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The Climax: The Mortal Act of Reproduction

The rivers run red. From the air, narrow waterways look like blood-filled arteries pulsing with life. The great transformation has occurred. Previously sleek silver-blue sockeyes have changed via nature’s alchemy into bright crimson-bodied, green-headed, humpbacked, curved-snout beasts. Most have entered their natal streams and begun to pair off in anticipation of the salmon run’s great climax: spawning to create the next generation of sockeyes.

Bristol Bay anglers are about to enjoy the climax of the fishing season: targeting the great rainbows and char, which are homing in on the sockeyes to feast on the coming salmon egg banquet. Immersion in this incredible bacchanal of angling and reproduction is an unparalleled experience.


August 18. Overcast, intermittent showers, 55–60 degrees. Some days the “angling gods giveth.” Sockeye spawning commenced today, and the expectant, greedy trout could not resist a reasonably presented egg imitation.

Allen and I wolfed down an early breakfast, skipped coffee by the fire, and got taken a couple of miles upriver. Upon arrival a brown furry friend was fishing there but soon disappeared. This reach of the river was choked with bright red/green head salmon lined up in cross stream rows like West Point cadets on parade. The first redds were evident and the
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gray/green rainbows were lined up below on the shallow ocher gravel bars darting to and fro to snatch drifting eggs. An occasional big bow would free jump to escape the canine teeth of a male salmon defending its redd.

The fishing was spectacular with each of us notching well over a couple dozen plus rainbows: the 14–16" silver bullets fresh in from the upper lake, the hard running, high jumping 18"ers and a few piggies to 24". The 6 mm burnt orange beads fished on 6 lb. fluoro tippet was the ticket.

By late afternoon, we had fished down to where a small channel forked off to the left running under some overhanging black spruce. Spotted a big trout on the fin, presented the bead, and hooked up. The trout screamed downriver and I stumbled in pursuit. A great fight ensued, the hook and leader held and slid a fine, fat crimson striped 25"er into the shallows. Even though we caught a few more fish, nothing was topping this big boy. Back at the lodge we enjoyed the fire and toasted a great day with a couple of well-earned après fish single malts.




A Colorful Visual Feast

The angling is a colorful visual feast, especially in the smaller clear-water streams. Most sight-fishing, for trout or on the saltwater flats, requires careful observation to pick out subtle clues: bits of grays or brown, a hint of a shadow, or a silvery flicker of movement. Transformed vivid crimson sockeyes light up a river like an overdone psychedelic color show. Even the big carmine-striped rainbows aren’t hard to see, especially when dashing aggressively after freshly released eggs. Bright pink, red, and lavender fireweed is in full bloom along the riverbanks, adding to the spectacle.

Sockeyes transform as they absorb the nutrients from their red-orange flesh during the spawning run. The red-orange flesh comes from their krill/plankton diet in the sea. Using those stored nutrients causes the skin, originally silver-blue, to change fairly quickly to red. Eggs take on the same red-orange color via the same process. When spawning is complete and the salmon begin to die, the flesh then is revealed to be a pallid white—all the nutrients are gone.

An overwhelming percentage of the sockeyes return to the river or stream (and in some cases the lakeshore) from which they hatched. In fact, most find their way to the specific reach of river, if not the precise gravel bed, where they emerged as a fry. The pre-spawn adult salmon are acutely sensitive to chemical signatures in the water and literally smell their way home. Copper dissolved in water, even in extremely small amounts, can destroy this sense of smell. It is one reason that there is so much concern about the impacts of the proposed Pebble copper/gold mine north of Lake Iliamna. Copper residues released into the headwaters of the Kvichak and Nushagak systems could wreak havoc on the millions of sockeyes that now ascend these systems every year.
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Not all sockeyes “go home.” A few fish are colonizers: adult salmon that ascend a different river system to spawn. Biologists maintain this is nature’s way of ensuring valuable genetic diversity among the spawners. In addition, it is a means of providing fish to run up new rivers that may be devoid of salmon. This phenomenon is well documented in places like Glacier Bay, Alaska. The entire lower end of the bay was buried under a huge 500-foot-high glacier when found and named by Capt. George Vancouver in 1789. In the ensuing 230 years, the glacier retreated, exposing and creating the bay. Many small streams were created during the retreat—streams that previously didn’t exist. Before too long, however, salmon runs were established in these otherwise barren new streams. Colonizer salmon found them, spawned there, and created new runs. The tenacity of the salmon never ceases to amaze.

Small-stream sockeyes can exhibit interesting behavior. The bright red fish are wary of running up the “pisser” streams, seemingly worried about being exposed to predators. Hundreds will congregate for days in a lake at the mouth of the stream, waiting for some signal to proceed. Suddenly the whole school will blast en masse upstream, pushing a big wake and sounding like a freight train (or a big running bear). The invading horde terrifies the resident char, grayling, and trout, which turn tail and flee downstream to the lake.
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to the deepest part of the redd. The bottom then shelves up gently toward the downstream end, the “tail spill.” This configuration causes the flowing water to be circulated down into the redd to help with survival of the eggs as well as the alevins after hatching.

Scientific literature says sockeye redds never exceed 1 foot in depth. I beg to disagree. I have fished a number of Bay streams in June, as well as in August and September. During the early season, the gently undulating gravel bottoms would be about knee deep. By early September, these runs had been worked over hard by redd-digging sockeyes, creating wildly undulating bottoms that were only inches deep in some spots and crotch deep in others. We always try to stay out of the main current to avoid the redds, but sometimes wading is unavoidable—like when dodging a bear.

When it is time to spawn, the female and dominant male line up next to each other at the top of the redd, then gently bump and swim against each other. At the right time, she quivers and spasms to release eggs while the male squirts sperm-laden milt in a cloud that engulfs the eggs. Most of the now fertilized eggs sink to the bottom, and as the new eggs are slightly adhesive, they tend to stick there. The female then moves just ahead of the redd, turns on her side, and kicks fresh gravel down into the redd to lightly cover the fresh eggs, which are a bright, translucent red-orange. The male stands guard to chase off any rainbows, char, grayling, sculpins, or sticklebacks trying to sneak in and grab a caviar meal.

As noted earlier, it is common to see “free jumping” rainbows when fishing for those hanging around the sockeye redds. Big male salmon will go after the lurking ’bows, which take to flight for escape. And many rainbows exhibit battle scars inflicted on them by the salmon’s sharp teeth.

Over the next five days, the female and male will guard the nest. The male then wanders off in search of another gravid female. He is definitely not monogamous. The buried eggs are less susceptible to being eaten by trout and such, but the female remains on guard to prevent other females from selecting the same spot to dig and spawn. However, after about nine days the female departs and resumes her search for another site to lay eggs. A typical female will prepare four or five redds before her egg supply is exhausted (recall that each female produces approximately 3,000 eggs).

Sockeye spawning in Bristol Bay rivers typically occurs during August and September. It starts on a particular day, builds over the next couple of weeks, and trails off over the following three to five weeks. Studies indicate that the length of the spawn on a given river or stream is approximately thirty to fifty days, but the intense activity is far more limited, usually lasting no more than a week or two. And, in an interesting evolutionary twist, a subset of the sockeyes spawn along gravel shorelines in many of the big lakes.

Once again, timing is critical for anglers. Prized rainbow trout often remain in the lakes, waiting for the first whiff of salmon eggs. Arrive too soon and trout numbers in a targeted river are likely to be low. The fishing can still be fine, but not the bonanza associated with catching the beginning of the spawn.


August 10, Kulik River, clear and warm—70+! A little too early. Many salmon aren’t in, and few have made the full change to bright red/green. Evident too that a lot of the trout, especially the bigger ones, are still out in Nonvianuk Lake waiting for the big egg bonanza. Started working egg patterns just because but it didn’t take long to figure out that the trout weren’t interested. Downstream of the bar finally changed to a #8 olive/black/grizzly Woolly Bugger that enticed a few of the better ’bows. In fairly short order it let me get three or four in the 18–20" class. Stayed with bugger patterns for the rest of the day and managed to pick away at nice trout. But not exactly the kind of fifty-rainbow day that the river is famous for!




To Bead or Not to Bead

Is dead-drifting a plastic bead to a salmon egg–eating rainbow trout “fly” fishing? In a controversy redolent of Englishman G. E. M. Skues being pitched from his chalk stream fishing club for fishing sunken nymphs rather than the holy dry fly, Alaskan anglers debate the ethics of using beads. Some insist the plastic fakes are not flies per se. In fact, most “fly-fishing-only” rules in Alaska require that anglers tie something on the hook shank (usually thread) and then thread the leader tippet through the bead in order for the rig to qualify as a “fly.” The bead above a plain hook is considered an “attractor” and not a “fly” under these rules. Adding in the common practices of painting beads with different nail polish colors and holding the beads in place on the leader via “pegging” simply pours fuel on the fire.

Spawning sockeyes put billions of eggs into the Bristol Bay river systems, which are sought greedily by rainbows, char, and grayling. The plethora of eggs dwarfs even the best insect hatches found in famous Lower 48 rivers and creates a need to “match the hatch,” so to speak. Fifty years ago, the unsophisticated Alaskan trout came readily to bright orange or red steelhead flies, like the venerable Polar Shrimp; today that remains largely true only for the less choosy char species.

Around 1980, the Glo Bug entered the picture. Properly colored dense yarn was lashed onto a hook and cut in a precise manner to create a round salmon egg imitation. Previously picky egg-eating rainbows in hard-fished streams that sneered at a Polar Shrimp or a classic Two Egg Sperm fly gobbled up the new Bugs. And for well over a decade, anglers visiting the Bay rivers during the sockeye spawn filled their fly boxes with a variety of Glo Bugs. My fly material drawers are still full of old Glo Bug yarn from that era.
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Beads began to appear in the late 1980s. The array of available colors was wonderful, and multiple sizes allowed precise emulation of smaller sockeye eggs as well as the larger ones released by big king salmon. It was easy to fill a fly box with a variety of colors and sizes, and rigging was oh so simple: put the leader tippet through the hole in the bead and tie on the hook; the bead would rest on the eye.

Not long thereafter, someone deduced that painting the usually uniformly colored beads with nail polish would make them more attractive to the fish. Adding a bit of polish does add some variation to the color and makes the beads more translucent—like real salmon eggs. It also adds a bit of sheen, which is noticeable on freshly released eggs, too.

My first encounter with nail polish on beads occurred one windy night at a camp on Naknek Lake. Cindi Squires is an avid Anchorage fly fisher who makes regular trips to Katmai; I would see her there regularly and sometimes at the fly shops in town. Two of us visited her campsite one windy August evening, where we painted beads to the harsh light of a hissing Coleman lantern while waves crashed on the nearby shoreline.

I recall her favorite polish color was Revlon’s Wet & Wild 434. Chip King and the Tikchik Narrows Lodge guides like Sally Hansen’s Vanilla Bean! Check out fly-fishing bulletin boards for lengthy debate and discourse over favorite nail polish shades. Later I would drag my daughter Victoria with me to the drugstore to “help” me buy polishes—I wasn’t going to be seen poking around the women’s cosmetic counter by myself!

Beads have one major problem compared to Glo Bugs—hard plastic. Rainbows can detect the unnatural consistency and spit out a bead in a nanosecond. Even with a small strike indicator placed only a couple of feet above the bead, ’bows know when they are being fooled. And it was not uncommon for the bead to slide up the tippet so that a fish grabbing the bead was nowhere near the hook.

The solution was to “peg” the bead: break off a piece of a round toothpick and jam it into the bead hole, fixing its position on the tippet. Observant guides learned quickly that a bead affixed a couple of inches or more above the hook produced many more hook ups compared to a sliding bead. However, a high percentage of the fish would be hooked outside the mouth. It was not an issue with bigger trout, but smaller fish (16 inches) had a propensity to get stuck around the eyes. On the other hand, pegging can keep fish from deeply inhaling the bead and hook. Deeply hooked fish can suffer gill injuries that are often fatal.
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ADFG studied the matter closely, conducting careful surveys on streams such as Lower Talarik Creek and Moraine Creek. It discovered trout survival was not a real issue, but hook scarring was. On Moraine approximately 70 percent exhibited hook scarring in the form of missing maxillary (mouth) bones, jaw deformation, or blind eyes. The surveys also revealed that anglers reported concerns and/or a diminished experience when they encountered more than 40 to 50 percent hook-scarred trout. Trial and error also found that pegging a bead a fixed distance from the hook reduced these effects.

Prodded by Mac Minard, the agency eventually promulgated rules on pegging. These prescribed that beads must be pegged within 2 inches of the hook eye or left unpegged to slide on the leader. It seems like a reasonable compromise, although I prefer to set the bead about an inch above the hook. For me that has avoided the damaging deep hook ups as well as the possible eye damage to the smaller fish. Debarb the hook as well to make quick, clean releases easier.

In any event, beads can be very effective and are here to stay. For those anglers who think of beads as non-fly “attractors” rather than fly-like “imitations,” there is always the now traditional Glo Bug. For the others, a properly nail-polished bead that is properly rigged is the way to catch salmon egg–eating trout in Alaska. ■
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Anglers who turn up their noses at using egg patterns will enjoy pre-spawn fishing. The smaller rivers and streams hold many trout up to 18 inches that are frequently relegated to the shallows by the presence of aggressive pre-spawn sockeyes. It can be another great time to fish classic dry flies and nymphs to trout that are trophies by most Eastern and Midwestern trout fishing standards.


August 17, mostly cloudy, odd shower 55–60. Saw early evidence of sockeyes getting ready to dig redds but without spawning having begun, and the fishery in transition, it was challenging. Trout could be seen in shallower runs and some brownish mayflies were hatching causing occasional rises. Put on a #12 Hare’s Ear dry and dropped a #14 Prince Nymph to target the visible fish. Careful stalking over a couple of hours let me hook half a dozen or so; half on the dry and half on the nymph. Most were 12-to 14-inch ’bows, but a rambunctious 16"er crashed the party and made the fly reel sing.

Later we found a set of bigger fish that appeared to be hanging out expecting eggs. My efforts with a bead struck out, but David hooked three on a #10 Pheasant Tail nymph but all three were released long distance. Too bad.






No Salmon Equal No Trout and Char

Location can be as important as timing when trying to intercept the early spawn. I really learned this lesson the hard way on a DIY float of the Nushagak forty years ago. I thought my partner had the fishing there dialed in, and we met in Dillingham for the floatplane ride northeast to a middle stretch of the river. We got dropped off, pumped up the rafts, and set off for a three-day float. Three days later we had caught zero rainbows, a couple of char, and a bunch of grayling. We ended up eating grayling for lunch and dinner each day as crossed signals on the food supply resulted in a limited larder, with only a few breakfast bars, coffee, and some staples like butter and spices. At least I remembered to bring the scotch. Turns out the sockeye spawning beds were limited and below us, while the more important chum and king beds were upstream. All the ’bows and char were on the beds—where we were not.

Short rivers connecting lakes don’t have this problem. Places like the Agulukpak, Agulawok, Battle, Brooks, and Kulik—only 1 to 3 miles in length—generally feature spawners from top to bottom. The big rivers are very different, with scattered spawning redds, or beds. Rainbows know exactly where they are, as do smart fishing guides.


August 14, Upper Nushagak, thin overcast 60, water good level clear. After the obligatory hearty lodge breakfast, young Victoria and I boarded a Beaver with a pair of other regulars to head for the upper Nush near the King Salmon Creek confluence. En route we saw a bear threesome and did a series of tight turns to get a good look—Miss V’s inner ear did not like that and she was a little peaked after we landed. Spent the a.m. drifting beads behind small groups of sockeyes along the structure laden banks. It was pretty nonstop on ’bows, dollies, and grayling but nothing over 18". After lunch, our guide ran us downstream 20 minutes to “the Aquarium”: a sockeye filled side channel on the west side of the braided River. The ’bows and dollies had also found this spawning area and were lined up letting us catch plenty of both to 22". To my daughter’s delight, I also caught about half a dozen 5–6" little rainbows while she managed our biggest ’bow of the day! Heading back upriver for our pick up, ran by a set of high bluffs with a big bald eagle on a promontory regally surveying his domain. Ah Alaska.



Interaction between the ’bows/char and the spawning beds is another reminder of their inseparability from the sockeyes. No salmon equals no ’bows and char. Rivers with impassable barriers or falls demonstrate this truism.
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August 25, Tazimina River, Cloudy, Periods of Light rain, 55–60. We flew into Nondalton (a Dena’ina village between Lake Clark and Iliamna Lake), picked up a boat, and headed up the Taz. It’s a full-bore river with sweeping bends, high bluffs, and deep green holes. It was full of spawning red sockeyes and a cohort of rainbows and char. Working Glo Bugs and Polar Shrimp patterns [this was years before the beads] accounted for a couple of dozen fine fish divided between ’bows and char. Most of the rainbows were in the 18" class; the char were definitely bigger. Located a big one amongst the salmon and got it to take. It waged a very tough bulldogging fight (not as flashy as the trout) and eventually had it in the shallows: a thick, girthy olive char with white spots that taped 26"; plainly a 6-to 7-pounder.

We took the boat upriver to the entrance of a beautiful canyon and on the way out (in the plane) buzzed the big spectacular waterfall at the top. The pilot told us local legend says Bigfoot/Sasquatch lives behind the falls.



A year later, I had a chance to float the Tazimina upriver from the big waterfall (and Sasquatch). The river flows out of gorgeous snowcapped mountains, and smoking Mount Iliamna looms high on the horizon. In many ways, the upper Taz looks far more inviting to anglers than the lower half. Yet it supports only a population of grayling, and relatively small ones to boot. No sockeyes—courtesy of the waterfall—renders the upper river largely sterile and incapable of sustaining rainbows, char, and big grayling. Take away the salmon from Bristol Bay, and the teeming rivers of the Bay would look like the upper Taz: pretty but empty.

The connection between healthy rainbow trout and sockeyes cannot be overstated. A variety of studies demonstrate plainly that rainbow numbers, and health, are tied directly to sockeye abundance. Trout need to pack on a lot of weight during the summer and fall months to survive the long Alaska winter, and heavy courses of eggs and flesh provide the crucial calories. Without this food source, rainbows struggle in the winter and reach the early spring spawning season in weakened condition. Trout will skip spawning if insufficiently healthy. And weakened, skinny, lethargic trout are the antithesis of what anglers seek in Alaska.



[image: The beautiful upper Tazimina, above a big waterfall, has no rainbows or char since it hosts no salmon.]
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The Bay’s Rivers—Big, Small, and Medium

A special feature of Bristol Bay is the multiplicity of river systems and river types to fish during the spawn. Big rivers like the Kvichak, Naknek, and Nushagak occupy one end of the scale. Often a quarter mile or wider, these are large, powerful rivers that can hold large, powerful trout. The Kvichak and Naknek can produce 20-pound rainbows and are considered the best big rivers for pursuing bona fide 30-inchers, the traditional demarcation for a trophy Alaska rainbow. Most angling is done from boats, but each river offers interesting wading opportunities. A 15-mile stretch of the upper Kvichak, just below the village of Iguigig, braids or divides into myriad small channels. Some are only 15 to 20 feet wide, flowing between grassy islands. It is possible to stalk these channels for large trout that can be sight-fished. It’s very exciting and challenging when a big fish is hooked.

Similarly, the Naknek contains a few relatively shallow gravel bars reached by boat where wade-fishing can occur. Normally, it takes a lower-water year to make the bars shallow enough. The big problem is what to do when a monster rainbow races downriver. Losing all your backing is likely. Staying in the boat is the best path to success.

Small streams are at the other end of the spectrum. Little, insignificant-looking water courses no more than 10 feet wide meander across the tundra before joining a larger river. Not a tree is in sight, and the only cover is provided by an occasional willow or higher grassy bank. Waters can be a little tannic, with the limited visibility hiding incredible trout tucked under small cutbanks. Or a small clear-water stream maybe 25 feet wide can course through a forest of white-barked birches and dark green spruce. Bright red 4-to 8-pound sockeyes look out of place, as do the hefty rainbows hanging below them in shallow riffles. The only approach is to crawl up and fish on your knees.

In between are the “Goldilocks” streams—not too big and not too small. The Brooks, Copper, Lower Talarik, Moraine, Kulik, Gertrude Creek in the Becharof Lake system, the Pak, and the Wok are among the most famous of these. Gertrude and Talarik are small, low-gradient rivers flowing across the tundra. The Copper tumbles through a black spruce forest on its way to big Iliamna Lake. The Moraine flows wide and clear beneath high bluffs on its way to big Kukaklek Lake, and the Pak and Wok are short, shallow, riffled rivers connecting big finger lakes in the Wood River system.




Big Rivers Mean Big Rainbows

As noted, the attraction of the big rivers is giant rainbows. The angling is done primarily from outboard-powered johnboats, enabling anglers to move around and do repeated drifts in and around good areas including spawning beds. Eight or 9-weight rigs are used to help handle the sinking-tip lines that are frequently employed, fight the wind, and deal with genuinely big fish.
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The Naknek flows through “downtown” King Salmon and has long been a favorite with the budget conscious. Regular commercial flights shuttle in from Anchorage, and visitors to King Salmon can book into local motels rather than pricier fishing lodges. Local guide services work the river without the need for any flying. There is plenty of bustle in town, and the whole river waterfront is lined with floatplane services and boats. Tranquil it is not. But for many, the relative low cost and the convenience of getting there—and targeting good fish—outweigh the drawbacks. And the fish are there.


August 24, Naknek River, On and Off Driving Rain, 45. This first venture onto the Naknek was a mix of apprehension, entertainment, excitement, and heartbreak. The flight to KS was delayed by ground fog and a bouncy, spooky affair; didn’t hook up with our host and guide until early afternoon. Put on all of my rain gear, fingerless gloves and such (and it wasn’t enough!), and our host brought along a chest stocked to the brim with hot coffee, Bailey’s Irish Cream, cognac, bourbon, and scotch—not sure what he was preparing for. Quickly got to the waterfront and launched. A 20-minute upstream run through the murk got us to a series of riffles among some small islands. There is some wading here but not today.

Our tactic was to drift a sink tip line, short leader, and some lead from the boat. Fly was a sizeable Glo Bug because there were some king salmon beds present. Rainbows were the target, but initially a bunch of jack kings wanted to play (salmon that come back prematurely and weigh 3 to 5 lbs.—pretty good fighters). Finally got a hard take, set pretty hard per the guide’s instructions, and a big fish blistered upriver way into the backing. The run would have made a bonefish proud. Fired up the motor to hold us in the current and let me get back line. Then the fish ran at us, stripped frantically piling up line in the boat and had to clear it moments later during the next long run. Got the fish under control, a bunch of short lunges around the boat followed, out came the big net, and in went the trout. A broad-shouldered steelhead silver 26" rainbow; the guide pronounced “6+ pounds.” Wow.

Then came heartbreak. Resumed our drifts, got a smashing take and 35 feet from the boat an enormous rainbow vaulted from the river. No long run for this big guy, just a series of great 3-to 4-foot-high leaps letting us get great looks at a real 10-pounder. Just as it settled down and I started to apply pressure, the hook pulled. Arg!

Drowned my sorrows and tried, in vain, to warm up with coffee laced with a healthy shot of cognac.



This was the beginning of a decades-long set of sorrows in my quest for the 30-inch/10-pound rainbow. A couple of hopefuls taped out at 29 inches, but the bona fide trophies always escaped in some heartbreaking fashion. During these same years, all my other personal fly-fishing goals were achieved—big tarpon, permit, 10-pound bonefish, saltwater flats Grand Slams, 20-plus-inch wild trout on small dry flies, and more. The giant Alaska rainbow remains my Moby Dick.

The Kvichak is the premier giant trout river in Bristol Bay (although devotees of the Naknek might claim otherwise). Issuing from the west end of big Iliamna Lake, the river courses 50 miles to the salt-water Bay. Millions of sockeyes run up each season on their way to spawn in the river itself as well as in the many tributaries of Iliamna, the Newhalen River, and fjord-like Lake Clark at the top of the system. Fly fishers concentrate on the upper half of the river, downstream from Igiugig, where it braids into myriad small channels—a big river that can fish “small.” Rainbows in the river are probably the hottest trout in Alaska. Long, speedy runs and missile-like leaps are part of the package, and as a veteran saltwater flats guy, I think the trout have a mix of bonefish speed and tarpon jumping in their DNA.

The braids can be full of sockeye spawning beds, but chums and kings also spawn in the same reach, with significant overlap by the sockeyes and chums. Hence bigger egg patterns, 8 mm or 10 mm, which emulate king and chum eggs, are commonly presented to the trout.

Some trout are present most of the summer, but the real angling doesn’t start until about September 1. Enough spawning has occurred by then to entice the big rainbows to drop down from Iliamna Lake to target the eggs. These fish are more akin to steelhead than to typical river rainbows: large, sleek, silver fish with only a hint of rose on their cheeks and sides compared to the traditional Alaska “leopard” rainbows exhibiting olive-green backs, bright red stripes, and prominent black spotting.
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I returned to the Kvichak a few years later with my new spouse, Jeannette, in tow. Hodson leased a small local operation, the Blueberry Lodge, to allow anglers to overnight on the river and fish for consecutive days before returning to Tikchik Narrows. Our visit coincided with Jeannette’s birthday. We got on the river in the afternoon, and the Birthday Girl had all the luck—for a while. The “fly” was a 6 mm pearlescent bead (imitating a sockeye egg) on which she took a number of nice ’bows to 24 inches, and then Mr. Big showed up. She hooked up and an epic battle ensued—too bad it was before iPhone videos. It took a long time for the trout to tire, but there it was on the surface just behind the boat—30-plus inches—a magnificent rainbow. I was proud of her—and jealous! Out came the net, the guide extended it to the fish, Jeannette went to lead the trout into the meshes, and the hook pulled out. A tired fish sank to the bottom, letting us get a real good look at a trout of a lifetime. Heartbreaking.

That evening we celebrated her birthday, and I had brought gifts. She opened the first with anticipation to find packages of beads, a couple bottles of nail polish, and a box of round toothpicks—what else would an angler want in Bristol Bay at this time of year? Jean-nette was definitely confused and couldn’t decide if this was for real. Somehow, I kept a straight face and then presented a more welcomed gift: a piece of jewelry. A big smile followed, and I was off the hook.


The Kvichak River and Iliamna Lake System

The Iliamna Lake and Kvichak River system is the very heart of the Bristol Bay region and fishery. ADFG estimates that 50 percent of the Bay’s sockeye run is spawned and reared within the system, and the river is likely the world’s premier big rainbow fishery. A relatively compact watershed covers nearly 5 million acres at the eastern apex of Bristol Bay.

Fjord-like Lake Clark, wedged into the rocks, spires, and glaciers of the Alaska Range, is at the top of the system. It is fed by the silty Tlikakila River coming down from Lake Clark Pass—a narrow slot in the sharp granite mountains. The glacial-tinged lake is 50 miles long and only a mile or two across at its narrowest spots. To the east, two 10,000-foot-high active volcanoes rear up, frequently smoking and belching ash: Mounts Redoubt and Iliamna. A few clear-water streams, such as the Kijik and Tanalian, tumble down the mountainsides into the lake, offering limited angling primarily for grayling. Port Alsworth is the only community on the lake. It hosts an NPS visitor center, as the lake is the primary feature of the Lake Clark National Park and Preserve.

Lake Clark has a very short outflow into Sixmile Lake. The Dena’ina village of Nondalton occupies the west shore of the lake opposite the mouth of the Tazimina River (aka the “Taz”) flowing in from the east. The Taz, below a big waterfall, is a superb fishery.


[image: Map of the Kvichak River and Iliamna Lake system. The Kvichak River and Iliamna Lake watershed is the very heart of Bristol Bay, and is the world’s most productive sockeye fishery.]
Map of the Kvichak River and Iliamna Lake system. The Kvichak River and Iliamna Lake watershed is the very heart of Bristol Bay, and is the world’s most productive sockeye fishery.





[image: The Newhalen River not far upstream from its confluence with Iliamna Lake.]
The Newhalen River not far upstream from its confluence with Iliamna Lake.



The Newhalen River runs out of Sixmile for a relatively short, turbulent 22-mile run to big Iliamna Lake. The river hits the lake adjacent to the Native village of Newhalen. Reflecting the crossroads nature of the lake, it holds a mix of Aleut, Dena’ina, and Yup’ik people. Newhalen was originally a Dena’ina village but now serves as a center of the area with a commercial airport. Not far up the road to the northeast sits Iliamna. A lot of sockeyes fight their way up the river, and local lodges fish there for salmon, rainbows, and grayling when unable to fly out.

About 10 miles west of the Newhalen River, the first of two famous small tributaries enter Iliamna Lake: Upper and Lower Talarik Creeks (more about them later). Two other Native villages are found on the upper parts of the lake: Pedro Bay occupies the upper eastern end where the Iliamna River, primarily a char river, runs into the lake; on the south shore is Kokhanok. Near this primarily Aleut village is the Copper River—a truly legendary rainbow fishery that has earned its reputation. Also on the south shore is the Gilbraltar Lake/River system. Another superb rainbow fishery, anglers ply the river below Gilbraltar Lake and lovely little Dream Creek, which flows into the top of the lake.

At the west end of Iliamna Lake, the Kvichak River begins its 50-mile journey to salt water. The Yup’ik village of Igiugig is situated here. Immediately downstream the big river—average flows are in the 17,000 to 18,000 cfs range—promptly braids up into a labyrinth of small channels, some of which are wadable by anglers. This stretch can produce spectacular sight-fishing for truly giant rainbows. Farther down, the braids and channels merge and the now large, placid river makes its final run to Bristol Bay. ■



The next day demonstrated how the Kvichak can create incredible angling expectations, warping appre ciation of otherwise fine fish.


Sept. 12, Foggy mid-morning, blue sky afternoon, 45–60 degrees. We picked away at decent numbers of rainbows to about 22 inches as our time on the river ran out. One 90-foot-wide braid between grassy islands had a number of very large silvery trout visible on the yellowish gravel and we were still hoping for the elusive 30-incher. Started our last drift, my strike indicator twitched, set, and a fine rainbow blasted into the air. Seconds later, Jeannette hooked up with its twin. However, it was evident that we had hooked “mere” 22–24"ers and not the giants we hoped for. Both of us began cursing/complaining as a pair of great wild rainbows danced around. Then we looked at each other and our guide and began laughing at ourselves: only on the Kvichak would a double hook up on hot 4-to 5-pound trout prompt disappointment.



Hang around the Kvichak long enough, and anglers hear of enormous rainbows in the river. George Conniff encountered the trout of a lifetime just downstream from Igiugig one foggy, stormy September afternoon. Wading a side channel about 90 feet wide to escape the chilling wind-driven drizzle, he and his guide spotted a huge silvery rainbow taking eggs on a shallow gravel shelf below some bright red sockeyes, late spawners. George and his guide patiently stalked through the golden grass into a good casting position, rechecked the leader knots, and went to work. Mr. Big was in a narrow, inches-wide feeding lane, and putting the egg pattern in there quietly and accurately was difficult in the wind. On the fourth or fifth cast, the trout shifted sideways an inch, the white mouth opened, and it took the fly. The trout exploded and blistered downstream, leaping en route, with George chasing and stumbling after to keep it from taking all the chartreuse backing. Three hundred yards downstream they achieved a standoff. Ultimately a tired, arm’s-length ’bow was led into a shallow backwater. The astonished veteran guide muttered, “That’s the biggest rainbow I’ve ever seen!”

They pegged it at 36 inches or more. But before they could put their hands on





The Small Gems





[image: I’m surprised to find a big trout in a small tundra stream.]










[image: An incredulous angler asks the guide, “Is this place for real?”]


















[image: The beautiful Grant River looking downstream to the Kulik Spires and Glacier.]













[image: The hard-to-reach Little Ku wends its way across the tundra.]












[image: We dodge a well-fed bear at the confluence of Funnel and Moraine Creeks.]




[image: Paul Latchford is all smiles with a colorful “leopard” rainbow from Funnel.]





[image: Jim Repine on the Copper River.]






The Bay’s Classic Trout Streams











[image: I learn to fish the “holes” in the sockeyes—note the gray-green rainbow amid the crimson salmon.]





[image: A September rainbow takes advantage of the broad Agulukpak to take line off the reel.]

















[image: Steve Cantner (angler) and Robert Leslie (guide) on another rainy Pak day.]





[image: David Smith gears up on a cabin porch at Brooks Lodge.]



















[image: David shows off a nice bead-eating trout—look closely at the fish’s upper lip.]









[image: The famous, productive Kulik River flows out of Kulik Lake.]





[image: Kulik’s rainbows get bigger as fall arrives. COURTESY OF NEIL OSTRANDER]








Matching the “Hatch” in Alaska









[image: Rather than rely on a guide, DIY anglers get their own beads and nail polish to create killer imitations.]












[image: Post-spawn sockeyes attract glaucous gulls in addition to other predators such as eagles and bears. COURTESY OF DR. ENRIQUE FERNANDEZ]
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