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Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.
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Foreword


Alaska’s residents give their place of worship as “AK” the way less advantaged mortals say “USA,” they still consider moose one of the basic food groups, and they know in their souls that their lands ultimately define cold-water fly fishing. This is less a matter of smugness than why they have chosen to be Alaskans. Their salmon are either the largest or most abundant on earth and annually become migratory spectacles of continental proportions. Their rainbow trout fishery simply has no equal on this planet. Their grayling, arctic char, and sheefish take turns at being symbols of Alaska’s wildness.


Many writers have successfully chronicled the magnitude of this fishery, but precious few have tellingly explained what it means to be both an Alaskan and a fly fisher. Dan Heiner has succeeded on both accounts in Fly-Fishing Alaska’s Wild Rivers. He takes us on an intimate journey from sparkling waters and rising trout to bears and bush planes. He believes he can do this only when in good company. Sweet camaraderie is Dan’s full creel. He measures each day in that manner, a perspective that invariably gives his stories depth and gentle humor.


I first met Dan on the Alagnak River late into a dry-fly spring. We moused in the braids, cast tiny drys on the flats when the caddis rained down, and waked Humpies over the big tailouts. The rainbow fishing was good, the days magical. Dan, the talented angler, became the consummate friend. I found that his self-deprecating humor and contagious laughter made for jolly times regardless of weather or circumstances. During the years since, we fished Alaska together, at one time or another every month, June to mid-October, and I never had a better companion or a more knowledgeable teacher. I believe that those anglers who read Fly-Fishing Alaska’s Wild Rivers will feel much the same.


—Trey Combs


Contributing Editor, Fly Fisherman
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Introduction


If there’s any freshwater fly-fishing experience that is more exciting than venturing off to the wilds of Alaska for a go at trophy rainbow trout, or arctic grayling, or arctic char, or, for that matter, any of the Great Land’s thirteen sportfish species, I’d like to know about it.


Whether you hop a float plane and fly off to one of Alaska’s premier wilderness fisheries or simply climb into an automobile and drive to a roadside location, fly-fishing Alaska can be magical.


There is a certain feeling a fly fisher gets when he’s standing out in one of Alaska’s wild rivers. Chasing rainbows, I call it. I’m not certain where the feeling comes from, if it has to do with Alaska itself, its numbers of fish (including five species of Pacific salmon), or the size of the fish, but it’s there, a feeling of electricity combined with a flow of adrenaline that simply goes with being in the Great Land. It’s a feeling that’s difficult to describe, but it’s real, and it has caused more than a few fly fishers to relocate to the forty-ninth state just so they can be that much nearer the fishing.


Alaska’s fly fishers don’t need to sample more than a handful of the Last Frontier’s rivers or fish species before they find themselves addicted to the place and its wild rivers, and feeling compelled to explore other remote fisheries, never mind the obstacles in getting there.


Those who have experienced Alaska know the Great Land can form vivid, indelible memories: the remote wilderness rivers and streams, the myriad birds and wildlife, the snowcapped mountains reflecting off the water’s surface, the stands of dark, spindly Alaska spruce silhouetted against a distant midnight sun. To many, the Alaska experience means seeing a bear wandering along a riverbank, or a pair of bald eagles circling overhead, or a lone moose peering down from the alders. And for Alaska fly fishers, it’s the numbers and the sizes of the fish. For dry-fly fishers, it’s the sight of those dimpled rings scattered across the surface of premier waters. Truth is, just being in Alaska’s remote wilderness (away from automobiles, pollution, parking meters, and the pressures of everyday life) is reason enough to develop a love affair with the state.


The very magnitude of the forty-ninth state lets fly fishers experience virtually undisturbed backcountry lakes and pristine wilderness streams that remain much as they’ve existed for centuries—places with hardly a sign of man’s presence or his wastes. But a word of caution: There really is no such thing as a once-in-a-lifetime Alaska fly-fishing experience. Most anglers who do venture off to the north country nearly always return. For what fly fisher of any conviction can resist the Great Land’s ultimate waters before he’s ready to put away his fly rod and quit fly-fishing the Alaska of his dreams?


Ah, yes, Alyeska—the Great Land! It can be magical experience, all right. Add a good partner to share it with, and you’ve really got something.


Fly-Fishing Alaska’s Wild Rivers was written primarily around my affinity for pursuing rainbow trout with a fly. Each of the Great Land’s thirteen other sportfish species are covered fairly extensively in this book; however, after considering the immense size of the state, I decided to focus on the premier rainbow trout/char/salmon rivers found in the southwestern region of the state, the area commonly referred to as the Bristol Bay Sportfishing Region.


Readers will also note that several of Alaska’s real-life individuals and fishing lodges are mentioned throughout the text. Not only is this an attempt to bring Alaska to life, but fishing lodges also serve as the only landmarks in many of Alaska’s vast unpopulated regions.


I am a believer that above all else, fly fishing should provide enjoyment. Although I take fly-fishing Alaska seriously, I try not to take it too seriously. For me, fly-fishing Alaska is an all-encompassing adventure, not a scientific endeavor.


Please join me, if you will, as I visit the premier Alaska waters I’ve been fortunate enough to have experienced over the past decade. I’ll do my best to bring Alaska to life by describing Alaska’s fish species and its fishing, relating a few personal vignettes and some about others as well. I hope you’ll want to come and visit and sample for yourself some of the wonders of the Great Land.


So, come on! Let’s climb in and buckle up. The pilot has just finished pumping out the floats, and the look in his eye tells me we’re about ready to take off on yet another exciting Alaska fly-fishing adventure.














Part One


Getting Ready
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CHAPTER ONE


Rods, Reels, Clothing, and Cameras


For me, it has always proven great fun watching first-time Alaska fly fishers arrive at Anchorage International Airport.


They’re easy to spot, those fly fishers who’ve finally made it all the way to the Great Land, men and women carrying long, aluminum tubes and bags filled with fly reels and extra gear, weary and sleepy-eyed after many hours of arduous flying. The look in their eyes is one of excitement, with maybe just a pinch of wonder and a dash of jet lag thrown in for good measure.


Oh, sure, occasionally a visitor will try to make the event appear matter-of-fact, just another routine flight, just another fishing trip, just another junket on the ol’ jet-setter fly-fishing agenda. Possibly. But for the most part, even those callous, world-traveled, ultra-experienced fly-fishing types find it just a little difficult not to feel like schoolkids on holiday when they first step off the plane and realize that—finally—they’ve made it to Alyeska. And now there is just one more leg of the journey before the final destination: the journey from Anchorage to the river—or rivers—of their dreams.


A wise fly fisher will carry his fishing gear in a tote bag over his shoulder and his rod tubes with him whenever he boards and unboards airplanes. Why carry the stuff personally? It’s impossible to lose equipment if you keep it within eyesight at all times.


I’ll never forget an experience at the airport at King Salmon, Alaska, a few years ago. A group of us had just arrived and were standing by an aluminum baggage chute waiting for our luggage. As we chatted, laughing and teasing one another about who was going where and who’d catch what and how big, the luggage began tumbling through the spillway.


Then, without warning, an aluminum rod tube became wedged between the baggage opening and the partition, and the rod tube buckled, forming a 90-degree angle before our eyes. As the group of us stood there gawking, to the sound of splintering graphite and bending aluminum, a two-piece fly rod was transformed into a four-piece rod—at no extra charge. We stood in shock, watching as an airline attendant raced over to remove the rod tube and straighten out the pileup. The angler standing next to me, the one with his mouth hanging open and his eyes the size of dinner plates, happened to be the owner of that rod.


Ever tried to find a fly shop out in bush Alaska where you could purchase a new, state-of-the-art graphite fly rod? Even if there was a fly shop to be found, how good might the selection be? And what would the price be this far north? Fact is, there are no sporting goods shops to be found in bush Alaska.


It was probably that very instant—that moment the rod tube buckled before my eyes—that I made up my mind once and for all. From then on, without fail, I would always hand-carry my fly rods whenever I traveled by plane.


And so I have. I’ve made a habit of asking the flight attendant to kindly store my rod tubes in a closet somewhere near the front of the aircraft so that I can keep an eye on them and easily retrieve them when I leave the aircraft.


When carrying two-piece rods, I usually tape a couple of aluminum rod tubes together (in opposing directions, to allow for opening from either end), not only for the sake of having an extra fly rod along—just in case—but also because fly fishing in Alaska seems to demand at least two different rod weights for the varying water conditions the fly fisher will most likely encounter. Actually, carrying two tubes in this manner is not all that bad; I’ve discovered that carrying two rod tubes taped together is little different from toting around one.


I also spray-paint my rod tubes different colors for quick and easy identification without having to open the tube, and I stencil my name boldly across the tubes in bright, contrasting colors. Since I’ve adopted that system, I’ve seldom had to worry about someone walking off with one of my favorite fly rods.


Many anglers find the four-piece travel rods convenient. Though they are convenient, I prefer my system of taping two rod tubes together and taking two-piece rods. I do rely on four-piece rods when traveling long distances, especially when traveling out of the United States, but I feel that the fewer joints necessary to keep a rod aligned, the better.


Fly fishers who opt for four-piece rods should carry them on board the aircraft as well, stowing them under the seat or in the overhead baggage compartment.


FLY RODS


What fly rods should a visitor take to Alaska? How many? And in what line weights?


Selecting the correct fly rod for Alaska’s myriad fishing conditions and species depends as much on expected performance as on personal taste. These days, fly fishers frequently opt for rather longish, 91⁄2- and even 10-foot fly rods. There’s no doubt that the extra length of these rods makes for easier line mending and improved fly control on the water, but there are some disadvantages.


The first thing that comes to mind is portability. And we mustn’t forget the disadvantages associated with landing fish, either to net or to hand, when fishing a longer rod. Shorter rods make landing a fish a much easier task. They also can create more line speed when casting, partly because there is less air resistance during the forward and rearward thrusts, and partly because shorter rods are much lighter weight and it is easier to establish tip speed—and thus faster line speed—with them.


Today, selecting a fly rod seems to be a matter of compromise, no matter how hard a fly fisher might try to make the choice a logical, scientific one.


For most of my fly-fishing situations in Alaska, I prefer light, fast-actioned, all-purpose 9-foot graphite fly rods—rods with enough backbone to handle a big fish but light enough to be enjoyable throughout a long day’s fishing. For all-purpose rainbow work, I like the feel of many of the 9- and 91⁄2-foot 5- and 6-weight rods, but for casting long, high-density sinking-tip lines, I find myself reaching for the hefting power of either a stout 7-weight or a very light 8-weight graphite rod. Usually, I select rods with fairly fast tapers, in case the winds come up and line speed suddenly becomes a factor.


But fly-rod length is relative, I’ve learned. Ever notice how outdoors a 9-foot rod can begin to feel more like an 8-footer, and a 10-foot rod feels more like a 9-footer? It’s amazing how much longer a rod can feel inside a shop.


The extra 6 inches of a 91⁄2-foot graphite rod feels about right to me, and though I know there are advantages to using longer rods, I’ve yet to be converted to toting around 10-foot fly rods.


When it comes to selecting the correct rod for going after one of Alaska’s five species of Pacific salmon, the weights of the flies an angler selects, not to mention the weight of a particular sinking-tip line he might wish to employ, will have profound effects on which rod the fly fisher selects for the task at hand. And it’s the same when selecting a trout/char working fly rod.


More often than many of us care to admit, the fly rod we select depends upon how we feel about it and how it feels. I know it seems finicky, but I find myself shying away from many of the 7-weight fly rods I’m tempted to add to my modest collection, no matter how pretty or impressive or efficient or effective they might prove to be.


Why? Very likely because the first really expensive graphite fly rod I ever bought was a 7-weight (a handsome, state-of-the-art, 9-footer that I proudly carried all around Pike’s Market in downtown Seattle the day I bought it). It turned out it did not have enough power for the heavy, weighted streamers I wanted to cast at times, or the finesse I required for dry-fly work. Therefore, for my purposes, at least, I decided that most 7-weight rods are jinxed. Reason may tell me a stout 7-weight fly rod would make an ideal all-around rod for much of Alaska’s fly fishing; experience tells me I’m better off just going with a light, state-of-the-art graphite 8-weight. Often, such an 8-weight will weigh only a tenth of an ounce more than a 7-weight, so I usually find myself opting for the 8-weight.


So I quickly turned around and sold that pretty 7-weight rod (for about half of what I paid for it) and then, digging deeper into my pockets, I opted for both a 6-weight and an 8-weight. Now I had no excuses, and better yet, I had two fly rods instead of one! I’ve been happy with these two line weights for most of my Alaska fishing.


There are several Alaska fly rodders who do rely on 7-weight rods as their ultimate working tool. Tom Bukowski, one of the finest rainbow trout fly fishers I’ve ever known, preferred a state-of-the-art, graphite, 91⁄2-foot, 4-piece, 7-weight rod for going after trophy rainbows in the 8- to 15-pound range.


But with the ultralight graphites available today, an 8-weight will do everything a 7-weight will, and then some, without feeling all that much heavier. And when it comes to lifting a fairly heavy sinking-tip fly line out of the depths, an 8-weight is often preferable to a 7-weight.


I’ve also come to enjoy the feel of a good, light, 9-weight fly rod for much of the Alaska salmon fishing I do these days. To my way of thinking, a 9-weight is a true medium-weight fly rod, a rod that’s definitely in a different class than an 8-weight. Generally, a 9-weight fly rod makes for a heck of a striper rod, a fine redfish rod, and a super rod for chasing wily permit. A lightweight 9-weight also makes for a dandy of a steelhead rod and is excellent for casting into stiff winds to leery bonefish. It’s a fine rod for Alaska’s wide variety of 12- to 20-pound salmon, especially one of today’s state-of-the-art graphite numbers, which only weigh about 4 ounces.


Yes, I’m aware of those experts who swear that a 7-weight is plenty of rod for typical salmon, and that even some 6-weights will serve just fine for fresh silvers and sockeyes. True, they’ll all catch fish, but a 6-weight used for bright, incoming salmon will frequently snap in two, and a broken fly rod while astream in the wilds of Alaska isn’t something the Alaska fly fisher wants to deal with.


In the opinions of many veterans, even 9-weight rods are not the preferred tools for the taking of king salmon. There is one point that many Alaska fly fishers seem to agree on: If there is one good all-around rod for Alaska fly fishing, it would have to be a light, 31⁄2-ounce, 9- or 91⁄2-foot 8-weight fly rod. Although such a rod would be too much for most char and for arctic grayling, the fishing likely would still be enjoyable, and the versatility of such a rod would be difficult to challenge.


On the other hand, an 8-weight fly rod doesn’t have enough heft for battling those 18- to 20-pound, ocean-fresh chums encountered in late July in Alaska, and an 8-weight rod isn’t enough for most king salmon, even though several large ones are landed on 8-weights each year.


Actually, if I were to get serious about king salmon fly fishing again, I’d probably opt for one of the new, very light, stiff 10-weights. I’ve recently come to know several salmon fly rodders who use these. They can seem heavy at first, but after fishing one a bit, a fly fisher comes to appreciate a 10-weight’s casting abilities, line-hoisting capabilities, and fish-fighting strength.


I used a 10-weight rod on the Alagnak a few years ago when my brand new graphite 9-weight fly rod snapped in two on the very first chum salmon I hooked, and that 10-weight performed admirably on those powerful fish. The 10-weight also has plenty of backbone for throwing heavy flies.


For lighter, dry-fly work in Alaska, where brisk winds are always a consideration, a 6-weight rod is what many fly fishers consider to be the standard working fly rod. Many experienced Alaska fly fishers agree that a good, everyday, working trout tool for the forty-ninth state is a 9- or 91⁄2-foot, graphite 6-weight. By employing a 6-weight rod for general work, a fly fisher can enjoy myriad Alaska fishing situations including nymphing for low-lying char on stream bottoms; swinging a wet fly through riffles, employing the intermediate technique; or carefully drifting a dry fly across pocket water with enough finesse to still enjoy the fishing. Also, many 6-weight fly rods have enough backbone to throw fairly large flies when needed, and sometimes even an occasional split shot or two, better than the 5-weights.


For dry-fly fishing, however, I’ve come to prefer 4-weight fly rods. Four-weights barely qualify as being wet-fly rods, but they are so pleasurable to handle and cast that it’s easy for a fly fisher to rationalize and make do with one. A 4-weight makes a great rod for fishing shallow water as well as for light nymphing, and a superb rod for fluttering a dry fly to a glassy surface. I wouldn’t think of climbing aboard an airplane bound for Dillingham, King Salmon, or Iliamna country without toting at least one 4-weight rod.


G. Loomis makes a dandy of a 4-weight, a rod designated as the FR1084 GLX. The FR stands for fly rod. The 108 indicates that the rod length is 108 inches, or 9 feet, and the 4 denotes that the rod is a 4-weight. GLX stands for the type of graphite used, the only graphite in existence that was designed specifically for building fly rods.


For those about to experience Alaska’s fly fishing for the first time, I’d recommend taking at least three, or better yet four, fly rods (to cover all situations, and with one rod serving as backup). I recommend a 6-weight and an 8-weight (or a light 9-weight), as well as a little 4-weight for grayling and dry-fly fishing. And those who are serious about going after some large salmon should also include a 10-weight.


For general trout and char work, I recommend rigging the 6-weight with a floater, employing a long leader with a couple of split shot attached just above the surgeon’s knot tied to secure the tippet. String the 8-weight with a 24-foot, 200-grain sinking-tip line, employing a big black or brown sculpin at first, and using a short 3- or 31⁄2-foot, 10- or 12-pound leader. For the 4-weight rod, rig a weight-forward floating line (one of the new Cortland Lazer Lines or possibly a 4/5 Wulff Triangle Taper floater) with a 10- or 11-foot leader.


Cane Rods


Most people don’t think of fishing bamboo when they think of fly-fishing Alaska, but there are a handful of us who wouldn’t dream of climbing aboard an airplane headed to Alaska’s heartland without bringing at least one cane rod along.


Granted, my first choice for a dry-fly rod would have to be my prized graphite 4-weight—my 9-foot GLX. But somehow, bamboo fly rods always take me back to the innocence of the 1950s, back to when I was still a kid, when life seemed far less pressured than it does today.


Bernie Ortman at Wood River Lodge fishes an 8-foot, Thomas & Thomas 7-weight cane fly rod on occasion for incoming jack kings on those beautiful rivers that run near his lodge in Alaska’s Wood River–Tikchik Lakes region. Bernie Ortman doesn’t always fish bamboo. Like most Alaska fly fishers, Bernie mostly relies on graphite rods.


Ted Gerken at Iliamna Lake’s Iliaska Lodge has also become a bamboo aficionado. Ted finds cane excellent for grayling fishing, and he also enjoys using a cane rod for casual char fishing from time to time.


When John Gierach joined me for his first Alaska venture a couple of years ago, he fished nothing but a 7-foot, 9-inch, 5-weight Mike Clark cane rod and a 91⁄2-foot, 9-weight Jim Payne creation, a fairly heavy yet efficient salmon rod.


On our first day of fishing, over near Lake Clark, John wanted to catch a fresh red (or sockeye) salmon and used his Payne. He insisted that I fish bamboo also, but instead of stringing up a Pezon & Michelle 6-weight I’d brought along, I opted for ol’ Lucky, a nicely rewrapped, recently refinished, 81⁄2-foot, 5/6-weight Granger, my reasoning being that the Granger, with its stout butt section, would serve well in handling salmon, even though I was fishing for rainbows.


I still have that old Granger. It’s nothing very special, just a common, all-purpose, three-piece wet-fly rod, but it’s been a lucky rod for me, and I use it every now and then just for the sheer fun of it. I even fish it dry once in a while.


Like most fly fishers who have developed an affinity for bamboo, I’ve regarded many of the cane rods I’ve handled as fine, handcrafted tools specifically created for fishing flowing lines and dry flies. An angler could risk permanently damaging a nice cane rod by casting a heavy sinking-tip; perhaps something such as an Edwards Quadrate—an example of a sturdy four-sided rod—might have enough backbone not to take a “set” when casting a high density sinking-tip line, but many such rods frequently weigh upwards of 7- or 8-ounces and are unpleasant to cast.


Over the past ten years I’ve fooled around with several bamboo rods. All have been fine fishing instruments, most created from six strips of bamboo, most by notable rod makers, with some casting far superior to others. One thing is certain: Each has been unique. (One of the better casting rods, in my opinion, was an old, ugly, fast-actioned, olive and red wrapped, five sided stick fashioned some forty years ago by the late Nate Uslan.)


Len Codella, owner of Heritage Sporting Collectibles in Inverness, Florida, has said that his one, all-around favorite cane dry-fly rod is a 7-foot, 2-piece Granger 4-weight that retails for about $800 these days, but which cost well under $100 back when it was produced in the early 1950s. On the other hand Marty Keane, of Classic Rods and Tackle, Inc. in Ashley Falls, Massachusetts, has said that given an opportunity to own any bamboo rod, he’d probably opt for one of the painstakingly fashioned 5-weight creations built by either Everett Garrison or Pinky Gillum. Other bamboo aficionados swear by those rods assembled by none other than the great Jim Payne. Such rods are selling for $3,000–7,000 today.


Not many fly fishers will venture out fishing—especially to the wilds of Alaska—toting such expensive instruments. But the enthusiastic fly fisher should be aware that many of the better factory produced cane rods that were built during the fifties and early sixties (those which have received a modicum of care) are still very much around and just waiting for new owners, with many of them being entirely fishable. As this is written, the majority of them are selling for around $400 apiece.


Once you enter the world of bamboo, you can often find inexpensive cane rods that are entirely fishable. Be cautious, however, when purchasing a used bamboo fly rod, especially when purchasing one sight unseen. The snugness of fit of the old metal ferrules can be a problem area that is often overlooked. It’s always preferable to have guaranteed return rights when buying previously used rods, especially when doing business long-distance.


Unlike graphite fly rods, which are all nearly identical when considering rods of the same line weight, manufactured of the same graphite, fashioned on the same mandrel, each cane rod is an individual, unique fishing instrument. A basic knowledge of the differences between common bamboo rods and rare, more valuable ones can be important when buying a rod. There is a world of difference between a Heddon factory rod, which is a fairly decent rod, and a Fred Thomas cane creation or a fine Lyle Dickerson rod, which make the Heddon seem like junk in comparison. And some bamboo rods are more appropriate for hanging above fireplaces than for being taken astream.


FLY REELS


Many fly fishers seem to feel that the more drag a fly reel has, the better. Others prefer reels without much drag. The late Mike Hershberger, one of Alaska’s most renowned fly fishers, supposedly never fished Alaska with any reel having more drag than a Hardy Princess.


Certainly, there are times when a good drag on a reel comes in handy, such as the time I hooked a 13-pound char near the outlet of a stream just where it bled into a large lake. The fish was stealing all of my backing, and it finally dawned on me that maybe I’d better get my body moving downstream—and fast. In the end, I was able to recover nearly 200 yards of backing, eventually subduing that fish before carefully releasing it, all without the help of a modern drag system. Looking back on that experience, I have to admit I enjoyed battling that char without using a modern disk drag. On the other hand, I could have used a reel having a winch for a drag and ended the battle in a couple of minutes.


As far as I’m concerned, only the four largest of Alaska’s five Pacific salmon species warrant using a reel with a stout drag at times. But even here, many fly fishers, including myself, believe Alaska’s fishing is often at its finest when a fly fisher does not engage a high-tech drag. As Mike Hershberger used to say in his Rod and Reel fly shop in Anchorage whenever talk turned to reels with drag, “Hey, people travel all the way to Alaska to enjoy battling fish, so why would anyone want a fly reel equipped with a winch just so he can end the fight that much quicker?”


For anglers who go after 40- to 60-pound (and sometimes heavier) king salmon, however, a reel with a stout drag is required.


One day just a couple of seasons ago, I was fishing the Alagnak with Trey Combs. We were fishing for chums on floating Wogs and with pink-and-purple streamers. It was a dandy of a morning, a near-perfect, warm-weather day, and we were fishing in shallow, unbroken water with a good, steady current and plenty of room to cast. Best of all, there were plenty of fresh chums all around us—all in all, ideal conditions.


Trey and I seemed to be hooking those 13- to 18-pound chums on every other drift, several of those huge calicos taking to flight and cartwheeling upon feeling the metal, then plopping back into the currents so violently they’d send a showery spray over to the riverbank.


That’s when I noticed the fly reel Trey was using. It was definitely a click reel, one of those new, jet black, jewel-like TR/3 trout reels recently introduced by Steve Abel.


“Hey, Trey, what’d you do,” I shouted over, “forget your salmon outfit this morning?”


“This is my salmon outfit!” Trey hollered back, turning his attentions back to yet another chum chasing his fly.


Chums, much like Alaska’s other Pacific salmon species (except kings), upon being hooked, often rush off in a powerful surge for 60 yards or so before returning to the main school. I’d only been teasing Trey about fishing a trout reel for salmon. That particular morning, I was trying out one of the new Penn International 2.5 reels introduced recently, even though I too have come to prefer a click reel for most of my fishing, so long as the reel is large enough to house an adequate amount of backing. In fact, most of the fishing I’ve enjoyed for chums and silvers over the years has been with a sturdy Hardy Marquis #8/9 click reel.


Fly fishing for Alaska’s king salmon is another matter entirely. These behemoth salmon are easily Alaska’s number one calling cards during June and early July, and most fly fishers use a reel fit to stop a train when fishing for tshawytscha. I wouldn’t even consider attempting a king larger than an 18-pound jack on a reel having only a click drag although I must admit, those first couple of minutes would prove exciting!


For dry-fly fishing, the reels that have performed best for me have been my Orvis CFO III reels (for which I’ve acquired several extra spools, all wound and ready to pop on), with a wide assortment of line choices, or my newly acquired Abel TR/2 reels. Sometimes—when fishing for trophy-size rainbows in the 10- to 15-pound class, for example—I’ll reach for one of my drag-equipped reels, either a Charlton 8400 or an Abel #1, both of which have proven to be outstanding tools, matching well with suitable rods, for any of Alaska’s species.


The bottom line is that each Alaska fly fisher must decide for himself which style of fly reel is best suited for his needs for the particular species he’ll be fishing.


WADERS AND CLOTHING


Although new materials are constantly being devised and tested, for many experienced Alaskans, there’s still but one choice when it comes to selecting waders—neoprene. Newer, lighter, supposedly waterproof materials are constantly being experimented with, but quality neoprene waders have withstood the test of time in keeping fly fishers both dry and warm, and thus far in Alaska, nothing else has yet proven to be quite as effective in both departments.


For all intents and purposes, the days of rubber waders are all but gone. Many of Alaska’s rivers are simply too deep in many places for rubber hip boots. And since neoprene waders have become very affordable and are comfortable, waterproof, and wind-resistant, they are the best all-around choice for the Alaska fly fisher.


The 3-mil thickness is best for warm-weather fishing, but for colder weather, 5-mil waders may be necessary to keep really warm, especially during September and October, when Alaska fishermen sometimes discover ice in their guides.


Because they offer better ankle support, I usually opt for stocking-foot neoprene waders instead of boot-foot waders. People who don’t plan on being too active in their wading, though, such as elderly or handicapped fishermen, will probably be better off with boot-foot waders, which are much easier to climb into and take off. Today’s boot-foot waders are also much lighter in weight than they used to be.


Having good ankle support and enjoying a good day’s fishing often go hand in hand, and it’s important to have a pair of top-quality wading boots. Consequently, always opt for top-of-the-line, felt-bottomed wading boots to assure steady footing, and pay the extra money to obtain the best foot support and quality possible.


Another necessity for the fly fisher is a quality fly vest with several large pockets for carrying a windbreaker, gear, flies, and assorted widgets. A long-sleeved, button-down shirt is best for most Alaska fishing situations (you can roll up the sleeves on warm days). Also take along a warm, comfortable hat, especially if you’ll be fishing during the late season in Alaska. Wearing a warm hat is more important than you might think: Over 70 percent of your body heat is lost through your extremities.


Last but not least, consider the advantages of a wading belt. Theoretically, wearing a wading belt could save your life by preventing extra water from filling your waders and dragging you downstream along with the currents. In reality, however, most of today’s neoprene waders fit so snugly that you couldn’t get another tablespoonful of water down a pant leg if you tried. Still, a wading belt is a good safety measure, and it also adds back support, which I’ve come to appreciate on long days of walking and wading.


CAMERAS


Consider including a camera on your list of equipment for Alaska fly fishing. A fairly good-quality, pocket-size, water-resistant, 35mm autofocus camera (particularly one with a built-in flash) can give you some very good photos while you’re astream. You can carry such a small camera in the front pocket of your waders and you will hardly even know it’s there. Although standard-size single-lens reflex cameras offer a multitude of superior lens possibilities, having a heavy SLR dangling around your neck can be awkward while fishing.


Color transparency film will give you more versatility than print film. From color transparency film, you have the options of color slides, color prints, color separations, or black-and-white prints. And slide film is often less expensive to have developed, especially if you use E6 process film, which local labs can process immediately, without having to send the film away.


Because a good percentage of the days spent astream are somewhat overcast, it is best to shoot faster films; consider using 200-speed film rather than 100-speed, or going with 100 over the tighter-grained 50-speed films. I often use the fill flash mode to add a touch of brightness to my photos.


The more you shoot photos while fishing, the more you will come to realize how difficult it is to do both well without a bit of practice. When you’re astream, there’s not a lot of time for obtaining quality photos, especially when catch and release remains an objective and top priority is assigned to ensuring the survival of the fish.


With a small, readily accessible autofocus camera in your pocket, you can quickly reach for the camera, open the sliding lens cover, turn the camera on, compose the shot, and quickly fire off a frame or two. It takes just a couple of seconds.


The most common error committed by photographers is not filling the frame with enough subject. The final result is a much less desirable photo of what appears to be a very small fisherman (with a large shadow over his face) displaying a very small fish. As you look through the viewfinder, tell the other fisherman the best way to position both himself and the fish.


If you are spending a day alone on a stream, you can still take photos of your catches. On several occasions, after landing a nice fish, I’ve reached for my autofocus camera, switched it to fill flash, filled the frame with fish and fly reel, and snapped off what have turned out to be some fairly decent photos. Better yet, if there is a shallow eddy nearby, you can lessen the possibility of any harm to the fish by allowing it to rest in the shallows for an instant while you quickly snap a picture before releasing the fish out in deeper water.


On those occasions when you catch a trophy fish, the advantages of having a camera along are obvious. Some fly fishers go to the expense of having fiberglass replicas made from photographs of trophy fish. I, however, am more than content having color enlargements made as reminders of good days spent astream.


POLARIZED SUNGLASSES


Finally, don’t forget the importance of wearing sunglasses when you fish.


Polarized lenses serve two valuable functions: They take the glare off the water’s surface, allowing fly fishers to see down into the water, and they protect a fly fisher’s eyes from wayward or windblown backcasts. From time to time I hear stories of fly fishers hooking themselves in the eyes; I don’t know about you, but that’s one Alaska fly-fishing adventure I can live without!
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