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o Kings or Chinook...it doesn’t mateer what you call them.
They're the hard-hitting, deag-pulling, jumping, splshing, bulldogging, hoole straightening,
black mouched and-spoteed sidmon ol the Padific. The fish that every angler in Alaska is wait
ing for the moment the previous seasor’s silver run ends. We dreant of thens, whether onoa baic
casting rig, or {ly rod, in fresh or salewacer, 1Cwould be dilficalt to determine how muany “trips
of adifetime™ are planned with just this species in mind, but sulfice to
say mmmnerous local Alasha cconomics henelie rom our collective
love of the king,
Getting down o specilic fisheries, the lkena River obyi
ously boasts the size, as the record books retlect, swhile
on the same pcniuxul.l, the nearby Kasilof River offers a
i nive combination of big tish and big numbers, Road
v bonud anglers also enjoy several productive fishesies
dong the George Parks Highway, namely the Litde
Susitna River and Montama and Willow creels. But
when it comes purely o numbers, sonthwest Alasha’s
Nushagah River cortainly has 1o be named one of dhe
top. il not the top, drainage for catching kings. 1 PRTR
what Pve absavs read and heard anvway, and Fwanted o
see it the hype was real.

My first attempt o fish the Nashagak foriets monster run
of kings took plice twa years ago, with Nushagak River Ad
veniures, but luck was not wich me as a low fish coant forced dhe
Alaska Departent of Fish and Game to dose the King season dhe
day hetore Darcived, We did well with chum and sockeye, and released
several kings that we were not targeting, (including 1 lew on flics), but
that wats not what 1 wanted write about, so Twas huppy o oblige whea

was invited back,
, \ Brad Giroux is the owner of Nushagale River Adventures and we have talleed

¥ - several times about his operation since he purchased it over live years ago, Lresh ofl

of tunning a successful aperation on the Kenai River for several vears, he wanted o lish

& less crowded river, Te jumped at the chance when dic small pare ol ol private property

and Jodge came up tor sale. The lodge is not a wentcamp, which s the norm on much of the

Nushagak, as Brad has one of the few operations on the river that is situated on privane band.
Fhe woaden two story lluilding has uine rooms, and he likes to heep the nomber ol guests
around 13, Other buildings on the private half-acre indude w dining hall, w cook went, guides’

quarters, a kitchen and aclean, comfortable shower, This is a fishing lodge, however and i you
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are looking '.‘(‘)‘IFY({‘(}ICI‘ activitics such as kayvaking, bear viewing or bird waiching, Brad caters to
those types ofrgétivities at his other lodge, Katmai Trophy Adventares, which is located on the
i Naknek Kiver out of King Salmon,

1o get o the ladge, first fly into King Salmon and then cither take a floarplane directly 1o

the Nushagak, or constder staying a div or two on the Nuknel o fish for cainbows, socheye

THE NUSHAGAK
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ot kings, and then fly over, which is what
many guests choose to do. I stayed one day
on the Naknek fishing for sockeye then
flew to the Nushagak in the late afternoon.
I got my first taste of what the king fishing
was like when a couple of guests persuaded
me to join them on the shore after dinner.
[ had been daydreaming of sleeping since
the early afternoon, but after they told me
of their success the night before [ decided
to join them. In 30 short minutes I fanded
a chum and then a bright 35-inch king,
both of which I released. Four casts, two
nice fish, then  my bunk to shake off the
travel fatigue. It was Jooking like I would
need the rest.

The qualicy of a fishing trip is often
decermined noc only by the qualicy of
fishing, but the people you share the trip
with. I knew from last year Brad had the
staff to make the trip as good as possible.
Between the three guides at chis camp,
Ken Robertson, Kris Kallina, and Brenc
Scamans, there are over 65 years of Alas-
ka fish-guiding experience, much of it in
the Bristol Bay watershed, Both Ken and
Kris are longtime Alaska hunting guides
as well, and Brent’s wife, Ana, serves as
scheduler, cook and all-around organizer. [
fished with all three guides and found their
knowledge, instruction and of course, sto-
rytelling and humor, up to the task.

Every lodge has a character or two vis-

76 www.FishAlaskaMagazine.com

These happy anglers had a successful day of king fishing. Everyone, Including the dog. Is focused on the actlon.

iting or working there. During my stay,
the visiting character was young 19-year-
old Ben Miller from Liverpool, England.
With a stout accent, a great sense of hu-
mor and maturity beyond most his age, he
was friends with everyone quickly. He also
was a fishing fool and picked things up in
a hurry. His one drawback was ownership
of the world's ugliest fishing hat, which I
should have drowned in the river because
it looked alive. I spent the first two days
fishing with just Ben and longtime Alaska
guide, but pure Texan, Kris Kallina. Kris is
a character as well, and I now have a few
notebook pages of Kris-isms, anecdotes
and witticisms gathered through 26 years
of guiding. Fishing with those two would
have been worth the price of admission
withour catching fish, but the fshing was
great, too: we boated 22 kings the first day
and 25 the next. Bue it didn't matter who
I fished with, as we were all catching fish.
The lodge’s placement is quite a dis-
tance upriver from Dillingham, located
about six miles above Portage and in the
cast channel. Most of the other sport-
fishing camps are closer to the bay, but we
had no trouble catching bright fish, many
with sea lice still attached. The benehic of
the upriver location is less fishing pressure
in some grear holes. We often went even
farcher upriver and the only other boats we
saw were from our lodge. Part of this soli-
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tude is because almost the entirety of the
land surrounding the Jodge and the whole
river is managed by the Choggiung Lini-
ited, che local Nacive corporation (choggi-
ung.com/land/nushagak.asp). Some may
see this as negative since they limit the
number of operators and camping along
the river bank, buc as guide Brent Seamuans
pointed out, it also assures a less crowded
river to fish the huge run of Nushaguk
king salmon. Case in point: a California
family of six thac stayed ac the lodge two
days wene upriver each day and fished in
essencial solitude. Ken and Brent eicher
brought sack lunches or cooked salmon
for shore lunches so they could stay our

‘fishing all day. When [ asked if their ex-

pectations had been met, they told me
they were exceeded (boating over 60 tish
in two days will do that). The most telling
sign was the two teenage boys down on the
beach on the lase day. As they waited for
their floatplane to arrive for the trip home,
they kept trying for thac one last fish. . .and
yes, theyigot once. Their fish boxes were full
when they left for home.

The standard day ac the lodge included
a large, hot breakfase at 7 a.m, then outto
the boats; a shore lunch if preferred or 2n-
other hot lunch at noon, and then fishing
uncil 5:30 p.m., followed by a large dinner.
Fishing was great up- or downriver, or just
out of camp. Some of the kings were large,
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Cith the good river current, made for

exciting fights. When photographing one
elder lady fighting and landing a big king,
I heard her husband exclaim “I haven't
seen you that excited in 49 years!”

But even with good guides, comfortable
facilities and great food, generally it's the
quality of the fishing that has the most ef-
fect on people’s attitudes. The better the
fishing, the happier the people. I find most
of the folks I've met are happier and easier
to get along with in the boat, on the bank
or at the lodge fire pit when they have
been catching fish. Everyone was catching
fish here, and it showed.

A great example was watching the
change made on Carol Harbaugh of Mis-
sissippi, who was fishing with her husband
Ray. Ray and Carol are former missionar-
ies who chose to fish the Nushagak as part
of Ray's preparation to start a fishing and
hunting travel-planning business. Upon
hearing I was a wrirer, Carol asked me the
night she arrived, “Whar's the artraction to
this ﬁshmg thm;;,> She didn't know if she
~1-\Id just sit still for three w0 four hours
', less three to four days. We rtalked,
4 didnt think T convinced her thar
Ashing the Nush was much different than
fishing for blucgill back in Mississippi. She
decided to purchase a 5-day license any-
way, more out of not wanting 1o just lic
around the fodge rather than because of a
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cletyeating 29 years i 2012,

I BOAT,

3 FISHERMEN,
124 KINGS
IN 1 DAY!

JUNE 21, 2011

Call to reserve
your spot today.
(866) 692-9085

www.jakesalaska.com

Clockwise: Netting a 40-pounder. Couples, familles, friends—all kinds of groups fish

Alaska. Bringing one to the boat. The Nushagak River Adventures’ fleet af dusk.

sudden desire to go Ashing, Her atitude
soon changed and in che end. she out-
fished her husband (and most everyone
clse) throughout the week. T was fortunate
to fish with them one day with Brene guid-
ing. This was her second day and when
she hooked a big one, she was doing a few
things that could cost @ beginner a large
fish, Brene used his skill as a teacher (his
full-cime fall and winter job), and did one
of the best jobs I've seen anyone do of talk-
ing her through the fight as she landed a
42-inch king. She looked like a pro from
then on, and acted like one, too.

This one of the best operations ['ve
been to for those wanting to carch a large
numbers of kings without having to rough
it or spend large amounts of money. ['ve
been fortunate enough to fish in Alaska for
kings for the lasc 10 years, and I've never
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encountered fishing where the numbers of
fish caught equaled or exeeeded the num-
ber of fish [ caught on silver salmon teips.
It did here. With these guides, all of the
groups were suceessful, Ken told me tha
i three weeks his guests had boated over
300 fish. Wich three boats in camp, over
100 fish were Landed each day.

I was fortunate to catch a loc of Ash in
my youth in Wyoming and Montana, bur
[ also remember being younger and day-
dreaming, of thar once-in-a-lifetime trip
fishing in Alaska. From reading magazines
and watching fishing shows [ had built
up some pretey high expecratons, many
of which Tve learned to temper with real-
ity over the years, [f [ had come here first,
however, my daydreams would have been
exceeded. | aaught 62 kings in four and a
half days of fishing, and during a couple




of which 1 was doing more photography
than fishing. That's good—swupid, unre-
alistic good—but this is the Nushagak 1'd
read about. Now I had experienced it for

mysclf.
@“\

In the fall and winter, Stan Cunningham

seaches Wildlife Biology at Arizona State

University, where be has spent 25 years

studying large game mammals and carni-
- qores, When the ice melts, another passion ig-
ttes, and he spends as much rime as possible
udying ways 10 catch more fish. He spends
the majority of this time in Alaska, and he
Jas been a contributor 1o Vish Alaska for the
past 5 years.
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