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Chilled to the Bone

 
It was a blistering cold winter night on a very frozen Strawberry Reservoir, somewhere between Heber and Duchesne. My friend Jeff and I were all alone for several miles, sitting on a lake in the middle of nowhere, frozen to the bone and feeling near death. I remember saying to my friend, “Test your heater, make sure it works and that he knew how to use it, before we are out on the ice.” I had a revelation during that fishing trip. I realized that I had to make something happen if I wanted to survive, because my friend failed to test his equipment, we were shivering—our bodies were shutting down.

As we walked across the lake there was a sound of ice cracking in the distance, a slow approaching rumble and then shaking beneath our feet. The cracks in the ice were a foot wide in some places, over time filled with water and frozen shut. It was after midnight, the temperature well below zero, when we left the safety and warmth of the truck to head out to fish. Jeff and I walked along to our fishing spot, pulling a sled with our pop-up canvas ice shelter, our fishing supplies and a brand new heater—fresh out of the box. Walking along I could feel the ice building and growing, cracking and forming underfoot. We stopped about a half mile from the truck, standing on two feet of ice, over fifty foot deep water. 

I heard stories about people driving their trucks on the lake, only to have them disappear beneath the ice. I begin to think how nice it would be to have the truck right here, just in case we needed it. I was drilling the holes in the ice with the power auger, while Jeff set up the pop-up shelter. By the time we had everything up and into place, we were both chilled to the core. After climbing into the hut Jeff tried to get the heater working while I readied the fishing poles. We were in a two man hut, the lamp was working, the lines were strung, baited and in the water waiting for a hungry fish to pass by. The problem was we were both shivering from the frigid weather and unable to get the portable heater to function properly. 

I was seventeen at the time, Jeff was sixteen and we had been friends since we both could walk. We spent a lot of time together over the years, and a lot of time fishing together. My earliest memories were of the two of us playing in the yard, or somewhere camping with our families. We spent a lot of time throwing stones across the surface of the water, or having sword fights with random sticks. Jeff and I were attached at the hip, and practically brothers. He had been out on this lake several times with his dad. I had only been ice fishing with them a couple of times. Our regular fishing trips were in a small stream on a warm sunny day or a slow moving river during more moderate temperatures. Our fishing trips were usually during the day, but we managed a few overnight fishing trips. Jeff and I had been out on the ice before, but we were completely unprepared for the temperatures we experienced that night. 


I sat there shivering and shaking, my fingers felt frozen even with several layers of clothes, a heavy coat and insulated gloves on. I sat motionless, in a daydream, my mind and body slowly shutting itself down. Wake up, make something happen, it is time to fight.  At that point something inside me took over. I had to act fast, either I get this heater working or we both leave our gear and run back to the truck. Having a similar heater at home, and knowing how it worked, I took over trying to get the heater to kick on. Because the heater was brand new and freezing cold, it took a little work to get it started and running effectively. Finally it started up, radiating heat throughout the small ice shack. Our body temperatures started to rise and once it became more comfortable our moods elevated and we sat there laughing, knowing the dangers we just dodged. We were both so relieved and focused on the warmth, that we almost missed a fish on the line. Jeff reeled in a nice sixteen inch cutthroat trout. 

That trip taught me about myself, and about the dangers of being ill prepared. I learned when dealing with new equipment. Make sure to test it out to know how it works before you really need it. Most importantly, when faced with danger, it is fight or flight. You have to make a plan for survival and work hard to get it done. 
