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P H IL IP G . T E R R IE Bowling  G re e n S tate  Unive rs ity Rive r of Paradox: John McPhe e ’s  " ‘The  Encircle d Rive r”
John McPhe e  has  be e n writing  for The  Ne w Yorke r s ince  19 6 4; dur ing  that time , in Ne w Yorke r columns  and in
ne arly two s core  books , he  has  produce d a canon of work prodig ious  in quality, quantity, and varie ty. His
inte re s ts  have  include d profe s s ional te nnis , an e lite  Ne w Eng land board ing  s chool, orang e s , nucle ar
we apons , Prince ton bas ke tball s tar Bill Bradle y, pinball, running  a g ood Fre nch re s taurant, the  S wis s  army,
and a hos t of othe r s ubje cts . Re vie we rs  have  unive rs ally prais e d the  daz z ling  virtuos ity of his  s tyle , his
facility with de tail and characte riz ation, and his  ability to  make  the  os te ns ibly trivial e normous ly
inte re s ting .1 Be hind the  e cle cticis m of McPhe e ’s  omnivorous  appe tite  for all the  fas cinating  fe ature s  of our
world and the  dive rs e  pe ople  inhabiting  it lie s  a re curre nt conce rn with nature . McPhe e  has  oCe n writte n
about e nviron me ntal is s ue s  and the  individuals  living  in or working  to  prote ct nature , and he  has  g rapple d
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inte llig e ntly with the  s ig nificance  to  the  mode rn cons cious  ne s s  of unde rs tanding  the  natural world.
G rowing  up in Ne w Je rs e y, one  of the  country’s  mos t urban, cong e s te d s tate s , McPhe e  s tarte d camping  in
the  Eas t and late r de ve lope d an inte ns e  inte re s t in the  ope n s pace s  of the  Ame rican We s t. One  of his  e arlie r
books  de s cribe d the  te rrain and both wild and human populations  of Ne w Je rs e y’s  Pine  Barre ns . In 19 71 he
publis he d a book about David Browe r, forme r Exe cutive  Dire ctor of the  S ie rra Club. This  was  followe d by a
book on canoe ing  in Maine  in 19 75 and Coming  Into the  Country, about the  pe ople  and lands cape  of Alas ka,
in 19 77. S ince  the n, while  s till purs uing  many othe r topics , he  has  writte n thre e  books  on g e olog y, larg e ly
focus ing  on the  we s te rn mountains . In the s e  las t volume s , McPhe e  has  unde rtake n nothing  le s s  than
pe ne trating , com pre he nding , and e xplaining  the  ve ryhis tory and me aning  of the  e arth its e lf.2 Among  many
McPhe e  fans  Coming  Into the  Country holds  a s pe cial place . S e ve ral books  pre ce ding  it had de ve lope d the
author’s  abiding  con ce rn with the  natural world, but the y did not take  the  the matic  ris ks  or achie ve  the
ae s the tic  and s tructural comple xity of this  e xtraordinary tour 4 We s te rn Ame rican Lite rature  de  force . As
Edward Hoag land obs e rve d on the  firs t pag e  of the  Ne w York Time s  Book Re vie w, McPhe e  had “publis he d
s e ve ral books  that we re  e s s e n tially mag az ine  article s  be twe e n book cove rs . But he re , pre s umably,
he made  his  will, took the  g ambit; and in s o  doing , he  introduce d a ne w g e ne ros ity of te mpo to  his  work, a
le is ure ly artfulne s s  of org aniz ation he  ha[d] not had be fore .” This  book, according  to  Hoag land, is  “a
s pe cie s  of mas te rpie ce .” Writing  in the  Virg inia Quarte rly Re vie w, G e org e  Core  ag re e d that Com ing  Into the
Country was  McPhe e ’s  “mag num opus ” and that his  “con tinuing  inte re s t in the  natural world and in
cons e rvation ha[d] culminate d in this  brilliant book.” And Ronald We be r de clare d in the  Antioch Re vie w that
McPhe e ’s  e Lort to  capture  the  me aning  of the  Alas kan lands cape  and its  de niz e ns  “s tands  apart from his
e arlie r work as  far more  ambitious  and artful.”3 One  re as on for the  appe al of this  book, I be lie ve , is  the
pe rs ona of the  author, who as s ume s  a role  quite  diLe re nt from that pre s e nte d in his  e arlie r (and late r) work,
whe re  he  s e e ms  almos t obs e s s ive ly committe d to  main taining  his  invis ibility.4In the  firs t part (out of thre e )
of Coming  Into the  Country, “The  Encircle d Rive r,” we  can s e e  e s pe cially we ll how McPhe e  is  cons tructing  a
narrative  not only about nature  but als o  about inne r dis cove ry. In no othe r e s s ay or book has  McPhe e
allowe d his  own characte r to  be come  s uch a vital part of his  writing . In “The  Encircle d Rive r” the  the matic
“point” of the  narrative  de pe nds  abs olute ly on our acknowle dg ing  the  crucial function of the  narrator and
the  de e pe ne d unde rs tanding  he  achie ve s  of his  place  in nature . This  de s cription of a canoe  and kayak trip
down the  re mote  S almon Rive r in Alas ka’s  Brooks  Rang e  introduce s  many of the  is s ue s  de alt with in the
re mainde r of the  book; it ce le brate s  the  joys  and hards hips  of life ...
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