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ON THE CHASE FOR VOLCANOES

V-MT. SHISHALDIN, AND THE HERMIT OF UNIMAK

BY ROBERT DUNN

PHOTOGRAPHS BY THE AUTHOR


 HE Bear plunged north from cliffed Akutan, from cascades so high they reached the priestly portals of its reefs in a blur of mist. Night off Akun Island. A thick dawn among the tide rips of Unimak Pass, and three furtive gulls ever spying our wake. We lost sight of land; for the mirage that startled us at noon, of the dead Pogromnoi volcano on Unimak Island—that wraith of a cone, yet with ridges of dark radiating ash—was surely but a figment, a vibrant illusion of the whirring fog.

Unimak, largest island of the Aleutian chain, was my last goal; Unimak and Mt. Shishaldin, highest and steepest peak in Bering Sea, most deeply traditioned throughout the island world for mystery and fire; Shishaldin and Charlie Rosenberg, who lived somewhere at its foot. Where, only the Captain and his vagabond fellow combers of these sunless coasts, exiles and outlaws, knew. But there he was to maroon me, and sail away; there where the sixty miles in beach and dune of the low north coast swept back across lagoon and lava field to a perfect spire of snow, in the "corner" behind Cape Mordvinov.

I have never known so enchanting an island. I should like to spend a year there. The pirate isles of story are prosy beside it. Unimak is the core of all Aleutian romance; about Russian adventurers, prodigal and cruel; the witchery of primeval otter hunts; the awe of land change wrought by fire oftener and more wildly than on any other island. All is lavishly attested; by its three volcanoes—glaciered Pogrumnoi, live Shishaldin, blasted Isanotski; the weird shells of older cones; lagoons teeming with trout, salmon, grayling; the biggest bears in the world, foxes, caribou, and Unimak Ah-loh, the inland salt lake ("The Unimak Sea") which it seems I discovered.

And except for Rosenberg, it is uninhabited! In the eighteenth century, promyshleniks (traders) massacred its villages to the last mother and babe. None have ever been resettled, perhaps also from terror of its cones' lurid blasts and incessant explosions in the first quarter of last century. In old Russian records you read of Unimak as the Aleutians' "storehouse of sulphur ancl obsidian," of "whole mountain ranges upheaved and swallowed in a single night"—your tongue a bit in your cheek, of course. Still, some spell seems to have kept the island less known to this day than uttermost Attu. Maybe this is because it has not a single harbor, although two lighthouses on its west end blink into the dreaded storms of the Pass, at the boneyard hulks steaming to Nome through the brief summer. But they are utterly cut off from the rest of the island by a wall of ice; and as even the Captain said: "You can't call them lightkeepers men. Such is all crazy. They never stir from their doors. Once I took mail for both to the Sarycheff light man. He cussed me and made me take back the Scotch Cap feller's letters. He wouldn't walk no twenty miles to him. And them two alone there, year in and out. Not mad, you think?"

For more than, two hundred years, Shishaldin, 9,387 feet, has been seen rampant, off and on; certainly from 1895 till last year it has steamed and glowed incessantly; but its last big outburst was in November, 1901. Yet Isanotski, 8,088 feet, east of it (confused with the unlocated Khaginak), has been the star performer. As the good Father Veniaminoff says:

On March 10, 1825, subterranean detonations were heard in Unimak. On the northeast side of Isanotski a new crater broke forth. In five or six places flames and smoke poured out. At noon the darkness of night reigned, even forty five miles away. A torrent of water burst from the south side of the mountain, carrying pumice and ashes, covering a strip of country ten miles wide. The sea was muddy till late autumn.

All this decade Pogrumnoi and Shishaldin "emitted fire," too. Again in November, 1830:

A fearful noise was heard through the fog on Unimak. When the mist cleared away, Isanotski was black, all the snow had disappeared, and flames shot forth from fissures on the north, west, and south. On the north, they rose three times a minute. Except there, where a mass of red-hot lava was long visible, the fissures had closed in March, 1831.

That cooked lsanotski's goose for good. With Pogrumnoi, it seems not to have breathed since, and to-day resembles the snowy ruin of a vast cathedral. Reports of other eruptions haunt the island, as of the small volcano on its southwest end, that "exploded and fell in with a fearful noise," in 1795; and 1 was told that a crater near the sea on the south side of Shishaldin was smoking within the last five years.

My fortnight on Unimak was the loneliest, and most inspiring, that I have ever spent. It mattered little that I failed to reach the top crater of Shishaldin; I did not expect to, half in the grip of winter and alone on that needle, near a sheer two miles above the salt lagoon just under. But on Unimak I looked into the heart of a happy man, a hermit, the one being I have ever seen or heard of, who having revolted against this world, has attuned his life, through the chastening rigor of his very struggle for it, in exact accordance with his dreams of freedom.

The great island's very fringe harbored human shades. The night o August 29th was ebon. The Captain waked me, complaining of his eyesight and asking Elia if he saw land. A thick fog chased us from behind. Momently its indurated gloom caught us and closed in, so we might as well have been blind. Slowly ahead a shadowy finger ate out further, further, to port; Mordvinov, surely; though the Captain, cursing the tide, said we should have turned it before dark. Suddenly a swish and roar. Surf! It shot up through the starboard obscurity, as if we skirted a camp of ghosts aroused in sleep. Endlessly we cleaved hissing gardens of spume. The Captain, not seeming sure of himself, would keep asking me if I saw land; and I, ever thinking we were in too close, said that I did, and docilely he headed out, searching the density for that "corner." I seemed more than once to save our butting against those cliffs. "Thank Heaven it's a clean coast," I said at last.

"Clean?" he laughed strangely. "Clean! The's a hill somewheres along here. And off it, a small bight, with a rock island in the middle. They call it the "Graveyard," from a double murder. Four years ago, a schooner with three prospectors anchors there, believing the lies told in Seattle about gold on this lava island. They camp ashore, two of them twin brothers, taking their money and jewelry with them." (The adventurer does thus hoard his last resource in the least bulk.) . . . " Along comes an otter schooner with a sailor aboard that had been a soldier in the Philippines, and then served time in Alcatraz prison, a convict. He lands alone. The prospectors are around the point, studying rocks. The soldier steals their money and starts inland. They come back, see their stuff gone, and him scooting up the mountain. They think he's a native, though no Aleut would steal, and start to chase him. He turns and opens fire. Two he kills in their tracks. One of the brothers is only shot through the rubber boot, but so he can hardly walk. He can't navigate the schooner alone, and tries to find help on the island, not knowing the's no village. He wanders about starved and almost dead for weeks. When Rosenberg found him near Cape Lapin, twenty miles from here, he was so far gone his legs was all swelled up. Charlie buried the other two in there—."

There!—yes. The hill had suddenly sprung forth in exaggerated clearness. We were sailing free at a great rate before the southwest gale. Fingers of that rock island snatched at us. We shook in their foamy back wash. But the Captain with amazed agility cast tiller and boom about, as we grazed a jagged ledge—tight squeak.

"They get the soldier?" I asked before the tension had relaxed.

"1 told you," retorted the old man peevishly. "His mates come ashore, found the bodies, and knowing what he was, hunted him down, and give him over to the cutter at Unalaska. . . . Take the tiller while I unship the hook."

We had doubled the cape, and were heading in. Elia swung the lead. Confusedly we dropped and raised anchor, lowered peak and made sail, cursed the boom, pitched awhile with bare poles; and at last the chain rattled through the hawse for keeps, somewhere in the surfy darkness.

Dawn, and the Captain growled that I must hustle ashore, for the sea was rising. Northeast under the blue morning cloud, great dunes made away till my eyes ached, behind the gauzy haze of wide curves of surf. No volcano. No barrabara. "Rosenberg's the other side the lagoon. You could see his schooner through your glasses," said the Captain, as we heaved my outfit above high water, and he made back to the Bear. But no lagoon!—none on the chart. A sort of sentry box, an otter lookout, half buried in sod, peered down upon the reef from the gaunt hill at the exact corner. But I was here, somewhere, anyhow; derelict among the big red-veined jellyfish, like Japanese flags, from which this coast, the "slime bank," takes its name. Clean as a knife, the Cape cut off the schooner; pledged to be back September 10th— perhaps, maybe.

I started up the beach, crossed a stream where rotting but still live salmon struggled in the shallow riffle. Hundreds littered the sand, dragged out by the squawking cloud of gulls and ravens that marks every creek mouth in the North. The scavengers had as yet simply gouged out and swallowed the prime delicacy of their eyes. It smelt and festered there. Yet -like a revelation—I saw the perfect balance of Nature., Doomed fish; living gulls; no waste; that equipoise of life and death, seen nowhere but in the primeval world, a secret so mighty you must wander far to behold. I loathed that carrion crew less. The Pacific salmon returns to fresh water but once, to spawn; then he dies. Think of the millions that might pollute the land—in one haul of a net on Kodiak Island 80,000 have been taken that in a month would have been dead! Weak from the supreme effort of life, egg-laying, their red flesh stains the sloughing skin and scales; noses are wasted into hooks in Alaskan ponds in autumn. Each seems full of gigantic red goldfish, staining the water, yet all fighting meanly.

Onward. Soon between the dunes I saw the swamp and creeks of a vast lagoon. Still the glass showed no schooner. Was the Captain a liar, plotting to starve me? 1 was about to strike in over the sands, when twin masts, seeming miles away, peered over their lowest point. Nearing it at last, I saw a man figure running crazily about, and then a yellow dory with two figures on the lagoon. 1 came to a swift river too wide and deep to ford, as they pulled excitedly to me. 1 shouted about the Captain's being off the cape. They answered something about potatoes; landed. One was an Aleut. The white man dashed up and nearly wrenched my hand off. His deep-lined cheeks, sunk eyes, long brown mustache, were the sort 1 associate with grocers and Iowa farmers. It was he—Rosenberg. The native, Moses, his son-in-law, had slant features which were sly, until he smiled.

Haltingly I spoke of my designs on Shishaldin. Scaling it?—impossible, of course, said the hermit; too steep; and as will all lonely men first showing the duress of their exile, he dwelt in hyperbole on its pyrotechnics in eruption; how the flowing lava made a great fuss splashing over the lower ridges. Sure enough, on its cloudy flanks slept the dark wedges of old flows, and countless cinder cones huddled behind. Bears? One had lately hit his cache tent at the head of the lagoon a clip, tearing it into cotton waste. When I said I would visit his barrabara, he did not answer; and knowing that he must kill caribou the year round. I thought he might suspect that I was a game marshal. But I didn't insist on seeing his home; and Moses promised to come to the corner in the dory, and take me into the lagoon as soon as the sea went down.

I trudged back against the gale, raised the tent under the dunes, and vainly stalked eight caribou with horns still in the velvet up the mountain toward the graveyard. But they smelt me and scampered away, so I got a mess of cranberries, and ate potatoes and tea in camp.

I shall never forget the desolation of those next three days of gale and rain, wedged between surf and dune, waiting for Moses to breast that sea that never fell. I would wander inland with my rifle through the gloom; survey the blank end of each valley from the snow-banded crown of great amphitheaters, my cheeks lashed raw by the drizzle, the deer all hid in gullies. I talked to myself, stretched on the tundra among big toadstools gnawed by rat teeth, or eating salmonberries at the lush mouths of gullies, from bushes mashed flat by bears, whose human-like claw marks showed the wreck of gopher holes. Then I felt a dull, conscious pleasure; but on reaching camp it always came over me with horror that I never remembered one word or cloying thought of it all; recollected only the pizzicato derision of the ravens, the "Chee-eep!" and "Kr-ee-eee!" of picket pins, whose paths led like the stems of black flowers from their burrows down each stream bank.

Came one day my first vision of Shishaldin. I was watching for caribou from the dune top. The world brightened across the distorted shallows of the lagoon. A dazzling white cap-o'-liberty drifted over raw cloud, against a sky of pale steel. The mists drooped and languished, and rare points of the volcano's glistening fields rose like sheets of pearl through a troubled sea. It was far sharper than Vsevidov, as if built of more friable stuff; without a crater visible; only a tiny floor topped the spire, tilted slightly to the northwest—no steam at all. Only a black shoulder that faced . me broke its utter symmetry. This I picked for my high snow camp, not ten miles from the nearest lagoon shore. Below, black and ashy, swarmed hosts of broken cones and upstart, inky ridges, in that spectral carving neither storm nor wind, but fire alone, can wreak.

I looked down to camp. Holy catamaran! Snooping around a gully not twenty yards from the tent, meandered a giant brown b'ar. He smelt grub; circled, sniffed, swinging and raising his old head wisely. I dashed down to the tent for my rifle, but he saw me first; vanished. I sneaked up the dune to get above him. He had crossed to the head of the larger gully, and when 1 peeked was watching me from out of range, with square brown head and ears lifted wolfishly. I fired again and again, raised the sights; but he swung into retreat, turning his head toward me now and then, and with tawny immensity ploughing through the rank herbage, passed over a fold of the tundra and disappeared into a gully. "The d—dest thing!" I kept muttering excitedly. "The crust of him, on his old nosey business," as I hustled for firewood. Isn't it a G. A. Henty tradition that grizzlies 'ware a fire?

I would write in my diary; August 30th— The loneliness eats into me. It's worse than when I crossed Alaska alone, years ago. Trees grew around then. 1 am boiling beans, and the stove leaks about the feed pipe. The hole vaporizes the oil before it reaches the firecup, and keeps flaming. I always light the stove with leaves of V. Hugo's "Ninety-Three," as I read them. I sleep not six above high water mark—with the steep dunes behind, between devil and deep sea with a vengeance. The hollow-roaring surf, advancing, retreating, is terrorizing in the way that ghosts ought to be. September 2d, said the green farmer's almanac that hung by the chickaman stick on the schooner (a farmer's almanac printed in Sitka, mind you), the moon will be full. That means a big tide. Eight inches more of it would swamp me. Ravens hover, gray gulls watch over me. They yell like wounded infants. I feel like that old eagle at Nikolski.

Shan't sleep much to-night. At half-past seven I shall light the driftwood fire. That clings to me as an obsession. The watch ticks on the tent pole. Sand seeps into everything, especially the butter. The southwest corner of the tent is a jumble of dirty frying-pans, boiled potatoes, cranberry sauce, grease, cartridges. I've dug a sleeping hole to fit my hips and wadded it with the poncho. Water comes at four inches' depth. . . Sandy rain splutters on the tent. Thermometer 41 °. 1 look out at the darkening vista of gale-carved dunes, like the jumbled edges of huge toadstools, green underneath, hideous and fantastic over the inane surf. I read Joseph Con


 

rad's "Lord Jim" by the last stump of candle. Never knew before it was such a morbid book.....

August 31st—I loathe this false ocean, this surf that is no sea. (What do I mean?) It spurts up the shingle, like a geyser. Worst I hate the rising tide. It gathers in, a designing imminence of dread, always about two in the morning, that dire hour when the blood is cold and thin and the soul weary. Then outward the erect, black undertow sweeps it, leaving me chill, in a dispirited void, as if robbed of a precious sorrow. The surf tries to teach me some horrid language. I hear in it dire sounds—the impact of leaden plummets, the deep clang of gongs......

Just now I almost cried out. Looking up suddenly" across the sea haze and roar, I seemed to see two figures standing like statues on a rock off the cape. Yonder was the graveyard. But the glass proved them only black, pelican-like birds.

Rosenberg doesn't care where 1 am. That six miles were as well six hundred. That sounding surf-line—seeming lulled in rare and blinding sunlight flashes—is the whole world. But why trip and double-trip my outfit up to him, when to-morrow may be calm, and Moses come in the dory?

The sou'wester is blowing harder, a very hurricane. Surf mountainous. I potter in the muss of dishes, and I fry beans, which as if by some spell turn black. No fire tonight. What beast would prowl in this blow? The tent shakes in reciprocated anger with the storm. I have a giddy, sinking sense. The tide must be turning in the darkness. My head aches. I cannot write …..

September 1st—.  Slept three pitiful hours to midnight; tossing, icy from underneath; in that wakeful, child fear 1 had when once very young and afraid of the dark I slept by the sea, and a fog horn bathed me in sweat . . . Yes, the rising tide called me. The breakers here, and those down the beach, I know speak a different language. They had been arguing about me—what to do with me on tomorrow night's full moon. But they couldn't understand each other. Let me build them a sand Tower of Babel between! The deeper, distant voice, insists maliciously, the nearer, my waves, I believe plead delay—but only to lengthen the sentence ... The gale had torn the tent fastening. It rained buckets. I lit the stove, slept with it burning in my arms, till it blew out, and the choking fumes woke me again.

I try to analyze my loneliness. But a void has slipped in between myself and all my aspirations. How easily the wild satisfies—and revolts! How I eat my heart out in civilization, yearning for some revelation in just such pain as this! I attain nothing—no solution, avowal, no cause or mitigation of the old despair.

Getting breakfast, the leaky tube at last broke; spurted oil, which caught fire. I smothered it, saving an explosion. There's a fix. I must have a stove on the mountain, and have cut off cartridge heads to melt in a spoon over a driftwood fire if the rain stops, to solder it. What's that about melting lead on Thursday nights in Norse witch lore? Is it Thursday? I'll burn the pipe to clean off the oil, as I have no acid, and use baking powder for flux. . . .

XI

I could wait for Moses no longer. That afternoon 1 lugged fifty pounds of grub over the razor-clam shells to the lagoon stream, past the otter screen of two hollowed drift logs, one bracing the other. A mile away 1 saw figures about the beached schooner, who heard my shout, as the wind was with me. Moses beat toward me hard against it, with Rosenberg's eldest, Willie, a fair boy of fifteen, with long black hair and unmolded mouth, in the dory bow. The Aleut would be at my tent early next morning, to pack with me to the barrabara. "I guess so," said he. "We—we—got to be friends," I burst out without control. "You're going to stay with me right along." He nodded, stone-image-like, but undismayed.

Trudging back, battling with the wind, the streaming surf held a new glory. Loneliness and the vitiated old Captain had insidiously impaired my resistance to these wild world forces at top pressure. Black clouds like sculptured hills rose ahead, the sword grasses on the dunes glittered with green incandescence, and a rainbow like a vast peacock plume touched the cape end. Light too brilliant for mere glare, darkness too shadowy for mass, struck a red-letter dissonance in Nature, dire and unforgettable. I was happier that night, by pledge of a fellowship, savage though it was.

Next morning I rose from a bed of water wrung from my body by the cold sand; sorted and packed. Moses appeared, and we rested our loads once to the lagoon, where we waited for the rising tide, drying the tent. Even at the flood, its water was so shallow we pushed the dory through mud the two miles to Rosenberg's, while the favoring gale all but ripped our spritsail, and mallard ducks counciled on every mud bank.

High dunes hid the barrabara from the slime bank. Never was a hermit so cleanly hidden. Never did I fall into a world so plenary, so happy and heroic, as this spontaneous exile's. Outwardly here was but a piece of Nikolski and Makushin; two huts with lawns on top, a cave-like smokehouse, salmon drying frames, fish offal. We waded ashore by the pile of driftwood. A bare-legged figure in a tattered skirt dashed into the barrabara. I heard a man's voice: "Has Lillie got on her shoes?" And then the angular, square shouldered German bounded pleasantly toward me, and I pitched my tent on the moss below his door. From that instant he never spared me. He would not let me out of his sight. Never have I seen loneliness so incarnate, but without regret or woe, confessed by no direct word or act. I, who had been eating out my isolated heart, felt like a composite of all humanity beside him.

He had lived here seven years in one hut. with his native wife and—gradually—six children, in two tiny rooms. In the other cabin dwelt an ancient native and his squaw—he was stone blind —and Rosenberg told me pathetically how the old man would try to fish, never catching one salmon. He supported them. Every July he sailed to Unalaska, to sell his skins and buy flour and such. If I hid in my tent to read, he cast himself boyishly by me and talked: how the "pipe" of Shishaldin was choked now; how he hated Unalaska, with its degenerate Russians and indolent natives. His children were always sick there. It was too civilized, that jumping-off place of North America, the westernmost white town of the hemisphere, touched once a month by a tiny steam schooner cruising two thousand miles of coast. He gave up hunting, fishing, painting his schooner, beleek-making, to talk to me. In this world only Unimak, right here, could suit him.

Here land was illimitable. You took it without obligation, solicitation, payment. No one could encroach, evict for any reason, lord it over you in wealth or rank. Here you ruled. You were free. You were beyond the pale of artifice or discrimination. All this he spoke of clearly and simply. "No man can crowd you here, eh, or make you think you ain' as good as him, eh?" he laughed. "What a place settled countries must be already! Every man a-spying on every other." He had attained his dream, and had not found it hollow—the one man in all the world like that, I swear! It pierced me that this hermit on this forgotten isle, in this most desolate sea, had faced and solved the crux of life as never had been done before. I felt abject. For I, and all of us, secretly treasure the same dream, and willingly would court effacement, but for the illusion that some such guerdon as this man's will be ours some day, somewhere. And I and all fail, through imperfection of our manhood, resigning to that ancestral Moloch which falsely holds utter happiness impossible on earth.

Hospitable! I had to eat every meal under the barrabara's one skylight, by the big range and feathery family bed; eat yeast bread, preserved blueberries, mossberries, fresh wild strawberries now just ripe on the dunes, roast caribou. The red deer quarters were hoisted from the blowflies high on a pole by the door, like an ensign. Every week Charley killed an animal from the inexhaustible supply. Standing at his door, spyglass in hand, he would sweep the wide tundra between surf and snow. Sighting a herd, he was off; in an hour a shot. at which the kids trooped after, returning laden with flesh, stained and dripping with blood.

At first they peeked at me from behind the door, and if I came suddenly on them ran in panic as though I were a ghost. But slowly I won them; rather, they won me. "Afraid, I guess," said Moses stolidly at first, when the girls cried as I came near. But soon they buzzed around, hung on my neck, pawed over my outfit, asked a thousand questions, chattered more than their father. He deprecated their assaults, and would order them harshly away, saying: "You know how it is with kids." He seemed almost jealous of them. My revulsion to miscegenation weakened. I loved them; Willie, Jack, Dannie for boys, Kate, Lillie, Sarah for girls, dear little halfbreeds with bloody shirts, but ever in their best shoes and stockings for my benefit.


 

Storm-bound on the slopes of Shishaldin Volcano, September, i9o6. Moses, author's companion, in foreground.

Could they mend my stove? No, Charlie had no solder iron, no acid. They all studied it like a Jap puzzle. But they would lend me the stove on the schooner, to burn driftwood up the lagoon, as far as the foot of the volcano, at least. We pushed the dory and waded down to the craft, but its stove was too heavy. We crossed to an old barrabara used as a storehouse, and found a rusted sheet-iron affair, which I took, and two candles to read "Lord Jim" by. The while Dannie, large-eyed little brownie and more of an Aleut than the others, who showed native blood very little, kept singing, "He sleeps all day and reads all night, he sleeps all

day and reads all night," which was half true, anyway.

But some stoicism had to pay the price of such happiness as this family's. I learned slowly, in scraps of casual talk, what its austere tax was. At first I only felt the exaction as wonderful and unique; not until I had left Rosenberg did its heroism possess me like a sudden shadow. How he hunted sea-otter showed the heart of his life; sea-otter, that half-human, all but extinct, deity of this bleak sea, of which less than thirty a year are now taken, which the fur-seal of international strife, in the old days not thought worth killing, but now dyed and boomed into popularity, has replaced. Mostly in winter he trapped foxes, getting some hundred a year, which he sold for two dollars each; but lately one of those recurrent pestilences such as kill the Northern rabbits every seven years— the animal kingdom's Malthusian Law— had decimated them.

One sea-otter skin sells for from two to four hundred dollars. Rosenberg got per


 

haps one a winter, but it supported his family a whole season. He did not hunt at sea, and the otter, even when breeding, never seeks land. Sometimes he is driven there, but only during the wildest storms of winter. Then Charlie patrolled the beach, but not only he; Willie with his fifteen years did likewise. Pleasant weather, it was no use. But let a storm arise, and nowhere in the world are storms more malign. By day or night the two must leave the cabin, climb the dunes to the frozen slime of the black shingle. There they parted; one east, one west, into the teeth of the blizzard. They went alone, ever alone. Each searched twenty miles of strand. At wide intervals they had built huts, where a stove, tea, and beleek were cached; between them, such lookouts hollowed from drift logs as I had seen. They would be out for days on end, wearily crunching the frozen foam, glistening-eyed in the white obscurity. What were the father's thoughts then? The boy's, who had never even seen a tree? Did Charlie, who like the Captain had first come North on an otter schooner, ever regret the life he gave his offspring? A sailor, he had seen the world, and knew that his children's darkened blood must ever prison them in the isolation he had craved, he had given them, but which might not yield them happiness. In them could stir his race's transmitted yearnings, maybe polar to his own —instincts for its countless endeavors, ever to be denied them. Childhood looks with imperial eyes upon the world. Was it all fair? . . . Whichever found the otter spent and struggling in the undertow, beat it over the head with a drift root, lest it revived and put back to sea.

"Willie found the one last year," said the hermit, " right out under the dune here. But I tell you. It's oftener we come to a man's body on the beach. A sailor, you know, washed ashore from a cod or herring ship that gets caught in the ice, or a prospector taking chances. It's funny how Willie generally finds them. He's dragged bodies miles to here." The father pointed vaguely toward the volcano. "We bury them up there."

Yes, yes, what were the boy's thoughts then?

The man was giving me a caribou forequarter. I was hungry with a wild beast's craving for red flesh, having tasted none for weeks. High over the burnished lagoon floated the spire of Shishaldin. It struck me that only one word, "feminine," described its singular delicacy and beauty; and once I saw what may have been a soft, white bubbling of steam, whipped down and away on the far side toward the Pacific.

After supper, Rosenberg threw himself in my tent, and told of its last eruption, in 1901. He was in False Pass, which separates Unimak from the mainland to the north. Clouds gathered, as in a thunderstorm, to a great booming like beaten dishpans, and four inches of ashes like snow fell through total darkness. I had to send him away. I closed the tent for respite from the kids. No sand, and Oh! the moss was soft, and the traitorous surf behind the dunes only a whisper. I still was meat-crazy. I couldn't stop thinking of that cold, red flesh, thirsting for it. I salted the joint well, and as I crawled into my blankets, put it and a knife at my head. I cut off and ate chunk after chunk; the sleepier I got the faster and more ravenously I devoured the raw steaks. All through the night, cannibally, atavistically, I gorged myself.

XII

Yet I neared the heart of a savage in that hopeless week at the edge of winter, stormbound on the ashy deserts and snows of Shishaldin.

At breakfast next day I first saw Charlie's squaw, young and neat, hardly twenty-five years old. "My wife," he said, eyes in his coffee cup, talking on; and she effaced herself shyly behind the sewing machine, as white men's squaws always will. Where races mix, I have never placed the deeper sense of guilt, with man or woman.

We sailed up the lagoon, through a cloudy, rose-gold morning; followed a creek that doubled on itself, to camp by a nick in the volcano's apron, where strawberries grew in the tent. I gave Moses the rifle, told him to kill caribou, and hit off for the snowbank in an inky slit between two ash cones like nipples up the mountain.

You travel tundra as if walking over spring beds placed interminably end to end. Lava fields like high and petrified black surf, the "burnt rocks," as Charlie called them, blighted its soft swell. Deep bear trails, each in two wide-apart sections, made me waddle. How detachedly the beasts' legs are hung, and what long steps they take! They led me six miles through a maelstrom of crazy ridges, which upset all sense of distance and proportion. I reached high distorted pedestals, hibernating caves, black as Acheron and edged with sickly ferns. I climbed the snow between the nipples, into a still-born region, of lone pillars twisted out of hot rock. Yet moss flushed the black meadows of pounded ash with a fleeting tenderness, and snowbanks melted like sugar candy. Over all hung poised a hushed dampness, the sort of breathless volcanic silence that preludes cataclysms; an aching suspense. Yet, life!  On high swung a gray hawk, and deer tracks vanished over monstrous rock lips into the welter of snow and colder cloud.

Some running root peeped through the ash, in weathered nubs like bleached bone. Soaked in kerosene, it might warm tea. So here we should have to camp for a dash up the volcano; higher, with the oil stove broken, it was impossible to live. Then, as the stinging fog closed in, I saw westward among the cowled hills around Pogrumnoi, a lake, the sea, a glacier— what? It was too blue for water, with shifting colors too evanescent for ice. I reached the tent with nightfall, and told Moses, who had shot a caribou five miles away, about it. "Ah. That, Unimak Ahloh," he said. "Ah-loh, all-same sea." "A salt lake?" I asked excitedly. "A salt lake, with no outlet?" He nodded. "Then no one knows of it. It's on no map, in no Russian account. Has Rosenberg ever seen it?" "Never, I guess," said Moses. . . . A discovery. Ho, ho!

Two days we waited in the southwest drizzle, alert to move camp at the first sign of clearing. We bucked the stiff blow down the lagoon, dragging punky driftwood from the muck, sniffing each piece as Moses said, " Kodiak spruce, no good." We packed the meat across the burnt rocks, where foxes like delicate statues stared at us. The stove wouldn't burn for a hoot, so we ate half-raw steaks warmed over the pipe. "Don't care. All right," would say the native. I gathered meadow mushrooms, the first he had ever eaten; and, "Taste like mud," he damned them.

It was enervating. Moses would lie in the tent, snapping his fingers by the hour. It took some control not to restrain him— gently. It worried me that he wouldn't smoke. I urged him. "Make me very sick," he said. "Once I try cigar . . ." 1 recited the plot of "Lord Jim"; never saw it had one before. But he could play casino! And we did, every night, he adding the cards far faster than I. I searched him slowly. "Do the natives like Americans better than Russians?" And he answered: "Russian days Aleuts never had nothing. But white men pretty bad, anyhow." Yet the Japs were worst. This year, beside raiding the Pribyloff rookeries, they had pirated this coast. "All otter lookout cabins robbed," he said. "They take stove, food, even oarlocks from boats. We find their kind of cigarette in them. We catch them, we shoot," and his slant eyes flashed; as I goaded such vengeance, crawling abed to chew beleek.

I asked him his religion; at last we got as near as that. "Not been to church since my mudder died," he said. Still the unfordable gulf of race separated us. We couldn't get much nearer, without sham; he wondering at the why of my advances, I viewing him as a creature in a side-show. Races were made so. It was meant to be.

September 6th, the fog magically curdled letting through sunlight. We were off; we had to go, for as Moses said, "Only two more day wood." We packed four days' grub, meat, tea, two rolls of erbswurst, four crackers and a gallon of oil, over the lava maelstrom, up the gash between the nipples. Loads were heavy; I counted every step; we quenched thirst with mossberries which we lushed up like hot coffee, spitting out the pulps. In that upper gloom, I found myself repeating:

As I came through the desert, thus it was . . . As I came through the desert . . .

We built a hollow cairn of lava blocks, fitting them like a Chinese puzzle. We wandered far with knife and rucksack, gathering the bony roots, like peasants in that picture, "The Gleaners"; put a plate in the bottom of the cairn—"pean," we called it—and the twigs burned hot enough to boil water and pea soup.

Four days begot our apogee of dejection. If the mists so much as hardened, we hit up the next snowy wall. Three great ash cones loomed ahead; the central and most distant was under the cliffs seen from the "corner," for which we aimed, across the soupy fog of another James Thompson desert. Here rose fewer deflowered plinths, but one Rodin-like figure guarded the lip of a lustrous snowfield that never was revealed. I sat on a scab of rock. Moses, tearing up and down for warmth, shot me glances of mutiny and suffering. I know he thought me mad. A heart-sinking hopelessness was bred in me; anger and a corroding bitterness, far worse than despair. We would wait. Eight, nine, ten o'clock. You know it cannot clear, yet it may, it may. You have come very far, for a purpose. You have got to do your best. All forces drive you down. But you cling on—more grimly than if only the gale routed, and you hung to the lava with splitting nails. Yet the place is virgin, your discovery; just being there, in its first beholding, is in some strange way heroic, and in the obliterated future to be memorable. . . . Snow streamers lash us, stiffen an ear, numb a finger. The drizzle thickens like flour


 

added to water; we see a fawn and ghostly doe watch us; we scuttle back to camp, resuming places in "The Gleaners." We wander far toward the cathedral spires of Isanotski, whence over the tiny dunes of Cape Lapin, against the Bering wall of tempered steel, the line of breakers is so thin and bright I must wipe a film from my strained eyes.

September 8th—. . . Here we sit in the tent, in a blue-opal vividness. The silence would be terrible, were it comprehensible. The savage just keeps me sane, saves me from talking to myself. We come no nearer in the void. He rolls over, rastles his hands in his pockets, gazes at me animally, without a glimmer ... The lava rises in the fog, like flesh wounds crusted with serum, forms a sort of diseased statuary—Laocoons, serpent-bitten, not crushed, gladiators dying, but of cold and starvation. Sure, these are the hills of Childe Rowland's plain. But I'll hear no bugle-horn.

It lies on my conscience how Moses must think me crazy, staying shivering days up here, just to climb a mountain—a thing he's never heard of, which generations couldn't make him understand. I try to explain, to justify myself. I use simple words, but even they portray a cold and civilized idealism, beyond his savage simplicity. My goal seems useless. I feel ashamed. I insist that I don't expect to get to the top—only to do my best. I feel that if he thought I believed I'd reach it, he'd be too much of a fool to stay another minute with me. I stammer finally: "Just, you see, so no one can say (I mean this: so I can never tell myself—but he couldn't grasp that, and the hell with the rest of the world—) I didn't do my best, you know." Then I stifle back an heroic platitude, and he smiles and nods glazed eyes, his rigid, blank lips.

"Now for casino," I laugh. He brightens, gets very talkative, squirms about, slams the cards. The only open sesame to him— a game of casino! "Pick out his eyes," he cries, swooping up a trick. He always wins. Then I turn over, light the candle, turn my back. He lies like a mummy, his senseless eyes eating through my back. I feel them.

September 9th—...  Damn "Lord Jim." I've read, and re-read, and re-re-reread it. Some of its analysis comes right out and bites me. I feel like bursting from the tent and yelling among the lava effigies.

5:15 P. M. . . The wind has died. The opal gloom is fresh-chilled. What's up? The doe and fawn are standing not ten yards away. Sh! Sh! . . . We're eating the last half a cracker. . . .

Finally I've persuaded Moses to smoke. And he rolled a cigarette far quicker and better than I. "Don't tell me you never smoked before," said I, amazed. "No, I never smoke," said he. "But I used roll them for my mudder . . ." His three faults are: 1. The finger-snapping. 2. He counts the spades in his tricks as he takes them. 3. When he gets water from the snow puddle, he always drinks from the nozzle of the teapot......

Plumes of mist raced southwest with the dawn. It flashed out the peak for the first time. Shishaldin is clear only when the wind is from north of east or west, its rarest quarter on the slime bank. With the last chunk of pemmican, we headed past the Rodin carving, up the veiled tongue of snow, to the middle cone. Level with its top, the cold breeze died. A gloom swam across the dazzling fields. No ocean to behold from the shoulder that overlooked the Pacific. Thence, quivering continents of fog burst out of a feathery floor and strained against the spire, over which arched jauntily a sickle of fibrous vapor. I saw the perfidy. The wind was only shifting, "with the sun," the long way around from southwest to southeast.

But we swung up, from cone to higher cone; from one cupped summit to the long slope of a next. Never was Moses' face so blank, his step so faltering. I felt a revulsion, as if he were some voluptuary, who yet despised me. No moral sting had ever propped him in a despair. Yet I knew that the ascent was hopeless, that the autumn of steady rain and gale had long set in.

Still on. No need to cut steps. Gusts seized us in a welter of blinding snow. Stuck forward into that blizzard, the end of the axe was invisible. We had reached the cliffs of the shoulder, then impossible, more than foolhardy, to scale. A blast drove us into the choked vent of a dead fumarole, to the old, old trick of dogged waiting. It came on very cold. The blizzard rimmed our eyebrows with ice. Hour on hour we trod a path on that steep inner wall, once incandescent, that now knew only the frenzied seethe of ice-flakes. We spoke not once. Passing each other, we turned our backs.

So came the expected end of the volcano chase. Groping once to the edge of the pit, I was cast back bodily by the gale. At the first luminous lull, we crept again to the edge, and crouching between blasts, struggled down through the deep snow, which had fallen far below camp. From the bear trails below the storm, the Captain's weathered sails specked the reaches off Cape Mordvinov, impatient for Unalaska.

THE END

