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Voices from Denali 
"It's Bigger Than Wilderness" 

BY ALAN E. WATSON, KATIE KNOTEK, and NEAL CHRISTENSEN 

"Is the mountain out?" Someone on the right side of the plane wanted 
to know. In so many mountains, there was one mountain. The mountain 
was a megahedron-its high white facets doming in the air. Long 
snow bonners, extending eastward, were pluming from the ridges 
above twenty thousand feet." 

-John McPhee's voice, in McPhee, 1979, p. 97 

D 
enali National Park and Preserve, at over 6 mil­

lion acres (2.5 million ha) contains the highest 

point in North America. Mount McKinley, at more 

than 20,000 feet (more than 6,000 [m) above sea level, 

watches over thousands of caribou , moose, packs of wolves, 
grizzly bears, and Dall sheep, as well as many other moun­

tains and a vast amount of rare plant life. Research was 

conducted at Denali in 2004 as a way to understand the 

experiences people have when they either fly into the park 

to climb Mt. McKinley or the surrounding peaks, or just to 

see the glaciers and mountains within the park. Here is a 

glimpse of this place from the perspectives of the people 

who travel great distances to experience it and the pilots 

from Talkeetna, Alaska, who make their living flying visitors 

to the mountain (see figure l). 

What Do Yisitors Expect? 
The cold is extreme on that mountain. When we fly 
in the first week of May, it 's minus forty every night. 
And then in June it warms up to about minus 
twenty-five." 
-Peter Hackett's voice , in Strickland, 1992, p. 73 

I expected a very cold mountain. (A climber's voice) 

You /mow, it's hard to tell. A lot of them come up here with abso­

lutely no real idea what they're going to see. (An air-taxi voice) 

For the most part, people don't really come here to be up there 
alone . . . in some cases the climbers, they 'll want to go some-

where where they cannot see other people. But, 
I mean, 90% of the people that go ttp there, es­
pecially on Denali, realize it's a pretty social 
route. (An air-taxi voice) 

[It's] unlike anything they've ever do ne before, 
and there's no way you can describe what you're 
going to see. You can show pictures ... show vid­

eos, but un l il yo u' re ac tually there and 
experience it, it's unlike anything 'that you've 
ever d'o ne. (An air-taxi vo ice) Al1111 E. Watsa:m 

l didn "t really have too many expectations. I guess I just kind of 
knew I was going to the Alaska Range and it was the b ig 
wilderness .. . /' haven't been to Alaska before. So I didn't real!ly 
expect too nm.ch. l mean, I know that Denali base camp's a ]:·,it 
of a ctrws and there's a lot of people there, but I kind of didr;< 't 
figure there'd be too many people in the rest of the range. (A 

climbers voice) 

On the sce n ~ c tour; people aren't there for a ·wilderness 

experience .. . we'll take two or three planes ttp at a time and 

land, J.nd people get together and talk and sometimes they mt·:et 
people from their hometown on the Ruth Glacier; 4,000 or 5,00 0 

miles .away fram their home. (An air-taxi voice) 

Climbe: rs, they're only tl1ere fo r one reason, to climb che mountai n. 
(An air-taxi \·oice) 
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How Do Visitors Describe It? 
One of our team members had 
refused to climb higher than 
14,300 feet because he had 
seen himself dying in a 
dream . . . I admired him for 
being more in touch with his 
feelings, more willing to ex­
press his fears and his respect 
for the mountain than any of 
the rest of us. 
-jonathan Waterman's voice_, 

in Waterman, 1998, p. 37 

My husband said, even though he's over 

there sick in the car; he said, that was a 
once in a lifetime ... it was sort of like, even 
though I'm sick I'm really glad we did that. 
(A flightseer's voice) 

Denali National Park's gorgeous. It was 
really interesting to see it from the south 
side as opposed to the north side. I think 

when ynu take the bus in from the ncJrth 
side you get a much different perspective 
of the park because its green, it's tundra, 
there's flowers everywhere, there's animals 
eve1ywhere. But on the south side, on the 
mountain, you know, there's not a stitch 
of green, there's not an animal to be had. 
It's just such a different landscape. (A 

climber's voice) 

The thing they most often say is that they 
couldn't believe that it was so big . .. they 
could just not believe the vastness of it. 
For most people it's a very humbling ex­
perience because they've never been 

around or near anything that big. (An 

air-taxi voice) 

It's awesome. Like you look at it in a whole 
view and then you look at the same thing 

again and zoom in and then you'lllook 

at that thing you zoomed in on and zoom 
in again. (A climber's voice) 

They've just gone and seen something 

that's way bigger than they could ever 

think of being, which really knocks them 

kind of on their ass. It really knocks their 

Figure 1-"You zoom in 1111d thea yo•'l look at that thing you zoomed in on and zoom in again ... A climber's voice in Denali 
Natioaal Park and Preserve. Photo by Neal Christensen. 

ego down a bit when they see that because 
they just couldn't believe its so big. (An 

air-taxi voice) 

It's like being on the moon; y ou've never 
seen it before. (A climber's voice) 

It's kind of like flying into a whole other 
world. And I've had people describe it as 
going into orbit around another planet, 
and I've described it as flying indoors. l 
mean it's huge. (An air-taxi voice) 

Maybe one of the most beautiful experi­
ences in my life. lt was very, very emotive 

for me to fly in the plane and watch those 

glaciers and very, very beautiful landing, 
the surrounding mountains , Hunter; 

Foraker, Huntington, and, of COLirse, 

Denali. One of the most beautiful expe­
riences I ever had, and also the hardest 
one I ever had. (A climber's voice) 

I cried. I cried on the way in and on the 

way out because . . . that experience of fly­

ing is just fantastic , just fantastic. I love 

it. (A climber's voice) 

People see the glaciers and the ground 
stuff a lot more when they can't see the 
mountains . ... They don't really see what 
you're flying over on a clear day when 
you can see everything because they're 
busy looking at McKinley and the other 
mountains and forget to look down and 
see all the other stuff (An air-taxi voice) 

It's the beginning of eve1ything. It's where 
everything stops. All animals. You 
know . .. it's like looking at a galaxy in the 
universe. You're looking bach in time and 

looking at the glaciers. You're looking 

bach, you know, those glaciers have been 
there millions of years and you're look­

ing back into the Stone Age, and it's right 
now. (A climber's voice) 

Most of the time the weather was pretty 
bad in terms of the wind. It was blowing 

too hard, 50-to-80-mile-an-hour aver­
age winds. So that never allowed us the 

opportunity to try and summit. (A 

climber's voice) 
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Figure 2-"You see a spot, you thinl,. oh that's 20 
minutes' walk and you're there ia four hours, so the 
scale's just absolutely astonis~ing." A dimber's voice 
in Denali National Pork and Preserve. Photo by 
Fernando Ferrer. 

In Alaska you have to wait for the good 
weather. You have to stay in the tent for 
Jaw; five, six days .. . be strong in your 
mind . .. it 's really boring to wait. _(A 

climber's voice) 

The cold, the wind, the vast nothingness, 
you know, just, sort of isolation from ev­

erything and then the physical effect of 
only getting about half as much air with 
a breath that you nom1ally do down here 
at sea level make you wonder whether 
you're going to actually be able to get out 
of there or not. (A climber's voice) 

It's really ·subtle in a lot of ways and re­
ally powerful in a lot of other ways and 
you really have to think about who you 
are, why you're there, and what you need 

to do in order to exist in that place and 

just be safe, in order to be there and to 

witness a 20,000-foot mountain and what 

that entails. All the glaciers, all the rocks. 

It's a dynamic environment. It's changing 

all the time. It's moving, its breathing, it's 
falling apart, it's avalanching. I think it 

just, it's good for people to step out of their 
little safe zone and to go to these places 
so it helps them realize who they are and 
what it means to be alive in this place. (A 

climber's voice) 

It's actually one-dimensional when you're 
flying. But when you land and get out and 

actually the engine stops and you hear 
the silence and the occasional avalanche 

rumbling in the background . .. having 
your feet in the snow and just looking 
around at the vast scale . .. it will be the 
only time in most people's lives that they 
ever are able to get into a mountain scene 
like that. (An air-taxi voice) 

What Makes Denali Unique? 
So I started o ff the nex t morn­
ing, short of dog feed and with 
only a vague notion of where I 
was going. But over on my 
right, far away, rose lofty 
Mount McKinley, called by the 
indians Denali ("The Highest 
One"), and Mount Foraker be­
side it. These would guide me. 
By going eastward , I hoped to 
reach the Kantishna River by 
the end of March. l had good 
fortune . I came upon an occa­
sional Indian camp and moved 
along steadily. 
- Olaus Muries voice, in Hedin 

and Holthaus, 1989, p 95 

Research was conducted at Denali in 2004 as a way 

to understand· the experiences people have when they 

either fly into the park to climb Mt. McKinley or the 

surrounding peaks, or just to see the glaciers and 

mountains within the park. 
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There's only one mounctain that looks like 

that . ... It's un~que. (A !lightseer's voice) 

One morning . .. we got up really early and 

we could see the light ~was just coming off, 
just coming on£o Fora~er and Hunter and 

the shades of different colors of blue and 
white and red comimg off sides of the 
mountain. It was quite spectacular. A 
camera woulciln't havt.e done jus tice , but 

I've seen it anrd I can .always imagine it. 

(A climber's voice) 

It's such an extreme [place, you know. I 

can't really think of an_wwhere in the States 
that's actually that inrtense of a place to 
go to. Usually there's trails and off-gla­
cier terrain. Trnere's no•where in the Alaska 
Range that's oJ[f glacie1r The whole expe­
rieno: is kind' of a ste p above anything 
else. (A climber's voitce) 

It is huge .. . jt11.st the immensity and the 
scale is just really bl01wing me away. You 
see a spot, yoiU thinh, oh that's 20 min­
utes ' walk andl you're chere in Jour hours, 
so the scale's really jus ;t absolutely aston­
ishing (A climber's \·.oice) 

You ttse your lower~4B scale and it just 
doesl1l't quite pan out .. .. it's always twice 
as high or twice as far· or twice as what­
ever. It's one oj the must amazing places 
in th t~ world r·eally, that I've ever been. 
It's definitely the biggtes t place I've ever 
been. (A climber's vo--ice) 

Then~'s no other place like this . .. . Stand­

ing at 5,600 Jut and yrou're showing them 
a mountain that's th ree vertical miles 
above them, now tell m!e where else you're 
going to do that. (An .3ir- taxi voice) 

On the Wilderness 
Character of Denali 

lf l go to Lhe range and there's a 
lmle turbulence, ! can feel it as I 
go in and see litt.,e signs in the 

5ky I may see alinle bit of snow 
d rifting ac ross on ~ of the ridges 



and be able to anticipate vvhiclt 
way the wind is blowing andi 
whether it is sinking or rising.]! 
try to anticipate the flo,w of the­
ai r around the pemks andi 
through the passes just lilke you'dl. 
watch water flowing in .a brook·--

-Doug Geeting's voice , air­
taxi operator, in Strickland., 

l99l2,p. 66 

Wi Edemess beyond what mmst people' con­
sidra wilderness , I guess, iiJ that mwl<es 
any sense. It's bigger thalf.! wilden·ness . 
. . . There's, like, real ly no life other than 

yoLii. rself there ... you can mc.:ke sheltn; but 
yow can't make warmth, yo>u can't :mahe 
fooid. (A climber's voice) 

It was 21 days without see·ing or Sjpcak­
ing to anyone other than irn our groiLtp, so 
that was to me a rather ra ~-e experiience. 
(A climber's voice) 

It's like walking on the moon . There's noth­
ing there but ice. So I guess it ~s a wilderness. 
It 's just a different kind of wildcmes5 than 
I'm. used to. (A climber's v{)ice) 

It's a noninhabited area. You cam't live 
there ... it is the back of bryond. Ylin1 get 
oui there by flying and you take in with 

you what JOLt need to sun'ive an& when 
that runs out you're pretty much game 
over: You 've got to get out. (A climber's 

voice) 

Wilderness to me means y ou canr't jttst 

walk out of there. That:s kind of my defi­

nition. It's going to be a major, majOJr effort 
to try to walk out of someplace. So to me 

wilderness means remoteness, arr.d that 
certainly qualifies out there. (A climber's 

voice) 

Even beyond wilderness. I don't think 

much about the park aspect of it . .. i t's one 

of the great mountains. So 1 think of it in 

te1 ms of the mountain~; of the world. And 

Drnali is one of the mountains of the 

world rathe r than a ptarh. So it's so rt of, 

it's more 111gged and coild and scCllier than 

a wilderness area. (A .cJimber's voice) 

There's nothing there, other than the 
mountain house and rthen the cl imbers' 
ten ts. Definitely wildemess. And it's wil­
derness that's really tmlike any other 
wilderness that most people have been 
exposed to. (An air-ta;.xi voice) 

People often ash, yOJu know, they see 
what the glaciers have· done up there and 
often ask whether man has piled the 
gravel up there or w/in.ether it's natural. 
.. . It does look like it's been contrived in 
a sense, that man w uld have possibly 
dune a few things up EJhere . . .. Once they 
get a handle on where they are and just 
th e immensity of the itype of work that's 
been up there over milllions of years, then 
you realize, well, nobody could ever do 
that. (An air-taxi voice) 

By the time I unloaded and whoever I 
was taking in there, .and loaded up the 
people that were wanting to go home, 
why the fog builds up on the runway or 

something and you j ust can't go, and 
there you are. And so, it is , in fact, wil­
derness and you figu re that out pretty 
quick if you have to spend any time there. 
(An air-taxi voice) 

Well, by definition I think wilderness is 

certainly devoid of mankind. There 's no 

presence, or the presence of human life is 

confined, you know, to a dot here and a 
dot here that'll get pointed out to you. But 

the rest is just , I mean, it's owned by na­

ture. It's not owned by, owned or 

controlled by anything but nature work­

ing its course. That's wilderness. (A 

flightseer's voice) 

Figure 3-"lt's like walking on the moon." A 
climber's voice in Dena6 National Park & Preserve. 
Photo by Fernando Ferrer. 

Conclusion 
These Denali voices are not the only ones 

that can describe human experiences 

there (see figures 2 and 3). Besides the 

climbers and fhghtseers , there are back­

packers, skiers, campers, dog mushers, 

people viewing wildlife , scientists, edu­

cators, managers, and people engaged in 

subsistence activities in this large, remote 

area. Denali has many meanings to many 

different people. We have only glimpsed 

a few of these meanings here. IJW 
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Denali has many meanings 

to many different people. 
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