’'m not making any statements about elderly women.
I’m just saying that I drive painfully slowly in snow. We’ll never get to Inuvik
in winter.

I was particularly worried about driving the Dempster Highway, which
begins at the Klondike Corners in the Yukon, 40 km east of Dawson City.
The gravel road then extends north to Inuvik 737 km through very isolated
country and over several windswept passes. Services are available only at the
Eagle Plains Motel 372 km north of the ‘Corners’ and at the small community
of Fort McPherson, another 180 km farther north. During winter, this would
be a very difficult and perhaps dangerous drive for me. Maybe Kathleen and
I should take a bus, or maybe hook up with a truck driver. Perhaps a truck
driver would like to have company. Kathleen and I would be very happy to
share expenses. I made a mental note to call Alan, and ask his advice.

We stopped at the tourist information centre in Dawson Creek to pick up
information on accommodation, and read about a bed & breakfast in Peace
River, Alberta, only 44 km out of our way. We were all intrigued by the de-
scription of an early 1900s, three-storey house originally built for the North-
west Mounted Police. We knocked on the door of Kozy Quarters, and were
greeted warmly by our host, Irene Kelly, who showed us the available rooms.
The frilly, pink-walled room on the third floor, filled with antiques, was by
far the most charming. Kathleen and I won the coin toss, and we carried our
luggage upstairs to the pink room.

I sat in a soft, comfy chair, enjoying the evening light streaming through
the window. We would be in Hay River tomorrow night, and I called North-
Wright Airways just to confirm one more time that they could store and look
after our supplies when the barge arrived in Norman Wells. A pleasant man
answered the telephone. I explained my situation and mentioned my previous
two conversations with his female colleague.

“What was her name?” he asked.

“I don’t know. She never gave me her name.”

“Well, we can’t store your gear inside our hangar. We don’t have enough
space as it is. We would have to leave it outside, in our fenced compound. But
we couldn’t guarantee its safety, particularly for four months. I can’t even
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guarantee you that we could be there to unload the barge when it arrives. I
don’t know why anyone here would have told you otherwise.”

I thanked the man and hung up. This certainly put a bit of a crimp in
our plans. What would we do now? We certainly weren’t going to take six
months of supplies back home to Vancouver. We would be in Hay River to-
morrow. We had to ship our stuff somewhere down the Mackenzie River.

Obviously, our only other choice was to barge our goods all the way to
Inuvik, where Alan and Marilyn might be willing to unload and find a place
to store 25 plastic bins, one canoe and one sled. This scenario meant an addi-
tional 650 km of shipping cost. More importantly, it meant that we would
need to charter a plane from Inuvik to Colville Lake, a distance of approxi-
mately 350 km. Chartered air service is expensive. At this point, though, we
didn’t have any other feasible alternatives. On the positive side of the finan-
cial ledger, if we barged everything to Inuvik, we would no longer have to fly
back to Norman Wells next winter. We could fly, with our supplies, directly
to Colville Lake. In fact, with a chartered flight, we could probably land on
the frozen lake right in front of our cabin. We would then avoid the cost of
hiring someone to transport our supplies and gear from the town of Colville
Lake out to the cabin. Kathleen and I liked this plan. In fact, we loved this
new plan! By comparison, our old plan appeared needlessly cumbersome.
Almost stupid one might say.

I immediately called Alan, who said he would be happy to pick up our
gear. “Thanks very much, Alan. Would it be possible to store our stuff in a
heated place?”

“Heated space in the winter is very expensive, Mike. I don’t think that
such a space is even available. Besides, your stuff will be fine.”

“Are you sure? We’ve heard stories that canned goods explode when it
gets too cold.”

“I’ve not really heard of that, Mike. People up here store canned goods in
the cold all the time. The only problem I’ve ever heard about is canned milk.
Those cans sometimes explode. Juice cartons would also explode. Every-
thing else, which doesn’t have so much water in the can, should be fine.”

“OK, when we get to Hay River, we’ll put everything on the barge for
Inuvik.”

“I think this is a good idea, Mike. Best to have all of your gear with us,
here in Inuvik when you arrive. In fact, I think it would also be best for you to
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stay with us for the month of January. You could then practice winter camp-
ing, and try out all your gear. Marilyn and I agree that this would be better
than flying directly to Colville Lake as soon as you get here. You don’t really
have any previous experience in very cold temperatures. It would be good to
get some experience before you go to the cabin.”

Of course Alan was right, and [ immediately accepted his very generous
offer. “Thanks, Alan, we’ll do that. We look forward to visiting with you,
and in spending some time in Inuvik, which should be very interesting. An
adventure in itself! I have to tell you, though, that I’m not looking forward to
driving up to Inuvik in the winter, particularly along the Dempster Highway.
I’m not very good with snow, and our van, with its long wheel base, fishtails
and slides out quite easily. Do you know if truckers coming up to Inuvik
might we willing to bring us and our van?”

Alan hesitated for a moment, and then said, “You know Mike, pregnant
women here in Inuvik drive down the Dempster all alone in winter, on their
way to see doctors in Whitehorse. You say you want to spend the winter out
at Colville Lake, but you’re worried about driving up?”’

“I accept your point Alan, although it’s not entirely fair. I'm not worried
about myself in the winter. I'm worried about my van. I won’t be driving
when we’re out at Colville. I’ll be on snowshoes. I won’t be fishtailing or
skidding on ice over cliffs.”

“All the same, Mike, I think you ought to drive up yourself.”

“OK,” I replied, “I’ll talk to Kathleen about it. Thanks, again, Alan.”

After hanging up, Kathleen and I agreed that we would still inquire about
the possibility of hiring a trucker to take us up to Inuvik. Neither one of us
was happy driving on snow and ice, particularly on the Dempster Highway.

I was on a telephoning roll. I next called Bern, to let him know that we
were now planning to arrive on February 1 rather than in early January.

“Good to hear from you, Mike,” he said. “But did you get my letter of
July 267 I think it’s essential that you see the cabin before staying there.”

“We have seen the brochures, Bern, and the cabin looks great. We’re
happy with it.”

“But you need to know how to work the wood stove.”

“I’ve used wood stoves before. What’s there to know? Don’t you just put
the wood in and adjust the damper?”
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Bern thought for a moment. “That’s right, but I still think you shouldn’t
come until you’ve seen the cabin.”

In fairness to Bern, he knew nothing about me, other than I was some guy
from Vancouver. An urbanite. Perhaps [ was simply a romantic, and unaware
of the very real rigours and challenges of living so isolated and so rustic. He
could be thinking that Kathleen and I might give up after the first week. He
would then have gone to a great deal of effort for no reason. Worse yet, from
his perspective, an inexperienced couple might find themselves in trouble,
and needing rescue. Or, Bern simply might have wanted us to be absolutely
sure that the cabin met our expectations and comfort levels.

These reasons were all valid, but none of them applied to Kathleen and
me. I quickly played my strongest cards. “I appreciate your concern, Bern,
but we’re going to be putting our gear and supplies on the barge in Hay River
on Tuesday to ship them to Inuvik. We’re going to spend the winter in some
cabin, and if we have to, we’ll find another one. We much prefer to stay in
your cabin, though. It’s at the headwaters of the Anderson River, which we
want to paddle. Your brochures looked very nice. I’'m sure we’ll be happy
with the cabin.”

“OK, Mike. I'll need to get some cordwood for you. How many cords
do you want?”

“How many do you think we’ll need?”

“I think two should do it.”

“That sounds good.”

With today’s business now complete, Frank, Patricia, Kathleen and I
walked into town for dinner. Things certainly seem to be coming together.

The next morning, after a fantastic breakfast that included fresh home-
made biscuits, we drove to Hay River, nearly 600 km north. We arrived in the
late afternoon, planning to stay at a bed & breakfast that Irene had recom-
mended. We had thoroughly enjoyed staying at Kozy Quarters, arguably the
best B&B we had ever visited. We called the number given to us by Irene,
and were told to go downtown, to a bar, to pick up the key. Although sur-
prised to be picking up a B&B key at a bar, we drove off as instructed. Inside,
the man behind the bar indicated that he didn’t know anything about a key.
We persevered though, and pointed to the information written down by Irene.
The name seemed familiar to him.

“Just a minute,” he said, “I’ll be right back.” Moments later he handed
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us a small piece of paper, on which were written an address and directions.
“You can get the key there.”

“Is this the address for the B&B?”

“No, it’s where you can get the key.”

We climbed back into the van, rolled off to a suburban street, and parked
in front of the house indicated by our instructions. This certainly didn’t seem
like a B&B. Patricia and I knocked on the door, while Frank and Kathleen
waited in the van.

A young woman greeted us, and thrust a key at Patricia. “There’s no one
at the bed & breakfast,” she said. “Let yourself in, and pick any room you
like.”

“Will someone be coming by in the morning to cook breakfast? What
time would that be?”

“There’s no one there,” she repeated. “Here’s a loaf of bread for toast.
There’s butter and jam in the refrigerator.”

After that, we always referred to our Hay River accommodation as a ‘bed
& bread.” The building was essentially a two-storey dormitory, with a kitchen
in the centre of the first floor. Partial loaves of bread filled the refrigerator.
Perhaps the worst B&B we had ever visited. On the plus side though, the
shores of Great Slave Lake beckoned from just across the road. We collected
driftwood for a fire, cooked hotdogs on the beach, and watched the Northern
Lights flicker above us when darkness finally arrived.

The next morning we drove out to the Northern Transportation Company
dock, and began unloading our supplies and gear onto pallets. I much appre-
ciated Frank’s skill at organizing and marking everything for shipment down
the Mackenzie River. His management background in the helicopter industry
shone through. With Frank at the helm, we completed our task efficiently,
and were done before noon.

Our 25 plastic bins, plus one canoe and one sled would soon be heading
down river toward Inuvik, over 1,550 km away. The total cost to barge 585
kg of groceries and gear was only $225.00 — a fantastic price, I thought. Our
supplies would enjoy a leisurely journey on the river, with the expected ar-
rival date sometime in late September or early October. Before heading back
south, we spent a comfortable afternoon driving to and visiting Fort Provi-
dence, west of Great Slave Lake, on the Mackenzie River. We ended our very
successful day in the Lady Evelyn Falls campground, high above the Kakisa
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River. Frank and Patricia set up house in the back of the empty van. I lay in
our tent, next to Kathleen, snug in my sleeping bag, relishing my now inevit-
able winter escape.

The next morning we headed south, back into northern Alberta. We in-
tended to camp again that evening, as the weather remained warm and dry.
Approximately 100 km north of the turnoff to Peace River, the van began
to act strangely. During acceleration it no longer seemed to shift easily into
the next higher gear, particularly when going uphill. I wasn’t really sure, but
something certainly did seem amiss. When I stopped at a small restaurant-
gas station for our afternoon coffee break, I asked Frank, who knows about
engines, if he noticed anything unusual.

“I think there’s something wrong with the transmission, Mike. The shift-
ing seems very sluggish.”

“That’s what I think too. It’s still a long way to Vancouver. I hope we can
make it.”

Back in the van, the problem became much worse. The automatic trans-
mission no longer shifted into fourth gear. This was not good, as we were still
about 50 km from Peace River, the nearest community that would likely have
a mechanic. If we could get to Peace River, either on our own or by calling
a tow truck, we could spend another night at Irene’s bed & breakfast. That
wouldn’t be so bad.

We limped into Peace River, and stopped at the first service station we
could find, the All-Rite Transmission shop on 102nd Avenue. We explained
our story, and the mechanic drove our van away for a test drive. He returned
to confirm that, “your transmission is toast.”

“How long will it take to fix it?”

“Well, first of all, you need to decide if you want a new transmission,
which is pretty expensive, or a rebuilt transmission.”

“How long does a rebuilt transmission last?”

“Hard to say. Depending on how you treat it. Rebuilts can last as long as
anew one.”

I looked over at Frank, who nodded in agreement.

“I’m happy with a rebuilt transmission. How long will it take to put it
in?” I asked.

“Well, that’s the problem. I don’t have one. It’s already Wednesday after-
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noon. I can order one right away, but it might not get here until Saturday, and
I don’t work on Sundays, so I might not be able to get to it until Monday.”

Every day seemed to be bringing a new adventure. Frank and Patricia
didn’t seem too worried by this news, though, and we all looked forward,
with genuine eagerness, to another few nights at Irene’s bed & breakfast.
Besides, this would give us time to explore the town of Peace River, an agree-
able community of approximately 6,000 people.

“Can we drive the van to Irene’s, to unload all our luggage, and then
come back in the morning, or should we leave the van here?”

“You can drive. You will just be stuck in first gear.”

By now we all felt pretty relaxed. Patricia had already confirmed with
Irene that our rooms were available. We motored on over, almost stately, to
find Irene and her daughter preparing a backyard BBQ for us.

The next morning we slept late, and straggled downstairs, more or less
one at a time, for breakfast. While I sat sipping my third cup of coffee, a
knock came at the back porch. Irene swung the door open to reveal a man
with a very broad smile on his face.

“Irene, I was walking down the alley, and smelled fresh-baked muffins
through your open window. Do you have any left?”

“Come on in, there’s plenty for everyone. I'd like you to meet my
guests.”

It was just like being in Aunt Bee’s kitchen on the old Andy Griffith of
Mayberry television show. The down-home charm continued as we strolled
down the street for lunch later that afternoon. I kid you not when I say that
three people — strangers to us — actually crossed the street to say hello, know-
ing that we were visitors in town. Yes, spending a few days in Peace River
was going to be very enjoyable.

After lunch we headed home to relax in Irene’s backyard. We decided
to cross the street, to walk in the shade on the other side. Kathleen stepped
off the uneven curb awkwardly, and slipped to the pavement. She stood up,
hands on hip, arching her back.

“Are you all right?”

“I think so. I’'ve wrenched my back just a little. But I'll be fine.”

We continued slowly back toward our Kozy Quarters. All the while,
Kathleen’s face showed signs of increasing pain. By the time we reached



40 e MICHAEL D. PITT

home she could barely walk. She struggled upstairs and lay down on the bed.
“I should be OK after I rest, but it hurts just lying down.”

While cooking another BBQ for us that evening, Irene fretted over Kath-
leen, who sat stretched out on the lawn chair, barely moving. Later that night,
in bed, Kathleen lay wide awake, stiff with pain, staring up at the ceiling. She
tried to get up, to go to the bathroom, one flight down from our bedroom.
She could barely move, so I carried her down, and then back up the stairs.
Here we were — the pair of us — leaning up against the wall for support. Me
with one good leg, only recently able to walk without a limp. Kathleen with
a very bad back, unable to walk at all. Our gear was on the barge, headed
down to Inuvik for our winter escape only four months away. Four months
is a long time, and we would certainly be better by then. Nevertheless, as we
struggled, somewhat heroically, I might say, just to reach an indoor toilet, our
current weakness contrasted ironically with our future life of physical chal-
lenges at Colville Lake.

I’m an early riser, and went downstairs at 6:30, to chat with Irene as she
prepared breakfast.

“How’s Kathleen this morning?” she asked.

“She’s getting worse,” I said. “I don’t think she’ll be coming down for
breakfast.”

“Does she have any medication?”

“No,” I replied. “She’s never had this kind of problem before. I don’t
really know what she should do.”

“Well, I do,” Irene said. “Robaxacet is what she should get. The phar-
macy doesn’t open until 9:30, but I know the pharmacist is there at 8:00 am,
working in the back. I’ll call him then, and tell him that you’ll be coming
down right away to pick up your medicine. I'll write down what you need.
Just give him my instructions.”

At 7:50 am, Frank and I drove to the drugstore in Irene’s car. At 8:05
the pharmacist handed us a small bag of the requested medicine. Almost like
making a clandestine drug deal. Almost, but not quite. Or so I assume.

On Friday afternoon the mechanic called to say that, “the rebuilt trans-
mission arrived yesterday afternoon, and your van is ready. You can pick it
up anytime.”

We decided to wait until Saturday morning, when we could get a full
day’s travel behind us.
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Frank and I were up early. At the breakfast table, Irene insisted that we
take her car to the transmission shop to pick up our van: “It’ll be easier for
me than driving you myself.” You gotta love Irene.

Two hours later we were packed, and had lifted Kathleen into her seat.

Irene wished us well, and handed Kathleen a soft but firm back support.
“You’ll need this for the ride home,” she said.

We thanked Irene for taking such good care of us, and then headed south
toward Vancouver. We stopped in Mackenzie, a small logging town, to in-
spect a vacant rental apartment owned by Frank and Patricia.

Kathleen spent the night stretched out on the hard, bare floor. “I feel
more comfortable than lying on a mattress or a couch,” she said. You gotta
admire Kathleen’s stoic determination and perseverance.

We reached our Vancouver home the following night, a little tired, a little
broken, but content that our gear and supplies were heading north to Inuvik.
Only four months now before we head north ourselves.



CHAPTER 4

And Now We Wait

‘ N 7 e spent the time before Christmas dealing with a few remaining and
important items. In a letter of September 5, Bern wrote that he:

flew three local natives down to the Outpost [which is what
Bern called our cabin] this week, and spent two days there
getting your two cords of dry wood, which I will cut up into
stove-lengths when I am there over freeze-up.... Yesterday, |
had Margaret buy you ten, 1-gallon tins of naptha for use in
Coleman lamps & stove, both of which will be available... |
want to send you by mail the duplicate front door key so you
can get another made. The bill for the naptha is enclosed

= $48.79. Being there for six weeks this fall will give me a
chance to do routine maintenance work.

On September 16, I sent Bern five post-dated cheques in the amount of
$1,000 each for rental of the cabin for the months of February, March, April,
May and June of 1999. In the covering letter I reported that our supplies
barged to Inuvik “already include naptha for Coleman lamps and stoves. |
appreciate, however, your additional supplies of naptha left at the cabin. We
will certainly reimburse you for all of your naptha that we may use.”

The next day I received another letter from Bern, dated September 12,
in which he indicated that he and Margaret were leaving by boat for the
‘outpost’ in a day or two, and would be staying there until the new lake ice
could support their sled, dogs and ski-doo. His letter also stated that he had
enclosed:
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one of our two keys for the front door of the outpost cabin.
Kindly have it duplicated and return (the) original. I will also
screw plywood over the front door of the cabin so you will
have to carry a Phillips screwdriver with you. I'll cut up all the
firewood while there.

Bern was certainly efficient and business-like. This was good, and an-
other reason why I was happy to pay $1,000 per month. We took the key
down to the mall and into the small store that made duplicates. We handed
the key to the man behind the counter, who studied it rather intently. A little
too intently for my liking. His interest made me feel a tad uncomfortable.

The man rotated the key in his hand and said, “This is an unusual size
— very short. I haven’t seen anything like this for quite a while. Don’t know
if I have any blanks that can duplicate this.”

I wasn’t feeling any better. But at least I had the original. That was some-
thing.

“I’ll see what I can do,” the man said. He searched through his rows of
blank keys and finally selected one to place on the grinder. A few minutes
later he handed the original and a pair of duplicate keys back to me. “Here.
I made two. I’m not sure that either will work. If they don’t, just bring them
all back, and I'll try again.”

“OK,” I replied.

I didn’t bother trying to explain that it would be impossible to bring the
keys back from the north end of Colville Lake. I wasn’t too worried, though.
As I'said, I had the original key.

On September 24 I sent a letter to Bern that included the two new dupli-
cate keys. I also explained why I had kept the original key, and thanked him
for his advice about the Phillips screwdriver. I concluded by saying, “When-
ever I travel in the bush I always carry a variety of tools, including a Phillips
screwdriver, a Robertson screwdriver and a slot screwdriver. You never know
when you will need one.” I intended this factual statement to help convince
Bern that we knew what we were doing, and that he didn’t need to worry
about us.

We heard from Marilyn Fehr on October 1 that she had picked up our
supplies in Inuvik. She and Alan stored the 25 plastic bins in an unheated
shed at a Parks Canada compound, and took the sled and canoe back to their
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house. All goods looked to be in good order, except that they “seemed to be
missing number 9, 18 and 26.”

On the phone, I told Alan that number 26 was the sled, and that number 9
was a green plastic bin. Number 18 was a large plastic container, about twice
as large as the others. “I hope it’s there, Alan, as it had our axe, saws, sacks
of flour, and other larger items. It was on pallet number two, probably near
the bottom.”

“We’ll look again, Mike.”

On October 23 we ordered two muskrat RCMP-style hats from the Win-
nipeg Fur Exchange. That day we also went shopping for Sorel boots, look-
ing particularly for the Glacier model rated to minus 73 degrees. Not as cold
as it gets on earth, but pretty close. Kathleen and I both tried on a pair of the
black versions. Very bulky at nearly 2.5 kg per pair.

“I don’t like these,” Kathleen said. “I look like Frankenstein’s monster.”

“So what? Who will see?”

“I will, and I don’t like them.”

We trundled over to the next outdoor store on our list, where Kathleen
tried on a pair of white Glacier Sorels. She grinned, obviously pleased. Now
she looked like the wife of Frankenstein’s monster. Much better, apparently.
We bought them.

On December 2, Bern called to say that, “We need to have daily contact
when you’re at the cabin, Mike, and the SSBx radio isn’t working. I need to
get it fixed.”

“Don’t worry about it, Bern. I don’t feel that we need to have daily con-
tact. I think we’ll be fine without the radio. Kathleen and I have often spent
4 to 6 weeks on isolated northern canoe trips. We are used to living on our
own.”

“No, Mike. We need to have daily contact. I need to know that everything
is all right. I have checked, and there is a place in Victoria that can fix the
radio. I will send it down to them. You can pick it up when it’s ready. Since
the radio is for your safety, you can pay half the cost, which should be about
$500.00. What do you think?”

I didn’t really think I had a choice. Bern demanded that we have a radio,
essentially as a condition for renting the cabin. He also thought that I should
pay half. So be it. Because I wanted to start out on a good footing with Bern,
I should obviously pay my share of the repair bill.
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“Sure, Bern, that sounds fair to me. Send the radio down. We’ll see that
it gets fixed.”
On December 3, Bern wrote the following letter:

Dear Michael;

Following our telephone conversation today, I phoned RACAL
CANADA INC., and they will try to make all the repairs I've
indicated, but will not accept VISA. Therefore, if you will
kindly pay them, I could reimburse you. Let me know when
the SSB radio is repaired and if not hold it until I locate an
alternate radio repair shop.

Best Regards,

Bern

Kathleen and I took the ferry to Victoria on December 15 and picked up
the radio. The guy behind the counter said, “I’m sure it’s working, but you
will need to get it tested.”

“Can’t you test it?”

“No. We’re not licensed or set up to use the frequencies that your radio
sends and receives. You have to get it tested by someone in the region where
you will be using the radio.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that. Thanks.” The radio continued to be a nuisance,
despite its new $500.00 clean bill of health.

Our health had also improved substantially since returning from Hay
River. Kathleen’s back seemed completely cured, while my leg continued
to make progress. My wound no longer bled, and I could step up into the
driver’s seat without lifting my leg with my hands. It was good that Dr. Masri
didn’t live next door, however. I walked with a distinct limp, with some pain
and obvious weakness.

We now had only one more major item to address before leaving — how
to avoid driving up the Dempster Highway. We quickly learned that no buses
went to Inuvik, so that left finding a trucker as the only possibility remaining
to us. I called a casual acquaintance, a member of our canoe club, who ran a
trucking business. I think he had two small trucks that operated in southern
British Columbia and Alberta. He gave us his opinion that most truckers nor-
mally don’t go up the Dempster in the week or two after Christmas. More-
over, no truck goes up empty.
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“What would be the point of that?” he asked.

I had to agree. There would be no point in going up empty. No buses. No
trucks. It looks like Kathleen and I would be driving ourselves up the Demp-
ster Highway to Inuvik.

When we had ordered our new van in 1990, I requested that it be shipped
with a block heater. The salesman said that he never brings vehicles to Van-
couver with block heaters. “You won’t need a block heater, here. Why do you
want one?”

Even then I knew that someday I would be going north for the winter.
I knew that I would need a block heater. Now was my first opportunity to
use it. The next day I took our van in for snow tires, servicing and general
maintenance.

“Please check all the fluids and hoses. We’re going to Inuvik on January
First. The antifreeze should be good to minus 40 degrees, and I need winter
oil.”

I also asked the mechanic to confirm that the block heater actually
worked. His answer of, “I don’t know how,” surprised me. I guess he doesn’t
come across many block heaters. Problem was, I didn’t know how either.

I called Alan, who said, “Just plug it in. You can usually hear it. Or, you
can place your hand on the block and feel some warmth.”

Alan says he shares that story with his northern friends to this very day.
Apparently he was amused about how little his Southern friends actually
knew about winter.

We were about to find out. On December 31 we packed the van with axe,
wall tent, sleeping bags, candles, wood stove, winter clothing, food, snow
shovel, chains and other survival equipment that we might need should we
break down on the Dempster Highway. For additional weight over the rear
axle I also added two large bags of cat litter for Alan’s friend in Inuvik. I was
not looking forward to the drive.



CHAPTER 5

To the End of the Road

‘ N 7 e left Vancouver, heading north, into the first dawn of 1999. Kath-
leen and I drove silently, beneath clear skies. The Trans-Canada
Highway through the Fraser Canyon was bare and only slightly wet from last
night’s rain — a good start for us. The first snow patches on the road appeared
just north of Quesnel. From there we travelled on packed snow all the way
to Prince George, which we reached just as night fell. We’re doing very well.
In fact, even in summer, we usually do not travel as far as Prince George on
the first day.

We stayed that night at the Chalet Sans Souci Bed & Breakfast — a very
cute residence, known locally as ‘The Gingerbread House,” built and oper-
ated by our very hospitable hosts, Jacqueline and Lutz Klaar. After settling
in, we drove a few kilometres north into town for dinner at Earl’s Restaurant.
Snow began to fall halfway through our meal. As Vancouverites, Kathleen
and I began to fret. Everyone else in the restaurant, however, seemed oblivi-
ous to the impending disaster outside. As calmly as we could, we finished
both our entrée and dessert and drove back to our B&B without incident.

At breakfast the next morning I talked with Lutz about the recent ser-
vicing of our vehicle. “Say, Lutz, maybe you can answer a question for me.
When picking up our van, I noticed on the invoice that 10-30 oil had been
put in, the same oil weight that we always use in summer. This didn’t seem
right to me. What kind of oil do people use here in the winter?”

Lutz replied that “Where you’re going, with very cold temperatures, you
should have a lighter winter oil. If I were you, I would stop at a service sta-
tion and change the oil.”

We took his advice before heading up the road in mid-morning. We
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expected to reach Fort St. John by early evening. First though, we would
need to cross the Rocky Mountains through the Pine Pass, at an elevation of
935 m. Later on, just west of Fort St. John, we would climb up and out of
the Peace River Valley on a narrow, steep and winding road. Both of these
obstacles were much less fearsome than the ominous Dempster Highway.
Nevertheless, I began to worry.

We travelled on packed snow with more snow falling until mid-after-
noon. Pine Pass had been plowed and cleared. Very nice. The rise up to the
pass was much shorter than I had remembered. Certainly much shorter than I
had visualized all morning. The climb out of the Peace River proved equally
uneventful. The van performed very well, with no fishtailing. All that worry
for nothing. Maybe winter driving isn’t all that bad after all.

We stayed in an old, somewhat tired motel right along the highway in
Fort St. John. The evening temperature had dipped to -19 degrees, and we
decided to wear our new mukluks for our short walk to the adjacent fast-food
restaurant. Although Kathleen and I both felt very self-conscious, no one
stared or even seemed to notice our traditional, northern footwear.

We left Fort St. John on January 3 at 7:15 am beneath a lightly overcast
sky. Still dark, and -18 degrees. The sky soon cleared to reveal a full moon.
The pre-dawn twilight bathed the snow-covered trees in a slightly golden
luminescence. As the sun rose, the entire horizon glowed pink. A very en-
chanting start to our third day of travel.

We had covered 1,320 km on our first two days of travel, which put us
on the Alaska Highway. We would now be driving through a much more iso-
lated, often mountainous landscape, but expected to reach Toad River, 565
km away, in northern British Columbia, before nightfall.

Unfortunately, we drove all day in snowstorms — and on roads covered
in snow. If there had been any elderly women drivers on the highways, they
would certainly have whizzed right on by me. Mostly, though, we encoun-
tered 18-wheelers, travelling fast, creating whiteout conditions for us when-
ever they passed. Our first hard day of winter driving.

Finally, more than an hour after dark, we approached the bridge leading
into Toad River, which consisted primarily of a rustic motel/restaurant/gas
station, plus a few scattered outbuildings. From previous trips I knew that
the road made a sharp right turn as it climbed up onto the metal-surfaced
bridge. I suddenly had those old visions. Those recurring visions of our van
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fishtailing out of control. Just like in Vancouver, I slowed way down. To this
day, Kathleen said that at times it seemed like we were standing still or ac-
tually going backwards. What can I say? I was tired. It had been a difficult
day for me.

We eventually crossed the bridge and drove up to the lodge, where we
booked a tiny, clean and comfortable room. We rested a bit, and then walked
out in our stocking feet to the small dining area. In the booth next to us sat a
mother and her two young children. It was Sunday, the end of the weekend.
They were on their way to the Liard River Hot Springs, for an evening soak,
after which they would return home. What makes this anecdote interesting is
that they lived in Fort Nelson. What makes this story even more interesting is
that the Liard River Hot Springs lie slightly more than 300 km west of Fort
Nelson.

So I think you get the picture. I had struggled mightily all day to cover
565 km. I am beat. This family beside us, though, would travel more than
600 km round trip, in the middle of winter, just for an hour’s soak. Probably
laughing, joking and singing all along the way. Snow doesn’t bother this
young woman. At least she’s not pregnant, though. That would be even more
humbling for me.

Just as our dinner arrived, a young couple, also staying at the Toad River
Lodge, sat down at the booth recently vacated by the Fort Nelson family.
They were restless, agitated, and immediately began telling their story. The
United States military had transferred him from his base in Florida to a new
assignment in Anchorage, Alaska. As an adventure they decided to drive,
rather than to fly. Before leaving they had been told, by Floridians (prob-
ably by people who didn’t know how to tell whether or not a block heater
worked), that snow tires weren’t necessary. ‘“The roads will be fine,” they
were told. [I don’t know how Floridians would know about winter road con-
ditions in northern British Columbia. I’m just telling you this story as it was
told to me.]

Just about an hour ago, 24 km south of Toad River, the young couple
were passing an 18-wheeler on a narrow, uphill climb above a river. They hit
a patch of ice and tumbled over the side, apparently severely damaging the
passenger side of their vehicle. Tomorrow they would return with their towed
vehicle to Fort Nelson. Tonight they were blaming everyone but themselves.

“The government shouldn’t have let us drive here in the winter. Those
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