
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Farther Up the Main

 


Wayne J. Lutz

 


 


Smashwords Edition

 


Copyright © 2010 Wayne J. Lutz

 


 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the author's work.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



About the
Author

 


Wayne Lutz was previously Chairman of the
Department of Aeronautics at Mount San Antonio College in
California, leading the school’s Flying Team to championships seven
times as Top Community College Flying Team in the United States. He
also served as a California Air National Guard C-130 aircraft
maintenance officer.

The author is a flight instructor with 7000
hours of flight experience. In the past three decades, he has spent
summers in Canada, exploring remote regions with his Piper Arrow,
flying north from Los Angeles and camping next to his airplane. In
2000, he discovered Canadian boats and the beauty of Powell River,
British Columbia.

The author now resides in a floating cabin on
Canada’s Powell Lake during all seasons. His writing genres include
regional Canadian publications and science fiction.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Other Books by Wayne J. Lutz

 


Science Fiction

Inbound to Earth

Echo of a Distant Planet

 


Coastal British Columbia Stories

Up the Lake

Up the Main

Up the Winter Trail

Up the Airway

Up the Strait

Farther Up the Lake

Farther Up the Strait

Cabin Number 5

 


http://www.PowellRiverBooks.com

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


The stories are true, and the characters are
real.

All of the mistakes rest solidly with the
author.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Farther Up the Main

Contents



About the Author

Preface -- After Up the Main

1 -- April Snow

2 -- Mount Alfred

3 -- Boys’ Night Out

4 -- Theodosia

5 -- Rain Turnin’ to Snow

6 -- Pickin’ Apples

7 -- Heather Main

8 -- Khartoum

9 -- Granite Lake 6

10 -- Cabin Huntin’

11 -- Mount Mahony

12 -- Last Chance

Epilogue -- Outdoors

* * * * * * *

 


* * * * *

[image: tmp_67858e83a4fc4c41921228a747b4ed5d_NtwJpJ_html_1dd1ceb8.jpg]

 


 



Preface

After Up the Main

 

 

One of my first books in the series Coastal
British Columbia Stories focused on quad riding and my
outsider-looking-in viewpoints regarding the backcountry
surrounding Powell River. At the time, I envisioned Up the
Main as an interesting topic for a book, rather than a personal
life-long adventure. As I viewed it, learning to ride a quad and
exploring the local region was a fine sport for those interested in
such exploits, but I didn’t see it as an activity that would hold
my interest over time.

I thought that taking a few quad rides would
allow me to experience a unique form of recreation that’s a passion
to some, write a book that should appeal to locals, and then turn
to other pursuits. Little did I know I would become addicted.

During that first ride with John on a quad
rented from his cousin, I thrashed through some challenging paths,
and came to appreciate the physical effort demanded on the trail.
Riding with John was a step above a typical introductory trip, but
he went easy on me. When I balked at buying a quad, he convinced me
that a small (100 cc) motorcycle would be enough to get started,
particularly since he knew motorcycles intrigued me more than
quads. The small motorcycle proved inadequate for many routes, both
because of the limitations of the bike and my weak riding skills.
But it appealed to my sense of adventure, and I began to ride for
all of the right reasons.

At first, riding the motorbike was a
full-time job, so I missed a lot of the natural surroundings. Even
glancing beyond the side of the road was a nerve-wracking chore.
But slowly, I gained in riding skills, and began to take in the
amazing scenery, not just when I stopped, but even as I rode.

My wife, Margy, was willing to give off-road
riding a try, but the motorcycle option wasn’t her forte. Instead,
she settled on a 250 cc two-wheel drive quad, enough to get her
started. Off we’d go -- me on my wimpy 100 cc motorcycle, Margy on
her 250 cc bike, and John (with Bro in his aft box) on a bruising
660 cc quad. John’s patience was often tested, but we made it
through the introductory stage, and soon both Margy and I were
hooked.

Today, Margy and I ride 450 cc quads, but we
still prefer to follow John when we venture out. There’s nothing
like a ride with him to discover new places and tackle exploits
you’d never try on your own. He knows how to push us to the limit,
but not quite make us break. And these days, Margy and I even
venture out on our own, tracing trails on maps, following routes
recommended by friends, and exploring side-spurs that go to places
unknown. We may not be experienced riders, but we’re appreciative
ones. And rides are no longer undertaken just to write another
chapter. There’s more to it than that -- it’s now a life-long
pursuit.

Over the past three years, since the
publication of Up the Main, I’ve ventured farther into the
bush and occasionally even more boldly. But you don’t have to be
fearless to enjoy off-road travel to new destinations or places you
enjoy revisiting again and again. Thus, the word “Farther” in
Farther Up the Main represents a journey in both distance and
attitude. What I once expected to be a passing fancy is now an
integral part of my life. It’s proof positive that it’s not just
the destination that’s important -- it’s how you get there.

 


* * * * * * *

 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter
1

April Snow

 

Under a showery early evening sky, the
blue-and-white Campion floats in “fishing position” within First
Narrows, engine off. Her bow bobs near the rock cliff a few metres
from the green navigation marker. For the first time this year, the
front and rear canvas are unsnapped and pulled half-aside, while
the top canvas provides protection from the intermittent sprinkles.
The center windshield is hinged open and the overhead canvas hatch
is unzipped and thrown back, allowing walk-through access to the
bow. I haven’t removed all the canvas yet, since it still looks
like rain, but it’s only sprinkling at the moment. In this
configuration, I have easy access to the two best fishing locations
in opposite ends of the boat. Sometimes, as the boat drifts, I move
from bow to stern with my line still out, sliding my rod over the
top canvas from one outstretched hand to the other. It’s a long
reach, but it keeps my lure in the water without interruption.

I’ve fished for two hours in the fading light
on this second day of April, one day after the opening of trout
season on the lake. Everything in nature seems about three weeks
late this spring, even the fish. So far, I’ve seen one small trout
follow my line to the boat, but no strikes on my red-and-white
daredevil. The birds and wildflowers seem equally delayed by the
unusually prolonged winter. Today, nearly two full weeks into
official spring, it’s barely acceptable to remove the canvas from
the Campion, but I’m defiant. If spring hasn’t sprung, maybe I can
hurry it up a bit.

John and Rick have been defiant, too. They
arrived at Hole in the Wall mid-day for a hike along the logging
roads and the spur trails bordering Chippewa Bay. When John and
Rick pulled into the Hole this morning, John swung his Hourston in
a wide arc towards my cabin -- Hello! -- before veering off to the
other side of the bay. As the boat’s wake spread in a curve, Bro
stuck his head out the back of the overhead canvas, preparing for
arrival at one of his favourite cabins. I returned their greeting
from my cabin deck with a wide wave of my arm, a few seconds too
late to be seen by anybody but the black Lab.

As soon as John’s boat pulled to a stop at
Cabin Number 2 and the engine went silent, I shouted “Hey, guys!”
across the bay while watching two men and a dog in my
binoculars.

John’s return holler was simple, his words
clipped to assure I heard him across the bay: “Hey, Wayne! We’re
goin’ hikin’.” The two brothers and the black dog quickly climbed
the cliffside stairs, with only a brief pause as John gave Bro a
needed ass-push up the final rock ledge. They disappeared into the
trees and were gone -- six hours ago.

Now I float in First Narrows, a bit worried.
Both John and Rick are sturdy hikers, but they like to push it.
There’s little doubt where they’ve gone -- down the steepest trails
to Chippewa as far as they can: “Let’s see if we can get farther
than last time, and find something new.”

Even more likely, they are working on the
trail to the new steam donkey, which is “new” only in the sense
it’s the most recent “old” steam donkey John has found in this
area. Hikes into this thick logging area aren’t unusual. What isn’t
normal is the time. It’s now approaching sunset, and John and Rick
will need to get down the lake before it gets dark. They are
careful about pushing darkness, especially when it includes a boat
trip back down the lake, and already it seems past their limit.

To the west, above Chippewa Bay, a thick mist
of snow has been falling for the last two hours, a constant wall of
gray-white. If John or Rick slips and falls or even twists an ankle
in this backcountry, it’ll be a formidable hike back to the Hole.
An unscheduled overnight stay in this area, although not deadly for
these guys, would be far from comfortable.

Already my imagination has taken over: “Hey,
Doug, get my motorcycle from the storage shed at the condo, and
meet me at the Shinglemill at 6 am. We’ll use my boat to bring the
bike to Number 2, and then we’ll rope it up the cliff. One of us
can ride up the main to find them, while the other stands by the
phone.” I rehearse the rescue plan in my mind.

I hear the sound of the Hourston’s Yamaha
four-stroke only moments before it charges around the corner from
Hole in the Wall and out into First Narrows. John targets my boat
immediately, aims his Hourston directly at my bobbing position, and
immediately comes off-plane to glide up against my bow. The Campion
is pointing straight at the Hourston, so I flick my docking lights
on and then off quickly: Hello! My rescue plans aren’t needed.

As usual, John times his arrival perfectly,
the Hourston drifting right up to me in a perfect raft-up maneuver.
He gives the outboard a quick spurt of reverse, and comes to a halt
within arm’s reach. I stand in the front of my boat with my fishing
rod, while John reaches through his open side window for my bow. He
turns off his engine, and as if on cue, it begins to pour.

“How was the steam donkey?” I ask.

“You guessed it,” replies John. “We worked on
the trail some more. We’ve got to get you up there soon, before the
new logging road is finished and messes it up.”

John is used to spending days working on a
trail that’s obliterated a few weeks later.

“Lot of snow right now,” says Rick, “and it’s
coming down pretty good up there today. But the trail’s in nice
shape.”

“Any fish?” says John.

“Caught seven so far.”

“Yeah, right. April fool to you too,” says
Rick. “It’s still too cold, even for the trout.”

The rain is pouring down in sheets now, and
I’m standing in the bow getting soaked. My jacket, hat, and snow
pants provide some protection, but this is ridiculous.

“Get out of the rain,” says John as he
reaches out of his window and pushes off my bow. He starts his
engine and backs away. By now we’ve both drifted nearly into the
middle of the channel.

“Hey, can you take me riding tomorrow?” I
yell as the Hourston slowly retreats.

“Sure, if the weather holds. But it looks
like snow, even here.”

“In April?”

“Why not? Winter isn’t over yet.”

He’s right, and the fish know it.

 


* * * * *

 


When I get back to my cabin, I’m totally
drenched. The rain stopped just as suddenly as it began, and now
the western sky is a mix of blue and pink, with stunning white
clouds catching the evening sunset. I contemplate leaving the
canvas off the bow and stern, but it could rain again tonight. So I
take the time to button up the boat. For the moment, I give in to
the delayed arrival of spring.

 


* * * * *

 


The next morning, I awaken to my alarm and
two inches of new snow. If I’d left the boat covers open, it
would’ve been a mess for my trip to town. So I luck out with a dry
boat beneath the canvas. By 7 am, the Campion is loaded and ready
to go. If I get going early enough, I can be ready to ride before
John wakes up. Since he’s always rushing me, it would be fun to be
ahead of schedule, and to rush him for a change. But there’s lots
to do first, including the boat ride to the Shinglemill, the drive
to town, a quick check for email at the condo, dressing in clothes
appropriate for riding, breakfast, and getting the quad trailer
hitched up at the airport hangar.
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The trip down the lake is a sublime ride. In
all directions, new snow covers the mountains. The sky is mostly
clear, with the rising sun still hidden behind Goat Island to the
east. The lake is smooth, making the morning flotsam easy to spot,
so I can drive at a comfortable 40 klicks.

I hustle through my morning chores in town
and pull up in back of John’s house shortly after 9 am. There’s no
place to park. The entire area is clogged with Ed’s van, Rick’s
taxicab, both of John’s trucks (his “new” one torn apart on the
lawn for renovation), and Rick’s pickup. I manage to park
straddling the driveway and jutting out into the alley.

Bro runs out to greet me, so I know the
household is awake. But I notice John’s quad isn’t yet loaded in
his truck, so I’m still ahead of schedule. The downstairs door is
unlocked, so I walk in and yell up the stairs to John: “Hey, man,
let’s get going. I don’t have all day.”

Helen comes down the stairs, smiling and
chuckling in her normal jovial mood: “John’s still eating
breakfast. He isn’t ready yet.”

“Well, he’d better hurry up,” I reply.

Helen laughs; she knows John is typically
impatient with my dawdling.

“Hey, John!” Helen yells up the stairs.
“Wayne’s ready to go. You’d better get movin’.”

“In a minute!” is John’s disgusted reply.

Never mess with John when he’s eating.

 


* * * * *

 


The potholed road along the south edge of
Haslam Lake brings me to a crawl. My red Kodiak 450 rides alone on
a two-quad trailer behind my truck (Margy’s truck, appropriately
hijacked for this occasion). In the side mirrors, I watch the rig
bouncing excessively, even at this slow speed. I hope the axle
stays in one piece. Once in a while, I catch a glimpse of the quad
jostling on the trailer, fighting its restraining straps. The
winter has taken a toll on this dirt road, and the ride is rough
all the way from Duck Lake to our off-loading spot near Mud
Lake.

In front of me, John’s old truck, with its
completely worn-out shocks, plods forward at my same slow pace. The
blue Grizzly 660 in the Ford’s bed sways from side-to-side. Bro’s
nose pokes out of the passenger window, taking in the familiar
sights and sniffing for bear.

Near Duck Lake, I spot two deer in a logging
slash along the side of the road, so I stop to watch. One of the
deer is positioned next to a stump, its hooves on top, standing on
its hind legs. From my viewpoint, it seems to be standing at a
lunch counter, waiting to be served. In that position, the deer
looks like a kangaroo without a long tail. Finally, after both deer
stare at me without moving, I continue down the road. I find John
pulled off in a turnout, waiting for me.

“Trouble with the trailer?” he asks.

“No, just two very unusual things.”

“What?”

“A deer standing on a stump, looking like a
kangaroo.”

John laughs: “Sounds kinda funny. What was
the other thing?”

“Deer alongside the road that you didn’t
see.”

John’s eyesight is so much better than mine
that I never see anything before he does.

“Must not have been there when I passed
by.”

John’s explanation isn’t meant to challenge
me; it’s mere logic.

 


* * * * *

 


At our off-load spot near Mud Lake, I
unfasten the straps from my quad and drive it off the trailer as
quickly as I can, trying to stay ahead of John. So far, I’m
winning, but it never lasts for long. By the time I slip into my
rain gear and pull on my full-face mask, John is already
off-loaded, sitting on his quad, helmet on, and waiting for me. Bro
is aboard in his aft box, wearing his blue sweater and matching
raincoat, also ready to go. I stuff my backpack and riding gear
into the cargo box on the back of my quad and try to scrunch my
lunch bag on top, but I can’t close the lid.

“Can you take my lunch?” I ask.

“Sure, strap it on front,” says John. “You’ve
got to learn to pack light.”

He’s right, but I like to have all the extras
on every trip. Besides, there’s always room for a bit more on
John’s bike.

“I’m finally ready,” I announce, as I climb
on my quad.

John starts his engine and is out of sight
down the dirt road before I can engage my starter. Finally I’m on
my way, but before I make it to the first bridge, I have to turn
back. I don’t want to delay John any longer, but I’ve forgotten
something essential -- my heavy gloves. I’m wearing my fingerless
gloves, which won’t be nearly enough today.

“Now what?” asks John when I pull up beside
him where he has been waiting for me at an intersection.

“Forgot my gloves. Had to go back,” I
confess.

John’s unsympathetic reply: “Oh.”

After riding a short distance, the road veers
to the right, up the route known as the Alaska Pine. This trail is
one of my favourites, and our tracks today are the first in the
fresh snow. John has found a new (meaning “old”) trail to a lookout
near the top of the Alaska Pine, and he’s been clipping alders
lately to make it passable. He’s not sure I’ll be able to handle
the steep slope, particularly in the snow, but he’s willing to let
me give it a try. I’m not the most aggressive rider, but I’m up for
the challenge.

As we begin our climb up the Alaska Pine,
John leads on his Grizz, celebrating the fresh snow by fishtailing
from side to side when the trail occasionally flattens. Bro sticks
his head out to the side of his aft box, like a dog sticking his
nose out the window of a zooming car.

This trail has the unique feel of true
off-road riding, climbing steeply into the forest, but well within
my capabilities. It provides a sense of stretching my limits
without exceeding them. There’s just something about the Alaska
Pine (Up the Winter Trail, Chapter 4).

We pause at a lookout that gives us a view of
the northern stretch of Haslam Lake. John points out the high cliff
that’s our goal -- the end of his new-old trail. It’s a spot that
seems unreachable, but John hiked there on-foot several years ago
from the road paralleling the shoreline of Haslam Lake. The
footpath is an impossible route for a quad or motorcycle, so he
decided to try to approach the cliff from above. He calls it the
“Five-Day Trail,” since it took five days for him to reopen the old
logging road with the help of Rick and a friend.

As we climb the Alaska Pine, the lead rider
(John) faces the toughest job. An endless line of snow-laden bushes
and small trees confronts him. After last night’s storm, they droop
across the trail, blocking our path. Each hanging branch needs only
a quick tug before it leaps skyward and out of our way. But the
rider beneath is hit by snow flung back down. Bro hates this
process, since he receives the brunt of the tumbling snow. For
smaller branches, John simply rubs against them with his arm or
lets them bump harmlessly against his helmet. Bigger branches
require a stop-and-tug to release them of their snowy load. Bro
rides patiently in his aft box, waiting to be whacked by the next
limb that sneaks by John.

I watch John and Bro getting smacked by
branches and covered in snow. Bro’s black head becomes a
black-and-white helmet of snow and fur. After a kilometre of this,
I pull up next to John at a wide spot in the trail.

“Can I lead for a while?” I ask. “I’ll knock
down the snow for us.”

John’s quick reply is: “Sure, you can
lead.”

This is an unexpected response from a guy who
always leads on rides. I’m pleased he’ll allow me to take care of
some of the drudgery for a change. He’s used to doing whatever it
takes to get me to my destination, and that normally means a lot of
work, including being thumped by branches and pummeled with
snow.

I take the lead and whack a few branches. But
almost as soon as I move out in front, the trail changes to a
wide-open path, with few overhanging limbs. After another
half-kilometre, I pull to the side and wait for John to join
me.

“I took over at a good time,” I say. “There
aren’t many low-hanging branches through here.”

“I know,” replies John. “That’s why I let you
lead, but it was nice of you to offer.”

“Oh.”

John takes back the lead, and we turn off the
Alaska Pine onto the Five-Day Trail. At first we start downhill,
riding easily through one-foot deep water in a muddy flow of
rust-coloured rocks and small, tumbling cascades that turn the
trail into a temporary stream.

John stops in the middle of the gushing water
and yells back to me when I pull up behind him:

“You can lead for a while now. You’ll have
lots of branches to swamp you with snow, so go slow. This part of
the trail is an easy ride -- mostly level or slightly downhill --
an old logging road, so it was easy to reactivate.”

I maneuver around him, and start down the
beautiful trail. In fact, in all of my travels on a quad, it’s one
of the most majestic paths I’ve seen. Occasional pockets of
old-growth firs and cedars are mixed with closely spaced
second-growth trees. John points out one particularly large pine.
White pine, with its long blue-green needles is rare in this
area.

At one point, John shows me a tree growing
out of the trunk of another, a twisted mass of wood. I stop to take
a picture, but it’s difficult to capture this contorted jumble in a
photo.

I whack through the snowy bushes arching in
from both sides of the trail. When I pull on bigger branches to
launch them upward, I’m blasted with snow. It builds up on my quad
and covers my entire body. My helmet is plastered. I pull my
snow-covered goggles down and let them hang around my neck.

John lets me lead for nearly a kilometre.
After this easy-to-ride path, the trail climbs steeply upward.
During the trail-building process, this secton required lots of
work. John has told me I’ll need to use my “lockers” here. I’ve
used them only once in an aborted attempt to climb out of Suicide
Creek (Up the Winter Trail, Chapter 12). Differential lockers are
notorious for getting you through the tough stuff, even better than
four-wheel-drive, but they make steering difficult.

Before beginning the climb, I pull to the
side of the trail so John can get by. My quad is encased in white
from its frequent dowsing, so I get off and begin to push the snow
from my quad. John stops me.

“Leave it on the front. It’ll help keep your
weight forward during the climb. It’s pretty steep.”

John even adds some more snow to the front
rack of my quad and packs it down, while I push the snow off my
seat and the rear of the bike. He gives me some simple instructions
on how to drive my Kodiak up this steep part of the trail.

“Give ‘er shit, and don’t let up, or its
over.”

Simple and to the point.

I can do this. But the first hill ahead looks
mighty steep. Narrow too, with trees on each side to pose a
steering challenge with my lockers engaged.

John lifts Bro out of his box, letting him
walk up the hill. When he does this, you know the trail is about to
get tough. I can only see a small portion of the slope ahead, as it
winds to the left and out of sight. The part I see seems to fit
within my personal limits, so I’m ready to give it a try.

John drives his quad forward to the base of
the hill, and I move ahead to position my bike behind his.
Immediately, my undercarriage lodges firmly on a small stump
sticking up in the center of the trail. I shift into reverse, but
still can’t move.

John gets off his bike and walks back to
assist: “That’s the same stump where Rick got stuck,” he says
without a hint of concern.

So far, I’ve traveled only a metre on this
difficult section of the trail, and I’m already stuck. I haven’t
even started up the hill yet.

“You’ll need to get off so we can move your
quad,” says John. “Keep it in reverse and add a little power.”

We lift and rock the quad, while I push the
thumb-throttle, and the bike finally moves backwards off the
stump.

“Okay, now I’m ready,” I declare. “I’ll get
serious this time.”

John laughs and walks back to his quad. He
launches up the hill, lockers engaged and engine roaring, snow and
mud flying out from his tracks as he rounds the corner and out of
sight. A few seconds later, I hear his quad engine return to idle.
He’s ready for me to give it a try.

Up I go. I lean forward on the steepest
spots, which makes steering difficult with the lockers. My thumb
momentarily slips from the throttle, but I recover quickly, gunning
the engine. When I reach a straighter and less steep stretch of
trail, I sit back for a moment to recoup my energy for the next
climbing turn. There is one more forward-leaning climb, and then
I’m past the hardest part. John waits on his quad at the crest of
the hill, twisted around to watch the show.

“Right on!” he yells. “Good job!”

Coming from him, I take it as the ultimate
compliment. But I’m sure he heard my momentary release of the
throttle, so I’d better confess.

“My thumb fell off the throttle for a
second,” I admit. “I was having a hard time steering with the
lockers and keeping the throttle forward at the same time. I’ll do
better on the next section.”

John nods his head approvingly, without even
deducting a point for the slipped throttle. I now realize he really
thought this trail was beyond my capability, and he’s glad to see
I’ll be okay. With his help, I’ve come a long way.

Several more steep hills follow, all
conquered easier than the first. Then we start down a gentle
winding grade, followed by one final tough climb, and we are
there.

We break out into the sun on a wide swath of
snow-covered granite overlooking Haslam Lake. To the south, we can
see the Blue Ridge overlook where John has taken me before. Below
us, the logging road winds along Haslam. It’s a magnificent
view.

We take a well-deserved break, while Bro
barks at eagles soaring near the cliff. The more he barks, the
closer they come, as if to taunt him. Finally, Bro settles down,
stretching out in the snow for a rest.

“Only jack pines here,” says John. “Too dry
for anything else.”

The evergreens in this region are mostly fir,
cedar, and hemlock, with only a few pines and spruce, and that’s
fortunate for us. The bark beetle is closing in from the north,
closer each year, devastating the pine forests along the way. The
loss is immeasurable, but most of our local trees will be
spared.

After we eat our lunch and relax a few
minutes, John asks me if I’m willing to try to hike to a spot where
there is another cliff with an even better view of the lake. It’s
less than a kilometre from here, and it’s the spot he originally
reached years ago, hiking up from the logging road far below.

Slogging through the forest in rocky areas
covered with snow takes a lot of energy. I’m sweating beneath my
multi-layers of clothing. In a few hundred metres we find a faded
piece of red trail marking tape, then another.

“Old tape,” says John. “From the hiking trail
that comes up from the main.”

It’s hard to imagine how anyone could’ve
hiked all this way from the logging road on a nearly vertical
slope.

“Just a little farther,” says John. “I
remember this part of the trail. See, there’s an old log I cut to
get through here.”

Not only did he hike all the way up from the
lake, he carried his chain saw with him.

Bro bounds ahead of us, acting like he
remembers the way to the viewpoint. Sunlight begins to stream
through the trees ahead, and there it is -- an even more
magnificent vista than the end of the quad trail. This view is from
the highest edge of the cliff. Bro plops down in the snow, and John
sits with him on the ledge, looking out over Haslam Lake.

A light westerly breeze pushes air against
the cliff and up towards us. In the swirling air from below, mist
drifts upward, forming small clouds right in front of us. Clouds
must begin somewhere, and this is one of those places.

I look southwest, seeing the northern half of
Texada Island and the mountains of Vancouver Island beyond. Farther
north sits Mount Mahony, Tin Hat, Goat Island, Beartooth, and the
high country beyond Powell Lake. It’s a glorious day in the early
April sun. We sit on the edge of the cliff, snow lying in patches
nearby. Towering cumulus clouds surround our perch, billowing
upward in the warming air. Spring cannot be far behind.
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* * * * * * *

 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter
2

Mount Alfred

 

John has talked about Ice Lake for months.
Last year, during the summer, local trail builders began pushing
through on their quads from the north end of Goat Lake, trying to
reach an area previously accessible only by strenuous hiking. Quad
teams with picks and shovels have breached several landslides on
the old logging road, but bigger vehicles can’t get through. Trucks
with trail-building tools must be parked short of the landslides,
with equipment shuttled in on quads. By the time snow shuts down
efforts for the winter, a quad trail has been reopened to the third
stream. Beyond this creek lies a challenging hike over a footbridge
to Ice Lake.

Ice Lake is the current end point for a route
leading towards Jervis Inlet. Beyond the lake, the terrain is too
precipitous to even consider a quad trail (yet), although there has
been reassuring talk by local entrepreneurs regarding a future
public road to Squamish along this same path. Such a route would
continue from Ice Lake, along the south slope of Mount Alfred, down
to the head of Jervis Inlet. Not in my lifetime, I hope.

The following spring, a local group begins
trail building again, finishing the bridge at the second major
creek. The first stream, nicknamed Spray Creek, is fordable, but
it’s not a permanent solution. Stream protection requires a bridge,
a level of sophistication not yet possible considering the
financial funding for the project -- zero dollars. The third rush
of water is still too strong to get across, but that will change as
the summer dries it to a creekbed crossing. In short order, a
bridge will span this creek, but the final trail to Ice Lake will
remain a footpath for a long time.

In early June, landslides closed the logging
road, worsened by the damaging blow-downs of the previous winter.
Quads can make it through, but not trucks. The BOMB Squad (Bloody
Old Men’s Brigade) has volunteered its efforts to assist with
improving the trail to Ice Lake, but they need to get their trucks
past the landslides. John takes the battle to heart.

He visits the local office of Western Forest
Products, a regional logging company, to discuss the problem. When
I hear this, I cringe. John in a logging office is like a Grit at a
Conservative political rally. Nothing can come of it except
trouble. But he reports his visit went well, with the logging
office promising to assist with clearing the landslides so hikers
can access a trailhead to Ice Lake. They could use some photos of
the landslides as ammunition. John volunteers me.

I’ve looked forward to my first quad ride to
this area and the hike to Ice Lake, so taking a few pictures isn’t
too high a price. But how John deals with the photos in the
confines of the logging office could be -- scratch the political
analogy -- like a bull in a china shop.

We decide to take only one truck, with John’s
Grizzly in the back of his Ford and my Kodiak on the trailer. To
keep the quad ride within fuel limits, we’ll drive farther than
normal in the truck. The round-trip on our quads will be reduced to
a reasonable 70 kilometres.

We probably won’t be able to make it all the
way to Ice Lake, since the final trail will be crowded with
overhanging alders. Besides, without a quad trail to get farther
than the third creek, we’ll likely run out of time and energy.
Still, I retain hope we’ll make it to the lake. With lots of sunlit
hours this time of year, it’s not impossible.

 


* * * * *

 


When I pull into the alley behind John’s
house, John’s old truck is already hooked to my trailer, my Kodiak
sitting on top. What luxury -- John has already picked up the
trailer and my quad at the airport, so we’re ready to go.

Blocking the rest of the driveway is Doug’s
blue pickup with his quad wedged under its fiberglass canopy,
tailgate open to support the rear wheels. This is my first
indication Doug is riding with us today. I’m glad -- he’s a
likeable fellow with a vast knowledge of the wilderness. His long
blond dreadlocks and Oakland Raiders pants, along with his thick
New Zealand accent, distinguish him from your typical quad
rider.

As I greet Doug and John, Ed sticks his head
out of the upstairs window. I expect some kind of
here-comes-trouble greeting.

“Motley looking crew. You’d better take along
your author’s notebook,” he says.

“Got it!” I say, pulling a little blue spiral
notebook from my pocket. I flip it open and poise myself with pen
in hand: “Would you give me some words of wisdom before we
depart?”

“Do you have a will?” he asks.

I pretend to scribble in my notebook. I’ll
remind Ed when I return from this trip that it was he who jinxed
us.

“Don’t need one,” I reply. “It’s always an
easier and slower ride when John has a bad back.”

Doug laughs because he understands. No one
pushes trail building harder than John. He can’t lead even a simple
ride without needing to prune the forest. But he’s recovering from
a strained back, so I figure we might get away with less work
today.

Doug pulls away in his truck, to meet us near
Windsor Lake. I extract my camera from my backpack and ask Ed to
catch it when I toss it up to him on the balcony. In its thickly
padded bag, the camera faces a short, safe toss, but I stand ready
to catch it if it falls from Ed’s hands. He makes a good catch,
snaps a photo of John and me, and drops the camera back down.

[image: tmp_67858e83a4fc4c41921228a747b4ed5d_NtwJpJ_html_m3d99ad57.jpg]

“Might be your last picture,” says Ed.

“Stop it,” I say.

As we climb aboard John’s truck, I notice
there’s a pry-bar and sledgehammer strapped to the front of my
quad. Maybe John’s back isn’t so bad after all.

 


* * * * *

 


On our drive out of town, we pass the gas
station and mini-mart at the corner of Joyce and Highway 101. The
fuel price display, 120.9, catches our attention.

“Went down,” I say.

Prices are fluctuating a lot lately, but
seldom in a downward direction.

“All over town,” says John.

One nice thing about gas prices here -- you
don’t have to shop around, since all stations change their prices
in concert. It prevents gas wars and wasted bickering.



Farther down the road, we stop for our own
fill-up. The price board says 123.9.

“No way!” John almost yells in
indignation.

“Let’s go back,” I suggest mockingly.

“Won’t need to,” he says. “We’ll get them to
bring their price down.”

“Yeah, right.”

We pull up to the main fuel aisle to fill up
the truck first. Then we’ll need to pull forward to pump the
cheaper marine fuel, which is legal in our quads. A lanky teenage
boy comes out of the office to pump our gas.

“You need to change your sign,” says John.
“It’s down to one-twenty-point-nine in town.”

“Really?” replies the boy.

I can tell he’s just reacting to idle
conversation, obviously lacking executive authority to change gas
prices.

“I’ll talk to Dick,” says John, headed
towards the office.

“This should go over good,” I say to the
kid.

The teenager nods, and his smile gives me the
confidence in predicting we’ll pay the full price.

When John returns, he announces: “Got it.
Dick says he’ll lower the price for us and change the sign. When we
pull over to the other pump, I’ll push for a lower price on marine
gas.”

 


* * * * *

 


Bro rides between John and me, plopped down
and spread out in as many directions as he can. The cab is pretty
full, with some of our riding gear and a few of John’s tools packed
at my feet. We exit Highway 101 at Dixon Road and leave the
pavement approaching Lois Lake. At Tin Hat Junction, we leave the
one-way portion of Goat Main, and John dials in the logging truck
frequency on his VHF radio. One of the big controversies lately is
the decision by logging companies to work on weekends. It’s is
purely economics, of course, enhanced by the anticipated summer
fire danger that could shut down the forests to logging soon.
Today, a Saturday, we could encounter logging trucks on these
narrow mains. Quads would lose decisively in a head-to-head
confrontation.

“Low-bed down nineteen,” blares the
radio.

A logging truck is pulling a large flatbed
trailer, heading down the main from kilometre mark nineteen, a few
klicks ahead.

“Shouldn’t have to do this,” says John. “Most
people don’t have a radio, so how are they going to know they’re
about to meet a speeding logging truck?”

Almost immediately, a black crew-cab pickup
comes around the corner, headed towards us, slowing as it
approaches. We mutually come to a stop, driver’s door to driver’s
door, and John rolls down his window. The orange-vested driver of
the “pilot car” speaks politely: “There’s a low-bed behind me,
about a kilometre. I’ll tell him you’re coming. There’s a spot
ahead where you can pull off to the side, just around the
corner.”

“Well, thanks for telling us,” says John.

I know John well, and this is his sarcastic
voice, but the vested driver takes it for a valid thank-you.

“You’re welcome,” he replies cheerily.

I swear it looks like steam pouring out of
John’s ears, but fortunately the black truck pulls away before John
can comment further.

“You notice it’s us whose supposed to pull
off to the side,” says John.

“Well, the low-bed is a lot bigger.”

Just my contribution of fuel to add to the
fire.

“Low-bed down seventeen,” blares the
radio.

We pull ahead past the curve, into the
turnout at the side of the main. A few minutes later, the truck,
hauling a large backhoe, rounds the corner ahead of us in a cloud
of dust and blasts by. I wave. John doesn’t.

 


* * * * *

 


Farther up the main, we turn off into a wide
pullout area near Windsor Lake. Doug is waiting for us, ready to
assist with our off-load. While I unstrap my quad, he hops aboard
the trailer and climbs on my bike. Doug is like that -- easy-going,
quick to help, and immediately involved in anything that’s
happening. To jump onto someone else’s quad without asking
permission is a rare action, but he does it with his normal
easiness, so I immediately toss him the keys.

“Is this valet parking?” I ask.

“Sure. You can leave a small tip.”

“Make it go,” I say.

Doug starts my quad, and expertly backs it
down the metal ramps. Then he helps John position his ramps from
the tailgate of his Ford to the trailer. John drives down the first
set of ramps, across the bed of the trailer, and down the rear
ramps. Doug immediately pitches in to reload the ramps into John’s
truck. We leave the trailer connected to the truck, to speed
loading when we return, ground-to-trailer, trailer-to-truck. Lazy
but efficient.

As we gather our riding gear, Doug tells us
about a bear he saw while waiting for us. He cruised back to Dodd
Lake and saw the solo bear near the road. He describes the
encounter with a low-key description, like he sees bears beside the
road every day.

Today’s ride is the beginning of the dusty
summer season, so we’ll need to keep a dust-length separation
between us. That equates to about a half-klick between quads. Doug
leads for the first section of the ride (dustless), John and Bro
ride in second position (dusty), and I bring up the rear
(dustier).

We travel up Goat Lake Main (locally
designated as Goat Main or Weldwood Main), past the junction with
Rainbow Main, and beyond the entrance to the Goat 1 logging spur.
When I pull into the wide parking area overlooking Goat Lake, John
and Doug are talking with Jack, who they’ve come across in the
middle of his solo ride. They’re discussing the status of the
landslides ahead and whether the creeks along D-Branch can be
forded today. Our quad world is small, so there’s no surprise at
finding someone you know at a remote spot like this.
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A few kilometres farther north, at the head
of Goat Lake, a large flatbed barge and its tug are moored near a
small dock built by Bob, a friend who sometimes brings his quad
here by boat. The barge must have squeezed through Goat River that
connects to Powell Lake. It seems inconceivable to move such a
large barge through the narrow river, even at the current
high-water level. And how could it be economical? To barge anything
from here all the way back to Powell Lake’s Block Bay seems
illogical, since logging trucks could do the same job.

We come to the first landslide, and it’s not
stopping anyone. The fallen boulders and timber have been pushed
away, and the remaining dirt is spread into a wide flat area. We
need to go slow because of the sandy ruts and a few rocks, but the
road is still open to most vehicles.

Farther up the Eldred River, the barge’s
purpose becomes evident, but the logic of such a means of transport
seems even more questionable. At a wide turnout, we slow to weave
our way through ten large pallets of shake-blocks spread across the
road. The workers are finishing the packing, covering the wood
blocks with heavy plastic. A narrow winding path just big enough
for quads has been cleared for recreational traffic like us. The
workers have stopped to wait for us to pass through the maze. I
wind through and wave at them, yelling “Hello!” They seem pleased
to have the brief diversion of watching our small caravan.

It’s likely the barge at the head of Goat
Lake and these pallets are related. But the shake-blocks will need
to be loaded on a truck, taken to the barge and reloaded there.
Then the barge will need to wind back through Goat River, down
Powell Lake to Block Bay. There the shakes will be off-loaded from
the barge and reloaded on a truck. Wouldn’t a single truck trip
from here be more economical? It’s often difficult to understand
the logistics of log transport in the region, but there’s no doubt
the logging companies have worked it out to the nearest dollar.

We stop at the spot where we can view rock
climbers scaling high granite cliffs on the other side of the
Eldred River. It’s so extreme that the climbers use a hanging line
to repel themselves across the Eldred River to the base of the
cliffs. The ascent is demanding, even for the most proficient rock
climbers. Sometimes, they set up tents on the rock-wall to rest
overnight during mid-climb. I doubt they sleep much, but their
bedtime view must be spectacular. Today we don’t see any climbers
or their tents on the vertical wall.

Farther north, a few small trees have fallen
across the road, but the obstacles are so minor we merely slow a
bit and drive over them. In a few more klicks, the turnoff to the
left (Dianne Main) leads across the Eldred River. We take the road
leading to the right, now headed up the northernmost stretch of
Goat Main. Finally, we leave the main where it intersects with
D-Branch, which veers off to the east.

The going is easy at first. The dust is gone
at these higher elevations, with wetter and less traveled trails.
Without the dust, we can ride closer together. John stops, and I
pull up behind him. He holds up four fingers, warning me the going
ahead will require four-wheel drive. I hit the button that
magically improves my traction, and we start upward on a narrow
trail lying beside a nearly-dry, rocky creek.

The next landslide demands more skill to
navigate. There are a few spots that could provide a problem for
quad drivers, so we stop to make some trail improvements. Using a
pry-bar and pick-ax, we clear small boulders, clip bushes
protruding into the trail, and fill some of the deepest ruts with
small rocks and chunks of wood. John uses his chainsaw to trim up
some of the scrub alders, and we’re on our way again. I snap a few
photos for John’s next visit to the logging office.

By now, Mount Alfred is poking up at several
viewpoints along the trail. It dominates the view to the east,
although what we see for the next hour of riding isn’t really the
top of the mountain, although everyone refers to it as Mount
Alfred. In reality, the 7800-foot summit is hidden behind the
secondary triangular peak appearing in front of us. The crest we
see is slightly lower than the very top of Mount Alfred, which is
hidden just beyond.

Glaciers encircle the mountain, including an
extensive ice-field to the left. Flying over Mount Alfred several
years ago, John pointed to the huge glacier below us: “Doug has
stood on top of that ice,” he said. It was hard to believe --
looking down from 10,000 feet -- that anyone could climb to such a
remote location. But knowing Doug, it’s true. I’ll use today’s trip
to ask him for the details of the climb.

The ride is challenging now, with several
small creeks to cross, none of them beyond my limits. It’s
enjoyable knowing your limits, and it’s a skill that’s taken quite
a while to develop. Now I can sit at the edge of a stream or in the
face of a rough stretch of trail and know whether it’s within my
capabilities. It’s an important ability to develop, since knowing
when it’s safe to proceed is critical to riding on trails like
these.

The cross-trenches are deep, slowing our
progress even further. Branches and a few logs have fallen across
portions of the trail, but all are small enough to drive over.

The third landslide needs work too, so we
stop long enough to improve it for riders who may come after us.
John’s bad back seems a thing of the past.

In another kilometre, we come to the first
major water obstacle. It’s a roaring waterfall with a brief, flat
level section between major cascades both above and below. Although
it looks impressive, I’m confident this is within my capabilities.
The waterfall above us is the most impressive part, but the
drop-off below our flat crossing area is my biggest concern.
Whitewater in the seemingly flat area obscures any large rocks
jutting upward from the creek bottom. Such rocks could push a quad
towards the waterfall downstream.

John calls it Spray Creek, with good reason,
considering the nearness of the tumbling waterfall. But we don’t
stop long enough to take off our helmets and feel the spray. John
crosses first, gets off his quad and comes back to point out the
best route for Doug, who crosses next. Then it’s my turn, and I
cross without incident, although water splashes above my running
boards. Exciting, but safe.
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We pass through an area that required
extensive clearing by John and his brother a few months ago. They
groomed this narrow edge-of-ridge trail metre by metre, an arduous
process. We crawl along this winding path called the “Bowling
Alley,” while huge boulders sit precariously perched above us on
the edge of the cliff. The dramatic drop-off along the side and the
rocks overhead are a bit unnerving, but it’s more of a
psychological hazard than a physical one. (The Bowling Alley is an
appropriate name -- the following spring, several 2-metre boulders
fall to the trail below, temporarily closing it and requiring
another strenuous session of trail clearing.)

Beyond the Bowling Alley, John lifts Bro from
his aft-mounted box. The dog now walks behind his Grizzly. It’s
easier for Bro to walk than ride in a rough spot like this, so I
call Bro my trail roughness indicator. When Bro walks, expect tough
going.

We cross another small creek, this one more
scenic than difficult. Bro easily ambles through the water, behind
John’s quad. On the other side, a hockey stick is mounted on a
fallen log above the bank. A sign on the log says: Ice Lake Hockey
Team -- Next Game December 25; Tickets at Duck Lake.

We pause below a rock-faced mountain,
scanning for goats. John spots one right away, and walks back to my
quad to help me find it. He describes the spot relative to a large
landslide.

“Sorry, I can’t see it,” I admit.

“It’s as clear as day.”

By his tone, I can tell John is frustrated.
He’s loosing patience with me when it comes to looking for mountain
goats. He turns and walks away without further comment, as if to
punish me for my inferior eyesight compared to his keen visual
acuity.

I watch John point out the goat’s location to
Doug, who spots the goat immediately. For me, it’s necessary to
pull binoculars from my quad box. Then I see it clearly -- an
exceptionally large goat, grazing where there seems to be no
vegetation. The animal stands motionless for several minutes while
we wait for it to move again, but it doesn’t. So I pack my
binoculars away, and we continue up the trail.

At the next large creek, a new quad bridge
sits beside an older footbridge. To prevent a washout, a
double-deck culvert has been installed below the bridge. Today the
creek barely flows through the top conduit, indicating a moderate
water level. Culverts don’t just pop up in remote locations like
this. They have to be hauled in on quads, a demanding process.

These parallel bridges for hikers and quads
are testament to an attempt to work together in enjoying the
backcountry. It’s not always an easy peace, but it’s come a long
ways in recent years. Much of the credit belongs to our local quad
club president for conquering some of this fragile progress. Hikers
shouldn’t have to suffer the intrusion and commotion of passing
quads on hiking trails. On the other hand, quad riders should have
access to recreational areas where the environment can be properly
protected. Hikers and bikers can get along together, but it takes
compromises by both.

After passing the bridge, we enter a wide
valley where cut alder branches lie across the trail. John and his
brother, Rick, pruned this part of the trail two weeks ago, when it
was covered with snow. Now we need to fine-tune the trail, removing
the cut branches and using our garden clippers to remove additional
overhanging boughs. John and I walk in front, clipping and removing
some of the branches. Doug has the toughest job, coming along
behind and dragging the remaining debris off the trail. Oh, did I
mention John got his bad back last week by overdoing it while
cutting a hedge in town?

“My friends in Los Angeles wouldn’t believe
this,” I say. “I’ll call them tomorrow and tell them I went on a
wilderness ride on my quad. And that I spent most of the day
picking up sticks on the trail to make it look pretty.”

“It’s not to make it look pretty,” says John.
“You know that.”

“Yes, but it does seem like a bit of
overkill.”

“Don’t forget the stick you picked up in your
‘rad’ last year.”

He’s right, a small stick was wedged in my
radiator, resulting in an overheated engine, and it was a costly
repair. Fortunately, I didn’t break down in a remote area.

“Okay, you’re right. But my friends in
California will still think I’m crazy. It’s really hard to describe
this.” I motion towards Mount Alfred, which looms straight ahead,
huge glaciers spanning its sides.

“It’s tremendous, isn’t it?”

“It is, but not easy to describe.”

I often try to tell my city-folk friends
about the beauty of this region, but sometimes I think my attempts
are futile, even with photos. I try to describe my floating cabin
on Powell Lake, but the next time I see my California friends, they
ask: “So how is your houseboat?” Well, it’s not exactly a
houseboat.

After nearly an hour of pruning the forest,
we continue on. The farther we travel, the grander the waterfalls.
In most places, you can look in any direction and see several large
waterfalls plunging down the granite cliffs.

The end of the trail for quads is a large
creek, roaring under a footbridge, with Mount Alfred looming in the
background. It’ll be another month before quads can ford this
stream, and the end of summer before the new bridge is built. We
take a break here and enjoy our lunch, while discussing how a
bridge might be built at this spot.

Now here’s a surprise (for me). We’ve been
traveling almost constantly uphill today, but it’s getting warmer
as we climb. Snow patches sit by the side of the trail, but the air
is distinctly warmer. John suggests we change from long-sleeves to
short, as we prepare to climb farther. I pull my heavy shirt off,
leaving my T-shirt.

“It shouldn’t get warmer as we go up,” I
say.

“But we’re getting farther inland as we
climb,” says John. “So it gets hotter.”

“Sort of a tradeoff,” I surmise. “You go
higher and it gets cooler, but you go farther from the ocean and it
gets warmer. The diminished cooling power of the ocean outweighs
the cooling affect of altitude.”

“Good day for hiking,” says John. “And the
snow patches keep the bugs away. But the snow up high is melting
fast.”

I never thought of that either. There’s an
important hint here regarding our return trip that I should notice,
but I ignore it.

“It’s too far to make it to Ice Lake today?”
I ask.

I know the answer, but still there’s
hope.

“Long way for this time of day,” says John.
“Besides, the trail will need some major clipping to get through on
the first hike of the season.”

I’d just as soon be done with pruning shears
for the day. So I’ll be content with an alternate hike.

“We can make it to Big Tree, easy,” says
John. “Bring your clippers.”

I guess I better not put away my pruning
shears quite yet.

We walk across the narrow wooden bridge, and
clip our way along the trail, once again cutting the scrub alders
at the sides, John on the left and me on the right, while Bro
supervises and sniffs for bears. That again leaves Doug with the
unglamorous job of picking up the branches. As always, he does the
task without a single complaint. In fact, he’s so thorough that we
get far ahead of him. But we know he’s back there, working away the
entire time.

When the Ice Lake trail splits off, I almost
don’t see the intersection. In fact, if John hadn’t pointed it out,
I wouldn’t have noticed it at all -- it’s that overgrown. Getting
through to the lake in a few weeks, one of John’s goals, will be a
major challenge. Added to the obstacles of the path’s tangle of
alders is the steep uphill climb.

We continue along the trail to Big Tree,
which becomes more open (less pruning!) the farther we go. Finally,
it’s all rock, an old landslide of sharp-edged boulders mixed with
a few logs. We climb upward to Big Tree, one of the biggest fir
trees in the region, three metres in diameter. Old Gnarly, near
Okeover Inlet, is supposedly the biggest fir in the immediate
vicinity of Powell River, but I’ve stood near Gnarly, and this tree
seems significantly larger. In a few minutes, Doug joins us, and I
snap his picture in front of the tree. But a smaller (not small)
cedar in front of Big Tree obscures some of its trunk.
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This giant tree is part of an extensive grove
of old-growth left behind by loggers for unexplained reasons. I’d
like to believe they left these firs for us to enjoy.

We hike a bit farther, crossing a small
creek, and step out into a meadow where we have a direct view of
Mount Alfred and Doug’s glacier on its left. I ask Doug about the
difficulty of the climb, and he describes it as “a horrible hike,
but beautiful at the same time.” That’s not hard to understand.

When we return to Big Tree and are ready to
start back to our quads, Doug notices a waterfall well above us,
nearly hidden between the trees. Maybe we can get to it by walking
along the creek.

We climb higher. The creek splits, and both
branches get wider. We hop cross the rivulets several times, trying
to stay out of the dense brush. At some crossing spots, the creek
it fairly wide, and I get my boots wet. I feel water seeping into
my socks. My feet are a bit cold now, and it’s a sloggy feeling as
I walk, but it’s a warm day. I can wait to change my socks when I’m
back at my quad.

Soon we are in the midst of thorny devil’s
club, best to be avoided at all cost. It doesn’t look any better
higher up, so we give up and descend back down to Big Tree. Then we
hike back out the trail, headed for our quads.

I walk in front of Doug and John, wanting to
get back first so I can fish near the footbridge for a few minutes
without holding everybody up. I keep a fast pace and soon am well
ahead of the other three hikers (don’t forget Bro!).

Back at my quad, I pull a spare set of socks
from my backpack, and treat myself to dry, warm feet. If I could
carry only one item of spare clothing when on the trail, it would
definitely be socks.

The water below the footbridge is so swift I
can’t keep my collapsible fishing pole’s lure in the water. The
red-and-white daredevil repeatedly bounces off the top of the
swirling whitewater and eventually hooks on a snag at the edge of
the creek. I get my favourite lure back by crawling down the bank.
It’s obvious I’m not going to be able to catch a fish here.

Since John and Doug aren’t back yet, I hike
downstream to a spot that’s a bit more open. Still, the water is
tumbling too fast. It’s impossible to keep my lure in the water,
except in spots running so fast no reasonable trout would enter.
It’s likely this glacier-fed creek is sterile anyway. But, as
always, I enjoy the experience of fishing, just for the sake of
trying.

It’s now obvious -- John and Doug haven’t
hiked directly back to the quads, or they’d be here by now. Where
could they have gone? They’d better not be on their way to Ice Lake
without me!

While waiting, I make four snowballs from the
crystalline snow near our quads. Then I sit on the logs near the
footbridge, snowballs hidden beside me, and wait. When John and
Doug start across the bridge, I’ll catch them by surprise.

In just a few more minutes, I see Bro
approaching the bridge. John can’t be far behind. Sure enough, John
comes out into the clearing.

“You better not have gone to Ice Lake without
me!” I yell.

“We sure did,” taunts John.

“No way!” I shout, as he starts across the
bridge. Just then, Doug pops out of the clearing behind him.

I let loose with the first snowball: “Bombs
away!” I yell.

It catches John by surprise, but the snowball
sails well off to the side, and he retreats back to the other side
of the bridge. I watch Doug and John consult briefly. Then John
starts across the bridge again, and I let loose with another shot.
I miss again, but quickly reload with another snowball. This time
I’m on my mark, but John catches it in mid-air and throws the
fragmented remains back at me. Then he retreats again.

“Okay, we didn’t go to Ice Lake,” says John.
“We just clipped the first part of the trail.

“Too late. You’re in my gun sights.”

Doug tries to cross next. I wait until he
gets to mid-bridge before I let loose with my final snowball. He
ducks, and the last of my ammunition sails over his head. Four
bombs -- no strikes.

This should be the end of the story, since
all that remains is the ride home. Typically, the homeward segment
isn’t nearly as interesting as the trip to your destination. That’s
only natural, since you’re usually retracing your path. The
exception is when you’re able to select a loop for a trip,
returning by a different route. But that’s difficult in this
region, so usually you ride straight back, with few stops to prompt
excitement. Of course, there are variables in such a scenario. Even
changes in weather and sun angle can make a big difference in how
you see things. And there are side trails and mechanical problems
to wreak variety (and havoc). But all-and-all, the trip to your
destination holds most of your interest.

As we leave the footbridge at the last major
creek on the trail to Ice Lake, all seems routine. The day is warm
and sunny, with plenty of daylight remaining. Our quads are running
fine, and the trip is all but over. But warm and sunny is the rub.
Which requires a whole new chapter.

 


* * * * * * *

 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter
3

Boys’ Night Out

 

Warm and sunny. We start back down the trail
from (almost) Ice Lake with plenty of energy. It’s a perfect day
for riding. Although we haven’t made it all the way to the lake,
seeing Mount Alfred up close and personal has rewarded us.

We pass the spot where we stopped and watched
the mountain goat earlier in the day. We barely slow down, but I
glance upward long enough to notice the small white dot missing
from the area below the landslide where it stood for so long.

We pause briefly at the wooden bridge with
the dual culverts, refilling our water bottles in the clear stream.
The cold water tastes amazingly refreshing, and I drink nearly a
full bottle. The water is now gushing higher through the upper
culvert than a few hours ago, or so it seems. It’s just one of
those things resulting from a temporary change in stream
conditions, caused by any number of factors, such as a break in a
log jam. Or it might just be my imagination. I’m sure John notices
it too (he misses nothing), but he doesn’t say anything, nor do
I.

We ford several small creeks. When we arrive
at a larger stream, I’m disoriented. I remember crossing at the
waterfall below Spray Creek as the biggest challenge on the way in,
but this is a different spot. From my recollection, the boulders
are all out of place from anywhere we’ve been today. This creek is
big and running white, but I don’t even remember it from the ride
in. It looks somewhat like Spray Creek, but not quite the same. We
cross without incident.

When riding with John, I seldom pay close
attention to our route. It’s a lot like riding as a passenger in a
car. Why contemplate navigation when someone else is driving? I
admit to myself that this creek crossing seems unfamiliar, as if
it’s a completely different stream. But we are on the same trail --
of that I’m certain.

We enter the rough area where John let Bro
walk on the way in, and once again the dog trots behind John’s
quad. However, from my position behind John, the black Lab seems to
be working harder now, probably tired from what has already been a
long day on the trail. And the trail appears more rutted, muddier
too. Of course, we were through here only a few hours ago, which
might explain the ruts, but why is it wetter? In front of me, water
trickles from the edges of the trail, down into the center of
John’s muddy tire tracks. I watch Bro splash behind the quad,
panting and trying to keep pace.

We pass along the precipitous Bowling Alley,
less adrenalin-producing than the first time through. In another
kilometre, John slows, turns in his seat, and points ahead to a
giant waterfall, one of the biggest we’ve seen all day. Traveling
in the opposite direction on the way in, this waterfall was behind
us and unnoticed. Could this be the tumbling water above Spray
Creek? If so, it’s formidable looking from this angle. I turn to
look behind me, where Doug now rides. He waves and nods his head in
acknowledgement of the plunging cascades.

With the waterfall looming ever bigger as we
approach, I’m again confused. (Could it have been my drink of
“tainted” water at the bridge?) We are headed directly towards the
falls, so it seems we’ll have to cross it, but we’ve already forded
Spray Creek, the major obstacle behind us. Or have we?

We angle down a gently sloping hill, the
trail widens, and a violent river stands right in front of us.
Water tumbles through rapids that seem too big to cross. To our
right (and uphill) is a huge waterfall, dangerously close to our
crossing spot. To the left (downstream) is a steep drop-off, much
too close to the path we’ll need to follow through the river. Mist
from the tumbling water sprays up all around. Now I get it -- sort
of. This is Spray Creek, but the water is much more violent now.
And the roaring creek a kilometre back was the small,
easily-crossed stream we encountered on our ride earlier today. But
how could everything have changed so fast?

We get off our quads and walk back along the
trail to get away from the spray and noise of the waterfall. John
is the first to speak, and he directs it to me.

“I was afraid of this,” he says. “Doug and I
talked about it, but I thought it would be okay. We knew the creeks
would grow today?”

“Why?”

I’m the amateur scientist among us, but the
physics of this has gotten away from me. I know creeks subside
gradually over the summer, so why are these streams growing into
major rivers on such a pleasant day? Oh! -- it hits me -- because
it’s warm and sunny. Simultaneously, John answers me.

“Because the snow is melting like mad today,”
he says. “Based on what we saw when we came in earlier, I thought
we would be okay. But I was wrong.”

John was wrong. I’ve never heard him say such
a thing before. I never think of John as being wrong. I’m not sure
I believe it.

“Man, that thing is really roaring,” I
say.

I’m sure my eyes are as big as saucers.

“It should be safe to cross,” says John.
“Let’s go back and take a closer look.”

It doesn’t look safe to me. John admits it
looks only marginally okay to him, but he points out the
recommended route across. It’s pretty much the same path as before,
but more rocks are submerged and impossible to see. I don’t like
it, and neither does Doug.

“We’ll have to stay way clear of the drop-off
downstream,” says Doug. “The current could push you over the edge,
if you aren’t careful.”

“I’m sure it’s crossable,” says John. “Watch
where I go, and you can modify your path from what you learn by
watching me. After I get across, I’ll park, and we can talk about
it.”

“Okay,” says Doug, sounding confident.

“Okay,” I say, far less confident.

John picks up Bro and hoists him into his
box. The dog won’t be able to walk across this creek, and John can
use the added weight. His bike is bigger and heavier than ours, but
every pound counts.

After pausing just a moment to finalize the
path in his mind, John shifts into four-wheel drive and advances
the Grizzly’s thumb-throttle. At first, he drives slowly, but by
midstream we can see the water come over his running boards, and
his bike starts to drift towards the drop-off. The quad is a victim
of the powerful current, so John guns it, fishtails a bit, and
plunges the final few metres to the other side as water splashes
everywhere. He’s safe on shore in just a few seconds, but he’s
soaking wet from the waist down.

John drives up the rocky bank and parks,
partly out of sight behind some bushes. Then he walks back down to
talk to us. Bro follows behind, splashing into the water to
play.

But none of us can talk. We all have to
holler to be heard over the roaring water. Even then, it takes
repeated shouts to get our messages across.

“I don’t like it!” yells Doug. “You almost
lost it!”

“It felt okay!” hollers John. “But aim a
little farther to the right than I did, to counter the
current.”

“Our bikes are lighter!” shouts Doug. “I’m
not in a hurry! I think I’ll stay right here tonight!”

“What?” yells John.

I’m sure he heard Doug perfectly, but he’d
prefer not to admit it. As for me, I’m relieved that Doug is
thinking this through. My mind races, pondering how we can weigh
our bikes down for increased stability in the creek, but our quad
racks are already nearly filled. I didn’t like what I saw when John
crossed, and I’d be glad to stay here tonight, waiting as long as
necessary for the water to recede. But if the snow continues to
melt, won’t the stream continue to rise even more? Maybe waiting
“long enough” means all summer or an expensive helicopter ride back
home.

Our shouted messages go on for about ten
minutes, many of our attempts at communications requiring repeated
yells. Finally, our “conversation” is interrupted when John holds
up his palm (“Wait!”) and runs back up to his quad. It’s a
purposeful trot. When he comes back down the hill, he’s carrying a
heavy rope.

“Probably not long enough!” he shouts.
“Catch!”

His toss is perfect, but the end of the rope
falls short by about a metre. John draws the rope back across the
water and trots up the hill again. This time he drives back down in
his quad. He positions his Grizz facing us in the shallow water on
his side of the river, ties the rope to the hook of his winch, and
begins extending the metal cable. When it’s long enough, he tosses
the extended rope again. Doug catches it and pulls it up the shore.
John plays out some more cable from his winch, and Doug attaches
the end-loop of the rope around the handlebar of his quad.

“Let’s think about this,” says Doug. “I don’t
like the idea of being winched across.”

“John can’t retract the winch very fast, so
you’d have to go slow,” I say with concern.

“And if you outrun the cable, it could get
hung up under the quad,” says Doug.

“When I go across, I want to go fast,” I add.
“I don’t want to be worrying about the winch cable getting tangled
under my bike.”

We sit at the edge of the whitewater on our
respective sides of the creek for several minutes, nobody saying
anything -- just thinking to ourselves as we ponder the cable and
it’s attached rope. None of us come up with any solutions. Instead,
we manage to get soaked, just standing around. Spray Creek deserves
its name -- a continual heavy mist surges down onto us from the
falls above. The spray is light but persistent, punctuated by a
soaking blast when the breeze shifts slightly.

John shrugs his shoulders and yells
something. We don’t understand a word of it. Then he walks back up
the hill, and veers off to the left, out of sight.

“Where’s he going?” I ask.

“Don’t know,” says Doug, ever easy-going.
“Maybe he needs to take a leak. The crossing scared the piss out of
him.”

Then we see the smoke from a fire John has
started.

“He starting a fire,” I say. “What do you
think that means?”

“I’m not sure,” replies Doug. “Maybe he plans
to stay over there tonight. Or maybe he’s sending smoke signals for
help.”

Pretty soon, we’re laughing like mad. Here we
are: on the wrong side of a raging creek we’re afraid to cross,
about to spend the night with no camping gear, and no guarantee the
creek will be better rather than worse in the morning. But it’s
pretty funny. John’s unexplained fire simply adds to the
implausible situation.

While John is playing with his fire, Doug and
I come to an easy decision.

“We could probably make it without a
problem,” he says. “But getting back to town isn’t that
important.”

“Better safe than sorry.” I cringe as I say
it -- What a cliché, but true.

When John comes back down the trail to the
creek, I holler the most pressing question we have.

“Why the fire?”

“I got cold!” hollers John. “Got wet from the
crossing, and there’s more spray from the waterfall on this
side.”

“Oh, okay. We’re staying!”

“What?” yells John.

I raise my hand in a good-bye wave, and then
tuck my hand in close to my chest as I wave again like a child.

John shakes his head: No!

I wave bye-bye again, offering a broad,
artificial smile that definitely shows my teeth. Then I put my
palms together and lay my head to the side in a now-I-lay-me-down
motion.

He shakes his head again, so I go through the
good-bye and sleep motions again. Then I yell as loud as I can,
speaking very slowly and pausing between every word.

“Look! -- We need you back at town, not
here!” I shout. “You need to call our wives and let them know we’re
fine. And your family will be worried if you don’t come home. So go
home!”

It takes a lot of loud effort to get my
message across, but it’s because he refuses to listen.

“Go home!” yells Doug.

“Okay, I’ll go!” he finally replies. “But
wait a minute.”

He runs back up the hill.

I know how hard this is for John. He refuses
to leave anyone behind anywhere, anytime. It’s often more efficient
for John and I to ride ahead of Margy on tough stretches of trail,
particularly if we’re returning in a short while, and Margy feels
comfortable with this. But John always hates to leave her behind.
Just like the Marine Corps - leave no man (or woman) behind!

When John returns to the shore, he holds up a
plastic bag and tosses it to our side of the creek. Doug catches it
in mid-air, a perfect shot.

“Ouch!” says Doug.

The bag has a rock inside for weight. And a
bunch of smashed stuff -- cookies, potato chips, and three
miniature candy bars.

“Thanks!” Doug shouts back across the
creek.

“Hey, wrap my jacket around a rock, and throw
it over!” hollers John.

I’ve been carrying John’s jacket on my quad
all day, a common occurrence when he runs out of room with Bro in
the aft box and a chainsaw in front. This is the perfect heavy
clothing for tonight -- an inner lining with a separate outer
jacket, and rainproof -- a two-for-one coat that should be enough
to keep Doug and me warm.

“No way!” I shout back. “We’re about to spend
the night in the woods, and you want your jacket back?”

“I’m cold!” he says. He makes a shivering
motion with his arms wrapped around his chest.

“Be cold!” shouts Doug. “You’ll be home
before sunset!”

“Do you have matches?” yells John.

“I’ve got a lighter!” I shout.

It’s just now that I remember the cheap
fluid-filled lighter Margy insists I carry in my backpack. She
bought three -- one for John, too -- 19 cents each at Liquidation
World. I almost threw mine away, but then decided to put it in my
pack. It’s been sitting there, unused, for months. Thank you,
Margy!

“Anything else you can think of?” asks
John.

“Beer!” I shout. “Now go!”

“I’m gone!”

It’s probably one of the hardest things John
has ever had to do.

Doug unhooks the rope from his quad: “Let’s
keep the rope,” he says to me. “Might need it.”

I unhook the rope from the cable, and John
retracts his winch. The cable’s hook gets hung up on a rock on
John’s side of the creek.

“That would be a bad thing,” I say to
Doug.

We watch John yank on the cable a few times,
and finally it breaks loose.

Doug and I stand on the shore of the creek in
the late afternoon light, watching John lift Bro into his quad box.
Then he climbs on his Grizz. Over the roar of the water, we can’t
hear him start his engine, but we watch him slowly pull away,
stopping briefly to douse his fire. Then he drives back to the
bank, pauses briefly and waves. We wave back, and he drives away,
out of sight into the trees.

“Why don’t we stay on this side tonight?” I
say to Doug, as if there’s still a choice.

“At least we agree about something.”

It’s a good start.

 


* * * * *

 


Doug and I drive our quads slowly back up the
trail. There’s no hurry -- we’ve got time to kill. We pass a wide
turnout, drive for another half-klick, then turn around and return
to the turnout.

“Looks good to me,” I say.

“Maybe too exposed. We could camp in the
woods.”

“I’d feel more comfortable here,” I admit.
“Bugs should be less too.”

“It’s fine with me.”

Everything is always fine with Doug.

Our first priority is to gather firewood,
which is a fairly easy task. Small branches, dry and ready to burn,
are everywhere. We also find a few chunks of broken logs. Soon we
have a large pile of wood. Doug piles some rocks in a circle to
form a fire-ring.

When we’re finished, I take a few minutes to
pull everything out of my backpack, looking for useful items. John
always accuses me of traveling too heavy, but today I’m glad to
have a full pack. I find some good stuff, including a flashlight,
mosquito repellant, a compact rain jacket, a chart of the
constellations, some small hand tools, a bag of peanuts, an
electronic compass, milk bones for Bro (I hope I won’t have to turn
to these!), and my miniature electronic voice recorder.

“Hey, I’ve found a neat source of
entertainment,” I tell Doug.

“A radio?” asks Doug.

“No, a tape recorder.”

“Doesn’t sound like fun to me,” replies
Doug.

Maybe he knows what I have in mind.

Doug’s supplies include valuable caches of
food: chocolate bars, crispy potato chips, and an apple. He even
has two small slices of watermelon, which we immediately attack.
Best watermelon I’ve ever tasted.

What we don’t have is sleeping gear. We
didn’t come prepared for an overnight stay. There’s only so much
room on a quad. You can carry sleeping bags and tents, but there
wouldn’t be room for much else. Today we’ve carried equipment for
day-use comfort only.

Doug uses his pick-ax (conveniently strapped
to the front of his quad for trail building) to clear rocks from
the area we select for our beds. We spend a lot of time preparing
our campsite, partly because it’s important, and partly because we
have nothing else to do. Days are long in early June, and it’s
still a long time to darkness.

We work together to prepare small cedar
boughs as a mattress. I tug on the lower limbs, drawing them close
enough to the ground so Doug can clip them with my pruning shears
(a multipurpose trail clearing tool).

In the area where we’re gathering the cedar,
we find bear scat, and there’s more along the road. Doug and I
don’t talk about it, but we’re both thinking the same thing, I’m
sure. We’ll keep the fire going all night, and both of us have a
knife handy -- Doug’s is significantly heftier than mine.

We drag the branches back to our campsite and
cut off thin boughs, spreading them into two piles. We spend a lot
of time with this -- it’ll be nice to have soft beds, plus we have
a lot of time to kill.

It’s amazing how soft a pile of boughs can
be. Cedars are the tree-of-choice for this important task, beating
out the less-awesome fir. Over the years, I’ve become a cedar
lover, and my preference for the species is confirmed again
tonight.

Once our camp is set up, we drive back down
to Spray Creek to see if there has been any change. If anything,
the water is roaring even faster now. To the east, the high peaks
are catching the light of sunset -- snow is still melting and
feeding the streams in the high country. Before heading back up the
road, I take a photo of Spray Creek, looking up the waterfall from
our only possible crossing spot.

When we arrive back at the campsite, we
position our quads on the uphill side of our cedar beds, to block
tonight’s expected downslope wind. Then we start the fire, a
tentative flame at first. Within a few minutes, we have a stable
blaze we’ll tend the entire night.

After sunset, while I mind the fire, Doug
drives back down the hill to the creek again. When he leaves, he
switches on his headlights, and they provide a bright, cheery
message proclaiming we’re in charge of ourselves. It may not be
very dark yet, and there’s no one around for kilometres, but Doug
can still turn on his headlights for oncoming traffic, if he wants
to. Neither Doug nor I have ever driven our quads at night. I
routinely run with my lights on during the daylight on logging
roads, as a safety measure, but neither of us has used our
headlights after dark. When Doug returns from the creek, it’s
reassuring to see his bright lights coming up the hill. He reports
there is no change in the creek’s flow.

I’ve been considering the situation. What if
the flow gets worse? Staying here more than one night with our
limited snacks would be challenging. And rain is in the forecast
after tomorrow. More water will raise the creek level even more, to
say nothing of making a mess out of sleeping in the open without a
tent or even a tarp. These are things best not pondered tonight.
What we need now is a diversion from our concerns, so it’s time to
turn to high-tech entertainment.

“It’s time for the interview,” I say as I sit
down on a rock-and-board bench Doug has built near the fire.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” says
Doug.

“Just talk into the microphone. It’ll be
easy.”

Doug sits next to me on the makeshift bench,
and I position the miniature voice recorder between us. It’s easy
for me, and seems so for Doug. In fact, he has lots to say.

 


* * * * *

 


Doug came to Canada from New Zealand in 1983,
working his first winter in a fabrication shop at 100 Mile House,
and then in construction of a sawmill. He moved to Tumbler Ridge in
1984, where he lived in a brand new town created near a coal mine.
There he was employed as a millwright (industrial mechanic) until
1988. Then Doug moved to Powell River to work in the paper mill,
the same mill where his grandfather was a member of the
construction crew in the 1930s. He calls it a “big circle in
life.”

Comparing Powell River to New Zealand, he
sees similarities in the outdoors (the “bush”), and the ocean. An
avid outdoorsman, Doug climbed all the way to the top of Mount
Alfred with four friends a decade ago. Their route began as ours
did today, traveling by truck up D-Branch a short ways. They left
their two vehicles and started up a series of switchbacks that are
now overgrown and impassible. They then followed a logging slash:
“Nearly straight up to an old trail originally blazed by a fellow
named Higgins years ago. Horrible but beautiful at the same time.
The trail led to a beautiful meadow and a ridge above, where we
camped the first night.”

On the second day, they tried to hike
farther, but fog enshrouded the ridge, driving them back to their
original campsite, where they were forced to remain all day.

“The following morning we arose at 4:30, kept
the campsite set up, and left with only daypacks to try hiking to
Mount Alfred. We followed the ridge out to a mountain called
Ironside at the base of the glacier. There was no real trail --
it’s all open on the ridge, so you just see the glacier and head
for it. From Ironside, we followed a dry waterfall all the way up
to the glacier on Mount Alfred.”

On the ice sheet, they strapped metal-spiked
crampons onto their boots for added grip, tied themselves together
with a rope, and started across the glacier, using ice axes to
assist. They finally reached the snow-face near the peak of Mount
Alfred, and then made their final 1500-foot ascent to the top.

“On the glacier, there were lots of
crevasses, some about four-feet across, and we had to jump over.
But when we reached the top of Alfred, it was fairly flat, lots of
room. We could look back towards Queens Reach and Princess Louisa
Inlet. Best view I’ve ever seen.”

Doug and his friends hiked back to their
ridgeline base camp the same day. They stayed overnight again, and
then hiked back down to their trucks.

Doug has seen Mount Alfred up-close from the
other side too, when he and John boated to the head of Jervis
Inlet, and rode motorcycles up the valley (Up the Strait, Chapter
5).

“We rode to a spot about 3 kilometres from
Ice Lake on the other side. It’s not as steep as this side, so it
would be possible to build switchbacks and hike down to Jervis
Inlet from Ice Lake. The trees are spaced quite a ways apart.
Fairly steep, but it’s probably achievable.”

Doug wants to climb Mount Alfred again, and
he has a planned route: “Maybe try it from the Big Tree side, where
we were today. There’s a tagged trail all the way up.”

My prediction -- Doug will be on top of Mount
Alfred again soon.

 


* * * * *

 


After the recorded interview, we rest on our
reasonably-soft cedar boughs, fighting off the bugs (less than
expected) by making sure our entire bodies are covered with
clothing. Our hands and wrists are covered with heavy gloves, shirt
sleeves tucked inside. Our pants legs are pushed into our boots,
and I wear my full-face ski mask. If necessary, we could sleep in
our helmets.

My cedar bed is comfortable, using my helmet
bag as a pillow, stuffed with extra gloves and other soft materials
I’ve found. But neither of us gets much sleep. When the fire dies
low, we alternately get up to tend it. It’s important to keep it
going, but I worry about too large a fire, considering the risk
posed by sparks in the forest.

The Big Dipper drops low in the north, and I
remind Doug how to use the pointer stars to find Polaris. I also
give him an eye test (which he passes), using the double stars in
the Dipper’s handle, Mizar and Alcor. During the night, twice when
I awake from fitful sleep, I watch the International Space Station
pass overhead. There’s no doubt this is what I’m watching, since
I’ve seen the Station many times. But it’s somewhat rare to catch a
view of its passage on an unscheduled basis. Usually you need to
know when and where to look. Tonight I’m treated to two passes
without any preparation, an indicator all is well in the world and
high above it, too.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19838
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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