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Eielson Air Force Base Alaska, my first active duty posting, is a mere 125 miles south of the Arctic Circle. It gets cold in the winter. During my time there, from 1980 to 1982, the temperature dropped down as far as sixty-seven degrees below zero. Because of the cold, the aurora borealis, the northern lights, is a common occurrence in the night sky at the height of winter as the phenomenon is created by light refracting from ice crystals floating in the air. I have a few photos of the lights, which usually appear as swaths of green or sometimes red across the night sky as if it were created by the careless swipe of a giant paintbrush.
But one night was special. I walked to the Non-Commissioned Officers club that evening and was returning home. At an intersection about a block from my barracks, I looked up and witnessed the most spectacular display of the northern lights I had ever seen. Mesmerized, I lay on my back on a snowbank, despite the minus forty-degree temperature. In the sky directly above me, ice crystals carried on unseen air currents undulated, and the oval mass in colors of reds and greens moved like a flock of starlings in a fluid, synchronized pattern as if feeling music I could not hear. Colors changed rapidly with the movement as the moonlight reflected through each icy prism. I could have stayed for hours.
A few short minutes later, I realized I could no longer lie in the snow. The cold had penetrated my parka, and I could feel it in my bones. Reluctantly, I got up, brushed myself off, and finished my walk home. But I never forgot that night.
