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For some reason, we never talk while the cat’s warming. I’ve
noticed that it’s not just Orlando and I; it’s pretty much everyone
here at Madcap Station. In the relative quiet of the warmup, each
person seems to pay attention to gear, coffees, and their own
inward thoughts. I’ve observed this. And yet as soon as the
departing party hops inside the shockingly noisy cab (the engine is
practically inside remember), we all begin chatting away in shouted
bursts. It’s the opposite of what I’d expect.

The same thing happens today. Orlando drives because he’s
already made this trip twice this season and knows the snow.
“There’s an ice shelf on part of the traverse that even Chester
finds a bit puckering,” he’d said during breakfast. Now he jugs the
lever into gear and lets out the clutch in one quick, graceless
motion. Chester’s gearing is so low there’s a moment of incredible
acceleration where we go from zero to one mile per hour in an
instant that seem immeasurably short. It would be terrifying were
it not so short-lived. [On an entirely different scale I believe I
feel the same way about people.] Even at one mile per hour, the
engine wails at high rpm and over this Orlando shouts out, “I met
the most amazing girl down South.”

#

It’s an eight-hour cat ride to Bunsen Station over unplowed dirt
road. We average about ten miles-per-hour and for the trip we carry
at least thirty gallons of diesel fuel, almost twice what we need.
If you’ve never seen or ridden in a snow cat, then you’ll need some
details. For starters, it’s called a cat because it rides over the
snow on a pair of tracks (as on a tank) that resemble the movements
of a caterpillar (quite vaguely, but at one time it was a popular
enough reference to be used as a moniker for an
equipment-manufacturing concern.) The name of the game is surface
area. Snow isn’t a very dense surface to drive on so you need a lot
of surface area to stay on top of it. You won’t get what you need
from wheels, so you use tracks.

Turning a vehicle on tracks, however, is different enough from
turning a wheeled vehicle that it makes for an interesting
experience. The principle is called skid steering, which is a fun
way to say that to turn left, you slow the left track relative to
the right track. The result is a sort of skidding rotation that is
effective but impossible to do gracefully. There’s good reason none
of the old race cars turned via the skid method. The wandering,
sudden-pivot motion is unsettling at first, even for people
accustomed to riding in vehicles, because the cat meanders
according to the whims of the snow. The driver, knowing he has no
subtle form of control, allows the meander, making a corrective
(and sudden) pivot only when really necessary (meaning moments
before careening off the road.)

I’m always on edge the first trip and I’m glad Orlando is
driving. Doubly so because while I’d been cooped up in a dev shed
playing the poxie, he’d been driving a four-wheel-drive truck
through my favorite stretch of land on the planet, Baja. His skills
are notably sharp.
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