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I devoted 20 years to mountaineering expeditions around the 

world until discovering that the Far North held the solo of my dreams: 

sea kayaking the famed Northwest Passage. It was a different sort 

of expedition than going to the Himalaya or Cordillera, but adventuring 

alone amid the Arctic’s polar bears, swarming mosquitoes and sea 

ice offered better survival odds than unroping at high altitude amid 

crevasses, avalanches and seracs. More importantly, I was able to get to 

know Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge—setting for the most epic 

wilderness battle of our time. During the last 25 years that the nation has 

debated developing its northern-

most 1.5 million acres for oil, the 

region has become America’s 

symbolic wilderness temple: 

defile this place, then nothing will 

be sacred.

As I set off alone in a sea kayak to cross 2,000 miles of Arctic wilderness, 

I thought of all that surrounded me. The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is 

a climber’s dreamland of snowy, mostly unclimbed mountains, booming 

up directly from the sea, surrounded by sandy spits, lush lagoons and a 

polygon-patterned coastal plain. It is one of those rare places where we can 

escape the press of crowds and embrace the privilege of being swallowed 

alive by mountains… or the area’s iconic polar bears. Yet these liberating 

ideals would be quashed by the development proposal: a labyrinth of 

roads and pipelines that would take a half-century of drilling to extract a 

paltry year’s worth of U.S. oil. If Congress approves the oil drilling, it will 

destroy the remote, 1.5 million acre, biological heart of the Refuge and all 

the logic behind its original creation. 

In 1960, the Eisenhower administration created the nine million acre 

Arctic National Wildlife Range to protect its “unique wildlife, wilderness 

and recreation values,” including its 35 land mammals, nine marine 

mammals, 180 bird species and mind-boggling array of shining basins, 

rolling hills and unnamed peaks. The Range stretched north from forested 

valleys across the glaciated mountains to the coastal plain of the Beaufort 

Sea, a vital calving and protein stop for the 123,000-strong Porcupine 

Caribou herd. In 1980, the Carter administration expanded the Range 

into a 19.2 million acre Refuge. Congress mandated a study of 1.5 million 

acres of the Refuge’s coastal plain to determine if it should be opened for 

oil development or remain as protected wilderness. Several years later, 

Congress learned from the study that the Refuge contained a lot of oil but 

also even more wildlife than initially thought. Since then, legislation 

to open the region to oil drilling has been repeatedly defeated. 

But now, with a changing Congress, conservationists are more 

motivated than ever to move from defense to offense. For the 

first time in a decade, both houses of Congress have introduced 

bipartisan wilderness bills that would shut down future oil 

development in the Refuge and uphold the original environmental vision 

of the area. 

Yes, there are thousands of miles of wilderness in the Arctic, but after 

having paddled it’s coastline I intimately understood the uniqueness, the 

environmental importance of the Refugee—it’s a garden, incomparably 

rich with flora and fauna, the greatest wealth of polar bear dens found in 

Alaska and the finest displays of geography spanning the Arctic. This last 

pristine corner of Alaska is oddly unscarred by the most recent ice age, 

sequestered in summer lushness and inhabited by millions of migratory 

animals—all poised to flee forever at the first tendrils of human industry. 

How can we not protect it?

Jonathan Waterman is the author of Where Mountains Are Nameless; Passion and Politics in 
the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. To learn more about the importance of the Refuge and what 
you can do to help save it from oil development, go to www.alaskawild.org/take-action.
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Warning:  Some aspects of mountaineering and related activities, including but not limited to technical rock, ice, and 
snow climbing, are potentially hazardous and dangerous. Any person using our equipment in any manner is personally 
responsible for learning the proper techniques involved, and assumes all risks and accepts full and complete responsi-
bility for any and all damages and injury of any kind, including death, which may result from the use of any equipment 
purchased through this catalog. Books and catalogs like this one can help, but they are no substitute for personal instruc-
tion by a qualified person well versed in all appropriate safety techniques.

Limited Warranty: We warrant for one year from purchase date and only to the original retail buyer (Buyer) that our products (Prod-
ucts) are free from defects in material and workmanship. If Buyer discovers a covered defect, Buyer should deliver the Product to us at 
the address on the back cover. We will replace such Product free of charge. That is the extent of our liability under this Warranty and, 
upon expiration of the applicable warranty period, all such liability shall terminate.

Warranty Exclusions: We do not warranty Products against normal wear and tear, unauthorized modifications or altera-
tions, improper use, improper maintenance, accident, misuse, negligence, damage, or if the Product is used for a purpose 
for which it was not designed. This Warranty gives you specific rights, and you may also have other rights which vary from 
state to state. Except for expressly stated in this Warranty, we shall not be liable for direct, indirect, incidental, or other types 
of damages arising out of, or resulting from the use of Product. This Warranty is in lieu of all other warranties, express or 
implied, including, but not limited to, implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose (some states 
do not allow the exclusion or limitation of incidental or consequential damages or allow limitations on the duration of an 
implied warranty, so the above exclusions may not apply to you).
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BLACK DIAMOND ASIA  BD Asia’s focus is on helping BDEL continue to design, manufacture 
and distribute the most innovative climbing and freeride ski equipment in the world. Our “Made 
by Black Diamond” philosophy is an attempt to integrate the skill sets of employees in the United 
States, Europe and Asia in pursuit of operationally efficient design, development, manufacturing 
and testing of our innovative gear. Learn more about “Made by Black Diamond” and BD Asia at 
www.bdel.com/MadebyBD

WALKING THE TALK 
Since our DNA took root as Chouinard Equipment in 1957, we’ve been supporting organizations 
and initiatives that are critical to the survival of our sports. Moreover, we deeply care about the pres-
ervation of our natural world as the source of our own lifeblood. Black Diamond lends a hand with 
more than just financial support, including consulting, employee volunteers, product and publicity 
in an effort to ensure their existence far into the future.

Check out a list of all the organizations we support, visit: 

THE ACCESS FUND
www.accessfund.org (303) 545-6772

AMERICAN ALPINE CLUB
www.americanalpineclub.org (303) 384-0110

AMERICAN MOUNTAIN GUIDES  
ASSOCIATION (AMGA)
www.amga.com (303) 271-0984

THE CONSERVATION ALLIANCE
www.conservationalliance.com (303) 262-3333

HERA OVARIAN CANCER CLIMB FOR LIFE
www.herafoundation.org (970) 948-7360

MUGS STUMP AWARD
www.MugsStumpAward.com

SALT LAKE CITY CLIMBERS ALLIANCE
www.saltlakeclimbers.org

YOUTH OUTDOORS LEGACY FUND
www.yolf.org/utah (206) 713-1821
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