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The fishermen have the fastest boats of all. Their boats scarcely touch the water. They have much equipment, thousands of dollars worth. They can’t fish in one place for fear that there are more fish in another place.

—WENDELL BERRY
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1 FISHERMEN ARE EVERYWHERE


Fishermen are everywhere; all it takes is for the subject to come up, and somehow it always does. I had a plumber out the other day to look at my clogged toilet. When I explained that the plunger had no effect, he smiled in the kindly way of a doctor comforting a worried parent and said that yes, he’d seen this before, it wasn’t terminal and he knew just what to do. But then on his way to the bathroom, he stopped to look at the fish photos I have tacked up in my office.

“You like to fly-fish,” he said. “I’m an ice fisherman myself…” and we were off to the races.

Not long before that, my firewood guy, Fred, was out making a delivery and as we unloaded two cords of dry pine he explained to me, as he always does, how many more trout I’d catch if I’d only use live bait. Fred thinks I fish with artificial flies because I’m squeamish about worms and he is only trying to be helpful, but of course, he’s wasting his time. People fish the way they want to and won’t be talked out of it. After you’ve explained in detail how your method is better than theirs in every conceivable way, they’ll smile benignly and say, “Well, this is just how I like to do it,” and you can’t argue with that.

Once I was in northern Michigan fishing with a friend, a local who seemed to know every sweet spot in the county as well as every year-round resident of his hometown of Charlevoix. One afternoon, we stopped at the docks to see how the weigh-in for the Trout Tournament was going and ran into a guy my friend had known since grade school. We told him we’d been out fly-fishing the local rivers and he said, “I thought about getting into fly-fishing once, but it’s too expensive.”

My friend and I exchanged a look. This guy had just stepped off a cabin cruiser suitable for the high seas of Lake Michigan, with twin 50-horse outboards, military-grade fish-finding electronics, and enough tackle to stock a Bass Pro Shop that, all together, must have set him back six figures. We could have explained how much fly-fishing that kind of money could buy, but at the moment the guy couldn’t have been happier with things as they were. He’d just brought in a 30-pound chinook that he thought might land him first place in the salmon category, which would be worth a thousand dollars in prize money, a mount of the fish by a good local taxidermist, and a place in local history. So we wished him luck with his fish, grabbed dinner at a café, and then headed off to catch the evening hatch.

When I took up fly-fishing in the late 1960s, I was naturally lumped in with the influx of hippies who’d recently adopted the sport and who were held responsible for techniques that were considered heresies then, but have since become standard practice. I can’t say it was a bum rap because I looked and sometimes acted the part, but in fact I was never entirely successful as a hippie. I believed in peace, love, and the simple life in a general way, and still do, but my redneck streak ran deep and the yin-and-yang symbol you saw everywhere then as an emblem of balance and harmony always reminded me of two pork chops in a frying pan.

And I wasn’t much interested in heresy, either. Early on I fell in with a crowd that favored the bamboo rods and hackled dry flies that were already beginning to look dated by the early ’70s. Maybe we’d turned our backs on so much of our buttoned-down upbringing that we were attracted to this harmless backwater of sporting tradition as a kind of security blanket, or maybe we just understood that those guys had been at this for a while and knew things we didn’t. Whatever the reason, we imagined ourselves to be the counterculture equivalent of tweedy sportsmen, while the old-timers just saw us as a bunch of charm school dropouts who needed haircuts.

It could have been another phase I was going through—we all went through some phases back then—but that vision of the sport took hold as just the way I like to do it, although that’s not to say I’ve never strayed.

Most of my flies are tied from drab natural materials in the old Catskill style, but I also like to have a few of the latest cartoon-colored plastic and rubber monstrosities and I’m not above tying one on when I think it’ll outperform fur and feathers.

Most of my favorite rods are still bamboo—old tackle triggers the kind of nostalgia that’s irresistible to some—but I fish some graphites, too, including a few that are among the best fly rods I’ve ever cast, as well as some others that make me wonder what I was thinking at the time.

I’ve fished with spinning rods, but not often. It’s not that I have anything against them, but that I somehow went from the level-wind bait casters of my youth straight to fly rods without that intermediate step. I must have missed the whole spin fishing thing while I was away at college.

And I’ve fished my share of bait. There were the worms I drowned as a kid, as well as red wigglers and live hoppers I sometimes fished with a fly rod on days when I wanted dinner and proper dry flies weren’t producing. I’ve thought about revealing my secret history as a worm-dunker to Fred, but by now the whole bait/fly controversy has become a private joke that we both enjoy.

I was down at our little market in town recently and a fly fisherman who works there told me he was taking up ice fishing this year as a way to while away the off season. (Ice fishing again; it must be in the air.) I almost gave him my old ice auger, but then thought better of it. I haven’t ice fished in twenty years, but I still have the auger and the guy had a point: winters here are uneventful enough that sitting out on the ice staring down a hole—“the stone-age equivalent of watching television,” as Jim Harrison called it—could begin to look pretty entertaining.

I find it comfortable and comforting to live in a place like this that’s not a big fishing destination, but where fishing is just an ordinary thing people do when they have the time, or, in some cases, go to considerable trouble to make the time. Where the guy behind the counter at the feed store—standing under a mount of a 30-pound lake trout—asks if you’ve been getting out without having to specify out where and doing what. (I’ve noticed that 30 pounds is about the minimum size for mounting a lake trout. It must be some kind of unwritten rule.)

But I also love the expeditions, especially those that take me to places you could call wilderness if only because you won’t see anyone on the water that you didn’t see at breakfast. Sometimes the fish there are bigger and more numerous than you’re used to; other times they just haven’t yet been made hysterical by a constant barrage of flies. Or maybe they’ve seen their share of plugs and spinners, but are pushovers for the feathery liveliness of streamers, making you look like a better fisherman than you are.

In the end, though, it’s all just fishing and therefore better some days than others. But even when the catching is slow there are compensations, like a sense of scale and emptiness you won’t find on your neighborhood creeks and, once the droning of the outboard and the small talk go silent, a kind of sublime stillness. It’s one thing to not hear any traffic noise, but another altogether to know that the nearest automobile is a hundred miles away by floatplane.

Or maybe you bump into some local wildlife—woodland caribou, let’s say—and rather than running in terror at the sight of a human, they just stand there as dumbfounded as dairy cows, while you think, I am a long way from home.

I do know how I like to fish—with floating lines and dry flies as a benchmark, followed closely by dries and droppers, swung wet flies, and streamers—all methods that were familiar a century ago. But I also know that the quickest way to get off on the wrong foot is to show up thinking you know better than the guides who’ve worked their water for years. Even on days when the guide is clearly guessing, I have to think his guess is better than mine and I’ve learned a lot just by following instructions.

Sometimes it’s something new, like the flapdoodle, a quick and dirty way to attach a barrel swivel and spinner blade to an otherwise conventional salmon fly. This rig sinks the fly deeper and adds a mechanical flash that can sometimes open the mouths of recalcitrant king salmon. (And if hardware is too nontraditional for your sensibilities, I can show you hundred-year-old tackle catalogs offering flies fitted with blades and propellers as evidence that our grandfathers weren’t as stodgy as we thought.) Honestly, I was skeptical myself at first, but I was fishing a flapdoodle behind a 5/0 pink bunny fly when I cracked 30 pounds on king salmon, so I came around pretty quickly.

More often, though, it’s just a new fly pattern or some nuance of drift or a counterintuitive mend in the line; something so close to what I’d been doing all along that it was almost indistinguishable, but still just different enough to make a difference. These are the things you learn incrementally, but that accumulate over time into something like instinct.

It took me a while—probably too long—but even when the fishing is good, I now like to stop casting occasionally just to look around; not to bag snaps to post on Facebook, but to form memories in the old, manual way that gave rise to the phrase “the picture doesn’t do it justice.” After all, it’s less about the fish themselves than about the unlikely and often beautiful places we go to find them as well as the time-consuming slog of getting there in the first place. And if nothing else, when someone asks what the place was like, it’s nice to have an answer.

Most guides understand a little sightseeing and leave you to it, while others—often the youngest ones—freak out, thinking you’re either bored or that you’re having a stroke, and stopping to explain yourself has a way of ruining the moment. It’s best if you can arrange to wander off by yourself for a while (travel writer Paul Theroux once wrote, “As soon as I was alone I could think straight”) but guides don’t like to leave their charges unsupervised because God knows what kind of trouble they could get into. Fishing guides sit up late some nights swapping stories about their hapless clients and the idiotic mistakes they make.

The same thing goes when I’m back in camp. Given the interminable chores, demanding logistics, and a revolving crop of new and often clueless fishermen every week, it’s amazing that these places run as smoothly as they usually do. It’s even more amazing that, even in close quarters, most of the work goes on behind the scenes, where you never see it. So, although I might feel like a frontiersman when I come in off the water to build a warming fire in my cabin, I’ll remind myself that it was someone else who cut and split the wood and stacked it on the porch. I spent too many years doing other people’s dirty work to ever take for granted those who now do it for me and it’s one more thing to think about when it’s time to ante up my tip.

Once, not that long ago, contact with the outside world was not only all but unheard-of at these remote fishing camps, it was something to be dreaded. Case in point: it was over thirty years ago now that I was sitting at the dinner table at a fly-in lodge in northern Canada when the cook came in, put her hand on the shoulder of a man sitting across from me, and said, “You have a call.”

The table went silent. Forks froze halfway to mouths. In those days, a “call” meant that someone was trying to reach you on the shortwave radio that could be heard crackling and spitting in the kitchen like electronic bacon—our only tenuous link to civilization—and since it’s only bad news that can’t wait till you get home, you imagine the worst: accidents, house fires, death…

But this time it was only business—something urgent at the man’s law firm. We could overhear Lorraine, the lodge owner’s wife, a hundred fifty kilometers away in Goose Bay, saying she had his partners on the phone from LA and was prepared to relay the conversation. Shouting in order to be heard over the static, our colleague said, “LORRAINE! TELL THEM I’M FISHING!”

It was a good answer and should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t. The man stayed on the radio for quite a while, but we’d stopped eavesdropping and gone back to chattering about the day’s fishing. Compared to real disaster, a problem at work was too mundane to hold our interest. The poor guy finally came back to the table half an hour later, looking exasperated and followed by the cook, who’d spirited his dinner away to keep it warm in the oven until he was ready for it. “Bless her heart,” as my grandmother would have said.

Some people think being this profoundly out of touch is dangerous. They’re probably right, but forget that it’s no more dangerous than driving to the store for a quart of milk. My father used to have a plaque over his desk at work that read “Illigitimus non carborundum,” Latin for “Don’t let the bastards grind you down,” and although he didn’t live to ever fish at a place this remote, he’d have savored the idea that in a fishing camp the bastards not only couldn’t grind him down but probably couldn’t even reach him.

Sadly, more and more of these camps now have Wi-Fi reception, so instead of lounging and talking in the evenings, fishermen rush off to check emails from work or learn about their kids’ soccer games, and that old sense of timeless isolation has been lost. It would be easy enough to turn everything off and get it back, but no one ever does.

The sport has changed and any of us who thought it wouldn’t were being naïve. (We changed it ourselves when we took it up in our twenties and thirties. That’s why the old guys kept giving us the hairy eyeball.) And that fisherman in Michigan was right: it’s gotten more expensive. A few weeks ago, a friend sent me a new, high-tech leader nipper that retails for seventy dollars, or nearly three times what I paid for my first fly rod. I wondered if this was an example of inflation or a sign of what’s happening to the sport, but decided it was the latter because you can still buy the traditional leader nipper—a pair of fingernail clippers—for the price of a cup of coffee.

Something else that didn’t cost much was my rubber snake. It’s a pretty convincing facsimile of a coiled rattlesnake, thirteen inches across and not quite as big around as my wrist, with its rattle elevated menacingly and its mouth open to expose rubber fangs. This is rattlesnake country, so it gave me a good start when I saw it at a yard sale, coiled on a card table amid the screwdrivers and coffee cups, and as soon as I recovered, the twelve-year-old boy who still lives inside me had to have it.

At the time, some of us belonged to a fishing lease on a trout stream in Wyoming—an ordinary freestone creek made better because only a handful of us ever fished it. The catch was, the place was said to be lousy with rattlesnakes, and because some members brought their kids and dogs there, we were asked to carry sidearms and dispatch any rattlers we saw. I was skeptical of the stories. In the years I fished there, the only snakes I ever saw were harmless bull snakes or plains garters. But I nonetheless loaded my dad’s old revolver with snake shot and dutifully carried it every time I fished there.

It also happened that one of the people I fished the lease with had a thing about rattlesnakes. I don’t mean the healthy respect we all have, but something approaching a phobia that made him twitchy at the thought of them and caused him to jump at things like the clicking of grasshoppers in the weeds. He was the one guy in the group who didn’t carry a sidearm, but the sight of the rest of us strapping on our six-guns every morning must have kept the whole snake business fresh in his mind.

Now, I’ve never been a big practical joker, but as the new owner of a realistic rubber rattlesnake, the obvious gag suggested itself. So, I brought the snake along the next time we fished the lease and waited for my chance to plant it in the trail ahead of my victim, or maybe just plop it outside his tent, where it would be the first thing he saw in the morning.

But as I waited for my opportunity, I started to stew about it. The trouble with practical jokes is that if they fall flat, you not only look like a fool, but tempt revenge just for the lame attempt, while if they’re successful, they demand serious payback, and the more successful they are, the more diabolical and unexpected that payback will be. For that matter, the meanness of playing on someone’s weakness that you thought would be funny might feel creepy after the fact, or maybe the inherent cruelty that made it seem like a good prank in the first place ends up revealing something about you that you’d rather not have widely known. And they’ve been known to go terribly wrong: maybe someone falls and breaks a leg or, God forbid, has a heart attack.

At a certain age, you’ve made so many dumb mistakes that you’re able to identify the kind of faulty thinking that leads up to them, so after carrying the snake around in my pack for a day and a half, I finally stuffed it under the seat of my pickup and abandoned the plan. And then an odd thing happened. Up till then I’d been fishing poorly—pooching easy casts, missing strikes, breaking off fish—but once that stupid snake was out of the picture, I began to fish brilliantly and ended up catching the largest trout I ever landed there: a big fat brown that measured so close to 18 inches that I forgave myself the offending fraction of an inch, as any fisherman would have.

We eventually dropped out of that lease for reasons I no longer remember—time passes; things change. The rubber snake now sits coiled in a corner of my office on top of my old Remington typewriter as a reminder of that brown trout, what led up to it, and that although fishing is no longer really about success, catching fish is still somehow right at the heart of the game.
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2 ANIAK


I flew from Denver to Anchorage to meet my friend Mike Dvorak, who’d come up from Minneapolis. This was on the afternoon of the summer solstice: the longest day and shortest night of the year, which at that latitude amounts to a few dusky hours, but no real night at all, and I was already anticipating the disorienting effects of nonstop daylight. It’s not so much the sleep deprivation as that the boundaries between days dissolve, leaving you with the sense that something has gone haywire with time itself.

We spent what passed for the night in a motel near the airport and flew out to Aniak the next morning on a regional airline. Our flight left an hour and a half late—about par for Alaska—and when we finally boarded, the pilot said, “Sorry for the delay. We had to go through three aircraft, but now I think we’ve got a good one.”

Aniak is one of those outpost towns that haven’t bothered to pretty themselves up for tourists. ATVs and outboards were disassembled on lawns with their parts spread out on tarps; pickups were left with their hoods yawning open like patients in dentist’s chairs; a leaning shed was propped up with a spruce pole; and an odd assortment of dogs lounged around looking bored and disheveled. No rustic bistros; no shops selling trinkets, and in this proudly mixed-race village the high school basketball team has provocatively named itself the Halfbreeds.

The terminal at the airport was a quonset hut populated by the usual mix of itinerant sports and working stiffs. A medium-sized dog with a dirty face wandered through the sparse crowd—yellow Lab and pit bull, if I had to guess. Word is she lived nearby and met every flight, working the crowd for handouts like a Southern politician. Once we met the guides and collected our gear, we were escorted outside to the lodge van, an old yellow school bus with a transmission that sounded like a coffee grinder.

We met the camp manager, Ludi Gericke, at the office of the Aniak River Lodge, where he held court in his South African accent with a husky named Oakley at his feet. Ludi manages the business of the camp from town, where there’s at least spotty cell phone and Wi-Fi coverage, and he explained why the same signals upriver at the camp were even less reliable, as if our main concern was signal strength rather than the quality of the fishing. It was too technical to follow, but sounded vaguely like the old party line telephones from the 1950s that wouldn’t let you make a call if your neighbor was already talking. I didn’t mention that I’d turned off my phone and wouldn’t turn it on again until I got back to Anchorage. When I started coming north in simpler times, I wasn’t kidding when I told people I’d be out of touch until I got home, and although that’s now changing in some places, I’m sticking to my story.

From there we piled into a johnboat with Aaron, the head guide, motored up the Kuskokwim River for a mile or so, and turned south into the Aniak, where we stopped to try for a pod of sheefish that were rolling in a trough along the east bank. “Aniak” is a Yup’ik word meaning something like “where it comes in,” referring to the mouth of a river, or exactly where we were at the moment.

Sheefish are large members of the whitefish family with bass-like mouths and silhouettes that resemble tarpon. They’re good to eat, but they don’t freeze well for shipping, so few outside Alaska have ever tasted one. Some who write about Alaskan fishing claim that they’re known as “the tarpon of the north,” but no one actually calls them that. They call them sheefish. We swung streamers to cruising fish and in an hour of blind casting, Mike picked up a small one and then a bruiser about 34 inches long, while I couldn’t buy a take. By way of consolation, Aaron assured me they were notoriously hard to catch.

After a twenty-five-mile run upriver to the camp, we tossed our gear in one of the cabins and sat down to supper with the guides at the lodge. The room was large and sparsely furnished, with the regulation picture windows overlooking the river. The walls were nearly bare except for the mounted head of a bull moose gazing down on the table like a huge dog waiting for a handout. This was the first week the camp was open and Mike and I were the only fishermen. We joked about being props in a dress rehearsal for the real clients, but in fact we had the unheard-of luxury of fresh guides and a whole river all to ourselves.

The next morning, we went out again with Aaron and swung pink bunny flies for chum salmon in a run where they’re known to pod up. Fish were rolling when we got there, but when we began hooking up they turned out to be kings weighing between 10 and 12 pounds. The catch was that the king salmon run in the Aniak was so skimpy that year that Alaska Fish & Game had closed the season on them. The rules were specific: we weren’t supposed to knowingly target kings, but if we hooked one inadvertently we could land it (or try to), but we couldn’t keep it or lift it from the water for any reason. So that’s what we did, but after a couple of fish each we could no longer maintain the fantasy that we were fishing for chums and getting kings by mistake, so we reeled in and went looking for rainbows.

Early in the season, rainbows are usually found in the spectacular logjams this river piles up as it changes course at will in the spring floods, washing away entire trees in the process. Some old jams are left dry and bleached on sandbars where the water once flowed, while the fresher ones are piled in the river with the current bulging against them, sometimes with leaves and needles still attached. Other trees lie with their crowns snagged in midriver and their exposed root balls bobbing rhythmically in the current like trolls shaking their fists at the sky. There’s so much wood in this river that Ludi had warned us in advance not to bring sinking lines. “All you’ll do is lose flies,” he said.

We ended up snaking some fat rainbows out of the wood on weighted streamers after giving foam and deer hair mice a good try. Mice are usually the hot ticket here early in the season, but Aaron thought the rainbows weren’t on them yet because the river was still too high and dark. Maybe the fish couldn’t even see our flies on the surface, or maybe they could but they were too much trouble to go after in the fast water. I thought it might be the unusually hot weather. (I’d packed fleece, wool, and rain gear for the Alaska I remembered, but was fishing in shirtsleeves with my nose peeling from sunburn.) But the real reason was that we had outsmarted ourselves by coming early to beat the rush on the mousing and getting there too early. It’s the oldest story in fishing.

The next day we went out with Tristan and tried the king spot again. Salmon running to spawn are forever shuffling upstream and we hoped the kings had moved out and been replaced by chums. In fact, the kings from the day before had moved out and were replaced by larger kings. We caught a few to make sure. Mike’s best weighed about 20 pounds and it was that rosy pink color they begin to turn when they enter fresh water. That color change is the first outward sign that the fish is dying, as all Pacific salmon do after they spawn. It’s like leaves turning colors in October before they fall off the tree and just as poignantly pretty, so Mike, a photographer by trade, took a few photos while Tristan held the fish carefully (and legally) in the water.

We never saw my biggest. It nearly yanked the rod from my hand when it hit and then bore off unstoppably for 30 or 40 yards before the hook came loose. As I was reeling in, Mike said, “I wish you could see your face.” I can imagine: heartbroken over losing a fish I knew I shouldn’t have hooked in the first place. Kings are my favorite salmon, but even on a vacant river where bumping into a ranger is unlikely, the honor system is still binding.

So we motored up a clear tributary called the Buckstock and caught grayling. I’ve had a soft spot for arctic grayling ever since I caught them forty years ago in the Northwest Territories on my first junket as a writer. With their iridescent bodies, prissy little mouths designed for eating insects, and that flamboyantly tall dorsal fin with its pink and lavender spots, they wouldn’t look out of place on a coral reef. I’ve since caught Montana grayling in some of the mountain lakes in the Rockies where they’ve been stocked, but Michigan grayling were already a fading memory long before I ever fished there, the victims of overfishing, trout stocking, and logging. If you say Michigan grayling now, people might think you mean Grayling, Michigan, a village of fewer than 2,000 residents, some of whom don’t realize that their town is named after a locally extinct fish.

I’ve never found grayling to be difficult to catch, but their best waters are so remote that just getting to where the fish are is plenty hard enough. The grayling in the Buckstock ranged from 15 inches up to a few that were pushing 20 and they’d ignore a size 12 dry fly on a dead drift, but eat it happily if you gave it a little upstream twitch as it came into their window. They were lovely fish and I had my little waterproof digital camera with me, but Mike is a photographer whose work hangs in museums, so I left the picture taking to him. He’d lift a fish from the water, gently jiggle it once so it would elevate that big fin the way we’d throw out our arms to keep our balance, snap the photo, and have the fish back in the water in three seconds. Mike has been at this a long time and knows all the tricks.

On the way out, we fished a slot right on the mud line where the clear Buckstock entered the cloudier Aniak, trying for a small pod of chums. The chums were having none of it, but we got some of the Dolly Vardens, grayling, and rainbows that were dogging the spawning salmon hoping for a meal of eggs. We also spotted a big, solitary king—a pink slab that might have gone 30 pounds—but we left it alone.

After a few more days we moved another fifteen miles upriver to a tent camp. The place was presided over by a caretaker named Mike Monroe, known affectionately to the guides as Uncle Fucker. He spends the entire season up there, mostly alone with his two black Labs, Rio and G.B., and, for two days each week, either welcomes or tolerates fishermen; it’s hard to tell which. His legendary grumpiness may just be an act, as some claim, but if it is, it’s an award-winning performance.

Mike and I went out every day with two 8-weight rods each, one rigged with a mouse, the other with a streamer. Now and then the odd rainbow would tumble for the mouse, but we were pulling them out of the logjams on streamers on a fairly regular basis. They were lovely big fish with deep green backs, wide crimson stripes, pearl-colored bellies, and ink-black spots that extended all the way to their lips and dribbled down their pectoral fins like coarsely ground pepper.

These are resident rainbows that feed on rodents and fish in the early season, and then for the next few months, as five species of salmon successively enter the river to spawn and then die, on salmon eggs in the millions, followed by tons of the decaying flesh of the salmon themselves. These fish don’t have to go to sea like steelhead to get fat because the sea conveniently comes to them.

I don’t think a day went by when we didn’t see moose, including several cows with twin calves. Mike and I never saw a bear, but two of the other guides did. A cow moose and two calves ran headlong across the river in front of them with a brown bear in pursuit, closing on the baby that was lagging behind, but when the bear spotted the boat it veered off and retreated. (Bears are hunted here, so they’re shy of humans.) Your sympathy naturally lies with the calf, with its knobby knees and Bullwinkle face, but we reminded ourselves that nothing eats if nothing dies and that the bear was hungry and may have had cubs to feed.

The river in this upper stretch is inscrutably braided with dead-end side channels and tributaries, and we were happy to be with guides who knew where they were going. On your own, it would be too easy to go up a feeder creek thinking you were still in the river and end up God knows where. It happens. New guides sometimes get lost in this maze and there’s the story of a party of fishermen from the town of Aniak that blasted up a tributary creek thinking they were still in the river and, miles up in there, finally ran their jet boat aground at full speed, wrecking their craft and losing most of their gear.

With no other option, they started the long hike out, but making your way through these scrubby, tangled northern forests isn’t like strolling in a park. Bears are built like tanks and moose are up on stilts, but humans crash and stumble and don’t make much headway, so after several grueling days they’d managed to go only a few miles.

These guys had two strokes of luck: one was that they’d retrieved their flare gun; the other was they were smart enough not to use it until they heard a distant outboard passing on the river. That was a guide on his way back to camp after a day of fishing. The flare was barely visible over the treetops, but from its position it was obvious where they must be. They were a mess, as you’d expect: tired, hungry, wet, exhausted, covered with mosquito bites, and borderline hysterical.

The way the guides tell it, these guys were hapless idiots, but then there are two unwritten rules in operation here. One is that if someone is in trouble, you’re obliged to drop everything and help; the other states that once you’ve rescued someone, you’ve earned the right to make fun of them.

One day at a place called Timber Creek, we beached our boat near the mouth of the stream and hiked upstream for a while before fishing back down. Mike went ahead with our guide Ron, fishing a mouse, while I came along fifty yards behind with a weighted streamer called a Slump Buster.

We got several nice rainbows, and after we’d gone a quarter mile or so, Mike and Ron spotted a big one—even at a distance their body language was unmistakable—and Mike ran the mouse over it a dozen times without a look. Finally, they waved me down, pointed out where the fish was, and stood back for me to make the cast.

The fish took on the first swing and the fight seemed to last forever as it tried its best to tangle me in the logjams that clog this little river. Every time it made a dash for cover, I put the brakes on—hoping for the best and fearing the worst—and every time the leader ticked a snag, my breath caught and my heart stopped. This wasn’t a marginally legal king salmon, but a big rainbow I had every right to if I could manage to land it, which I somehow eventually did. It was the only fish we measured on that trip: 25 inches long and so fat I could barely get my hands around it to pose for the photo. I could go on about it, as fishermen do, but let’s just say that bigger and possibly even prettier rainbows have been caught in Alaska, but not by me.

After I released it, I furled my fly and followed Ron and Mike as they fished on down to the boat. They didn’t have to ask why I’d stopped casting. This was near the end of what seemed like a week-long, sleepless blur of fish and it must have been obvious that I was experiencing a kind of bliss, a term Paul Theroux once defined as “the exalted state of not wishing to be anywhere else.”

Back at camp, Uncle Fucker and I sat by the fire he’d built—not for warmth, because it was hot, but to discourage the swarms of mosquitos—and talked about how, as the permafrost melts from the effects of global warming, it spits up mammoth teeth and farts ancient trapped methane into the atmosphere, a greenhouse gas that only makes matters worse. He said that in recent years he’s watched the once-permanent snowfields in the Kuskokwim Mountains forty miles away shrink inexorably until they’re now half the size they were just a few seasons ago. I felt I was beginning to locate the source of the grouchiness. Many of us wonder what the world will look like in another twenty years, but few have a front porch view of receding glaciers or the days of solitude to contemplate what they mean.

I couldn’t help thinking about all the fossil fuel I’d burned recently. A pickup truck to the airport parking lot, shuttle bus to the terminal, two airplanes to Aniak, and then all the way upriver in a johnboat with a 40-horse outboard and a gas tank the size of a steamer trunk, all to arrive in the wilderness to commiserate with Uncle F. about the effects of climate change. Something else to keep me awake at night, as if the midnight sun weren’t enough.

From there on out it was all the tedious anticlimax of travel: one more night at the main lodge, then the long boat ride to the ramshackle airport in Aniak and the uneventful flight back to Anchorage, where the temperature was a record-breaking 90 degrees and the air was smoky from wildfires. The first thing I saw when we walked into the terminal was an overheated family of four sitting side by side on a bench with their mouths open like a school of carp. That night we ate dinner at a restaurant overlooking the seaplane base at Lake Spenard. The place had huge picture windows so we tourists could sit and watch the planes come and go as if they were some species of endangered waterfowl.

On the walk between the restaurant and our motel, we had to stop and wait at a traffic light and there in the heat and bustle of the biggest city in the state it was hard to believe that just that morning we’d been on a river still wild enough that you can catch all the fish you want without being much of a fisherman, so bragging is pointless, although most of us do it anyway. So in spite of everything, maybe Alaska really is “The Last Frontier,” as its license plates proclaim, conjuring up all the lopsided romance, thoughtless rapacity, and cracker barrel humor that phrase implies.

I remember that when the territory gained statehood in 1959 a series of dumb jokes made the rounds about how Texas, at half the size of Alaska, was no longer the biggest state in the union. In one, an insecure Texan strolls into a hardware store in Anchorage, kicks a roll of fencing, and says, “Our chickens back home would walk right through this stuff,” and the clerk replies, “That ain’t chicken wire, mister; it’s mosquito netting.”
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