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One Man’s Wilderness: An Alaskan Odyssey. By Sam Keith, from the journals and photographs 

of Richard Proenneke. 1973, reissued 1999, 2003. Alaska Northwest Books, Anchorage, AK, USA. 224 
p. US$14.95. paper. ISBN 0-88240-513-6.

The dream of building a cabin in the mountains, of living remotely and off the land, is one that 
becomes more elusive every year. One Man’s Wilderness may not be as satisfying as living the dream, but 
it provides the reader with an almost tangible experience. Working from Richard Proenneke’s journals, 
Sam Keith, friend and fellow explorer, has written a compelling account of Proenneke’s love of and 
relationship with the remote Twin Lakes country of Alaska. 

Proenneke came to Alaska from the Midwest in 1950, where he worked as a heavy equipment ope rator 
and repairman on Kodiak Naval Base and made frequent explorations of the bays, streams, and moun-
tains. An opportunity to spend a few weeks at a friend’s cabin on Upper Twin Lake was Proenneke’s 
turning point. He retired and committed himself to building a cabin of his own while drawing, as 
necessary, on the vast resources that surrounded him. 

Living his dream was not without risks and challenges, any of which could have had severe con-
sequences—the slip of a sharp tool, a nosy grizzly, months of below-freezing temperatures. Crafting much 
of what he needed with only hand tools, Proenneke applied his mechanical and carpentry skills with great 
care to detail, fi tting the cabin logs snuggly, fashioning strong wooden door hinges, and hand-picking 
each rock as he laid the fi replace and chimney. His journal entries take the reader through each stage 
of construction, beginning with the harvesting of cabin logs the summer before he began building. He 
includes observations of sheep, moose, wolves, grizzly bears, wolverines, weasels, squirrels, and camp 
robbers, as well as notes on temperatures during the winter months, notes on lake freeze-up and thaw, 
and notes on the interactions of wind, lakes, and mountains. As the entries build upon each other, the 
reader shares in Proenneke’s discoveries, insights, and lessons learned. He cleans up after the hunters have 
left their camps, burying trash and returning the sites to more respectable conditions befi tting a wild, 
remote area.

Sam Keith’s compilation of Proenneke’s adventure covers the fi rst couple of years of what would 
become a thirty-plus year saga. He has included 32 pages of high-gloss, color photographs of construction 
details, wildlife, and scenery that enrich the narrative and fi ll any gaps the reader might have in trying to 
fully envision Proenneke’s tale. He concludes with a much-needed epilogue for the reader who fi nds the 
end of the book to be only the beginning. Richard Proenneke (1916–2003) pursued and lived a wilderness 
dream. His legacy includes this volume, a 2006 publication of additional journals he kept during his 30 
years at Upper Twin Lake and his cabin, which now has national protection. Recognized for its remark-
able craftsmanship, the cabin is now known as the Dick Proenneke Historic Cabin Site and is protected 
within the boundaries of Lake Clark National Park and Preserve.
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