Boxing Day 2010

Nuk Tessli Sale

It's been a diverse year to say the least. A lot of my mental and emotional effort has been involved with the potential sale of Nuk Tessli.  After a year and a half of desultory queries I suddenly had several interested potential buyers.  The first lot made the effort to hike in, but once there they confessed that they had no money.  I guess it's natural to have a dream and hope that somehow the need to pay for it will just go away but it was annoying after I had spent so much time with them, and even driven the 5 hours to 100 Mile to meet them in February.  After that I made sure enquirers had the wherewithal up front.  Two other potential buyers visited later, both those have talked about a second visit in winter, and four more want to come after the ice goes out in June.  All of these queries may come to nothing of course, but it is heartening to have some real interest.  

Fires

Although we had a moderate[image: image1.jpg]


 snowfall last winter, towards Williams Lake they had very little and as a result ended up with terrible fires.  The road was closed several times in that direction, and people were evacuated for a long time because of thick smoke.  At the end of August, highway 20 was closed by another fire at the top of the Hill so the central Chilcotin was cut off.  It was at this time that a fierce windstorm was predicted.  I have no phone at Nuk Tessli but apparently everyone who had, from Tatlayoko to Anahim Lake, received an automated phone message to “evacuate now!”  As the road was closed at both ends, and the gas pumps had run out of gas because the trucks had not been able to get through, this was a little ridiculous.  I heard this news from a friend by email.  We had a bit of smoke at Nuk Tessli but nothing very serious and I knew I was far south of the danger so figured I was better off staying put than trying to get anywhere.  The fire was only 20 miles from Anahim, though, and most people tried to move a few miles east.  But when the windstorm came it backed a degree or two and the fire was blown further north with no property damage at all.  

September Snow
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After that, September was unusually rainy.  We often have fall storms then but then they clear and the weather is beautiful for 10 days or so.  But this year September was dull and cool, and on 3 occasions it rained half an inch (according to my Lee Valley rain guage), which is quite considerable for this part of the world.  There is a 4-foot difference between the spring high water on my lake and low water at the end of the season.   24 hours after a heavy rain, the lake usually comes up an inch or two, but this time the lake did not move.  Obviously it was cold enough at higher elevations for the precipitation to fall as snow.  Some snow fell at cabin level, too, but it did not stay beyond a couple of days.

Floods

I was due to fly out at on the 25th of September but it was raining heavily again.  It deluged for 24 hours.  I could not measure the amount as I'd stored the rain guage away for the winter but I would guess at an inch. The following morning was pleasantly sunny and calm, and I started to take the piles of freight down to the wharf.  And I could not believe my eyes.  The lake had risen 2 and a half feet !.  There must have been a ton of snow in the mountains that all melted with the rain.  “Poor Bella Coola”, was my first thought.  My lake eventually runs into the Bella Coola River and that whole valley is prone to flooding.  However, I had no idea how devastating those floods were going to be.  People were cut off for weeks; their plight received a lot of publicity over the news.

The pilot was delayed by fog at Nimpo (although there was none at Nuk Tessli) so I eventually reached Nimpo mid  morning.  I visited a while with him and his wife - all of us relaxing at the close of the season.  Then I started to drive to my winter place.  To reach my turn-off takes about half an hour.  The drive was calm and peaceful and I was enjoying the somewhat hazy but very pleasant sunshine.  I was almost at the turn-off when I was confronted with - a huge hole where the road used to be.  [image: image3.jpg]



The McClinchy River (whose headwaters are not far from Nuk Tessli, had hit the road head on and gouged out a huge chunk.  There was no way to drive around it.  The river was making the most horrendous noise.  Not just by roaring, but there was the sound of grinding and banging boulders, thumping of logs, hissing as more soil avalanched into the water and - worst of all - the constant cannon-shot snapping and breaking trees.

Other travellers were accumulating.  As we watched, two figures could be seen high on the steep bank above the washout, walking over from the far side.  They were Ken and Sylvia Dyck - Ken is the boss of the Chilcotin section of Interior Roads.  If they could walk over, I reasoned, I could walk back and get to my place on foot.  It was only about 5 miles from where I stood.  One of the other thwarted travellers offered to take my van back to Nimpo.  I grabbed a bit of food, the camera, and my computer.  

The bank above the washout was sodden and very slick.  Round the bend we walked on tarmac for a short distance but then came to a section about 1/3 of a mile long that was totally underwater.  Ken's yellow Interior Roads truck could be seen at the far end.  

We scrambled through the bush aroun[image: image4.jpg]


d that but by the truck had a ditch to cross.  It had been easy to ford when Ken and Sylvia had set off, but it was now a raging torrent.  Fortunately I had a long rope that I'd used for the dogs.  And equally fortunately, the Interior Roads helicopter, that had been rattling back and forth, chose that moment to land by Ken's truck to warn him that another washout was happening further east and if he didn't get his truck out of there soon he would be stranded.  I tied one end of the dog rope to a small aspen and the heliclpter guy took the other.  The ditch was thigh deep and only a few paces across, but the current on the final two steps was so strong it was all but impossible to place one's feet.  I fell half backwards while grabbing the helicopter guy's arm.  I got wet but not seriously: unfortunately my camera was not so lucky.  Thankfully Sylvia remained upright: she was carrying my laptop.  The dogs were panic-stricken at being left to fend for themselves, but they are both good swimmers and eventually made it over.

Ken had planned to drive me home but it would have taken nearly half an hour to get to my house and back to the highway so he dropped me at the end of my 3-mile road and I started walking.  By now it had clouded over and looked like it was going to rain again so I took the laptop first and came back for the rest with the wheelbarrow.  The road is quite hilly, up and down, and it was hard work pushing the wheelbarrow empty uphill, let alone hanging onto it while it wanted to fly down the steep bits.  Before I came home with the second load I walked east of the bridge to see what was happening with the other washout.  My neighbour's house was in a very precarious position.  The river was pounding against the bank in a direct line for the building, just a few feet away, then veering round it.  It did this every spring and was at present no worse.  But the river had split into two and now another raging torrent was rushing down the other side of the road and pouring across the highway before waterfalling into their yard and boiling back towards the river.  No one was home.  The owner was in Kamloops: upon hearing the news he set off driving, arriving home around 4.00am and jumping straight onto his excavator, which he never left for 48 hours.  The flood was then at its peak.  His whole yard was 2 feet deep in water; the steps to the deck had washed away, but the house survived.  I was awake half the night, listening to the river below my cabin, unable to see in the rainy dark.  I could hear the water roaring - far beyond any spring flood, sand and gravel avalanching in, bumping and grinding of boulders and logs, and more trees snapping and cracking.  The cabin was fairly well back from the river but the devastation sounded awfully close.  By morning the river had begun to drop but no longer could I walk down to it and along the bank.  The previous gentle sloping trail ended in a cliff.  I probably lost half an acre.  The McClinchy is known to be a wild river but as far as can be ascertained this has been the most violent flood recorded.  

Wel, for the time being, I was home.  It was frustrating not having the van for I wanted to move from the cabin to the (very unfinished) house; I still had not hauled my firewood either.  But the biggest problem was food.  After 4 months in the mountains I had very little at Ginty Creek; in particular I was out of dog food.  Normally my first task upong leaving the mountains would be to go to Williams lake and shop.  This was now out of the question.  Not only was my van at Nimpo, but also the road was now washed out 15 feet deep on the east side of my driveway as well as the west.  I was blocked both ways.  I phoned the cops.  The upshot of this was that after 4 days home, I and the dogs were flown by helicopter to Nimpo Lake and put up in a cabin courtesy of the emergency services.  We now had gorgeous weather.  The fall colours were superb.  Other strandees and myself all marvelled that if we had to be stranded we could not be in a better place.  But it was enormously frustrating for me.  I had only 5 weeks between leaving the mountains and starting the book tour for A Wilderness Dweller's Cookbook. Time was frittering away.

I was there 10 days.  By this time some logging roads had been extended and a huge detour, taking nearly two hours, joined Nimpo Lake to Tatla Lake and the outside world.  It was a big occasion when, while sitting in the Internet Cafe at Nimpo (Bean Out West) doing email along with other strandees, a mud-covered flatdeck with a huge bulldozer on back drove by the window.  Everyone cheered and ran to look!  It was followed by a gas truck and another carrying milk and eggs.  (Mail and prescription drugs had been flown in, although they often got dropped off at Bella Coola by mistake.)  The detour, however, did not help me.  Bella Coola was still cut off by road, but people could now move by plane and a lot of extra ferries.  I was the only one who was still stuck.

It was mushroom picking season.  I learned that behind my property were all kinds of atv trails built by the pickers, most of whom were native.  It took a bit of figuring out to understand the descriptions of where they were.  A good friend, Aileen, a young woman logger and fencer who had helped build my house, had a heavy duty 4 x 4, and, armed with chainsaws, we cut out a number of old roads that headed in the general direction.  All ended in clearcuts.  Finally we got information that if we went on the bypass for about an hour, we could find a way off that.  It was a long, rough, steep and windy track.  I would never have got the van down there.  The trails branched and we were never sure if we were going to the right place.  But suddenly we came upon and ancient gutted and abandoned truck I recognised and then we were home free.  

So now I had food and the chainsaw and fuel, and could do a little work, but it was still frustrating having no vehicle.  A few days later I walked down to the bridge and east to my neighbours' place.  Their yard was 4 feet deep in sand and gravel.  They had a lot of old vehicles that were half buried.  What a mess!  But it turned out that the soil was perfect for filling in the holes on the highway and they were able to dig it out and sell it to Interior Roads so that at least paid for some of their flood damage.

The good news for me was that th[image: image5.jpg]


e hole on the east side of the bridge was now being filled in.  I would be able to drive from that direction in a couple of days.  So early one frosty morning, two and a half weeks after the flood, I walked west along the ravaged highway towards Nimpo, and after several hours of empty road, finally got a lift to my van. This is the same place as the previous picture. I still had to drive around the detour all the way to Tatla then backtrack to my turnoff - a normal half hour drive took 3 hours - but I could now get on with my life.

A much more extensive story, with many more pictures, can be seen on my website: http://www.nuktessli.ca/journal/2010/2010-12-sep27-floods-1.html

Needless to say, a lot of the work I had planned for the fall could not be done, but I am writing this in my new house.  Everything is pretty rough and ready, with plywood floors and countertops, and possessions round the walls in cardboard boxes, (this definitely is NOT the first time!)  but it is well insulate and comfortable. I have warm stoves and a good woodpile, a phone and satellite internet to keep in touch with friends.  I could ask for  very little more (except money! - Don't we all!.)
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Before I end, I will tell you about one of my new ventures.  I am getting into blogging in a serious way.  (Blogs are kind of an on-line diary.)  So far I have one blog set up; I have ideas for several more.  If you want to know more about Ginty Creek, visit www.wildernessdweller.ca
Happy New Year

Chris

