
A fish wheel, on the Yukon River, scoops up salmon. 
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By CHRIS BOLGIANO 

M
Y husband, Ralph, and I were 
on the banks of the Yukon Riv
er 1,500 miles from its source 
in Canada and 800 miles from 
its mouth at the Bering Sea. 

Surrounding us were hundreds of fish hang
ing on drying racks scattered through a thin 
grove of cottonwood trees. The filleted flesh 
lapped in waves along the fish spines and 
glowed in the sun with an erotic hue of 
orange-pink tha� could only be called salmon. 
The feel was leathery and plushy, like the 
footpad of an animal, and my fingertips came 
away glistening with oil. Through this ancient 
summer ritual of fish camp, the richness of 
salmon would help feed our host, Paul Ste
vens, his family, dogs and neighbors in the 
nearby Athabascan Indian town of Stevens 
Village through the frigid Alaskan winter. 
(Paul has since moved, for half the year, to 
the village of Venetie, north of Fort Yukon; 
his brother Willie will probably continue to 
work at the camp.) 

Several years ago the 70 or so people of 
Stevens Village, impelled by a 1971 law that 
made them (and most other Alaskan native 
villages) a for-profit corporation, opened 
Wood Yard camp, about 20 miles down
stream from the village, to tourists, making 
it the only working native fish camp in Alas
ka accessible to outsiders. They bought a six
seat boat, replaced last year by a 49-seat 
aluminum motorboat, and invited travelers 
on the one road north from Fairbanks to stop 
briefly at the Yukon River bridge for a six
mile journey upriver to the camp. Tourists 
showed enough interest that the corporation 
expanded the options to include staying at the 
camp overnight. Last summer, Ralph and I 
were the first tourists to do that. 

We had arrived in the early afternoon of a 
hot sunny day with a dozen others. Everyone 
wandered through the camp, about half an 
acre of rolling hills covered with spruce and 
birch and outbuildings, and then clustered 
around the boat captain, a young white man 
named Tim, as he explained why and how 
salmon were sliced and dried. Paul sat sto
ically to the side, a small, spare, dark man in 
his mid 50's who never looked directly at 
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