alaskan adventures of an iditarod champion
The proper function of man is to live,
not to exist.
I shall not waste my days in trying
to prolong them.
I shall use my time.
—Jack London

J

eff King could have written those words himself. Known as the
“Winningest Musher in the World,” King remains one of the top
mushers in the history of sled-dog sports. Since his first race in
1979, King and his well-trained teams of Alaskan huskies have racked up
many thousands of training miles and trail hours. The result: win after
win after win, crossing the finish line first in more than a dozen major
races, including the two giants: the Iditarod and the Yukon Quest.
In the process, King has also racked up thirty years of first-person
stories that offer a glimpse into the heart of a champion, the rugged
Alaskan lifestyle, and the charismatic world of dogs.
With stunning illustrations by Donna Gates King, and additional
insights from 1989 Iditarod champion Joe Runyan, the pages of Cold
Hands, Warm Heart will carry you along on the ride of a lifetime.
Time well spent.
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Fresh Tracks, 1990 watercolor.

With Mount McKinley and the McKinley Bar in the background, the team takes a break
from breaking trail as the musher inspects the moose tracks. Harold Eastwood, wearing the
moosehide mitts given to Jeff at the 1989 Yukon Quest start, served as the model. The white
moose in the spruce trees represents the moose that Harold shot in the Kantishna in the 1970s.
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Cold Hands, Warm Heart

clearly created some serious challenges for the race when selfish
leadership left them virtually unguided. Their energy needed to
be “focused on the task.” They needed poise and confidence with
an emphasis on perspective and direction. With these ingredients, their desire and enthusiasm became a key to success.
Incidentally, I did buy a case of Alaskan Amber for Number
Sixteen.

chapter seven

Old Hickory


Joe’s Notes
On average, a championship-quality sled dog weighs in at about
fifty-five pounds, where it seems the balance between power, endurance,
and lung capacity is ideal. Conditioned and in top shape, a motivated
team of fourteen huskies is a formidable bundle of out-of-control
biomass when pulling a thirty-five-pound race sled with high-density
plastic runners designed to slide with minimal drag. Just to set the
record straight, trained huskies in the weight-pulling category for under
fifty-five pounds have individually pulled sled with loads approaching
twenty-five hundred pounds.

I

’m often asked if I have a favorite dog. My favorite answer is:
That’s like asking me if I have a favorite daughter. The answer
would vary from day to day! Surely many of you can relate to

this.
However, over the years I have had a few standout dogs that
have secured a place in my memory and my heart forever. Some
with dynamic personalities, others outstanding athletes, and a few
with an uncanny combination of common sense, athletic ability,
and a natural determination to get me down the trail. One was
a tall, lean, muscular, smoky brown dog with a mental strength
that still leaves me in awe. His name was Hickory, and he was my
prized leader for many years. But more than that, he was my trail
partner and my best friend.
Hickory came into my life in 1979, when I was twenty-three
years old and working at the Mount McKinley National Park Station Hotel. Back then the hotel was not much more than a Pullman railcar along the tracks, and it was the only hotel anywhere
close to the Park entrance. It was nothing like the complex
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