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An Erie Voice 

 

 

 The rotten rock crumbled beneath her boots, indulging the mountain in a brief fit of ironic 

humor at her attempt to retrace her steps. The craggy spine from Bonanza Ridge was no laughing 

matter and she groaned at the unexpected, extra effort and fear. Her leather tipped gloves held 

firm to what stable rock was exposed and she reclaimed her footing. Several deep puffs helped 

regain her composure. The scree and brush lured her gaze two-hundred feet below. It would 

bring an erupt halt to an uncontrolled fall. She caught herself chuckling in a fit of mild hysteria 

thinking, Going up wasn’t so bad . . . down climbing. That’s a different story. Mt. Blackburn 

distracted her, How awesome . . . over sixteen-thousand feet. More breaths, Look at the blue in 

the Root Glacier . . . we were there just yesterday. She gave a determined sigh, it was time to 

move. Let’s see . . . how did I get into this situation? Damn loose rock! It was when she stepped 

forward, she fell. 

 Rock rumbled as she slid the first ten feet. Then, there was silence. Her thoughts became 

detached, Look at that! I can see the bunkhouse from here. Her gloved hands framed the 

dilapidated structure she sat in minutes ago. Somewhere, she heard a shriek but couldn’t quite 

pinpoint it. A curious calm descended upon her as the remnants of the Erie Mine bunkhouse 

rapidly shrank from view. She heard a thud! Her head struck something, creating a silent, black 

world.  

 From across the gully, two women heard a muffled scream. They turned to watch in 

horror as their friend slip from the mountain’s grasp, down a rocky face, into a free-fall and hit a 

jutting boulder. 

———— 
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 In her darkness, her mind revealed a bright morning and she stepping onto the the porch 

of the Kennicott Glacier Lodge. Before her sprawled the rocky jumble of the terminal moraine 

from the Root Glacier. Her sigh acknowledged the beauty of the area and the power of Mother 

Nature. She and her two girlfriends had traversed the glacier yesterday with its clear running 

rivulets and vivid blue crevasses and moulins. Once across it, dense brush thwarted their attempt 

to reach the lake below Dononho Peak. These friends, with donned packs, waited on the stairs. 

 “You look ready,” said Yvonne. Her long blond hair glistened in the morning sunlight. 

 Friend Caroline chided, “Do you have enough stuff?” Her wide smile framed a set of 

teeth, as white as the icefall upon Mt. Blackburn. 

 She heard herself retort, I carry what I need and I have the right amount. Let’s go, we’ve 

got a five mile walk to the mine. 

 The trail to the Erie mine paralleled the glacier up to the head-wall of the valley. Winding 

in and out of alders and cottonwoods and along the crumbling edge of Root’s lateral moraine, it 

created a scenic trek. 

 This is it! See the tailings and downed cables? You can’t see the bunkhouse. It’s out of 

sight on the ridge above. 

 “You're going to climb up to that!” exclaimed Caroline. “How and why did they build a 

bunkhouse miles away from the mill and other mines?” 

 I told you, the miners tunneled through the mountain under Bonanza Ridge to the Erie. 

They brought material through the mountain on a rail system and built that bunkhouse below the 

adit. The Erie was never a serious producer like the Bonanza, Jumbo, Glacier and the Mother 

Lode, but it helped feed the Kennicott Mill. Those cables hauled loads of ore, miners and 

equipment. 
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 Yvonne shielded her eyes and followed the rusted cable up the steep debris slope and out 

of view. Downed by many of Winter’s heavy hands, it rested where it fell. Much of the broken 

rock supporting it still contained pieces of chalcocite, a major copper bearing rock, that tourists 

continued to pick through.  

 Caroline’s emphaticalness broke Yvonne’s concentration. “I’m not climbing that!”  

 According to the map, the route’s on the south side of the ridge. Let’s go see. 

 A faint path weaved up a grassy slope and disappeared into a rocky ravine that ascended 

vertically, one-hundred feet. They stopped partway up to evaluate the route. 

 I don’t like the looks of that gully; rotten rock. 

 “Me neither,” said Yvonne, as she brushed a golden lock away. 

 “Hey!” shouted Caroline. “The trail’s over here.” 

 They continued their climb to a knoll opposite the dilapidated structure. They took a 

snack-break and re-evaluated their intent.  

 It’s just there, a quarter mile away. 

 Caroline looked at the gully and the two narrow ledges that lay between. The route was 

ladened with scree and exposed to drop offs. She heaved a sigh and stretched. “This is as far as I 

go,” she said. 

 Yvonne sat, silent. Then, with decisive words she added, “Me too.” 

 I think I can be there in about fifteen minutes. You two can to wait for me or head back. 

I’ll catch up to you at the lodge. 

 “Don’t do anything, foolish,” warned Yvonne. 

 Caroline gave Yvonne a glance of concern and her own caution, “Be careful.” 
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 She extracted more of her thoughts, It took fifteen. Going through that gully proved to be 

simple but the scree ledges will be challenging on the down-climb. With purchase on the ridge . . 

. an easy walk to the bunkhouse. Whoops behind . . . the girls waved from across the way.  

 The bunkhouse was awesome. Built in 1920, it housed the miners working the Erie and 

other mines. The adit for the Erie, long buried, indistinguishable . . . the traverse to the 

bunkhouse, worth it! A two-wing, three-story wood-frame and plank building . . . surprised how 

much of the structure remains intact . . . a jumble of wooden planks from the upper floors off its 

eastern wing lay on the ground. Didn’t dare to go inside alone . . . sat along the open, northwest 

wall; Mt. Blackburn held the dominate view, the Root Glacier below. 

 The wind, from the head wall of Mt. Regal, blew down the Root . . . eddied in the 

bleached timbers, voices . . . echoes from tired and grimy miners and the remains of what was a 

once bustling place atop the world on a knife’s edge.  

 Circled the building . . . peering in windows and doors as if to discover someone still 

there. One old table stood solid amongst collapsed wood beams and rusted junk; apparently, the 

mess area . . . men took their meals here. Stepped carefully over several rusted out pipes . . . they 

had running water up here! 

 Been here long enough. Caroline and Yvonne are descending the trail . . . a quarter of 

the way down . . . easy enough to catch them. 

 Erratic thoughts rushed before her, The dogs! My house! Mom! Her mind replayed her 

sister’s voice over the phone last winter, “I dreamt you slipped on the ice and struck your head 

on the truck’s trailer hitch. You were laying there all by yourself!”  

 From somewhere she heard laughter. 



An Erie Voice  Word Count: 2,477 

  5 

 “Well now,” a male voice chuckled, “I fell, too. Only once.” Then more laughter, a deep 

guffaw, full of sincere irony. 

 A complete sense of confusion overwhelmed her. 

 “You’ll be okay,” stated the calming voice. “It’s always a choice to stay or go, unless The 

Boss has plans for you,”  

 She wondered if it was her voice that answered, “Where would I be going?” 

 Another laugh. This time it annoyed her and she pressed her question.  

 “You visited me in the bunkhouse,” came the reply. “Not many folk do. And, if they do, 

they don’t listen. You did!” 

 This time it was she who laughed. “I listened? To what?” 

 “To me. It was my story you heard . . . my triumphs and sorrows, whistling in the rafters, 

the rocks and your ears.” 

 “I didn’t hear you,” she insisted. “I heard the wind and the groaning of the old bones of 

the building.” 

 “Yes, that was my story — my love for a young girl and baby who were lost to me in 

childbirth; my coming to Alaska to work in the copper mines, and toil we did, to make men and 

America rich; the latest technology of the time and technological discoveries that drove the 

future. And, last of all, you heard me tell of my demise — every echo in these mountains is my 

final cry when the traitorous rock gave way, and I fell too.” 

————- 

 With gasps of relieved disbelief, Caroline and Yvonne observed the hand of God reach in 

to save their friend from the sudden stop at the bottom of the gully. A scrub alder, the only one in 

her path, caught her by a pack strap. Her friends acted quickly.  
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 Within fifteen minutes the airplane from McCarthy reached them and circled. Caroline 

and Yvonne hailed it.  

 Caroline lauded Yvonne, “Thank goodness you had cell service.” 

 “I get lucky sometimes,” she replied. “The Lodge said the Forest Service is sending a 

rescue party. This is the fourth this summer,” she stated offhandedly. “They should be here in 

twenty more minutes. I hope it’s not too late.” 

 “She’s alive!” vowed Caroline. 

 The two women stood beneath their friend’s limp body, dangling one hundred feet above, 

and called to her — no response.  

 “I had a feeling something like this would happen,” continued Caroline. “After Julie died 

and Peter left, she hasn’t recovered. She takes too many risks, like she wants to . . .” 

 Yvonne broken in. “I know,” she said. “We both thought getting her out, away from all 

that negativity, that she’d do better. I’m not so certain now.” 

———— 

 “There’s always a choice,” recast the voice.  

 A repetitious theme. Will he ever stop? Maybe if I die . . . 

 “All you have to do is make a choice, unless of course The Boss decides otherwise. I’ll 

bet He’s testing you; see what you're made of. Oh, I don't mean courage, you got that. I mean 

faith. You know, where you stand with Him. Yeah, you're the one who made the trip to the 

bunkhouse but why? A leap of faith on your part or a challenge for your ego? Ever wonder?” 

 To her surprise, she heard herself echo, Ever wonder? She began to hear another scream, 

one whose origins were being dragged from the pit of her being. Fool! Selfish fool! Julie is gone, 

your child is gone! The internal screaming continued. You had no control, it wasn’t your fault! 
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 “It’s alright.” 

 “Why do you keep saying that!” she attempted to shout over the scream. 

 “Because it’s true,” came his reply. 

 “She’s gone! She’s not coming back. He’s not coming back either! How can anything be 

alright?” 

 “Now you're getting somewhere. It will be, in The End.” 

 The face of a five-year-old girl, flecked with freckles and two aquamarine eyes, shone 

before the woman. Red-orange curls framed a angelic smile. She returned the smile. Suddenly, 

the face morphed before her. It grew pale, the eyes receded into the skull and the red curls fell 

away. Cancer! The woman wanted to cry, to scream, but none could she produce. The picture 

faded but not the painful ache and emptiness. 

 “It really will be okay.” 

 “I don’t want it to be okay! I want to remember, otherwise I’ll forget her!” 

 “It doesn’t work that way. Besides, you’re being very selfish.”  

 This statement angered her.  

 “Good, you’re making progress!” 

 “What the hell are you talking about?” 

 “No, who in Heaven am I talking with?” 

———— 

 The rescue team of five arrived. They appeared very competent and it didn’t take them 

long to form a plan and begin their set up. Three were to climb above and secure two ropes, one 

to be attached to a rescuer, the other, to their friend. The remaining rescuers were to guide her 

down with the help of Caroline and Yvonne. 
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 It took forty-five minutes to get to her and tie her into a rope. The team had hammered 

two pitons into the rotten rock as anchors. They began to slowly lower her. 

———— 

 “Go ahead, make a choice,” challenged the male voice. 

 “Choice, what choice?” she asked, as if this proposal had just been offered. 

 “I’ll keep it simple for you. You have the choice of confronting your emotions from the 

experience you’ve been through and carry on with life or you can be with your daughter.” 

 Once again, her thoughts were silent.  

 He responded, “Good, you’re considering your choices.” 

 Decisions and choices. She’d never been good at making them, especially if there were 

more than two. Here were only two. 

 “What are you waiting for? All you have to do is choose.” 

 But I can’t! One is immoral and the other too frightening and painful. 

 “I understand,” came his reply. “One is easy and selfish, the other, more difficult and less 

selfish — more ethical.” 

 “Ethical? Moral? What’s the difference?” she asked. 

 “From what I’ve experienced, morals are agreements that folks have made to start and 

maintain social order. But ethics deal with the greater good, and it varies from culture to culture. 

What’s ethical for one culture may not not be for another. Morals are similar, but not the same.” 

 She pondered this.  

 The voice interjected, “It’s the idea of Thou Shall Not Kill vs. Kill Or Be Killed. For 

example, the mining companies of my time, put men in dangerous situations in which some died, 

to make money that drove an economy and provided copper to industry to create a better life for 
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millions of people. It would have been moral not to put those men’s lives in jeopardy but 

unethical not mine at all.” 

 A lengthy quiet. “So,” she finally said, “It’s more ethical for me to live than give up and 

die?” 

 “It’s the What If. If you live, think of your friends and those people you will meet in the 

future and the things you will do; the impacts you’ll make.” 

 “But what if they're negative friends? Negative impacts?” 

 His chuckle washed over her. “Oh, ‘Ye of little faith!’ You have friends who care for 

you. Other than your life, what have you got to lose?” prodded the voice. 

 Caroline, Yvonne, the dogs, Mom and the girls, others? How selfish of me . . .  

 “I think you’ve made your choice,” he said. “Well done for making one.”  

 “What about you?’ she asked. “We're you selfish?” 

 “Nah, The Boss had plans for me. My body was too badly broken, I had one choice.” 

———— 

 Yvonne and Caroline concluded it was Fate that dealt the final hand, not the failure of the 

rescuers. Somehow one of the pitons worked itself from the “crumbling crud”, as the climbing 

guides called it, and failed. For the second time in several hours the two women witnessed horror 

— their friend plummeting onto broken rocks.   

 ———— 

 She felt a peace, which she couldn't recall experiencing, envelop her. Her daughter stood 

beside her and they clasped hands. As they moved away, she heard the voice say, “I guess the 

Boss had other plans.”  

 She smiled. 
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