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 Just the thought of flying in a small bush
plane over the wilds of Alaska made me
physically ill with fear. | was not sure

I would be able to climb aboard.

A week later | was putting the stick to a big
chum salmon as if I’d done it my whole life.
Alaska is a transforming experience; | arrived as
a frightened observer and left as an enthusiastic
participant — all while surrounded by the most
spectacular scenery imaginable.
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and prayed that I would figure it out when I got there.

Ah yes, the “getting there” part. In the weeks before our trip, I became
more than terrified of the means of transportation required to get to the Alaska
Wilderness Safari camp, located on the remote Alaska Peninsula. My pre-trip
visions did not consist of pristine wilderness, sensational wildlife, and rivers
chock full of pink salmon. Instead, I pondered what to do when a small Cessna
collides with a snow-capped volcano, or plummets into the Pacific Ocean. I
had literally woken in the middle of the night desperately trying to remember
anything from the first-aid course I took three years ago. I wondered if I would
be able to distinguish a poisonous berry from one whose sweet juices could
sustain life in the event that my impending doom was realized.

Tim and I have been together for almost eight years. In that time, I’ve
caught a few small brook trout, and maybe a brown or rainbow, the biggest of
which was at best a couple of pounds. Fishing was his sport that he did with his
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friends. Most of the time, I’m cool with that. I am used to
the pre-dawn pick-up times, being woken to the clinking
of gear and rustling of waders. Last winter, I was jolted
out of bed to the screeching of a drill. I ran downstairs
only to find him tapping studs into his wading boots. An-
noyed though intrigued, I went back to bed and lay there
wondering what it is that draws him, even in the most mis-
erable conditions, to be out there. What could possibly be
fun, or even tolerable about standing in icy water all day
long? Could it really be the thrill of catching a fish?
After connecting in Anchorage via air taxi to King
Salmon, we found ourselves waiting in the Egli Air Haul
for Heather, our bush pilot, to drop off the first round of
guests at the camp and then fly back for us. When I heard
the name “Heather” and the words “bush pilot” in the same

sentence, my heart gave a sickening jolt and an instant lump
formed in my throat, threatening to obstruct all my breath
and kill me. A female pilot? There was not an inkling of
feminism in my body, not an ounce of trust in my own sex.
We were clearly doomed.

Just when I started to relax, John, the manager of the
hangar, popped a copy of Werner Herzog’s documentary
Grizzly Man into the VCR in the hangar lounge. As it turns
out, Sam Egli, the founder of Egli Air Haul was involved
in the rescue, or recovery rather, of Timothy Treadwell and
his girlfriend after a rogue bear on the peninsula mauled
and ate them. As I watched, I hoped it wasn’t the final irony
that this bear-worshiping freakshow’s name was Tim and
that he more or less dragged his poor girlfriend into the
bush to partake in his obsessive endeavors.
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When Heather eventually taxied up in the plane, she had
a grin on her face that reminded me of a little kid coming
to a stop after the most incredible toboggan run of the day.
She was petite, blonde, and pretty. As I shook her hand I
suddenly realized that every preconceived notion I had about
this trip could be wrong... very wrong.

We loaded up the plane, strapped ourselves in, put our
headphones on, took off and flew over some of the most
incredible landscape I have ever seen. Rivers stretched out
like silky ribbons across the Tundra. Myriad lakes passed
beneath us with no boats, no houses, hotels or casinos. We
flew between two massive peaks through a rocky pass and
then hugged the coastline the rest of the way to camp, tran-
secting bay after bay, each more spectacular than the one
before. We stared speechless at the turquoise coves, white

sand beaches, rocky islands swarming with birds, and the
vast Pacific Ocean teeming with schools of salmon, pods of
jellyfish, and groves of seaweed swaying with the current.
As we rounded the corner into “our” bay, I looked down
and spotted a whale for the first time in my life. It spouted
when we flew over, as if to welcome us.

The thought of the landing that was about to take place
made my palms sweat and my throat misbehave again.
I reminded myself that the weather was perfect and that
Heather has done this before. She was cool, calm and col-
lected. For her, this flight was like taking a jaunt down a
vacant, familiar backroad.

We touched down and bounced along the sand until we
came to a gentle stop. Holy shit, we had survived! I looked
to my left and a couple hundred yards away, just across the

Two panoramic composite collages
of the tidal flat in front of our camp at
different times in the long Alaska day.
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www.wildonthefly.com

Salmon eat our flies. We eat salmon. Char eat salmon eggs, we eat char. Bears
eat salmon, bears might eat us. Very important to keep the cycle in balance!
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Camp life - fragile
comfort in a beautiful,
savage wilderness.
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At play in the fields of Alaska — wadlng rivers, hiking tidal flats,
chasing (and catching!) fish — always under the watchful eye of _
my wonderful guides, especially Johnny Quiroz.




In Alaska you can see and do more wild things than you’ve
ever seen or done before, in less time than you think possible. ’
I was in sensory overload from the moment we arrived.




on a tutu and practice his grand pli€. I stood close to him and worked hard to cover the
water before he did. I wasn’t just going through the motions, I was honestly enjoying
this. For the first time ever I truthfully cared whether or not I caught fish. After some
work, I pulled out a healthy 22-inch char. Okay, it may not really have been 22 inches,
this may be a total exaggeration, but that’s what real fisherpersons do, right? What a
rush. I wanted to hold its smooth, slivering body in my hands forever.

Ted pointed out a small rockslide and we stopped to search for fossils. We sifted
through the shards of rock for a while before I extracted a nearly perfect fern. An amaz-
ing fish and now this? Tim was so jealous of my superior excavation skills he could’ve
cried. He inspected the fossil, congratulated me and flashed a smile that, though seem-
ingly impossible, was bigger than my own.

As we walked along the river, I thought again about the lure of fly fishing. Maybe
this fly fishing thing isn’t so much about the fish in the net, as it is about the experience,
the excursions, the scenery... even the sound of pure water flowing.

After a few days at camp, I had transformed from casual observer to conqueror.
We decided to leave our rods behind for a day and scale the unnamed ridgeline across
the tidal flat. We started off just after breakfast, following Collins’ lead, bushwhacking
through a dense grove of alder trees. There were no trails, so we followed game trails,
and blazed our own. The ridge was above tree-line and provided the most incredible
views. The top of the ridge was a series of rolling hills, tiny lakes and steep cliffs ex-
tending to the lush valleys below. We startled a caribou napping in a meadow and we
studied it as it studied us. We never missed the fishing.

Helicopters have never really appealed to me. As far as I am concerned, they are
for military maneuvers or medical evacuations. As I watched the chopper make its
way into the bay, it hit me that it was coming to pick me up. I felt like I might throw
up. Sam Egli was our pilot, which offered a little relief because supposedly he is the
best there is. He gave us a thorough safety briefing and though every detail made
perfect sense, it translated into my head as one broad, general idea: don’t touch any-
thing because if you do, you might die, and if you don’t die, you might when you
realize how much it costs to fix it. I could understand this and I kept my arms by my
sides at all times.

When we took off, the look of horror on my face quickly transformed itself into a
perma-grin. What was going on? I felt relaxed. I checked my pulse, thinking I might
be dead and this was all a dream. Nope. Alive and
well. Wow. Sam was suddenly my hero. He fol-

Tim and | in a perfect
moment in a perfect

wilderness.

lowed the landscape closely as we sailed across the
tundra and buzzed through narrow ravines. I think
he could sense that we were having a good time,
so he gave us a helluva ride. He would fly straight
up, then stall for a second and drop us back down,
leaving me looking for a good place to barf. I es-
timated the cost of puking on the seat as opposed
to the door, but before I knew it, we were on the
ground, and I was sitting on the bank with my head
between my knees. I tried to smile and tell him this
was the best day of my life, but the threat of projec-
tile vomit was still real. A few minutes later, I ral-
lied, picked up my rod, and waded into the river.

I was wading chest deep in an unnamed river
flowing through an unnamed valley surrounded

by unnamed peaks. The fact that I arrived there by helicopter was beyond surreal. We
spent the day in the valley of awe, fishing and strolling the banks. I couldn’t believe
that we were going to get to do this again tomorrow.

Tim asked Sam to take the doors off the helicopter for our second flight so he could

take pictures with an unobstructed view. I didn’t dispute
it. I didn’t even ask if any essential safety features were
being compromised. Just before we prepared to take off, a
fog rolled into the bay and settled over the water, with no
escape in sight. Only the mountain tops were visible. We
took off and headed straight through the fog and eventually
popped out right on top of it. Without the doors, the wind
blew in my face, but felt good, making me feel so alive.
Gliding over the clouds, looking down at summits and the
tips of glaciers brought tears to my eyes. There was a new
burning in my throat that reminded me that this was all real
and better than any dream or imagination. It is impossible
to have fear when the experience is worth dying for.

The convergence of the glacial stream with the waters
where we landed created an incredible swirl of color. Sam
parked the helicopter and Rus, Tim and I set off on foot
across a meadow, where we stopped to gorge on Nagoon ber-
ries, which look like raspberries, but taste more citrus. We
hiked over a rocky notch and forded a chest-deep lake to get
to the river of char. After lunch, we took turns spotting fish
and casting to them. We shared one rod by choice and stood
side by side taking as much pleasure in each other’s fish as
our own. I finally felt like this was my activity, too. I wasn’t
intruding on Tim’s adventure. This wasn’t his trip with his
friends. It was suddenly ours. After all these years, I under-
stood what it was to be an angler.

Our final flight back to camp proved to be the most
spectacular yet. Sam flew us all around the bay, right over
a group of six bears fishing in the river, over a bald eagle’s
nest. Between, around and over clusters of islands. We
followed the landscape, hugging the shore, scaling the
cliffs, racing down the hills. Huge pods of white jellyfish,
visible to the naked eye, pulsated in the water. Schools of
fish and flocks of birds everywhere. Pristine beaches, un-
named peaks, breaking waves, volcanoes, glaciers, rivers
all around us. We were living in our own personal IMAX
movie. It was like experiencing silence and listening to
your favorite song at the same time.

We landed and I looked at Tim, speechless. For the
next few hours, I felt like I was floating. I could tell he felt
the same way. At least we wouldn’t have to describe the
experience to each other.

This thought stuck with me. As we ate our last meal
at camp, drank our last beer from the trough, took the last
look through the spotting scopes and watched the tide roll
out for the last time, it hit me that this would be the first
of many adventures. That secret “code” I've been trying to
crack isn’t really a secret at all. It’s quite obvious. A long
day on the water isn’t something you do to kill time, or get
exercise, or even bragging rights. It’s not the macho, dude-
fest I once thought it was. It’s all about that moment, that
second or minute, hour or week when everything around
you is suddenly in tune. When you couldn’t possibly imag-
ine another place you’d rather be.
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when you go

ilderness Safari
Alaskan Peninsula

OUTFITTER: Epic Angling & Adventure

2111 Lanier Drive, Austin, Texas 78757
512-656-2736  info@epicanglingadventure.com
* www.alaskawildernesssafari.com

SPECIES OF FISH
Rainbow trout, arctic char,

Dolly Varden, pink salmon, chum
salmon, silver salmon, halibut.

SEASON
Mid-July through the end of
September.

RATES

$4,950 per person from Saturday
to Saturday with @ maximum

of nine guests per week. Price
includes two helicopter fly outs
per week.

LOCATION

The Alaska Wilderness Safari camp
is located on the southern coast of

the Alaskan Peninsula, due south of
King Salmon.

GETTING THERE

From Anchorage you'll fly to King
Salmon where you will connect
with an Alaska Wilderness Safari’'s
chartered plane to fly you to camp.

FOOD

From fresh salmon to fresh blue ber-
ries, smoked char fritatta to almond
crusted halibut, New York strip steak
1o roasted pork loin, and desserts

to die for, this is gourmet cuisine in
the wilderness. Freshness like this
will forever change your opinion
about the fish you have been eating
back home!

TIME ZONE

Alaska Time Zone. One hour earlier
than California and four hours
earlier than New York.

WEATHER
Can change daily. Anticipate the
possibility of wind, rain, sun and
evening cold.

BUGS

Not a huge problem but this is
Alaska in the summertime.

Bring a DEET-based bug spray and
wear long sleeve clothing.

CLOTHING

Good rain jacket, breathable
waders, and a selection of fleece
are the solution for staying warm
and dry. Don’t forget comfortable
camp clothing and waterproof
camp shoes.

EQUIPMENT

8 and 9 weight rods for salmon,
5 and 6 weight for char / Dolly
Varden. Good reels with floating
and sink tip lines.

FLIES

Bring pink pollywogs if you have
salmon in your sights. Chartreuse,
pink and purple starlight leeches
are also recommended for salmon;
and eggs, zonkers and zuddlers
can be the ticket for Dolly Varden
and arctic char.

The famous Pink Pollywog



