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    Introduction
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    Alaska is a large and complicated place. If you overlaid it on a map of the Lower Forty-eight, you would find that the southeast tip touches Florida, the northernmost point reaches Minnesota, and the Aleutians stretch to the California coast. But size is not its only measure. From rain forest to tundra, oceans to mountains, Alaska is a place of incredible diversity, and that diversity is reflected in the variety of its fisheries. Here a fly fisher may cast dry flies to grayling, swing big leeches for steelhead, or strip heavy baitfish patterns in the open ocean for salmon.

    In the thirty years that I have lived—and fished—in Alaska, I have had an opportunity to sample many of the state’s fisheries. And every time I fish a new river, there is a steep learning curve. Sometimes I have a guide or an experienced angler to show me the most effective techniques. More often, it is a matter of trial and error, asking questions, and picking up whatever information is available. Over the years, a few how-to books have appeared on the shelves, and they certainly help whenever I explore new water. But the books are invariably divided by species, and the methods that are effective on one stream don’t necessarily work in another part of the state, where the conditions are sometimes much different. In Alaska, as everywhere else, local knowledge is the key. And no one has a store of local knowledge like the guides that have fished their home waters for years.

    This book is an attempt to gather that local knowledge and, whether you’re a newcomer or an old hand, provide you with the kind of information that will ensure you the quality of fishing that you expect from Alaska. That means choosing the type of fishing that appeals to you, having the proper gear and flies, and knowing the basic techniques that are effective on your chosen water. The book won’t teach you how to get a good dead drift, but it will explain where, when, and why to use it.

    Although the state is large and diverse, the differences in the fish-eries are not always geographic. The same techniques that work for fishing the salt water near Seward will work in Kodiak or Southeast. But fishing for trout in the small headwater streams of Bristol Bay is completely different from fishing the larger outlet rivers a few miles away. I decided to organize the book by the major fisheries—sometimes geographic, sometimes by species. Since the same techniques work in various places, the book is cross-referenced to ensure that there is information applicable to almost every fishery, whether I have specifically written about it or not. For instance, the Russian River is a popular trout stream near Anchorage with an ecosystem that is based on its large run of sockeyes. Jack Holman’s discussion of fishing similar rivers in Bristol Bay is all you need to know to fish for trout on the Russian.

    When I set out to write this book, I wanted to provide information that was as accurate and comprehensive as possible. That meant finding the most skilled and experienced guides in each chosen area. Naming any guide as the best on a given river is both subjective and controversial. The first criterion, obviously, was fishing expertise. But I also wanted to work with those guides who were well respected by their peers and their clients, held themselves to the highest ethical standards, and had as many years of experience as their fisheries allowed. Others may quibble, but every guide who appears in this book was my first choice for his or her particular region.

    I wasn’t sure what the response would be when I asked them if they were willing to pass along the secrets that they had spent years developing, but I was gratified to discover how generous with their time and expertise all of them turned out to be. Whenever possible, I spent a day or two fishing with the guides (research is always more fun than writing) while they explained the timing, gear, and techniques that are the keys to their success. Being on the water with them gave me better insight into their approach and frequently prompted questions or provided information that I had not previously considered.

    Some of these trips were new experiences, and I learned a lot. Even on waters that I have fished for years, they invariably taught me some new twists that dramatically improved my fishing. I hope you will learn as much from reading this book as I learned from writing it.

    I expected to find a certain consistency to the approaches taken under similar circumstances, and to a certain extent that proved true. After all, cohos act the same in southeast Alaska as they do in Bristol Bay. Generally, the techniques used by the various guides under identical conditions are similar, regardless of the specific geographic location. But I was surprised at the amount of dissimilar, and sometimes contradictory, advice I received. If consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds, then I have avoided the problem here. I have made no attempt to reconcile differing opinions or techniques. They are simply proof that there is no single best way to catch any fish. If one guide’s technique doesn’t work on a given day, try someone else’s.

    One note on species identification. Alaskan salmon all have two names, and they are often used interchangeably. To the frustration of my editor, I have adopted that same approach. Chinooks and kings are the same fish, as are cohos and silvers, and sockeyes and reds. Dolly Varden and arctic char are different species, but only a biologist can tell the difference, and I have made no attempt to distinguish them.

    I particularly want to express my appreciation to each of the guides included in this book. Without exception, they were gracious, knowledgeable, and a lot of fun to fish with. They and their staffs went far beyond my expectations in making this book possible. I wholeheartedly recommend any of them if you’re hoping to realize your Alaskan dreams.
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    PART I
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    BRISTOL BAY AND

    SOUTHWEST ALASKA:

    THE STUFF OF DREAMS

    When a fly fisher imagines Alaska, this area is invariably the site of his dreams. It stretches in a long curve from the Alaska Peninsula in the south past the mouth of the Kuskokwim to the west. It hosts massive runs of salmon and includes the westernmost range of rainbow trout in North America.

    This is almost entirely wilderness, and access to the fishing is by floatplane, boat, or a combination of the two. The rivers provide fly-rod fishing for all five species of salmon and have the best rainbow and char fishing in the state. Bears are a constant on many of the rivers. Fishing these waters can be spectacular, but it is never cheap. If you are looking for the ultimate Alaskan fly-fishing trip and you have the money to spend, this is the place to start.

    The best known of these fisheries are the small, clear spawning streams of Bristol Bay, where rainbows and char grow fat on salmon eggs and carcasses. Jack Holman and his sons have fished these rivers for years. The flies and techniques that they have developed will work on any of the small upper-system streams where you find rainbows and spawning sockeyes. Jack also explains what to look for in selecting a fly-out lodge.

    The biggest trout in Alaska come from the biggest rivers. Nanci Morris Lyon will tell you how to make that dream of a thirty-incher come true. Although she focuses on the big three of Bristol Bay, those same methods work on any large river.

    For the angler who wants to see the real Alaska, absent of people and airplanes, few opportunities can match a week spent floating a river in southwest Alaska. Chuck Ash has shown these rivers to a number of lucky anglers. His territory may be remote, but the methods he uses for trout, kings, and cohos are applicable to any medium-size, clear-water river in the state. Some of his techniques require a higher skill level than those used by other guides, but the rewards are commensurate with the effort. Chuck also tells you the questions to ask if you are planning a multiday guided float trip.
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    RIVERS OF LEGEND:

    The Trout Streams of

    Bristol Bay

    We all have the same vision of Alaskan fishing: floatplanes overhead, grizzly bears ambling along tundra ridges, and clear riffling rivers flush with spawning sockeyes and feeding rainbows. In spite of its iconic stature, it is an image rooted almost exclusively in a handful of streams found in the upper corner of Bristol Bay. Their names resonate among fly fishers the world over—Brooks River, Moraine Creek, Lower Talarik Creek, Kulik, Idavain, Copper River, Gibraltar, Little Ku, Battle Creek. And these rivers deserve their reputation.

    Most originate among the granite peaks of the Aleutian Range and fall within the protection of Katmai National Park. The high, rocky country gives them an unforgettable beauty, whether it is the sharp spires that surround the upper stretches of American Creek or the spruce forest lining the Copper River. All of these streams lie far from the nearest town or road. There are lodges on two of the rivers, Brooks and Kulik, but even those are accessible only by floatplane. Even the most remote creeks are no longer the secrets they once were, and the Beavers and Cessnas arrive early from area lodges. The solitude may be gone, but the fishing is as good as ever.

    The streams are all of a type—thirty to fifty yards wide, moderate flow, thigh-deep and wadable. The occasional boulder field punctuates classic salmon spawning beds—geologic remnants of the last ice age. Willows and alders flourish on the banks, and gravel bars line the inside bends. Some of them, like Moraine and American Creeks, begin high above treeline and tumble, riffle and run, through rolling tundra. Others are lined with forests of spruce and birch. These are rivers that seem designed for fly fishing, and most of them are managed as fly-fishing only, catch-and-release waters.

    A couple of these rivers, American and Moraine, can be rafted by the adventurous, and there are a few opportunities to camp alongside others. Given the large numbers of bears that frequent all of these rivers, however, camping is best left to those with lots of Alaskan experience—and even they often suffer from trashed camps and destroyed gear. With the exception of Brooks River, almost all of the fishing pressure is lodge based and guided. Those daily fly-outs don’t come cheap, but that is a problem common to all of the world’s premier wilderness fisheries.

    There is a common thread that makes these specific rivers among the world’s greatest trout streams: Each of them is a tributary to a lake large enough to act as a nursery for the millions of sockeye salmon fry that hatch every May. Sockeyes are the engine that powers the entire Bristol Bay ecosystem. Every summer, their bodies transport thousands of tons of nutrients from the plankton-rich ocean depths to the upland waters of their natal streams. They provide food for their own young, eagles, bears, and most important for our purposes, rainbow trout. The life cycle of the sockeye lies at the heart of what many people consider the finest cold-water fishery in North America. And understanding the nuances of that life cycle is the key to knowing how to catch the trout and char that depend on the salmon.

    Rainbows begin their own spawning migration from the lakes to the rivers in April as the ice begins to break up and the water to warm. Slow and emaciated from winter’s hardships, they are greeted by the first reliable food source of the year. Salmon eggs, which have lain in the gravel beds over the winter, begin to hatch. Tiny alevins, less than an inch long and still absorbing the yolk sac, wriggle through the inter-stices in the gravel and emerge along the river bottom. They are completely vulnerable, their only defense their overwhelming numbers. Although they are a major food source, and there are some wonderful imitative flies, they are of little importance to the angler. The season is closed to protect the spawning trout.

    By June 8, when the season traditionally opens, the alevins have grown into inch-long, free-swimming fry. Hatched in flowing water, the fry will spend the first year of life along the edges of lakes that liedownstream. Moving largely in the dim light of dusk and dawn, the fry migrate past the pods of hungry trout and char. Slashing strikes and swirling boils mark their passage. Arctic terns cut and weave through the air, picking off the tiny fry from above. Even grayling, the ultimate insectivores, gorge on the bounty. If the snowmelt cooperates and the rivers don’t blow out, it can be a brief but exciting fishery.

    Many fishers mistakenly refer to the phenomenon as a smolt run. It is not, although both occur at the same time. Smolt are year-old fish, three or four inches long, that have wintered over in the lakes and are now outmigrating to the ocean. They occur only in those rivers that drain a lake. A few of the rivers we are discussing here, such as Kulik and Brooks, lie between lakes and thus may hold both fry and smolt. But those who wish to fish a true smolt migration should look to the large outlet rivers, such as the Naknek and Kvichak (pronounced kwee-jack).

    Tiny, inch-long streamers are the patterns of choice in June. But fry imitations are not the only flies that work in the early season. Alaskan rainbows seem to love nothing better than marabou or a strip of rabbit fur writhing in the current, and bunny leeches, sculpin patterns, and Woolly Buggers are always effective. The real highlight of early fishing, though, is the occasional warm, sunny day when the trout are looking up and willing to hit dry flies. You won’t find the kind of hatches here that are prevalent on most trout waters, but these fish are hungry and omnivorous at this time of year, and the topwater action can be spectacular.

    By about June 20, the sockeyes—which Alaskans usually call red salmon, or simply reds—begin to flood into these rivers, pushing the trout out of position. They are sleek and silver when they leave the ocean, hard fighting and single-mindedly obsessed with reaching the spawning grounds. Nose to tail, four and five abreast, they move upstream in a seemingly unbroken string that goes on for days. Some spawn in the lakes themselves or in the larger rivers flowing out of them, but most move into the upper tributaries. Leaping fish and swirling wakes from the milling schools mark their arrival at the mouths of the spawning streams.

    The same internal calendar that brings the sockeyes back on a predictable date seems to work for the bears. Invariably, with the arrival of the first salmon come the first bears, usually sows with cubs and young bears on their own for the first time. They wander the rivers, hoping for an early meal, but healthy fish are difficult to catch. The remaining bears, including the big boars, move in within a few weeks, taking up their station in the best fishing holes, where rapids or waterfalls concentrate the migrating fish. In some places, like Brooks River, both the bears and the bear-watchers outnumber the anglers.

    The number of fishers on these streams has largely habituated the bears to their presence, but that doesn’t mean the bears should be taken lightly. Regardless of the casual indifference that most of them display, there is always the possibility of a problem with young bears just on their own, old boars, sows with cubs, or any bear on a kill. Everyone venturing into this country should have a basic understanding of proper bear etiquette.

    Trout fishing takes a backseat during July. The massive schools of sockeyes push the rainbows and char into less obvious lies, where they are difficult to find. Good trout fishing is still available, but most anglers who head for Bristol Bay in July are targeting salmon. Even these upper rivers hold freshly arrived fish that are still bright and solid.

    Sockeyes, like all salmon, quit feeding when they hit fresh water. Unlike their piscivorous cousins, however, they feed on krill and plankton during their years in the ocean. Consequently, they do not possess even the vestigial search image that makes king and coho salmon aggressive. In many streams, it is almost impossible to persuade a fresh sockeye to hit a fly. Most of the fish that are caught have been inadvertently, or deliberately, snagged in the mouth when the leader swings through the school, dragging the fly behind. In a few rivers, however, sockeyes seem willing to mouth a fly presented at exactly their level. Although large, brightly colored bucktails, often called Russian River or coho flies, are common, most serious salmon fishers use small, sparse patterns.

    Once in the spawning streams, the salmon begin to darken up and lose their desirability as sport fish. They move into the slower pools and eddies in the rivers, holding in vast schools as their bodies ripen for their penultimate contribution to the ecosystem. By August, the salmon have transformed into Halloween caricatures with scarlet bodies, deep green heads, and in the males, hooked jaws snaggled with jutting teeth. The fights among the males are vicious, while the females wear down their tails digging spawning redds in the gravel. Ironically, now that they are no longer a suitable sport fish, the males will attack any fly, making the trout fishing frustrating.

    As the sockeyes pair up, the scent of ripening eggs attracts the rainbows and char. They begin to stack up at the tailouts of the spawning runs, risking the wrath of the aggressive male salmon as they make forays into the danger zone. The redd-building activity of the females stirs up the insect life hidden in the gravel, and although the trout are looking for eggs, they will readily hit a well-drifted nymph.

    Once the spawning starts, the trout move into position immediately behind the now-focused salmon, fattening up on the protein-rich diet of loose eggs. Spawning has a frantic choreography of its own, with each pair of salmon racing to complete the dance before their bodies are self-consumed. This is the peak fishing of the season, with even the largest trout moving up out of the lakes to feed. In a gravel riffle speckled with the scarlet bodies of spawning salmon, the dark olive backs of the rainbows stand out. But for every dark-bodied bow, there are usually several bright lake fish that are far more difficult to see. Char are even better camouflaged, giving themselves away only by the white leading edges of their fins.

    In spite of the abundance of food and the substantial numbers of fish, there are times when the August fishing is frustratingly difficult. The fish see so many natural eggs that they become very selective to size and color. Drifts must be drag-free, except when fishing for char, which sometimes relish an egg hanging in the current. The most difficult problem, however, is not in getting strikes, but in detecting them. The trout become adept at spitting out anything that does not feel and taste like the real thing. Almost all fishing is done with a strike indicator, and a skilled nymph fisher has a distinct advantage.

    In recent years, the guides solved the problem of missed strikes by putting a bead of the appropriate size and color a couple inches above a bare hook and pinning it in place with a piece of toothpick. Pegged beads, as they are known, make it impossible for a trout to spit out the imitation without getting snagged by the trailing hook. Highly con -troversial, beads are so effective that their use has become ubiquitous among the lodges, even in fly-fishing-only water. For those anglers who would prefer to use traditional fly-fishing techniques, read the interview with Chuck Ash, who still believes that fly fishing means fishing with flies.

    The peak of the spawn brings a bounty to the wildlife. Bears wander the river like teenagers in a buffet line. Gulls line the banks, so gorged that they can barely fly. The trout pick their way through a conveyor belt of eggs washing down from the redds. Dying even as they spawn, the salmon, which have not fed since they left salt water, have absorbed so much of their own fat that in the end, the bears and gulls focus on the eggs, eyes, and brains—the only things left of the salmon with any nutrients. The carcasses remain for a last gorging by the trout and finally as fertilizer for the plankton that will sustain their own young the following summer. Within a few short weeks it ends, but the trout continue to feed voraciously on the salmon carcasses.

    With the trout fattening up for the winter, fishing remains good even after the salmon have spawned and died. Flesh flies are the usual fly of choice, but sculpin patterns and big leeches are equally effective. Late season often brings the biggest fish of the year.

    As the food dwindles, the trout drop back downstream into the lakes. An autumn rain heavy enough to wash out the carcasses will empty a river of trout within a few days. Few people see them leave, though. By October, the Bristol Bay weather, and its effect on flying, has driven the few remaining fishers to the Naknek and Kvichak, rivers that can be best fished by boat.

    The season is short on these streams, a scant four months, but compressing the life cycle of millions of salmon into that period creates an intensity in everything connected with it, including the fishing. There is little wonder that these few rivers epitomize Alaskan fishing.

    It is not only the rivers of Bristol Bay that are legendary. So are the guides. Early lodge owners like Chris Goll, Bill Sims, and Ted Gerken not only pioneered this fishery, but also helped ensure its health and longevity. They belong to a generation that is rapidly diminishing, but their children and protégés remain.

    One of the finest of that generation of guides is Jack Holman, who has owned and operated No-See-Um Lodge for almost thirty years. His sons and their families share much of the work, but Jack still flies one of the lodge’s immaculate Beavers and continues to introduce new groups of fly fishers to the country in which he has spent most of his life. Few people are more suited to teach a master’s class in fly-fishing Bristol Bay than Jack Holman and his sons John and Matt.
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    CHASING RAINBOWS

    with Jack Holman

    For trout fishers throughout the world, the rivers of Bristol Bay are a lifetime dream. Many consider it to be the best rainbow trout fishing in North America, and the stunning wilderness setting heightens its allure. Gravel-bottomed streams, alive with spawning sockeye, flow through verdant tundra hills. Rainbows that average two to four pounds, and grow much larger, hang like shadows behind the scarlet-backed salmon, fattening themselves for a dark and brutal winter. These are streams that can be reached only by floatplane, and for most people, that means staying at a fly-out lodge.

    Guiding is a competitive game, and few judges are more harsh than a guide’s peers. However, you would be hard-pressed to find any lodge owner more universally respected by his competition than Jack Holman, the owner of No-See-Um Lodge on the Kvichak. Early every morning during the season, Jack climbs into his immaculate red-and-white DeHavilland Beaver and takes clients to rivers that he has been fishing for more than thirty years. It is a heritage he has passed on to his sons. John and Matt both work as pilot-guides for the lodge and are well on their way to surpassing even their father in their knowledge of fly-fishing the legendary streams of the area.

    I have had several opportunities to fish with Jack and his sons and have always come away with a sense of how much I have yet to learn about catching trout in Alaska. On the final day of my last visit, they put me onto more big Dollies than could be counted, and I managed, on successive casts, to take a twenty-four-and a twenty-three-inch rainbow on dry flies. That evening, sitting around the crew quarters with Jack, John, Matt, and one of their chief guides, Jeff Parker, I got an opportunity to pick their brains on how to fish the spawning rivers of the area, information that carries over to any small trout stream with a run of sockeye salmon.

    Trout season in Bristol Bay begins on June 8 every year, and the fishing can be superb. The salmon fry have emerged from the streambed gravel and are beginning to migrate downstream to the lakes where they will spend the first year of their lives. The trout gorge on them. Everyone knows what the fish are feeding on, but in spite of this, Jack says that fry are the most difficult trout food to consistently imitate successfully. I was happy to hear that, because after twenty years of fishing these streams during mid-June, I have never found the perfect fly. John’s comment about the myriad of different fry patterns is that they all work some of the time, but none of them works all of the time. Nevertheless, the rigs and flies that they used were the most effective that I have seen.

    During the fry outmigration, a lot of slashing surface activity takes place, with the trout actively chasing the fleeing fry. Flies that float high in the water column, like Thunder Creeks, are common imitations and have been my mainstay for years. But on American Creek, Jack’s son Matt showed me a far more effective rig. He had me fishing deep, dead drifting a realistic pattern under a strike indicator. He suggested using enough weight to just tick the bottom, which will orient the fly with its head upstream. The strike indicator was positioned fairly high on the leader, an indication of the depth of water that the trout and char prefer. In those streams where it is legal, a flashy nymph or fry imitation fished as a dropper under a dry fly also works well.

    No-See-Um guides like epoxy-headed flies with a bit of marabou or similar material to give some motion to the tail. Some of the patterns look as if they could swim out of your hand, but the variety of flies the guides carry makes it clear that there is no one secret pattern. Whether you are fishing on the surface or deep, fry patterns are always fished on a floating line.

    Articulated Leeches, Egg-Sucking Leeches, and Bunny Flies are early-season standbys in all of the streams. These rivers have large sculpin populations, so Woolhead Sculpins and similar patterns fished along the bottom will take some of the biggest trout in the river. In the larger rivers, they are best fished with a sinking-tip line, but a floater will work if the runs are not too deep and fast.

    Alaska trout have long had a reputation as feeding only on eggs, flesh, and smolt. But much more insect activity takes place than most anglers realize, particularly during the first half of the season. The common wisdom is that the trout fishing goes dead from late June through July. In fact, this is the time when all those traditional fly-fishing techniques come into play. Jack and his guides have spent a lot of time developing the nymph and dry-fly fishing on these streams, and when the fishing is on, it is as good as you can find anywhere.

    Dry flies are the most fun to fish. It is unusual to see the steady feeding behavior that you will find on a spring creek, but that doesn’t mean that the fish won’t hit a surface pattern. If you see any rising fish, the chances are good that a dry fly will fool them. The fish don’t usually see hatches heavy enough to become selective (although it can happen, and you had better have some variety in your fly box when it does). However, there are times when they will hit a big attractor and other times when they want something smaller and more realistic.

    Jack’s favorite patterns are Green Drake imitations. By late June, the big bugs start coming off, particularly on overcast, drizzly days. The hatch extends through the end of July and at times can be very heavy. Few things in the world will get big trout—and we are talking two-footers here—looking up like a green drake hatch does. Jack likes the larger, extended-body imitations, but any big Wulff, Humpy, or similar fly will fool the fish.

    The predominant hatches in Alaska are caddis. They can be found on most streams all summer, and although they don’t usually result in steadily feeding trout, they keep the fish interested. Jack likes Stimulators, in yellow or tan, and Elk Hair Caddis in sizes 14 and 16. Caddis imitations can be dead drifted or skated, and char in particular will hit a skated fly.

    Some streams have a population of large (size 8) black stoneflies. They crawl out on logs to hatch, and the larval cases are a sure tip-off that bugs are moving. Try a big Stonefly Nymph or Prince Nymph if you want to go deep. Sofa Pillows, Bugmeisters, Stimulators, and similar patterns work well if any stones are hatching and make great attractor patterns when there is no hatch.

    It is only within the last few years that fly fishers have figured out that nymphs are as deadly here as in the Lower Forty-eight. When I asked the guys about nymph patterns, they all just said “beadheads.” Weight and flash are important, and beadheads fit the bill. The specific patterns that they use include Copper Johns, Bird’s Nests, Prince Nymphs, and Flashback Pheasant Tails. Most of the nymphs are tied in sizes 14 to 18, but they carry some rubber-leg stonefly nymphs in sizes 10 to 12. Jeff Parker, an old Lee’s Ferry guide, went back to his roots and tried midge patterns with surprising success, particularly on difficult trout. He likes Zebra Midges in size 16.

    The critical thing with nymphs is always the drift. Jack says that he likes to use as little weight as necessary to get the fly down to the bottom. In some cases it’s important to get the fly deep quickly, and more weight is required, but for the most part a pure dead drift is ideal. Poly yarn indicators work the best, and Jack likes to use white, which the trout seem to ignore. On those bright, overcast days when the water turns to a pewter sheen, a black indicator is much easier to see. Matt says that he carries a black marker in his kit to color a portion of the indicator. The contrast between black and white makes the yarn particularly easy to follow. When you are fishing in an area where every splashing salmon has you looking around for a bear, it’s important to have an indicator that you can spot quickly. If the wind is blowing too hard for yarn indicators, corkies are easier to cast.

    For years, fishing writers have said that the returning schools of sockeyes push the trout out of the rivers during July, making the fishing very poor. Although that is true in some rivers, particularly the larger ones like the Naknek and Kvichak, substantial numbers of trout remain in the smaller salmon spawning streams. In fact, a close look at the pods of migrating sockeyes will often reveal a salmon-size trout accompanying them. The salmon do move the trout from their preferred lies, however. Look for fish in shallow riffles, deep fast chutes, along the cut banks and edges, and in the back eddies—all places that the salmon avoid. Jack says that on occasion he sees pods of trout, a dozen or more, packed tightly together up under a cut bank—apparently a defense against the aggressive male salmon. They are not feeding when they are holding like this, though, so there is little point in trying to tempt them.

    The same techniques that work early in the season will catch trout in July. Leeches, nymphs, and dry flies are the usual patterns, but if a lot of bears are on the river, and they are ripping up the salmon, try eggs and flesh flies. Some of the best fish of the summer are caught this way.

    Once the salmon pair up and begin building their redds, the trout will move in behind them looking for food. Although there are no eggs in the water at this point, the nest building stirs up the bottom gravel and flushes nymphs into the water. This is a great time to sight-fish nymphs to the waiting trout. At times, though, the number of salmon digging in the bottom will turn the water so dirty that it is unfishable.

    The timing of the sockeye spawning varies from river to river. Generally speaking, the spawning begins earliest in the highest streams. Salmon in rivers closer to sea level, like Brooks, may not spawn until September.

    Once spawning begins in earnest, Jack and his guides switch exclusively to beads. They peg them two inches above the hook or, in fly-fishing-only water, above a simple fly. They use a yarn indicator and enough weight to get the fly down but not so much as to make it hang up on the bottom. A dead drift is essential. In heavily fished rivers, they may use no weight at all, because the trout have become conditioned, by being hooked, to eating eggs that are upwelling in the current. Split shot are usually attached twelve to eighteen inches above the hook.

    The color of the bead is very important, and No-See-Um guides carry up to forty different colors—changing them until they find the one the fish want on that particular day. John pointed out to me that the eggs are never a single color and that if you want to match the natural, you have to look at the eggs underwater, where the colors of the beads and eggs differ slightly from their colors in the air.

    Once the spawning is over, flesh flies come into their own. Big Articulated Leeches in white and salmon pink work well. The fish will still eat eggs as well, which have the advantage of being fished on a floating line. Mice and dark-colored leeches are also productive at this time of year. The trout are fattening up for the winter fast and are usually eager to hit a chunky fly.

    Although the fishing can remain good fairly late in the year, the trout will move out of these upper streams almost overnight. A heavy fall rain that washes the carcasses out will also empty the river of trout.

    I asked Jack about the skills needed to fish these waters, and there was no hesitation in his answer: “A good drag-free drift is the most critical element of our fishing. Distance casting isn’t very useful on these small waters. It’s much more important to be able to make a short, accurate cast. The most common mistake I see people make is trying to cast too far. We’re not casting, we’re fishing.”

    A willingness to listen to the guide is also important. Although many techniques from other areas, both in and out of Alaska, have some carry-over benefits, these streams are different enough that local knowledge makes a distinct difference. Jack says that often an experienced fisherman brings along a wife who has never fished. “We can usually have her outfishing him within three days, because she will do what we tell her, but he won’t listen.”

    Everyone who fishes these rivers is aware of the bears. Jack says that they usually see bears every day. Bears are the most difficult in June, when they are ravenously hungry but cannot catch the still-fresh salmon that are starting to come into the river. Moose calves are also around at this time, and they are a favorite prey of the big grizzlies. A bear guarding a kill is a very dangerous animal.

    Guns are not allowed in Katmai National Park, which is where most of the streams are located. These bears have seen enough anglers that they are habituated—which does not mean tame—so you need to give them respect and as much distance as possible. Bears generally are not interested in confrontations, although the young subadult males will sometimes test their status with people. I have seen John chase off curious bears that approached too closely by throwing rocks in front of them or splashing water at them.

    Gear is always an important issue for fishing these streams—not because it’s esoteric, but because you’d better have it with you when you’re fishing. It’s not as if you can walk back to the car and grab a rain jacket when the storm rolls in.

    Waders should be Gore-Tex, with felt-soled boots. Cleats are unnecessary and can damage an aircraft’s aluminum skin. You’d better leave a really big tip if you damage some pilot’s half-million-dollar baby. These rivers are cold, so poly long johns or wading pants under your waders are necessary.

    Dress in layers. A hot, sunny morning can turn into driving rain in the afternoon, and an early fog can burn off to T-shirt weather. Never—let me repeat that—never leave the plane without taking a rain jacket. Fingerless gloves and a stocking cap take up little space and make a dramatic difference in comfort, especially on a boat run. Windstopper jackets have become the outer layer of choice when it isn’t raining.

    Take two rods. You will want a spare, and different weights make the types of fishing more fun. Jack recommends a 5- and a 7-weight. Lighter rods harm the fish, because you have to tire them out too much before you land them. Spey rods are becoming more common, and although you don’t really need the extra distance, the line control ability helps you get good drifts.

    You don’t need a saltwater-quality drag or capacity, but use a decent reel. A thirty-inch rainbow is the fish of a lifetime, and you don’t want your lightweight trout reel freezing up when you hook one. For early season, a floating line and a sinking-tip with a medium sink rate will both be useful. If you are traveling in August, all of the fishing will be with a floating line. Tapered leaders are best for fishing nymphs, drys, and eggs. Jack likes fluorocarbon tippets. Carry spools of 3X, 4X, and 5X.

    Other gear you will need includes bug dope (get the serious stuff) and a head net if you find insects to be particularly annoying. Good polarized glasses are critical. You’ll be doing a lot of sight fishing, and you need polarized lenses to see the fish. Hemostats or good pliers are also important.


    SELECTING A FLY-OUT LODGE

    Fly-out lodges may be the ultimate in Alaskan fly fishing, but they are not cookie-cutter copies. You’ll find a wide range of offerings, from lodges that have a single plane for a large number of guests to those that provide a plane and pilot all day for a small group. Prices generally reflect the services provided, but anyone paying the kind of money that these places cost should know what to expect going in.

    “When selecting a lodge, the number-one question should always be ‘What do I do if we can’t fly?’” Jack advises. Weather is always a factor in Bristol Bay, and having good home water is the salvation for those days when the fog is down on the deck. Some very good lodges have beautiful locations, remote with spectacular views, but no fishing that is easily accessible by boat. When the weather closes in, it’s time to break out the cards or books. Lodges that are located on river systems always have alternative fishing available during weather when the planes can’t fly—and bad weather can make for very good fishing.

    Almost as important is the number of clients the lodge accommodates—or, more specifically, as Jack puts it, the plane-to-guest ratio— which varies substantially. For instance, No-See-Um can host ten guests and has two Beavers and a Cessna 206 exclusively for their use, as well as a Cessna 185 on floats to handle the lodge chores. This means there is a guide for each pair of guests and a plane available at all times. If it turns out that the original destination stream is blown out or not fishing well, the guides can look for alternatives. This is not a minor issue. While I was at the lodge, one group of guests found that the fishing at Kulik was unusually poor. They checked Moraine, but wind conditions there would have made fishing difficult, so they flew to Brooks River and found the best dry-fly action of the week.

    The more common arrangement is for the plane to drop off the anglers and pick them up at the end of the day. This may not be optimum, but it works well on most days. The real problem with this arrangement is not the fishing—even with a plane, not every day will be great—but when the weather unexpectedly changes and the plane can’t get in to pick up the passengers. Almost every year, someone ends up stuck in a storm for a night or two. Unless there is a cabin or other shelter around, it can get very uncomfortable and nerve-racking.

    Some lodges advertise as fly-outs but do most of their fishing from boats, with a rotating group of guests being flown out each day. This arrangement is cheaper and, as long as you know about it when you book, perfectly acceptable. The big issue here is the type of plane used for the fly-out. If the lodge is operating a large aircraft, such as an Otter, a lot of guests will be squeezed onto a stream that may already have other people on it. These are small streams, and fishing a run with a dozen other people is a far cry from two anglers and a guide.

    The amount of experience the pilots and guides have is also important. A steep learning curve exists during the first year for both professions, and there is a marked difference in abilities after that initial season. Many guides and pilots have worked in this area for decades and have the skill and experience to provide as high-quality a trip as conditions will allow. Others have never been to Alaska before they took the job and may be little more than baby-sitters with good casting skills.
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