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Speaki ng of Al aska

Witings about Al aska predate the purchase of its 587,878
square mles by the United States in March 1867 for 7.2
mllion dollars in gold, a sumthat works out to about two
cents an acre. \When the second Vitus Bering expedition |anded
on the Alaska islands in 1741, record-keepi ng Europeans were
generating docunents about what came to be called Russian
America, and the paper trail, which | have not followed there,
probably extends back into the vicinity of 1648, when Senen
Dezhnev sailed with a group of Russians through the strait
that |l ater took Bering’s nane. For the limted purposes of
this brief discussion, however, | will focus on various ways
in which the speeches and witings of a few influenti al
citizens of the United States, influential because of their
public positions or the prom nent publication of their remarks
or both, have treated Al aska verbally from 1867 to the
present.

This highly selective survey, which begins with speeches
by two major figures in the forging of the original purchase
agreenent and ends with testinony about drilling for oil in
the Arctic National WIldlife Refuge, makes no attenpt to
mai ntain generic purity or consistency in its sanples.
Political speech, congressional testinony, journalistic

writing, travel witing, nature witing, personal nmenoir,



private or public letter, official web site copy: all these
genres and sub-genres, often overlapping in the sanme docunent
or piece, potentially have sonething to tell us about how
peopl e have spoken about Al aska, as well as about the place of
Al aska in the m nds and i magi nati ons of those living in the
Lower Forty-eight, a very small percentage of whomw Il ever
visit the forty-ninth state but a very |arge percentage of
whom | ive and think and vote in ways that directly or
indirectly affect its air, water, |and, creatures, and people.
In a country that takes as its notto the Latin tag e pluribus
unum inevitably individual states will feel the effects of
actions and policies originating outside their borders, but
nowhere else in the United States does this peculiar situation
exi st in such an extreme, and highly publicized, form
Thirty-one years before the purchase of Al aska, Ral ph
Wal do Enerson published his little first book, Nature (1836),
and al though it makes good sense to invoke Emerson’s | egacy in
this context, since it passes to Henry David Thoreau, John
Burroughs, John Miuir, the Sierra Club, and others, | turn to
hi mnot for his help in thinking about the natural world,
whi ch he tended to see froman unremttingly anthropocentric
perspective, but for his help in organizing the different ways
peopl e speak about the natural world, in this case Al aska.
Whet her or not the various subheadi ngs he gave to his
ranmbl i ng, quasi-scientific, quasi-religious, quasi-
phi | osophi cal, quasi-poetical utterance illum nate the natural

world for us, many of his headings in fact do describe the



dom nant tendencies of various utterances about Alaska. In
what follows, then, | am proposing to take sonme of Emerson’s
categories as rhetorical guides, if not philosophical ones.
In particular, his four classes of what he calls the

“mul titude of uses” human bei ngs can make of nature in their
efforts to conprehend “the final cause” or purpose of the
world offer us a useful starting point. Enmerson’s four

cl asses are Commodity, Beauty, Language, and Discipline, and
t hough they slip and blur and overlap, they still can help us

sort and differentiate.

1. Sumer and Sewar d

“Under the general nanme of commodity, | rank all those
advant ages whi ch our senses owe to nature,” Emerson begins,
and it is under the dom nant sign of Commpdity that Charles
Summer’ s 164- page speech on “The Cession of Russian Anerica to
the United States,” delivered in its original and presumably
much shorter formto the Senate “on the Ratification of the
Treaty between the United States and Russia, April 9, 1867,”
sets out to describe Alaska.l Students of the Civil War may
remenber Summer as the abolitionist senator whose speech in

1856 pronpted Preston Brooks to beat him severely with a cane

IThe Works of Charles Summer (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1883),
Xl, 181. All subsequent references to this edition wll
appear in the text by page nunber, as they will to any other
after the first citation.



on the floor of the Senate. When he delivered his speech on
Al aska el even years later, and two years to the day after
Lee’s surrender to Grant at Apponmattox, he did so as Chairnman
of the Senate Conmmi ttee on Foreign Relations, having worked
closely with Secretary of State WIliam Seward to bring
negotiations with Russian M nister Edouard de Stoeckl to a
sati sfactory conclusion. For all the adm rably judicious
even- handedness of Summer’s speech, then, he clearly intended
to use it to persuade his colleagues to vote for ratification
of the agreenent.

Through its Latin root “commodity” inherits broad
connot ati ons of advantage or conveni ence, as Enerson’s use of
the termconfirns, and in his speech Sumer wor ks exhaustively
to convince his coll eagues of the abundant advantages Russi an
America will give the United States. These advantages fall
into two main categories. Most obvious, and at tines
overwhel m ng, are Sumer’s inventories of commpdities in the
narrower sense in which we now use the termto denote articles
of trade and comrerce. Beginning with “Advantages to the
Paci fic Coast” (216) and quickly noting the potential gains in
securing supplies of ice, fish, and furs, not to nention new
harbors from which to ship them Summer soon turns to the
inplications of the new territory for international trade:

“Not only does the treaty extend the coasting trade of
California, Oregon, and Washi ngton Territory northward, but it

al so extends the base of comrerce with China and Japan” (218).



What precisely are the commodities this trade and
comrer ce, whether donmestic or international, would involve?
Summer begins with a section on vegetable products, which
include tinmber, l|ater described as “forests of pine and fir
waiting for the axe” (346), and then turns to mnerals, first
anong themiron and copper, soon followed by “ochre, copper
pyrites, garnets, schorl, granite, schist, horn-stone, very
pure quartz, mca, plunbago, coal” (297). He adds silver and
|l ead and then turns to gold with the wy observati on,
especially notable in anticipation of the Klondi ke Gold Rush
to come thirty years later, “Gold is | ess inportant than coal,
but its discovery produces nore excitenment” (303). [If Sumer
had known of the existence of petroleumin Alaska, no doubt he
woul d have |isted black gold anong these advant ageous
commodities as well. Finally, after mnerals cone |ong
sections on furs (seventeen pages) and fisheries (twenty-four
pages) before a brief summary and a section on “What Renains
to be Done,” in which he proposes the nanme “Al aska” for the
new territory.

So much for the comopdities of commerce and trade, but
what of the other category, that of commvpdity as advant age
nore generally? 1In case the material riches of Al aska m ght
| eave his fell ow senators unpersuaded, Summer foll ows
“Advant ages to the Pacific Coast,” which he describes as
“Forenost in order, if not in inmportance” (216), with twelves
pages on the commpodity we now m ght call “national security,”

mar shal i ng his reasons under four headi ngs: “Extension of



Dom ni on,” “Extension of Republican Institutions,”
“Anticipation of Great Britain,” and “Amty of Russia.”
Emerson’s Nature includes no thoughts about vast areas of the
natural world serving human beings as strategic geopolitical
commodi ti es, perhaps because geopolitical strategy |ooked |ess
pressing to himin 1836 than it did to Sumer in 1867, perhaps
because Enerson’s mnd did not do its npbst productive thinking
in that area. Whatever the truth, Sumer’s sense of Al aska as
not nmerely a source of material commodities but also a source
of geopolitical advantage has antici pated both the
mlitarization of Alaska during Wrld War Two and the current
debate about drilling for oil to reduce the dependence of the
United States on countries with which its relations are
potentially volatile.

I n other words, although Sumer’s rum nations on, for
exanpl e, acquiring Alaska to contain British influence in
North America or to show good faith with Russia, which had
recently struggled towards its own version of emancipation, a
cause especially close to Summer’s heart, are receding fromus
into the distance of history, his argunents show t hat speaki ng
of Al aska, at least in the United States, has never included a
ti me when geopolitical advantage and national security were
not primary considerations. QOpponents of drilling for oil in
the Arctic National WIldlife Refuge nmay contest clains made
about national security by proponents of that drilling, and
many do so quite reasonably, but they cannot contest the claim

t hat national security, or geopolitical comodity, has al ways



figured promnently in the ways in which many Anericans have
t hought about and i nmagi ned Alaska. It cane into national
consci ousness as an international chess piece, and it has
remai ned one ever since. That it also figures in many n nds
as an inmage of the Last Frontier and a place to be protected
and preserved only confirnms the conplexity of Alaska. Wen
MIton's Satan declares in Book VI of Paradise Lost, “We know
no time when we were not as now,” his diabolical ammesia
confirms his fallenness, but in the American inmagination of

Al aska the fall has never taken place because there never was
a time when Al aska was not as now, at |east in the context of
international relations. Its function as a national commodity
has al ways overshadowed its operations as a separate entity.
In contenplating this |ast statenent, one cannot dism ss as
pure coi ncidence the timng of the Al aska acquisition, as

Al aska was the first territory added by a country that had
just put down an insurgency notivated, in the m nds of nany,
by the assertion of the rights of individual states.

What Summer’s conprehensi ve speech does not anticipate is
anyt hing we m ght recognize as an inpul se toward protection
and preservation. Wether in the sentence about “forests of
pine and fir waiting for the axe” or in his ethnographic
descriptions of the two principal groups of “aborigines,”
whi ch he | abel s “Esqui maux” and “Indians” (264), Sumer shows
little or no concern about the possible effects of the Al aska
treaty on any aspect of the new territory. At one point he

does | anent of the indigenous people, “All, | fear, are



sl avehol ders” (265), reflecting his own fierce opposition to
sl avery and preparing us for encounters with Indian
sl avehol ders in John Miuir’s Travels with Alaska (1915), but
the vulnerability and i npermanence of either the enslavers or
t he enslaved, or of any features of their world, do not
trouble himas they m ght have troubled his fellow citizen of
Massachusetts, Henry David Thoreau, who by the | ate 1840s was
al ready thinking and witing about the vulnerability of woods,
ponds, and native peopl e.

In this respect Sumer differs from Secretary of State
W I Iliam Seward, who delivered his speech on Alaska to the
citizens of Sitka on August 12, 1869, two years after
ratification of the treaty. Like Sumer, Seward had his hands
full during the Civil War, and his speeches and papers from
the years before the acquisition focus, for exanple, on
Vi cksburg, Gettysburg, the fall of Atlanta, Lincoln's
assassination, and the Freednen’s Bureau. But unlike Sumer,
Seward grounds his remarks, much shorter than Sumer’s, in the
first-hand experience of actual travel to the new territory.
Even the little bit of coastal Al aska he visited enabled him
to informhis speech, clearly aimed at an audi ence nmuch wi der
than the few Sitkans who heard him w th a perspective not
whol | y dependent on the maps and reports and statistics on
whi ch Sumer had to rely. True, Seward s speech still focuses
primarily on what Emerson would call commodity, as when he
considers the fresh possibilities for |ogging and rhapsodi zes,

“No beam or pillar, or spar, or mast, or plank is ever



required in either the |l and or the naval architecture of any
civilized state greater in length and width than the trees
whi ch can be hewn down on the coasts of the islands and rivers
here, and conveyed directly thence by navigation.”?2

Li kewi se, he follows Sumer in nmeditating on the
abundance of furs and m nerals, and he even surpasses his ally
fromthe Senate when he then describes, in a magisterial
formul ati on worthy of Emerson, “the great natural |aw that
obl i ges needy nen to seek subsistence, and invites adventurous

men to seek fortune where it is nost easily obtained, and this

is always in the new and uncul tivated regions” (567). Seward
i nvokes this great natural law, which still realizes itself in
the context of drilling for oil in the Arctic, to reassure the

citizens of Sitka that “reinforcenments shall come” to join

“t he pioneers, the advanced guard” they represent. Al ways
those of a calculating statesman, Seward’ s assurances al so aim
beyond his i medi ate hearers to the eyes of those who wll
subsequently read his printed speech and perhaps find

t hensel ves tenpted by the econom c prospects offered by

m gration to Alaska, which the visitor from Washi ngt on
prophecies will becone, along with Oregon, Washi ngton
Territory, and British Colunmbia, “a ship-yard for the supply

of all nations,” once “the European nations, and even those of

Works of WIlliamH Seward, ed. CGeorge E. Baker (Boston:
Hought on, Mfflin and Co., 1884), V, 563.



Eastern Asia, have exhausted . . . their own forests and
m nes” (567).

But Seward perforns his role as Al aska-booster not only
by dwelling on the advantageous commodities to be found there.
I n answering the imagi ned question, “‘You have | ooked upon
Al aska, what do you think of it?” (559), he nobves beyond
commodity to sound two notes that Summer’s speech never does.
The first is the note of preservation, and it nakes itself
heard not in the context of forests and animals but in that of
the Alaska Indians. Having referred to the practice of
sl avery anong them he remarks that they “have never
confederated or fornmed permanent alliances,” so that “in the
presence of the superior power exercised by the United States
Governnment, they live in regard to each other in a state of
enf orced and doubtful truce” (566). Assessing this conplex
situation with the sanme political acunmen that nade him
effective as Secretary of State, Seward then coments, “It is
mani fest that, under these circunstances, they nmust steadily
decline in nunbers, and unhappily this decline is accel erated
by their borrowi ng ruinous vices fromthe white man.”

Al t hough the circunmspect Seward does not say so, both
Burroughs’s “In Green Al aska” (1904) and Miuir’s Travels in
Al aska subsequently teach us to read “whi skey” for “ruinous
vices.” Especially remarkabl e about Seward’s el egi ac
meditati ons on the Indians, which he wote down twenty-one
years before the Whunded Knee massacre, is that they

acknow edge the desirability of preservation at the sanme tinme



that they foretell its inpossibility: “When we consider how
greatly nost of the tribes are reduced in nunmbers, and how
precarious their vocations are, we shall cease to regard them
as i ndol ent or incapable; and, on the contrary, we shall nore
deeply regret than ever before, that a people so gifted by
nature, so vigorous and energetic, and withal so docile and
gentle in their intercourse with the white man, can neither be
preserved as a distinct social comunity, or incorporated in
our society” (566-67).

For Seward, at least in this speech, preservation
i nvol ves preserving humans and their world, not non-humans and
theirs. Neverthel ess, as he sounds the second note absent
from Summer’ s speech, he anticipates a nonent when | ater
peopl e m ght think otherw se about Al aska: “It would argue
i nexcusabl e insensibility if I should fail to speak of the
scenery which, in the course of ny voyage, has seenmed to pass
li ke a varied and magnificent panorama before me” (565).
Anmong the reasons to acquire Al aska Summer under st andably
never considers the beauty of its scenery, but for Seward
Commodity and Beauty, the second of Enmerson’s categories in
Nature, exist in close proximty, as he shows when he tells
the citizens of Sitka, “I amliving constantly on shi p-board,
as you all know, and am occupied intently in searching out
what ever is sublime, or beautiful, or peculiar, or useful”
(559). In his exultation in the scenery, Seward antici pates
the tone and | anguage of the nature witers soon to follow him

to Al aska, as when he marvels, “Nature has furnished to this



maj estic picture the only suitable border which could be
conceived, by lifting the coast range nountains to an exalted
hei ght, and clothing themwi th eternal snows and crystalline
glaciers” (565). Most fanobus anong those |ater nature witers
are Burroughs and Miuir, and this sentence of Seward’ s woul d
not be out of place in the witings of either.

2. Burroughs and Miir

For Summer Al aska nmeans commodity; for Seward Al aska al so
means commodity, but commopdity does not exclude beauty; and
for the two Johns, Burroughs and Miir, Al aska presents itself
| argely, though not at all exclusively, under the Enersonian
sign of Beauty. That both nmen net read and net Enerson
clinches the connection, but even if they had not, their
writings on Alaska confirmthe energence of beauty as a

primary subject in verbal treatnments of Alaska.3 A fuller

3SThe chronol ogy of events and textual history is conplicated
here. Beginning in 1879, Miir made several trips to Al aska
bef ore he and Burroughs joined the Harrimn Expedition of

1899, so his experience of the new territory precedes that of
Burroughs. But although the first volunme (1901) of the
thirteen-vol une series, Harrimn Al aska Expedition, included
writing by both, Burroughs’s contribution, after revision,
became “In Green Al aska,” which appeared in Far and Near
(1904), volume Xl of his Witings, and preceded Miir’s

post hunously published Travels in Al aska by el even years. The
literary rivalry between the two nen suggests that as Miir

wor ked on his book right up to his death in 1914, he could not
help but wite with an awareness of Burroughs’'s earlier text.
For an excellent account of Burroughs's and Miir’s witings on
Al aska and the conplicated relationship between them see
Janmes Perrin Warren’s chapter “Al aska and the Pictori al

| magi nati on” in John Burroughs and the Place of Nature

(At hens: U Georgia P, 2005). For the definitive work on the



account of their witings would need to situate themw thin
the context of a nascent Al aska tourist industry, which

qui ckly devel oped after Miir first saw G acier Bay in 1879 and
soon generated a new genre, the Al aska travel narrative,
exenplified by Septima M Collis’s A Wman's Trip to Al aska
(1890), which includes in its opening pages a congratul atory
letter fromWIIliam Tecunseh Sherman. In her chapter on the
Muir G acier, the redoubtable and well-connected (Ms. Genera
C. H T.) Collis quotes extensively fromthe published
accounts of previous visitors to the glacier, nam ng Kate
Field, Charles Hallock, Martin M Ballou, Ms. E. R Scidnore,
and Al exander Badl am as she shows that both wonen and nen
contributed to the new genre.

In the present discussion what concerns us nore than
their literary precursors are Burroughs’s and Miir’s
representations of Al askan beauty, along with the inplications
of those representations. To be sure, neither man conmes
across as so blinded by Al askan scenery that he notices
not hing that would fall under the heading of commodity;
bet ween them one finds several references to mnes, fisheries,
canneries, and lunbering that recall both Sumer and Sewar d.
But their witings show clearly that whatever other interests

they have in mnd, and nore discussion of those interests wll

enmergence of Anerican nature witing, see Lawence Buell’s The
Envi ronment al | magi nati on: Thoreau, Nature Witing, and the
Formati on of Anmerican Culture (Canbridge, MA: Bel knap P

1995).



foll ow shortly, the appreciation and verbal description of
natural beauty matter a great deal to them |In the first few
pages of his book, when barely out of San Francisco harbor,
Mui r decl ares, “the whole universe appears as an infinite
storm of beauty,” and just past the m ddle of his, Burroughs
descri bes Sunday, June 25, 1899, as “a day that gave us
anot her feast of beauty and sublimty.”4 In Miir’s book,
whi ch runs about three tinmes the |ength of Burroughs’s,
“beauty,” “beautiful,” and “beautifully” appear at | east
ninety tinmes, comng at an average rate of about once every
four to five pages. By contrast Burroughs, who is the nore
sel f-conscious and fluent literary craftsman, uses these words
much nore sparingly.

Behind the different rates at which they speak directly
of beauty hover a larger difference and a nore significant
poi nt. \Whereas Miir speaks frequently of beauty and nore
rarely of sublimty (“sublime” and “sublimty” appear only a
dozen tinmes in his book), Burroughs prefers the latter at
moments of greatest descriptive intensity. 1In the final
par agraph of Travels in Alaska, for exanple, Miir concludes an
ext ended account of staying up all night to watch a
magni fi cent display of the aurora borealis this way:
“Excepting only the vast purple aurora nentioned above, said

to have been visible over nearly all the continent, these two

4Travel s in Alaska (Boston: Houghton Mfflin, 1915), 6, and
The Witings of John Burroughs, Xl : Far and Near (Boston:
Houghton M fflin, 1904), 70.



silver bows in suprene, serene, supernal beauty surpassed
everything auroral | ever beheld” (383). By contrast, in his
description of the fanmus Wiite Pass, twenty-one mles by
train from Skagway, Burroughs opts for a markedly different
tone, conplete with self-dramatizing exclamation mark: “The
terrible and the sublime were on every hand. It was as
appalling to | ook up as to | ook down; chaos and death bel ow
us, inpending aval anches of hangi ng rocks above us. How

el emental and cataclysmal it all |ooked!” (36-37). |In trying
to explain the tonal differences here, one could argue that

| ooking up at even a superlative display of northern lights

| acks the sense of terror integral to representations of the
sublime since Ednmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry into the
Origins of Qur Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful theorized
themin 1757.

But such an argunent not only underesti mates the awful,
overwhel m ng nagni tude of the northern lights on certain
occasions; it also distracts fromsignificant differences
bet ween Muir and Burroughs, and between two versions of
speaki ng of Al aska they represent. The latter may trenble in
the face of sublime terrors in Wite Pass, at which after al
he, too, is only looking, but in fact it is the former who
again and again records actual first-hand experiences of real,
often life-threateni ng danger throughout his travels in
Al aska. Only once in nearly four hundred pages does Miir
admt to being “terror-stricken,” and that adm ssion closes an

account of paddling a canoe through a “snooth-walled ice-



| ane,” when “Just as the bow of the canoe cleared the sheer
wal l's they conme together with a growing crunch” (378-79). It
woul d seemthat Muir’s tendency to speak of beauty rather than
sublimty reflects the depth of his working intimcy with the
physi cal chall enges and threats posed by close contact with
Al askan | and- and wat erscapes, whereas Burroughs’s qui ckness
to work his descriptions up toward sublimty reflects his
di stance from and disconfort with that close contact. As
El ai ne Scarry argues in On Beauty and Being Just (1999),
“Beauty brings copies of itself into being,” so that the
observer can prolong contact with what is beautiful, either by
maki ng an image of it or by sinply continuing to stare at it.»>
Conversely, sublimty (which Scarry does not discuss), though
power ful and transform ng, does not invite prolonged contact,
as that contact would soon prove debilitating. This
di fference between beauty and sublimty, intinmcy and
di stance, distinguishes not only the Alaska witings of the
two Johns but al so many of the ways people have spoken of
Al aska after them

And yet it is not sinply a matter of praising Miir for
hi s rugged out doorsmanshi p while di sm ssing Burroughs as an
Eastern tenderfoot. Another difference marks them as well,
and this one introduces the third of Enerson’s four

cat egories, Language. In the "“Language” section of Nature,

SOn Beauty and Being Just (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1999), 3,
5.



Emer son speaks of many suggestively conplicated things, but
the one that is nost relevant here cones with his fornulation,
“Nature is the synmbol of spirit,” which means that, according
to Enerson, the natural world is the | anguage in which spirit
or God or divinity speaks to us. For Miir, speaking of the
beauty of Alaska typically |eads to speaking about God and
divinity, but for Burroughs this is not the case, despite the
fact that Burroughs valued Enmerson’s exanple above al

others. In turn, many subsequent witers and speakers about
Al aska follow Miuir in this respect, as Miuir follows Enerson,
who follows, in unsystematic ways, English and German
Romantici sm the teachi ngs of Emanuel Swedenborg, his own
Puritan forefathers and -nothers, and the phil osophical

princi ples of the Neoplatonists. For many subsequent
describers of Al aska, as for Enmerson, as for Miir, nature

al ways, or al nost always, speaks of spirit.

Consi der, for exanple, a brief sanple fromone of the
great passages of Travels in Alaska, in which Miir describes a
sunrise over G acier Bay: “Beneath the frosty shadows of the
fiord we stood hushed and awe-stricken, gazing at the holy
vi sion; and had we seen the heavens opened and God made
mani fest, our attention could not have been nore trenmendously
strained. When the highest peak began to burn, it did not
seemto be steeped in sunshine, however gl orious, but rather
as if it had been thrust into the body of the sun itself.
Then the supernal fire slowy descended, with a sharp |ine of

demarcati on separating it fromthe cold, shaded region



beneat h; peak after peak, with their spires and ridges and
cascadi ng gl aci ers, caught the heavenly glow, until all the
m ghty host stood transfigured, hushed, and thoughtful, as if
awai ting the comng of the Lord” (186-87). The condition of
findi ng oneself “awe-stricken” would seem sufficient to shift
t hese three sentences into the rhetorical node of the subline
nore characteristic of Burroughs, but in Miir’s hands Burkean,
Romantic sublimty is itself sublinmed into theophany, into a
vision of the holy, conplete with transfiguring fire, that
speaks so powerfully through nature of spirit that all human
speech ceases, as Miir’s possibly unconsci ous, unedited
repetition of “hushed” quietly testifies.

Al t hough they do not share a tendency to read Al askan
| and- and wat erscapes as speaki ng the | anguage of spirit,
Burroughs and Miir do share an inclination to neet Al aska on
the terms of Enerson’s fourth and final category, Discipline.

By “discipline,” which clains etynological kinship with

“di sciple” and derives for a Latin verb neaning “to |earn,”
Emer son nmeans anmong ot her things that nature is both a teacher
and an object of study. Predictably enough in Emerson’s case,
the ultimate | esson that nature always has to teach us is the
| esson of spirit, and he does not recognize, at least in the
writing of 1836, a division between the formalized study of
nature we call “science” and the | esson of spirit.
Encountering Al aska sone forty to sixty years after Emerson

publ i shed Nature and on the other side of the Darw nian

di vi de, Burroughs and Miir tend to speak of natural discipline



in a tone characterized by a secular enpiricismnore famliar
to us, but both are clearly nore tuned to Al aska as discipline
than as commodity.

Adm ttedly, Burroughs hinself is no scientist, as we
gather from his description of the nore than forty passengers
who sailed with himon the 1899 Harri man expedition: “college
professors from both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts-—
bot ani sts, zo6l ogi sts, geol ogists, and other specialists,
besi des artists, photographers, two physicians, one trained
nurse, one doctor of divinity, and at | east one dreaner” (21-
22). Last but not |east, the dreanmer is presunably Burroughs
hi msel f, but his dream ness does not prevent himfrom
recogni zing and valuing the presence of so many | ecture-giving
experts, including the one he describes with this m xture of
adm ration and irony: “In John Miuir we had an authority on
glaciers, and a thorough one; he | ooked upon themw th the
affection and the air of proprietorship with which a shepherd
| ooks upon his flock” (22). For his part Miir frankly and
repeat edly acknowl edges his commtnent to nature, specifically
glaciation, as his discipline, as when he includes, for
exanpl e, the anecdote of M. Young, a white m ssionary,
telling Miir’s incredulous Indian guides on the G acier Bay

trip of 1879 that Miir “was only seeking know edge,” whereupon
Toyatte, “a grand old Stickeen nobleman” (141), replies,

““Muir must be a witch to seek know edge in such a place as
this and in such m serable weather’” (178). Miir does not

endorse the exchange, but he does not contradict it either.



In his al nbst obsessive treatnent of Al aska glaciers as a
di sci pline, always describing them sketching them neasuring
them wal king on them Miir recalls the earlier exanple of
Thor eau, whose rigorously careful, ascetically patient
observations of the natural world al ong the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers or around Wal den Pond or in the w | derness of
Mai ne set a very high standard for subsequent fi el dwork.
Travels in Alaska is as much about fieldwork, in this case
geological, as it is about traveling, despite its unassum ng
title. At one point, for exanple, Miir focuses his narrative
of his trip to the Big Stickeen G acier on his own theory of
glacial kettle formation (131-32), which his observations on
the glacier confirm and when he does so, there is nothing
abstractly transcendental or aesthetically dreany about that
t heori zi ng.

For all his disciplinary rigor, however, Miir also paints
the big picture for his readers, escorting themfromthe
particularities of glaciation to the exaltations of w tnessing
creation: “Standing here, with facts so fresh and telling and
held up so vividly before us, every seeing observer, not to
say geol ogist, must readily apprehend the earth-scul pturing,
| andscape- maki ng action of flowing ice. And here, too, one
| earns that the world, though made, is yet being nade; that
this is still the nmorning of creation” (84-85). Not
surprisingly, Miir refers to “the plans of God” about half a
page before this passage begins, but even the nore secul ar, or

per haps nore pagan, Burroughs finds hinself painting a



strikingly simlar picture in a sequence of three paragraphs

about Miuir Gacier: “W were in the mdst of strange scenes,

hard to render in words . . . . W saw the worl d-shaping
forces at work . . . . We were really in one of the workshops
and | aboratories of the elder gods” (46-47). This |ast inage

of gods working in |aboratories aptly blends the newly
energent inperatives of scientific discipline with an
Emer soni an gesture toward the nysteries of divinity.

Of the four figures we have seen so far, Miir cones the
closest to uniting Emerson’s four categories, Commuodity,
Beauty, Language, and Di scipline, when he speaks of Al aska,
with Burroughs com ng second. The category about which
nei t her has nuch to say, conpared to Summer and Seward, is
Commodity, but the little they do have to say shows us nuch,
as it signals a shift toward |linking the comobdities of Al aska
with the negative effects of those commodities. Although it
woul d be straining the evidence to say that either Burroughs
or Muir speaks about preservati on when he speaks of Al aska, it
is possible to hear in things they say the stirrings of a
preservationi st inpulse. Here is Burroughs, for exanple, on a
visit to the Treadwell mnes, where nearly “two thousand tons
of quartz rock are crushed daily at these mlls” and where the
noi se produced in the process is overwhelmng: “Ni agara is a
soft hum beside it. Never before have | been where the air
was torn to tatters and the ear so stunned and overwhel ned as
inthis mll . . . . it was sinply the nost ear-paralyzing

noi se ever heard within four walls . . . . the auditory nerve



was sinmply bruised into insensibility” (34). Talk of decibel
| evel s or noise pollution would be anachronistic here; yet
Burroughs is describing one of the physical realities of the
m ning that Sumer and Seward blithely endorse.

Or consider Burroughs again, this tinme on one of the
physical realities of Alaskan fisheries, as he describes a

sal non cannery at Orca: “For sonme reason the | ooker-on soon

| oses his taste for salnon, there is such a world of it. It
is as comon as chips; it is kicked about under foot; it lies
in great sweltering heaps . . . the air is redolent of an odor

far different fromthat of roses or new nmown hay, and very
shortly one turns away to the woods or to the unpoll uted
beach” (78-79). This is the only noment either Burroughs or
Mui r speaks so bal dly about pollution, but smaller nonments run
in the same vein, as when Miuir refers, in the section on his
1890 trip, to the forests around a m Il on Douglas Island
“being rapidly nibbled away” (334-35), or when Burroughs
comments on the footprint left by gol d-seekers: “Alaska is
full of such adventurers ransacking the |Iand” (70).
Presumably these ransackers, who have what Miir descri bes as
“gol d-dust in their eyes” (60), are sone of the reinforcenents
prom sed to the citizens of Sitka by Seward thirty years
earlier.

Whet her or not Seward woul d i nclude ransacki ngs by
quartz-crushing or sal non-canning or forest-cutting or gol d-
mning or oil-drilling as inevitable consequences of his great

natural |aw that fortune-seekers tend to cone to new and



uncul tivated regions for profitable commodities, we cannot
know. What we do know is that by the tine two nore prom nent
aut hors speak of Al aska, about eighty years after Burroughs
and Muir joined the Harrimn expedition, nuch has happened
that on the one hand | ooks new but on the other continues in
the late twentieth century the trends of the |ate nineteenth.
Bet ween the publication of books on Al aska by Burroughs and
Mui r and the publication of John McPhee's Coming into the
Country (1977) and Joe McG nnis's Going to Extrenes (1980),

t he Al aska Hi ghway appeared during World War 11, Alaska becane
the forty-ninth state in January 1959, Rachel Carson published
Silent Spring in 1962, large oil reserves were discovered near
Prudhoe Bay in 1968, the environnental novenent began with the
first Earth Day in 1970, the Alaska Native Clains Settlenment
Act gave forty-four mllion acres to native Alaskans in 1971,
the Arab G| Enbargo threatened the supply of fossil fuels in
the United States in 1973 and 1974, and the Trans- Al aska

Pi peline, conpleted the sanme year MPhee s book appeared,

became a new feature of the Al askan | andscape.

3. McPhee and McG nni s

As this brief chronology illustrates, when MPhee and
McG nni s speak of Alaska, they do so against the energing of
Al aska’ s oil econony, which happened to coincide with the
enmer gi ng of both wi despread environnental awareness in the

United States and wi despread awareness of what it neans to



depend so heavily on oil fromforeign countries. This
vol atil e conbination of factors gives both books their edges
and their urgencies, sonme of which now feel dated (as in
remar ks about the proposed novenent of the state capital from
Juneau) and sone of which, twenty-five or thirty years |ater,
turn out to be inescapably prophetic. But even if readers
knew not hing of these various contexts, the grammti cal
resenbl ance of the two book titles signals a shift fromthe
perspectives of Burroughs and Muir. \Whereas the latter
witers opt for “In Green Alaska” and Travels in Al aska,
titles that inply the stable containnent of their narratives
within the space of the Great Land (even though both witers
al so describe their travels to it), MPhee and McG nnis choose
titles that rely on gerunds, those nouns formed from verbs,
reflecting the restless novenents of outsiders whose
observati ons anchor thenselves in perspectives shaped by the
Lower Forty-eight. Both books, in other words, cast Al aska as
a foreign world, a renote there, to and from which one nust go
and conme in order to report on findings to readers back here.
For all the changes since Burroughs and Muir, Enmerson’s
four categories could still introduce us to McPhee’s Com ng
into the Country. Miuch if not nost of the book unfolds under
the sign of Commodity, with oil-drilling, gold-mning, fur-
trappi ng, hunting, fishing, or farmng influencing to sone
extent nearly every page and fulfilling the visions of Sumner
and Seward in often unexpected ways. Coming into the Country

is anong other things a collection of case histories and case



studi es, nost of which share the realities of basic econonic
survival, whether by wage-earning or subsistence-living or
both. At one point in the third and | ongest section of his
book, MPhee generalizes about one of his main characters,
“Li ke many Al askans, he canme north to repudiate one kind of
life and to try another.”® Fundanmental to this repudiation,
McPhee’ s portraits show us, is learning new sets of skills,
whet her those skills involve planting vegetable gardens during
the preciously short growi ng season or mning for gold with
massi ve bul | dozers, managi ng sl ed-dogs for which hundreds of
pounds of fish nust be netted or repairing airplanes that
sonetimes | and ungently on riverine gravel bars.

In the world McPhee represents, where we see an Al askan
maki ng use of the natural world as Commodity, Discipline can
never be far away, since that Alaskan nust submit him or
herself to rigorous and often severe instruction by that sane
natural world. In Coming into the Country, Discipline does
not usually take the form of studying natural features and
phenonmena for their own sake, as it does in Miir’s Travels in
Al aska in the context of glaciation, although at one nmonment in
the earliest pages of his book, MPhee tell us that the four
people with whom he is canoeing the Sal non River (one of
ni neteen Al aska creeks and rivers with this nane) belong to a

state-federal team whose job it is to study the river. But

6Comi ng into the Country (New York: Farrar, Straus and G roux,
1977), 186.



aside fromvarious references by nmenbers of this teamto
natural “cycles,” a word that recurs like a refrain through
the first seventy pages of the book and enbraces the patterns
of plants, animals, rivers, weather, clinmte, MPhee does not
spend nmuch of his narrative space and tinme on enpirical study
of the physical world around him When Al aska teaches
sonebody sonmething in this book, it does so in the school of
Hard Knocks, not in an advanced sem nar on botany, biol ogy,
zool ogy, geol ogy, m neral ogy, or neteorol ogy.

Most striking are the changes MPhee rings on Enmerson’s
two ot her categories, Beauty and Language. In Coming into the
Country, the word “beauty” and its cognate fornms nake only
about twenty appearances, or fewer than one-quarter of the
nunmber in Miir’s book, which is a good bit shorter, depending
on the edition. Not all of the beauty MPhee describes
resides in the land either. On a visit to the Eskino vill age
of Kiana on the Kobuk River, for exanple, he admres sone of
the inhabitants: “They stared into nmy eyes. Their eyes were
dark and northern, in beautiful alnond faces, aripple with
smles. Any. Katherine. Rose Ann. Ages nine and el even.
Eskimo girls” (42). Word-lover that he is, MPhee el sewhere
finds beauty in another kind of catal ogue as well: “The nanes
of Al aska are so beautiful they run |like fountains all day in
the mnd. Milchatna. Chilikadrotna. Unalaska. Unal akl eet.
Kivalina. Kiska. Kodiak. Allakaket. The Aniakchak Cal dera.
Nondal t on.  Anaktuvuk. Anchorage” (126). True, he does have

an eye for what we infer to be the beauty of the |and, and



occasionally he does resort to terns that could be associ ated
with beauty, such as “hypnotizing” (with respect to vistas;
29), “lovely” (39), and “stunning” (132). But the
conventional descriptive | anguage of beauty is rare in Coni ng
into the Country, especially through the first three-quarters
of the book.

In the final quarter, however, beauty makes a strong
coneback, appearing to overcone and break down MPhee’s
earlier resistance to it, or to the conventional |anguage of
it. One half of his references to beauty appear in the final
one hundred pages or so. Here is an especially salient one:
“In the view s right-mddle ground is Eagle Creek, where he
and | once fished for grayling. It is in the United States,
and if it is not God s country, God should try to get it, a
pl ace so beautiful it beggars description-—-a clear, fast
stream which on that day was still covered on both sides and
al nost to the center with two or three feet of white and bl ue
ice” (373). The convention of describing beauty by saying it
cannot be described is as old as description itself, and
McPhee keeps his wy, detached, skeptical, understated voice
fromcolliding head-on with cliché by calling on God in an
irreverent, witty way, one that includes the Al m ghty anong
possi bl e participants in the great Al aska |and-grab of the
1970s.

God makes even fewer appearances than beauty in Com ng
into the Country. In speaking of Language, Enerson speaks of

nature as the symbol of spirit, and Miuir often speaks of God



when he speaks of natural beauty, but MPhee rarely speaks of
God at all, and when he does he is usually quoting soneone
el se swearing. To say so, though, is not to say that the
Emer soni an under st andi ng of nature as divine | anguage has no
pl ace in Comng into the Country, but it belongs to other
peopl e; McPhee never clainms it as his own. For exanple, he
characteri zes Dick Cook, the sane person who cane north to
repudi ate one kind of life and to try another, as soneone who
regards nature “as God” (187), and he quotes Cook on the
subj ect of what he has | earned fromnature as Discipline:
“1"ve learned nore from [sonmeone else’ s] m stakes than |’ ve
| earned fromny own. | feel at hone now, after twelve years—-
at honme on water, in the woods, in sumrer, in winter. | feel
a part of what is here. The bush is so far beyond what
anybody has been taught. The religious power here is beyond
all training. There are forces here that a | ot of people
don’t know exist” (267). \When Cook states that the religious
power of the Al askan bush lies beyond all training, he sounds
as though he neans that it cannot be taught. But he could
al so nean, or one could al so hear himneaning, that it lies
beyond all the teaching for the teaching to point to, and
Emerson woul d certainly endorse this claim as he would that
of Joe Vogler, a m ner who shows MPhee feldspar crystals in
granite and declares, “‘that is the witing of God " (318).

Al aska may not speak the | anguage of God to the secul ar,
journalistically detached McPhee, but it definitely speaks

anot her | anguage to himloud and clear. In Comng into the



Country McPhee inplicitly revises Enmerson in a powerfully
telling way: Nature may speak of spirit to some, but in Al aska
it also always speaks of irony. MPhee would hardly be the
first twentieth-century witer, or his the first twentieth-
century sensibility, to replace belief in God with an acute
sense of irony, but of the witers considered here, he is the
first to place irony squarely at the center of what Al aska
means now. The word “ironic” makes its appearance early, and
it recurs regularly, though not frequently, as in this
exanpl e: “When one adds in the existing parks, governnent
forests, and wildlife refuges and a vast federal petroleum
reserve in the north, not much remains, so it is one of the
ironies of Alaska that in the mdst of this trenmendous
wi | der ness peopl e consider thenselves fortunate to have
(anywhere at all) a fifty-by-a-hundred-foot |ot they can cal
their owmn” (246). The difficulty of buying land in Al aska,
per haps the nost significant consequence of the Prudhoe Bay
oil discovery and the Alaska Native Clains Settlenment Act, at
| east in McPhee’'s eyes, comes up again and again in his book:
“The remar kabl e propinquity of these dwellings is
characteristic of nearly all settlenents, |large and small, in
Al aska. In three hundred and seventy-five mllion acres--a
sixth of the whole United States—so little property is
avai l abl e for purchase that conditions are as crowded as they
are in Yonkers” (212).

The | and situation | eads McPhee late in Coming into the

Country to bestow on Al aska a new epithet: “The Celvins have



ten acres of land, an extraordinary spread for a famly to own
up here in ironic Alaska” (300). Ironic Alaska. MPhee’s
epithet hardly threatens to supplant “North to the future” as
the state notto, but it does describe a new way of speaking
about Al aska, a way that tries to consider and represent the
oddities and incongruities of a state that own | ess than a
third of itself, after the statehood act of 1959 granted
Al aska one hundred and three mllion acres out of the three
hundred and seventy-five MPhee nentions above. 1In the world
of ironic Alaska, incongruity crops up again and again, as in
this passage: “In Anchorage, if you threw a pebble into a
crowd, chances are you would not hit a conservationist, an
ecophile, a wilderness preserver. In small ghettos, they are
there—-living in a situation lined with irony. They are in
Al aska- —many of them working for the federal governnent--
because Alaska is everything wild it has ever been said to be
W thin such vastness, Anchorage is a nere pustule, a

dot, a mnima walled city, wild as Yonkers . . . . Yet the
city—where people are—is perforce the home address of
wi | derness planners, of wildlife biologists, of Brooks Range
gui des” (133).

One could not ask for a better textbook exanple of irony,
of expecting one thing and getting another, of discordant
i nconsi stency, and Comng into the Country brinms with
i nstances of discordant inconsistency. But beyond irony lies
anot her formati on, one that has sharper, harsher edges and

arises not fromnmere incongruity, which after all often can



produce hunor, but from flat-out contradiction, which tends to
produce frustration, resentment, and anger. That formation is
paradox, and MPhee identifies it at the core of late
twentieth-century Al aska: “These [l akes], near WIIlow, had
become a summering world for people from Anchorage—-ice out in
May and swi nm ng by Jul y— many of whom were now experiencing
their own private spasns of the Al askan paradox, the Dall as
scenario versus the Sierra Club syndrome” (177). 1In the case
of this Alaskan paradox, it is not sinmply a matter of irony,

of expecting, say, oil devel opnent and getting instead

wi | derness preservation; it is instead a matter of head-on
collision between antithetical interests, one that neither
side of the opposition would be tenpted to | augh off or
chuckl e over, as one mght with irony.

Much of McPhee’'s effort in Comng into the Country turns
out to go toward exploring this paradox. In traveling with
the state-federal study teamon the Sal non River or flying
around with the conmmttee charged with selecting a new site
for the state capital or living in the northern bush with
peopl e who have carved out lives there, MPhee lets the people
he nmeets have their says, sonetimes at great |ength, about
devel opnent and preservation. Balanced, fair, careful
t hroughout, he reserves his own say for the end and a letter
he wites hone: “‘Only an easygoing extrem st woul d preserve
every bit of the country. And extrem sts alone would exploit
it all. Everyone else has to think the matter through— choose

a point of tolerance, however nuch the point mght tend to one



side. For nyself, | amcloser to the preserving side—-that
is, the side that would preserve the CGelvins. To be sure, |
woul d preserve plenty of land as well. M own margin of

tol erance would not include sone facel ess corporation
“responsi ble” to a hundred thousand stockhol ders, making a
crater you could see fromthe noon. Nor would it include
visiting exploiters—here in the seventies, gone in the
eighties—-with sonme pipe and skyscrapers |eft behind ” (430-
431) .

In this passage McPhee skillfully navigates between the
Dal | as scenario of devel opnent and the Sierra Club syndrone of
preservation by introducing a third term the Gelvins, a
famly of self-reliant people who hunt and trap and fish and
fly airplanes everywhere and with | arge machi nes rearrange
tracts of Al askan | andscape while mning for gold. They also
happen to resent “the long struggle carried on by
environnentalists telling Alaskans they should not build their
oil pipeline” (313). 1In his own personal version of paradox,
McPhee appears to endorse the Gelvins’ vision and life, while
at the sanme tine deploring the “visiting exploiters,” whomthe
CGelvins do not see as visiting exploiters. The Gelvins
t hensel ves are hardly visiting exploiters, as MPhee
pai nst aki ngly shows in nmaking them synpathetic to his readers,
but their point of view does include what McPhee’'s wish to
prevent a crater visible fromthe noon would seemto excl ude.
Speaki ng of the pipeline, Ed Gelvin, the paterfamli as,

declares, “‘It’s a way the state can pay their bills. It



doesn’t spoil the appearance of Alaska ” (313). MPhee lets
this last statenent stand unchal | enged, despite its
oversinplification of contingencies and consequences, and the
glib bravado of his defiant “bust ne to a private” in the
“ecomlitia” (430) sonewhat conplicates, and perhaps

di m ni shes, the usefulness of his solution to the Al askan

par adox.

Whi l e McPhee attenpts to nmedi ate between paradoxi cal
extrenmes by urging each of us to think the matter through and
choose a point of tolerance, Joe McG nnis sets out to blast us
with those extrenes in intensified color and high-vol une
surround-sound. MG nnis describes a visit to Alaska from
Novenmber 1976 through August 1977, and his visit includes a
trip to Valdez the day after the first oil arrived there nine
years after the Prudhoe Bay di scovery. Sonetime during 1977,
either while he was in Alaska or after he returned, McG nnis
must have | earned of the publication of MPhee s book that
year, and whether or not he read it--and, if he did, whether
or not he did so before or during the witing of his own--he
involuntarily found hinself in the much the same position as
Muir witing after Burroughs. The sense of conpetition with
McPhee he would naturally feel, and his publishers would feel
for himif somehow he did not, resulted in a book markedly
different fromthe earlier one, despite predictable overlap
and simlarity. Both McPhee and McG nnis describe trips to
t he Brooks Range, MPhee at the begi nning of his book,

McG nnis at the end of his; both McPhee and McG nnis have



cl ose encounters with grizzly bears that informtheir
respective senses and representations of Alaska w | derness;
bot h McPhee and McG nnis travel through the Brooks Range with
John Kauf mann, chief planner of the Gates of the Arctic
Nati onal Park (who woul d surely have nentioned to the latter
his travels with the former); both have things to say about
Anchor age, Tal keetna, and other places their narratives have
in common; both organize their books around journalistic
portraits of people, including self-reliant, well-established
Al askans they obviously adnmre.

For all the simlarities, though, when MG nnis speaks of
Al aska, he tends to focus on the inbal anced, the intenperate,
t he outl andi sh, the unearthly, the extravagant, the excessive.
Especially in the first half of Going to Extrenes, titled
“Wnter,” it often feels as though the narrative is under the
direction of a witerly Diane Arbus, soneone who repeatedly
seeks out what is weird and grotesque and gives it to us with
the contrast setting on high. MPhee' s Alaska is a pl ace
wher e people confront ironies and paradoxes, incongruities and
contradictions, with varying degrees of success and failure,
hunmor and anger, w sdom and obtuseness, humlity and
arrogance. MGnnis’s Alaska is a place where, especially but
not only in winter, wldness does not confine itself to the
land or animals. It erupts in people, in drug use,
al coholism prostitution, rape, murder, suicide, and corrosive
raci al tension between native Al askans and whites. And if we

follow out the inplications of a statement MG nnis quotes



near the end of his book, when he is traveling in sumer in

t he Brooks Range, these eruptions are not nerely sensational

anomalies: ““All this is alie,’” Ray Bane said. ‘A beautiful
lie. Wnter is the truth about Al aska.’””

The truth about Alaska. For all the graphic, film
noirish, hard-bitten grittiness in McGnnis’s witing, a naive
i dealismalso runs through his book. In its first few pages
he sets out with disarm ng straightforwardness, and in
del i berate | anguage that recalls Thoreau’'s Wal den chapter
“Where | Lived, and What | Lived For,” his reasons for going
to Al aska: “The pipeline, it seened, was changing the state in
ways that would never be undone. Not just physical changes,

t hough they, in places, were severe; but changes in the

psychol ogi cal clinmte; deep scars cut not just across the

tundra, but across Alaska’s very soul. . . . The
Ameri cani zation of Alaska had begun. . . . | decided that I
woul d travel to Alaska . . . [i]n order to experience, and,
per haps, to sonme degree record, what | suspected m ght indeed

be the | ast days of the last frontier America would ever have”
(10-11). This passage draws the lines of McG nnis’s project
clearly and sharply: The pipeline means the Americanization of
Al aska, and the Anericanization of Al aska neans the end of the
| ast frontier, and the end of the last frontier nust be

experi enced and recorded, and by ne.

‘Going to Extrenes (New York: Knopf, 1980), 255.



Such a project is fundamentally elegiac and will be npst
attractive to readers attracted to elegy. It is also alittle
self-inmportant in ways that depend on ignoring the history of
Al aska and how peopl e have spoken about it since the
acquisition. As we saw from | ooking at speeches by Summer and
Seward, the Anericani zation of Al aska began in 1867, not
sinply with the purchase from Russia, but with the
conceptual i zati on of Al aska as both a commopdity bonanza for
the United States and a piece of its geopolitical strategy.

As the title of Stephen Haycox’s recent Al aska: An Anerican
Col ony (2002) suggests, Alaska has never graduated into
anything |like the independent status achieved by one of the
original thirteen colonies after the Revolution. Yes, the

pi pel i ne has changed Al aska, physically and psychol ogically,
and the seriousness of those changes shoul d not and cannot be
dism ssed. But the pipeline is also the fulfillnment of
Summer’s and Seward’s original prophecies; it is not sinply

t he spont aneous conbusti on of sudden |ate twentieth-century
American capitalism and dependence on fossil fuels. To say so
is not to speak the truth about Al aska.

In traveling about to witness the end of the | ast
frontier, McG nnis speaks repeatedly about authenticity,
reality, and essence, as in this |ong sentence: “Fromthe
perspective of Prudhoe Bay, however, a trip to Barrow was the
essence of high adventure: a journey fromthe twenty-first
century to the nineteenth; fromillusion to reality; fromthe

anti septic soullessness of the ARCO and British Petrol eum base



canps to an authentic Arctic Eskinmo whaling village, which
m ght even turn out to be—-who could tell ?—-the real Al aska
t hat Al askans did not seemto believe in any nore” (58).
Al askans may not seemto believe in the real Al aska any nore,
but McG nnis certainly does, as he shows at many points, this
one anong them “The thought occurred, as | wal ked, that for
all the traveling through Alaska | had done, | had not yet
cone very near what | had perceived, at the beginning, to be
its essence: the direct experience of vastness, isolation, and
cold” (127). This sentence, which speaks of essence with no
trace of irony or skepticism anticipates a solo stay in a
cabin at Crescent Lake during a blizzard; it also suggests the
| anguage of a quest, with McG nnis chasing the essence of the
| ast frontier as Ahab chased the Wite Whal e.

In the course of his quest, MG nnis does not, at |east
at first, sound nmuch |ike Enerson, or nmuch |ike soneone
speaking in ways Enmerson hel ps us understand. In Going to
Extrenmes Commodity seens wholly to have eclipsed Beauty,
Language, and Discipline, swelling into something nonstrous
and fatal to the other three. And McG nnis does not always
practi ce McPhee’s brand of bal anced, tolerant restraint when
it comes to Commodity, as when, for exanple, in the chapter on
Prudhoe Bay he deprecates the occupying army of “bloodl ess

mercenaries,” who in twenty years “would have all the oi
sucked up and punped south and their machi nery woul d be taken
away, or, if it seenmed nore economcal, left to sit there,

forever” (53), a foretelling that the passage of twenty years



has shown to be inaccurate, since nore oil remains to be
sucked up. But as his book noves al ong, passing from W nter
to Sumrer and the flip side of his polarized vision, things
begin to change.

McG nnis refers to beauty just a little |ess than MPhee
does, with the word itself or its cognate forns making only
ni net een appearances, sone of themtrivial, as in the threat
by one person, “lI’m gonna drive her [a new Ford truck] right
out through your big beautiful plate-glass window and I’'Il run
over any son of a bitch that tires to stop me” (13). But as
in Comng into the Country, references to beauty accunul ate
and cluster towards the end of Going to Extrenes, when
McG nnis visits the Brooks Range, subject of the |ast chapter,
in which a quarter of the references appear. Meanwhile,
references to God and divinity are also scarce in this book,
but they do crop up and at telling nonments. Canping an
Kahiltna d acier, where planes land to drop off clinmbers for
the ascent of M. MKinley, McGnnis finds hinmself “gazing at
the face of Mount Hunter, just two ml|es east of the gl acier—-
a face that glowed |like the face of a deity through the bl ue
twilight of the northern sumrer night” (197). Later in the
Brooks Range cones this extraordi nary nonment, which in its
ant hr oponor phi zi ng out - Enersons Emerson: “Then anot her i nage
cane to m nd: the angle at which those mountain walls sl oped
back fromthe valley floor seenmed the sane as that angle at

whi ch human figures in certain Renai ssance paintings recoiled

fromthe imge of the newly risen Christ” (275).



Havi ng remai ned | atent through nost of the book,
McG nnis’s tendencies to associate natural beauty wth
divinity and religious experience suddenly break out in the
cul m nati ng nonent of the chapter on the Brooks Range, when
the party of hikers passes along a corridor through what
appears at first to be solid rock: “The rock walls parted and
suddenly we found ourselves standing at one end of a broad
grassy neadow. A sudden, astonishing, hidden neadow. Wth
the high spires soaring above us on all sides, to form an
anphi theater” (279). Waving his own words around those of a
fell ow hi ker, whom he quotes at |ength, MG nnis describes
this hidden, anphitheatrical meadow, which probably no human
has seen before, as a cathedral suffused with holiness. As
t he description continues, and as the nonment is |ater
recollected, it becones clear that McG nnis has adopted the

rhetorical and narrative conventions of revelation or epiphany

to represent a nonent |ike one of Wordsworth’s spots of tine
or the one in which Emerson beconmes a transparent eyeball in
Nature. In the final pages of his book, he splices beauty and

religion, referring to the monent in the anphitheatrica
meadow as both “a beautiful dreani and “a nystical experience”
(282).

The great |ast sentence of Virginia Wolf’s To the
Li ght house (1927), “I have had ny vision,” could al so serve as
the | ast sentence of McG nnis’'s Going to Extrenmes. This
vi si on—-of what he calls the real Alaska or the essence of

Al aska—- has been the goal all along, and in the dualistic,



W nt er- Summer | ogic of the book (McG nnis builds his book out
of two parts, whereas MPhee opts for three, the structure of
di al ectic), the wounds inflicted by the pipeline on the | and
and the soul of Al aska have been redeened by a nystical vision
of beauty. The book has about it, then, the neatness of a
romance quest, or even of a not-so-divine comedy, with
purgatory elided and the passage fromthe inferno to paradise
a direct one. Such a narrative shape may feel too neat for
sone, who may suspect not only that the exalted ending cones a
little too conveniently at the end of an often depressing,
hopel ess tour of oil-crazed Al aska, but also that the
depressi ng, hopeless parts of the tour ultimtely serve the
function, or are neant to serve the function, of defending
McG nni s agai nst charges of narrative sentinentality.

His title warns us that extrenes are what he traffics in,
and if they include the extrenmes of grisly self-
destructiveness, on the one hand, and visionary transcendence,
on the other, so be it. But one problemof this narrative
extrem smfor McGnnis's reader is that it can distract from
the real journalistic achievenment of Going to Extrenes, which
in fact has nothing to do with extremty at all. Instead, it
has to do with the bal anced presentation of a hearing in
Anchorage on what subsequently became H R 39, the Al aska
Nati onal Interest Lands Conservati on Act of 1980, the year
McG nnis’s book appeared. Present at the hearing are both
Congressman Morris Udall, of Arizona, and Congressnman John

Sei berling, of Chio. MGnnnis gives the hearing, about an



initial proposal to preserve one hundred and fourteen mllion
acres as w lderness, national nonunent, and national park,
seven pages, and in those pages he quotes the argunments of

t hose for and against the proposal, argunments that anticipate
many of the argunments heard recently in the context of
drilling in the Arctic National WIdlife Refuge.® In noving
toward conclusion, | want not to repeat these argunents,

whet her for devel opnment or preservation, but instead to turn
briefly to testinmny by a supporter of oil-drilling in order

to listen nore carefully to how she speaks about Al aska.

4. Nort on

In the twenty-five years since the publication of Going
to Extrenmes and the passage of the Alaska National |nterest
Lands Conservation Act, many nore books have appeared and many
nore events have taken place, events which directly or
indirectly influence the debate now in progress. Since MPhee
and McG nnis, the Alaska nenmoir has grown and fl ourished as a
genre, with subsequent exanples com ng from John Hai nes
(1989), Susan Zwi nger (1991), Nancy Lord (1999), Ned Rozel
(2000), Peter Jenkins (2001), Pam Flowers (2001), and Spi ke
Wal ker (2002) anong others. Meanwhile, the Al aska |egislature

8l n Al aska: An Anerican Col ony (London: Hurst and Conpany,
2002), Stephen Haycox gives Udall’s original goal as one
hundred twenty-two mllion acres, not one hundred fourteen
(296).



established the Al aska Dividend Fund to distribute Permanent
Fund earnings fromoil to Alaska residents in 1980; Al aska
voters repealed the law relocating the capital in 1982; the
drop in oil prices below ten dollars a barrel sent the Al aska
econony into a nosedive during 1986 and 1987; the tanker Exxon
Val dez hit a reef and spilled eleven mllion gallons of oi
into Prince WIlliam Sound in 1989; the United States Congress
lifted a ban on exportation of Alaska crude oil in 1996; the
attacks of Septenmber 11 initiated the War on Terror in 2001;
the United States invaded Irag in 2003; and the price of oil
passed fifty dollars a barrel in 2005.

Agai nst the background of these events the debate on
drilling in section 1002 of the Arctic National WIldlife
Refuge (nanmed for the section of H R 39 that allows for the
possibility of oil exploration there) has beconme charged with
strong feeling, both in Alaska and in the Lower Forty-eight.
Al t hough national polls show nost Anmericans against drilling
on the Coastal Plain (different polls give different
percent ages, but they all agree on this point, although polls
in Alaska itself run the other way), the Republican
adm ni strati on has maneuvered to secure approval for that
drilling by attaching its initiative to a budget bill. As of
May 2005, two votes that woul d have detached from the budget
bill any reference to drilling in the Arctic, one in March and
one in April, have gone the adm nistration’s way. Wile the
outcone of this debate remains uncertain, we can |ook to

recent statenents by the Secretary of the Interior for



exanpl es of how the present generation of politicians, or at

| east the majority of themnow in elected offices or appointed
positions, speaks of Al aska al nost one hundred forty years
after Summer and Sewar d.

In her testinony before the House Committee on Resources
on the Arctic Coastal Plain Donestic Energy Security Act of
2003, which did not pass, Secretary of the Interior Gale
Norton opens with a famliar credo: “As you know, the
Adm nistration firmy believes that we can devel op energy at
home while protecting the environnental values we all hold
dear.”9 In the | anguage of Emerson, according to this credo
Commodity poses no threat to Beauty, and indeed there is no
evidence in Nature that Emerson thought so either. As
Jonat han Cannon and Jonat han Ri ehl have shown effectively,
this credo reflects the “we can have it all” view of
envi ronnental policy, which originated with Nixon in 1970 and
whi ch provides an attractive alternative to the “tough
choices” view. 10 The “we can have it all” view plays well with
Ameri cans, as many polls show, with eighty percent of those
surveyed affirmng a belief |ike Norton's (228).

After this opening Norton quickly establishes an

opposition between rhetoric and facts, rhetoric characteri zing

March 12, 2003.
<http://ww. doi . gov/ secretary/ speeches/ 030312anwr. ht n»

10“Presi denti al Greenspeak: How Presidents Tal k About the
Envi ronment and What it Means,” Stanford Environmental Law
Journal 23, 2 (June 2004): 218-229.



the statenents of environnental interests, which, according to
her, have used a recent advertisenent that “sways with
enmptionalism and rarely bothers with all the facts,” and
facts inform ng the way she proposes to speak to the House
Committee on Resources. |In appealing to, and el evating beyond

all other authorities, what she calls “facts,” Norton enlists
Emersonian Discipline in the service of Commpdity. In
particul ar, she refers repeatedly to “the recent study by the
Nati onal Academny of Sciences,” and she states that she intends
“to uncover the facts . . . as clearly and as graphically as
time and the Commttee’ s audi o-visual technology permt.” 1In
pitting the enotional rhetoric of environnentalists against
the disciplinary facts of disciplined scientists, which by

i nplication environnmentalists have somehow i gnored and nuted,
Norton neatly preenpts the argunment that someone, whether
inclined towards an environnmentalist position or not, could
possess the sanme facts she has and yet read them very
differently. And indeed people who have exam ned the sane
facts she cites do read those facts very differently, as one
can quickly see by consulting, for instance, statements by the
Sierra Club. To take just one exanple, Norton points to an
estimate by the United States Geol ogical Survey that the
Arctic Coastal Plain contains “10.4 billion barrels of
technically recoverable oil,” a fact that the Sierra Cl ub
reads this way: “This is the amunt of oil that could be

recovered wi thout any regard to cost. This figure does not

take into account the actual cost of bringing the oil to



domestic markets. When econonic factors are consi dered, the
mean anount of economically recoverable oil drops to just 3.2
billion barrels.”11

Here we have an i nstance not of fact versus enotional

rhetoric but of one fact versus another fact: 10.4 billion
barrels versus 3.2 billion. Fromtheir respective facts other
facts quickly follow, Norton asserting that 10.4 billion

barrels “woul d supply every drop of petroleumfor the entire
state of Arkansas for 144 years, M ssouri for 71 years or
Sout h Dakota for 479 years,” while the Sierra Club counters
that “if Arctic oil was our nation’s only source, it would
fuel Anmerica’ s demand for |less than 6 nonths.” Bew | dered by
factual clainms and counter-clains, with no nmeans of verifying
any of them on our own, those of us who depend on the
testimony of others for our information, whether that of a
Secretary of the Interior or an environmental organization,
soon find ourselves in the position of people at the coroner’s
i nquest early in Charles Dickens’s Qur Mitual Friend (1865):
“Too late to know for certain, whether injuries received
before or after death; one excellent surgical opinion said,
bef ore; other excellent surgical opinion said, after.”

In fact, facts can take us only so far, since these
particul ar facts cannot possibly be verified unless and until
all the oil is punped fromthe Coastal Plain and the costs of

bringing the oil to market become known. Furthernore, despite

U<http://ww. si erracl ub.org/wi | dl ands/arctic>



the cliché, whatever else facts may do, they rarely speak for
t hensel ves. They nust be read by others and spoken for by
ot hers, and in that reading and speaki ng ot her i nmpul ses,
i ncludi ng what Norton m ght well think of as enotional ones,
can make thenselves felt. Consider, for exanple, how she
represents the Coastal Plain: “Now |let’s take a | ook at what
t he Coastal Plain of Alaska actually | ooks |ike nost of the
year, with a video produced by Arctic Power. This is what |
saw when | was there the |ast day of March 2001, with a 75
degree below zero wind chill. This imge of flat, white
not hi ngness i s what you would see the mpjority of the year.
In fact there are 56 days of total darkness during the year,
and al nost nine nmonths of harsh winter.” Even if Norton
believes that Arctic Power is a disinterested source of
i nformation, and even if she thinks that a video of the
Coastal Plain in March brings one closer to onniscience than a
video shot in July would, the | anguage she uses is not that of
fact. In choosing the descriptors “flat, white nothingness”
and “harsh,” Norton adopts | anguage she would be unlikely to
find in a study by the National Acadeny of Sciences and
appeals to the enotional associations of people who would nuch
prefer not to live their daily lives in such a setting.

In this monent Norton turns from Di scipline to Beauty,
but she does so to deny the latter, in the context of the
Coastal Plain, and to renove it from consideration, presumbly
because she recogni zes the power of Beauty to influence human

consi derations of the natural world. Because on the |ast day



of March, 2001, people who live confortably in centrally
heat ed houses in the Lower Forty-eight would be unlikely to
see anything but harsh, flat, white nothingness in the Arctic
Coastal Plain, the thinking m ght go, they would al so be
unlikely to consider that nothingness beautiful and to worry
about threats to that beauty. Norton’s argunentative

i nconsi stency becones apparent a little later in her testinony
when, arguing that exploration and drilling for oil will not
harm the tundra, she shows the House Committee a slide and
expl ains, “This slide shows an exploration drill site

devel oped using the new technol ogy. There is |little evidence
of seismc trails, ice roads or ice pads--once the snow cover
is gone.” At this nmonment, she apparently has forgotten or
tenporarily discarded her description of the Coastal Plain as
a place where the snow cover is hardly ever gone.

The new technol ogy receives nmuch of Norton’s attention,
for reasons Cannon and Ri ehl help us understand: “In
presidential rhetoric, industrial technology and the market
econony do not contradict environmentalisnm they are essenti al
to its success” (230). It is the new technol ogy, here
extoll ed not by the President hinmself but by his
representative, that enables us to have it both ways by, in
this case, learning fromand correcting the destructive
m stakes of drilling operations on the North Sl ope near
Prudhoe Bay. As Norton puts it, “New technol ogy all ows
extraction of oil fromlarger areas, reducing the nunber of

pads needed to develop an oil field. Because the fields use



nore effective drilling and fewer wells, waste, nud, and
cuttings are | ess. Because fuel consunption is |lower, there
are fewer emssions.” True as this testinony may well be, the

sequence “fewer,” “less,” “fewer” is not the same as the

sequence “no,” “none, no,” and the hedges in both the
| anguage of H R 39 (“Avoidance, to the extent practicable,
of springs, streams and river systens”) and in the Secretary’s
testimony (“Large magnitude spills have generally been avoi ded
on the North Slope”) could fall short of reassuring even
noder ate skeptics. Especially noteworthy in this context is
Norton’s casual aside to the Comm ttee about |aying out the
facts “as clearly and graphically as time and the Commttee’s
audi o-vi sual technology permt.” Anyone who has had to give a
public presentation that depends on audi o-vi sual technol ogy
can understand and synpathize with this disclainer, since sonme
pi ece of equi pment or sone connection will all too often fail
at an i nopportune nonent, but this same disclainmer necessarily
pl aces anyone whose presentation includes a cel ebration of
“Anmerican ingenuity and technol ogy” in an awkward position,
whet her she realizes it or not.

I n thinking carefully about how Norton speaks about
Al aska, we can focus as productively on what she | eaves out as
on what she includes. Although she does nake very brief
remar ks, just before closing, about the |ink between increased
donestic oil production and nore jobs for Americans (and the

nunber of jobs is another contested fact), she has nothing

el se to say about the human consequences of drilling for oil



on the Coastal Plain, aside froma nod to the effect of

gasoline prices on “the lives of American famlies, farmers

and workers,” prices that many argue will be unaffected by
adding a mllion barrels of oil a day to the supply of a
country that uses 19.5 mllion barrels each day. She does not

mention Native Al askans once in her testinony or acknow edge
their divisions over the issue of drilling, with the Inupiat
tending to support the adm nistration’s position and the

Gm ch’in tending to oppose it.1 |n avoiding any reference to
Nati ve Al askans, she al so avoids any reference to the racial

t ensi ons exacerbated by the devel opment of Al aska’ s oi
econony, tensions that are anmong the “deep scars cut not just

across the tundra, but across Al aska’ s very soul,” as MG nnis
puts it. The om ssion is puzzling, since the Bureau of Indian
Affairs falls under Norton’s jurisdiction. Watever her
reasons for it, she focuses nuch of her testinony on aninmals

i nstead of humans, again arraying various facts about pol ar
bear, nmuskoxen, and cari bou popul ati ons, and she does so quite
wi sely, since people likely to worry about the consequences of
oil-drilling would be nore likely to do so on behalf of

ani mal s than on behalf of vast tracts of flat, white

not hi ngness that support those aninmals, and since ani mal

popul ati ons and breeding habits and mgration patterns |end

t hensel ves easily to quantification and statistics, which in

12Recent |y, though, evidence suggests that even the I|nupiat are
split over this issue. See the CGuardian Weekly 172, 15 (Apri
1-7, 2005): 7.



turn can be interpreted in various ways w thout the
i nconveni ence of animals speaking for thenmsel ves the way
humans can and do.

But Norton’s shrewdest om ssions have to do with
Emer soni an Language, with the reading of nature as synmbol. As
many have pointed out, reading nature as a synbol of divinity
often reflects a fundanmental ly ant hropocentric habit of m nd,
as i ndeed does reading nature as a synbol of anything. And as
many ot hers have pointed out, reading nature as a synbol of
divinity in no way guarantees wanting to protect nature, since
the tendency to read nature synbolically as divine often
coincides with the tendency to read nature as what the divine
provides primarily for human use. Enmerson’s notion of
Commodity confirms this tendency. But anthropocentric or not,
the tendency to read nature, in this case the Arctic Coast al

Pl ain of Al aska, as an image of sonething el se, sonething

abstract, is now a basic feature of speaking about Al aska and
in particular a basic feature of arguing about it. In making
her arguments for oil-drilling in the secular setting of

Congressional testinony, Norton does not say anything, in the
spirit of Genesis 1:26 or Psalm 8:6, about God giving

Ameri cans dom nion over the oil of the Arctic Coastal Plain,

al t hough others have said so before her. She al so says
not hi ng about the synbolic value of the Coastal Plain as part
of the Last Frontier, since she would find it hard to nmake
that symbolismwork in her favor. One can cite facts to argue

that caribou will not be hurt by oil-drilling, albeit facts



t hat can be contested, but one cannot cite facts to argue that
oil-drilling will not hurt the symbolic value of untouched
wi | der ness.

And yet even with these om ssions, Norton, |ike the
Presi dent and adm nistration she represents, shares with
Emer son and ot her phil osophical idealists an inclination to
read material realities, with all their attendant facts, in
| arger, abstract ternms. Ironically, this inclination |links
Norton’s argunments with many of those in favor of preservation
at the 1977 Anchorage hearing on what became HH R 39. “The
arguments in favor of preservation tended to be idealistic and
vague,” as McG nnis puts it (218), and the same could be said
of Norton’s final words. In closing her testinony, she
gestures beyond Al askan oil not to God but to sonething
abstract and God-like in its power to confort and reassure
with the prom se of saving: “lI ask the Comm ttee and the
entire Congress to please exanm ne the facts as the National
Acadeny of Sciences did, and discount the rhetoric of
parti sanship. This decision is too inportant to the energy
security of our country.” Wth recent votes on including
Arctic oil-drilling in a budget bill tending to fall al ong
party lines, Norton’s appeal to sonething beyond “the rhetoric
of partisanshi p” suggests an appeal on behalf of one kind of
parti san rhetoric over another.

| nst ead of readi ng Al askan oil as pure Commpdity, or as
Commodity emanating fromdivine favor, Norton urges her

audi ence to read it as an image or synmbol of “energy



security,” a vague and fuzzy abstract ideal that subsequent
events have tinged with a variety of other associations, anong
t hem war, occupation, the enotionally charged phrase
“supporting the troops,” and the volatile term“patriotism?”
Wth various official reports predicting that “peak oil,” the
poi nt at which gl obal production rises to its highest point

bef ore declining permanently, will occur anytine between 2003
and 2037, it is unclear what Norton could nmean by “security”
in the context of that production.® One week after Norton’s
testimony, the Senate rejected the adm nistration’s Arctic
oil-drilling proposal on March 19, 2003, the sanme day the
United States and Britain invaded Irag. Two years later, with
the war in Iraq continuing, adm nistration efforts to speak of
Al aska and its oil as synbols of security, in the face of

wi despread insecurity about the conplexities and consequences
of that war, seemto be proving persuasive. In |linking Al aska
to international relations, the Bush adm nistration is not
doi ng anything that Charles Summer did not do in 1867. But in
investing Alaska and its primary commodity with so nuch
significance and saving power, power that by any factual
measur e Al aska cannot possibly possess in the face of

dwi ndl i ng worl dwi de supply and rising worl dwi de demand, it is.

13See recent articles in the Guardian Weekly 172, 19 (April 29-
May 5, 2005): 1, 15-16.






