Forest Bathing with Blueberries

I’d spent the evening thinking.

Which is anything but preparation for sleep.

First there were the usual suspects like the grocery list, car maintenance and medical
appointments to schedule, an unanswered work query sitting open on my laptop. Deadlines
ignored too long. The water leak in the wall from the upstairs neighbor. A niggling argument
with a friend days ago and reconsideration of a comment made in haste. Stacks of stuffed
plastic tubs waiting to be unpacked in the new apartment. Then there was my son, Corin, so far
away, vague and distant in our last Sunday phone call. | was hoping it was just a passing mood.
Round and round, the thoughts took turns on stage, wrestling, overlapping, in a relentless
tango.

Then Beth texted.

How about a trip across the bay tomorrow to pick blueberries? Otter Cove, she
suggested. Find that berry basket and head into the wilderness with some of her friends?

But it’s supposed to rain, | thought, meekly. The water will be choppy. Water taxis are
expensive. And the lists. What about my lists?

Then a chorus line of previous berry picking experiences moved center stage. If you've
ever heard the calming chatter of women coming across the tundra while berry picking, well,
you may know true peace. Being new in town, | needed to accept this invitation. The next
morning, | tossed rain gear and snacks into a pack, told Mali, my canine companion, to get in

the car, and we headed to the dock at sunrise.



The crossing was damp but otherwise uneventful. The air in the woods was redolent
with wet conifers and aging ferns, the beginning decay of autumn, and the salt-air. Fully suited
in rain gear, we swished our way through the untouched undergrowth to blueberry bushes.
Swollen and ripe, the berries needed a mere touch to fall into our hands. They stained our
fingers, and lips-- because you cannot help but nibble along the way.

Fresh berry-laden bear scat littered the trail which we stepped around and sometimes. My
friends were fearless, joking that at least the bears weren’t hungry. Did anyone bring bear
spray, | wondered? Slowly the energy of the forest, the women with their baskets, the mission,
quelled my fears.

Still, we took turns singing. It felt good to sing in the woods. The rain muted us enough
to dilute self-consciousness. It felt comforting to prepare for winter by harvesting from the
land. Berry picking is akin to knitting or painting, only on that day, less solo and more
communal. The sound of rain tapping away on our shoulders and hats, sleeves and pants- made
me think of ballet dancers coming down a long hall, walking on point.

The murmurings of berry pickers mixed with natural sounds is far superior to the
electronic music and loops of ocean waves in those calming apps. Instead, we listened to
shrubs rustling in the wind, rain drops drops falling on yellowing Devil’s Club. Eagles and gulls
wheeled overhead. The rush of a nearby stream and thrumming base of the steady rain on the
forest canopy settled like a comfort | hadn’t felt in years.

At this point in our lives, the four of us carried the weight of past losses, wrestling with
anxiousness about family we hadn’t seen nearly enough during the pandemic, and no doubt,

untold private concerns. | only have the sketch versions- the outlines, and story by story, my



own have started to emerge with my new friends. Shared worry is less gnawing than private.
We are quietly accepting of space to wrangle these puzzles and heartaches, distracted only by
our cumbersome Gortex, polyester and rubber rain gear. Mossy and slippery underfoot, we slid
and fell onto the wet, padded forest floor again and again.

We were middle-aged Teletubbies, wriggling in laughter.

Even Mali wore a raincoat, teal with paw print design around the neck, velcroed snuggly
around her belly, dry and content. Mali has a sweet tooth and figured out she could pick her
own berries, and did so until she lost interest. She, like us, listened, smelled the air, observed.
She knew from past foraging trips it could be awhile so she folded onto the forest floor under
rusting sword ferns with a sigh.

My thoughts traveled to memorable berry picking excursions over decades in Alaska.
When Corin was three, we had taken our friends from Thailand, Cham and her three-year-old
son Raj, on their first berry picking adventure. We hiked up near Flat Top and at that time, the
boys were consumed with Buzz Lightyear. They wore their matching costumes, with inflatable
wings and flashing lights, all day, every day, including to bed where the wings jutted out behind
them. Even then, Corin sang. On that day, as they flitted from bush to bush, the tips of their
wings poked up across the hillside and the little white costumes’ knees came back with purple
berry stains. Our sons are now long away at distant colleges but Cham and | share that memory
every year when it crosses our Facebook feeds.

In 2007, filming the intimate story of a Twin Hills woman fighting late-stage cancer,
sweet Maalu told us that she, as a younger woman, had kept her unwed pregnancy a secret

from her mother until after berry picking season. The reason was because she did not want to



miss berry picking with the women of her village, days filled with gossip and recipe exchanges.
The baby would come, one way or another. Of all the things that must have been on her mind,
this was what she thought of at that time. The comfort of ritual, perhaps. That day during our
interview, she invited us to jump on the back of her four-wheeler to join her with her now adult
daughter and grandbaby to gather berries. She also helped me understand the cultural
significance of this ritual.

Not every outing was comforting or insightful. One crisp evening in late August, in Arctic
Valley in the 80’s, | was with a boyfriend. Our teetering relationship was facing an upcoming
separation as | was heading off to graduate school in New York. We were anxious and
welcomed having something to do with our hands. My fears were front and center, his ready
reassurances hollow, and false. Our picking was haphazard, inattentive, handfuls gathered,
some swallowed, most handed over to our collective vessel--a baseball cap-- with no reverence.
Tossed, dropped. Had the sun been setting? Did we take them home? It must have been quite
cold because | remember wishing I’d brought a better coat.

| remember wanting to be held.

In 2011, a work assignment from SouthCentral Foundation for a wellness calendar sent
me to Dillingham where | had two days to cast and photograph women “in kuspags, picking
berries”. | started working on the plane. Yes, the woman in the seat next to me said, she picks
berries- who doesn’t? And yes, she has friends who could join us during magic hour on the
tundra. The light was golden, the women, beautiful. Sometimes life hands you gold. They were

relaxed, smiling, absorbed. | had nestled down among the low bushes with my Nikon to watch-



and listen. By now, | had a better understanding of the cultural relevance of berry picking. The
photo, for 2012’s calendar month of August, was a bucolic scene, a perfect palette of Persian
carpet colors, and an affirmation of community. The message: Take care of yourself, many
others depend on you.

A most treasured outing happened just last summer in Prince William Sound in late-
August, 2020. My son-- now college-bound-- and | were the fortunate guests of friends on their
boat. It was a brilliant, sunny and glassy day on the turquoise waters, rare and unusual enough
by itself. We moored off an uninhabited island, and foraged the richest berry-picking any of us
had ever come across. Complete virgin territory. Huge, succulent, falling-into -our-hands
blueberries. We spread out to harvest and marveled with the reverence at this lucky spot. My
son, adjusting to his new role as an adult, kept many things close to his chest. | watched him
focused on filling his bucket, imagining what he was visualizing. Sourdough pancakes dotted
with blueberries, and sweet jam on toast? Or perhaps thinking of the classes he would register
for back at school. Maybe the girlfriend who wasn’t with us. That night, after a bit of prodding,
he sang in the firelight of our campfire with his mature baritone voice. His gift to us was a
Wagnerian aria, shared in a rare moment of vulnerability.

Berries freeze easily, on cookie sheets where they turn into purple marbles, then
divided into zip lock bags to be savored in winter. Every last bit of summer’s berry bounty is
consumed. | watched him pack his delicate treasures in bubble wrap to be carried back to his

dorm room refrigerator. We had picked enough to carry us both through Christmas.

When we would be together again.
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Our water-logged salmon spread sandwiches had been consumed with purple stained
fingers and lips. A little mouthful here and there, our lunch and trip had been a merging with
nature, perhaps nurturing the beginning of longer friendships. After two hours, our group
walked down to our water taxi with baskets, zip locks and raincoat pockets bulging with our
hand-picked fruit.

Now that I've settled more in this small seaside town, | miss my lifelong friends from the
city. The first thing we did when | arrived back in Anchorage for a supply run a week later was
to grab our berry buckets and head out for more. No better way to catch up on all things
personal than in our secret picking spot right in the city, untapped and abundant. | brought an
old wooden stool and planted myself where the bushes were full enough so that | could stay in
one place and hear everyone. Did | know there was a new taco wagon in town? Annie’s new
job, Martha’s second grandson, who we knew who had Covid, who was thinking about
retirement, and when will this tedious pandemic finally fizzle?

I've read that Alaska’s wild blueberries have forty times the anti-oxidants of store-
bought. | know for sure they taste better. My standby of yogurt and berries with homemade
granola is a regular indulgence, and | make plenty of smoothies, scones, and syrup. This year, |
tried a new recipe-- blueberry custard pie with walnut and coconut crumble topping.

It was divine.






