












I was halfway through a 500-kilometre solo snow 
trek on Ellesmere Island. One night, a noise woke 
me up. I don’t remember what it was. It was just 
different, and different is not good. Up there, 
few sounds crack the silence. A different sound 
reminded me that I was in polar bear country. Grab-
bing the shotgun that lay beside my sleeping bag, I 
peeked out the tent door. My sled, with all my food 
and fuel, was gone.

 The next few minutes seemed to unreel in slow 
motion. I looked around and there, far to the left, 
about 130 feet away, lay my sled, upside-down, its 
contents scattered on the snow. A large polar bear 
sat beside it, eating my food.

The High Arctic has no trees to climb, no refuge. I 
was 250 kilometres from the nearest person. I didn’t 
have a radio or a satellite phone. I had to get my food 
and especially my fuel back. In spring, you need fuel 
to melt snow for water.

I’d bumped into polar bears before, but I’d never 
had to face a camp marauder. But I had rehearsed in 
my head what to do. First, put on clothing. I slept in 
my underwear, and I didn’t want to confront a polar 
bear wearing only Stanfields. I threw on my parka, 
pants and camp boots. Then I muttered some quick 
words about what was happening into the little 
recording device that I carried for journal notes, in 
case the encounter ended badly for me. And I flipped 
the safety off the shotgun and stuffed extra shells 
into various pockets. 

The polar bear had heard the rustling nylon as I 
dressed. When I stepped out of the tent, it was strid-
ing toward me from 25 feet away, head lowered, 
eyes raised and boring into mine. There was no time 
for a warning shot. I raised the gun to my chin and 
sighted down the barrel at the vulnerable hump 
behind the bear’s neck. My shotgun at the time was 
a borrowed stockless model, like a police riot gun. I’d 
never fired it before. I hoped it would work.

The blast set my ears ringing as the gun slammed 
into my mouth. I missed the bear completely, but the 
noise made it wheel in its tracks and hurry away. It 
disappeared behind some pressure ice and I never 
saw it again. As blood trickled into my mouth from a 
split lip, it dawned on me that you are not supposed 
to sight down the barrel of a stockless shotgun, 
because of the recoil. But my ignorance had been a 
blessing: Had I fired from the hip, as you’re supposed 
to do with a riot-style shotgun, I might actually have 
hit the bear. 

By Jerry Kobalenko

How it feels to:

Come face 
to face 
with a 
polar bear
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Somewhere out there is a 
photo. My sister and I are 
about seven and eight 
years old, standing on the 
dock, a hand on each bum 
cheek in a futile attempt 
to cover up as we shriek 
objections to having our 
photo taken. We hid the 
print so well it has never 
resurfaced. But if I had 
to pinpoint a time when 
my compulsion to remove 
my clothing in the out-
doors began, perhaps that 
would be it. 

Since then there’s been 
a whole series of pho-
tos: Gazing bare-cheeked 
over Waterton Lakes 
National Park, skiing in 
northern B.C. with only a 
transceiver covering my 
goosebumps, dipping in a 
mountain tarn while won-
dering who might be star-
ing down from Snowpatch 
Spire. For me, any stun-
ning vista brings on the 
urge to doff the duds. By 

the time my backcountry 
companions wipe their 
brow and pull out their 
water, I’m standing bare 
ass to the wind.

Now, don’t get me 
wrong, I’m not an exhibi-
tionist. I don’t enjoy being 
seen so much as simply 
being exposed. Perhaps 
it’s in defiance of the ele-
ments, perhaps to hon-
our them. Or maybe it’s 
just that when I’m away 
from society’s confines, 
I realize that being over-
dressed is overrated.

Getting buck naked in 
the backcountry has its 
challenges. One visit to 
a deserted Australian 
beach earned me cleav-
age enhancement in the 
form of half-inch-thick 
blisters. But the trickiest 
part is finding unclad com-
panions. That’s why I was 
thrilled when  my friend 
Erin agreed to join me for 
a hike. 

How it feels to:

Get high-altitude 
cerebral edema
By Mark Schatzker

How it feels to:

take it off in 
the outdoors
By Amanda Follett

Looking back, it’s clear to me 
that the main reason I devel-
oped high-altitude cerebral 
edema—HACE—is because I 
was blind to the early symp-
toms: resentment, jealousy 
and feelings of inadequacy. 

I had gone to Chile to do 
some high-altitude hiking, 
and was staying at an ultra-
ritzy lodge located at 15,500 
feet in the Atacama Desert. 
It’s apparently the driest 
place on Earth, though you 
would never know it from the 
platter-sized showerhead in 
my bathroom, which let forth 
such a torrent of water that 
if you stood directly under 
it there was a good chance 
you’d drown. 

On my first morning, I went 
on the hike of my life, trek-
king over Atacama’s Martian 
landscape, peering off moun-
tainsides, watching flamin-
goes sip tiny critters out of a 
salt lagoon, and stopping for 
a lunch of grilled beef tender-
loin in a wooded alcove. The 
next day, I went on another 
hike of my life, and the day 
after that, on another. 

During the first day, I had 
befriended a couple from San 
Francisco who had made a big 
whack of money in finance 
and retired early so they 
could go on a luxury hiking 
tour of the world. I also hung 
out with a radiologist cou-
ple from France, who were 
in their early 50s but only a 
few years away from having 
accumulated enough wealth 
to call it quits. And I shared a 
cocktail with a young couple 
from New York on their hon-
eymoon. The guy, a corporate 
lawyer, was conceited and 
annoying—not to mention fat 
and sweaty—but the luxuri-
ous surroundings blunted his 
sharper edges.

Before dinner on day two, 
things started to turn. No 
sooner had we returned from 
our hike than the rich Amer-
ican early-retirees went 
straight to the computer to 
see how their stocks were 
doing. They had already 

checked them at breakfast 
and twice the day before, but 
there they were again, faces 
glued to the screen, calcu-
lating their precise level of 
wealth. Which was, it hardly 
needs saying, a much higher 
level than mine. (My stay was 
comped because I was writing 
a story for a magazine.) 

I took refuge with the law-
yer couple from New York City, 
but the guy drank too much 
wine at dinner and went on an 
angry tirade about how the 
government was handcuffing 
business with all its silly reg-
ulations. His rail-
thin wife just sat 
there in designer 
wear, nodding her 
head but probably 
inwardly calculat-
ing whether the 
calories she ate at 
dinner would be 
worked off with 
tomorrow’s hike. 

By day three, I 
was taking refuge 
with the French radiologists. 
They were pleasant, sure, 
telling me that boorish, mate-
rialistic Americans are a con-
stant danger at luxury hiking 
resorts. But I couldn’t help but 
be cognizant of the fact that 
their anti-materialist world 
view looked out from the sum-
mit of a considerable pile of 
retirement savings. 

Day four was the climax of 
the trip. We set out to hike 
an extinct volcano called 
Cerro Toko, though as alpine 
assaults go, this one wasn’t 
exactly in keeping with the 
spirit of Sir Edmund Hilary. 
We drove most of the way, pil-
ing out of a convoy of vans at 
17,000 feet. From there, we 
had to hump it the remaining 
1,381 feet.

At the summit of Cerro 
Toko, I thought, the scales 
of justice would finally be 
tipped back into balance. 
Unlike the hike-loving retir-
ees, I had youth on my side. 
Unlike the asshole lawyer, I 
was outdoorsy.

I should have known some-

thing wasn’t right when 
my now intense feelings of 
resentment and inadequacy 
turned to lightheadedness. I 
couldn’t hold a single thought. 
There was a dim headache 
pulsing in the back of my 
head, but I didn’t care. All I 
remember is that the rhythm 
of my breathing sounded 
inane. In fact , the mere act of 
breathing felt like dancing to 
music that I hated. Neverthe-
less, I carried on, following 
the rich person ahead of me 
and leading the rich person 
behind me. 

By the time we summit-
ted, I was slurring my words. 
A sentence seemed longer 
than a novel. What I wanted 
to do more than anything was 
lay down on the frigid, wind-
swept peak and go to sleep. 
And, yes, I was aware that I 
was in trouble. The guides 
had warned us about HACE. 
But I didn’t say anything. I 
didn’t want the rich people to 

know. So I just sat there with 
the rest of them, drank from 
the ceremonial cup of native 
tea that was being passed 
around, and, despite the fact 
that my brain had begun 
swelling, managed to notice 
that the view from 18,381 feet 
really does feel like the top of 
the world.

I started stumbling on 
the way down. Unless I con-
centrated very hard, I would 
shuffle in an erratic zigzag 
pattern and drag my feet like 
someone who’d drank a bot-
tle of shoe polish. It didn’t 
take long to return to the 
vans, fortunately, and soon 
we were at the hotel and its 
thick, rich air. I made it back, 
in other words, before col-
lapsing into a coma—which is 
usually the second last symp-
tom of HACE, followed, almost 
always, by the funeral.

My headache only lasted 
until dinner. Then,with the 
help of a little wine, the dull 
and persistent pain gave way 
to a now-familiar feeling: 
resentment.  e

We decided to walk to 
a small alpine lake. Erin 
showed up wearing a 
wide-brimmed hat—in case 
she needed a quick cover-
up. We disrobed at tree-
line—where we’d have lon-
ger sightlines—and were 
soon striding through 
wildflowers, forgetting 
our uncovered anatomy. 
But as we approached our 
destination, we saw two 
other parties lingering by 
the lake, so we hid behind 
a knoll, popping up like 
moles until they left and 
we could scuttle down for 
a dip. 

We were about to enter 
the water when I saw 
them: six figures stand-
ing on the horizon, their 
T-shirts flapping in the 
wind, clearly unsure 
whether to proceed or 
retreat. We stood in bare-
naked defiance, the head-
light beams of our whiter 
protuberances staring 
back. Then we turned and 
dove. When we surfaced, 
the group had chosen 
another route, craftily cir-
cumventing the lake.

Which brings us to 
the most practical rea-
son for baring it all in the 
backcountry: deterring 
unwanted visitors.

amanda follett 
relaxing in her 

natural state.

feeling the hace at 18,381 feet.


