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River of Mist

A landscape revealed.

s I wheeled my wheezing clunker
A through the gritty streets of down-

town Eugene, signs of early
autumn arose and passed — gold-tinged
leaves, a dark V of south-winging geese,
schoolkids staggering under lumpy back-
packs — but I’ve still got the Skeena River
in my eyes.

About 500 miles north of Vancouver, B.C.,
the Skeena flows out of the jagged, broken
layers of shale and ore-rich metamorphic rock
of the Skeena and Hazelton Mountains, cuts
through glacier-carved valleys and the
Kitimak Range near the coast, finally reach-
ing the Hecate Strait and the Pacific just
below Prince Rupert. The First Nations peo-
ples of the upper river have lived, hunted and
fished along its shores for hundreds of gener-
ations. The people are the Gitksan, and they
call the Skeena the River of Mist.

In high summer, when the Skeena entered
my eyes, there were no obscuring mists. The
river lay open, shores draped in bright green
stands of aspen, alder, cottonwood, dotted

Most striking, though, was
the river's color, a pale green
like old Chinese jade...

with dense stands of fir, cedar, spruce. The
river air tasted tangy and sweet, with a hint of
cedary spice. The water drew lazy curves
through thick shoals of salmon gravels. Most
striking, though, was the river’s color, a pale
green like old Chinese jade or milky
absinthe, creamy yet icy-clear.

The Skeena and its tributaries, the
Bulkley and Kispiox, teemed with fall-run
steelhead and salmon, especially the big,
gray-sided fish called pinks or “humpies” for
their distinctive humped backs. Below the
raft piloted by our Gitksan guide, Sheldon
Johnson of the Frog clan, the humpies rushed
and darted, furtive and shadowy as torpe-
does; their dorsal fins sliced through the shal-
lows in spawning frenzies. There, the
Skeena’s color was frappé of creme de men-
the, impossible color, or at least unutterably
improbable.

Improbable, too, that the river is still so
clean, so vital yet serene. It pained my heart
to remember when the McKenzie’s gravels
swarmed with silvers and chinooks, not so
many years ago, before it became a murky-
gray ditch to carry pesticides, herbicides,
chemical fertilizers and human wastes to
dump into the Columbia. Is this what it
means to “civilize” a great river? Is this the
fate foretold for the Skeena?

No grapes grow in the valleys of the
Skeena, and there no wines are made, but
there we were able to buy a side of wild
sockeye salmon and grill its deep-red flesh
and dress it in a sauce of Kat’s invention
involving fresh cilantro, shredded nasturtium
flowers, and serrano chilis, and drink with it
a bottle of Elk Cove Vineyards 2002
Pinot Gris ($13.50). Wine guru Robert
Parker called this “one of the best pinot gris
I’ve tasted,” high praise from him for any
Oregon wine, but in this case on the mark:

perfect balance, bright flavors of ripe pears
and white flowers, generous and rich, this is
an achievement, a benchmark for this pro-
ducer, and a perfect match for salmon.

British Columbia’s liquor-control laws
are weirder and more Puritanical than
Oregon’s, so we couldn’t possibly have
found there this lovely bottle of Michel
Collon Brut Champagne ($20), but I
hope you can find it here (if not, order it at
your favorite wine shop). Some folks like
their Champagnes light and airy; this ain’t.
This is full-flavored, 80 percent pinot noir,
lush and juicy, suitable for a wide range of
foods. Delicious and satisfying Champagne
at this price? Gottahaveit.

Our Canadian cousins are determined to
make fine wines — as Bob Sogge has point-
ed out, they are now the world’s largest pro-
ducer of ice wines, wonderfully sweet
dessert wines made from various grapes —
especially from the Okanogan Valley and
especially pinot noir.

Gotta wish them

the best of luck
with that tricky grape,
but we gotta hope they look for their stan-
dards not so much at Old World Burgundy or
New World Californians, but down here in
Cool Country, in the Valley of the
Willamette. Hope they can achieve some-
thing like Andrew Rich Les Vigneaux
2001 Pinot Noir Cuvée B ($18); this is
Rich’s “B” wine, not the “A” level, but
affordable quality, yet it deserves better than
a B, mebbe B+ or A-, for its smoky black
cherry flavors, its food-friendly balance of
acids and tannins and alcohol (13.5 percent).
If B.C. winemakers can reach this grade,
they can compete with anyone. Then, if they
can produce a wine like Broadley 2002
Pinot Noir Reserve ($14.50!), they can
rejoice: deep, rich, round and mouth-filling,
with a velvet texture and priced to tickle the
purse of any pinot-phile, this wine will only
improve over the next three to five years.
How good will it be then? Find the wine,
hide it from yourself, later find the answer.
Not our Canadian brethren nor our
Willamette Valley neighbors (but watch the
vintners in the Valleys of the Columbia and
the Rogue) are likely soon to produce a wine
like California’s Liberty School 2000
Syrah ($13), inky-dark, full-bodied, rich
and concentrated in black fruit flavors
(blackberries, currants), this is a Rhone-style
blockbuster at sale prices, worth every dime.
Get in your last evenings of outdoor grilling
of full-flavored grub, pop the top on this
black beauty, savor unfolding autumn.
Maybe take a moment to reflect on times
past, wonder at the passing of clean, jade-
green rivers and the huddled, ghostly shad-
ows of wild salmon. May the Skeena River,
the River of Mist, be then in your eyes, and
in your heart. ew

ITALY ON $5 A DAY?

15 LUNCH SPECIALS DAILY FOR ONLY $4.95!

e
freernn)
830 OLIVE STREET ® DOWNTOWN EUGENE ¢ 541-345-1072
REE
Everyday from 11:30-4:30pm! PARKING!

FLOWERS ® SALSAS ® PUMPKINS ® VEGGIES ® POULTRY ® FRUIT ® PRESERVES ® HONEYS e BREADS e

Celebrate the Fall Horvestl Came on Downtown & find the Baurtty of the Cauntty,
fo keep your garden growing and fo set your Fall table locally at

® HONEYS e

JAMS

Safurdays, 9 -4, Tuesdays, 10 - 3

At 8th & Oak in the Park Blocks of beautiful Downtown Eugene
® Come Find the Best Local Produce, Plants, Proteins, Flowers, Foods & FUN!
® Stay & Learn from our Farmers Many Years of Growing Experiencel
FOR MORE INFORMATION or PRODUCT AVAILABILTY, CALL (541) 431-4923
POULTRY ® FLOWERS ® VEGGIES ® STARTS ® BUY LOCAL ® FRUIT ® SALSAS ® PRESERVES e NUTS

o SINVId o 1iNY4 e XIOd e 3IDONAOYd

e APPLES ® FLOWERS

Fridays from4to 6pm

October 3 : Pinot noir - Great new arrivals!
October 10 : Sangiovese - Italian standby.
October 17 : Riesling - 3 regions compared.
October 24 : So. French - Super buys.

Saturdays from4to 6pm

October 4: Amity - Gems from the Eola Hills.
October 11 : Eugene Wine Cellars
October 18 : Rex Hill - Oregon standout.
October 25 : Benton-Lane - Pinot noir only!

Also, each Saturday we offer “Super Pours”- A chance to
sample ( for a small fee) a selected high-end or older
vintage wine from our shelves.

Want to learn about wine? Our
next Intro to Fine Wine class is
10-29, 11-5, 12 & 19. Call Steve
for registration & details. Four
weeks of great wine and
snacks for $95.
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COFFEE ~ LUNCH
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13th & Oak [formerly Field's]
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