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fly fishing on the fly

middle fork of the
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With a long awaited and much 
anticipated opportunity to float the 
Middle Fork of the Salmon River in 
central Idaho coming closer, I decided 
to update my camera equipment in the 
hope of getting some stunning visuals, 
as well as experiencing great fishing. I 
was not disappointed! Joining me were 
couples and families from California, 
Washington, Utah and Iowa. The vari-
ous professions represented included 
education, construction, law, aviation 
and accounting. Ages among the group 
were equally diverse, with children as 
young as eleven, all the way up to a 70-
year-young grandmother accompany-
ing her daughter, son-in-law and three 
grandchildren. An eclectic hodgepodge, 
to say the least, but not at all unusual 
according to outfitter Bill Bernt, owner 
of Aggipah River Trips.

So climb aboard for a 100-mile-long,
six-day odyssey down this Class 3/4 
crown jewel of the Northwest—the 
Middle Fork of the Salmon.

In 1968, the Middle Fork was 
designated by Congress as a wild and 
scenic river to ensure that it would 
be preserved in its natural state into 
the indefinite future. Nourished by 
snow pack from the majestic Sawtooth 
Mountain Range, the Middle Fork’s 
identity is formed by the merging of 
Bear Valley Creek and Marsh Creek at 
7,000 feet elevation creating the pristine 
quality of its water. As the river carves 
its path through the Idaho Batholith—a 
composite mass of granitic plutons 
covering approximately 15,400 square 
miles in central Idaho—its volume is 
quadrupled by more than 100 tributary 
streams as it plunges 3,000 feet on its 
way to the main stem of the Salmon 
River. Characterized by a rich historic 
past, great whitewater, superb scen-
ery, beautiful campsites, soothing hot 
springs, wonderful hiking trails and 
world class fly fishing, the Middle Fork 
is an outdoorsman’s paradise and the 
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perfect place for a McKenzie driftboat, the 
signature fishing craft on this river.

In the 1930s, an Oregon cabinetmaker 
and avid fly fisherman began to develop an 
oar-powered craft made of wood referred to 
as a McKenzie driftboat. In the intervening 
years, this craft has undergone numerous 
changes, mainly in the types of materials 
used in construction. Today, it still can be 
found made of wood, but of also fiberglass, 
aluminum and high-density polyethylene. 
Aluminum was Bill’s choice due to the 
inevitable bumps and grinds associated with 
running a technical (read “boulder strewn”) 
river like the Middle Fork.

Traveling 100 miles through one of 
the most remote areas of the lower 48, 
originally made famous by the Lewis and 
Clark expedition, feels like a tour through 
pages of American history in one of the 
most storied locales of the Northwest. Our 
safety, comfort and sense of adventure 
were assured by Aggipah River Trips
(www.aggipah.com). The owner and our 
trip leader, Bill Bernt, a grizzled veteran of 
several hundred Salmon River trips over 
more than 30 years—and a well known 

outfitter and local historian—took the 
name Aggipah from the Shoshone language 
meaning salmon. A man of considerable 
intellectual curiosity as well as wilderness 
savvy, Bill is steeped in the history and 
folklore of the area and uses every opportu-
nity to share this valuable perspective with 
his guests. With his well worn Stetson, firm 
handshake and soft spoken manner, he ap-
pears the quintessential Western man. 

Rounding out the crew were guides 
Brenda and Beverly, and a colorful river 
fellow named “Catfish.” Catfish is actually 
a familiar Texas term referring to someone 
who is “all mouth and no brains.” The truth 
in this case, however, is quite the contrary. 
A consummate boatman with both oars 
and paddle, his skills also include being a 
master of wilderness cooking. To name only 
two, his Dutch oven cherry cobbler and 
chicken teriyaki were among the best we 
had ever eaten. His quick wit and sense of 
humor also added immeasurably to the fun 
factor, elevating the tone at times to almost 
comedic proportions. Not surprisingly, in 
the off-season Catfish lives the agreeable 
life of an artist-in-residence, actor, director 

and producer of a small theater group in 
Terlingua, Texas. The real unsung heroes 
of the crew, however, were Tony Smith and 
Eric Bernt, who manhandled a huge sweep 
boat carrying all the necessities of the trip, 
allowing guests to ride in their respective 
craft unencumbered by all that “stuff.” 

Standing at the river’s edge, the group’s 
anxiety was almost palpable. What we saw 
with only minimal recognition of the dan-
gers was a watery raceway of boulders and 
holes, with no further sign of civilization 
for the next 97 miles. Immediately launch-
ing into a Class 3 rapid, which seemed to 
go on for miles, was quite an introduction 
to this river. 

Rowed by Bill, our driftboat began to 
prove its mettle immediately, darting back 
and forth to avoid obstacles while maintain-
ing a safe route through the treacherous 
water. The most important feature of these 
boats is their pointed bows and sterns, com-
bined with their extreme “rocker,” a term 
describing how the hull flares up quickly at 
the front and rear of the boat. This design 
enables a McKenzie driftboat to provide a 
dry ride in all but the biggest whitewater 
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because only a small part of the hull is 
touching the water at any time.

One surprising highlight of the trip 
occurred at the end of the second day. We 
pulled into a campsite with hot-spring 
pools on a high bench above the river. The 
overflow created a natural shower below 
with endless hot water—nature’s bounty at 
its best. Over the next few days a routine 
set in. In the mornings and afternoons we 
made our miles while pausing at note-
worthy locations for lunch or simply to 
sight-see. While the guides made dinner, 
the guests often gathered around Bill at 
the dinner table, breaking out a cocktail or 
three, and listening to him hold forth. Our 
nights were dark and silent and studded 
with stars.

Because this trip was not devoted 
exclusively to fly fishing, two oar-powered 
rafts and one paddle raft also accompanied 
the McKenzie. Would-be fly fishermen, 
women and kids rotated from rafts to the 
McKenzie throughout the day, often with 
spectacular results. Bill often lagged be-
hind to hang in an eddy where the fishing 
was best. Because 12,000 to 15,000 people 

will float through this canyon every year, 
the U. S. Forest Service has designated this 
area as catch and release to enable every-
one to share in the excitement.

According to Bill, “The art of fly fish-
ing is something that few mortals will 
ever completely master, but with a few 
hours of instruction and practice, they’ll 
be able to see satisfactory results.” That 
was certainly the case on this trip with all 
who participated. What happens when 
practiced technique becomes art, however, 
was demonstrated by our Logan, Utah 
participant. While sharing the bow of 
the McKenzie with another fisherman, 
he caught and released over 50 cutthroat 
between breakfast and lunch. His partner 
caught 35. He said he wants to come back 
in order to “break 100.” Overhearing this 
story during lunch, Catfish quipped, “Bill 
is the fishing guide’s guide.”

Toward the end of the trip some of the 
guests began to discuss what this experi-
ence had meant to them. Was it simply 
about exciting whitewater, great fishing and 
beautiful scenery, or was there something 
more? One young woman who seemed 

dazzled by the river canyon described it 
as a “magical place.” When I asked her to 
explain, she said, “It seems unbelievable to 
me that a place of such incredible beauty 
could exist.” One Salmon River guide with 
unusual maturity, insight and eloquence 
seemed to echo the thoughts and feelings 
of all his fellow guides: “I love the wild and 
the intimate relationship I have formed 
with it over my lifetime. I am completely 
comfortable here and consider it a special 
privilege to give newcomers a glimpse of 
what I have known for so long.” Perhaps 
this is why so many of the guides and out-
fitters regard what they do not as a job but 
as a way of life.

Standing at the river’s edge on our last 
day, I finally realized this river’s and this 
canyon’s gift to me: an overwhelming sense 
of humility at how small and insignificant 
we all really are, and how fleeting are our 
lives. Come and discover for yourself.

George Brown is a freelance writer and 
photographer, and lives in Houston, Texas.

The westslope cutthroat trout is Idaho’s state 
fish, and is native to the Middle Fork of the 
Salmon River. Since 1973 a catch-and-release, 
single barbless hook only policy has allowed 
the trout to thrive. Westslopes average 12 to 15 
inches, with some pushing 20 inches or more.
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