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phatagraphs by COREY RICH

HE CESSNA 206 BOUNCEDAND FELL

and rose gm0 the ough aierattling
the gear we'd packed tight bhehind our
seats, “Whoa, Nellie,” said someone be-
hind me, Our bush pilotwas running vs
Stindhaar boots oot for a live-cay cxpedition
on the remote Chilikadrotna River — “the

mtherclllat acound hore: Wewere 180 miles west of
Ancherage onthe Alaska Peninsoda, fving as low ps 150 feet
over lakes bigeer thian Tahoe tiar the pilot deseribed as “so
clean yoweould drink evervdast drop.”

Nd-growth Spruce forest climbed snowy mountainsides
Clearto the horizon, and wnnmmed rivers and crecks spidered
neross the green windiernever passing a bridge or a home. I
lowskeed abor like thosewestierns they Mnyin the Canadian Rock-
it erente the illusien-Of o wildérness Uit goes on forever.
Lxcept out here, ics notan illusion

My poodness will vou just ook at all these Gsh!™ swd Cal
Ann Wookly, our expedition binlogist, 1he engine nosse was
denfening, o Woody had w bark fnte the mouthpieee of her
headdset: "What a greatyear this ik gomgr wohe! Pyve neverseen
so- iy sockeye oy life!”

Wacsly, in her bane 30s; with thick, blond-stréaked brown
hairgis one of the most prominent lishenes scientists in Alaska,
0 | knew thint i she sounded bresthless, it was for a reason.
I pressed my nose to e eold window and saw zillions of red
dots clotting the water — salmon by the tens of thousands,
layimg thelr Gggs. Ineveryeoeek after thag, for miles and miles,
were the same giant masses of spawning fish.

*That’s o grizzly. iEn'r it ofl tothe lef 7 said 'L'I.nurl:'.'xl:lu-.-
band, Joel Reynolds, chicfbiometrician for the LS, Fish and
Wildlife Service, which means he makes sure all hiolorical




athering methods. A hoge guy,
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| dicdn’t see the bear, but |saw the nest one Revnolds

ing g
Hﬂ'ill!fl with them, | s | the idea n['rJ||m.-..:|||!-|:m_1|u_! CArnivo-
rous predators ropming as if they owned the Earth.

And it reminded me why Dan O
whio now rmns a successfiil 4 n P keountey guide service, brought
mie to this | ineers with the Northern Dyvnnsty mining com-
pany olaim to hive located a half-trillion dollars worth of gold,
el molybdenum out here. T an awful lot of pirec
metul, and |vlu'lm.1ll1. thnut.m:lwr 1.1I'r- inan economically
nrei. But ext
in North Americ
of earthen dams (one, the
hald back 10 Sgjuare miles

ntz, o transplanted Californmm
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four miles long) will
. I this toxie lagoon
— it will poison not only neary streams and rivers
bt adso the key spawning grounds for the lurpest sustainable salmon
fishery on Earth. 200 miles downstream in Bristol Bay.

This veniure, called Pebble Project, could be just the

Federal Bureau of Land Management has recammended apenin
o million surrounding acres to mineral exploration, effectively creating
avast industrial district whene there's I._'|_|j1|_‘|_|r_|:|"'|l. ildrn]r,_':-:h Isull=
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riy 1950s, when
a proprsed dd ational Monwment wound up turm-
ing the Sterm Club into o big-tme environmenial advocacy group.
1I-"-m--ll". Revnolds, and € F|1L:|J|1.r fur thieir part, hoped to show me
every American stunds to lose in this most nawral of natural
mments — o wilderness like the lewer 48 hagn't seen in 150
wears, And they hoped to do it in o way no helicoprer ride ever could,
with an unsupported run down a wild and remaote river, dghr into
the heart of this threa
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ed landscape.




ORT ALSWORTH, ALASKA, POPULATION 103, HUGS
the southern shore of Lake Clark, o narmow, 50-mile-long
body of water an hour west of Anchorage by plane. No
roads connect the town (o any other human settlement;

cveryhody Mlics in and out, and pwo grovel airstrips double as the anly

streets, No stores, eitl
twoair taxas to ke them to Anchorge.

I arrived two days befiore our river trip, joining Woady, Reynolds,
and & Sierra Club activist named Lance Holter ar Oberlate's cabin,
Wouody, | learned that first night, had been o federal fisheries bi-
olomisat in Alaska for 15 vears, right up until she began speaking out
ahour Pebble’s threat to Bristol Bay salmon. Rather than be muzzled
on the topic by her bosses, she chose to resign and commit full-time
to fighting the dam.

They winted to give me a ook at the mine site before we left for
the river expedition, soon my second day we chartersd o loatplane.
We landed first at a native Athobascan village called Nendalton, whene
Iocals’ subsistence lifestvles are based almost entirely on salmon rns,
{*Pebble always promises jobs to pull us out of poveny,” said one vil-
lge Jesuder, “and we say, “"What poverty? We have the salmon.” ) Then
we !'|,|_ 2 Lo =|_||_| i s ol 1II|_|.||L|l,'!,I l,'|||l,'|._1|||.-"'!'|1 n hills. Helic l’l[!ll"h
beggan to appear, ferrving londs ofequipment between cone-simpling
rigs — small drill sites surrounded by temporary fen

“The Pebible Parmership, aconsortium of foregn mining companics
sharing the claim, has gone out of its way to build community support
for the project, pouring tens of millions of dollars into preparing a
thorough environmental impact statement, “Many of us are Alaskans
and want to bring forwand o win-win” partnegship pubfic affairs VP
Mike Heatwole toled me. * Wee're not going (o compimamise one industry
for another.” Parmersbip officials have ssserted tht the big dam will
by “buailr £y withstand seismic events lareer than could actunlly happen
in Alaska,” and again and again they've insisted they won't begin min-
ing unless they see a clear way to protect local fish and wildlife,

“But they've dreilled more than 700 test holes already,” Woody
suidd, into her headset's microphone, *And as soon as vou hreak up
that ore and expose it to water and i even in small amounts, you're
leaking sulfires.”

The Pebhle mine proposal that could go before state, local, and
federnl regulators this vear ealls for two main sites — one an open pit

and the other underground. Both will requine enormous volumes of

water 1o be diverted from |1|_1“I'r_'\' rivers in arder to Separate ore from
thee waste minerals, wnd big holes will penctrate so fir below the water
table they'Il need vast pumping systems o be working at all times o
keep the pits from becoming toxic lakes. More than 100 miles of new
roads will have 1o be built to conneet the mine site to a brund new

MancH anna Gl

Tir buy groceries, locals have to pay one of

WHEN WE PASSED
THROUGH THE BEND,
I HEARD MY CANOE-
MATE SCREAM.
DIRECTLY AHEAD WAS
A 10-FOOT GRIZZLY.

llm|m-|il|_t port city out on Cook Tnlet; slurry |r|[r|u|-"-'-'-'|ll have o g0
i priarallel wo that roud 0 carry the ore to waiting ships; and all of this
will require so much electrical power — more than the entine eity off
Anchormge uses — thata new power plant wall buve to be constructed,
possibly across the Cook Inlet on Kodiak Lsland, with more than 200
mitles of transmission lines to carry the curment.

“Diuane, you paying attention?” Woddy asked into her headset.
“We'll be cominyg down tie Mulchatna River, which runs east-west,
just over that next rise.” Uhat got my nterest. The Mulchatnm was the
Inst leg of the canoe trip we'd begin the next day,

HE STARTING POINT FOR OUR RIVER EXPEDITION

was well to the cast, on a big lake called Lower Twin

Lake, at the junction of the Aleutinn and Aluska moun.

tain ranges, where they menge to form the Chigoits, The

Chilikadrotna River, our main waterway for the trp, drains out of

that lake and runs 60 miles throngh watersheds upsiream of the
mine before joining the Mulchatng,

After arriving by floatplune, we sloshed back and forth to the
beach, carrving three inflatable cances, nuomeroos dey bags, and two
biright vellow steel harrels to protect our food from hungry grisdies.,
Oherlntz wanted towait until the next day to get started, sowe pitched
compy irl Il;n.l.' Ill_u_'_".uj'll,l Gl Ilrl-rl'l !_':H ”ll""l'l.i!.'ll"-"l"n'i{"'.\' \\.'I:.'H J1.:I"."|.'., from
a ridgeline high above,

Wildl bluetserrics grew everywhers, ilong with low-bush eranber-
ries, and we could see shredded arews where a grisedy hal caten entire
bushes. He'd dpped a hig trench in the dirt, wo, bunting a ground
sqquirrel dumbenough to think an uniderground tunmel would keep
it sl from o hungry predator with rotatiller claws.

T'heen, a quarter-mile off, we noticed a grivzely stamling tall,

*Don't worry about him,” said Oberlote. “He's spent his whole Iife
ot here, and he's never seen anvthing like us. He's just trying to
fignere out what the hell we are. Let him get our seent.”

Oherlate, who onee shot desic a grizedy that charged him, afriend,
o thant friend’s 12-year-old daugher, carried o 44 Magnum revolver
in a hip holster. He kept it loaded bt with the hammer an an empty
chamber.

"Thee grizzely ran off, so we kept pushing upward, Thunder cracked
Rain started and then tarmed o hail as the tenpertore dropped and
lightning Nashes grew more frequent. The gme delay to thunder was
pever more than a second, putting the strikes at well under o mile
fronm our position.

MNational parks in continental LLS,, as massive as they may be,
always feel like parks: apes |H'l.‘{liltlll' s gone, roails imarking the park
boundary in every direction, In away, that's great; you can actually
take vour kids camping and vou don't even need a large-caliber fire-
arm. Up here, it's different. We could've walked 500 miles to the
Arctic Choean or west to the Bering Sea, and all arcund was land full
of grizelies and black bears and vast herds of migrating caribou,
thousands ul‘!.n.‘ull'pul_'k_-, arvid elk and moose and more tish than any-
one could et in o lifetime. But to the southwest, only about 60 miles
away, where the sun still shooe, was the mine site.

“Wait, o vour feel that®” Woody asked. “Is that lightning#”

I srared at her.

“Why are vou looking at me like that? Oh, God, is ny hair stand-
ing upd™ Woady asked. She was well aware that electrical charge
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huilds in the air in the last few instants before o
direct strike,

“That’s got to b the wind in your hair, right?
said her worried busbund, Revnolds,

“That is not wind,” | replicd.

"Dy, it's time to run," Oberlatz said. “Righr
Ny,

Anil we did, seantering Hke ants across the bro-
ken slope, running and runming as thunder eracked
and lightning struck directly where we had been
standing only minutes before.

EPADDLED OFF THE BEACH
the next morming and felr the oe-
celeration as flat water slipped
downhill. A pale-gray gyrfuleon
shot from the sky with extended elaws nnd nearly
slaughtered a merganser duckling right before my
eves. Hig sockeve salmon slithered in schoals in the
clear current; looking overboard | could see hun-
direds of then, They meoved so slowly, [ imagined |
could reach in and pull aut 10 pounds of dimer.

Obserlarzstapped us befome sunset, mnd we hauled
the canoes onto o sandy bank to camp, | tied a v o
oy T el wisdded into the creck. The salmon, Woody
pointed out, weren't hiting. The way their life cyele works, they hateh
in eggs uncler the winter's ice, in streams like this one, and then they
swim out to sea with the spring melt. Spending vears in the North
Pacific, they suddenly reappear, nsif by magic, ar the mouth of the
stream from which they first cinerged, loitering in the brackish inter-
fiwe between sultwater and fresh, That's where commercial fishermen
generully cateh them, in a carcfully orchestrated season that leaves
enough adult salmon to swim beck up their ancesteal streams. These
survivins cross lnkes and find their way through second and thind
tribuntarics, taking first this fork and then tharone, until they reach the
very stretch of water in which they first popped out of an qg This is
why salmon nre so wnsual: Clean oeeans aren't envugh to keep them
alive: sulmon require a clean infand world, (oo,

Unee they're ready to spawn, salmon lay egos in the gravelly rive
bottam, cover the eggs with more clean gravel, and then simply die
— millions of them, in crecks and streams all over this area, To see
then in thit state, ns we did — adrift after spawning, life clsbing our
ol them — 15 to understand how ]_Iluﬁ_luul;ll!.' snlmon are a kf}'ﬁlnlw
species, eritical tothe health of un entire ceosystem. Not only do they
feed all those grizelies und cagles, and not anly do their eggs support
other fish in the steeaans, but by dyimg and therefore dumping bundrods
of millions of pounds of nutrients onta these riverbanks every vear,
they give hirth to the fparian habitat that also supports the moose
and the caribiow, wnd therefore the wolves who prey upon them.

“If you lose the salman,” Woady said,

WILD LIFE In Fort Alsworth, as in much of rural Alaska, planes are more
colmmaon than cars. E}?ﬂ:;ane: A grizely enjoys a sealood buffet If salmon
migration is disrupted by

the mine, bears could lose a key food source.

E HADTOCOVER 35 MILES THE FOURTH DAY,

sorwe woke early and pushed into the current. Griz-

zly tracks covered the mud along the river's edge;

we saw grizely shit, too, and wolf prints and wolf
shit and moose priots and o moese’s leg bone gnawed frec of meat.
Wi also saw big schools of seckeyve swimming in the glassy water, ns
well as arctic grayling and rainbow wout, some two feet long: they
fullow thee salmaon, eating ezes that tumble free,

Sometime in the afternoon we came to a place where the mpids
looked so thick with downed trees that we had 1o step out of the boats
o scout. Hip-deep in the water, while the iee-cald current pressad
against our chest waders, we held the canoes steady and tried to see.

“We had o big spring melt this vear” Oberlate said. “It took out
thiswhole valley” Thisis exaitly the kind of natural event that makes
the proposed Pebble earthen dam so vulnerable. Oberlatz pointed
our places where the forest had been flattened well away from the
river, in wide fMlooding, Dead trees hung sideways across the main
eurrent, forming shoulder-high sweepers that could knock you out
ol your boat; other trees, half-submerged aod bristling with branches,
could trap a person underwater,

Woody and Reynolds took the lead mto n deep, narrow channe
betwieen trees that leaned in close, Reynolids took a sideways spruce
trunk across a shoulder, fell overboard, and sank. While he groped fi
the: side of his canoe, Cberlatz cought a spruce in the chest and was
launched backward, splashing into the cur-

“you really lose the whole thing. The mine
isn’t just about one NIH_‘L‘;L‘L_"

Sudldenly, Holter's {lv rod bent in half.
Silhouetted bluck against the pink evening
sk, he hield his ground in water to his hips.
He dragped the fish hack, into the shallows,
then picked up a king salmon,

Woady was just trotting down to make
gure he let the thing go — a great defender
affish, she tragically ensured that we ate not
a single one — when we both heard one of
thee puys yell.

| couldn’vmake our whot be said, but his
tone sounded serious, 1 splashed o the shore
in time to see a large gricely bear not 15 feet

rent. | eoulid see Holter, his canoce-mate, stop
padidling to search underwater for o glimpse
of Oberlntse, whio was weighted down by chest
wiitlers, heavy boots, and the loaded 44,

Then Oberlone's life jackes brought him
to the surface, He gasped for air as photog-
rapher Corey Rich and | passed on lis right,
heading inta a bead, That's when | heard
Ricch soream. Directly ahesd, mideurrent,
was it 10-foot grizely,

Better paddlers would've worked in syne
tovzip the e across the fver, out ofharm’s
way, bur all we accomplished was turning
the boat broadside to the bear ns the current
swept us onwand.

friom Halter.
Thieshouting startled the bear, and he

I hegan toyell, as loud s | could, “Bear!
Bear! Bear! Fucking paddle, Corey! Padedle!

Jumpexd into the river. We watched his hig
bieanl and firry cars oai away.

Conservationists say the mine could im-
pact salmon and wildlife for hundreds of
miles, including on the expedition route,
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Paddle!”
“Which way?”




| could hear Oberlatz and Woody loughing in the ho
us, il | lay back on the gear to ook up at the g
where Rich had packed our bourbon when he velle
anather one!”

The river a tight beft bend, with the current forcimg

y =nl stood,

| started velling aguin: “Hey bear! Hey bear! Hey bear!!

We both padidled hard again, managing to get a linle traction on
the current this time, but no mater: This bear ran off 1o,

r' HE PICK-UPF PLANE APPEARED LIKE AN INSECT
from the southern sky, o tny 1956 Stnson, Low off the

er, the pilot dipped i wing and waved at us. Then he

red. We found the plane parked

nidriver. Snmehow that pilot had

landed in the space of o hondred vards. He said he couldn’t v os out

frovm ri_!_:hT Ihl‘rl' not |.'|'r|'|l|l:'|| W B r.ll.l' ||1T |'| il Fumt S0 we

pacdilled another two miles, stoppang Gnally al o grassy airsteip neir
hunting lodge, The plane was so smll it took three ownd-trips wo
s il back to Port Alsworth.
sleep and a long show

il chartered flight to look at

. Wionady was there too, but she was climhbing into a Bell

JetRanger helicopter instead of joining us. She had identificd o ey
weakness in the fight against the mine: Alaska law requines judgp

uries to consider the | ientific evidenge,” butin

e of the many remote cre | rivers key to the Bristol Bay

salmon fishery, there simply is no solid count of fish populations.

For ather waterwayvs the onlv evidence [ dies finonoeed
by the Pebble Partnership. So Woody had talked the Nature

ancy into funding an independent survey, Waving goodb
lifhedd off in the chopper and headed back into the bush to count fish
firr a week straight,

For my part, | had our bush pilot circle the test site again, then
getus down on the shores of the massive and pristing Lake Hiamna,
annual spavwning site for roughlyv 30 million salmon, As the pilot
Banked in low, he crossed Upper Tularik Creek, one of the greatest
fly i : 1 Earth, Mo fewer than o dogen grizelies hung
out in the water, gongng on fish. We touched down nght at the mouth
of the creck. Spawming salmon were everywhere — hundreds upon
hundreds of them — and down in the lake, where every loo

would drift, was an angler’s drear
unfamiliar with

v om their n

[t reminded me of what I'd felt while flying to the
the Chilikadrotna, seeing those first bears and the first big clots of
fish: that Alaskans moy he Pebble mine fight as o conflict between
gold and salmon, stuinabiility; but to the
rest of us, who may get up here only once or twice in a lifetime, it
looks more like a painful choice betwesn economic development and
the knowledge that there's still a troby wild North America — like

aming about and never thooght vou'd find — justa
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