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Chapter	One
Perplexed

For	three	days	incessant	rain	soaks	our	defensive	position.	Heavy	cloud	cover	prevents	air
support	and	supply	replenishment.	It	is	1968,	and	a	company	of	Viet	Cong	infantry	has	our
platoon	pinned	down	in	a	field	of	tall	grass.	Heavy	rain	flattens	the	grass	causing	loss	of
natural	camouflage,	with	intermittent	incoming	fire	from	the	jungle’s	fringe.	We	anticipate
an	assault	when	the	rain	ceases.	Reinforcements	are	staged	to	come	in	via	chopper	when
cloud	 cover	 clears.	 Four	 heavily	 armed	 Apache	 helicopter	 gunships	 will	 precede	 troop
carriers	using	high	firepower	Gatling	gun	armament	to	strafe	the	VC	line.	Our	platoon	is
in	survival	mode.	Foxholes	 fill	with	water	adding	misery.	We	have	 five	bodies	of	 fallen
comrades,	and	two	body	bags.	Exposed	bodies	are	covered	with	ponchos.	The	anguish	of
this	scene	forms	an	apocalyptic	mood	as	fear	and	anxiety	consumes	us	like	voodoo	dolls
being	pierced	with	needles	of	evil	and	hate,	which	are	prominent	features	of	war.

The	rain	stopped,	and	the	first	wave	of	Viet	Cong	advanced.	We	returned	intense	fire
inflicting	 heavy	 losses	 on	 the	 VC	 troops	 and	 they	 retreated	 to	 the	 jungle’s	 cover.	 Our
ammunition	supply	has	dwindled	creating	apprehension	to	withstand	a	second	assault.

Clouds	 clear,	 and	 the	 sound	 of	 chopper	 blades	 offers	 respite	 as	 Apache	 gunships
approach.	

The	Apache	pilots	pinpoint	 the	enemy	line	and	respond	 immediately.	They	deliver	a
fierce	wall	 of	 fire,	 hover	 and	 then	move	 laterally	 to	gain	 effectiveness	 in	 an	 impressive
display	of	firepower.	After	the	Apache	barrage	low	flying	prop	driven	fighter	planes	drop
napalm	 on	 the	 enemy	 position.	After	 the	 napalm	 barrage	 three	 troop	 carrier	 helicopters
land	in	the	clearing	with	a	fresh	platoon	of	infantry	and	ammunition.	Platoon	leaders	meet,
and	 the	 two	 units	move	 forward	 to	 exterminate	VC	 survivors.	Troop	 carrier	 helicopters
evacuate	 our	 dead	 and	 wounded.	 The	 stench	 of	 death,	 mixed	 with	 the	 horrid	 odor	 of
smoldering	napalm	is	unbearable.	I	long	for	this	war	to	end,	and	to	leave	Vietnam	forever.

Prior	to	the	war	I	lived	at	home	with	my	parents	in	a	small	mid-western	town	and	my
life	was	stereotypically	attached	to	family,	school	and	social	activities.	I	planned	to	enter
college	when	my	draft	number	interfered.	Thoughts	wander	in	a	swarm	of	confusion.	I	am
perplexed,	plagued	in	a	haze	of	uncertainty.

War’s	 reality	 bears	 no	 resemblance	 to	 what	 is	 commonly	 presented,	 which	 falsely
portrays	images	of	glory.	Heroism	occurs	in	combat	zones,	but	no	glory	exists.	War	offers
only	horror	in	its	highest	form.	Governments	generate	wars	and	young	soldiers	die	by	the
thousands	 as	 sacrificial	 pawns	 in	 a	 political	 chess	 match	 played	 by	 corrupt	 politicians
gathered	 in	 smoke	 filled	 rooms	 posturing	 in	 characteristic,	 historic	 repetitive	 cycles
motivated	by	ambitions	of	conquest.	What	I	have	witnessed	during	this	war	has	altered	my
view	of	humanity	in	recognition	of	a	species	gone	mad,	as	it	drives	toward	senseless	self-
destruction	void	of	worthy	purpose	and	yields	only	death	and	misery.

Our	platoon	was	flown	back	to	the	marshalling	area	and	it	was	announced	those	who
served	over	fourteen	months	in	Vietnam	would	be	deployed	back	to	the	US.	The	war	was



winding	down	and	the	US	will	soon	abandon	efforts	 to	quell	North	Vietnam	aggression.
American	 Political	 impasses	 have	 unraveled	 support	 influenced	 from	 antiwar	 protests.	
American	citizens	recognized	this	war’s	futility	and	its	dubious	purpose.	

Mixed	emotions	consumed	me	with	self-reproach	and	uncertainty.	I	am	tormented	by
memories.	 I	 experienced	multiple	 firefights	 and	 never	wounded	but	my	mind	 and	 spirit
were	wounded	badly.	I	lost	good	friends,	and	their	faces	flash	in	a	nightmare	of	grief	and
sadness.	

I	 am	without	 a	 plan.	What	will	 I	 do?	Where	will	 I	 go	 after	 discharge?	 I	 crave	 new
direction	and	isolation	from	crowds.	Cities	emulate	war	zones	and	reek	with	crime	and	the
stench	of	polluted	air	with	ceaseless	noise.	Humanity	moves	on	a	convoluted	trek	like	a
sauntering,	massive	organism	aimlessly	wandering	within	a	self-created	snarl	of	gridlock.
I	want	no	part	of	urban	life.	

Seated	next	to	me	on	the	plane	was	my	friend	William	Sawyer,	our	platoon’s	medic.
William	 saved	 lives	 in	 battle	 zones,	 stitched	up	 severe	wounds,	 administered	morphine,
and	was	highly	respected	by	everyone.	William	is	a	Quaker,	a	conscientious	objector,	and
refused	to	carry	arms	but	was	in	the	thick	of	battle	during	his	entire	tour	in	Vietnam.

As	we	approached	San	Francisco	I	asked	William,	“What’re	your	thoughts,	Bill?”

“Well,	Ezra,	I’m	unsure.	Of	course,	getting	out	of	Nam	is	a	blessing.	Not	being	killed
or	wounded	is	a	miracle,	we	beat	the	odds	you	know,”	William	said.	

“I	do	know.	I	feel	I’ve	been	spiritually	guided.	I	loved	those	guys	we	lost,	and	they’re
a	constant	in	my	thoughts,”	I	responded.

“Me,	too,”	William	said.

The	Golden	Gate	Bridge	came	into	view	and	I	felt	a	 tingle	of	joy.	My	despair	found
momentarily	 relief	 returning	 home	 from	 a	 brutal	 war.	 This	 war	 caused	 metamorphosis
inflicting	a	featureless	sensation,	sickened	by	what	I	witnessed.

The	 plane	was	 at	 capacity	with	 uniformed	 soldiers.	 Some	 on	 crutches	with	missing
limbs,	and	all	cheered	as	the	plane	touched	down.	Everyone	was	ecstatic.

As	we	disembarked	the	plane	no	bands	were	playing	or	welcome	home	signs.	We	were
warriors	returning	from	a	horrid,	unpopular	war.	Just	outside	the	gate	was	a	table	covered
with	 small,	 brown	paper	 sacks	 surrounded	by	young	men	 and	women	wearing	 “hippie”
garb	and	males	with	hair	as	long	as	females.	As	we	passed	the	table	they	flashed	the	peace
sign.	We	assumed	these	sacks	contained	token	gifts	of	gratitude	for	our	personal	sacrifice.
One	soldier,	missing	a	leg	and	on	crutches,	wandered	over	to	the	table	and	picked	up	one
of	 the	 sacks.	 Inside	 each	 sack	 was	 dog	 shit	 with	 a	 note	 stating,	 “Welcome	 home	 baby
killers.”	 The	 disabled	 soldier	 threw	 the	 sack	 down	 and	 yelled	 at	 the	 hippies,	 “You
worthless	assholes	have	no	clue	what	we’ve	been	through.”

One	of	the	male	hippies	flashed	the	peace	sign	and	another	soldier	grabbed	this	hippie
by	 the	 scruff	 of	 his	 neck	 prepared	 to	 teach	 this	 fool	 a	 lesson.	William	pulled	 him	back
saying,	“He’s	not	worth	the	effort.”	The	soldier	then	swiped	the	sacks	onto	the	floor	then
stood	staring	at	the	hippies	in	defiance	daring	them	to	respond.



This	 experience	 exposed	 a	 loss	 of	 empathy,	 which	 has	 suffused	 American	 social
composition.	We	were	exposed	to	horrors	of	war	and	this	event	represented	our	welcome
home	 greeting.	 How	 can	 I	 discover	 bliss	 and	 meaningful	 direction	 if	 I	 follow	 current
social	drift?	

William	and	 I	were	assigned	 to	 the	same	unit	and	 told	we	would	be	discharged	 in	a
month.	 We	 weren’t	 given	 specific	 duties.	 In	 the	 interim	 we	 reflected	 Vietnam	 and
discussed	our	future.

William	will	return	to	Quaker	life	in	Pennsylvania,	and	I	will	visit	my	parents	in	Ohio
to	formulate	a	plan.	Our	minds	were	haunted	with	memories	of	war’s	barbarity.	

It	was	joyful	to	return	home.	My	room	was	exactly	as	I	left	it.	My	parents,	Joseph	and
Martha,	 are	 the	 best	 anyone	 could	 ever	 have.	 They	 are	 hard	 workers	 and	 dedicated	 to
follow	 a	 path	 of	 honesty	 creating	 a	 quality	 life.	 During	 my	 experiences	 in	 Vietnam	 I
thought	of	my	parents	often,	my	room,	and	my	youth.

“Ezra,	we’re	 thankful	you	 survived	 this	 terrible	war.	We	neither	 can	 imagine	 scenes
you	 witnessed.	 You	 must	 redirect	 your	 life	 and	 seek	 methods	 of	 tempering	 horrid
memories,”	Joe	said.

“Thanks,	 Dad,”	 I	 responded,	 “it’s	 all	 I	 think	 about.	 Memories	 of	 friends	 lost	 are
unshakeable.	 I	 seek	 emotional	 healing.	 It	 feels	 good	 to	 be	 home,	 but	 I	 feel	 a	 sense	 of
wanderlust.”

“You’re	welcome	to	remain	as	long	as	you	desire.	We’re	delighted	to	have	you	back
with	us.	We	missed	you	so	much,”	Martha	said.

“Mom,	 I	 thought	 of	 you	 and	Dad	 every	 day.	 I	 need	 time	 to	 gather	 thoughts.	Home
allows	 opportunity	 to	 discover	 new	 purpose	 and	 direction.	 I’m	 fortunate	 to	 be	 alive,”	 I
said.

Days	slipped	by,	and	I	felt	fortunate	and	comfortable	with	my	loving	parents.	I	spent
time	at	 the	 library,	and	developed	 fascination	 for	Alaska.	 I	 read	stories	written	by	 those
influenced	by	the	beauty	and	adventures	Alaska	offered.	It	was	exciting	to	contemplate	as
I	read	various	descriptions	of	those	inspired	to	live	in	Alaska.	

Combat	 pay	 in	Nam	 allowed	me	 to	 save	 ten	 thousand	 dollars.	 I	 discussed	with	my
parents	a	desire	 to	visit	Alaska.	They	agreed	 I	 should	pursue	 this.	Even	 if	my	visit	was
short,	it	might	offer	value	toward	my	future.



Chapter	Two
Isabelle

I	 scheduled	 a	 flight	 to	 Fairbanks,	 and	 found	 a	 small	 apartment	 to	 begin	my	 sojourn.	 I
bought	a	newspaper	and	scanned	want	ads.	One	ad	caught	my	attention.	“Elderly	widow
seeks	a	young	man	 to	do	house	 repairs	 and	 stack	 firewood.”	The	address	was	nearby.	 I
located	 the	modest	 frame	house	about	a	half	hour’s	walk	 from	my	apartment.	A	bright-
eyed	elderly	woman	answered	the	door	using	a	cane.

I	greeted	her,	“Good	morning,	I’m	Ezra	Carter,	and	I’ve	just	arrived	in	Fairbanks.	I’m
a	Vietnam	War	veteran	and	read	your	newspaper	ad	for	assistance	with	household	chores.”

“Good	morning,	glad	you	came.	I’m	Isabelle	Macintyre;	I	need	help	with	a	few	things.
Come	in,	I’ll	make	coffee	and	explain,”	she	answered.

Isabelle	was	untypically	beautiful	for	her	age	with	blue	eyes	and	a	captivating	smile.
Her	modest	house	was	in	perfect	order	emanating	comfort.	 Isabelle	made	coffee	and	we
sat	at	her	kitchen	table.

“I’m	able	perform	most	chores	but	certain	tasks	are	a	bit	too	much.	I	purchased	a	load
of	firewood	and	it	needs	stacked.	Also	the	porch	stairs	need	a	few	new	boards.	I	can	pay
twenty-five	dollars	a	day	for	your	assistance,”	she	said.

“I’ll	help	you	with	whatever	you	need.	It’s	a	pleasure	 to	meet	you.	I	was	discharged
from	the	army	after	the	war	and	stayed	with	my	parents	in	Ohio	for	a	while.	I’m	seeking
new	direction.	I’ve	read	all	I	could	about	Alaska,	and	am	impressed	with	what	I	learned.”

I	commenced	to	perform	Isabelle’s	assignments.	She	had	lumber	in	her	shed	and	tools.
I	completed	the	two	jobs	in	a	few	hours.	Isabelle	was	pleased,	made	lunch,	and	we	shared
conversation.

“Do	you	have	specific	plans?”	Isabelle	asked.

“No,	no	sure	what	 I’ll	do,	or	where	 I’ll	 end	up.	 I	 saved	my	money	during	my	army
experience.	If	I	run	out	of	money	and	can’t	find	work,	I’ll	probably	return	to	my	parent’s
house	in	Ohio.”	I	said.

“You	have	the	vigor	of	youth”,	Isabelle	said	with	a	smile.	“Alaska	could	be	a	good	fit.
My	husband	Fred	and	I	purchased	this	house	thirty	years	ago.	Fred	was	an	extraordinary
man.	 Our	 life	 together	 could	 not	 have	 been	 better.	 We	 arrived	 in	 Alaska	 in	 1927	 and
ventured	up	the	Tanana	River	to	stake	a	gold	claim	on	a	tributary	creek	seventy-five	miles
upstream	from	Fairbanks.	We	built	a	small	cabin	and	lived	year	round	at	our	claim	for	the
first	five	years.	We	worked	the	claim	in	summer	and	mined	enough	gold	to	maintain	living
costs	and	save	a	bit.	We	eventually	bought	 this	house	spending	winters	here.	We	used	a
big	johnboat	with	an	outboard	motor	and	commuted	to	the	claim	in	spring	and	returned	to
Fairbanks	each	 fall.	We	had	one	child,	a	girl,	Shannon.	She’s	a	biology	professor	at	 the
University	 of	Alaska	 and	 visits	 from	 time	 to	 time.	 She	 spent	 her	 summers	 growing	 up
working	with	us	at	the	claim,	and	she’s	quite	an	amazing	young	woman.”



I	was	entranced	as	I	listened	to	Isabelle’s	description	of	her	life.

“Isabelle,	you’ve	had	a	wonderful	life,”	I	said.

Isabelle	paused,	and	 then	said,	 “It’s	 sure	been	 fun.	Now	I’m	facing	 the	challenge	of
aging.	I’m	appreciative	of	your	help.	Where	are	you	living?”

“It’s	a	small	apartment	about	a	half	hour’s	walk	from	your	house,”	I	said.

“I	have	a	thought.	You	can	stay	at	the	cabin	at	our	claim;	do	a	few	repairs	on	the	cabin
then	return	and	live	with	me	during	winter	months	to	assist	me	day-to-day.	Our	old	boat	is
in	good	shape,	and	it’s	stored	near	the	river.	The	outboard	needs	serviced	and	I’ll	give	you
a	map	 to	 the	 claim,	 and	 also	 detail	 the	 claim	 to	 pinpoint	where	most	 gold	 deposits	 are
located.	 You	 can	 work	 the	 claim	 for	 income.	 We	 built	 an	 elevated	 cache	 and	 the
woodstove	is	the	best.	You’ll	need	a	new	chainsaw;	our	old	one	is	worn	out.	You’ll	also
need	 Alaskan	 winter	 clothing	 when	 you	 return.	 Fairbanks	 is	 very	 cold	 during	 winter
months.”

I	couldn’t	believe	my	ears.

Elated,	 I	 said,	 “Isabelle,	 you’re	 a	 saint.	 I’d	 love	 to	 give	 this	 a	 try.	 I’ll	 help	 you	 any
manner	I’m	able.	You’re	more	golden	than	the	gold	you	and	Fred	mined.”

Isabelle’s	 smile	 returned,	 and	 she	 said,	 “I’ll	write	 instructions	 to	 guide	 you	 on	 your
venture	upriver.	Your	largest	risk	is	you’ll	be	alone	and	cannot	summon	help.	The	nearest
human	contact	is	a	native	settlement	twenty	miles	upstream	on	the	Tanana	River.

“Oh,	how	I	miss	those	wonderful	days	when	Fred	was	alive	and	we	were	young.	It’s
beyond	description.	Few	ever	attain	 the	bliss	we	shared.	 Interior	Alaska	displays	double
exposure	 and	 is	 among	 the	 most	 challenging	 places	 on	 our	 planet	 to	 live;	 yet,	 offers
glorious	connection	to	life	that	words	fail	to	capture.	It’s	a	necessity	to	integrate	with	the
wilderness,	 it	 gives	 no	 quarter,	 and	 one	 must	 adjust	 to	 appreciate	 its	 splendor,	 which
returns	 indefinable	 joys.	You’ll	 become	 connected	 to	 nature	 and	 feel	 its	 intimacy	 in	 an
embrace	with	our	Earth	not	found	in	cities.”

I	 was	 speechless,	 as	 I	 searched	 for	words.	 Isabelle’s	 life	 symbolized	 substance	 few
achieve.	I	felt	bonded	to	Isabelle.	It	was	a	magical	sensation	and	a	sudden	surge	of	energy
came	 upon	 me	 as	 war’s	 misery	 and	 my	 angst	 toward	 humanity	 dissipated.	 Isabelle’s
proposal	dominated	my	thoughts.	

“Isabelle,”	 I	 finally	 said,	 “your	 description	 excites	me.	 I	 feel	 I	 can	 do	 this	 and	 the
horrors	I	experienced	in	combat	may	prove	beneficial.	I’m	familiar	with	harsh	conditions.
War’s	 environment	 required	 adaptation	 to	 nature’s	 wrath.	 I’m	 so	 appreciative	 for	 this
opportunity.	I	assure	you	I’ll	do	my	best.”

Isabelle’s	eyes	sparkled.	She	went	to	the	stove,	retrieved	the	coffee	pot,	and	poured	me
a	fresh	cup.	

As	I	returned	to	my	apartment	I	was	in	a	trance.	My	thoughts	were	running	wild	as	I
contemplated	the	future.	I	was	enthused	as	I	approach	this	exciting	new	direction.	

The	 next	 day	 I	 visited	 Isabelle.	As	 promised,	 she	 handed	me	written	 directions	 and
instructions	related	to	the	river	trip	to	the	claim.	She	prepared	breakfast	and	I	experienced



my	first	Alaskan	sourdough	pancakes.

As	Isabelle	served	steaming	hot	pancakes,	she	said,	“Ezra,	your	upcoming	adventure
causes	 me	 vicarious	 connection	 reminiscent	 of	 those	 grand	 days	 when	 we	 worked	 the
claim.	I	clearly	visualize	the	times	I	shared	this	river	trip	with	Fred.	We	became	intimate
with	 Alaska’s	 wilderness.	 Over	 the	 course	 of	 time	we	 changed;	 osmosis	 occurred,	 and
directed	 us	 to	 a	 position	 in	 contradiction	 to	 crowded	 urban	 places.	 Cities	 display
detachment	 from	 Earth’s	 natural	 presence.	 The	 human	 spirit	 awakens	 its	 inner
consciousness	 when	 it	 reconnects	 to	 its	 natural	 roots.	 Over	 time,	 living	 at	 our	 claim
transformed	 us	 in	 synthesis	 with	 nature’s	 environment.	 You’ll	 experience	 this	 splendid
transformation	as	you	assimilate	to	Alaska’s	wilderness.”

Isabelle’s	packet	of	material	 included	a	topographical	map	of	the	river	indicating	the
location	of	the	tributary	creek	leading	to	the	claim.

“We	hunted	game	for	food	while	living	at	the	claim.	You’ll	need	a	good	rifle,	also	as
protection	from	Grizzly	bears	in	the	vicinity,”	Isabelle	said.

“Isabelle,	 you’re	 unable	 to	 relate	 to	my	Vietnam	 experience,	which	 involved	 killing
young	 Vietnamese	 soldiers	 and	 nearly	 being	 killed	 myself	 on	 many	 occasions.	 This
formed	 a	 psychological	 block	 prohibiting	 me	 to	 kill	 again.	 I	 do	 feel	 a	 need	 to	 protect
myself,	 and	 I’m	 aware	Grizzly	 bears	 are	 territorial	 and	 can	be	 dangerous.	 In	Vietnam	 I
carried	a	Colt	.45	automatic	pistol	in	addition	to	my	AR15	rifle	and	qualified	expert	with
both	weapons.	I’ll	purchase	a	Colt	.45	sidearm	as	personal	protection,	but	won’t	kill	game
if	 I	 can	 avoid	 it.	 I’ll	 stock	 enough	non-perishable	 foods.	 I’m	certain	 this	 is	 inconsistent
with	the	standard	of	Alaskan	bush	life.”

“Yes,	it’s	untypical,	as	all	I	have	known	used	hunting	and	fishing	for	food	acquisition.
Fred	and	I	also	consumed	rice	and	oatmeal,	baked	bread,	and	lots	of	sourdough	pancakes
with	wild	 arctic	 berries.	The	 season	 is	 too	 short	 for	 a	 garden.	Permafrost	 also	 prohibits
this.	I’ll	give	you	a	jar	of	sourdough	starter.	It	can	be	replenished	and	used	over	and	over
again.	It’s	a	popular	food	source	throughout	Alaska.”

I	 drove	 Isabelle’s	 car	 and	 she	 accompanied	 me	 to	 her	 boat’s	 storage	 facility	 and
introduced	me	 to	Harry	 Peterson,	 the	 owner.	 Harry	 also	 performed	 engine	work,	 and	 I
commissioned	him	to	service	the	motor	for	my	trip	upriver.	Isabelle	then	directed	me	to	a
local	native	woman,	a	master	furrier,	and	she	measured	me	for	arctic	clothing.	Fur	parka,
mittens,	pants	and	mukluks.	I	won’t	need	this	clothing	because	it	is	summer,	but	Isabelle
advised	I	order	them	now	for	use	during	winter	months.

We	went	 to	 a	 local	 gun	 shop	 and	 I	 purchased	 a	 Colt	 .45	 automatic	 sidearm.	 I	 also
bought	 a	 35mm	camera	 to	 record	my	 adventure	 and	 a	 pair	 of	 quality	 binoculars.	 I	will
continue	to	record	in	my	personal	journal.	Things	were	falling	in	place.

Isabelle	explained	in	the	tool	shed	at	 the	cabin	I	would	find	gold	panning	equipment
and	a	wooden	rocker	style	sluice	box	to	separate	black	sand	from	gravel,	which	is	where
gold	dust	and	nuggets	are	found.	Also,	hip	boots,	two	axes	and	a	hand	saw.	I	bought	a	new
chainsaw	 and	 five-gallon	 gasoline	 can	 for	 extra	 fuel	 for	 the	 motor	 and	 also	 for	 the
chainsaw.	The	motor	came	with	two	large	fuel	tanks.	The	boat	was	equipped	with	a	pair	of
oars	intended	to	navigate	downstream	back	to	Fairbanks	if	the	motor	failed.



Isabelle	invited	me	to	stay	at	her	house	while	I	tended	to	final	preparation	for	my	trip.
This	would	open	opportunity	for	continued	discussion	relative	to	challenges	ahead.	I	did
this,	 as	 it	was	of	 value	 to	gain	 as	much	knowledge	 as	 Isabelle	 could	 transmit.	She	 also
gave	me	a	photo	of	the	cabin	to	identify	it.

It	 was	 pure	 joy	 talking	 with	 Isabelle	 and	 I	 thought	 of	 Isabelle’s	 description	 of	 her
daughter	wondering	if	her	daughter	displayed	Isabelle’s	genes.	She	must	be	an	achiever	to
become	a	college	professor.	Isabelle	remained	vibrant	and	mentally	sharp.
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