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For Leigh




“What gives value to travel is fear.”

—ALBERT CAMUS





PROLOGUE



I LIE MOTIONLESS IN THE DARK, SWEATING THROUGH MY CLOTHES, trying to remember where I am. My eyes are open but I cannot see anything other than the time on the clock, 4:00 A.M. My brain feels slushy, in a lucid dream state no doubt aided by the codeine and shots of whiskey I swallowed before lying down four hours ago. The rain hasn’t stopped for days. The leak just beyond my bed keeps up a steady trickle of water, now slowly flooding the hallway. No bigger than a standard prison cell, the room has no windows and two single bed frames, each with sunken mattresses and pillows that reek of mothballs. There is a scent of urine in the air, left over from a wintering porcupine. On the far wall a square piece of plywood covers what used to be a window with a view of the river, nailed shut after a bear tried to enter, long before I ever slept here.

Staring into complete darkness I can feel the rocking motion of the boat. It won’t go away. Not until the season is over. As for the sweating, it comes from the dream, one that only happens when I’m in Egegik. In it the river is always the culprit, a faceless murderer. I’m never a tragic victim or heroic figure in my dream, just an alert bystander with hands at the ready grabbing the rails of the boat waiting to help, waiting to be useful. And then it happens. No matter how much I foresee what is coming, my feet get caught and I slip into the net. I go overboard, eaten alive by the net and the fish alike as I sink to the bottom of the river. For a split second I can see the terror-stricken faces of my friends, my crewmates, as they scream and reach into the swirling current to grab me. Looking up I can see them pull on the net with all their might. Yet it’s too late and I fall to the bottom of the river, gasping my last breath.

Panting, my body covered in sweat, I turn on a small lamp, burying the dream. It is 40 degrees; my breath has become a steady stream of white vapor. I put on my work uniform. First, a long-sleeved long johns top, followed by a T-shirt over that and a thick hooded sweatshirt. Then I pull on my sweatpants, pulling the socks over the top of the sweatpant legs, helping to keep them in place when I put on the waders.

My breath gives me pause: it’s deep, rhythmic, and peaceful. I extend my arms. A tightness. It feels like someone has stuck a dozen needles into the underside of my forearm. Slowly, I flex my fingers and the calluses on my fingertips crack, blood trickles out.

Outside, I look over the muddy brown river, the air thick with mosquitoes. Today will be the peak. I’ve witnessed this spectacle for four summers now. It is a brilliant event; today the salmon are coming with all the might of their existence, pushing for survival, but yielding to death. Gladly yielding? I don’t know, I can’t read their eyes, yet. Out beyond the river, the snow-covered volcano stands in the distance, like a lone pyramid in the vast Sahara of tundra. Bear tracks the size of dinner plates line the river’s edge, the beast having already slipped away for a nap. One day, when man disappears from the planet, this land, this river, and most likely these fish will still be here. For there is a patience in Egegik, one found only in earth’s harshest environments, where the outside world has no impact on what happens day to day. Out here the animals and humans share the wilderness, wary of each other, but neighbors nonetheless. Their movements, like a slow form of tai chi, are in direct contact with the earth’s pulse, a connection most of us lost long ago.

Calm and warm, I flex my arms, preparing for what will come. I don’t belong here. No one belongs here, except possibly the man walking drunk down the dirt path with the .357 in his waistband, his weapon of choice in case the grizzly wants him this night. Of course the gun is no use. The bear would tear him to shreds. This is a place where nature goes about the business of being violent, without apology. Everything up here experiences a harsh death, humans included. No one who stays here ever ends up in a hospice. No one drinks green tea and reads self-help books. The closest thing to an espresso is yesterday’s coffee warmed up and served in a plastic cup, likely scavenged from the river. This is a land of extremes and those who keep returning follow the silent restriction that acts as the only social law: Do the work or leave.
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                I
                                        LOOK OUT THE PLANE’S COPILOT WINDOW AND FROM UP
                                    HERE the view is perfect and flat in
                        all directions except to the south, where sixty miles away the ground rises
                        in a cone-shaped volcano: the snowcapped Mount Peulik. The sun leans heavily
                        toward the north pole and the land abruptly ends as it disappears into
                        Bristol Bay, which from the air, on a clear day, looks like a flat plate of
                        tinted glass. Looking east and west the flat tundra landscape spreads
                        outward, disappearing at the bend of the earth.

                My destination is the small village of Egegik, 350 miles
                        southwest of Anchorage on the western side of the Alaskan Peninsula, a
                        stretch of land that extends out from the mainland 475 miles, and averages
                        50 miles wide. Cut off from the interior by a vast mountain range, the
                        peninsula is geographically isolated, even from Alaskans. At its farthest
                        point west the Aleutian chain begins, a 1,200-mile strip of islands aimed at
                        Russia in the shape of a kite’s tail. The only way to Egegik is by sea or
                        plane, and by sea one must navigate the violent waters of the Bering Sea,
                        not something done by anyone other than commercial fishermen or cargo
                        ships.

                I boarded the plane in King Salmon, Alaska, and strapped
                        myself in the copilot chair. The only other seats on the plane were
                        occupied, one with cargo and the other with a female passenger; a Native
                        woman who was busy chatting with the pilot about something. Thrilled by the
                        landscape below I quickly put in my earplugs, and adjusted my sunglasses to
                        shield my eyes from the Alaskan sun, that cosmic torch that taunts all
                        summertime visitors to the Great North.

                Now I scan the earth for any clues of a human footprint. A
                        house. A road. A discarded boat, or heap of trash. But there is nothing.
                        From my angle there isn’t even a tree, at least one standing over four feet
                        tall. There are no hills, just a flatness, the kind one imagines astronauts
                        see as they peer down at earth from space, the world smashed flat by the
                        relative distance. But there are the thousand shallow ponds that dot the
                        tundra, a broken mirror shimmering the reflection of the plane’s metal,
                        exposing how small we are in comparison to the landscape before
                    us.

                These pockets of water fill topographical wounds created ten
                        thousand years ago, as the last of the great glaciers slowly receded,
                        scraping the land as they disappeared, like a giant John Deere bulldozer
                        clearing a road. A road the size of Tennessee. As the millennia passed,
                        mountains disappeared, pulverized to rock and pebbles, leaving behind
                        indentations in the earth’s surface, which then became lakes and ponds,
                        making the area resemble a gigantic soccer field full of potholes after a
                        fresh rain.

                The lack of trees can shock the first-time visitor. The flora
                        is thick but short and bent over, genetically altered by thousands of years
                        of wind blasting down from the Arctic with nearly hurricane force. That
                        isn’t to say there is a lack of vegetation. The ground is teeming with
                        green. Tundra grass, alders, and willow squeeze together and cover every
                        square inch of the land. They grow in low thickets, each species
                        intertwining with the next, growing sideways instead of upward.

                 

                WITH THE
                                WIND behind us, we fly over a river and
                        a tiny village. It looks deserted, not a person in sight, only a cloud of
                        dust rising up behind a single van driving toward the airstrip. There are a
                        few large water tanks, some heavy equipment, and a row of sea cargo
                        containers, but no people. Several large buildings are covered with rusted
                        tin roofing on the bank of the river. Steam billows from a smokestack. This
                        must be the cannery. Most of the homes look abandoned, the grass growing as
                        high as the windows. As we bank I get a closer look at the Egegik River,
                        which spans more than a mile from one bank to the other. The water is muddy,
                        not clear as I had envisioned.

                The plane sets down on a stretch of gravel on the bank of the
                        river, just behind the town. A lone orange wind sock stands at attention;
                        the pilot guesses 30 miles per hour, says that is normal out here. There are
                        no buildings at this airport, no small tin shack with the word EGEGIK on it; there isn’t even
                        another plane in sight. Instead a van is waiting at the edge of the gravel,
                        near the grass.

                The van pulls up to the belly of the plane and we all pitch
                        in, quickly unloading the luggage, along with the U.S. mail. Some groceries
                        and boxes of frozen goods are transferred as well. The driver of the van is
                        a small Native woman with a round flat face and Asian features. Her age is a
                        mystery and she laughs loudly with the young woman from the plane, who also
                        has a round Native face and Asian features. They are talking as if they have
                        been having a conversation for the last two hours. I don’t listen. Instead I
                        hold my backpack close to my side, staring out the window as the van begins
                        to move, trying to pick up any clues that will help shape my perception of
                        this outpost. The driver heads down a single-track dirt road toward
                        town.

                “Hey, where you going?” the driver suddenly yells at no one in
                        particular.

                I say nothing. The driver looks at me in the rearview mirror.
                        “Yeah you, I’m talking to you. Who you working for?”

                “Sharon Hart,” I say, blurting out the name of the stranger
                        who called me twenty-four hours ago, asking if I wanted a job as a
                        commercial fisherman.

                “Sharon’s fishing partner is Carl, my husband,” says the
                        passenger. “I’m Jannelle.”

                “And, she’s my daughter,” says the driver, pointing at the
                        passenger.

                 

                DRIVING, WE
                                    PASS a few people walking but no one
                        waves, their heads pitched downward as if staring at their feet. I count
                        more four-wheel ATVs than cars, and on one ATV there are stacked several
                        people. It’s hard to say whether they are mothers with their children or
                        older siblings with their younger siblings or maybe just friends all riding
                        together.

                Finally the van stops in front of a small shack with a caribou
                        rack above the front door. “Sharon’s house,” says Jannelle, pointing at the
                        dilapidated structure. “There was an opening today, she won’t be home for a
                        while. Carl’s still on the Fiasco,
                        halibuting.”

                I nod my head as if I understand.

                “Get out. And shut the door,” yells the driver. Stunned, I
                        don’t move.

                My first instinct is to compare this place to a shantytown in
                        the Third World. In some ways it does resemble many I’ve visited. But there
                        is one clear difference. In poor villages, the world over, the local people
                        are almost always friendly. They may not have food on the table or running
                        water, but they welcome you in. And the poorer the place, the nicer they
                        are. At the other end of the scale are the rich, locked behind tall gates,
                        with twenty-four-hour security guards. But here I am confused. Egegik, by
                        the looks of it, is poor, but the people act rich. I know within the first
                        minutes of being here that this will be a difficult place to
                        understand.

                “Now!” the driver shouts, waiting for me to get out of the
                        van.

                Standing on the road, I look away from the driver, hoping to
                        discourage her from speaking further to me. The passenger leans out the
                        window, raises her eyebrows, and playfully nods her head in my
                        direction.

                “Welcome to Egegik,” she says, and the van drives away,
                        spitting sand in my face.

            

        

    


EGEGIK
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EGEGIK WAS NOT BUILT TO LAST.

It grows out of the ground, in a pitched battle to rise above the tall tundra grass, which swallows everything that is neglected. There are no concrete streets in Egegik, which would only crack during the freezing winters. Instead, wooden planks act as sidewalks, and down by the docks the roads are massive slabs of lumber, making the entire village resemble a decaying pioneer town of the West.

Most of the homes are one story, built from scrap wood left over from some other house that fell apart. Houses have a way of disappearing into the spongy tundra, or decaying from the ice that pounds away at them for several months a year. Rooms are basic, nothing fancy. Some houses have dashes of red or yellow but mostly the wood is either left alone or painted white with a colored trim. In every yard lie pieces of engines, boats, net webbing, snow machines, and wood. And yards are not defined by fences or patches of grass, but instead by how far the collected items extend, usually until a road or a body of water cuts off the forward progress of the junk.

The truth is, no one comes to Egegik for pleasure. The only tourist anyone can remember visiting was a kayak enthusiast who went upriver. There are no cafés, no public restrooms, no rooms for rent, no travel agents or boats for hire. Until the mid-1980s only one phone existed in all of Egegik, located at the liquor store, which is open a mere two hours a day. The only store with food is also open two hours a day, one hour a day in the winter. And a round-trip flight to Anchorage for a family of four costs $2,400.

Out here isolation is not a choice, it is the only option, and eventually it is this isolation that shapes and defines everyone who comes here.

Egegik would not exist, except for one thing: salmon, specifically sockeye salmon. Every year, in June, for at least the last eight thousand years, sockeye salmon, also called reds, enter Bristol Bay. They do not come in the hundreds or even the thousands. Tens of millions of sockeye salmon come, loosely gathered together in the shape of a giant ball, swirling in a counterclockwise motion, resembling an underwater hurricane. Here they will wait for some biological alarm clock that triggers the final leg of their journey. Then, depending on temperature and their keen sense of smell, salmon begin to peel off the ball of fish and enter into the river systems of Bristol Bay: the Wood River, Egegik River, Ugashik River, Kvichak River, Alagnak River, Igushik River, Nushagak-Mulchatna River, Chignik River, Togiak River, and Naknek River.

Egegik, pronounced Ig-GEE-gek, means “Swift” or “Throat” in Yup’ik Eskimo, who, along with the Sugpiaq/Alutiiq and Athabascans, have stomped along its banks for six thousand years or more, as they migrated to the river in the summer to fish for salmon. By winter they all migrated elsewhere, probably back to settlements better suited to fend off the freezing dark winters.

The first contact with white men came in the 1700s, when Russian fur trappers made their way up the Alaskan Peninsula. By 1843 the Russians established an Orthodox church in Nushagak. Soon after, the Russians officially reported a place called “Igagik” as a fish camp. The Russians ruled over this area until the eventual sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867. As they established their colony, they encountered ethnic groups with various dialects and languages, whose loyalties were not bound by tribes but by villages. To make things simpler, the Russians began calling everyone Aleuts, a name still used to describe the people who live on the peninsula.

Today, the Russians’ impact can still be felt in several ways. The names of mountains and lakes have unmistakable Russian origins. Also, in almost every village stands an Orthodox church, though often in a state of disrepair. And although many Natives on the peninsula have since converted to the Baptist faith, the Orthodox building always remains a place of reverence for the locals. Furthermore, in Egegik, the church continues to be one of the village’s largest landowners. A vast majority of the riverfront property in Egegik belongs to the Orthodox Church in St. Petersburg, which still maintains an office in Sitka, the former Russian capital of Alaska. Few in Egegik still pay rent to the church, but legally, several people who live in town own their homes but not the land they are built on.

 

EGEGIK THE SEASONAL fish camp became Egegik the village in 1895, once the Alaska Packers Association built a salmon saltery on the north side of the river. But after the town was founded, it had to be moved twice, once because of an outbreak of the plague and the next time for the Spanish flu of 1917, the same one that killed fifty million souls worldwide. The village finally formed at the base of Church Hill, where many of the flu victims were buried.

The town today has a year-round population that hovers between sixty and one hundred, depending on who has died and which young women have been shipped to Sitka to attend the Native school. The one school in town teaches kindergarten through eighth grade and operates only if there are at least ten students enrolled. Any less than ten and the school closes down for the year, and the kids spend the winter at home.

The overall conditions in Egegik can be deceiving, at least on paper. The median household income is $46,000, higher than the national average, but then again the food in the store costs twice as much as in Anchorage, which is already one and a half times as much as anything in the lower 48 states. Add to that the cost of heating oil, gasoline, and the occasional flight to Anchorage for family or medical needs and that median income is equivalent to living in a Third World country. To make matters more dire, almost every family depends on the fishing season for a large share of their yearly income, which explains why three-quarters of all adults in Egegik are “unemployed,” a useless word in Egegik, because all it really means is that the locals are waiting out the winter until summer brings the abundance of salmon.

And outsiders. Between June 20 and July 10, anywhere between one and two thousand fishermen will pass through this village.

 

AS THE HOURS PASS, I lean against the shack adorned with the caribou antlers and wait anxiously to meet my new captain. It is June 21, the solstice, the longest day of the year, and even though the time is almost ten o’clock in the evening, the sun hovers in a permanent state of golden hour. Bald eagles cruise the riverbank, and the sun pours itself over the ground vegetation, making it seem almost radioactive, as if growing before my eyes. I shield my eyes, swat at mosquitoes, and every once in a while have an overwhelming sense that I should leave while I still have the opportunity. That maybe this was a bad decision.

Finally, I hear what sounds like gunfire or fireworks. I walk to the front of the cabin and peer up the road. Instead of a madman with a gun or kids throwing firecrackers, a 1978 Chevy Blazer comes barreling down the road. It has no windows, no headlights, no doors, and, from the sound of it, no muffler. The Blazer slowly rolls to a stop, passing the front of the house, like a fatally injured tank. A woman steps out of the driver’s seat and immediately the vehicle lurches forward, rolling farther downhill. She turns and puts a rock under one of the rear wheels. Problem solved, she walks toward me, wearing waterproof waders that cover her entire body.

“No brakes,” she explains, and then grabs a five-gallon bucket from the vehicle, full of water bottles and wet gloves. “Any problems getting here?”

I tell her no.

She extends her hand and gives a solid handshake. “I’m Sharon.”

The first thing I notice is Sharon’s smile, broad and wide and full of mischief. She strikes me as a woman who has never stopped being a tomboy. Her eyes dart around the yard.

“Seen my kid?”

“Uh, haven’t seen anyone.”

“Where are my cigarettes?” she asks, more to herself than me. “Is my brother in there?”

I say nothing, not knowing anything she is talking about. She walks past me, over to a sea cargo container attached to her cabin. Curious, I follow her. Inside the container she strips out of her waders, down to a sleeveless shirt, sweatpants, and socks.

I scan the container, trying to inventory all the gear inside. On the shelves are wrenches, sockets, several boxes of screwdrivers, and other tools. Attached to the table is a large vise for crimping everything from car alternators to door hinges. Crowding the cabinets are webbing for nets, and on the floor are anchors waiting to be used or fixed. Raincoats and shin-high rubber boots hang from hooks on the walls. On the back shelves sit cartons for salmon eggs, bolts ten inches long, and washers as large as silver dollars. Scattered about the floor are engine parts: spark plugs, gaskets, hoses. There’s a barely visible clothes dryer next to the door, buried under a pile of shoes, clothes, and more tools.

I ask Sharon about the strange shape of the cargo van: its steel casing bubbles out, as if pounded repeatedly by a sledgehammer from the inside out.

“Original owner had some dynamite and ammunition in here and it caught fire,” she says, while looking intently under gloves, clothing, and towels. “Blew the thing up from the inside out. I had to jack it up and pour a cement floor in here, but it holds up.”

I pause and then inquire what happened to the original owner of the cargo van.

“It’s a long story, and I don’t know you yet, so I won’t go into it. But the short story is he’s serving two hundred years in prison,” she says, yawning and still searching for something.

I wait for further explanation.

“Double murder. I was the last one to see them before they got on the river that day. Three went out and only one came back. It wasn’t too hard to figure out.”

She pulls three cigarettes out of a shirt pocket hanging off the wall.

“Found ’em,” she screams with elation.

“Anything I can do?” I ask, hoping to make myself useful.

“Can you find my kid?” she says, walking past me and into the cabin.

 

FROM THE OUTSIDE, Sharon’s cabin looks like every other house in Egegik: a run-down firetrap with shingles clattering in the wind and a roof that leaks. The house is eight feet across at its widest and about thirty feet long, with a sloping floor that runs downward from the front door, toward the river. There is a kitchen sink, but no hot water. The potbelly stove heats the house, and there’s a small oven for cooking.

“You got the world’s largest toilet outside, but if you need to take a shit you gotta go to camp,” she says, explaining the place to me that first night.

She gives me the general layout of the town. Tells me that Egegik is a company town, and always has been. The current bosses in town are Woodbine and Alaska General Seafoods, better known as AGS. Before the season these companies often front the money for fishermen to buy plane tickets, fuel, and food. During the season, if necessary, they prepay for emergency shipments of parts, gear, and gasoline. Toward the end of the season they provide cash needed to pay off the crew. This fronted money is all based on how many pounds of fish a captain has put on the books in the years past and the outlook for the coming season. At the end of the season all the incurred debts are subtracted from the pound total and what is left is the fisherman’s profit.

As Sharon already mentioned, the nearest bathroom is at the AGS camp, a half mile away. They also run a few bunkhouses and a laundry room, both used exclusively by captains working for the company. There is a cafeteria that serves two meals a day—charged directly to your captain’s account—but the coffee and tea are free all day long. It isn’t much, but they do have the bathrooms and, more important, washers and dryers, a pay phone, and hot showers.

Sharon’s son, Taylor, ten years old, walks in just after midnight. She scolds him about coming home at dusk and how the bears are out at this time of night. After a half hour of mother and child bickering the cabin calms down.

Finally, Sharon and I sit down over whiskeys and talk about fishing. I tell her I don’t know the first thing about it but am able-bodied. She ignores me and talks about nets, engines, missing gas canisters, and people I’ve never met. She talks about Carl and says he’ll be here any day. She speaks quickly and jumps conversations, chasing topics, one after the other, until somehow they all connect. Her fast, choppy sentences hint at some sort of internal code, as if she is speaking out loud a conversation taking place in her own mind. That, or she’s in a hurry to be someplace else.

She also repeats herself often, as if she thinks by telling me the same thing over and over I will begin to tell the story back to her. This way of speaking—assuming the listener knows exactly what the speaker is talking about—runs throughout the village, in Natives and outsiders alike. A thread of conversation runs like a river beneath the village, and if a person stays long enough he will suddenly hear the rhythms and remember the names and begin to engage. Like learning a foreign language. At some point, after months of study, the ear, the mind, the lips and tongue begin to work in unison. But until that time, a person must wait and listen, hoping to catch up.

During the first night a few people stop by, each sticking his or her head in the door, shouting out Sharon’s name. She answers them all by name and then promptly tells them the party is not at her house tonight. Come back tomorrow night.

“You’ll see,” she tells me. “This place can get a bit crowded.”

A few times I stand, look out the window, and see a person moving down the road, usually a Native weaving from side to side.

I ask Sharon about the locals, the ones who live here year-round.

“It’s a tough place to live. The law is at least a day away. The nearest hospital is a plane ride away, so any major trauma and you are dead. You are on your own out here and that does something to people.”

“Do they like all the fishermen coming here?”

“Well, let’s just say they have learned to live with it.”

 

I WALK OUT the back door to relieve myself. The color of the sky is purple and pink, making me believe sunrise is a few moments away, when really it’s just after one in the morning and the sun still hasn’t set. Seagulls coo as they ride the current of the wind, which has picked up. Soon the bears will begin their nightly walk along the beach, searching for salmon too weak to fight the current.

I have been warned. By the stewardess, the pilot, the bartender at the Anchorage airport, my family, and anyone else I’ve talked to in the last twenty-four hours. This is the most dangerous job in the world. People die out there. That’s what they said, and they were right. But that doesn’t frighten me, not in the beginning. I am too overcome by another feeling. Out here, it takes only a few hours to realize everything is different. This place is ancient, but there are no human ruins. It is ancient because other than the Native people who have occupied this small parcel of land, the view hasn’t changed since the end of the last ice age.

Later, in my bed, the mattress sags under my weight and a black mold stain stares down from the ceiling. The temperature has dropped into the mid-forties, but I feel warm. Warm and more content than I was in the overpriced hotel in Anchorage last night. Or the house where I lived for the past three months, with a toilet and running hot water.

The human race is a strange species. We are prone to mood swings. A change in geography can alter one’s outlook on life. Two days ago I was picking tomatoes for seven dollars an hour on a farm not far from the banks of the Sacramento River. Then the phone rang and someone asked if I could come to Alaska to work as crew on a commercial fishing operation. I’ve learned that these unexpected offers have a way of upping the ante in life, as if the mystery isn’t deep enough already. And so, I said yes.








RULES
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BEFORE TAKING THE JOB I, LIKE MOST, THOUGHT OF ALASKAN commercial fishing as something done in a small tug-shaped boat with a captain’s nest, where a cranky old man drank coffee and studied the charts, rubbing his fingers through his thick salt-and-pepper beard. On deck his tired but steady crew stood in thick slickers, either throwing the net out or bringing it in, full of fish.

Those boats do exist. They are called drift boats, and their method of fishing, “drifting,” is by far the most common type of commercial fishing. Drifters are allowed to put out up to 150 fathoms—900 feet—of gill net, which then drifts behind the boat. By law each boat measures 32 feet in length, no longer. This rule helps restrict any one boat from hogging the catch.

Sharon runs a set net operation, the other type of gill netting in Bristol Bay. Unlike drifting, set netting is done in a small skiff, not unlike a Boston Whaler, usually between fifteen and twenty feet in length. The size of the operation depends on the captain and how many sites he owns. Some set netters do it alone. Some set net boats have two people inside one skiff, some three or four. No matter what the number of people in the boat, set netters are only allowed to set out 50 fathoms—300 feet of net—from any two sites. The work involves picking the fish out of the net, either by hand or with a tool called a pick. Traditionally made from wood, modern picks have plastic handles that fit into the grip of a hand. At the top, a single three-inch piece of steel hooks outward like an oversized barb.

The routine is a constant throughout a day of fishing. First the net is pulled over the bow and brought to the middle of the boat, then held in place by large pins so it doesn’t slide up and down the length of the boat. Standing on either side of the stretched-out net, the fishermen continue to pull the net, a few feet at a time. Once they have pulled a piece of net into the boat with fish in it, the fishermen stop pulling and begin picking the fish out of the net. As soon as that section of the net is cleared of fish, the crew continues pulling the net, allowing the now cleared section of net to drop back into the water while a new section of the net with fish arrives in the boat. All the while the net is still fastened to the anchor system on land and in the water, thus effectively pulling the boat toward shore, inch by inch. The idea is to fish the net quickly and get it back in the water and then do it all over again. As fishermen like to say, “Clean gear catches fish.”

The main difference between drifting and set netting is implied in the terms. Unlike drift boats, whose nets are required by law to drift in the current while catching fish, set net operations are stationary, with one end of the net tied to the shore, the other end tied to an anchor somewhere in the river, usually three hundred feet offshore. A set netter must have both a light touch on the engine when setting the net and the ability to crank down on the engine when facing tough currents. And although the drifters take the lion’s share of the fish caught, set netters often have a higher profit ratio because they are using a small outboard motor and don’t have to pay for boat storage, engine repairs, large gear costs, and overhead.

Each skiff is unique in its design, depending on its owner and when it was built. Sharon’s runs twenty-two feet in length and seven and a half feet wide. There are aluminum rollers on each side of the boat, allowing the net to be dragged easily across the midsection of the boat without snagging. Her boat has three sections, each separated by thin aluminum bulkheads, no more than three feet tall. They are short enough to walk over, but the separate sections allow fish to be held in different areas of the boat, important for managing weight distribution on big days. Drift boats hold more and allow the crews to spend the nights on the boat, but skiffs have their advantages—they are quick and cheap, and they can get to shallow water. However, in severe weather they are vulnerable, and every year skiffs are swamped and lost to the river.

 

THE AVERAGE TEMPERATURE of the Egegik River in the summer is about 42 degrees. The average time a person lives after falling overboard? A few minutes at best, unless a person’s waders fill up with water or he gets caught in a net, in which case he will die in a matter of seconds.

Rule number one: On a boat, always carry a small knife on your person. If the net happens to snag a piece of your clothing—a zipper, your shoe, a button, anything at all—you will be pulled overboard. The knife is to cut you free.

 

OUR FIRST DAY and the engine won’t start. Boats speed upriver as Sharon fiddles with the motor, hoping to jiggle the right wire. I stand in the water up to my knees, waiting for her to figure it out. Behind me is Michelle, the third member on board. Michelle is a slight girl with translucent pale skin, as if she’s been inside an ice cooler for the last few days. She has a hunched-over posture and speaks in loud outbursts punctuated by shrieks of laughter. Originally from the state of Washington, Michelle moved to Egegik and married Scott Olsen, a longtime friend of Sharon’s. Together they live in a shack up the road from Sharon. They have no electricity, no heat, and not much food, and from what I can tell their diet consists of cigarettes and Coca-Cola or, as people up here refer to it, pop.

I am pleasantly surprised that my waders hold off the cold of the water. A fog has settled on the river, making the far bank disappear, which for some reason makes me nervous. Finally, Sharon uses a screwdriver and jumps the charge. There’s a choking cough, then the motor roars to life.

Already late, we motor upriver and make a long left turn, taking us directly across the river. Sharon has no maps, GPS devices, or depth finders. She doesn’t need them. She almost seems bored on our trip across the river. My eyes are wide, my mind racing with scenarios of how things might go terribly wrong. She lights a cigarette and wipes the hair from her eyes. She never looks down at the water, only ahead, to the far bank, as if fixated on a landmark, although I know she isn’t. She doesn’t need to be. Below us is an invisible channel, navigable only to people like Sharon, who have fished their entire adult lives on the Egegik River.

The boat bucks against a series of waves and then comes to a stop along the river’s edge, a thick layer of clayish mud. The brown water smells like salt, although the sea is seven miles downriver.

“Pull the net out. Lay it on the mud,” says Sharon. She maneuvers the boat to point upriver, then kills the engine. I jump out, immediately sinking in mud up to my shins.

“Keep your feet moving, otherwise you will lose your shoes,” yells Sharon from the back of the boat, where she’s busy grabbing some rope. “Grab the leads.”

I hesitate, not knowing what “the leads” are, but too embarrassed to speak up. The entire day I will be hyperalert, my eyes and ears ready to jump at Sharon’s every command. I am not worried about failing so much as looking like a complete fool. My overwhelming concern is that she is going to ask me to tie a proper sailing knot, something I never learned to do.

“Grab the line without corks,” she barks, seeing I do not know which part of the net to grab.

The lead line. This rope runs along the bottom of the net and is laced with lead, giving it weight, which will make the net, when extended, stand vertical like a volleyball net in the water.

Michelle pulls on the cork line, the top of the net. As the leads pull the net farther into the water, the cork line floats, held up by floating pieces of foam with holes in them.

Michelle and I lay the net near the waterline.

“Can’t put it there,” yells Sharon from the top of the cutbank, which is where the grass meets the mud.

“What?” I ask, growing more and more frustrated in the mud.

“Move it up shore. Now,” she yells.

As Michelle and I pull the net farther up the mud, a low-flying plane passes overhead with the words STATE TROOPER painted on its side.

I make my way up the mud bank toward Sharon, who stands near a piece of plywood nailed to a wooden stake in the tundra. The plywood has Sharon’s last name and her permit numbers spray-painted in large letters.

“Fish and Game rules,” she says, tying another knot on a rope in her hands. “No part of the net can touch the water before the opening start time.” Still busy with the rope, she continues, “Got to have your name printed in capital letters, clearly visible to troopers from one thousand feet offshore. Got to have your name on a cork every tenth fathom. And your permit number has to be on the first and last cork, and on the side of the boat. Any infraction means money and not being able to fish until it is corrected.”

Sharon has two sites, side by side, three hundred feet apart. Like a miner with a claim, she retains the right to these sites as long as she fishes them every year, but if she lets a year or two go by, anyone can come and claim the sites. In truth if the site owner does not attempt to fish, anyone can put their nets in that spot on any given day. But the law and local custom are blurred in places like Egegik. And even though it’s lawful for someone to fish Sharon’s spot because she isn’t there, it would take a lot of guts to do it. Why? First and foremost her brother fishes above her and he wouldn’t allow someone to sneak into her site. Further, she knows all the other fishermen upriver and downriver, and they would protect her site until they knew she was giving it up.

 

BEHIND THE SIGN are several steel rods buried in the bank, each placed a few feet apart with a single piece of rope weaving around them, in figure-eight patterns. The rods have been driven into the ground by a sledgehammer at an angle, aimed away from the river. Sharon grabs the line of rope tied to the rods and ties it to the cork line, effectively anchoring the net to the bank.

“If these ever break loose or you think they are, let me know,” she says, and then walks to the water.

“Hey Sharon, do you think we will get them today?” asks Michelle loudly, with a big grin.

Sharon ignores her and tells me to grab the red buoy lying on the beach. When I do, I realize it’s tied to the anchor sitting in the shallow water, flukes up.

“Free the anchor,” says Sharon.

I walk through the mud, struggling to pick my feet up one at a time. After I untangle the line from the anchor I throw Sharon the anchor cable and she clips the cable to a buoy. Once the anchor is set in the deep water of the river, this buoy will hover above the anchor, allowing us, and other fishermen, to know where it is at all times.

“Every time the tide changes, it fouls the line. Got to check it or the anchor won’t work.”

Now one end of the net is tied on a running line to the stakes, which during low tides run forty feet from the bank, to the water’s edge. During high tide the muddy beach will disappear and the distance between the edge of the water and the stakes will be less than ten feet. What fishermen are trying to capture is the push of fish that comes with the flood, or incoming tide. Because most nets are set in low tide, prior to the flood, the nets tend to dangle in the air, and sometimes between thirty and fifty feet will be exposed while the rest of the net is fishing in the river. Why? Because that portion of the net, dangling for a few hours of low tide, is there to capture the fish that will run toward the shallowest point, the shore, when the water rises. The biggest catches are usually made in this small area by the shore, referred to as the “inside.”

Sharon has the buoy, now clipped to the anchor line, tied to a large tow bar rising out of the back of the boat. Using the boat as leverage she slowly pulls the anchor out into deeper water, careful not to let the net leave the shore, for this would be illegal if done prior to the official opening. Instead she unties the buoy and throws it into the water. When the time comes we will grab this buoy and reattach it to the back of the boat and pull the net out into the water.

“Okay, now we do it all over again,” says Sharon as I pull myself over the bow, back into the boat, mud oozing off my waders.

At her other site we repeat our steps and this time leave the buoy attached to the boat, waiting to drag it in the water.

“What time is it?” asks Sharon. No one has a watch.

Each day the Alaska Department of Fish and Game announces the time of the opening. These openings can be anything from four-hour windows to forty-eight-hour marathons. Today’s opening: noon to 8:00 P.M., an eight-hour stretch. To have nets in the water a minute early can result in a fine of up to $2,500. To have nets in the water a minute after the closing can be equally costly. This explains the plane that flew overhead and why every three hundred feet boats like ours sit and wait, each with a line attached to a buoy ready to drag the anchor and net into the water.

After a few minutes of silence, several boats above and below us race straight offshore into the channel, pulling their nets into the water.

“Now what?” I ask.

“We fish,” she says, and guns the engine, slowly pulling the net off the shore into the water.

 

RULE NUMBER TWO: Listen to your captain.

Sharon has a short attention span and very little patience, and she rarely explains a procedure prior to doing it. She also has a tendency to give instructions in the form of frustrated commands, as if exhausted by telling you over and over the same thing, even if it’s for the first time.

But, I remind myself, she’s been fishing for twenty-four years. Me? Less than a day.

 

IT’S BEEN SAID that prostitution is the oldest profession. If so, fishing is the second oldest. And for fishing, like prostitution, nothing much has changed in terms of how business is conducted. Except for the invention of motorized engines and nylon webbing, fish are caught the same as they were two thousand years ago: by throwing a net in the water and pulling it back into the boat. Peter and Paul cast their nets in the Sea of Galilee and fed thousands. Between thirty and forty million sockeye salmon are caught every year in Bristol Bay. The yearly catch of Egegik alone is close to nine million fish.

The management of the Bristol Bay fishery took their cues from the Atlantic salmon fisheries, which are now commercially extinct, overfished by a large fishing fleet with too few rules. When Bristol Bay became an organized fishery in 1972, they made it limited, meaning the Alaska Department of Fish and Game does not issue any new permits. Ever. Between set netters and drift gill net boats there are fewer than three thousand permits in all of Bristol Bay—approximately 1,858 drift gill net permits and 1,000 set net permits.

Even though many captains own their boats, some are owned by a bank that carries the debt. No one works directly for the corporate fisheries; instead commercial fishermen work as independent contractors who sell their fish to the canneries and the fish wholesalers. This separation of labor and management helps ensure each side is playing by all the rules.

To fish commercially in any Bristol Bay district, one must have a Bristol Bay permit, and the only way to get one is either to have obtained it prior to 1972, or to buy an existing one from someone getting out of the business. Each permit holder must carry their permit while fishing, usually around their neck in a waterproof case. Crew members must purchase a crew license for the year, which runs between $100 and $200, also required by law to be carried on their bodies while fishing.

Fishing in Alaska is an expensive vocation. Boats run anywhere between $50,000 and $250,000. In the late 1980s, at the peek of the wild salmon market, permits were selling for upward of $200,000. But since the early 1990s, with the introduction of farmed salmon, the price of wild salmon has fallen, and so has the price of permits. Recently, permits range anywhere from $25,000 to $100,000.

Some boats date back to the 1960s, with small cabins, rusted smokestacks, and outdated engines. These are the less expensive ones. The newer boats have hydraulics to haul up the nets, large horsepower engines, and room downstairs for sleeping. The most expensive boats are the ones powered by jet engines. These boats take the most fuel to run, but they also tend to be owned by the high-liners—a term that refers to those captains who have the largest catches year after year. The jet engines increase their catch because the captain can get the thirty-two-foot-long boat into water six inches deep, which is where the fish tend to run.

It’s true the run has diminished over time, and fishing has contributed to that, but overall, Bristol Bay is still the healthiest run in the world. Limited entry and strict law enforcement have played a large part in regulating the fishery. Or, in other words, the real mystery to fishing in Bristol Bay is not whether the fish will return each year. They do. It is figuring out how to stay both financially solvent and alive.

 

WE ARE PICKING fish from the net when I hear what sounds like a low-flying jet.

“Luke,” says Sharon, pointing to a drift boat barreling upriver. The captain, high in a crow’s nest above the boat, waves and Sharon waves back.

“Quantum Leap. He’ll sit there for a few minutes and then set for the ebb,” she says, picking five fish while I struggle with one.

After a few moments Sharon leans over the net and grabs my fish, now stuck halfway through the web, his body crushed by my efforts to squeeze him out one side or the other.

She takes the fish and slams it against the bin. The fish squirts into the bin.

“They aren’t antiques,” she says.

Over on the Quantum Leap the engines fire up and the vessel is on step in seconds. When a boat is “on step” it is going so fast it draws only a small amount of water. Some of the larger jet boats draw no more than six inches of water at top speed. As the Quantum Leap skims along a sandbar, the crew runs toward the captain’s nest. Then, just as it reaches full speed, the net releases, sailing out the back. Luke, the captain, drives on until the net is almost fully extended and then comes to a sudden halt, the end of the net snapping taut as the boat sinks back into the water.

“If that net caught any piece of you on the way out, it would tear you in half,” says Sharon, grabbing another fish and then another. I work as fast as I can, but catching up to her rate of production is just not possible.

The problem with learning how to fish on a fast, cold river in Alaska is that every single moment is a new event, something to learn.

“You got to see the fish,” she says, her hands working lightning fast to snap fish out of the net and onto the floor of the skiff. She sees me stuck on another fish, unable to free it.

“It’s all physics. You got to see the fish.”

 

IT IS AROUND three o’clock when we take our first break. We have picked the nets twice, each time pulling ourselves to shore, dragging the net across the boat. Up to our knees in fish, Sharon estimates we have 5,000 pounds on the boat and more fish still in the net.

“How much can the boat hold?” I ask.

“Six or seven thousand pounds is borderline safe, but I’ve put over nine on here before. Almost sank, but if there is no wind, it’s possible.”

We keep fishing. My arms begin to feel the work of pulling the net. I take a moment and look at Sharon and then myself. We have blood and guts up to our waists.

“What the fuck are you doing?” yells Sharon, looking behind me. I look over my shoulder. Michelle has her gloves off, smoking a cigarette.

“Smoking.”

“I can see that. But we are working here.”

“I think I hurt my back. I just needed a little break.”

Sharon shakes her head, sweat dripping down her face, and looks over at me. Together we reach for the net.

Rule number three: No matter how cold or tired you are, never complain about physical discomfort. You won’t be invited back.

 

LATER THAT NIGHT, up in Sharon’s loft, we go over the day’s work. I am still confused about the process of set netting, the rules, the role of Fish and Game, and about why Sharon has the right to fish where she does but no one else can. I have so many questions. Does she own this shack? Where’s her son? Where’s Carl, her fishing partner? And all the boats on the water today, they all waved at her. Does she know everyone out there?

It is well after midnight, but outside her window a rainbow comes straight down from the clouds into the tundra across the river, a steel shaft of color driving straight into the ground.

For the rest of the night we sip on whiskey, chased with cold beers. Over these few hours I feel a sensation of equilibrium slowly seep into my brain, floating gently across my own psyche. Why is it that this only happens when I find myself in a place on earth where it’s obvious that nature and man have found a way to coexist? I don’t mean “balance,” a politically charged word when speaking of nature. “Balance” implies serenity and rock gardens and lectures under the last remaining big tree by people who think nature is a benevolent place.

But Egegik? This is different. This is nature challenging my very existence. Up here nature demands respect and attention at all times. Any slip and it will devour me in a moment. I will settle for coexisting with nature. And by coexist I do not mean to imply equals; that is a ridiculous notion. Instead, if we are lucky, we are like parasites riding along the dorsal fin of a great white, where the trick of the small creature is to make sure its entire way of being does not interfere with the monster it is riding. That is man and nature.

Looking down, I notice my hands tightening. My fingers have small cuts and my back is sore. Sharon notices my grimacing face as I close and open my hands.

“It will get worse,” she says, rubbing her forearm. “I lost the feeling in my wrists almost five years ago.”

There is a knock on the front door and then we hear it close.

“Oh captain, my captain, what time tomorrow?” comes a voice from downstairs. It’s Michelle. “We’re going fishing, right?”

Sharon gets on her hands and knees, looking down the stairs into the kitchen.

“Come by tomorrow around noon, we’ll figure it out.”

There was no invitation for Michelle to come upstairs and Michelle didn’t ask. That is the way it works in Sharon’s house: don’t ask to be invited. She does the inviting.

The front door shuts and Sharon waits a minute, making sure Michelle is gone.

“She and I did twelve thousand pounds the other day.”

“You and her? Or you, and her watching?”

Sharon shrugs her shoulders and lights another cigarette. “She’s all right. Never fished a day in her life until two days ago. Just needs a bit of encouragement.”

Slowly, Sharon moves toward her bed, obviously in pain. She has put off her surgery for carpal tunnel syndrome until next year. And that was put off from the year before. Her forearms, although chiseled and strong, have long ago melded into a bundle of fried tendons, leaving her with stiff paws that tend to maul whatever she grabs.

“And, she did hurt her back on the twelve-thousand-pound day, which is why I called you to replace her,” she says, exhaling her smoke and looking me straight in the eye.

Rule number four: Don’t bad-mouth the locals. Sharon hasn’t survived this long by making enemies.
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