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cn:»er vou find

g Congregations

/ f critters, youll

nnd predators to cat

them. Picrure  the

African i‘mrengct:,mth a million migrar-

ing wildebecst and zebras providing a

moveahle feast for lons, cheetahs, hyenas,
wild dogs and crocodiles.

In Alaska’s Bristol Bay watershed,
that abundance plays out underwater.
Millinns of migrating salmon, drawn
from the ocean to the streams and rivers
of their birth, swim home to spawn and
die. On the way they beecome dinner for
brown bears lining the stream and their
decaving bodies in turn draw bald eagles,
black bears and gulls.

But underwarer there’s a feeding
frenzy happening, too, one cvery bir as
dramatic as the nature show on the Af-
rican plains,

To experience the wildebeest migra-
tion, | brought binoculars. But to experi-
ence Bristol Bay, vou need a fishing rod.

My wife Jennifer and T were travel-
ing as guests of Scott and Nicka Hed ta
Rapids Camp Lodge, located just putside
of King Salmon. Scott is director of the
Sportsman's Alliance for Alaska, one of
the otganizations on the front linc of
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A fioat plane delivers anglers to & run of silver salman. Far many, the abundance of Alaska is a given, But is it?

the fight to protect Brisrol Bay (rom the
proposed Pebble Mine. If constructed, it
would be the largest gold mine in Norrh
America, located in the headwaters of the
warcrshed T was about to experience inall
its bli_l'l"l'

Every evening, guests at Rapids
Camp Lodge are presented with 4 menu
of fiy-out fishing options for the next day,
It felt like going to a microbrew pub with
50 varictics on Tap.

Cutcliing silver salmon as they run
fresh from the ocean® Check. Hike in for
Dolly Varden? Of course, Halibut in the
ocean? Trophy rainbow trout? Grayling
on dry flies? Yes, yes — and yes.

We arrived at the lodge in the atter-
noon, meaning the planes were already
out. We donned waders and headed out
with guide Taylor Wells to fish on the
Naknek River, Rapids Camp Lodge’s
home waters,

Within minutes it was fishing pan-
demoniam.

Looking over the boar, we wautched
bright red king salmon fining in the cur-
rent. They were laying eggs, more than &
few of which caught in the current and
drifted downriver

Those high-caloric eggs created 2
feeding frenzy. Large numbers of finned

‘We know that
Bristol Bay:is
more precious
than'gold.’

predators lined up below the king salmon
o gulp as many as they could.

e drifted egr patterns below the
king H:Lhnun and thus began two hours
of the most memorable fishing of my life.
Nice rainbows — many pushing 20 inches
— came with startling regularity. For one
strerch, we reeled in jack kings, smaller
king salmon that migrated early and were
still feeding. We caught grayling, char
and sockeye salmon.

One of us had a fish on the line
ahout every other minute. When a five-
minute stretch passed without hooking
sumething, it was worth noting — and it
didn’t happen aguin.

“This isn't fishing,” Taylor said. “This
is carching.”

That might sound like a throw-away
line from a Saturday morning fshing
show, 5rill, I can find no better way
describe that day.

A month later, 'm grilling a silver
salmon caught on that trip. As the smnells
of salmon drift from our patio, I'm back
on a sandy beach, bear tracks at my feet,
silver salmon on my line.

On that day, my wite Jennifer caught
rw sitvers on our first two casts, Minutes
later, 1 hooked my own silver. Looking
down the beach, Tsaw four bent rods.
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That frenzy didn'r last - the fish soon
moved on — but it guve us plenty of fish o
tuke home, to have salmon to compliment
the deer, ducks and quail in our freezer,

As | share meals or storics with
friends, the reaction is invariably the
same: That must have been a trip of a life-
time. Whut an incredible place for a fish-
erman. You rnust have been in heaven.

Its all true, Bur it got me thinking
abour how we see Alaska and how we see
the abundance of fish und game.

For many, the abundunce of Alaska
is 2 given. The state is wild, it's special and
it's going to stay that way. Or is it}

On thar point, I'm less sure.

When we have an abundant resource,
we always think it’s going to be in perpe-
tuity. Bur the truth s, this continent — for
that matter this planer — once brimmed
with the sbundance of Bristol Bay. Every
step of the way, humanity has raken that
abundance for granted, And then it was
g‘cme.

Everyone knows the story of the bi-
son and the passenger pigeon, but the loss
of abundance is true for rivers, too. My
family owns a piece of property in central
Pennsylvania. Shamokin Creck, which
Hows through thar land, runs nrange with
mine drainage. No one will list ir as unc
of the lust grear wildernesses on carth. No
fish has lived there for generations. Tr's
dead warter. But once it supported mil-
lions of shad and ecls, enough to stistain
commercial fisheries, Never again, at least
not on any time scale humans can appre-
clate.

Murk Twain once wrote a list of his
favorite American foods, a story well
documented in Andrew Beahrs' book
Twaink Feast. Twain considered the sig-
narure food of Philadelphia to be terrapin
soup; the signature dish of Baltimore t
be rvast diving ducks, particularly canvas-
backs. Both irems were an inexhaustible
wild bounty, or 5o it scemed. Try finding
either on the menu roday:

People once  complained  about
splashing salmon kecping them awake at
night in Boise. Today, salmon conserva-
tion in Idaho often concerns dazens of
fizh, not millinns,

The abundance of Bristol Bay is sdll
here, in all irs glory. T count experiencing
it as one of my most cherished outdoor
experiences: ‘The mnning silver salmon,

Backcountry Journal, Spring 2013

Arctic grayling are one of many fish that line up
behind spawning salmon to foad,

fishing for halibut in an impossibly beau-
tiful bay, the rainbow trour gulping those
egrgs, the haunting volcanic acrivity of the
Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes.

Its one of the largest remaining
backcountry areas un carth. Yes, it’s still
here. Already, though, the proponents of
Pebble Mine ure asking us to assume this
abumdance will Lust forever. They are ask-
ing us to ignore a taling pond full of toxic
chemicals and up ro 10.8 billion tons of
mune wasee that will, by their own assess-
ment, require perpetual remediation.

That means: forever,

They are also asking us to trust tha
this time things will go as planned, that
there will not be unforeseen technalngi-
cal failings — the kind thar have occurred
at every other mine site in the world.

They are usking us to belicve that
cven though rhis mine will be twenty
times larger than all of Alaska's existing
mines combined, it will not affecr salm-
on,

They are asking us to believe thar
sulmon will just persist in Brisro! Bay, be-
cause, hey, we all know thar Alaska will
always huve salmon, right?

Just like the Great Plains will ilvways
huve bison and Pennsylvania coal streams
will ulways have shad, and the Chesa-
peake Buy will always be able to supply
Bultimore with an endless supply of can-
vasbacks. Yeah, just like that.

Muybe this time we do know bet-
ter. Maybe this time, with sportsmen and
women leading the way, we know that
Bristol Bay is more precious than gold.

We can get this one right We can
ensure that the largest wild sulmon fish-
ery on earth continues to provide, contin-

ues to inspire,

‘The Pebble proponcnts are counting
on us to quicty forget the abundance of
Bristol Bay. They e banking thut we'll ac-
cept the loss of the largest wild salmon
fishery on earth jusr as we have accepted
the loss of passenger pigeons.

On the last day of our Bristol Bay
trip, we drifted the river onc final time,
cutching grayling and jack kings and
rainbows, As our final minutes on the
water ticked too rapidly away, T hooked
4 truly giant ruinbow—an early arrival,
having just shown up to dine not on £iis,
but on the chunks of decaying salmon,

Just like thut, I lost the fish. But how
could 1 feel disappointed? Another cast
and there would be more fish, Tt seemed
like it could go on like this, forcver.

And it can. But Bristo] Bay still needs
our help. Ler's get 1t right this time. We
owe it tu the salmon, We owe it to the
futire. =

BHA member Matt Miller is senior
science writer for The Nature Conservancy.
His sgorier bave appeared in Sporry Arirn;
Buore, Livive Birn and many ather puhii-
cations. Read more at icience nature.org

What You Can Do To Help

More than 800 hunting and
angling groups and businesses have
signed a letter to the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency, asking
that Bristol Bay's productive waters
be protected from inappropriate
larpe—scale. mining projects like the
propased Pebble Mine. T lend your
groups or business’ support, contact
BHA member Scott Hed ar scon@®

sportsmansallianced AK org.

Tell President Obuma, the EPA
and your members of Congress 1o
protect ofie of the planer’s truly icon-
ic sporting destinations. You can take

action ut www.SaveBristolBav.org,

If a picrure is worth 2 rhousand
wiords, # video must be worth more,
right? Watch the award-winning
documentary film Red Gold (www.
RedGoldFilm.com) and shure it with
vthers who love the outdonrs.
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