
There are defining moments in 
our lives. I’m old enough to tell
you where I was when John F.

Kennedy was shot. (At lunch, at home,
in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin getting ready
to walk back to Lincoln Elementary
School.) The teacher tried to let us listen
to radio coverage that afternoon but
there was an equipment problem. 
(Some things don’t change.)

More of us remember where we were
on September 11, 2001. I watched the
second plane plow into the World Trade
Center on live television. The technology
advances that had taken place
in the nearly 40 years that
separated Kennedy’s
assassination and this event
made this a strikingly visual
event, not just aural.

My personal wakeup 
call came around August 29,
2005. I left New Orleans late
Sunday, August 28, finally
convinced that Hurricane
Katrina might be a truly
different, more destructive
event. It was a prudent
decision. If I’d stayed, I’d have been in 
an attic or on a roof less than a mile
from one of the levee breaks. 

Following Katrina, I spent five weeks
away from home. When I returned, my
house had taken in 18 inches of water
and the ground floor had to be gutted.
We returned to work on November 1.
Many co-workers had lost everything.
The city was quiet, less populated. 
There were few businesses open, so
standing in line was par for the course.

During the course of the next few
months, I recognized that I had been
telling people for years that I wanted to
live somewhere else as an adult. Katrina
made me realize that procrastination
would keep me in New Orleans by
default. If I was going to make a 
move, what was I waiting for? 

I began my job search on AALLNET,
reading online discussion lists and
newsletters. The Alaska state law
librarian position was posted in early
2006. I was intrigued as I had done a
cruise in southeast Alaska with my family
in 2003 and recalled it was a rainforest
full of evergreens and glaciers, puffins,
whales, and seals. 

Everyone else flew out from Sitka
but I flew further north to Anchorage 
to travel to Denali National Park. Then-
Alaska State Law Librarian Cynthia
Fellows kindly showed me around for 
a day before the tour began. I saw
downtown Anchorage, drove past the

f r o m  t h e  p r e s i d e n t

library, and then on to Girdwood. The
Seward Highway has spectacular views 
as you drive along Turnagain Arm, 
with water on one side, the Chugach
Mountains on the other, and the Kenai
Mountains in the distance. 

On the way to Girdwood, Fellows
stopped to show me the cabin she had
built years ago. She’d sold it, but the
current owners showed us around and
even fed us pancakes. Girdwood, about
50 miles southeast of Anchorage, has the
only ski area where the end of the run 
is at sea level. That day, in August, we
took the tram to see the view from the

mountain. 
In the evening, I met my

tour group. The following
day, we visited the Alaska
Native Heritage Center in
Anchorage. Alaska Natives
are not organized into tribes.
Rather, they are identified by
culture and where they live.
The Native Heritage Center
has great exhibits that explain
the various cultures. As you
might imagine, location,
terrain, climate, and available

resources influence the way of life in the
various parts of Alaska.

After an overnight outside Talkeetna,
base camp for climbing Denali, we
boarded the bus for the six-hour, 95-mile
ride to Kantishna. This part of the state is
tundra. There are mountains but also
many low bushes. The bus stops frequently
to allow riders to watch Dall sheep, bears,
moose, and caribou. I don’t like riding in
small planes, but I did “flight
seeing” around Mt. McKinley,
and it was amazing.

After that visit, I did not
expect to return to Alaska to
live. I was interested, but a 
bit unsure if it was really what
I wanted. I did not apply for
the job until the final day; 
I decided that if it didn’t work
out, that was fine.

When I flew to Anchorage
to interview, it was mid-May.
A few cars in the parking lot
had some snow on their roofs
in the morning, but it warmed
to about 50 degrees—not 
too chilly. Fellows, who was 
by then living in Oxford,
England, arranged for some 
of her friends to take me to
dinner. I walked part of the
coastal trail along Cook Inlet.
If I had walked through the
tunnel under the railroad
tracks to Westchester Lagoon,

I would have seen the beautiful
neighborhood I now live in. All in all, 
I felt comfortable with Anchorage. 
The interview was successful, and 
I was offered the job six weeks later. 

At that point, I had to look seriously
at the implications of what it would
mean to move to Alaska. I had my
home, with the newly renovated
basement apartment ready to rent. 
I had a good job. It would have been
easy to say, “Oops, sorry, I made a
mistake and can’t uproot myself.” But
instead, I decided to take the jump off
the high dive, and in many ways, it was
a leap of faith. The Alaska Court System
took a chance that I could endure the
winter—and endurance can be required
for the long, dark, cold, snowy, icy days.
I took a chance that I was up to the
personal and professional challenges. 

I know many people were surprised
that I moved to Alaska, but it has been 
a wonderful opportunity for me. I’ve
learned a lot about myself. Alaska is a
place where there is a sense that change
and innovation are possible. And it’s not
as much the frontier as it used to be—
after all, there is a (small) Nordstrom’s.
But Alaskans are proud of their
resilience. I did not feel that same sense
of opportunity in New Orleans, even in
the aftermath of Katrina, when the city
could have reinvented itself. I’m happy
to be able to say I’m an Alaskan. �

Catherine Lemann (clemann@
courts.state.ak.us) is state law librarian at
the Alaska State Court Law Library in
Anchorage.
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