
Another halibut was biting. T h e
only problem was my arms felt like two
pieces of waterlogged driftwood. T h i s
was due to the fact over the last few days
I had caught too many silvers to count
accompanied by limits of halibut, ling-
cod, rockfish, and the occasional Chi-
nook, dogfish or dog salmon.

I didnÕt admit my impairment to the
others on the boat, of course, but the signal
my muscles we re sending to my brain was
c r i s p, clear and simply said, ÒNo. Ó

Howe ve r, the fish-obsessed region of
g rey matter within my skull, which obv i-
ously lies somew h e re near the brainstem,
kept screaming, ÒYe s ! Ó

So I did what any self-respecting angler
would do under the circumstances, I set
the hook and endured the burn. I was also
not above asking for a fighting belt. If only
I had asked for one the day before I could
h a ve pre vented the bruise on my hip in
lieu of my vain attempt to appear tough
and ru g g e d .

I am, after all, an Alaskan, and I have an
image to maintain. I am supposed to be
immune to unbridled bursts of glee and
battle wounds caused by the fast and furi-
ous fishing this wild land is known for. 

On this Labor Day weekend trip to
Beacon Hill Lodge in Ketchikan, I had
the opportunity to fish with a host of
out-of-state visitors from places like
Washington D.C., Florida, southern
California, and Arizona. Indeed, other
than the captain and his mate, I was the
only Alaskan in the bunch.

As I nonchalantly hoisted another hal-
ibut into the boat it was impossible to deny
the realization we we re having one of those
g reat days eve ry angler longs for. Seeing the
wonder in the other guestÕs eyes as fish
we re piled into the holding box re m i n d e d
me just how special and simple a pleasure
this great sport of fishing can be.
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STO R Y &  PH OTO S B Y AN D R E W CR E M ATA

Get t ing Full:
Bruised & Battered P

A day in the life at Beacon Hill Lodge.



l :
ttered Perfection in Ke t c h i k a n
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AR R I VA L

Beacon Hill Lodge is nestled among rich
g reen hemlock and spruce with a spectacu-
lar view of rolling mountain ranges fading
into lighter shades of blue as they stretch to
the horizon. From the edge of the ro a d
w h e re the driveway descends to the lodge,
a neighborÕs dog has staked out a prime,
daily napping area. This makes finding the
place easy; simply turn right at the dog.

Upon my arrival I was greeted by lodge
owners Ron and Sherri Moye r. Sherri gave
me an extended tour of the accommoda-
tions, as I was the first of the group to
a r r i ve. The lodge itself is immaculate, and
the beautiful landscaping owes much to
Sh e r r iÕs gardening skills. Mounted fish and
animals adorn the walls, and the personal-
ities of its owners seep out from the many
odds and ends nestled within. 

Upstairs, Captain Ro nÕs fly-tying sta-
tion displays some of his work in pro g re s s .
An assortment of fly rods sits in a rack
n e a r by, a collection which would make any
fly fisherman drool. A rack of photo
albums re veal some of the adve n t u re s
t h e yÕve shared with clients over the ye a r s .
Sherri showed me photos of one occasion
w h e re Captain Ron rescued a drow n i n g
deer by bringing it onboard the boat, and
another of a pair of bears who fre q u e n t l y
pay them a visit. She called them her Òp e t
b e a r s . Ó

A f t e rw a rds, Captain Ron and I got to
talking about fishing, and it  quickly
became apparent we had something in
common. He told me about a prime fish-
ing spot just up the road; a favorite with
many of his guests. He spoke of silve r s
w o rking their way up the stream, plentiful
and ready to bite with the right jig. He said
it was a spot few knew about, a perfect lit-
tle getaway when time was short. And then
he asked, ÒDo you want to see it?Ó

Fifteen minutes later we we re making
our way down a narrow, muddy, trail en
route to the sound of moving water. T h e
path opened to a narrow bank suitable for
casting. Da rker water beneath a cutaway
on the opposite embankment hinted at a
deep hole that surely held fish. Huge leave s
of devilÕs club hung motionless over the
w a t e r, their mint green hue an indicator
that fall was fast approaching. It was under
this primordial foliage I saw the first swirl.

Captain Ron explained the silvers liked
to lie in this pool but it was guarded by
a submerged log closer to where we
stood. I f  you could cast  accurately

u p s t ream and let the current move the
l u re into position the fish would bite.
However, the log would claim any lures
falling victim to an errant cast.

On the way back to the lodge we
stopped to pick up some gaudy pink and
purple jigs hungry coho would find irre-
sistible. Captain Ron said to grab some
spinning outfits and waders from his wide
selection, take his truck and head out to
the spot whenever time allowed and I had
the urge. Later that afternoon, I took him
up on his offer.

In the meantime, other guests we re
arriving. One was Ron Ballantine, who
hailed from southern California. I wasnÕt
surprised to discover the second I met Ro n
that he sported a brainstem condition sim-
ilar to my own. I told him about the silve r s ,
o bviously waiting for a pair of anglers
g reedy with thoughts of bent rods. Armed
with this bit of information Ron B. saw no
need to unpack, and within minutes two
w retched fishing junkies we re en route to
h e a rty coho.

While Captain Ro nÕs advice was sure
and did not disappoint, if he had seen our
first couple dozen casts he may have found
our skill level lacking. I can imagine that
submerged log adorned with a myriad of
the garish jigs and it makes me wonder if
the passing coho found amusement in our
lengthy learning curve .

Eventually we grasped the technique,
and the subtle tap of the bite belied the
f i e rce reaction of the coho when hooked.
Some of the fish we re aware of other sub-
merged obstructions which we we re not
privy to, and they would hastily run for
c over and break the line.

Still, there we re enough hungry fish to
s t roke our, at this time, fragile egos and
landing those healthy fish sent hoots and
hollers rising into the thick rainfore s t
c a n o p y. After landing a few lunkers, it
dawned on me the real fishing wouldnÕt
s t a rt until we headed out into the saltwater
on the following days. The thought
b rought a smile to my face.
TH E A B CSO N T H E AC BS

When we gathered at the marina the air
was crisp, and clearing skies promised a
calm day on the water. Captain Ron said
we would first try our luck for ocean-
bright silvers and was confident both boats
would limit out in no time. 

The fishing party climbed aboard
what is arguably the finest ride in the
Ketchikan fleet; Captain Ro nÕs pair of

31-foot Aluminum Chambered Boats
( ACBs), outfit ted with twin 300 horse-
p ower Suzuki engines. Rays of sunlight
we re heating the air in the mountain va l-
leys to the south as we motored away,
pushing the fog to higher altitudes in
rapidly ascending tendrils. As we sliced
t h rough the waves on our way to the fish-
ing grounds at a cruising speed of 38
mph, I imagined the two vessels fro m
overhead; sleek razors cutting the water
with a surgeonÕs pre c i s i o n .

Captain Ron takes pride in his gear,
and itÕs all obviously well cared for. He
boasts of the construction of his AC B s ;
h ow the companyÕs use of chambers sur-
rounding the hull maximizes safety and
helps keep the vessels steady in ro u g h
seas. He explained his Suzuki engines
offer top speed, so he can reach the prime
fishing spots in advance of others on the
dock. His fishing gear is no different, and
the wide selection onboard made it possi-
ble for eve ryone to use a rig they could
handle with ease. 

First and foremost, Captain Ron is a
skilled fisherman, and he re c o g n i zes the
d e s i re of his clients to do the hooking and
catching on their own. He offered us his
k n ow - h ow, down to specifics, and allowe d
us to utilize his knowledge in perf e c t i n g
our own technique. 

ÒThe greatest thrill I get now is teaching
others how to fish and seeing the joy it
brings,Ó said Captain Ron during one of
the quieter moments at the lodge.

After reaching our destination and
shutting down the engines, both of Cap-
tain Ro nÕs vessels maintained a drift a foot-
ball fieldÕs distance apart in a place know n
to Ketchikan locals as ÒThe Pi n n a c l e . Ó
First Mate Colin Ayers quickly baited the
rigs with cut-plug herring and at Captain
Ro nÕs direction we dropped our baits dow n
120 feet with instructions to reel up in
intermittent five - re volution bursts. 

Deep beneath the drifting vessel, fil-
t e red light re veals an undulating form;
thousands of baitfish swarming together in
one glittering mass. Salmon tear into the
h o rde, slapping them with their tails, bit-
ing them with their jaws. The maimed and
wounded fall away from the dwindling
m a j o r i t y, twitching with spasms as they
sink tow a rd darkness. The salmon come
a round for a second pass, gulping dow n
the injured baitfish in a blur of blood, oil,
and shimmering scales.

As our bai ts sink Captain Ro n



describes this underwater scene and
points out the first subtle tap we feel
might just be a salmon stunning its pre y.
If we sense the slightest quiver in our
lines on the dro p, or while reeling, we are
to let out line and mimic the doomed
descent of a wounded baitfish.

The colorful advice proved va l u a b l e .
While some fish struck hard, leaving no
doubt as to when to set the hook, other
times the hit was the slightest of taps,
oftentimes on the dro p. When the soft
bites came, letting out line and waiting for
the fish to return resulted in a hooked silve r
almost eve ry single time. 

For the five of us on Captain Ro nÕs
boat, the coho we re coming up constantly.
Oc c a s i o n a l l y, a lingcod was thrown into
the mix. At times there we re two and thre e
fish on at a time, and whenever a silver was
netted, it seemed Colin had fresh bait on
your rig before the dumb grin could leave

your face. And the grins we re carved on
e ve ryo n eÕs face after, in just over an hour,
we had reached our limit of six silvers a
piece and we re headed tow a rd the halibut.

A n c h o red in 270 feet of water, pulling
halibut and rockfish over the rail on vir-
tually eve ry cast, is when my bruise began
to take shape and my muscles began to
ache. He re, limits came just as easily as
b e f o re, and under a sunny blue
Ketchikan afternoon sky we we re making
our way back the lodge before the heat of
the day began to subside.

On the following day, I had the pleasure
of fishing with Laura Kaestner, fro m
Bellingham, Washington. T h e re we re a
total of four of us trying our luck, along
with Captain Ron and Colin, but it was
Laura who seemed to have a knack for
catching silve r s .

Laura was the only woman on the boat,
and she was schooling the boys as she
hooked up with yet another energetic
c o h o. The bend in her rod was a mirro r
image of the smile on her face. As the fish
was being netted, Captain Ron made the

o bvious point, ÒIf it wasnÕt for Laura we
w o u l d nÕt be catching any fish.Ó  

It was only LauraÕs second time fishing
in the ocean. Her first had come the pre v i-
ous day with the same result. Be f o re that
first dayÕs trip, Laura claimed she just
wanted to experience catching a fish in the
ocean. After that, she would sit back and
let eve ryone else get their fill.

I had been on the other boat, but when
Laura brought her first silver onboard her
s c reams of elation drifted over to us,
d rowning out the hums and clicks of our
reels. We all looked over to see what her
first ocean fish looked like, and it was a
m a s s i ve coho pushing the 15-pound mark .
Un d e r s t a n d a b l y, LauraÕs pledge to quit
after the first fish was quickly forgotten.

So on Labor Day weekend in
Ketchikan, another angler was born above
the depths of an Alaska sea, and it
reminded me of the first time I experienced
that unique thrill, many years before .
So m ew h e re in the depths of LauraÕs mind,
most likely near the brainstem, fish-obses-
sion had taken root. The coho we re nÕt the

These hap py anglers had their fill of

s a l m o n , h a l i b u t , ro ck fish and lingcod.
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only things getting hooked.
On this second day drifting The Pi n-

nacle, the boys on the boat simply
watched as Laura brought in one silve r
after another. I  was getting hits on the
d ro p, but was struggling to feel them. T h e
fish we re not as vicious as the day before ,
they had become timid.

I employed a technique IÕve used for
lake trout when they are hitting on the
d ro p. Instead of holding the rod fixed and
thumbing the spool as line was released, I
b rought the rod tip up as I let out line, and
then slowly dropped the rod tip to sink the
bait steadily. I repeated this action until I
reached the desired depth, which wasnÕt
often as I was now feeling the subtle taps,
and hooking up, with re g u l a r i t y.

I was giving Laura a run for her money,
but even without a fancy technique of her
own she still had no trouble matching me
fish for fish. Her laughter made it bearable.

Laura had no problem maintaining her
fast pace when we made the run to the hal-
ibut hole. The strain in her face as she
reeled in her limit made me feel a little bet-
ter about my own physical condition. 

Eve ryone was doing their part and hal-
ibut quickly piled up on the spacious deck
of the ACB. We took a scenic route back to
the lodge with views of dow n t ow n
Ketchikan as clouds formed over the
mountains. I  asked Laura how she felt
about her first ocean fishing experience.
Beaming she said, ÒIÕm content. IÕm full.Ó

I could understand what she meant, for
m o re reasons than one. Sherri would have
yet another gourmet meal pre p a red at five
back at the lodge, king crab for this last
night. Sherri, it turns out, is a tre m e n d o u s
cook and IÕm more than a little surprised
Captain Ron doesnÕt sport a larger belly.
On previous nights we we re treated to
prime rib, fresh halibut, and Sh e r r iÕs
salmon chowder which was declared the
finest any of us have ever tasted.

C o n versations on those nights drifted
t ow a rd fishing and the natural wonders we
witnessed during our stay. We re m i n i s c e d
about a certain black bear we observe d
catching a salmon at the mouth of a coastal
r i ve r. The bear, in an obvious state of bliss,
hopped along the river bank twirling its
p r i ze in exaggerated circles. 

Since it was only two in the afternoon
when we returned to the dock on our final
day of fishing, this left some time to re f l e c t
on other events during the trip.

Or not. 

Ron B. was giving me that look. My
s o re muscles and fond contemplation
would have to wait until later. T h e re we re
still fish to be caught.

ON E LA S TC A S T

That final afternoon on the stream was
p i c t u re perfect. Our technique was sound,
the fish we re biting, and I even managed
to reclaim one lure from the sunken log.
With the clock moving closer to five, I
hooked up with a particularly spry coho
that skated along the surface on its tail and
leaped high into the heavy air.

I  brought it  up to the shore and
re m oved the hook from the tip of its
mouth. This was fine for me. Like Laura, I
was full, and starting to get a little hungry
in the more traditional way.

Ron B. wasnÕt quite re a d y, so I sat back
and watched as he cast and waited for that
d readed last fish. Ron peered at me over his
shoulder and said, ÒTo m o r row IÕll be back
in my office in California. I just want one
m o re fish. You donÕt know how lucky yo u
a re to get to do this all the time.Ó

As I  sat and watched Ron B. cast I
thought of him back in California staring
out his office window, looking back at
these final moments in a prist ine
Ketchikan stream. His rod doubled and
the drag let out a cry. He had no tro u b l e
bringing in the bulky coho colored with a
deep red hue along its flanks. He re l e a s e d
the fish into the stream, and it swam away
in a burst, heading right back to its perf e c t
s u r ro u n d i n g s .

That night, after our fine meal, the sky
was set ablaze with a fiery sunset painted
with the same palette as Ron BÕs final
c o h o. He was sharing the story with some
of the other guests and I guessed it would
be a story told many more times in the
coming we e k s .

As for me, I knew soon I would back in
my Alaska home, most likely fishing for
autumn lake trout in one of my favo r i t e
spots. Being an Alaskan fisherman defi-
nitely has its advantages. Seeing the thrill it
brings to someone who seldom gets to
experience it might just be the biggest one.

Fish Alaska contributing editor An d rew Cre-
mata lives in Skagway with his wife An g i e
and cat Pe a b o. While Peabo enjoys the pro d-
uct from his lengthy fishing trips, Angie is
often less happy.


