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Chapter One

“Let’s get to work,” said Jordan.

“I just want to call Kim,” replied Taylor, his twin sister.

“Okay, I’ll wait in here and begin setting up.”

“What are you setting up for?” their dad asked over-top of the book he was reading.

“The Social Studies project we were assigned,” replied Jordan.

“What is it?”

“We have to explain how the Europeans took over British Columbia.”

“Wow!  That’s a big, loaded topic,” his dad said.

“I know it is and it’s due in a couple of weeks,” said Jordan.

“That’s a lot of work.  Do you know where you’re going to start?”

“Not really.  We’ll probably start on the computer and then move to books, but really, we have no idea.  That’s what I wanted to get done tonight; at least come up with a plan.”

“Actually, your mom has a book that might help, but it is a dangerous book.”

“What do you mean by ‘dangerous’?” asked Jordan.

“Well, you’ll have to see for yourself, that is, if she will let you use it. It hasn’t been opened in years.”

“How can a book be dangerous?”

“Well, all I know is that whenever it has been read, people change.  I also know that several people have returned it to your mother seriously craving more.  Mrs. Green borrowed it last and Mr. Green brought it back saying he had not seen her for a week without her nose being pressed into it.” 

“Do you think Mom’ll lend it to us?” asked Jordan.

“I don’t know.  Do you really want to borrow it?”

“If you think it will help, of course we do.”

“But what about the side effects?” his dad asked.

“Well, Taylor doesn’t like to read history anyway, it’s ‘too boring,’ and I have a very busy week coming up, so I won’t have time to get all wrapped up in some psycho-book,” Jordan replied with an off-hand smile. “After all, we are only using it as a reference book anyway.”

“I don’t know.  Your points are well made.”  Their dad paused for dramatic effect.  “I just want you to be careful.”

“Come-on Dad, give me a break.  It’s just a book.  Now, where’s Mom so I can ask her for this ‘mysterioso book’?” asked Jordan.

“I’m not sure. I think she had a meeting after work.  Let’s see if we can’t find it ourselves.  That is, if you’re sure?”

With that, Jordan and his dad searched the volumes of books that lined the study.  Amongst the brown, dark green, and dark blue bindings one book stood out like a beacon in the dust-filled fog.  “I think I have it Dad.”

“Have what?” Taylor asked, returning to the room.

“A book Dad thinks will help us.”

“Oh, good, ‘cause I told Kim I’d meet her after supper to go over her campaign plan.”

“Oh, is she running for student government again this year?” their dad asked.

“Yup, she is challenging Tony Unger for class president.  We are tired of our government being run by a bunch of people who reduce campaigning to popularity contests and use their money and influence to sway voters.  We want to introduce some substance into student politics,” replied Taylor.  “Let’s see that book”

“Be careful with it,” Jordan said imitating his father, “it’s a dangerous book.”

Taylor looked confused as her brother and father chuckled, exchanging winks.  She opened the book and began to read.

Chapter Two


The sun is an hour away from piercing the night sky.  Barely awake but working automatically, you are slapped alert.  Ice cold water cuts your face as it shoots over the bow of the canoe.  You felt the last rock through the floor and see another coming.  “Watch out!” you yell to the helmsman.  The blood is pounding in your ears.  The canoe shudders – stalls – tips – rights itself – and then is swept on – still intact.


Suddenly the canoe hits another rock broadside and the helmsman grabs a branch to pull you clear.  The elasticity in the branch is underestimated and the helmsman is jerked with such fury and force that his hat is still suspended in the air as his body flies out of the canoe.  There is no time to worry for him as the rest of the crew tries desperately to get clear of the rock before the provision-filled canoe is turned on end.


Alex knew what he was doing when he asked the rest of the crew to bring the canoe down the river while you and he walk around this section; too bad the crew was so adamant that you join them.


Another unseen foe rocks your canoe and some of the supplies are sent reeling into the vicious river.  You see a break up ahead where the river widens and a sand bank appears.  Quickly Alex directs the crew to guide the canoe to the sandy respite.


This is not the first such challenge, nor will it be the last you encounter in your quest for the Pacific Ocean.  10 months ago you embarked on this venture from Fort Chepewyan.  The autumn travels were fine but winter was bitter and the travels took a toll; at least finding food was easy. The spring melt allowed you to increase your speed but now fatigue and impatience are making each day harder and harder.  You have traveled west on the liquid roadway, passing flat lands, deep valleys, snowy peaks, friendly natives and not so friendly natives. Your canoes have been exchanged regularly and you are thankful this canoe is very well built.

As the damage is being calculated you search the area looking for signs of food or habitation.  Before you appears a stupendous mountain. The peak is covered with snow shadowed still from the sun.  The valleys have been carved frighteningly deep, even compared to those you’ve already traversed.  You know what’s to come next as with all the previous natural barriers to this increasingly obsessive quest.

“Mister Mackay,” Alex hails you.

“Sir?”

“Set the crew to patching the boat and we’ll hit that summit today.”

“Aye sir,” you respond, knowing your crew is racing time.

As you direct the mixture of Canadiens and Natives, Alex seems lost in thought.  He begins to wander down the river.  Some of the supplies were damaged but you are able to create a make-shift solution.

This done, you join Alex with one of your Native guides and proceed toward yet another distant summit.

“Maybe this will be the one, eh?”  Alex says, more to himself than to you as the three of you follow a little used path.

The crew catches you and together you work up another riverway to another final distant summit.


The current is strong as the river rushes directly from the summit.  The Canadiens are excellent paddlers and you make steady progress. As you come to a large rock in the river you notice a large, brown bear, with silver hair on its hump.  Mindful to take a wide berth, you are awed by its size, graze, and agility.


The route up the river is typical of what’s gone before.  There are several impassible sets of rapids that force you to disembark and portage, otherwise the paddling is hard and directly into the current.  The Canadiens are skilled, experienced canoeists and the endurance and skill of the entire crew has improved as your travels have worn on.  However, the constant struggle against natures flow is beginning to take its toll.  Luckily, as you get higher, the current lessens and the volume of water coursing beneath you decreases.  

At various points along the river you encounter animals that have come to the river to fish or to drink; they are more surprised by you than you are by them.  You can’t help but admire the majesty of these creatures.  The mountain sheep, with their large curled horns, perch on the side of cliffs as if supernaturally affixed.  The eagles glide through the canyons and the moose and deer fill the banks with lush plains behinds, ever vigilant of their predators.  It’s interesting to see the dichotomy of fear and curiosity caused by your presence, especially in the younger animals.


On gaining the summit you are surrounded by snow.  You spot the tracks of a caribou and immediately send off hunters.  It has been a long time since you have eaten anything substantial or significant.  The trip up had taken much less time than you’d expected; the sun was not yet high in the sky.


“How much longer do you think we will be able to keep the crew moving forward?” you ask Alex.


“We should not have to keep it too much longer as I know we’re almost there,” he responds pensively, his latent Scottish accent betraying his fatigue.


As the hunting party returns with a small doe Alex is less than pleased.


“Why do you bring such a small and insignificant meal?”


“It was all we could find,” replies one of the hunters.


“I heard 11 shots,” Alex challenges.


“We thought we saw more,” replies one of the hunters with a weary, but discernable edge to his voice.


“Well, cut it in half and we will eat it once we get out of this snow.”


“We want to take the whole thing,” a voice from the crew stated matter-of-factly.


“Mister Mackay, come with me.”  Alex says to you coldly; you follow.  “What do you think?”


“If they want that much meat then you should let them carry it,” you say honestly.


“But they are already so tired and weary,” he responds, “and time is increasingly not in our favour.”


“Yes, but a good feast and some time to relax might do them some good,” you counter.


“Fair enough, but I am getting worried about time. Winter will be on us soon enough.  The days are shortening and the nights are getting colder.”


You are fully aware of this; the thought has been haunting your sleeps.  “I know, but we are likely to get more out of them if we can rekindle their spirits somewhat.”


With that you both return to the group and Alex informs that they can take the whole carcass.  The doe, already dressed, is loaded into a canoe and the trek down river begins.


After several hours of descent, a clearing is found and camp is set.  The Natives are dispatched to collect berries while a couple of the crew are sent to trap some fowl.  You and the remaining crew begin to prepare the doe caught earlier in the day.  Alex is lost in thought.


It is only mid-afternoon, an early end to the, day, and the rest is welcomed as much as the feast.  The Natives return with a plethora of berries and the hunters return with a handful of fowl.


The feast increases in anticipation as your Native guides add various roots and foliage to the cooking meats giving off the most succulent aroma.  You can feel yourself salivating in anticipation.  Your stomach churns with excitement and you realize how hungry you’ve become.


Before the meal is ready, you glance over to see Alex shaving his beard.  The scratchy feeling on your own face becomes increasingly intolerable as you witness the rebirth of his face to the daylight.  Able to tolerate it no longer, you get your gear and begin to liberate your cheeks, then your neck, your chin, and finally your upper lip.  The cuts you give yourself sting, but are worth it; the cool breeze feels good on your freshly freed face.


As the meal is still some time away, you decide to complete the transformation and bath yourself in the frigid, free-flowing waters of the river.  The caked on sweat and grime do not come off easily; however, with a handful of pebbles and some elbow-grease, you allow your skin to see light again and to feel the air.  After dressing in fresh linen you are ready for the much anticipated feast, but must wait as the rest of the crew is following your emancipatory example, their spirits transforming with their bodies.


The feast is every bit as delicious as your senses anticipated it would be.  The meat is cooked so that it falls off of the bones, each bite juicy and melting in your mouth.  The seasonings that were added by the Natives introduced previously unknown flavours to your palate; the berries accentuating every taste sensation.


After feasting and reveling in the adventures of the frigid morning, the tensions of the previous weeks are buried beneath a thin layer of camaraderie. Several of the Canadiens sing songs that many of you know but have not heard in a long time.  Most of the men join in the singing, a sure way to ensure no animals come near.  Even Alex looks a little more relaxed, though you can tell the pressures of time are not far below the surface.  


Everyone sleeps well that night.


As you and the sun begin your journeys west for the day you come across a tomb.  The Natives in your group uncover the contents to show you the bones residing inside.  They do not replace the cover.  One of your guides takes the feathers that are hanging, marking the spot, and tie them to his belt.  It becomes increasingly obvious that your guides are not fond of either the person or the tribe this grave represents.  A palpable tension enters the Natives.  Regardless, you proceed.


As you descend, you are conscious of a change in the air; it is becoming thicker and your perspiration is increasing.  The vegetation is becoming lusher with a more varieties of green than you knew existed; the underbrush is thickening.  The air smells of salt and tastes fresh.  When the boats come side by side, you see the cautious sparkle in Alex’s eye and know that he is thinking the same thing you are. 

The sun’s unfettered march across the sky warms the vegetation and a rich bouquet of aromas surrounds you.  There are sweet smells that accent fresh green odors layered on the musty richness of the warming ground cover.  The river begins to slow as the day progresses and the air becomes more still.  You enter a lake but at the other end have trouble finding a navigable river.  Eventually the one option you find begins to branch into numerous tributaries, none of which are navigable, and the stream itself becomes un-navigable.  Your guides indicate you will have to leave the canoes and pack the gear overland.


No-one is pleased at this advent, but you are given no choice.  After lunch the group begins to travel along a well-worn trail.  The walking is easy as it follows a gradually declining slope.  Bodies tire and people begin to trip as their feet and legs stop clearing the ground regularly.


As the trail narrows and the sun begins to set; your guides suddenly disappear.


The forest is dense and a creek but a trickle here.  You continue, with increasing trepidation, along the trail searching for a place to stop, hoping beyond reason that your guides will be there.  As the sky gets darker, a strange foreboding falls on the men.  You do not know what you are looking for, but it does not really matter because a house could be 20 yards in front of you and would remain unseen due to the dense foliage.


The men are very anxious and want to stop until daylight returns.


“Fine, stay here,” Alex responds shortly, “but I’m going on.  We can’t camp here.”


You follow, as is your duty and position.  Each corner increases the darkness.  You can hear things moving in the brush and are increasingly leery of the noises.  Your mind becomes fixated on the grave found the day before and the reactions of your guides at that time.  The clear, distinct sound of a large branch breaking causes your heart to stop momentarily.


After continuing for what seems longer than it actually is, the vegetation suddenly thins and you see a fire on the edge of what must be an opening.  You are greeted by several Natives and escorted to a circle of homes around a very large fire.  The people take immediate interest in every aspect of Alex as do most Native groups you’ve encountered.  Your missing guides appear and indicate that Alex is to sit in a place of honour and respect.  You are escorted to a less conspicuous spot, still in full view of all in attendance.  Some things do not change with different groups.


Alex is gracious and does as directed.  Food begins arriving.  Also arriving is the rest of your crew, who sheepishly make their way to the outside of the circle but are soon brought to the fore, beside you.


The first dish brought to you is baked salmon that is delicious to eat.  You have had salmon before, but none this fresh or succulent.  The salmon you’ve had to this time has dried and cured.  The rich flavour makes the back of your tongue moist and the roof of your mouth tingle.  Next a variety of what seem to be delicacies made with salmon roe is brought.  Some of the roe is cold and very fresh, the eggs popping between your teeth.  Other samples are dry and take considerable time in your mouth to soften, the smoky sweet flavour, not unpleasant, slowly invading your mouth.  Finally, a serving of gooseberries and more dried roe are brought.  This roe tastes as though it has been dried with sweet ripened berries.


After the meal has been cleared away, drums begin to beat and a fire is lit.  As the fire grows in strength, seemingly urged on by the growing insistence and pace of the resonant drums, dancers begin to move gracefully around the fire telling stories with their actions.  Suddenly the dancers scatter in panic as a masked man, sinuous torso exposed, explodes into the area around the fire, lunging at anything that moves.  As he makes his way around the fire, seemingly searching for something, the dancer’s urgency increases and the height of his jumps awes you.  The red, black, and white mask bears distorted facial features and has mother of pearl teeth prominently, threateningly inlaid.  Slowly, in the distance, whistles and chirping are heard.  The high-pitched sounds begin to supercede the slowing drums and the dancing character stops his fretful dance and begins to listen as the whistles get closer and louder.  A rustling is heard in the brush and numerous children begin to emerge, led by three masked characters: a bear, a raven, and a salmon.  The creature near the fire takes note, pauses, and then scurries away to the bush not to be seen again.  The children and masked characters dance around the fire for a considerable amount of time and finally disappear as they had come, the village saved from the hideous attack.


After many pleasant exchanges, you and the crew head to an open area to sleep under the stars.  The taste of food still resonates in your mouth and the vivid images from the evening’s entertainment dance in your head in random order.  The evening is cool and the groundcover, lush and comfortable.


After a good night sleep you are awakened to a plethora of berries and freshly baked salmon.  Alex is intrigued by the amount of salmon available and asks the chief how this is so.


You and Alex are taken to the bank of the river and see a structure that obviously took considerable time to erect.  It has been constructed by fixing small trees in the bed of the river and then over these a bed of gravel has been laid, on which has been placed a range of lesser trees, and so on alternately until the work has brought it to its proper height.  The Indians walk along this weir with their dip-nets and spears and easily catch fish that are being funneled through the narrowed opening.  When Alex asks to go out on the weir, the Natives emphatically and suddenly deny this intrusion as he will scare the fish away.


The Natives are agitated by the idea that Alex would go onto their fishing weir.  Unnoticed to Alex, a youth runs to one of the men and whispers something to him.  That man passes the message to another, who in turn passes it to another, who then passes the information to the chief.  Great discussions ensue.  The tension can be felt.  You immediately begin to return to the village.


As you prepare to leave, you ask the chief for two canoes.  These are provided as the Natives are suddenly in a real hurry to be rid of you and the rest of the crew. This is unsettling, but there is no time to dwell on it as you are expected to leave immediately.  Many people are handing you your gear, faster really than you can pack it in the new canoes.  Though you are hurried away, they make it clear that you cannot take the venison or any fish in the canoes on the river with you as it will scare away the fish.  Without time to negotiate or to discuss this advent, you travel into the river with new guides.  Due to the difficulties of language and seeming urgency of the directives, it is impossible to ascertain why, after such kindness and hospitality, you are being hurried away.


The crew is unsettled by this.  Alex seems perplexed.  But, left no options, the eight of you proceed in the two supplied canoes with four Natives as guides and labourors.


As you proceed down river you come across a fishing weir.  Unsure about how to approach this obstruction, Alex orders the canoes to the shore.  The two Natives aboard each canoe shake their heads and indicate that they know how to get past the weirs.  You watch as the four men slide the canoes sideways, seeming as though they will tip and then, with a flick of their wrists, twist the canoes suddenly to create a bubble of water that carries each canoes over the crest of the weir.  As the canoes reach mid-beam another flick of the skilful wrists turn the canoes to a 45 degree angle which provides the requisite water to get the remainder of the canoes over the belittled obstacles.  The Natives straighten the canoes as you, Alex, and the six Canadiens, who were recognized as expert canoeists, look on, holding your paddles out of the water.


Throughout the afternoon you pass many other canoes of curious on-lookers, some fishing using a variety of methods, and some just out to see you and your colleagues.  Several of these Native canoes go ahead of you with great speed.  Though curious, you have no real cause for alarm.

As you round a corner, you notice a village and your guides direct you to approach it.  As you do you see people with bows, arrows, and spears, running in a most disorganized fashion between the houses, seemingly searching for cover.  As you land, the people look at you with very defensive and defiant eyes.

A group of men approach you and a young man offers Alex a sea otter robe with great ceremony.  He accepts the gift.  Suddenly, there is much embracing and a confusing scene unfolds.  Ultimately you and Alex are invited into the Chief’s well built home.  Many elders, Alex, the Chief, his son – who had given Alex the robe – and you, sit in a circle on robes and many meals are brought forth.

The conversation is long and difficult as it is conducted in sign language.  You sit quietly as Alex attempts to explain the expedition and your purpose for being where you are, what it is like and why you have ventured to this land.  As you try to explain, you realize, not for the first time, that the concepts and notions are so foreign to these people that it is a futile exercise.  In fact, you begin to question the motivations and purposes yourself.  When you were asked to join this expedition you jumped at the opportunity to work with one of the leaders of the company.  Things at the fort were not going too well for you and getting away was a very attractive possibility.  You knew of his past venture but admired him for his return, not completely understanding his vision.  Now, almost a year later and much distance under your feet, you see no profit, no benefit, and no real future spawning from this venture.  Though Alex sees a rich future for the company and is obsessed with his quest.  The fort life has been looking attractive for some time now.

After a long and unproductive evening of attempted communication, you join the rest of the crew and attempt to have a good rest.

You are awakened suddenly from your sleep by the chief to cure his son.  You and Alex go to look in on him and it seems as though half of the town is there as well.  It turns out he has something wrong with his stomach so Alex gives him two drops of Turlington’s Balsam on a piece of sugar.  It seems to remedy things almost immediately.  There is great excitement and exhortations of divine greatness.

You are then taken to another patient who has highly infectious boils on his back and legs.  You are repulsed by the sight of the clammy skin pockmarked with bumps exploding with white, sticky liquid.  The flesh on this person seems ready to just fall off, nothing holding it on the torso but a thin layer of decaying, translucent skin.  Alex gives the gelatinous figure the same remedy with somewhat less spectacular results.

Roasted salmon is served for breakfast and the crew eats ravenously.  Alex is presented with a blue garment that is decorated with brass buttons and another of a flowered cotton which must have been Spanish, it is trimmed with a leather fringe after the fashion of their own cloaks.  You had heard that the Spaniards had been along the Pacific Coast, so this is a good sign; however, this is the first sign you have seen of their presence.  Your attempts to ascertain the origins of the garment are fruitless as it appears to have passed hands on several occasions.

After breakfast you visit the decaying human to find he is being moved by several men from the village bearing axes, wood, and lighting implements.  The group is somberly moving toward the bush.

At noon you prepare to enter a forty-five foot cedar canoe that you’ve borrowed on the insistence of the Chief.  It is four feet wide, and three and a half feet in depth. This is not a river boat.  It is black and decorated with white figures of fish of different kinds.  The gunwale, fore and aft, is inlaid with the teeth of the sea-otter.  It very much resembles the description given by Captain Cook in his journals of the previous decade.  Alex is excited.

As you prepare the canoe with your supplies, you are asked to leave your packs on the shore.  You are also asked to leave all tools behind as well.  You protest but it becomes clear that if you want to use the canoe, if you want to travel on the water away from the village, that you are going to have to comply.  You store your provisions under the canoes you arrived in and ensure they are securely stored.

The Natives tell the story of Captain Cook’s arrival with great excitement and awe and then you enter the canoe to leave with the Chief’s son, seemingly recovered, as Alex’s personal guide and escort.  

Alex seems agitated and to be looking for something under the old canoes.  One of the axes is missing from the packs you were forced to leave on the shore.  Alex turns to the Chief and demands its return.  The Chief denies that it is missing.  The two stare into each other’s eyes and you begin to feel very nervous.

“We want our axe back and we are not leaving until we have it!” demanded Alex.

“Axe?” was the response he got with a quizzical look.

You do not know what the problem is; you have a lot of axes.  Why is Alex making a big deal of this at this point?  The rushed dismissal of the day before is still fresh in your mind and this seems like a foolish and very dangerous exercise.

“Do I have to search this entire village in order to get our property back?” asks Alex.

“Search?” replied the chief.

“I know you understand me,” stated Alex.  “Where is our axe?” he asks emphatically, making chopping motions with his hands and arms.

“Ah, axe,” responds the Chief as if suddenly understanding and he sends someone to a building.

On the return of the Native with an old axe fashioned out of wood and chipped stone, Alex looks as though he is ready to burst.

“Not your axe!  I want our axe!”

“Axe?” said the puzzled chief pointing to the axe he recently ordered brought.

You are getting very nervous and the crew shares your apprehension.

Just then, 25 Natives arrive from the village to the beach.  Alex orders everyone out of the canoes and informs the chief that you are going nowhere until the missing axe is returned.

The chief looks around and scoffs.  He gives a nod to one of his sons who produces the axe in question from under the chief’s canoe.  With a shrug the chief gives it to Alex and turns his back.  You embark on the next leg of our journey with adrenaline running and your axe returned to your gear on the shore.

As you proceed down the ever widening river, you are amazed by the richness of smells in the air.  The breathing is easy and clean, but there are layers of odors that give a pleasant texture to the air.  The thick pungency of the underbrush warming in the sun melds with the salt breeze coming from open water.  The river is flowing gently and you soon arrive at a house on the insistence of your guides. You are greeted with roast salmon which you graciously accept and genuinely enjoy.

After exchanging gifts to ensure continued friendly receptions, you get back into your canoe, with the others, and continue your journey west.  Quickly you come across another house and are greeted with an exquisite trough of mixed berries.  There are huckleberries, blackberries, salmon berries, strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, and several others you have not encountered before.  The trough is made of inlaid wood meticulously joined so as to appear seamless.

The river begins to branch into equally flowing arms making navigation extremely difficult.  As you take one branch it immediately breaks into several more and so on until you become quite disoriented and are forced to rely fully on your guides.

Along the river you encounter many Natives dragging nets through the water to gather fish.  At the next village you exchange the large canoe for two smaller ones in order to stay current with the conditions of the location.  Very shortly thereafter you encounter a cascade and Alex orders the canoes to the shore where he disembarks with you and orders the canoes to shoot the cascade.  This being done, you rejoin the canoes at the bottom.

The rest of the day involves getting increasingly strong odors from the increasingly heavy air.  Seemingly the salt water is immanent.  The anticipation in the crew is palpable and the excitement contagious.  Finally, the ocean is in sight.  Your quest is successfully over.  You peer out to the seagull filled fog and a thrill runs down your spine.  On the shore you see a village and are directed to it.  All you want to do is to go to the sea shore and revel in your accomplishment; however, requests such as these are not to be ignored.

The village is more run-down than the others you have frequented along your journeys and the salmon produced is not as richly prepared.  Your reception is not as warm as at previous villages and there is an intangible tension pervading the air.


Your excitement at your arrival is thwarted when the fog lifts and you see the opposite shore not far away.  You sleep restlessly in an abandoned house.


The Natives do not understand why you need to proceed further as you are on the coast of the ocean.  They do not understand that an arm that thrusts deep into the interior is not sufficient, that you need to get to the main body of water.  Confused and not a little hurt, they provide you with ocean going canoes and send you on your way.


As you paddle down the inlet the air is filled with bald eagles and sea gulls floating on the air currents.  The eagles effortlessly hold their position in the air moving up and down with the air currents, seemingly without moving a feather.  The seagulls, squawking the whole time, play in the currents, gliding peacefully between fits of flight necessary for regaining their positions after each miscalculation.  The water has many sea otters and porpoises frolicking in it and miscellaneous sea birds floating on top, with the occasional dive to examine the sub-marine environment.  As the afternoon progresses, the swells coming along the channel get increasingly large and begin to pose many problems.  Alex asks you what you think and your response confirms his thoughts.


“We’ll put into shore here,” he says.


The Indian guides do not agree.  They identify a small island at the mouth of a river on the other side of the channel.  Alex looks at you and you shrug.


“We’ll put into shore over there,” he says indicating the island.


After setting up camp, you realize that the river that empties at the island is full of salmon.


The two Native guides you have are seemingly agitated and anxious to leave.  They do not articulate this, however, you sense it.  Not long after, one of the guides makes an attempt to leave.  You and the other guide, the chief’s son, chase after him.


As you run through the woods, branch after branch stinging your face, you wonder why you are doing this.  Is your plan to chain the guide to prevent further escape?  Are you going to beat him for insubordination?  You get slapped by another branch that you did not see and can feel the wet sting of a welt on your cheek just below your right eye.  Watching for the next branch you stumble over a rock and fall flat on your face.  You look through the underbrush and realize that it is so dense that all someone would have to do is lie down in it to avoid detection and they would never be found.


You hear your co-pursuer call and hurry to your feet and run to join him.  He has caught the escapee and the two are making their way back to the camp.  When you arrive at the camp, Alex gives the escapee some gifts and sends him on his way.  He also gives the chief’s son some gifts and allows him to leave as well.


“Why did you do that?” you ask incredulously.


“What are my options?” replied Alex.


“I don’t know, but we need their help.”


“Why?  We know where the ocean lies.  We know how to get there.  We have supplies.  How is keeping two agitated Indians going to help us?”


“Why are they so agitated?” you ask.


“I don’t know.  I know that they were pretty adamant that we not leave that last village, but I don’t know what that was all about.  I tried to get some information from the chief, but all he said was that we were far enough and any more could cause us some trouble.”


“Any idea what he meant by trouble?” you ask.


“Could be anything.  If these swells are any indication, it could be that the ocean here is rather fierce and they are a river based group.  Or it could mean that insatiable curiosity is dangerous,” he said with a chuckle.


You laugh at this too, but it is a nervous laugh.  Just then you hear a rustling in the bush and quickly the two of you take cover.


Out of the woods comes the chief’s son bearing a porcupine.  Alex greets him warmly and enquires after the porcupine.  The Native indicates he caught it for the men and would like to prepare it for them.  He sets to cleaning it and then slowly roasts it over our fire: porcupine rotisserie style. 


When it is cooked he offers Alex the first piece and you the second.  The taste is different than you expected.  It does not taste of game or fowl; rather it tastes of a combination of cod and horse meat.  After the feast you retire to go to sleep while others work at finishing the remaining morsels from the carcass.


You have a fitful night and awake ahead of everyone else.  You are not sure what it is, but you have a strange feeling about today.  As you stroll along the beach you think of the events of the past 10 months.  Wow!  Was it only 10 months ago that you left Fort Chepewyan?  The time has gone quickly in retrospect; however, there were sure some times when time moved not one bit.  Who would have thought you would be second in command of the first European expedition to travel by land across North America?


The ocean is gently lapping against the rocky beach and there is a mist over the channel.  Three eagles sit on rocks idly watching you as you walk along the shore.  Several seagulls squawk as they repeatedly pick up clams, climb to great heights and drop them onto the rocks.  One seagull, after dropping his clam is unable to find it again.  Another has her clam stolen before it can be retrieved causing a great cacophonous commotion.  An otter has its head out of the water with an urchin clenched between its claws.  You see some shells on the underside of a rock and go to investigate.  You discover the blue-black mussels are plentiful and take your coat off to collect some.  The mist tastes good.


Back in the camp people are starting to stir.  You get the fire going and put a pot of salt water on to steam the mussels.  As they cook people emerge from their various sleeping arrangements – under trees, in trees, in bushes, in the lee of rocks – and gather around the fire.  As the mussels open, one hand or another reach in to take the one opened for eating.


Suddenly someone yells a warning.  Immediately you all look to the channel and see three boats emerging from the mist.  The boats are fully laden and the Natives in them do not look like a friendly welcoming party.  You help gather the camp hurriedly and place people strategically around a rock on the isthmus to maximize your defensive position.


The Native canoes approach menacingly slowly and hover off shore.


Alex goes out to the person who seems to be in charge and introduces himself with a gift.  The agitated Native casts it aside.


“Macuba!”  he yells accusingly, “Macuba!”


“What’s he saying?” Alex asks the chief’s son through your interpreter.


After a brief, passionate exchange, the interpreter responds, “He says, Macuba, Bensins.”


“What is he wanting of us and who or what are Macuba and Bensins?” Alex persists.


More passionate discussion and your guide answers, “He is says big ship, Macuba.”  The interpreter hits himself on the back with a stick and then adds, “Bensins.  Where they are?”


“Tell him I have no idea what he is talking about.”


The message is transferred and the Native’s anger seems to increase.  Through the interpreter he asks what your plans are.


“We are leaving here immediately and are making our way to the Pacific Ocean,” Alex explains, standing stiffly upright.  Once this is translated twice, the Native leader looks even more puzzled as your interpreters try to explain as best they can, shrugging a lot when indicating your group.


The Native leader insists that several of his crew accompany you and that the chief’s son and your key interpreter, go with him.  Alex has no choice but to comply.


As you head out into the channel one canoe leads while the other two escort you on either flank.  Your crew is obviously agitated and the spiders are active in your solar plexus.  


You travel like this for several hours, the air noticeably cooling.  You are met by another canoe bearing two Natives.  They insist you travel to their village.  Alex declines but the guide canoes indicate that this is not an option.  An insistent boy graphically tells you a story, which you understand none of but the words “Macuba” and “Bensins” and what you suppose is a flying explosion.


Again, Alex declines the invitation and, as if on cue, ten canoes carrying between three and six men each, round the corner and inform you that you are expected at their village.  Alex finally turns to you and the rest of the crew and intimates his fears of violence and orders all men to be on guard.


As you approach the village Alex sights a strong defensive position.   You go on shore and are met by a group of Natives who make it very clear this is the end of your journey.  You are to go no further.  Alex attempts negotiation but all he gets is that this is to be the end of your trail.  Alex, harshly orders you and the rest of the crew to re-enter the canoes.  The Natives in the canoes that escorted you in do likewise.  You leave the shore and Alex looks around deliberately.  You know that the day is old and that traveling anywhere at this point would be futile.  The Native canoes form a barricade to the west of you, effectively preventing your progress.  Alex orders your canoes to the land he cited on arrival to the village and you begin to proceed.  Your progress is prevented by two large, well-manned canoes.  Alex indicates, with not a little verbal force, that you are going to set camp on the shore and will leave in the morning.   As your canoes proceed the blockage clears slightly allowing a very narrow channel directly to the shore.


The Natives stay close at hand, making menacing noises and gestures but not one of them moves to take the position.  As the sun sets the Native boats begin to leave.  Puzzled by this advent, Alex sets up watches throughout the night and the two of you repose to discuss your plans for escape.  Alex is obviously thinking of ways to finish his obsessive quest.


After this discussion the two of you decide to get an idea of exactly where you are and what the surroundings offer.  Together you trudge through the thick underbrush and quickly become aware that the open Pacific Ocean is just over the crest of the hill.  Alex is ecstatic, well as ecstatic as he allows himself to be, but you can see it in his eyes.


“Ay, well we made it then didn’t we,” he says to you, the left side of his mouth curling slightly.


“Yes Alex, we made it,” you say with no shortage of resigned relief.


He mixes vermilion and melted grease, which he’d been carrying with him, and writes: “Alexander Mackenzie, from Canada, by land, the twenty-second of July, one thousand seven hundred and ninety-three.”  And with that you return to camp and inform the rest of your crew.  Immediately they begin whooping and hollering and head over the hill to see for themselves in the ever darkening night.


The night is fitful due to the excitement of achieving your goal and the trepidation of what tomorrow will bring.


The next morning two seals pop their heads out of glass calm water as two canoes cut their way towards the camp.  Immediately everyone gets into position to ward of the imminent attack.


“Do not shoot until I give the order,” Alex says checking his gun to ensure it is ready to work.  With that he moves toward the shore to meet with the intruders.  Your sole remaining guide walks with him and through the tense discussion, full of miscues, it becomes clear that they want to trade otter skins and boiled seal.  Alex allows them to come on shore but cautions you to keep an eye on them.


The men are hungry so they pay an exorbitant price for the seal flesh, but both parties are highly satisfied.  Alex lights a lantern and this very much impresses the Natives and they ask for a bit of touchwood.  Alex offers them several and begins attempting civil communication with them, through your guide.


According to the traders as interpreted by your guides, the Natives in the area are “as plentiful as mosquitoes and of a very malignant character” and not pleased by your intrusion.  This concurs with the information you had received from your welcome the evening before and by necessity hastens your departure.  The crew is panic stricken but Alex shows no sign of fear at all.  A peaceful calm has come over him.  This helps to calm the fears of the rest of you.  Once the canoes are loaded, hastily, you begin the long journey back to Fort Chepewyan.  What ten months earlier was but a fanciful dream had been accomplished and you are one of the few to accomplish it.  You leave, proud of your accomplishment but somewhat let down that you were not able to savour the achievement.

Chapter Three

With that Jordan turned to Taylor and asked, “Who or what are ‘Macuba’ and ‘Bensins’?”


“I don’t know,” she replied, “maybe Dad will know.”


“Dad, who or what are ‘Macuba’ and ‘Bensins’?” asked Taylor.


“I have no idea what you are talking about,” he replied.


“In the story we just read the Natives were talking about a ‘Macuba’ and a ‘Bensins’ who were somehow involved in something that agitated the natives considerably.”


“I don’t know, are their any tribes by such names?  Was anyone else in the area at the time?  What else do you have to work with?” he asked.


“Well, they did ask Mackenzie who these two were, so could we assume that they were probably Native guides?” asked Jordan.


“If they were, the Native guides they had would have known of them.  Could they have been other explorers like Fraser or Thompson?” replied Taylor.


“I don’t think so, they were on the coast and these natives had to have seen this ‘Macuba’ and ‘Bensins’ personally to be so agitated,” said Jordan.  “Fraser and Thompson were in the Interior and even then not for a few more years.”


“Fraser was out here in 1805 or so and Thompson was a few years later than that,” said Taylor.  


“Well, who else was on the coast at the time?” asked Jordan.


“I don’t know,” responded Taylor, “Cook was ten years earlier when he came out with Vancouver.”


“Vancouver, when did he come out?” asked Jordan puzzled.


“I don’t know,” replied Taylor, “Dad, do you know?”


“Well, you could look it up,” he said.


“Of course we could, but you could also tell us and save us the time,” said Taylor twirling her hair around her index finger.


“I could if I knew,” he said, not entirely impervious to his daughter’s charm.


“1793, on the North Coast,” their mother called from the other room.  “He and Menzies were in the Bella Coola area in the summer of 1793.”


“Vancouver and Menzies?” repeated Taylor.


“Vancouver ‘Macuba’; Menzies ‘Bensins’.  Could it be?” asked Jordan.


“Well the dates fit,” said Taylor, ‘and the names are plausible.”


“They were in the Bella Coola area 3 days before Mackenzie and Mackay.  The story is that, for some minor indiscretion, Vancouver fired on the Natives and Menzies hit him in the back with the broadside of his sword.”  Their mother said as she entered the room.   “However, there is a lot of conflicting evidence regarding that incident.”


“Cool,” said Taylor. “This is a neat book.  Thanks Mom.”


“No problem, just be careful with it.”


“You bet,” said Jordan.  “Do you want to read the next story?” he asked Taylor.


“Sure.”
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