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A river runs through him 
Veteran outfitter Bill Bernt is a man of 
many waters 
By Laura Zuckerman For the Post Register 

SALMON -- Virtually no world-class rapids 

or waterfalls, pictographs or log remains 

of former cabins have eluded Bill Bernt 

during his countless trips down the Middle 

Fork Salmon River in the Frank Church 
River of No Return Wilderness. 

Bernt, a veteran outfitter who owns 

Aggipah River Trips in Salmon, is part 

historian, part scientist, part storyteller, 
part master chef and all boatman. 

For more than four decades, he's expertly 

navigated storied stretches of the Middle 

Fork and the Main Salmon rivers, as well 

as fished, fed, entertained and ensured 

the well-being and safety of countless 
rafters. 

Bernt, 65, is steeped in the lore of the two 

wild and scenic rivers and his tales of 

ancient Native American cultures, 

historical figures and the challenges of a 

rugged landscape unwind in the rhythms 
of rushing waters. 

There is the real-life story of Earl Parrot, 

whose early 20th century exploits on the 

lower end of the Middle Fork are legend. The log shell of Parrot's 

riverside cabin once was matched by another structure, no longer 
standing, on a ridge where Parrot is believed to have planted fruit trees. 

"His only source of income was the dib-dab of gold he could wash out of 

the gravel down on the river in the summer," Bernt said. 

Eking out a living in territory as inhospitable as it is beautiful is what 

sets apart Parrot and others like him. 

 
Ilona McCarty / for the Post Register 
- Bill Bernt of Aggipah River Trips 
glassing for elk. 

 

 
Ilona McCarty / for the Post Register 
- Bill Bernt checks out a fly at his 
Aggipah River Trips office in Salmon. 
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"This was for all practical purposes the last frontier in the lower 48 

states, and, up into the 1930s, people were still going into the 

backcountry, taking horses into the Middle Fork, running a little 
homestead, going in there and becoming a part of it," Bernt said. 

That was the chief appeal for Bernt after he took his first trip on the 

Middle Fork in the summer of 1970. 

He was working for a Utah-based outfitter at the time and already had 

run rivers such as the Colorado. The difference between river country in 

the Southwest and central Idaho was that "you knew there were elk 

behind the hills here even if you couldn't see them," Bernt said. 

For a Nebraska boy who read stories about outdoor life in the Rockies, 

the backcountry of the Middle Fork and Main Salmon rivers was like 

walking into the pages of one of his much-beloved books. 

"The wilderness was here and the wilderness ideas were here, too," he 

said. 

Bernt is second to none when it comes to handling a boat. But he also 

carries a bachelor's degree in general biology and a master's degree in 

wildlife management -- an academic pedigree that adds weight to his 
many observations. 

Aggipah, staffed, in part, by Bernt's wife, Peggy, and daughter, 

Stephanie Ellis, offers everything from whitewater and fishing 

adventures on the Middle Fork and Main Salmon to day trips on the 

lower Salmon for steelhead fishing. 

The business not only provides a living, Ellis said, it's a way of life. 

"I go to sleep at night and I think about the river -- and I know my dad 

does," she said. "When I wake up in the morning, I think about the 

river, how much it means to me and how much I want it to mean to our 

clients. 

"It's all we think about. Our lives are being on the river and I don't know 
what they would be without that in it." 

The Middle Fork's dramatic shifts in elevation and landscape are a draw 

for many Aggipah clients. The river's 100-mile wilderness stretch begins 

at 6,000 feet and drops by half at journey's end, with a loss of 27 feet 
per mile, Bernt said. 

MaryVee Westlund of Everett, Wash., has taken more than 20 trips with 

Bernt. She first floated with him in 1975, when he was a guide and she 
was a 40-year-old looking for adventure. 

"My second trip, I went with a different outfitter and that gave me a 

comparison. I've gone with Bill ever since," she said. "You're in good 
hands with Bill." 

Unflappable would be a term that comes to mind when you're with 



Bernt, either on land or water. 

"You need to know what's coming three or four corners ahead to get set 

up for them," he said. But Bernt and other long-time outfitters know 

better than to boast that they've seen everything the rivers have to 
throw at them. 

"In the past few years, there have been changes from blowouts and 

from mudslides. You might deal with a rapid year after year and you'll 

get to know it. Then, all the sudden, it changes. A rapid might not be 

more difficult but it will take more time to get accustomed to it," he 
said. 

Bernt started running the Middle Fork when sweep boats -- weighty, 

paddle-less barges -- were the favored craft. He runs it still, using 

today's preferred vessels -- high-tech rubber rafts and fiberglass drift 
boats. 

"I'm not on a crusade for anything," he said. "I just want people to have 

a better understanding of what happens in this area, what goes on and 

why, what are the issues and forces that created things here." 
 

 

 


