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Foreword

Alan has written some very funny commentaries
in this book about contemporary Alaskans. For reasons unknown to
normal people, he decided the foreword should be written by an old
homesteader. So…

“Back in the 50’s…” (or 40’s) as we crusty
old homesteaders like to say, things were mighty tough. The winters
were far colder. There was no electricity on the homestead. There
was little money, and few jobs. Homesteads were not “free,” they
were costly. A home had to be built and lived in. Land had to be
cleared to fulfill the regulations of the BLM in order to “prove
up” because the rules were essentially the same ones that applied
during the Oklahoma land rush. We were supposed to clear and plant
so that we could farm. Problem was that little would grow here in
the way of crops. Potatoes did fine, but it was hard to sell to
each other and, after the space under the bed in the tiny cabin was
full, where else could one store unsold spuds?

It is fashionable nowadays to presume
homesteading was a real kick, a rural vacation (as many things look
through the crooked glass of nostalgia), but the fact was that many
folks literally starved out, and many did not, could not, prove up
and they had to move and leave their labors, their hoped-for land,
and their dreams.

It’s true there were compensations and
rewards, but I didn’t realize at the time, as I packed wood and
carried water, how humorous it all was. It took a doggoned
cheechako (Well, what else do you call a person who has only lived
here a mere 15 years?) to point out to me our Alaskan foibles.

It occurs to me that Alan knows entirely too
much about human nature, and therefore, very likely presents a
danger to us all. We’ll see.

In the meantime, enjoy the stories.

 


Donnis Thompson

A very old homesteader
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 Looking Like a Real
Alaskan

 


Last June, under protest, because summer is
the reward Alaskans receive for making it through winter, I found
myself in Arizona visiting family. I was introduced to my parents’
neighbor one night. Upon learning I was from Alaska, she looked me
over critically, then said, ”You don’t look like a real
Alaskan.“

Up to that point, my thoughts had been
primarily centered around how I was going to extricate myself from
the plastic lawn chair I was sitting in without: a) producing a
disgusting noise, b) leaving behind the skin from the back of my
legs, or c) both of the above.

Her question redirected my thoughts. What is
a real Alaskan supposed to look like? Obviously, there must be
certain things that conjure up the image. I ran through the times
that I had seen someone and thought, ”Oooo... there goes a real
Alaskan,“ and prioritized them.

First off, a real Alaskan has to have lots of
facial hair. This isn’t a requirement placed on the females in the
state, but I’ve known some who look the part. The bigger and
bushier the beard, the more Alaskan you are. Good mutton chop
sideburns, graced with a full curl handlebar mustache, are an
acceptable substitute. Beards should be full and thick enough to
support a two ounce piece of moose steak, dropped off a fork, from
a height of one-half inch above the lower lip. Mustaches must be
long enough to strain bugs, spruce needles and other outdoors stuff
from your drinking cup.

Shirts are almost as important. A real
Alaskan owns an endless supply of plaid shirts -- all of them ugly.
Wool is probably the favorite material, as it will shrink to
ill-fitting shapes, and holds a good wrinkle. Cotton flannel comes
in a close second due to its ability to stain easily, but doesn’t
itch nearly enough. Also, cotton flannel will lose a good wrinkle
with just a few short days of wear. I suppose a real Alaskan might
wear a solid colored chamois shirt, but only if the tails were
short enough to come untucked by themselves.

Women are at a distinct advantage when it
comes to plaid shirts. They have a much greater selection of ugly
plaid colors to choose from, as compared to the few basic ugly
colors men have. As a matter of fact, the very best real Alaskan
shirt I’ve ever seen was a woman’s. It was a yellow with gray
plaid, highlighted beautifully with blotchy stains from salmon
blood. The owner had, at one time, dried it too close to the wood
stove, resulting in a scorched left sleeve that was much shorter
than the right. So much so, the sleeve couldn’t be buttoned. It was
truly a masterpiece.

Real Alaskans don’t wear anything as simple
as hats. They wear headgear. It must do more than cover your head,
it must make a statement. The statement is, ”I don’t care how silly
I look, as long as I’m warm.“ The best headgear is made from fur,
preferably something with a face and a tail (headgear from beaver
being the exception). Very short foxes are in great demand. When
the very finest headgear is worn, a REAL Alaskan looks like they’ve
been attacked by a misguided, amorous Pomeranian.

Real Alaskans wear only brown cotton duck
work pants. They must be faded, have shredded cuffs, and at least
two holes caused by chainsaw mishaps. The proper real Alaskan would
pale at the thought of mismatched, brown cotton duck work pants and
an ugly plaid shirt, so the stains must be of a common origin.
Example: salmon slime stains would be acceptable with outboard
motor grease.

Brown cotton duck work pants can be held in
place with either suspenders or a belt and knife. Real Alaskans
hold their suspenders in reserve for formal occasions such as Fur
Rendezvous, the Cordova Iceworm Festival or the Seward Silver
Salmon Derby. The suspenders must be wide, brightly colored and
actually hold the pants up. They cannot just dangle ornamentally at
the sides, or they will become entangled with fishing gear. For
everyday wear, a belt and knife are in order. The belt can be of
any material, but old, limp leather is best. It can be tooled, but
can’t have a name on it unless the name is preceded by a town name.
Example: “Kenai-Kate” or “Sitka-Sam.” For obvious reasons, belts
with names on them are not common in Tuntutuliak. When belts are
worn, they must be held in place with a filet knife.

To finish out the real Alaskan look, shoes,
or worse yet, footwear must be shunned. Only boots will suffice:
hip boots, hiking boots, work boots, any boot but cowboy boot. The
color, style or brand doesn’t matter, as long as they are heavy.
The best rule of thumb I’ve heard came from an old homesteader in
Nikiski, “If it don’t weigh at least five pounds, it ain’t a boot.
It’s a slipper.”

So that’s what real Alaskans look like. And
to Mrs. Peevish of Phoenix, Arizona: I’m sorry, it was just too
damn hot.
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Moose Confusion

 


Upon visiting Alaska, one priority usually
set is having a moose experience. The largest of the deer family,
the moose seems to embody the frontier life. Each person arrives
with a preconceived notion of the moose. What a noble animal. What
an awe inspiring creature. What an example of grandeur personified.
Then the truth: what a disappointment. “Martha, that can’t be a
moose. I think it’s a sick horse with rheumatoid withers.”

“It is so a moose... And oh, look! It has a
baby! No! Twins. Oh Alfie, they’re so cute. Get a picture. Get a
picture.”

Ninety-nine percent of the time, only a small
instant camera is available. One that automatically focuses and
reduces any subject to a small, indiscernible, brown dot. Most
owners know about the reduce to an indiscernible brown dot feature
on their cameras after the first roll is developed, so our
photographer climbs out of the safety of his vehicle to stalk the
perfect shot. He is coached from the car. “Get closer, dear. You
don’t want any of those indiscernible brown dots again. Get
Closer!”

Our photographer is concentrating. He is lost
in the pursuit of his art. Totally absorbed, he hasn’t noticed that
the calves have been slowly angling back toward the cow, whose ears
are laid back upon lowered head. Closing in slowly, inching his way
along, using every fiber of woodland skill learned from life in
suburbia, Alfie discovers there are now three moose in the
viewfinder. One is very large and very menacing.

Adrenaline takes over the actions of all
parties concerned. Our photographer stands bolt upright from his
crouched position. The moose see the aggressive stance, and react
instinctively: they whirl and assume their basic camera defense
position, the Moose-moon. Not an ordinary single, or the less
common double, but the full-blown, up close and personal,
triple-whammy moose moon! With the simple press of a button, Alfie
and Martha become the envy of all their neighbors. (Although it
will be awfully hard to convince the folks back home, “That’s the
moose that almost charged.”)

How is it that moose know just the right
moment to turn? Scientists believe that animals have an innate
ability for telepathic communication. Along that line, I believe
humans have a similar innate ability, but ours is restricted to
sending the message, “I will now push the button on my camera.” I
have done considerable research on this subject. An entire photo
album at home is dedicated to moose moons. The album is handy when
visitors outstay their welcome, “Oh yeah, this one had at least a
sixty inch rack. It’s on the end in the bushes.”

Visitors to the Greatland have only this one
indignity to endure. Those of us who live here year-round have to
tolerate additional forms of moose shenanigans.

Adolescent moose have no more concept of
their mortality than do their human counterparts. This leads them
into an area of common fascination: the automobile. Young moose
love to play around roads. Game biologists would have you believe
it is to feed on the vegetation growing alongside the road, but the
real truth is that they are looking for a good game of “Panic
Stop.”

The game consists of two or more young moose
just fooling around by the road. At the approach of a vehicle, all
but one hides in the bushes. The one youngster left to play the
game waits until the right moment to step out in front of the
vehicle, causing the driver to “Panic Stop.” It’s not hard to
imagine the other moose in the bushes snickering and giggling at
the expression on the driver’s face. It’s all great sport, and
everyone enjoys it immensely, except the driver. The object of the
game is to see how close the car can get without actually hitting
the player. Generally, the winner gets first pick in the nearest
vegetable garden.

As moose grow older and heavier, they resort
to less perilous pastimes. One of the best known is “Divot.” This
game is mostly limited to the wet seasons, and requires a
well-groomed, or better still, newly planted lawn. The object is to
prance across the lawn, gouging large holes with every step. A good
size player can leave a hole large enough to swallow small children
or lawn-mowers, but even a minor leaguer can at least cripple a
jogger or two. The worst aspect of this game is that nothing will
ever grow in the hole again. The soil becomes poisoned, and trying
to fill in the holes is an exercise in futility. Golfers in Alaska
soon learn to check every moose divot they stumble over, much as a
kid checks the coin return slots on vending machines. If two or
more moose compete at “Divot,” the winner gets first pick at a
nearby vegetable garden.

“Shadowing” is a game moose play from October
to March, between the hours of six-thirty and eight o’clock in the
morning. It requires at least one-half mile of remote road,
bordered by thick vegetation, and a small child between the ages of
five and ten, on the way to a bus stop. The object is to get the
child to break into a dead run before reaching the bus stop. As the
child leaves the house, the moose follows, unseen, inside the tree
line. The moose makes just enough noise to catch the child’s
attention. As the pace quickens, snapping a limb from a tree will
generally produce a trot from the child. A loud snort anytime after
that will elicit a shriek and a full run. All of this must be
accomplished without being seen, or the player is disqualified. If
the child is too encumbered with clothing to work up to a full head
of steam, the moose will resort to the “dash and stomp finale.”
This is performed by passing the child, while still unseen in the
trees, with as much noise as possible, then bursting out onto the
road, stomping and snorting. The resultant wails of stark terror
are music to the moose’s ears, but the best part seems to be
watching the scattered homework drift down from the heavens. If two
or more moose compete in this game, the winner gets dibs on any
nearby, expensive, exotic shrubbery.

Dogs frequently become the brunt of moose
games. Tied dogs are a temptation few moose can pass up. “Doggin’
it” equates fun and games for moose. Staying out of sight, the
moose works itself into an upwind position from the dog. The dog
responds by barking and carrying on. The dog’s owner responds by
stepping out and verbally abusing the dog. If played with finesse
the dog is reduced to a slavering bundle of nerves, and the owner
resembles a cuckoo, poking out every fifteen minutes shouting,
“Shut-up!”

If the dog’s owner isn’t home, “Tetherdog”
can be played. In this game, the moose stands just outside of the
dog’s reach, and slowly circles the dog while nonchalantly nibbling
on a prized shrub or two. Soon enough, the dog’s chain is wrapped
tightly around the stake. When the dog can utter no more than a
wheezy squeak, the game is over. If two or more moose play this
game, the winner gets first pick at the nearest vegetable garden,
as the exotic and expensive bushes are, no doubt, gone.

As if all the above were not enough, there
exists one more game moose play to make life miserable for the
humans in their domain. “Peek-a-moose” is a rather innocuous name
for what amounts to the Superbowl of moosefoolery. As near as I can
figure it, Peek-a-moose is how moose get even with homeowners that
don’t plant enough expensive, exotic shrubbery. The game is simple.
The moose hides around a corner of the house, waiting for some
unsuspecting individual to step outside and approach the hiding
spot. When the victim reaches a distance of no more than two feet
from the hiding spot, the moose jumps out and snorts: Peek-a-moose!
The chaos that results from this sudden appearance resembles a
disorganized Chinese fire drill, as arms and legs flail wildly in
the attempt to return to the door. If it’s the moose’s lucky day,
there are several people walking in line, and it will be hours
before all the arms and legs are disentangled.

Meanwhile, the moose trots off, past the
vegetable garden that has recently been laid to waste, almost
stepping on the whimpering, huddled dog. That moose has had a
particularly good day.
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Whoee Doggies

 


Alaskans are, as a rule, fond of dogs. Some
say that it’s a holdover from the days when sled dogs were a
primary means of transportation. Mostly, I think it’s that we just
don’t know any better, or have masochistic tendencies.

A good dog is a friend, a protector, a
constant companion, and usually a continual source of aggravation.
Size is of the utmost importance to qualify as a good dog in
Alaska. Those motile little balls of hair that sound like broken
whoopee cushions when stepped on in the dark, don’t count. We are
thinking DAWG here. The bigger the better. The best Alaskan dogs
are of dubious lineage with a little Husky thrown in to allow
claims of part wolf.

The size of a good dog precipitates problems.
Food is the first that comes to mind. It’s not bad enough that huge
dogs require huge amounts of money for huge amounts of food, but
those huge amounts of food have to be transported and stored. I
have single-handedly caused an entire shift of bagboys to quit at
the local grocery by casually asking the checker if there were
limits to the latest sale on dog food.

Transportation and storage problems can be
solved together in the winter. I simply keep the bags in the back
of the truck. When I start sliding off the road on a regular basis,
it’s time to buy more. It’s a different story in the summer though,
as a single seventy-five pound bag of dry dog food will absorb
enough water to surpass the axle rating. The food must be stored in
a covered area.

Since I want to feed only my valuable cur,
and not bears or the neighbors’ worthless mutts, storage means in
the house. When we were first married, and our home was decorated
in a shipping crate and line spool motif, my wife didn’t mind.
However, amazing in-roads have been made in civilizing me over the
past seventeen years, and even I can see that Early American and
Modern Purina don’t complement one another.

By draping a woven rag rug over the bags, two
things are accomplished: first, the bags are obscured from view,
and secondly, when visitors try to smooth the lumps out of the rug,
I know it’s time to buy more food.

If only the food was kept inside, dog
ownership would be easy. But with a soft-hearted wife and two kids,
the dog comes inside too. So do a myriad of difficulties. Barfing
is one of them.

When any other animal on the face of the
planet doesn’t feel good, it quits eating. Not so with a dog. What
is the first thing a dog does when it feels sick? It stuffs itself
as full of grass and other foreign material as possible, and then
comes in to eat a full bowl of dog food. This is tantamount to a
human with the stomach flu getting more than their money’s worth at
an all you can eat sauerkraut and barbecue ribs buffet.

The big difference is, the human would have
sense enough to be sick and get it over with. Again, not so with a
dog. Dogs have to work up to being sick so that everyone within
earshot will know. They take delight in generating a gag reflex. If
you want to witness the definition of pandemonium, go to the
average home with tan carpeting and watch what happens when any dog
starts going, “Haarrumfa!”

It would be bad enough if a dog did this at a
civilized hour, but they always wait until late at night. Now,
let’s compound the situation with a good dog. Butcher, the large
wonder dog, starts his gag reflex serenade. Instantly, everyone in
the house screams, “Where’s the dog?” This is a really stupid
question. The dog is going to be as far away from an outside door
as possible. That is a given. So is the fact that being a good dog,
Butcher is too darn big to pick up. So Dad dashes to the door in
just his underwear, dances out onto the porch, whistling and
clapping his hands while hopping around in bare feet, as a shrill
winter wind screams from the north.

Butcher, distracted by all the commotion,
stops gagging long enough to check out just what the hell is going
on. The dog is forced to spend a quiet fifteen to thirty minutes
outside before being allowed to return inside to repeat the whole
process. The process may be repeated, with the dog going in and out
several times to no avail. There will be a stain on the carpet
before morning.

Another problem: dogs shed hair. A good dog
is going to weigh at least a hundred-twenty pounds, half of which
is hair. Most of that hair will find its way to the floor in the
spring. The prelude to the shedding season is a uniform coating of
dog hair on your floor. It comes on slowly, and you don’t really
notice it until a visiting friend comments on your nice Angora
socks when you’re actually bare-footed. Whereas someone down South
with their thin coated dog will occasionally find a hair on the
floor, at the peak of shedding season, the proud Alaskan dog owner
will trip over hunks of hair the size and weight of a bowling
ball.

Shedding season forces the dog back outside,
where the owner will encounter a veritable Pandora’s Box of other
problems. The most immediate of which is an accumulation of “doggie
blossoms” that crop up in the receding snow. This doesn’t bother me
in the least. I have a son. It was originally easy to convince him
that it was just like looking for Easter eggs with a shovel. We
have now moved on to the bounty system: he gets a nickel for each
blossom. Even at a moderate inflation rate, it will soon cost more
to recover the dog food than it did to originally purchase it.

Other things start to reappear as the melt
continues, like the old moose that disappeared in February. You can
stake your life on the fact that Butcher knows exactly where that
moose laid down for the final time. Now that the sun is out, and
the days are warmer, he’s going to pay his respects. That is, after
he checks out where the neighbors threw the leftover fish from
their spring freezer cleaning. No dog ever had it so good. And no
dog ever smelled so grand. It’s so... so heady, so piquant, so
disgustingly awful, he can hardly wait to get home and share
it.

Up he bounds, lost in a scent-induced state
of euphoria, panting that putrid fishy breath, high on life and the
fumes of decomposition. The unwitting owner reaches down to pat the
faithful beast, and recoils upon feeling the malodorous coating.
Too late. Amputation is the only sure way to remove the odor from
the owner.

The stench is typically so bad that the dog
is given a wide berth instead of a bath for a few days. This is
much to the dog’s liking, as he can come and go as he pleases.
During this time, there are only two kinds of animals that get near
the pungent canine-- other dogs, because they want to compare
rancidity, and porcupines, because they are slow.

Porcupines don’t have ”Kick Me“ signs on
them, but that’s okay. Dogs can’t read. Dogs perceive porcupines as
the geeks of the animal world. Once a dog has spotted a porcupine,
he will not rest until he’s sporting a face full of quills. A dog
won’t have just one encounter with a porcupine. It seems that after
the first loss, dogs spend the rest of their lives trying to even
the score. Once, in the short span of just three weeks, my dog
tangled with the neighborhood porcupine four times. I suspect the
dog’s strategy was to eventually strip the porcy naked so that it
would freeze to death.

Most dog owners in this neck of the woods
have stepped out onto the porch to find their dog doing an
imitation of a drooling, foul smelling, natural bristle brush.
There are only two ways to handle the situation: either take the
dog to the vet, or try and pull the quills yourself, and then take
the dog to the vet.

A trip to the vet will always be more
expensive for the owner of a good dog. Any procedure seems to call
for sedation when a large dog is involved. For a while, I thought
my vet charged by the pound for treating animals. His first words
are always, “Ah yes. And what does Butcher weigh now?”

I can appreciate why a vet would want to
sedate a big dog before working on it. What I don’t appreciate is
the order to “keep him quiet for twenty-four hours.” Hell, if I
could have kept him quiet for just five minutes, I wouldn’t have
needed to take him to the vet in the first place.

Confinement doesn’t set well with good dogs.
They are into the freewheelin’ kind of lifestyle. Fences are a good
idea, until the snow piles up. At that point, fences become
strictly a symbolic thing. Dogs don’t do well with symbolism. They
need a solid, tangible means to define their confinement. A heavy
chain and stout stake fill the requirements perfectly.

The only problem with chaining a good dog is
that the effect is similar to condensing a demolition derby into a
fifty foot circle. Even the dumbest mutt quickly learns that
running about gleefully results in abrupt and unpleasant stops. The
dog must resort to a stationary exercise program: digging. Digging
is to dogs, what running in place and flapping arms is to Jane
Fonda. And no matter what your personal view may be of Ms. Fonda,
at least she doesn’t tear up the carpet and scratch through the
floor. A chained dog can, in very short order, turn a section of
lawn into an excellent imitation of an artillery impact zone.

Yes indeed, I know I’m fond of dogs. When I
sit and look at ol’ Butcher, peering over the dog food bags, past
the spotted and fuzzy carpet, out onto what looks like a strip
mining operation, there is no question of my fondness. My
intelligence is another matter.
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Mudrooms

 


Homes in different regions of the country
have distinctive characteristics or design criteria that will set
them apart from homes in other portions of the country. Back East,
it’s the foyer. People don’t have front halls, they have foyers.
This lends an aura of dignity when someone comes visiting, “Oh, how
lovely! Dried out weeds bundled all together in a wrinkled bow. It
will go perfectly in the foi-yay. I’m trying to maintain a
welcoming country motif in here.”

In the Southwest, I was recently told, all
the rage in home construction is the lanai: a living room that
opens out onto the back porch or veranda. What is a Hawaiian room
doing in the desert? I don’t know. Why aren’t those rooms called
“Southwest rooms?” Perhaps there is some fear of confusing the
builders.

“Jake, if this don’t beat all I ever seen.
Right here on the plans for this house it says ‘Southwest room.’
Well, any dang fool can see it’s gonna be in the northeast corner
of the house! Say, you don’t suppose we got the wrong plans here,
do ya?”

“Naw, just flip the sheet over.”

I heard from a relative that the big thing in
the central part of the country is the “bay” window. If you’re
going to build a house worth keeping, you’ve got to have a bay
window. Presumably, the bay window was a design that allowed the
families of eastern seafarers the opportunity to keep watch for
their loved one’s safe return. That makes sense, but really now,
what is someone in the plains states going to do with a bay window?
Are they supposed to wait for dad to drive up in the old prairie
schooner after a hard day at the office?

Alaskans are more practical and descriptive
in their approach to naming the portion of their homes that
distinguishes them as an Alaskan domicile. We have the
“mudroom.”

The mudroom is a wonderful attachment to what
might just be any home in the Lower Forty-eight. They appear to
have been hung on the front of the house as a partially completed
afterthought. Generally constructed only of the finest quality,
unpainted plywood, and provided with wiring but no heat, windows or
finishing touches. The mudroom stands out as Alaska’s gift to the
world of architecture, and falls second only to the indoor bathroom
in importance to the Alaskan homeowner.

Obviously, the descriptive but ignoble name
of mudroom doesn’t do much to help sell houses to people unfamiliar
with the phrase, so there is a more palatable term applied by real
estate agents: the Arctic Entryway. That just sort of rolls off
your tongue doesn’t it? It looks great in print too.

“Oooh Honey, did you see this ad? It’s a
three bedroom, two bath, split level home with Arctic Entryway.
Arctic Entryway. That sounds so Alaskan! Let’s call the Realtor and
look at it.“

The romance is over upon arrival at the
prospective dream home.

“Ugh, this is a disgusting little room. Looks
like a mudroom. May we see the Arctic Entryway?”

The important thing to keep in mind about
mudrooms is that they serve as more than just simple barriers
between carpet and whatever might be tracked into the home. The
mudroom plays an integral role in the daily life of an Alaskan.

The mudroom is where all the day to day items
of survival are kept.

“Honey? I can’t find the duct tape.”

“It’s on the shelf in the mudroom.”

The mudroom serves as the ultimate toy
box.

“Mom? Have you seen my hockey stick?”

“It’s in the mudroom, behind the door.”

The mudroom is the Alaskan answer to what
used to be called the pantry: “Just put the dog food in the
mudroom.”

The mudroom is the general depot for any item
needed, no matter what you want to do. Or for that matter, whatever
time of the year you want to do it.

“Have you seen my snowshoes?”

“In the corner, next to the lawn chairs,
behind the dog food, probably under the sleeping bags.”

The mudroom can serve as the hunter’s best
friend.

“Gotta age this moose a little before we
package it. Let’s put a few hooks in the ceiling of the mudroom,
and hang it there.”

The mudroom is also the perfect cooler for
those impromptu get togethers.

”Wanna beer? Cold ones are right out there in
the mudroom.”

The major problem with mudrooms is that they
are never big enough to satisfy the demands placed on them. Once
all the canoe paddles, snowshoes, L’il Chief Smokers, fishing rods,
tackle boxes, freezers, life jackets, mauls, axes, ropes, guns, dog
food bags, drinks, assorted sports equipment, power and hand tools,
spare boat/auto/airplane parts, tarps, gas cans, and various pieces
of exercise equipment are in place, there is hardly room for muddy
shoes. I guess that would explain why, in the past few years, I
have noticed a decline in the number of houses that have visible
mudrooms. I guess people are opting to buy bigger homes with more
storage space.

At the same time, I’ve noticed an increase in
the number of garages that have standard house doors on them. The
people that have regular car doors on their garages also seem to
prefer keeping their cars outside all the time.

Could there be a connection?
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Stuff

 


It is with some apprehension that I write
about this subject. The war between the sexes has been raging for
as long as mankind has existed. The battlefield is strewn with the
twisted and mangled bodies of men that have made casual
observations on the situation.

There is something about men that attracts
them to hobbies that require an accumulation of specialized
equipment and supplies. This seems doubly so in Alaska. In the
warmer months there are the outdoor hobbies, and in the winter
there are hobbies best conducted indoors. Alaskan men have double
the opportunity to collect goodies that their Lower Forty-eight
counterparts do.

Any activity conducted in the outdoors
requires the use of gear and equipment specially designed and
constructed for ease of portability. This makes such gear and
equipment less than suitable to perform the equivalent indoor task.
Rugged though the gear may be, its size precludes using it for most
domestic applications.

“Dear, I thought I’d make a batch of
deep-fried chicken for dinner tonight. Would you please set up the
pack stove?”

“Sure ‘nuff, Honey. You going to make just a
little, or should I dig out the big, full pint pot?”

Even hobbies that are indoor in nature
require the accumulation of considerable doo-dads in order to
provide maximum satisfaction. Really. How many men could be
entirely satisfied with a hobby such as, for instance, bridge?
Bridge is a game that a person can play for a lifetime and still
never completely master, but what kind of satisfaction is there to
be had in a simple deck of cards? That isn’t nearly enough
paraphernalia to keep most men happy.

No, if a man is going to play cards as a
hobby, he’s going to pick something like poker. It’s not that poker
is any more macho, playing cards is playing cards, it’s that poker
requires all sorts of extra doo-dads to be done up right. Besides
the cards themselves, there’s the chips, and with chips, a nifty
table with all the little places to store the chips while playing
is necessary. Along with the special table, one might as well
provide the best possible ambiance with a specially designed and
decorated light to hang over the table. And of course, if going so
far as to spend money on a table and a light is necessary, the
least one could do is provide some special, fancy chairs for the
whole shebang. Soon enough, a simple pastime takes up a major
portion of at least one room.

The major complaint with a man having a
hobby, according to most women I’ve known, isn’t that there’s not
enough time but that there’s never enough room.

The conflict in this situation is heightened
by the fact that many women don’t appreciate or recognize the
importance of all the doo-dads required to achieve maximum
enjoyment out of a hobby. To women, everything that is accumulated
in the pursuit of relaxation and enjoyment is relegated to the
generic category of ”stuff.“

“Look at this room! It’s a mess! You have all
your stuff piled and scattered everywhere. What do you need all
this stuff for anyway? You never even use most of this stuff.”

“Well, that’s because I have to work. If I
could reload, go shooting, hunt, fish and just in general fool
around for a living, I’d use all this valuable equipment on a daily
basis.“

“You probably don’t even know what half of
this stuff is. What is this?”

“It’s a rod butt. It broke off one of my
ultra-light rods summer before last.”

“It’s broken! Why keep it? It’s
worthless.”

“No, it’s not. As soon as one of my medium
poles breaks, I’ll epoxy the tip end into the broken butt, and have
a really good ice fishing rig.”

“Well, can’t you store it someplace out of
the way? Like under the house?”

“Oh, no. If I put it under the house, I might
forget I’ve got it, and there wouldn’t have been any point in
saving it.”

“What are these? I thought you bought a new
pair of waders last spring. Why do you keep these old ones?”

“Well, only one boot leaks. If I save them,
when one of the new boots gets a leak, maybe it’ll be on the
opposite foot, and that way I’ll still have one good pair.”

“Why not throw out the leaking boot? That
way, we’d only have to store one boot.”

“Yeah, but if the same foot on my new pair
starts leaking, then I’ll use a little duct tape, and have two
passable pairs.”

“Why didn’t you use a ‘little duct tape’ to
begin with, and save us the sixty dollars the new pair cost?”

“No man should be without a back-up pair of
waders.”

Storage is the big problem with a man’s hobby
paraphernalia. There just is never enough room “out of the way” to
accommodate proper storage. No matter where a guy puts something,
it occupies a space that will be deemed to be an invaluable
location by his spouse. This follows the Law of Unused Corners: any
vacant corner will be completely ignored until it is put to good
use storing things best left ignored. A totally useless, out of the
way corner that fairly begs for something to occupy it will go
completely unnoticed up until the point at which it is given a
reason for existence in the form of doo-dad storage. Once the
forgotten corner is put into useful service, it will immediately
become the “perfect” spot for an artistic display of dried and dyed
weeds or wheat stalks.

It was suggested about four years ago that
the answer to the “stuff” conflict around our house would be to
build a place to keep all the things necessary for the pursuit of
all the various hobbies a man could have. It was a good idea, put
forth in an earnest manner by my wife. That’s how the concept of
our extra large carport, with loft, came to be. The carport was an
extension of my woodworking hobby, and offered a phenomenal
opportunity to acquire some special tools. With all that extra
space up above the cars, everything a man might own could be stored
out of the way, and ready for use at a moment’s notice.

It just might be that this is the year I get
all those special tools out of the corner in the family room, and
actually build the thing. On the other hand, if the carport is
built, it might limit the scope of our conversations.
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Foraging

 


Healthful, natural eating seems the new
lifestyle of choice, both in terms of making sense, and in being
chic. The lifestyle of cholesterol laden, rich and creamy excess is
no longer considered fashionable. Gone are the days when double
helpings of a thick slab of rare beef, scarfed down with a side of
whipped potatoes slathered in cream gravy were the way to go. Say
good-bye to heaped plates of pork roast with creamed baby potatoes
and peas. Fat and flavor are out. The current fashionable way to
good health is through massive consumption of plant matter. And the
ultimate in health is found in eating only natural and organic
plant foodstuffs.

I can think of nothing that will get you into
natural and organic faster than foraging for food. With only six
commonly acknowledged poisonous plants in Alaska, the fen and
forest that surround us could be viewed as a cornucopia of good
health. The world’s grandest salad bar, if you will, open seven
days a week, twenty-four hours a day, for over three straight
months. Combine that with an “all you can stand to eat” offer, and
throw in the fact that it’s free. All of a sudden it doesn’t sound
so bad.

Frankly, I think the state tourism folks are
missing a good bet here. Sums of money that rival a Spielberg
production budget are spent to produce primetime television ads so
that people spend their time and money to venture up here. The
targeted audience obviously must be of the natural and organic
bent. Why not capitalize on the obvious? Try this idea out: a
panoramic background, with a bunch of healthy, suntanned hikers
munching down on some local flora, with the announcer saying, “If
you make the trip, the meal’s on us.”

Alaskans find themselves going out to gather
nature’s bounty not so much because of the idea that eating all
sorts of wild vegetable matter is healthy, nor is it simply the
lure of free grub. No, it’s another one of those things we do
because our license plates tell us we live in “The Last Frontier.”
It’s an obligation we feel, to live up to the Alaskan mystique. The
real, old-time Sourdoughs didn’t rely on the local grocery. Fast
food was whatever could be picked on the trail without breaking
stride.

The list of what is edible in the Alaskan
wilds is lengthy. However, the list of what is palatable is not.
After several years of intensive study, I can personally assure you
that there is a distinct and important difference between edible
and palatable.

One of the first edible plants to lure the
outdoor gourmet into shopping the woodlands is the fiddlehead fern.
The snow is still receding when this delicacy first becomes
available. The object of interest will be found in the center of a
clump of rotting fern leaves left from the previous year. Once the
site is located, close examination will reveal new leaves unfurling
in the shape of fiddleheads. Those are what the reference books
tell you taste “just like asparagus.” You may have to poke around
in the decaying slime of the old leaves to find them, but that only
adds to the eager anticipation. Snap a bunch of those off, and make
haste for the kitchen.

In all the references available, the first
step listed in preparing fiddleheads is to remove the brown outer
covering. Not a single hint on how to accomplish this task is
given. The natural inclination is to grab a stiff bristled brush
and scrub it off. This will produce a brilliant green mush laced
with shreds of brown protective covering. Soaking the fiddleheads
doesn’t appreciably soften the casing either. Scraping the covering
off gently with a knife produces the desired results, but tedium
usually forces a quick, and less than complete job. Once they are
cleaned to your satisfaction and/or tedium tolerance level, the
fiddleheads are placed in a pan and steamed for a few minutes.
Again, the references don’t provide any guide-lines. I believe the
idea is to get them hot enough to melt butter, but not so cooked
that they slither through the tines of a fork. The time frame
between the two extremes is narrow, and it is a definite must to
test the progress with a fork. But don’t stir, or you’ll end up
with creamed green stuff.

When at last they are done, the whole family
will be lined up with plates in hand. This glorious occasion is
probably the first time in their young lives that the children have
been excited about setting a tooth into a vegetable. The moment is
electric. Mom will probably want to pull out the fine china,
normally reserved for really special table fare. Just hope there’s
enough to go around.

The big moment arrives, and everyone is
dished up and at the table. Mom and Dad are feeling good about
truly providing. This is not just a meal mind you, but a genuinely
natural and totally organic meal.

Dad glances around the table waiting for
praise, “So, what

d’ya think kids?”

“It’s so... green. How’d you get it so green,
Mom?”

“And it smells funny too, Dad. Like when I
clean out the pencil sharpener at school.”

Dad isn’t about to be put off. “Nonsense! Put
a little more butter on, that’ll make it so you like it. See? Mom
likes it. Don’t you dear? Hon? You okay?”

The drift of attention is focused on Mom,
whose face has puckered in on itself. She looks like a shar-pei
that just bit a lemon as she jumps up and dashes to the garbage to
discharge the offensive stuff.

Dad can’t believe it. “I thought you liked
asparagus.”

“Not when it tastes like number two pencil
shavings.”

This is not a display fitting of true
Alaskans. Dad knows that with a little leadership, the family will
come around. He takes a bite. “Interesting...”

Pride will make a man do strange things. He
tries to swallow. He tries again. The vegetable mass is growing.
The kids stare in wide-eyed awe.

“Oh jeez, Mom! Lookit his Adam’s apple! How’s
he makin’ it jump around like that?”

Dad’s as green as the fiddleheads left on his
plate. With one mighty, forceful “GURP,” Dad chokes it down. “So,
I’m feelin’ like a burger and fries. How about you guys?”

Fiddlehead ferns aren’t the only item that
may be edible but not palatable. There exists a veritable
smorgasbord out on the Alaskan countryside, and other available
delights deserve their space and time.

Herbal teas are a must for the natural food
fan. What’s the point in enjoying the wild gastronomic delights
that will create a healthier you if they are washed down with
something that is laden with sugar, chemicals or caffeine? In order
to reap the full benefit of naturally organic food, the beverage of
choice is an herbal tea.

The term herbal tea is somewhat ambiguous.
The name would connote a delightful and delicate brew. An herbal
tea should have some sort of beneficial effect. The current usage
of the label “herbal” just guarantees that there’s something in the
hot water. Whether or not it is delicate, delightful, beneficial,
or even just plain ambivalent to the drinker is of no
consideration. Take spruce tip tea as an example.

One reference I read described this
concoction, made from the new growth tips of spruce trees, as
“aromatic and bright; an eye-opener.” I’d agree with that, but the
same could be said for sipping on a boiling cup of turpentine.
However, to give credit where it is due, spruce tip tea does have a
beneficial effect when brewed after camping for three days without
a toothbrush.

Rose hips provide as close a pleasant herbal
tea as can be found. The flavor truly is palatable. The problem is
that in order to obtain a full flavor, the rose hips must be
steeped to just this side of disintegration. A few extra seconds of
brewing time will yield a cup half full of mucilaginous rose hip
remnants. Even the most enthusiastic herbal tea fanatic will balk
at the thick end of rose hip tea.
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