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Other Bloods 

 

In August, beyond northern treeline, above the Arctic Circle, north of lands where 

yellowing birch leaves rustle and fall, past the edges of black spruce tottering and drunk 

on permafrost, where the sage smell of Labrador tea rises from the ground and the 

mountains fall away and tundra rolls to the Beaufort Sea, the Central Arctic caribou 

herd departs from their coastal breeding grounds, heading south on their fall migration. 

 In 2011, on my first hunt in Alaska, I came up the Dalton Highway to follow this 

herd, to hunt and fill my freezer. I drove up from Fairbanks with three other men. We 

planned to hunt along the road and pipeline corridor, parallel ribbons of gravel and oil 

100 miles north of Atigun Pass, where the animals sometimes travel.   

Two of my companions were FBI agents, Rick and Wayne, posted to Alaska and 

trying to make the most of their time in the state. Wayne came from Chicago and was 

obsessed with big antlers; as far as I could tell, he spent most of his paychecks on 

hunting, and hadn’t yet managed to have any success. Rick came from South Carolina. 

He’d grown up hunting, and he reminded me of the taciturn, honorable, and formulaic 

lawmen on TV. The third guy was the poet Ryan Ragan, a fellow graduate student who 

had relocated his family to Alaska so he could better pursue his mountain man 

ambitions of fishing, hunting, trapping, and writing poetry about Bigfoot. Ryan attended 

church with Rick, out near the car dealerships on the south side of Fairbanks, and had 

invited me on this hunt as a kindness. 
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 All three men wore Gore-Tex camouflage clothing and ate freeze dried meals and 

had been on dozens of hunts. I wore a plaid wool shirt and I ate jars of smoked salmon. 

I’d hunted grouse and deer a few times, but that was it.   

We camped near a weather station, and in the evening, they ate their meals from 

plastic bags and watched me eat cold salmon from the jar. Wayne talked for a long time 

about his weakness for Latina women. He’d been divorced at least twice. Rick said that 

we would get to punch our man cards for camping out on open tundra. I had an image of 

a Man Card certificate, framed and mounted and punched full of holes, hanging in a 

cubicle. I felt left out of something important—something maybe I should have 

purchased at Bass Pro Shop before we left. I commented on the stark beauty of the 

Arctic.  

“I can’t get over the colors of the tundra,” I said. “It reminds me of an 

expressionist painting.” Ryan Ragan laughed. The FBI agents fell silent. Apparently, I 

didn’t get a punch on my man card. 

This first trip was a strange introduction to the world of hunting in Alaska. I had 

just finished a season fighting wildland fire, a season surrounded by testosterone, and I 

hoped that this trip would bring me a chance to connect with a landscape I was quickly 

falling in love with. Instead, I found myself crammed into a truck, driving up and down 

a 150-mile corridor of road, looking out the window for passing animals.  

Regulations don’t allow rifle hunting within five miles of the highway; off-road 

vehicle access is also illegal. Ryan and Wayne had compound bows, which meant they 

could stay close to the road and hunt within eyeshot of the pickup. With only my rifle, I 

faced a long hike in and out, and I was the only one interested much in walking. 



3 
 

My companions wanted to keep driving, looking for easy shots and caribou with 

bigger antlers. During the week we hunted, the main herd was nowhere near the road. 

The few caribou that did turn up spooked at the sound of truck wheels. We saw musk 

oxen. We checked out the oil fields in Prudhoe.  

Twice we found caribou close enough to approach, but both times they managed 

to get away. On our first day, we came across a lone bull, and Ryan and Rick followed it 

along a creek bed while Wayne and I took off across an exposed hill. I managed to get 

close enough for a shot, but Wayne had fallen behind. By the time he caught up, the bull 

had spooked, and we watched as it disappeared into the expanse. 

 The next morning, we found a small herd and repeated the maneuver. This time 

Wayne and I followed the road up to the top of a rise. I crouched low in the willows low 

and stayed quiet. Within a minute or two, the caribou herd passed within 20 yards of 

where I sat, crossed the road, and meandered off. When I looked around to see why 

nobody had taken a shot with one of the bows, I found Wayne rummaging around the 

back of the truck. He’d forgotten to put arrowheads on his arrows. 

“All the animals were small anyway,” he said later. “I’m looking for a trophy.”  

I was starting to feel claustrophobic in the backseat. I hadn’t come 600 miles to 

drive around. So, after a couple days driving, I asked if they would mind if I took off to 

the edge of the five-mile corridor for a night, to hunt alone.  

“If you get something, come back to the road, we’ll find you,” Ryan said. 

I felt released, hopeful, a little scared that I would actually succeed. I set out, 

thinking about Thoreau and Frost and solitude, and about Raven stories. In my short 

time in Alaska, I had found the presence of ravens everywhere. In the dumpsters on the 

edge of town, in stories shared by old Native ladies at community potlucks at the dog-
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musher’s hall in Fairbanks, in the artwork that decorated the university library where I 

studied. I had learned that in northern cultures, hunting stories are often raven stories. 

The raven they say, is a trickster, sometimes bringing luck and sometimes taking it.  

I walked beneath the pipeline, towering over my head. I looked for pingos—

mounds of uplifted permafrost—and felt the mossy mattress under my boots. From the 

top of ridgelines, I watched the cut of saccharine rivers that stretched to far horizons, 

and I watched for circling ravens.  

* 

Hunting isn’t for everyone, and not all hunters are alike. It is an individualistic activity 

by nature, and each hunter has a different way of justifying why they hunt. For some--

mostly out-of-state pricks with too much money—hunting amounts to conquest, a 

measuring contest over who has the biggest antlers. These folks pay for bush flights that 

drop them a half day in front of the main herd. They hire a guide, camp for a night, wake 

up to fresh brewed coffee and a thousand animals streaming past. The hardest part is 

often limiting their bloodlust to just one animal. They give half their meat away and pay 

butcher shops to cut the rest with pork to make summer sausage for their co-workers at 

Christmas. They have the heads mounted on the walls of their dental offices, and they 

give the rest of humanity a bad name.  

On the other end of the spectrum, for the Indigenous people whose relationship 

with moose and caribou stretches back to the Ice Age, hunting isn’t just an activity; it is 

a way of life.  

No, it is even more than that. For the Gwich’in Athabaskans who the Central 

Arctic and Porcupine Caribou herds for subsistence, the connection with caribou runs so 

deep that the idea of a diet without caribou is inconceivable.  
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When I first came to the North, I ran into a young white woman in Inuvik, 

Northwest Territories. She was from Ontario, and a vehement vegetarian. When she 

learned that the people in the Mackenzie River delta hunted caribou, moose, musk oxen, 

and beluga whale as the main foods for their local diet, she was horrified. 

I said, “We’re above the Arctic Circle. What are they supposed to eat?” 

“Vegetables,” she replied, “Maybe once they had to eat helpless animals to 

survive, but they should change with the times.” 

Her comment rubbed me the wrong way, but at the time, I didn’t have the context 

to explain why. Not until years later, after living in Alaska and getting involved in 

political battles against the incessant industrial development that threatens salmon 

streams and caribou herds with oil and mine proposals did I come across an explanation 

that summed up how important subsistence hunting is to original residents of the 

Arctic.  

 Jacquelyn Ross, an Indigenous scholar, writes about the importance of 

traditional food and health among Native communities. For Native people, she says, the 

loss of traditional food “is bigger than the problem of the children thinking that milk 

comes from cartons.” It is about survival.  

“It is unjust for people not to be able to have their native foods,” Ross writes. “It 

creates stealthy, insidious genocides.” 

Pause on that word: genocide. For some, hunting isn’t a pastime. The caribou, 

and the land that sustains those caribou, is as necessary to their survival as a heartbeat.  

* 

I must confess something: Even though I have hunted in wild places across Alaska for 

almost a decade, I am not a great hunter. I grew up in northern Wisconsin, a place 
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where manliness is still determined by the size of the antlers on your dead November 

buck. The first whitetail I ever managed to shoot was missing an antler. Talk about 

emasculation.  

In tree stands, I spend most of my time reading a book. I don’t like to wake up 

early. I’m easily distracted by the patterns of morning frost on a leaf. Worst of all, I can’t 

sit still. After about an hour, I start to fidget, hum, sing, or otherwise notify every animal 

in a ten-mile radius of my presence. If the early bird gets the worm, then the hyperactive 

hunter buys meat from the grocery store.  

For a guy like me though, who craves the quiet movement of walking as much as I 

enjoy reaping a harvest of meat, caribou hunting is perfect. Caribou are migratory 

animals. Some herds will travel more than 3,000 miles between the tundra plains and 

the boreal forests where they shelter each winter. After I left my hunting companions in 

the truck, I hiked more than 20 miles—glassing with binoculars and thinking—before I 

saw an animal.   

Walking, I saw the tracks of caribou traced on the barren ground, their antlers 

scattered across a thousand years of migration trails. I buried my hands into the moss 

and felt permafrost just below the surface. I kicked through tussock, tasted with cupped 

hands the Kuparuk River—icy shimmering glass, where dark outlines of grayling 

hovered in the shallow pools. Once, I glimpsed a lone bull in the distance, and I 

wondered how it was possible to stay so well-camouflaged in such openness. 

I think for me, part of my love for hunting stems from my love of stories. The 

trajectory of a hunt often feels like the plotline of a well-crafted mystery. The tension 

rises like Freitag’s Triangle, plot twists and character developments guiding us from the 
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empty freezer to the open tundra. Red herrings, missed chances, muscle cramps, 

dehydration, and sparse dialogue spin the story toward an uncertain climax.  

A hunting experience balances poetry and myth. The quiet movement of feet and 

breathing arcs over the journey from the lichen covered rocks to the gut pile and 

contains broken symmetry like a metered line. Stalking an animal and writing a good 

poem require the same instincts.  

In the years since I have taken up hunting with seriousness, I’ve felt the powerful 

relationship between hunter, prey, and land more often on unsuccessful trips. Sure, I 

have enjoyed the times when I headed out in the morning from Fairbanks, found my 

caribou a quarter mile into the legal hunting area, and had meat hanging back at home 

by lunchtime, but those hunts are rare. Only twice have I been so lucky, and both times 

it felt like cheating.  

Once, I floated on the Fortymile River with a bull moose harvest tag during five 

bluebird days in September. A handful of old dredge miners were cleaning up their 

summer camps for the season, but mostly, I had the river to myself. I had never shot a 

moose then, and I had no real inkling of what I’d do if I got one.  

Fortunately, I only saw cow moose and caribou. Mostly, I climbed to vantage 

points and looked out on country so raw it took my breath away. I camped under 

yellowing birch trees, and I drifted along the black current and marveled at how a place 

that seemed so close to the far edge of the world could make me feel so centered. I 

crawled up deep gorges that spilled open tundra out the tops of their rims. Hunting 

along a trickling creek one afternoon, I was following a game trail up toward a black 

spruce pasture when the brush ahead of me crackled with noise.  
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I dropped to my knees and readied my rifle. I kept my breathing silent and even. 

After about five minutes, an enormous bull caribou emerged through a break in the 

alders, less than ten yards from where I crouched. He was shedding the velvet growth of 

his antlers; it ribboned over his brow in bloody strands. Neck muscles twitched with 

signs of the coming rut. I set down my rifle and, centimeter by centimeter, I rose to a 

standing position. Still the bull didn’t move. For perhaps five minutes we faced one 

another, the air between us bristling with an unseen current. I tried to send him 

thoughts across the void of air. “Thank you,” I wanted to tell him. Finally, he exhaled a 

deep breath and resumed clacking along his migration route. My eyes had welled over, 

pouring tears because I had forgotten to blink. 

A couple years later, I read in the late anthropologist Richard Nelson’s book 

Make Prayers to the Raven that caribou are the only animals Koyukon Athabaskan 

hunters sing to. I wish I had known to sing to that bull.  

On another hunt, I called in two bull moose to the meadow where I sat. The 

larger one crashed toward my imitation moans through thick brush, the smaller bull 

grunting at his heels. I was hunting in an area with antler size restrictions, and neither 

moose was quite legal. I stood up. They kept loping toward me, coming twenty, then ten, 

then five yards away, and I ducked behind the only cover around, a tiny spruce sapling. 

It wasn’t protection; the moose towered over me. I had to speak English to get them to 

stop.  

“I’m a human,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 

They didn’t leave. For the next half hour, the pair rutted around the field, 

snorted, circled, locked horns, fought. I could smell the heavy musk of their urine, and 

see the steam shedding the damp from their shoulders in the golden evening light. 
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When they finally headed off and my adrenaline had stabilized, I felt like a drunk after 

bar close.  

I am always aware that the likelihood of coming home with meat is slim. 

Sometimes I’ve returned home with berries instead of meat. Bad weather has stymied a 

few trips. I have watched Dall sheep play on snowfields, spooked bears as they ambled 

through the brush, spied swans practicing for their winter trip south. I have been cold, 

hot, wet, dehydrated. Whether I return home successful or not, I always feel that the 

land and the deliberate watching of the microcosms of a place rejuvenates me. Often, 

hunting seems like a gift of grace. 

Anytime you step into the woods with even an inkling that you might kill 

something, you are toying with powers far beyond rational understanding. Only luck, 

living luck born of respect and proper behavior toward the land, can bring an animal to 

you. I try to remember to say thank you, to wear the same flannel shirt on each trip, to 

avoid offending those animals I am not trying to kill, to never be happy when the time 

comes to pull the trigger.  

“This is the world Raven made,” wrote Nelson, discussing the connection 

between the traditional people and their land in the high Arctic. “Here, nature is not 

governed by God, as in Christian tradition. Nature is God.” 

* 

Tundra seems to me more beautiful than New England leaves, if only because the high 

latitude makes sunshine itself feel like part of the changing season. After hiking away 

from the road and the people I’d come with for most of the day, I made camp near a 

raven rookery atop an outcropping of the Brooks Range, about a mile from the 

Sagavanirktok (Sag) River, spackled with white excrement. The flock saw my approach 
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from a half-mile away, hovered above, circling. I remembered that a flock of ravens was 

called a kindness, and I interpreted the raven’s presence to mean I’d camped in a lucky 

spot. Later, I remembered that I had it wrong—a roost of ravens is called an unkindness. 

In the long dusk of August, I listened to a female raven clack and click—tsk, tsk, tsk—like 

a scolding mother.  

In the years since that first caribou trip, I’ve come to love watching ravens as they 

coast across the Arctic sky on their unscrupulous migrations. They are birds as filled 

with mystery as the landscape they inhabit, and I am always glad to see them when I 

hunt. 

We see ravens as scavengers, but they contain the tenacity of the hunter as well. 

In spring ravens sometimes gnaw out the eyes of newborn caribou as they drop from 

womb to frosted earth. They work in teams. One raven will distract the mother, squawk, 

land on her back or bite at an ear until, when the calf has been separated, another bird 

will pluck out the eyeballs. The calf wanders for days bleating for a place to suckle, and 

when at last it ends, the ravens descend upon the remains.  

Such interactions rely upon reciprocity, on cooperation, on brutality but not on 

meanness. The natural world doesn’t function on the kindnesses found in storybooks; 

the living world has nothing to prove. Back in their nests, the ravens will regurgitate 

food for their blue-eyed chicklets.  

A friend on a climb in the Alaska Range once saw a raven circling above an icefall 

far up the Traleika Glacier, well beyond the alpine limit of animal habitation. Ten miles 

from anything alive, he had listened for an hour to the guttural screeches, the staccato 

shrieks. “I guess I learned we aren’t the only species that goes to miserable places just 

for fun,” he said. 
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Koyukon Athabaskans say that when a raven rolls in the sky overhead, or ‘dumps 

their pack,’ you may have good luck on your hunt. Or perhaps Raven is just messing 

with you; after all, he can’t really be trusted.   

I set about preparing dinner and discovered I had forgotten fuel for the stove and 

my cookpot. The instant rice I brought doesn’t soak up the cold water from my Nalgene 

bottle. And once I poured it into the bottle, I realized that I had also forgotten my water 

filter.    

By the time breakfast came around, I was willing to eat the crunchy rice. To wash 

it down, I squeezed water from the moss and drank through a handkerchief to avoid the 

dirt. The line between a successful harvest and a bad idea is, at best, a matter of luck. 

The nearby ravens lifted from the rocks and cawed. They seemed to be laughing at my 

ineptitude.  

* 

A small herd of caribou browsed the ridgeline at first light, and I glassed them with the 

rifle scope, still in my sleeping bag. I dressed quickly in the cold and crossed the spongy 

ground in silence. At the shore of a small lake, a cow offered me a long, but clean, shot. 

In that moment of quiet before my finger drew back the trigger, I hesitated. There is so 

much finality to hunting. To kill an unsuspecting creature, no matter your intentions or 

your heart, requires equal measures of courage and cruelty. She took a single step 

forward and dropped to the earth. 

As I approached the kill site, my fingers made the sign of the cross—an instinctual 

reaction. Forehead, heart, Holy Spirit. I had killed and so I asked forgiveness; I had been 

given a gift and so I showed my gratitude.  
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Later her calf appeared on a ridgeline. I had thought she was alone, but when I 

spread her legs, saw the milk seeping from her teats, I knew, and suddenly, I felt a deep 

and human remorse.  

In the death of the cow, I had orphaned an animal.  The ravens along the ridge 

waited. Perhaps they looked toward the calf’s eyes. I could not bear the prospect of this 

animal’s prolonged suffering. I did not want to leave the calf to wolves. I raised my rifle 

once again, and in a few seconds, it was finished. 

* 

It is rare to dress a carcass alone. On moose hunts, only a fool will try to deal with 

1,500 pounds of meat and guts by themselves. It is safer to have someone with you in 

this remote country, but when you are with another, it is not the same. First there is the 

celebration of your success, then comments over the amount of meat, jokes about how a 

vacation has become hard work. Alone, I allow myself to grieve, and to pray.  

I sliced through the belly, delicately, until the stomach swelled, and her 

abdominal cavity emptied onto the lichen. My arms probed into her chest, tugged out 

the heart, lungs, spleen. The knife cut through viscous membrane until skin peeled away 

from muscle.  Blood pooled along the spine, and I lifted the carcass to drain it onto the 

ground. The crystalline grit of blood settled on my teeth, my arms, hands and face. 

When the task was done, I carried out the calf and the hide; the mother’s meat I 

left to cool in the night. I drug the carcass a hundred yards from the entrails, a hopeful 

effort to dissuade scavengers. The entrails—intestines, stomach, the hooves and leg 

bones—I left as an offering to the ravens, already wheeling overhead. I had been two 

days alone on tundra, eating partially hydrated rice and drinking from the pools of melt 

that seeped through the rocks. It seemed right to give the gut pile to the land as tithe.   
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The next day, Ryan and the agents helped me retrieve the remaining meat. They 

laughed at me for my forgotten meals and tundra water but were happy to share in the 

labor of hauling meat. They hadn’t been successful and although they didn’t say much 

about it, I had the sense that they were happy for a chance to walk out on the land.  

 We approached the kill through a patch of acidic crowberry, grumbling about the 

length and difficulty of the hike. Ravens had cached the legs and nibbled at the guts, but 

the muscle meat remained untouched. Three of them rose from the intestines. I felt, 

even from afar, their ebony wings beating into the sky. I recalled how the previous 

morning they had circled me, performed acrobatics and announced my presence in the 

landscape. I had cursed their noise, the dozen birds warning me I had entered raven 

territory. Yet when the caribou herd had risen off the lakeshore to the ridge, the ravens 

had fallen silent. They had drifted into the upper atmosphere, waiting and watching, as 

if they knew it had become a hunt. Their sudden silence had almost unnerved me.  

I had gutted the caribou, but I hadn’t yet quartered it because I didn’t know how. 

When a deer is killed in Wisconsin, all the hunters go out to the animal and admire it. 

They take pictures with the dead buck, maybe crack open a couple beers, and then they 

drag it back to the cabin, camp, or barn with a rope and drive it into town to let the local 

butcher deal with it. So, I wasn’t quite sure how to cut up 150 pounds of meat such that 

we could carry it on our backs across several miles of spongy ground.  

Luckily, Rick talked me through processing the remainder of the cow. He 

demonstrated how to cut along the muscle fibers and how to saw through the pelvic 

bone. He helped me skin and roll the hide so it could get tanned back in Fairbanks. As 

we worked together to load meat into our packs, I felt the tension of those days driving 

in the truck start to dissipate. 
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 We had different views and different goals, but I began to realize that the line 

between hobby and harvest was not so clear cut as I had thought. However noble I 

thought my approach to hunting was, it was just a personal belief. My connection to 

caribou and the tundra didn’t span generations. If the time we have occupied a land 

indicates our right to take from that land, then I had less claim to be up here c than did 

the folks working on the oil pipeline. In the end, I just wanted something healthier, 

tastier, and closer to home than the greying beef from the Safeway cooler; we were all of 

us visitors, here only to take. 

Not far from where we butchered the cow, we found a stash of shed antlers. We 

picked them up, felt their heft, held up the faded bone to our ears and posed for photos. 

And then I realized: these caribou had been making this migration for a thousand 

generations, probably more. Their stories, etched into a thousand meters of ancient frost 

piled upon the bedrock, could not be comprehended by human lifetimes. Everything 

about the caribou—the trails they walked, the rivers they forded, the lichen they pawed 

from the snow in the winter dark, the splay of their hooves, the hollow fiber of their fur, 

the heat of their blood—bonded them to this land with a language running deeper than 

dreams.  

The mysteries of a landscape only reveal themselves after years, decades, 

centuries. I have tried to make as much use of the animals I have killed as possible. I 

have eaten their muscles and organs, used their antlers as buttons on sweaters knit by 

my wife. The hide from that first caribou serves as a rug under the crib where my son 

sleeps. I have, in the years I have lived in Alaska, watched the caribou across their 

seasons, and I have tried to always show them respect. I hope it is enough, but I do not 

know for sure.   
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The wind picked up. It carried the beginning of winter.  The trio of ravens 

descended to the caribou carcass again, hopped among the boulders, glared with black 

eyes. Their vocalizations were proud; they tore into the liver; one bird plucked a strand 

of sinew from another’s back. Then—preening, yawning, gurgling— they rose into the 

Arctic sky.  

I shouldered my load of meat and trudged the six miles back to the road.  

 


