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For Frank Carlton,

a better fishing buddy you couldn’t have.


Craig Johnson

Tooth and Claw
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Who trusted God was love indeed

And love Creation’s final law

Tho’ Nature, red in tooth and claw

With ravine, shriek’d against his creed

—“in memoriam a.h.h.,” by alfred,
lord tennyson

If it’s black fight back. If it’s brown lay down.
If it’s white say goodnight.

—bear attack proverb
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Like a lot of people, I’m a serial reader and tend to stumble onto a writer and if duly impressed turn around and buy every book they’ve ever written. I went through an Alistair MacLean period in my teenage years, grappling through the Scotsman’s thrillers such as The Guns of Navarone, Ice Station Zebra, and Where Eagles Dare. I can’t say he was a great writer, but he was great at what he did: fast-paced and macho adventures in exotic locales. Exactly what I was looking for at the time.

I’ve referred to thrillers as mysteries with lobotomies, but MacLean never fell prey to the you-know-who-it-is-in-the-first-chapter-and-now-have-to-sit-through-five-hundred-pages-of-chase formula. He kept you guessing until the end with characters that couldn’t be described as fully fleshed out, but certainly kept you leaping pages like a reindeer.

Personally, I’ve enjoyed writing novellas over the years, and Tooth and Claw was started almost five years ago but then stalled when I wasn’t sure how I wanted to tell the tale. Then I remembered trusty MacLean, whose writing style has been described as “Hit ’em with everything but the kitchen sink, then give ’em the sink, and when they raise their head drop the plumber on ’em.”

The next problem was the environs for Tooth and Claw and how things were likely to get boring if the entirety of the action took place out on the big ice of the Northern Slope of Alaska, which brought back memories of another story.

I first became aware of the legend of the SS Baychimo in an attic literary pile of my father’s, where I found a July 1938 copy of The World Wide Magazine that contained the article “An Arctic Ghost-Ship.” The ghostship Baychimo has haunted the Arctic for almost a hundred years, looming in and out of the frozen mists. She was last sited in 1969, which was chronologically perfect for my purposes and Walt’s. Researching the ship beyond the four-page article proved to be rough sailing, but I finally reaped rewards in Anthony Dalton’s Baychimo: Arctic Ghost Ship, which provided a great deal of the history cited here.

Heading out with a story and style, I now needed an antagonist for the good sheriff, someone or something the likes of which he’d never faced before.

I fish in Alaska on an annual basis and have had my share of bear encounters, the closest being a surprise meeting with a Kodiak on the banks of the Kanektok River, where I discovered how I’m going to die—talking. Armed with only a 10-weight fly rod, I’ve never felt as vulnerable as when standing there with that giant bear hovering over me. Fortunately for the writing of this book and others, the guides came running with air horns and the Kodiak reluctantly turned away from his ready-made buffet.

Most bears don’t behave like the nanurluk, thank goodness, but as much of a believer as I am in their continued existence, protection, and careful conservation, polars can’t be described as particularly cuddly. They’re one of the few carnivores and the largest land variety that are known to actively stalk human beings, and given the small amount of interaction they have with people, they simply don’t fear us.

I remember talking with an elderly Yupik friend of mine in Anchorage who told me his son had been hired as a spotter for one of the research groups. He went on to explain how when they first land a plane out on the big ice, they immediately set up a shooting tower, and the spotter’s job is to climb up there and keep the polar bears from getting in too close, sometimes having to shoot them to keep them from killing and eating members of the party.

I asked him, How, in a completely white environment do you sight-in on an all but white bear?

Pointing to the center of his face, he replied, “You aim for the nose.”

Books are like ships, and I wouldn’t have much of a chance of avoiding the icebergs if not for all the following.

My marvelous agent, Gail “Sailing Master” Hochman, and her right hand, Marianne “Master-at-Arms” Merola, are steady at the wheel.

Bringing out the big caliber at Viking/Penguin would be Brian “Boatswain” Tart and Jenn “Able Sea Person” Houghton. Wo-manning the helm would be Sara “Navigator” Delozier and the ever-faithful Magdalena “Deck Cadet” Deniz, Johnathan “Swabby” Lay, and Michael “Oiler” Brown.

To the west with a sharp eye is Christine “Quartermaster” Choi and belowdecks is Alex “Cookie” Cruz-Jimenez and Molly “Gunner” Fessenden.

As always, keeping things shipshape are Eric “Chief Engineer” Wechter and Francesca “Sparky” Drago.

And last but certainly not least is the North Star of celestial bodies and the light touch that steers me through life’s reefs no matter how storm-swept the seas, Judy “Captain” Johnson.
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