A\(® n

SCENES AND SIGHTINGS FROM THE SMITHSONIAN MUSEUMS AND "__'”-W ND

32 From the Secretary

2% The Obide: ST, ART FOR NATUR S SAKE
_ This past September, seven artists clambered

“aboard canoes m the backwoods of Quebec for an 1_8—

to the continent’s largest
The boreal, or northern, fozes
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The 140-mile

/ journey on
Canada’s George

River called for

artists who

could paddie.

»
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Around the Mall

BOREAL FOREST

{ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 29 }

America’s bird species, depending on
the season. Scientists say the forest
consumes so much atmospheric car-
bon dioxide and generates so much
oxygen that, like the Amazon rain for-
est, it regulates the earth’s climate.
Recent proposals to expand log-
ging, mine metals and drill for natural
gas in the forest worry scientists and
nature-lovers. In a troubling sign, re-
searchers have documented serious
population drops in 13 bird species in
drained wetlands and heavily logged
areas. Environ-
mentalists are
working to ex-
pand restrictions
on industry in
the mostly gov-
ernment-owned
boreal forest, less
than ro percent
of which is cur-
rently off-limits.
“Protecting the
integrity of the
boreal region
over the long term is key to the sustain-
ability and well-being of communities
that rely on it,” the Boreal Leadership
Council has said. The consortium of
First Nations groups, conservation or-
ganizations and energy and paper com-
panies is lobbying governments to des-
ignate half the boreal as protected.

Robert Bateman:
“A garden of Eden.”
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One organizer of the art trek was
Stephen Loring, an anthropologist at
the Smithsonian’s Arctic Studies Cen-
ter, who has long been working with
local Innu people and looking for evi-
dence of human cultures tens of thou-
sands of years old. “People have always
been a part of the boreal landscape,” he
says. More than 600 Native communi-
ties still live there.

The expedition started at Indian
House Lake, then headed north up the
George River—or, rather, down the
river, which runs north near the
Labrador border to where the boreal’s
treed landscape meets the tundra. The
artists slept in 20-degree weather and
woke to snow on several mornings, says
Robert Mullen, a Vermont artist who
helped organize the venture. But the
expedition was “not a macho canoe
trip,” he says.

Most boreal animals have never

The world’s largest herd of caribou,
estimated in the hundreds of thousands,
roams the boreal's George River region.

seen people. “ Yt
don't know whats
During the trip. a short-tailed weasel
ran up to him, sniffed his leg and ran
across his foot. Mullen and two others
were hiking wh

u ger animals that just
vou are,” says Mullen.

of caribou, anim: 0
gray ghosts because they are shy and
blend into the forest. “Be like a cari-
bou!” photographer Joanie McGuffin
said, and put her arms in the air like
antlers. The others mimicked her—
and the animals moved in all around
them, affording rare close-up views.
The 76-vear-old artist Robert Bate-
man, celebrated for his animal por-
traits and more than a dozen books
about nature, spent a day with the
group, sketching and gathering ideas
for a caribou painting. He says the ex-
panses of tundra, with their low mo-

saics of ground cover and clumps of
spruce and tamarack, offer extraordi-
nary wide-open scenes to sketch.
Loring says an exhibition of boreal
forest artworks, featuring sketches,
photographs and paintings from this
past fall's expedition, will open at the
National Museum of Natural History
in 2008. Bateman is encouraged. “We
need to focus public attention on the
top end of the boreal forest,” he says,
“because it's completely forgotten.”
{ BY KATY JUNE-FRIESEN }

Less than 10 percent of the vast forest
wilderness is off-limits to industry;
environmentalists want to change that.
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