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This is the way I have seen the North over the past 40-odd years.  Military and civilian.  By plane, train, and automobile.  By foot, ferry and fishing boat.  Anchorage. Seattle.  Vancouver. Newfoundland and Labrador.  Melville Sound, Greenland and Iceland.  These are snapshots from my point of view.  Please.  Enjoy them as much as I enjoyed writing them.
WHERE WOULD I LIKE TO GO

You ask where I would like to go.

Swim in the tropics? 

Play in the snow?

I would like to dive Cancun

Study old temples 

Walk the beach in the moon 

Or go off to the desert to capture some snakes

Look at the cactus 

Walk the dry lakes.

Or look at the flowers 

As we walk through a park

Hear rippling water 

And the song of the lark.

Or off to the north and the Eskimo

Where the caribou wander

And there’s plenty of snow.

I'm peripatetic but you must understand,

            I won't go anyplace 

            I can't hold your hand.

A Hundred-Year Perspective

It’s after midnight here at Athabasca Landing.

I stand where,

a hundred years ago, my great-uncle

stood on this same river bank

amidst the sprouting horsetails

and saw these same northern lights play 

faintly in the black northern sky.

He waited anxiously for the morning light 

to launch down the Athabasca and MacKenzie Rivers

to adventure and, maybe, Klondike gold.

I, too, leave tomorrow southward to Texas

to home and security but I had to see how it felt

a hundred years ago tonight.

800 Years of Snow, JIM Creek WA

A Sitka spruce tree 800 years’ old

that takes five men to circle round

collects the first snow fall on branches

two hundred feet above the ground.

Heavy, wet snow

piled on branches two inches tall

white streaks on dark green

waiting to freeze or fall 

Anchorage Departure

A midnight flight

from the City of Light

Seeing Mt Spurr by moonlight

Arctic Noon



I  stepped out for lunch




into the late September





Anchorage sun



and found




my shadow





3 o'clock long



but pointing north

FIRST SUN

It's been gray and overcast for days.

Finally, a storm blows through

and the sun breaks out.

What should I do?

I'll sit out of the wind

and suck the sun all up,

regain my sanity,

and sip tea from my favorite cup

eagle flight

gliding on evening updrafts

just above the mountain’s shadow line

gleaming golden in the sun

spiraling higher in the falling dusk

a pinpoint of light 

finally, vanishing 

among the gleaming planets

Cloud Shadows

On many days have I watched from the ground

as clouds mutate -

turning from rabbit to robot to dragon

but watching clouds from above 

is different

From 35000 feet at 600 mph

clouds march along not changing shape

but interacting with clouds at other altitudes

and cloud shadows on the ground

Clouds run over their shadows

and, if the sun angle is right,

they fit over their shadow 

like puzzle pieces finding their place.

Except clouds are slightly larger 

than their shadow.

Full Moon

A full moon and setting sun

The red and orange of sunset

contrast the pastel gold of moonrise

like chrome and pewter.

I have watched five hundred risings of the moon


-floating over sparse spruce and aspen forests


  and cranberry bogs of the arctic;


-surfacing from long tranquil fetches 


of open ocean  


-leaping over waves crashing 


over coral reefs;


-swinging out of steamy jungle green 


in the sudden tropical night;


-eerily lighting the ruins 


of a hundred dead or dying civilizations;


-moon washing maize and squash patches, 


 Montane valleys and desert vistas;


-from aircraft where rising and setting 


of the sun or moon can be played like a yo-yo; 


-peeking through breaks in storm clouds.

The best and most exciting full moons 

have been and will be

in your company.

Fall Color

Fallen leaves of the Tulip tree

Like bright yellow-gold duck’s feet

Turn brown and twirl to the ground.

Red Oak leaves with scarlet teeth

Still have green veins and

Shield a few green leaves near the trunk.

Tall Beech trees with orange leaves

That turn brown before they fall

Replace the yellow flowers of summer.

Maple and sweet gum leaves,

Their pointed scarlet melodies

Provide a visual counterpoint to

The crunch of dry brown leaves. 

It Must Be Winter
I lay in a hospital bed

looking out at the night sky.

No nighthawks or bats

cast shadows in the security lights

chasing supper.

It must be winter.

Fearsome Cloud Animals

Fearsome animals

Are visible in the sky

While lying in the cool green grass

I watch clouds floating by.

Lions and dragons on the wing,

Rabbits and giants and fabulous things.

Much more fearsome

Are cloud animals projected on the ground

From high above and looking down.

Droughty monsters skittering over tundra brown

Or ambling over ponds and hiding in the trees.

First Hours of Fall

Sitting beside you

on an afternoon in early fall

evoked memories

of sitting beside you

on pleasant afternoons in spring

and of missing you all summer

when you sat beside another.

What a long miserable summer it was.

Fall afternoons

brought you back.

Where will we be 

when winter winds 

begin to sigh?

Where will we spend our winter? 

DO BEARS DO IT IN THE WOODS?

In an aspen grove

in Canada

in June

Bear tracks.

Toes pointing towards me. 

We didn't meet

Several aspens trees with

 bear marks.

a hungry bear had climbed

to eat a just-waking-up salad 

of vitamin-rich

aspen flowers

Stepping over a fallen log

I find a huge pile of 

odorless,

green

bear dung.

I have finally discovered

the answer-

yes! 

Fish and Brewis and Flippers, too

I first tried the national dish of Newfoundland,

fish and brewis, at the start of the day

in the fishing village of Fox Harbor

on frigid Argentia Bay.

The eastern light was just breaking

when the smell of a kerosene lamp 

and hot lard filled the cabin

and waken the rest of the camp.

The fish - Bacalao or Morue

(other names for salted cod) - 

had been soaked, rinsed, sliced

and was frying in hot lard.

Brewis was sea biscuits or hard tack

out of the tin dry and hard.

It was soaked and sliced, and boiled

or fried in the hot fish flavored lard.

This was the solstice morning.

Breakfast special was flippers of seal

that had soaked in milk over night

to make it a palatable meal.

The flippers were smothered in onions

and placed in the wood stove's oven

It baked for an hour and began to smell

like something from a witch’s coven.

Fish and brews is some good

but flippers with flat bones like those in your hand?

Imagine the taste beef liver boiled in fish oil.

It didn't quite fit into my plan.

Out of the warm, smoky cabin

the crisp morning air feels so nice 

on a beach of cobbles the size of soft balls

and crystal clear water cold as ice.   

MOOSE PASSING

Snow.

White,

glaring

in the sun

squawking 

as we walk.

Moose tracks!

They lead through

closely cropped willows

Two dozen light weight 

moose pellets

and a still steaming

patch of yellow snow.

Snow 

drifting over the tracks

and the evidence of the 

passing moose.

My Uncles Cabin

My Great Uncle Otto went north

through the back way in the spring of '98

down the Mackenzie and the Porcupine

and up the Yukon to the Klondike and his fate.

In September a group built a cabin

Near the Peel on Little Nell Creek.

It housed eight burly prospectors

and measured 16 X 22 feet.

For a winter trek to La Pierre's House

they made sleds and lots of snowshoes.

They built another cabin in November

near the tree line where the winter was blue.

The trek was over in March'99

They canoed down the Bell and the Crow.

They reached Ft Yukon in June that year

and still had a long way to go.

He headed south in '02 with a poke full of gold.

With adventure he'd had his fill.

"We took more chances than the boys in Cuba"

that had just taken San Juan Hill.

Klondike Roadhouse

T'was cruel cold back thar in '98

'bout the turning of the year

my three sled train and eight dogs

was moving freight from thar to hyer. 

T’was 'bout forty below and absolutely still

and the black sky was exceedingly clear.

Fresh snow 'long the trail kinda glowed

'gainst black trunks of hemlocks and spruce.

The aurora's pink flash split the sky

like ‘nouncin' tha coming o' Duce.

Them dogs seemed to know it warn't very far 

to Whiskers' roadhouse whar 

they'd be unharnessed an' fed an' set lose.

After tha dogs was unharnessed and put in the shed

they was fed a pan o' hot bacon an' rice.

We gotta take care of our dogs, don't ya know,

but sometimes a hot meal would be nice.

Five stinkin' mushers are sleepin' in Whiskers'

at two bucks a throw and all drop off to sleep in a trice.

This ten by eighteen-foot hovel had a filthy grease-spattered dirt floor,

and a rough plank table and three rough-hewn bunks at each end.

An old Yukon wood stove kept us relatively warm an'

simmered stew in an ole kerosene can, 

a ragout of water with some rabbit or bear 

that’ud put hair on your chest fer jes' two dollars a man.

Seemed but a wink ‘fore yer up ‘fore tha low sun's glow lit 

thet ice-glazed half-winder and tomorrow had already begun.

Ya hooked up the dogs and shook off tha snow,

and start tha twenty-mile last leg of this run.

'least ya don't have thet mail carriers schedule

an live under tha contractor's gun.

Misty Morning Jazz

Driving in a blowing rain at dawn

the jazz of Jerry Harris

ushered in the first indication 

of the coming dawn.

Sunny Carpenter 

backlit dark clouds 

with a pearly gray.

Maya’s song revealed 

comma-shaped clouds of blowing scud.

Jeremy White’s smooth jazz

defined dark shapes

along the road into

cattle, cactus and mesquite bushes,

farmhouses and windmills.

A Dairy Queen opened to 

a NeuvoFlamenco piece called Santa Fe.

Kenny Gee turned the sky

pink.

River at the Edge of the World


At 2 AM the overcast sky reflects gray

from the St John’s River.

The trees and dock darker black against black

And channel markers are

red and green eyes in the night.

Fog hides the sunrise

and marks the edge of the world

just beyond the screen of cattails.

A silver disc burns briefly through the fog


and a path of silver 



lights the way into forever.

Sea Lion Pup

On the dark rocky beach at La Push

lay a four-month-old sea lion pup.

Forty pounds of dirty white fur

with black spots and large dreamy eyes

she helplessly watched the beach

waiting for night, the tide, and Momma 

to return.

SHADOWS ON SNOW

Snow, deep on the windward slope,

shadowed in the afternoon sun.

Shadows of steep ridges

reflecting the snowy crest.

Shadows of conifers

forming open angles with the trees.

Shadows of clouds 

dropping new snow.

Shadows of drifts and hay stacks

and cattle in snowy pastures.

A sinuous creek blue-black against the snow

reflecting a flash of sun.

Roads and power lines white and straight

through the forest.

Doubts casting shadows on faith.

Opinions shadow facts.

Points of view.

sidewalk images

Bigtooth maple leaves,

   giant Bur oak leaves



 lying on the sidewalk


soaked by a cold drizzle



that collects and washes



the sooty concrete.

The leaves dry

 
and crumble



and blow away

leaving dark stencils 

on clean pavement.

Turnagain Pass

A moraine from the Portage glacier

keeps the Kenai Peninsula


 from being an island

Turnagain pass that cuts through 

is low by mountain standards.


Low clouds and a light rain


 with 60-mile wind accompany us

Dark green Alder and black spruce mixed

with fall gold of birch and aspen

bend in the wind.

Dying fireweed glow pale purple surrounded by white tipped mountains

A Call from Thule

Thule Greenland, near the top of the world

where almost everything is south,

gets kinda lonesome in the 24-hour night.

A guy gets depressed and down in the mouth.

To keep the troops happy and keep morale up

you get a free call home every week.

The signal first goes line-of-sight microwave

all the way up to P Mountains peak

Then the signal goes up to a satellite

22,000 miles above Peru

that sends it to the Goldstone receiver site

where there's still plenty to do.

The signal gets decoded, converted and such

then gets connected to a land line

for a five-hundred-mile trip

all in less than two seconds time.

Talking is just like in the sci-fi movies

where speech has a little delay

The reality is that you are talking 

to someone almost 100,000 miles away.

Morale benefits from this new fangled stuff

like telephones and the satellite high up above

but between sunspots and other noise

the only word I understood was "love". 

Argentia in the Fog

It's foggy.

An SA-16 Albatross departs its wing tip lights 

rip through the gray mist.

Low visibility.

A coiled snake of pulsating approach lights

strikes at the runway threshold.

Pea soup.

White wing tip lights and the engine roar

are the only signs of a departing P2V.

Thick enough to cut.

Grey apparitions materialize from the mist

as fuel trucks and NC-5 mobile power units carry on.

Ducks are hitchhiking.

Our radar Constellation takes off on a heading

hoping the weather will break before its time to land.

Gulls are grounded.

Alternate fields are Keflavic, Glasgow 

and Copenhagen and their weather ain't too good.

A pod of whales just swam by.

Sure wish I was down there dry and warm

wishing I was up here flying.

Cold Stony Beaches

Cold morning mist

on the shingle beach at Kremasti

and the snowcapped Carian mountains 

in the distance

takes me back 

to other cold, rocky shores

that were waiting for the sun.

Cobbles clicking in the surf on 

 Argentia and Topsail in Newfoundland 

with ice flows hidden in the mist.      

Seastacks peeking from lowering clouds

off a beach of metamorphic stones

on the Straits of Juan de Fuca

Low waves slopping 

on volcanic Icelandic beaches 

with fishermen's voices carrying through

the Gulf Stream’s steamy fog

Waiting.

Waiting hopelessly for a summer sun 

to lift the leaden skies

and break the hyperborean spell

Deer Flies, Daughters of Mars

Like small vicious hawks

deer flies attacked anything that moved

like moose and man and bear.

Females of the genus Chrysops

bit out chunks of flesh and drank blood

like a party animal drinks beer.

These pretty colored biting flies

ran caribou crazy on windless afternoons.

Moose cows submerged to escape the bites.

The moose bulls, fed up, crashed through 

arctic willow and beaked hazel brush

with all their frantic might.

We cast our favorite wet flies 

dressed in a head net, 

long sleeves and gloves.

Lunch of beans and trout 

remained untouched

but we crudely ate lunch with our gloves on

because exposed skin received vicious bites.

Deer flies were almost too much.

A vector for rabbit fever

and a bane of the arctic realm

these flies disappeared with the setting sun.

Supper should have been no problem

except that at twilight

mosquitoes began having their fun.

The arctic adventure was over

but my wrists had a number of scars.

I miss the trout and the caribou

but not those colorful daughters of Mars. 

Mosquitoes in My Motel Room

When I opened the door and turned on the light

mosquitoes were lurking just waiting to bite.

I swatted and squashed for a minute or two

and they disappeared right into the blue.

I turned on the sink and flushed out a couple

and one from the overflow compounded my trouble.

When I turned on the tub three more were washed out

and two more flew out of the drain with a pout.

They hid in the drapes and under the chairs

and hummed about blood that soon would be theirs.

Stop! I can't take any more.

I threw on some clothes and ran out the door

to find a bug bomb

to kill these blood sucking ladies and even their mom.

I sprayed half a can.  There. That should be enough

that is, if these swamp ladies were not super tough.

I backed out the door to wait 'til they died

but out in the courtyard was one I could ride

so I ran for the car and left the same night 

straight back to West Texas where tall tales don't bite.

Downtown Geese

Downtown Anchorage projects upwards

as a dozen twenty story buildings.

Geese, forming up to fly south,

navigate through

and around

these obstacles

at the ten-story level

in long, honking Vees.

They circle

and turn southward

in the late September sun.

PEREGRINE FALCON 

IN A CANYON OF GLASS

Look down Marquette Street in Minneapolis


and up at building of steel 


and mirrored blue and green glass

It looks surrealistic,


a cold canyon of blue sky and ice.

A pair of Peregrine Falcons appear.


One stoops and takes an unwary pigeon


the scene reflected in cold green glass.

The tough survive.

THE WALK

Mid afternoon on a fine fall day

Overcast and humid after a quick shower

Footfalls muffled by damp leaves

A jay screams in the distance 

An acorn falls shattering the heavy stillness

We walk not speaking

Holding hands where the path is wide enough

To a log on the edge of a clearing

Sitting and watching cardinals flit

Through the changing and thinning leaves

Holding hands

Memorizing worn knuckles

And scarred fingers

Warts and bluish veins

Until we agree its time to return

Up the silent path through the half light
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