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To the two families: one who let me go, 
and the other, who ensured I came back alive.


‘It matters not how strait the gate

How charged with punishments the scroll

I am the master of my fate:

I am the captain of my soul.’

W.E. HENLEY, INVICTUS


A Tribute to Jack London

My desire to experience the wilderness goes back to childhood, and my early reading of Jack London. His stories encapsulated the cruel beauty and mystery of the far north, none more so than The Call of the Wild, from which this book takes its name. In the hundred years that have passed since London was writing, our world has been transformed; yet the lands of which he wrote have barely changed at all. Neither has that part of human nature that is restless, that cannot be satisfied by the trappings of modern life. No other words better describe this than the ‘call of the wild’.
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PROLOGUE

This is the Law of the Yukon, that only the Strong shall thrive;

That surely the Weak shall perish, and only the Fit survive.

Dissolute, damned and despairful, crippled and palsied and slain,

This is the Will of the Yukon, – Lo, how she makes it plain!

ROBERT W. SERVICE, SONGS OF A SOURDOUGH,

THE LAW OF THE YUKON (1907)

As I bend to hoist my overstuffed hiking bag on to my back, I see the deep impression of a large paw print in the cool mud. My heart squeezes a beat that almost hurts, and I need no guidebook to tell me that, shortly before I landed on this beach, a grizzly bear stood on this spot. As I stare at the print, my tired brain adjusts to the reality of my situation: I am in the sub-arctic wilderness, a place where I could be overpowered and eaten by an animal weighing over one thousand pounds. I touch the deep holes where five claws have left their mark. Looking along the line of prints, I realise the bear has disappeared into the same woods that I now plan to make my home. Unlike him, I am a complete beginner

Using a flood-bleached tree for support, I pull myself up the bank towards the trees. I am dripping with sweat, and surrounded by a halo of buzzing black flies. The bag is too heavy to climb with, so I heave it over the lip of the bank and into a clump of thorny bushes before raising one leg over the edge to lever myself into the greenery. I trample down some of the vegetation and stand on the edge looking down at my clown-like trail, slipping and smearing its way up from the river.

I stand there for a few minutes, reluctant to take the first step away from the safety of my boat and into the darkness of the woods. Night is coming and I know that I have over a mile of difficult passage through dense trees and undergrowth before I reach the lake where I will make camp. At this moment, I would joyfully undo everything, turn the clock back to a time when life was safe and predictable. Taking a deep breath, I turn away from the beach and walk towards the woods.


PART 1

Reality can destroy the dream, 
why shouldn’t the dream destroy reality?

GEORGE MOORE
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UNDERCOVER DREAMER

[image: Image Missing]

A laconic, world-weary but nevertheless warm voice answers the phone. ‘Scotsman editor’s office, Sonja speaking. Can I help you?’

I stutter into action like a rusty outboard on a wet day. ‘Ah yes, um … could I possibly speak to Iain? This is Guy from downstairs.’ I hope that my cunning tactic of referring to the editor by his first name will get me past the gate-keeper, but she’s an old hand.

A slight pause. ‘Can I ask what you need from Iain?’ She must be wondering what some hapless sod from the sales floor could possibly want with the editor of Scotland’s oldest and most august newspaper.

‘Well … I’m just wondering if I could meet with him at some point?’

‘He’s really busy at the moment Guy. Can I ask what it’s about?’

I feel like telling her that it is about the fact that I am going stir-crazy and have finally reached the point of no return. That the only way I can see of freeing myself from the trap of office life is to head for one of the loneliest and wildest places on earth, where I will be alone and far from my family with a not inconsiderable chance of dying. Instead I say, ‘Well Sonja, I know this sounds odd, but can you just tell him I’m sure he will not find a meeting with me a complete waste of his time?’

She laughs. ‘Guy – what are you up to?’

‘Not really sure to be honest. I just have a feeling that he might be able to help me.’

‘Hold on.’ There is a long pause as she checks his diary. I hear phones ringing in the background and imagine what the days must look like to a hassled and hardworking man dealing with deadline after deadline, meeting after meeting. I hear rustling and Sonja is back on the phone. ‘Right – come up tonight after five-thirty and wait. No guarantees, but I’m pretty sure you will be able to get a bit of time with Iain.’

I hold the phone with two hands and experience a surge of something quite foreign: hope. ‘Thank you Sonja – I’ll be there.’

I replace the handset and look up. My line manager is looming over my desk, fixing me with a strange look.

‘Guy, how’s it going with that spreadsheet you promised us?’

I furrow my eyebrows into what I hope is an efficient look, tapping a brisk staccato on my keyboard. ‘I’m onto it Kris. Can I get it to you tomorrow?’

‘End of play tomorrow Guy, okay?’ He hovers, not convinced.

I produce a warm salute, hoping to convey positivity and a go-ahead attitude. ‘Yessir!’

He walks back to his office, frowning slightly.

At the time that this conversation took place, I had been working in the commercial department of The Scotsman newspaper in Edinburgh for over five years. I had held a range of jobs at the newspaper, and had some success at coming up with new ways to get money into the company. In 2002, midway through my time at the paper, an indulgent managing director, who seemed as confused about my prospects as I was, decided to see if I might be capable of holding a senior position within the company. I was duly promoted from my position as a lowly sales executive to the grand title of ‘Head of Strategic Marketing’, and given my own neat little office on the top floor of the building where all the senior executives lurked. For a short period I found myself quite excited about the whole thing, and began to feel that maybe this was the start of something. For weeks I plotted and planned and felt very professional and senior in my new position at the top of the building. I would swivel about in my chair, tap away ostentatiously at my computer and spend inordinate amounts of time drawing complex diagrams in order to illustrate my groundbreaking new approaches. Sadly no-one was able to understand any of these diagrams, as my writing was and remains appalling. Nevertheless there were regular meetings held in my office, and I felt proud to offer people coffee and biscuits as they settled themselves around the faux mahogany meeting table.

As the weeks turned into months the patient and very senior people who held offices on the top floor waited to see what the new lad was going to come up with. Although ‘confidential’, word had got out that I was planning to launch a new reader loyalty scheme based on subscribing to a gardening club. Having somehow convinced my senior management of the benefits of this scheme, I flung myself into it with gusto. In exchange for subscribing to The Scotsman, the gardening club would offer discounts at a range of horticultural retailers, and as an irresistible inducement I planned to offer every signed-up member a free porcelain ‘digging dog’ with a wind-activated wagging tail.

Each evening I drove home from the office with my head full of readers’ incentives and digging dogs, gradually unwinding as I left the city behind me and approached our home in the Scottish Borders. My daily commute added up to a three-hour round trip, but it seemed worth it to live in the country, and to maintain at least the illusion of free choice in our lives. I arrived home just in time to read our two-year-old son, Oscar, a story before he fell away into sleep. Then Juliet and I would cram down a late supper and try hard to feel young and happy and full of life. The next morning I would get up early, slipping out of bed and dressing on tiptoes as my family slept, knowing that they would wake up without me and be half way through their cereals whilst I was still on the road.

The reader promotion launched and was an instant and colourful flop. My office was no longer the stage for a brilliant young protégé on his first step up the dizzying ladder to corporate stardom; instead it became a storeroom for over one thousand boxes marked ‘Digging Dog’. My management still clearly saw some benefit in having me around, and shuttled me as unobtrusively as possible back downstairs to the sales floor. From there, I began to dream of escape.

Juliet was shortly due to give birth to our second child, and our mortgage and credit card debt was crippling us. I knew we were not alone – almost all of our friends were in the same situation or worse – but I couldn’t accept this was the way we were meant to live. It seemed as though all our pleasures and achievements were propped up on debt, and this debt gave me no choice but to continue my increasingly mournful journey through the corridors of cubicle hell. I was in the prime of my life, yet spending eight hours of each day sitting down in an air-conditioned office, staring into a computer screen. Three further hours each day were spent sitting in my car. I felt trapped, and I was starting to panic.

During my lunch breaks I would visit the health club across the road, and eschewing the rows of machine-tanned perfection jogging in front of their floor-to-ceiling mirrors, set off around Arthur’s Seat on a daily five-mile run. Offering an escape from the piped music and egos, including my own, this run was starting to save my soul. I began to smell the seasons as well as see them. I felt pain on the steep sections and cold when the rain and wind numbed my legs and face, and it felt good. Amidst the trivia of daily office life, the run was offering me the chance to reconnect both with my own body and with the outdoors, and it was triggering a rebellion within me. At first whimsically, but then with increasing seriousness, I began to yearn for a wild place, and a way of living that rejected all the trappings of suburban life. No brands, no suppliers, no offices, no company cars or on-target earnings – just trees and space and a chance to rediscover what it is to be a man, as well as a new road to some kind of freedom for my family. As I sat in my car, at my desk, ran in my lunch breaks and sat some more, all I thought about was how to escape, and where.

At home, my wife tried hard to understand what this yearning was about. She also had concerns about our lifestyle, and the fact that despite our company car and nice house we really owned nothing and were simply treading water, detached from all that the world might offer us. Our quality of life as a family was suffering from this way of life – my long hours of work and commuting meant that she was alone for most of the week and was virtually raising the children single-handed. Juliet felt deeply worried about my growing despair, but was understandably anxious at the prospect of my turning my back on my career with nothing else to go to. She was also frustrated at my lack of ability to be happy with what, compared to many people, was a very fortunate life. A nice house, one healthy son and another on the way, a good job – what more did I want? Yet inside she knew that it was not enough for either of us, and that it could only be a matter of time before it all came tumbling down.

Over the next year, from 2003 to 2004, I spent every spare moment at home and at work researching possible places that I might go. Long evenings were spent on the computer, contacting people on the other side of the world who might be able to help me. Early on Alaska emerged as the top contender, as one of the world’s last great wildernesses, with an area of 1,477,270 square miles and a population of just 600,000. The far north had long been one of the landmarks of my imagination, given shape by Jack London and the poetry of Robert Service. Through the internet and books I learned more about Alaska, and encountered people who lived there or knew it well. From the confines of my office, I began to discover a vast and wild land, a place where fortunes had been won or lost and where, to this day, few people dared to travel alone. I read lurid accounts of bear attacks and journeys across creaking ice, and of a searing cold that turned men’s faces white with frost as they battled with dog teams or toiled to build small cabins before the onslaught of winter. Sometimes the stories of Alaska were simple and stark, object lessons that followed a man or woman as they gradually succumbed to the elements. At other times I would read amazing accounts of journeys by moonlight across glittering expanses of ice and snow, of camp roughly made in the bend of a river, and of watching wood smoke curl into a clear sky while king salmon seared on iron and coffee boiled over charcoal. My heart skipped as I read of the loners who survived and learnt the way of the land, reading the sky and stars and living carefully in the shade of the boreal woods. These men were invariably prospectors or trappers, and many became as adept as the native Alaskans at fending for themselves in the bush, often even surpassing them in their ability to endure great hardship. Some thrived and found their fortunes in those woods, and others lost their minds and lives.

During my journeys on the internet I made contact with an Athabascan Indian woman who worked at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks1. At first she was cautious, believing understandably, that she might be dealing with a maniac, and asked me to send her character references to prove that I was genuine. I did this – to the great surprise of my referees, when they realised what they were referring me for – and she put me in touch with her brother, Charlie. He lived with his family in a small village in the Interior of Alaska on the Yukon river, and made his way by fishing and working as a carpenter.2 This was the right area of Alaska – wooded, and very sparsely populated – and he was willing to be my local contact. Now I only had one major obstacle to making my dream a reality: money.

Without a trust fund behind me, short of re-mortgaging the house (half-jokingly suggested at one point, but Juliet firmly put her foot down) I had to find a source of funding. Juliet had left her job shortly before the birth of our second son, Luke, in May 2003, and so for the time being responsibility for the family’s financial security rested firmly on me. With no intention of leaving my family adrift and penniless, I grimly steeled myself for the difficult task ahead. Reminding myself that I was not alone in the need for sponsorship (from Columbus to Shackleton, throughout history expeditions have required commercial support), I put together some letters about my adventure and sent them out to potential sponsors. The reactions of the people I approached ranged from enthusiasm (though usually followed with a regretful shake of the head) to incredulity and outright derision.

By early 2004 most of my potential sources of funding had come to nothing, and only one or two outside possibilities remained. I desperately searched for other solutions. Time was getting short, and I felt instinctively that if I couldn’t pull it off this year it would never happen. I also knew that my days were numbered at work, and that the grim spectre of redundancy was lurking in the shadows.
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ODDBALL MEETS EDITOR
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At 5.30 pm I returned to the editor’s office. ‘Take a seat, Guy’, Sonja smiled wearily. ‘I’ll just see if Iain is free.’

She replaced the handset and raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, he’s got five minutes. Off you go’, and she pointed to the door of his office.

I walked towards the door feeling sick with worry, wondering if I was making a fatal mistake. I was aware that now, for the first time, I was going to let my idea out into the public domain – or more precisely, into the small and very gossipy world of The Scotsman newspaper.

Inside, Iain raised a hand to indicate a chair for me whilst holding a phone between chin and shoulder. I immediately liked the intonation of his voice and the look of his shabby desk, which held a mountain of papers, cigarette boxes and books. Behind him an old bookcase stood beautifully askew with a half-drunk bottle of whisky lying on its side on the edge of one of the shelves. A painting of Edinburgh’s North Bridge hung on the wall beside the door and it too was off centre. To my right, large sliding doors opened out onto a balcony and a metal balustrade made of steel stanchions and tight wire. The whole effect was of chaotic movement and Iain Martin resembled a young captain at sea in a storm. Suddenly his call was at an end. Raising a finger in apology he tapped into his computer, then swivelled around to look at me.

‘Guy – what can I do for you?’

I mustered all of my energy and tried to think clearly. ‘Right, um, okay. Now this might sound odd …’

‘I am not faint-hearted.’ He smiled: ‘Try me.’

I brought my fingers together and took the leap. ‘Iain – I think I am losing my mind.’

He laughed. ‘So?’

‘I have to change my life – I’ve had a searing vision of the future and I don’t like it.’ I heard myself and thought of Billy Graham, imagining that the editor must be starting to worry about whether security were still in the building. Yet he was still looking at me seriously.

‘I am sorry to confront you with this – you must be busy, but, well, I am not sure what I want to ask you except that …’

‘Guy, don’t waffle. What is it?’

I stood up and leaned over his desk like a clichéd character in a B-movie. ‘I’m going to leave my job and go to Alaska to build a cabin in the wilderness. Then I’m going to live in it through the winter.’

He blinked and opened his mouth. Just then the phone rang, but he pushed a red flashing button and there was silence apart from the muted sounds of the newsroom outside.

‘What?’

‘I can’t live my life sitting down any more. I have to go.’ I sat down again.

‘What about your kids – you do have a family, don’t you?’ He leaned back in his chair and looked hard at me.

‘Yes I do.’

‘Well?’

‘My wife knows that I have to do this – she supports me. And we can’t carry on living as we are – hopefully this will change our lives somehow. Nothing belongs to us, our debt is crippling and I hardly see my family anyway …’ I opened my hands. ‘Sorry – I’m going on a bit.’

He stood up and walked to the glass door, sliding it open. ‘Do you smoke, Guy?’

I told him that tonight I would make an exception, and accepted a cigarette.

Standing on the balcony we looked down at the dark wet streets, watching the rush hour traffic circle Arthur’s Seat. I felt elated. There was now no reason for nerves or tension – my boats had started to burn and I was enjoying the smell of fire. Iain put out his cigarette, then walked back to his desk.

‘Build a cabin you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where in Alaska?’

‘The Interior, on the Yukon river.’

‘Have you done this sort of thing before?’

‘No,’ I admitted, managing to force a smile. ‘I have done a bit of shooting for the pot, so I’m not too worried about feeding myself. I’m not experienced at building, but I spent a few months working as a labourer, so I know I can work …’

He interrupted: ‘Have you got a team of people to help you?’

‘No.’

He leaned back and looked at the smoke-yellowed ceiling. ‘Will you be on your own out there?’

‘Yes.’

‘What if something goes wrong – if you get hurt. Will you be able to get help?’

I tried to look dependable but failed, and raised my hands in surrender.

‘I will be on my own. I can’t really say any more than that.’

He chuckled, shaking his head, and my nerves came back in a rush. He thinks I’m insane, I thought. Soon the managing director will know and the axe will fall.

‘Why have you come to me about this Guy?’

‘I need to earn some money while I’m away, and wondered if I could write a column for you.’

He sat in silence again. ‘That Foreign Legion piece you wrote was all right I suppose …’ He tapped a pencil on the table, then placed the end in his mouth and fixed me with a hard look. ‘It’s a good story. Okay, I’ll take a weekly column from you if you can pull it off. You don’t seem like a bullshitter, although God knows what’s going to happen to you.’

I stuttered a thank you and stood up feeling dizzy, knowing it was only partly due to the cigarette. Iain walked me to the door and shook my hand, saying ‘We’ll need about eight hundred words a week from you – you’ll have to figure out a way of getting it to us. Good luck.’

I stumbled out of his office in a state of complete disbelief. For the first time someone had taken my idea seriously, and I felt flattered, excited and more than a bit alarmed. The world was calling my bluff and the dream was becoming a reality. The monthly income from the column would help keep my family going while I was away, which was my main concern. I still had to raise the money to finance the adventure itself, but I knew that I had crossed the first hurdle, and there was now a real chance that it might actually happen.

I drove slowly home and arrived just as Juliet was drying Oscar and Luke, our second son who was nearly a year old, beside the fire. ‘Well, how did it go?’ she asked.

‘It went well. He’s offered me a weekly column.’

I met my wife’s level gaze, and there was a silence between us. Her expression was quietly resigned, a sight that was hard for me to see. The fire flickered behind her, reflecting on the warm wooden floors of our little home. I could smell our supper being kept warm in the oven, and heard the murmur of the radio in the kitchen. Outside it had begun to rain, and I could see the water shining in the outside light.

‘Come up and read the boys a story, Guy. Let’s get them to bed and then have some supper.’

As we ate and talked quietly about what lay ahead, for the first time it felt as if we were talking about something real. Juliet had already decided that, in the year I was away, she would rent our house out and take the boys to her home community on the Isle of Mull. Having grown up on the island, she had a strong network of family and friends there, and knew they would all be safe and supported. She looked at me searchingly, knowing that I could hide very little from her. ‘Guy, are you sure you’re prepared for this? I mean, there are the bears, then there’s the cold in the winter, and building the cabin …’

‘I know I can do it.’ I held her hand and tried to be as reassuring as I could. ‘Somehow I just know it will be okay.’ She fixed me with another steady look and I knew just what she was thinking. Only a week before I had spent a whole day wrestling with the assembly of a set of Ikea shelves for the boys’ bedroom, and now I was planning to build my own cabin. We washed up together in silence and I thought of my two boys upstairs, fast asleep in their beds. Then I remembered how, when I had tried to join the army in my early twenties, the results of my tests concluded that I was ‘uncategorisable’ and ‘lacking in innate intelligence’. I had no idea whether I could do this. But I was determined to give it a try.
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THE DREAM BECOMES A PLAN
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A few days later I met up again with Iain Martin, and the meeting confirmed that he was serious about giving me a weekly column. I was touched by his belief in my idea, and it gave me the encouragement I needed to push ahead with my preparations. I had a lot to organise: I couldn’t leave until I’d found some more money from somewhere, and I had to sort out logistics, including a means of getting the column to the newspaper each week. I trawled through atlases and read through book after book. I contacted Charlie to tell him that I planned to arrive in the next few months. When we spoke I heard in his voice a heavy and understandable note of caution. It was clear that I had absolutely no experience of living and working in the sub-arctic, and he must have thought I was just the kind of man who was heading for disaster.

After this, things began to develop very fast. My gut instinct told me that my days at the office were numbered, and the pressure was on to pull the project together. One night I met up with a good friend who owns Graham Tiso Outdoors, a well-known supplier of outdoor equipment and clothing. Chris is a bluff and wholehearted character, a lover of all things outdoors and of adventure. Over a beer in the Shore Bar in Leith I told him of my plan, and he reacted immediately with enthusiasm.

‘Guy, you’ve got to do this. Tell you what, I’ll give you all the equipment you need, and I might come up with some money too if you need it. Do not give up!’

Encouraged by Chris’s support, in the knowledge that I had some guaranteed income from the Scotsman column, Juliet and I agreed that there was no going back. There was a crackly atmosphere of anticipation between us, and as we said our goodbyes each morning there was a feeling that our lives were on the brink of great change. Then one day I was called into the assistant managing director’s office. He was doing what any good manager would have done, and making me redundant.

I came out of his office feeling oddly calm, knowing that at least here in the office the worst that could happen had happened. I walked past the desks of various friends who, even though it had not yet been announced, must have known that my time was up. I stopped at my line manager’s office and found him unusually chirpy and upbeat. No doubt he knew that I was, clerically speaking, a dead man. I wandered over to the sorry pile of paper, books, coffee cups and pens that was my workstation, with vague intentions of clearing my desk. Out of habit, I turned on my computer, and listened for the thousandth time to the irritating start-up jingle that was meant to sound grand and impressive, but instead summed up all that was dull and predictable about office life. I pointed my mouse at ‘in-box’ and woozily noted that there was an email headed ‘Highland Park.’ I opened it without any interest, expecting a drinks promotion of some form, and read instead:

Hi Guy,

We have read over the information that you sent us about your Alaskan adventure, and we’d like to be involved. Can you call me?

Best wishes,

Sharon McLaughlin

Highland Park Whisky

 I read the message with a thudding heart, and a sense of disbelief. I could not quite believe what I was reading – on this of all days – and looked around to see if someone was smirking. Could this be a cruel joke? Nothing was confirmed in the email, but nevertheless I felt in my heart that this was the moment I had been waiting for.

A few days later I met with Sharon McLaughlin in a department store in Glasgow. We sat at a table overlooking thousands of people shopping during their lunch breaks, and discussed how Highland Park could get involved in my adventure. This was it now – I was definitely going, and as I journeyed back to Edinburgh on the train I felt overwhelmed by a mix of emotions. I wondered what I had got myself into, what lay before me, and whether I might have cause to regret taking this journey into a vast and untamed wild land.
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