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Preview
The author, and former Alaska sport fishing lodge owner, writes of his fishing and wildlife adventures on remote rivers flowing to the Bering Sea, Bristol Bay, Gulf of Alaska, and Cook Inlet. Various episodes include a discussion of fishing for chinook (king), sockeye (red), humpy (pink), coho (silver), or chum (dog) salmon. Rainbow trout, Dolly Varden char, Arctic grayling, northern pike, halibut, and herring are also included. Native subsistence efforts and hospitality receives special attention, and a variety of wildlife encounters are detailed with each fishing expedition. Color photo illustrations are included.
Reader's Comments
I enjoyed reading about fishing in an area of Alaska that few people ever see, including many Alaskans. It makes me want to visit those areas. - Regis Pappert, AK, River Fishing Guide
Your book was very interesting to read. I have fished Alaska waters for many years. I know from my own fishing that your experiences on the Kenai Peninsula are well written. - Larry Connolly, AK, Air Force Retired
Myself and my buddy Jeff loved your book. Thank you!. Someday I hope to visit your land! - Marque Kelsey, CA, Nature Photographer and Jeff Smith, CA, Screenplay Writer
I found your book interesting reading about fishing in Alaska. Thanks for keeping my dream alive. Jay Hockenbury, FL, Army Retired
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Dan F. Barr
In ALASKA - Fishing The UNTAMED author Doug Myers uniquely combines his background as a counseling therapist, Alaska lodge owner, author, artist, and outdoorsman. The book reflects his passion for Alaska's wilderness environment and its fishing opportunities. Doug is a long time friend and we have been able to cook up several adventures in the last frontier. One of the chapters is about our time together while fishing for herring in the Togiak Bay part of Bristol Bay and distant Security Cove. I also fished with Doug at his wilderness fishing lodge and especially appreciated his close relationships with Natives downriver.
You will enjoy Doug's insights about Alaska's wildlife. Similar to his art his writings paint pictures of personal experiences with brown bear, caribou, moose, fox, and a variety of waterfowl and fish. His observations of salmon during the spawning ritual are fascinating. You will also learn about Alaska's Native culture, the Iditarod Sled Dog Race, and other aspects of Alaska living.
ALASKA - Fishing The UNTAMED will give you access to a very special and wild country. I have fished much of the area that Doug writes about over the past 30 years. Whether you are an angler or some other kind of outdoor enthusiast I believe you will enjoy his personal stories. You will learn about sport fishing experiences that will more than wet your appetite for your own adventure, whether in Alaska or out your own back door.
Dan F. Barr
President, Bristol Bay Driftnetters Association

~~ Angler Discovery ~~
In addition to Alaska's Native Eskimo/Indian population are inhabitants who have migrated from the "outside" for a variety of reasons. Many from the "lower 48" moved north to fulfill a military assignment. Some were attracted by the prospect of quick financial gain offered by corporate giants of the oil industry through oil/gas-line development, commercial harvesting of Alaska's bountiful seafood resource, or the visitor/travel industry. Others may have viewed the "Last Frontier" as an opportunity for emotional and social independence not discovered elsewhere, or to distance a painful past. For these new residents the search is not for financial favors alone but for spirited discoveries in the heart of Alaska's pristine recreational reserve.
Financial ambition without inspiration in Alaska is when the "untamed" becomes the focus and not its pursuit. Extreme work conditions, inclement winter months, and/or separation from family and friends living a great distance on the "outside" can erode the footing necessary for growth. Dark winter months and the feeling of isolation may discourage firmness in favor of ambivalence.
Nature's requirements for all landscape inhabitants are universally inflexible. Negotiating with Nature is pointless. Ask the early season moose calf or late season spawning salmon. Fairness has never been a consideration, only survival. For Alaskans the challenge is to surrender to limits while seeking the limitless. Only when residents have been seasoned by years of challenging extremes can they fully appreciate the Alaskan sourdough's claim to riches. Serenity and seclusion are incentive treasures awaiting the enduring, while soulful characterizes their emotional journey.
Among the heartfelt are Alaskan sport fishermen. For these anglers of fortune childhood dreams of fishing excursions are resurrected. Neither cold, wind, mud flats, or swift current can deter the river angler. Only an occasional meandering bear guided by the smell of success will temporarily interrupt the casting rhythm of a dedicated fisherman.
Chorus line utterances of "Fish On!" are especially stimulating when echoed along the richest of Alaska river shorelines. For the patient angler ecstasy is discovered when braced against an arched fishing rod directed by the zigzag cutting movement of a tight line. Repeated surface splashing enhances an angling ensemble that includes the zinging sound of a drag tested reel. Colorful trout of golden, brown, and rainbow-crimson caught in mountain streams elsewhere may become a faded memory when battling Alaska's king size migrating salmon with shades of red, pink, or silver.
Episodes of catching Pacific/Alaska salmon are included in several chapters - chinook, sockeye, chum, humpy, or coho salmon. A saga account of the salmon's migratory pattern up the famed Kenai River and metamorphic change leading to instinct's spawning ritual is also included. Rainbow trout, Dolly Varden char, Arctic grayling, northern pike, herring, and halibut are additional fishing features presented separately throughout the book.
Exploring untamed regions of Southwest and Southcentral Alaska was a personal quest of a spirited connection through discovery. It was passion’s palate savoring adventure’s vintage wine sipped from a wilderness goblet. Selected memoir accounts reveal affectionate disclosures of remote Alaska’s Native people, habitat, and wildlife.
The narrative is written for the outdoor devotee, culturally curious, and searching romantic who embrace the suspense in wild and reverence for the pristine and historic. For some, it provides the vicarious realization of an elusive dream. All will feel the freshness in new discovery. Stitched throughout the written fabric are soulful revelations couched in metaphors and imagery.
Popular books such as The Last Frontier and The Call of the Wild are testimonials to an intrigue with the untamed, or wild. This writing proclaims an invitation to Alaska’s wilderness spectacle with a resounding "call to surrender". "Surrender" is not understood here as submitting to another's will nor as giving up, but as giving in, or over, to a curious and adventurous spirit. Love's requirement abolishes restraint. To surrender is to give in to risk while reaching for desire's reward of being more alive. It is an invitation to the accomplishment of dreams.
Each descriptive narrative is a facination with the innocense of wild in new discovery. The courage to crave is a requisite for living an inspired and stimulated life. Wild Alaska has touched the heart of the author as does a seductive maiden's call and embrace. Inspiration has led to dedication. The reward has been Nature’s warm caress as she beckons to her bosom with the youthful innocence and modesty of a virgin.
Clothed in natural beauty, the undisturbed habitat is a timeless treasure discovered by a fortunate few. Grand landscape spectacles that attracted eighteenth century global circumnavigator Captain James Cook persist today, including those of the inlet named after him. Wilderness pleasures are woven into a tapestry of discovery and compromise. Seductive sights and sensuous scents of pristine freshness speak of an alluring land with a preserved past. Remote settings beckon an inquisitive heart. These experiential disclosures serve as an alternative to the familiar and mundane in a developed world.
The written drama unfolds with an inauspicious introduction to bush Alaska. A dream-come-true opportunity was challenged by the realities of deception and disappointment, and later by emerging sentiment. It was the best and worst of the Alaska dream! Subsequent accounts include: Goodnews discovery and renewal in a promised land; seeking subsistence by Native Alaskan friends at their historical fishing site; wild river moments of solitude, comradeship, revelation, and reward between father and son; a volcanic peninsula’s wildlife symphony of sights, sounds, and slashing silver leading to a discovery of abandoned village artifacts; seagoing sourdoughs willing to risk everything in prospecting a glittering promise; a lost-world island setting where close encounters with brown bear demonstrate instinctive extremes of savagery and nurturing; less remote access to compelling scenery and wildlife displays exhibiting love’s requirement; dogged determination during a dashing Iditarod experience and a musher handler’s account; the tandem occurrence of winter’s frozen splendor and summer’s bounty of fragrant renewal; and wildlife's young surviving the odds. Finally, understanding passion’s call as a last frontier enables pleasure’s freedom song (Epilogue).
The writing portrays with narrative privilege rare and exciting experiences that illustrate Alaska’s most cherished resource - the spirit of adventure. It is a virtual trip to America's "Last Frontier", where wild remains a guarded treasure experienced by a fortunate few. Heartfelt discoveries were written with the dedication of a passionate pen. Anecdotal material will inspire a seeking heart, and call to action the fulfillment of ambitious desires and dreams. While honoring the pristine wildlife habitat it describes, the book will hopefully encourage a greater appreciation for its enhanced protection. Personal observations and resulting insights are aided by training in psychology, religion, and the arts.
Each chapter is introduced by a photo illustration followed by smaller photos of the subject matter presented in each narrative. The photos were taken onsight during the time period discussed. All photographs were taken by the author unless otherwise indicated. Some of the photos are considered culturally and/or historically significant. This is especially the case with beloved Native friends and their photo-documented subsistence efforts. Additionally, all graphic art designs are the creations of the author unless otherwise indicated.
Similar to each written account, cherished impressions accenting wild discoveries in remote Alaska have been memorialized on canvas using oils, brush, and palette knife. The goal in illustrating on canvas is to communicate and preserve a passionate connection with wild Alaska's intrigue. Work on each oil painting extended the journey as did the narrative. The value of patience and perseverance is evidenced in each creation. Several photos of the oil paintings can be accessed for viewing in the Appendix.


~~ Pursuit of Promise ~~
During the year 1912 violence visited Southwest Alaska. Mount Katmai’s snowcapped peak once dominated an impressive Aleutian Range skyline. On June 6, a colossal eruption collapsed its majestic reign of the upper Alaska Peninsula. Immense geologic turmoil resulted in a cataclysmic face-lift. The natural catastrophe changed forever the environmental character of the Bristol Bay drainage system.
Since its calamitous ruin Mount Katmai’s immense volcanic crater and surrounding area have remained free of any major geologic disturbance. Katmai’s Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes remains a passive monument. Through renewal the region has reestablished ecological interdependency. Recovery has been realized in the re-creation of a pristine wilderness mecca that is world renowned. Wildlife, indigenous Alaskans, and adventure enthusiasts have since benefited from the genius in Nature’s restoration.
The nearby Alagnak River system has been both a survivor and provider of the untamed wilderness drama. The river originates from clear Nonvianuk and Kukaklek Lakes, located within Katmai National Preserve boundaries. Its link to the Kvichak River and Bristol Bay provides one of the largest annual runs of migrating sockeye (red) salmon in the world. It also offers ideal spawning grounds for large runs of chinook (king), chum (dog), humpy (pink), and coho (silver) salmon. The Alagnak River was included on a short list of Wild and Scenic Rivers in Alaska.
The upper section of the river is a designated trophy region and part of Alaska’s wild trout management program. It is reputed to be one of the best native rainbow trout fisheries in Alaska. Because of the pristine character of the upper river it also offers excellent grayling fishing.

During the winter of 1984 I invested in a remote fish camp situated on a high bank overlooking the Alagnak River. The investment goal required a joint venture agreement with the existing owner and manager of fishing operations. My primary function as new joint owner was to manage the financial interests of the business while assisting in its operation. We agreed to develop a struggling fish camp into a prestigious lodge facility for the dedicated sport fisherman. The original name had been selected because of its proximity to the famous Katmai National Monument and Preserve.
My investment seemed attractive, reasonable, and promising based on annual salmon migration counts and a projected favorable Native land lease agreement. It did not appear to be the response of an avid sport fisherman’s heart alone. Essential to our future success would be a satisfactory work environment at the fish camp site and the successful extension of a land lease agreement. The existing owner affirmed that conditions influencing both concerns were encouraging. By contingency agreement all declared circumstances affecting the operations of the distant fish camp were subject to my personal on site review and verification at the beginning of the following sport-fishing season.
Prior to my arrival at the remote river location, however, a non geologic epicenter of conflict within the area was traced to a high bank along the Alagnak River. Ominous dark clouds of discontent cast a forbidding shadow on the Bristol Bay drainage below. Emotional tremors were felt the length of the Alagnak and Kvichak Rivers.
The United States Government had granted aboriginal property rights to allottees of Levelock Native origin along both river shorelines. However, the Bureau of Land Management did not provide for the sale of property allotments to outsiders. A lease-only provision for the commercial use of land was considered a temporary safeguard against predacious investor dealings with a naive Native community. During the prescribed period of protection Native allottees and/or Native corporations could profit only through the agreed use of their land. Such a lease agreement was the precursor to conflict between the Levelock Native Corporation and my managing partner. It became a human relations catastrophe.
The conditions of discontent were never revealed leading up to the signing of my joint venture agreement or during my preparations to visit the remote site. Contrary to owner representation, pressure had been building downriver with the Native council. Several payments on the land lease agreement remained unpaid. The Natives’ reward for patience was broken promises resulting from bad faith personal guarantees. Native dissatisfaction grew with each successive default payment. The prolonged pattern of promise followed by nonpayment was as well received as an intruder in the path of a bull moose during rut. White man’s deception and arrogance fanned the flames of contempt within the Native village of Levelock.
The word Katmai was again prominent in expressing a profound concern for the stability of the area. It eventually became a rallying cry. Corporate Native elders relied on ancestral instinct in dealing with such cunning. A chorus of humming motors sounded a stealth advance across the great width of the Kvichak River and entrance to the tributary Alagnak River. Boats filled with angry, determined young Natives armed with rifles gave witness to a clandestine occasion. Authorized by the Native council, young men with warriors’ intent navigated several miles of a winding remote waterway. The objective was to take possession of land leased to the fish camp owner as a cure for the pain of deception.
As the small armada advanced farther upriver it was heard at the fish camp site by the owner and site manager. With the strategic skill of a cavalry officer my new partner ordered the employees to form a line in front of the fish camp at the highest level of the bank parallel to the river. Each employee was positioned with a guide’s shotgun readied to defend against the Native advancement. Tranquility of a remote setting was challenged by an organized armed staff and howling sounds of approaching boats. Guns were raised with a single purpose on both sides. However, with the determined grit of my partner’s show of retaliatory force the Native mission failed. On that occasion the preparedness of the encamped whites served to discourage any continued effort by the committed Native combatants.
Returning to the council of elders, the frustrated messengers learned of a second mission. In an effort to avoid injury or loss of life they advanced their appeal to a courtroom in Anchorage many air miles away. A municipal court hearing was scheduled for a later date during the fishing season on behalf of the plaintiff allottee and Levelock Native Corporation.
Unaware of my new partner’s deception and the recent Native effort at property recovery, I embarked on a commercial airline to Southwest Alaska’s outback, which seemed the fulfillment of a dream. I was greeted at the small King Salmon terminal by a robust bush pilot. Van Hartley, owner of Branch River Air Service, provided bush commuter flights for our fish camp. He was my first Alaska exposure to the new business operation.

At the frontier outpost of King Salmon perishable produce and building materials were transferred to a single-engine Cessna float plane waiting at the nearby Naknek River shoreline. Passenger luggage, supplies materials approached the cargo weight limit for a small float plane.
The deafening sound of a strenuous river lift-off was quickly forgotten while we circled the Naknek River at very low altitude. We could see below legions of migrating salmon darken the river’s clear water. My excitement rose to a level higher than the plane was capable of flying.
Our flight course was charted to cross an expansive tundra between the commercial outpost we left and the remote fish camp site on the Alagnak River shoreline. The noisy, slow-moving plane provided my first viewing in the wild of breeding pairs of white trumpeter swans and several individual migrating caribou. The silent members of nature’s wilderness community introduced a serene episode of intrigue. The view from our plane served as a connection to what appeared to be a timeless creation. It seemed that the developed, civilized world had fallen off the horizon’s edge behind us.

From the plane the Alagnak River’s braided course was viewed running through a lush tundra flat-land fed by the mineral rich Katmai National Preserve region. A Native trapper’s cabin was observed near the river’s edge.
When approaching the fish camp site below the pilot circled with a friendly dipping of the plane’s wing to announce our arrival. Through the small window and blurred rotation of the single-engine propeller I could see people gathering on a high bank in recognition of our coming. Staff workers waved in a welcoming motion as we glided toward the river’s silvery surface.
A revved single engine moved our float plane across the river to a gathered few. While taxiing the wilderness water runway I felt the excitement of having won a lottery.
After the float plane was secured to the riverbank I carefully stepped from the cabin onto one of the pontoons. Cautiously walking a narrow wood plank spanning the clear, slow-moving current I noticed large native rainbow trout strategically positioned in the water below to pounce on discarded salmon remains drifting from the fish camp cleaning bench upstream. In the ecstasy of this angler’s realized dream, Alaska’s remote wilderness drama and display was no longer a fantasy. Imported totem poles from Southeast Alaska had an exotic appeal in front of a roughly built lodge.
Naive enthusiasm characterized my greeting to the staff, as it had previously with the float plane pilot in King Salmon. Each employee was welcoming, but expressed an ambivalence toward my role as a new owner. Although hopeful, none felt confident that my addition would improve existing circumstances. The fishing guides, camp cook, and float plane pilot all complained of a volatile work setting due in part to nonpayment of salaries. Resentful of the owner’s breach of promise, most were prepared to abandon their working contract for a return flight to the Lower 48. As a result, vital business operations were at risk. My immediate response was to pay each according to their agreement for services.
Federal regulations for the protection and enhancement of the Alagnak River’s status as Wild and Scenic were being violated as a matter of procedure. Polluting practices, together with management’s personal improprieties and supervisory conduct, created an unfavorable working environment observed by the staff and later by guests. So much for pleasant working conditions!
Joint ownership left no doubt with the Native council regarding my reputation as partner. I soon learned of the Levelock Native Corporation’s emotional disposition regarding our lease agreement and our noncompliance-defendant status in court. Furious, the president of the Levelock Native Corporation rejected my request for a conciliatory meeting. Feeling disenfranchised, the Native council communicated clearly its intention to have no further dealings with my disingenuous manipulating partner or his associate.
A favorable court decision for the plaintiff would have certainly resulted in the immediate closure of our fish camp operation. Because of my partner’s cunning testimony, including additional promises and the appearance of contrition, the judge substantiated the existing lease contract as viable. The attempt by the plaintiff Native group to secure a court-ordered remedy for the broken lease agreement had failed.
Although I remained dismayed by the circumstances requiring our litigious defense, my initial investment was rescued from certain loss. However, there appeared to be no merit in further attempts to negotiate an extension beyond the current lease agreement. My partner’s court promise of capitulation had little influence with an already victimized village people. Acts of guile and intrigue over integrity violated a trustful environment, and became a cancerous influence. The Native community’s contempt for such reprehensible behavior infected all stabilizing efforts at reconciliation. Without a continuing lease agreement there was no chance for future survival. So much for a favorable Native lease extension!
It therefore seemed certain that neither a satisfactory work environment at the fish camp site nor an extension of the lease agreement with the Native corporation would be possible. The growing prospect of divorcing myself from a wilderness setting that nourished a longing for more was heartbreaking.
Remote Alaska’s appeal was not diminished by regret, however. Countless hours spent designing, constructing, and implementing improvements to the river-based fishing lodge remained fond memories. The distinctive aroma of smoked salmon being prepared for the arrival of fishermen in camp was a testimonial to the earlier construction of a smokehouse without the aid of a level or plumb line.

Above the kitchen-dining entrance was inscribed Drift On Inn. A hand-carved paddle donated by a German party floating the length of the river was placed above the sign in memory of shared pleasantries during their restful visit.
Other indelible experiences were cradled between the steamy scent of early morning coffee and an Alaska sauna’s nighttime flickering flame. Everything that transpired was a testimony to the discovery of richness in remote.

Large lodge windows revealed an accompanying setting sun that reached across a reflective river to reverent hearts. Soulful music played by talented river guides provided the ambiance of a sacred folk performance. Their unison bowing and plucking of violin and guitar paid honor to the late night’s colorful calm and to those transfixed by its mystique. At a fly-tying bench skillful hands manipulated feathers, Flashabou, and thread during the casual concert. A melting of personal ambitions between guests of varying backgrounds encouraged mutuality and comradeship. Notable individuals including retired Boston Red Sox slugger Carl Yastrzemski, member of Major League Baseball Hall of Fame, 1989, and Congressman Lloyd Meads enjoyed a peaceful escape from the residual requirements of popularity.

Morning’s fishing reconnaissance downriver gave evidence of the previous night’s successful fly-tying efforts with ecstatic shouts of “Fish on!” Gratuitous handshakes cemented friendships following thrilling moments shared by anglers on the river.
During an especially memorable week my dear friend and colleague, Jim Miller, participated in the realization of a dream. Our lives had melted together through years of mutual interests, parenting, and personal growth. As fathers we raised together an older son and younger daughter of the same ages. We had been to each other an inspiration in seeking life’s fulfilling pleasures and a source of support and comfort during life’s greatest disappointments.
When Jim arrived by float plane I felt the joy in knowing a loving, devoted brother. His affectionate support and generous spirit remained a treasured gift of life. At airports he was occasionally mistaken for the main movie character portrayed in the television adventure series Grizzly Adams.
During the week that followed I scheduled a private showing of much of the river’s length. Similar to other occasions in the Lower 48 robust enthusiasm vacillated between awe and laughter. Time together on the Alagnak River provided additional memories of love’s deepest calling between friends. Jim Miller’s arrival at the fish camp was a warm reunion.

During our exploration downriver we left the boat to wade through shallow water directly across from a Native subsistence fish camp site. While fly-casting for chum salmon we were enchanted by the cultural ambiance.

The view across slow-moving, reflective waters was of a birch pole fish-drying rack weighted with hanging salmon. Included in the historic visual ensemble was a corrugated metal shed used for curing salmon with smoke escaping to the sky. Other abandoned outbuildings rising above the height of bear grass signaled a previous time of village activity. The occasional barking of sled dogs punctuated an enduring past. I later became good friends with Native elders John and Mary Tallekpalek, who with Native elder Deafy continued the site’s subsistence food gathering for the Levelock Native people.
The pounding of chum salmon against our legs redirected our attention downward to a migrating multitude around us. With cheerful laughter and joyful exuberance we continued fly-casting maneuvers, giving less attention to skill. The salmon were aggressive and apparently not distracted by our position in the water. Jim’s pleasure was unabashedly expressive with each explosive take of his personally designed purple and pink ugly streamer fly tied the previous night.
After successfully catching and releasing many salmon we left the shallow water with tired arms for other challenges upstream. Earlier Jim landed several large king salmon during his week’s stay.

On this day we boated to calm, shallow backwaters away from the main river current where torpedo-shaped northern pike rested. The aquatic predator’s instinct profile includes ambushing unsuspecting smolt (young salmon) migrating downriver to an open sea. With the physical characteristics of a barracuda, the pike is no less ferocious. Each stealthy pursuit by the slender assailant resulted in an explosive surface attack of our moving patterns. Shouts of ecstasy punctuated thrilling battles as we reveled together.
My gratitude for Jim’s devoted friendship seemed heightened by the circumstance of a remote environment accessed only by small boat or bush plane. During his departure I felt a profound loss as the float plane taxied its watery runway, leaving behind the extended gentle caress of my dear friend. With greater distance the diminishing roar of the revved single engine preparing for lift-off solidified the feeling of solitude. At river’s edge I remained softened by an affectionate spirit, and the influence of Jim’s continued presence. The pain in longing was a reminder of love’s requirement.

While pensive, I experienced a tearful view of the float plane rising to a height downriver where it disappeared from sight.
Indelible memories are evidence of a pivotal life experience challenged by the darkness of disappointment. A plethora of beckoning sounds, sensuous sights, and enriching exchanges were overriding features that accompanied the second Katmai disturbance. Similar to its geologic predecessor of 1912, from the bowels of turmoil came peaceful renewal. Inspiration’s creative influence transcended painful illusions and loss. Soulful revelations refreshed the spirit as a lover’s embrace does the heart.
My initial dance with the heavens survived a decision to exercise the contingency provision in the joint venture agreement. Regardless of my partner’s bad faith behavior, my committed interest in Alaska’s untamed wilderness remained undiminished. While befriended by Native friends with sharing hearts downriver, I wrote a new song that left no doubt of my return.


~~ Ambitious Dreams Realized ~~
My disheartening debacle on Alagnak’s riverbank eventually translated into good news. The following winter off-season provided encouraging correspondence with Levelock Native friends seeking an alternative to the existing turmoil on the Alagnak River. In order to learn more of fish camp/lodge operations in bush Alaska I contracted with river tent camp owner/operator Ron Hyde of Alaska River Safaris (later changed to Goodnews River Lodge). My position was assistant manager of operations at the remote fish camp’s western Alaska location.
Access to the distant river-based fish camp required a bush flight from the outpost village of Bethel south along the Bering Sea coast. With earplugs in place, the vista was a silent view through a window of a commuter mail plane. The surface below appeared like that of a moonscape. The tundra was dotted with countless glistening lakes and ponds extending to Kuskokwim Bay and the Bering Sea beyond. Eventually, an enormous body of water pointed inland to snow-covered peaks of the Ahklun Mountains, extending from Cape Newenham National Wildlife Refuge far into the Togiak National Wildlife Refuge.

On the distant coastline a Yup’ik Eskimo village next to a braided river that fed the enormous bay was sighted. Yup’ik, or Yupiit, means "real people". These discoveries were indeed good news, for Goodnews was the name given the village, river, and bay.

History’s paintbrush created a distant subsistence fishing and hunting village of indigenous people with simple, lasting strokes. Sparsely spaced dwellings were weathered by generations of harsh environmental conditions, especially abrasive winds off the Bering Sea. Shacks spewed thinly scattered trails of white smoke drifting softly upward toward an extended blue sky.
Stationed on a tundra shoreline, the small rustic village of Goodnews Bay faces the bay with the same name and its Bering Sea connection. Because the Goodnews River also defines the village boundary, a bountiful subsistence resource is extended upriver from the bay.
The village landscape was interspersed with strewn, discarded items that had served a critical need for survival. Rusty barrels and old wood boats dominated the land scene. Crowded conditions also included piled and hung fish nets, buoys, outboard motors, four-wheelers, power generators, and scattered parts for each. Leaning against the crude wood structures were winter sleds for mushing, walrus skulls with ivory tusks, and whale bones.

Lines of fishnets drooping between horizontal poles along the beach and drying fish hanging from open-sided wood shacks for were displays of a resourceful and successful fishing village. Draped over small supply sheds were inverted bear hides. Covering much of the corrugated metal roof, the drying skins were edged with brown and blonde fur from underneath. Large sections of butchered bear carcasses hung from thick ropes at the rear of roughly built huts. Numerous air-cured seal pelts were stretched against the flat surface of rustic exterior walls. Other spoils from successful hunts were exhibited throughout the village.
Because much of the subsistence fishing and hunting was done at sea, an inordinate amount of space was required for the dedicated village cemetery. Located near some dwellings were head markers of wood that gave evidence of Russian Orthodox influence.

A villager of position was memorialized further with a small white picket fence bordering the grave location. In addition, a sandy beach served as a suitable resting place for wood-planked fishing boats that had survived a treacherous sea. Other craft that knew nothing of survival resurfaced only at low tide.
Barking Eskimo sled dogs tied separately to a stake next to an animal hut symbolized an enduring village experience. The dedicated husky breed echoed a culture’s primitive link while unifying it with the present. Intermittently, the timeless ambiance was transformed to modern by revving four-wheelers en route to the village store/post office or by motorboats waiting at shoreline. The roaring engine of a mail/commuter plane also challenged the usually tranquil setting of piled and draped fishnets, drying fish, animal skins, and large area of grave markers. The noisy contributions of an outside industrial world’s engineering success distinguished the disparity between ancient and modern. Considering technology’s influence in the enhancement of both cultures, however, it seemed an acceptable distraction.
From a peaceful village setting at high tide I traveled by jet boat up a narrow, winding, Goodnews River into the heart of the Togiak National Wildlife Refuge. My destination was a distant tent-camp location inaccessible by float plane. A primitive river landscape emulated the Garden tranquility of time’s beginning. The safari excursion was more awe-inspiring than any entertainment adventure park replica.
A gentle, inviting river awaited a royal multitude of migrating faithful fresh from the Bering Sea. The king salmon’s surge upriver was programmed to preserve its past by securing its future. Every predator linked to the quiet river was awaiting a deluge of spawners. Evidence of recent bear kills in the village downriver suggested a small margin of error for salmon swimming near the shoreline in shallow water. A tenacious brown bear alone could deny several struggling survivors a successful mission.
Caution in navigating or wading near the river’s edge was equally important to the humbled human species. Fresh brown bear paw prints in muddy sand along the shoreline was a daunting revelation, even for the meek. Pleasure’s gain in pursuing the untamed did not include risking aggressive jaws of plundering, ravenous furry giants along riverbanks.
Crafty, less menacing opportunists below the river surface were patient for returning salmon bearing gifts. Among the waiting, native rainbow trout sensed the certainty of a succulent offering. Without the forbearance of resident trout, Dolly Varden char felt instinct’s urge for a reconnaissance downriver of swarming salmon entering from Goodnews Bay. For the subsurface scavengers a percentage of discharged roe (eggs) was the price for salmon-spawning rights.
The secluded tent-camp was in a remote setting showcasing the wild in wilderness. Smooth water in front of the fish camp splashed with schooling Dolly Varden awaiting a later charge downstream.

Steve Rajeff, world fly-casting champion, was my camp roommate and instructor of guests in the art of fly-casting
The fish camp’s electrical needs were supplied by ground-mounted solar panels angled to the sky. Radiant energy was collected from the atmosphere and transmitted to charging batteries. Flat, black surfaces seemed less intrusive to nature’s pristine landscape than the harsh sound of a gas generator motor. No noisy device was stationed within the camp to distract from the seduction in serene or disrupt the healing in tranquil.

Tents for sleeping were erected on wood platform foundations. Guest quarters were in line with a larger commissary tent for community eating and supplies. The camp cook was fitted in white during dinner. His chef’s uniform included a tall mushroom hat that suggested a gourmet serving. Each prepared meal, followed by fresh-baked desserts, was commensurable with such excellence. Guests returning from a day's fishing the Goodnews River expected additional good news at the dining table.
The arrival of sport fishermen at the remote fish camp accompanied a parade of preoccupied salmon surging upstream. A majority of guests anticipated testing arm strength against a few of the determined heavyweights. For others, a wild and robust rainbow trout of unusual size was the challenge of choice. Popularly referred to as ‘bows, the celebrated monarchs flourished as caviar-seeking opportunists. Protected by regulations, the freshwater icon delighted in Nature’s wild river pantry of spawned salmon egg preserves. Catch and release of the square-tailed ruler of the upper river region guaranteed its continued reign.
For the wild trout aficionado, long willowy fly rods arched against hunger’s explosive take. Airborne ‘bows flashed sides streaked with crimson in an aggressive, acrobatic display. Vivid battles and respectful releases fulfilled ambitious dreams of the gracefully dedicated fly-fishing angler. For the fly-casting devotee, memories of challenging freshwater aerial displays in the upper river shortened long, tiring flights home.
My wilderness trek to the distant Goodnews River embraced a message of promise and renewal. While standing next to the distant river leading to an expansive Bering Sea, soulful music played the previous year from a high bank along the Alagnak River had not diminished, nor had the dream faded. The Goodnews River was an opportunity to gain experience in operational logistics for such a venture. Previously befriended by Levelock Native allottees, I was encouraged to consider the development of a guest sport-fishing operation along the lower Alagnak River. As a result, reliance on hope was lessened by an increased aliveness through discovery.


~~ Best of Bush Alaska ~~
Native villages throughout Alaska have relied on subsistence gathering as a food source for countless generations. Ancient privilege among Native groups within the Bristol Bay region of Southwest Alaska has preserved an extended past in harvesting the environment’s sustenance resource from generous to marginal. Neither seasonal uncertainties nor calamitous events have altered age-honored practices in the collection of berries and preparation of fish and wild game. Staple provisions from subsistence gathering include salmon, trout, caribou, moose, bear, seal, walrus, and whale.
Not until 1971 was culturally claimed Native property granted ownership status in support of subsistence by the United States Government. Regional corporations, including the Levelock Native Corporation, were established to settle aboriginal land claims. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act provided perpetuity of ownership through government allotment.
The Katmai village of Levelock is located on the west bank of the Kvichak River ten miles inland from Kvichak Bay and forty miles north of Naknek. It is located near the Kvichak River’s tributary Alagnak River Wild and Scenic Corridor. The Levelock International Airport's sign reads 'Elev. 50'. Early Russian explorers used the word Kvichak when referring to the village of Levelock. It’s mixed heritage is comprised of Aleut-Alutiig from the south and Yup’ik Eskimo from the north and west.

Inherent property rights for the Levelock Native Corporation and its people included the length of the tributary Alagnak River. Historically, some indigenous villagers from the Levelock Native community on the Kvichak River lived separately along the banks of the Alagnak River. On the lower river a subsistence fish camp site once bustled with family life that included several village shacks and a church.
A provision of the 1971 Native Claims Settlement Act stipulated that allottee children must have a formal education. Consequently, the relocation, or return, of families to the main village site on the larger Kvichak River was necessary to comply with the educational requirement for children. Because the rivers are connected, a link persists between the aboriginal Levelock village location on the Kvichak River and historical Native rights embedded in the meandering shorelines of the smaller Alagnak River.
The Native designation of the Alagnak River is Branch River. The popular local name suggests the river’s many branches, or braids. Outsiders familiar with the Alagnak River refer to it as the Branch River, or the Branch, in conversation and writing. Branch River Fish Camp is the name given the historic shoreline section of the Levelocks’ subsistence village site left behind. The abandoned village and remaining subsistence fish camp commemorates a timeless, age-honored culture.

During my several visits all the structures remained as they had been prior to the relocation of the villagers to the larger Kvichak River site. A monument to Russia’s missionary influence stood on a nearby raised slope overlooking a tundra and river landscape, accentuated by the subsistence gathering fish camp at river’s edge.

The far north edifice remained a retired sanctuary next to a white-picket-fenced graveyard. White markers designed with the Orthodox symbolic cross gave evidence of the buried village faithful. Three iron bells varying in size were hung on the outside of the church. The heavy bells had previously served commercial fishing vessels on nearby Kvichak Bay. Ropes from the bells were extended through a side window to serve a bell ringer inside the one-room church building. Each pull of a rope, or ropes, sounded a distant invitation to solace worship up and down the river. Above the entrance a weather-beaten sign read, Branch River Russian Orthodox Church.
Inside the sacred house priestly articles of sacrament and celebration appeared ready for continued service. A worn Yup’ik translation of the New Testament Gospels, including Psalms, was centrally placed on a rustic wood altar for community worship. For the converted, repentant, or simply curious the opened page served as a source of inspiration and comfort.
Near the church rusted corrugated metal shacks were what remained of a once viable village site overlooking the Branch River Fish Camp and river landscape in both directions. A community sauna built low to the ground was mostly hidden in tall bear grass. Because of the bathing hut’s height it was necessary to bow to enter. Such respectful posturing seemed an appropriate requirement considering the sauna’s sacred status and spiritually cleansing climate available inside.
While inside the confined cubicle it was easy to imagine generations of Natives monitoring meditative moments to purge the soul. Sweaty dialogues describing bear encounters, prosperous caribou hunts, success in reaping fur pelts along the river, or a generous offering of returning salmon must have been stimulating to the weary.
The sauna was a sanctum where wood-planked walls, water-stained rocks, and a metal drum stove absorbed generations of steamy exchanges. Maqiluk is the Native-Yup’ik word to invite someone for an Alaska sauna, or steam bath. Maqinaurtukut is used when the invitation includes more than two people. Following relocation of the small extended village site, obscurity replaced vital village customs. Left behind were bald eagles, moose, and brown bears to forage throughout the deserted gathering place.
Distinguished Natives from the Levelock community on the shore of the Kvichak River maintained the pulse of the satellite village’s historic cultural past. Seasonal subsistence fishing at the Branch River Fish Camp was done by ancient influence. As guardians of the ways of the Levelock, they contributed a greater share to subsistence gathering for the main village on the connecting Kvichak River.

Preserving the old ways of their people based on careful observation and subsistence were husband and wife John and Mary Tallekpalek. Sport fishermen and adventure seekers familiar with the Branch River Fish Camp affectionately referred to the site as John and Mary’s fish camp. The Tallekpalek’s marriage was of Yup’ik Eskimo and Aleut Native cultures. John was originally from the north where he was born at the Eskimo village of Pilot Station on the lower Yukon River. Mary was born at nearby Big Mountain, Iliamna.
The distribution of labor was simple for the elder couple. John performed tasks associated with catching and preserving the salmon. He managed setnets along the river’s edges, collected fish caught in the nets, hung fish for drying and smoking, and with extended family member Charlie Andrews repaired by hand damaged nets. Regular maintenance of the nets was required because of the persistence of aggressive salmon, very large beaver, and scavenging brown bear. Mary often participated in the checking and picking of fishnets. A signature sight on the river was of John and Mary tugging at nets from the edge of their small open boat along the river’s shoreline.

In addition to draping their subsistence catch on a poled drying rack, the salmon were often cured over molten coals inside a corrugated metal smokehouse.
Chores exclusive to the elder wife seemed exhaustive. Mary did the splitting and filleting of salmon from each netted catch. She was highly skilled with her ulu knife, a curved metal blade. John fashioned the handle by hand from the bone of a beaver. It was the only form of knife Mary ever used. After Mary completed the split filleting of fish, John would hang them on an air drying rack made of birch wood poles.

The cross-pole design included several horizontal poles for hanging fish and suggested the frame structure of an elongated teepee. Dipping the fish in staple seal oil was another ancient procedure used by Mary in preserving salmon for winter use. Time spent by Mary next to the river in a bent-over position using a cutting board table appeared arduous.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/7010 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!