
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òBrooks Range Havenó Tundra Swans 12ó x 36ó Oil by Greg McHuron Noatak and Kobuk crewmember in spirit and memory 



Noatak Sunrise - photo: Rob Mullen 

 
Overview     by Rob Mullen    

This nearly 500 mile 5-week journey and next yearõs on the Kobuk River will incorporate Alaska into our story of 

the Boreal Forest with an artistic circumnavigation of the western Brooks Range by canoe. The two rivers flow 

parallel to each other on the north and south slopes of the Schwatka and Baird Mountains, encompassing the 

transition zone from the northern and westernmost extent of the Boreal Forest in North America to Arctic tundra. 

They both arise near Mt. Igikpak, highest peak in the Schwatka Mountains and Gates of the Arctic National Park 

and empty into the Chukchi Sea a short paddle away from Kotzebue, Alaska. 

These conjoined expeditions (our first in Alaska) are the 14th and 15th in a series of art expeditions extending back to 

2001. Altogether they provide work, from artists grounded in experiential knowledge of wilderness, for a multi-

disciplinary exhibition on the Boreal Forest; the largest terrestrial ecosystem on Earth and the worldõs greatest 

remaining wilderness. Specifically, these two expeditions will contribute a compelling American component to the 

Boreal Forest exhibit, showcasing its northern extreme in the òLast Frontieró. The exhibit is being developed for 

the Smithsonianõs National Museum of Natural History (NMNH) and will fuse art, science and native perspectives 

of the Boreal set within a shared background of wilderness journeys; on foot, by snowshoe and especially by canoe.  

For thousands of years, wilderness travel has been of necessity, central to the human experience of the ecosystem; 

and still is. Canoes and snowshoes have made it possible. They are both indigenous inventions inspired by two of 

the forces that shape the Boreal Forest; water and winter. The Boreal Forest contains most of the liquid fresh 

surface water on Earth and with its vast labyrinthine network of wetlands, streams, innumerable lakes and rivers, the 

canoe was to the Boreal Forest what the horse was to the Great Plains. For natives, artists, scientists or recreational 

adventurers, canoes are still one of the best means of travel and therefore, together with the waterways that help 

define the ecosystem, present a poignantly apt framework for this exhibition.  

Goals 

1. Artwork for the NMNH exhibition based on: 

a. Firsthand experience of the transition to Boreal Forest from Arctic tundra as we entered its northern 

limit canoeing downriver from the Noatakõs headwaters 

b. The entire òSource to Saltó story of this Arctic river; from the glaciers of Mt. Igikpak to its 

reincarnation in the Chukchi Sea: the landscape and wildlife of the changing environments as the 

river matured on its (and our) journey to the Ocean 

2. Canoe the first half of the circumnavigation of the western Brooks Range, to be completed on the Kobuk   

3. Recon of Angiaak Pass in preparation for crossing the Brooks Range to the Kobuk River in 2013 

4. Become familiar with regional resources and potential community partners to facilitate the Kobuk River 

expedition next year, with its greater focus on indigenous residents   



Crews 

Mountain Recon Crew: July 29 ð August 7          (Lucky Six Creek/Noatak River-Tupik Creek- 

                                                                                       Angiaak Pass-Tupik Creek-12 Mile Slough/Noatak River) 

1. Bill Brody, AK/FL ð Painter (www.billbrodyartist.com)                                http://youtu.be/c3IOrQ6RqRs 

2. Rob Mullen, VT ð Painter (www.robmullen.com)                                      Dustin, Derek & Bill on scree slope 

3. Dustin Van Wechel, AZ ð Painter (www.dustinvanwechel.com)  

4. Derek Wicks, ON ð Painter (www.derekwicks.com)      

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                            

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo top: Unnamed glacier on òMons Innominatumó ð Rob Mullen         Above: Panorama, Dustin, Rob & Derek òAbove Tupik Creekó ð Bill Brody 
) 

River Crew: August 7 ð September 2     (Noatak River; 12-Mile Slough ð Kotzebue on the Chukchi Sea)  

1. Linda Besse, WA ð Painter (www.besseart.com)  
2. Bob Hansen, ON ð Canoeist/Musician 
3. Gary McGuffin, ON ð Photographer/Canoeist (www.garyandjoaniemcguffin.com)  
4. Rob Mullen, VT ð Painter/Canoeist (www.paintnpaddlestudio.com)  
5. Sandy Scott, WY ð Sculptor (www.sandyscott.com)  
6. Trish Smith, WY ð Artist/      Studio Manager (www.sandyscott.com 

            

                                                            

 

 

 

 

 

   Gary and Trish, Noatak River: Photo ð Linda Besse) 

 

 
Right: Sandy, Gary, Rob, Bob, Trish and Linda at Ricky Ashbyõs cabin Aug 29. 2012 
                                Photo: Ricky Ashby (on Bobõs camera) 
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The Expedition 
                     Sunset on the Noatak; Mt. Memelak on right ð Photo: Rob Mullen 

   

Mountain Section; Angiaak Pass Recon: July 29 ð August 6, 2012  

July 29 

The mountain recon crew assembled in Fairbanks July 28 and headed for Coldfoot, Alaska 250 miles north on the 

Prudhoe Bay haul road (the Dalton Hwy) early on the 29th. We were scheduled to fly into the headwaters of the 

Noatak River near Lucky 6 Creek on the 30th, but due to deteriorating weather, an hour after unloading we were 

aloft with Dirk Nickisch of Coyote Air in a DeHavilland Beaver. As we skimmed the dramatic mountain landscape, 

clouds built up, wreathing the peaks amid rain and rainbows. 

It was raining as we reached the Noatak and the normally clear headwaters were high and muddy. The first of two 

gravel bars Dirk usually landed on was flooded, but the second had just enough room. It was an exciting landing; 

for a rear seat view of it, press Ctrl + click on the link below: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7x2WCTceWO8&feature=youtu.be  

Dirk suggested trying to cross the river immediately because it would continue rising. We hiked downriver for a 

couple of miles; however, the current was too deep, fast and cold to allow a safe crossing and we made camp at 10 

pm. Shortly thereafter a Grizzly crossed the river upstream of us (I noted that he had to swim). Intercepting our 

course, he turned to follow it and approached camp until he saw the four of us. My long trusted camera took this 

opportunity to go into its death spiral. After staring a bit, the beautiful cinnamon bear turned back upstream.  

July 30  

The river was even higher in the morning and 

therefore remained unsafe to cross, so we 

spent the day on a painting/photography hike 

up to a waterfall above camp. We all agreed to 

each do our own interpretations of the scene. 

Billõs (the first completed) is pictured at far 

right. The river crested during the day and by 

evening was dropping so we scouted out a 

likely crossing point that evening. I used the 

sat-phone to call for a back up camera body to 

hopefully come in with the River Crew and 

cached gear that would not be needed until the 

river trip.                                                                    Bill sketching the waterfall 

                                                                                       Photo: Dustin Van Wechel                   òNoatak Waterfalló ð Bill Brody 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7x2WCTceWO8&feature=youtu.be


July 31 

We crossed the river at a braided section that split the riverõs volume into manageable portions. Even so, still unable 

to see the bottom and with a powerful icy current mounting to mid-thigh, we paid strict attention to all safety 

precautions for the crossing. We continued downstream and then started ascending the upstream side of Tupik 

Creek (east bank of the Creek; òRiver Rightó relative to Tupik Creek). We made camp early at a scenic prominence 

with good views up the Tupik Creek valley and back out across the Noatak and Bill and I worked on some sketches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Left above: unnamed peak we nicknamed òMons Innominatumó at the base of Angiaak Pass        Right above: looking back out on the Noatak 
 

 

Far left: Bill and Rob sketching  
Photos: Dustin Van Wechel 

 
Left: one of the sketches ð Rob Mullen 

 
August 1 
The tundra in this area is very 
deceptive. What often looks like 
an easy walk across a sheep 
pasture (Dall Sheep trails are 
everywhere, though we only 
saw the animals themselves on 
the higher slopes), is most 
often in fact an obstacle course 
of tussocks, brush and 
wetlands; footing is usually very 
difficult and progress with a 
full pack, slow. We crossed 
Tupik Creek and ascended on 
the west side (òRiver Leftó 
relative to Tupik Creek), based  

     Billõs sketch of a waterfall above camp July 31          Robõs sketch of waterfall above camp July 31     on Billõs recollection of the 
ground from his last hike here in 1997. However, this route necessitated traversing several difficult boulder and 
scree fields and detouring high around the deep scar of one of the side creeks. The side creeks generally present a 
different problem; dense impenetrable thickets of willow and alder. To cross these without having to give up 
elevation by descending back to Tupik, it is necessary to find a game trail, most of which usually passed through the 
thickets with ease. In a long day of hiking, made possible by the nearly 24 hours of daylight, we made the head of 
the valley and climbed to the start of Angiaak Pass where we set camp under the hanging glacier on an unnamed 
peak that we dubbed òMons Innominatumó.  

            

 

 


