“I SWORE I WOULD NEVER GO BACK!”
Float Hunt for Caribou on Alaska’s North Slope & Driving the Dalton Highway (2009)

Ivyshack River, Brooks Range in the background

“I swore I would never go back!” In 2008 my twin son’s Adam, Dan and I had the opportunity to
do an Alaska caribou drop camp hunt on the North Slope of Alaska. While planning that hunt I
became acquainted with Troy Olson, one of the references provided by our “original” air taxi
pilot. Troy was to use the same air taxi and hunt the same area we had two weeks after my
Sons and I. So on the drive back from Deadhorse I updated him on what to expect when he
arrived----I told him emphatically I would not be back to hunt the North Slope again. He
laughed and said, “Give it 6 months --- you will be ready to go!” He called me 6 months later to
discuss a caribou float hunt and much to my chagrin he was right! We visited, on the phone,
several times during the winter and decided to team up. Two of his friends, Cory Brunclik and
Greg Lyga and a work colleague of mine, Dick Nicolli would make up the hunting party. (If you
want to learn more about the 2008 drop camp adventure, and why I did not want to go back---

visit----www.julsonkennel.com---Julson Family Hunting and Fishing Adventures---Alaska---Caribou---2008 Drop Camp)
Dick and I left southeast South Dakota on July 31 and drove the 3400 miles to Anchorage. On
the way Dick and I did a little deep sea fishing out of Seward and hiked up along the Exit Glacier,
just outside Seward, to see the Harding Ice fields and get a little exercise after the long drive up
the Alcan Highway.

We fished and hiked around Seward

Jim(L) & Dick(R) with the whole boat’s catch for the day

Jim posing with the largest halibut caught on the boat that day

Exit Glacier

Trail to the Harding Ice Fields

River crossing

Yes, there is a trail there!

Just about to the Ice Fields

Mountain Goats along the trail

Harding Ice Fields, Exit Glacier on the left

More Harding Ice Fields

End of the Trail
On to Anchorage---The first time we met the Wisconsin crew, in person, was when we picked
them up at the airport on Aug 12th. I saw two mountains with a valley in between dragging gun
cases down the Anchorage airport corridor and I knew it was them.

After a short exchange of greetings we loaded up and headed for Fairbanks, to spend the night.
The next morning we checked the gear and rafts, bought supplies and started up the Dalton
Highway (locally known as the “Haul Road”).

Sunrise on the Haul Road

View of the North Slope

Grizzly next to the Alaska pipeline along the Haul Road
The final destination was 400 miles north of Fairbanks to a wide spot in the road called Happy
Valley. We shuttled my pickup to the coming out place, along the Sag River, about 30 miles
further north. The air taxi met us back at Happy Valley and transported us east to the base of
the Brooks Range. As is always the case it seems for me, in Alaska, the was a glitch. The air taxi
was not able to take us as far up the river as we had originally planned. So as an alternative
they dropped us at a landing spot called “AMEN.” This spot was located and named the
previous year by our air taxi pilot. He had to locate this landing spot to get my Sons and I out,
the previous year, due to a change in weather and plane problems. The flight in was
uneventful. The pilot landed us on a gravel bar next to the river we would float back out to my
pickup.

“Alaska Time,” waiting for the air taxi

Loading up at Happy Valley for the flight into the drop off point

The flight in---Brooks Range ahead

Drop off point----“AMEN”

Morning at the camp site
It was late in the day by this time and even though there where caribou in site, Alaska law does
not allow you to hunt until after 3am the day you land. We put up camp, blew up the rafts, ate
and went to bed. The next morning was overcast. After breakfast Dick and I went south from
camp and Troy, Greg and Cory went north. Dick and I had not gone half a mile when we saw a
small herd of caribou moving across the tundra towards the river. We tried to position

ourselves but they saw us and took off running toward the river. We watched them cross a
short time later. Dick and I were disappointed and decided to hunt in the direction this herd
had come from. We had not traveled far when we saw 3 bulls feeding toward us, about 400
yards away. The wind was in our favor. Using the willows and terrain for cover we began to
sneak toward them at an angle that would intersect their path. We lost sight of them for a bit
and were trying to decide what to do when all of a sudden they came up over a little rise,
behind some willows, about 150 yards in front of us. We had decided Dick would shot first, so I
motioned him up next to me, took my pack frame off and stood it up for him to use as a gun
rest. He got set and when the largest bull stepped out from behind the willows Dick put him in
the crosshairs and fired. At 67 years of age Dick had just harvested his first Alaska caribou and
it was only 10:30am on the first day of the hunt. We took a lot of pictures, ate a little bit and
then quartered his bull so we could pack it the 1.5 miles back to camp.

Dick’s first Alaska caribou

Cory and Jim loading Dick's caribou to pack back to camp

Terrain where Dick harvested his caribou

Dick headed across the ice towards camp with his load of caribou

We arrived at camp with the first load about 2:30. The other group had only seen a grizzly
north of camp. Corey volunteered to return with Dick and I to pack the final loads of Dick’s
caribou. While returning with that load we saw several bulls to the west just coming off the
tundra onto the river bottom. Corey dropped his pack and decided to stalk them. Dick and I
continued on to camp with our loads. Just as we got to camp we heard Corey shoot, then he
shot again. A long 20 to 30 minute silence followed and then we heard him shot again. About
that time we saw another nice bull to the north along the willows at the edge of the river
bottom. Greg and Troy took off to see if they could get close enough for a shot. Shootable day
light was not a concern, since the sun basically never set. About half an hour after we heard
Corey’s last shot we saw him come over a little rise carrying his pack containing Dick’s meat.
Then we heard Greg shoot to the north of us. Man things were happening!! When Corey got to
camp he told us his story.

Cory’s first Alaska caribou

Corey packing his caribou

The bulls seemed to stay just on the edge of rifle range as he tried to get closer. Finally he
decided he would try a shot. Those were the first shots we heard but he did not connect. The
bulls moved further away and lay down in some willow. Corey was able to sneak closer and

connected on a nice bull. Once he knew his caribou was down for good he headed back to
where he had dropped his loaded pack and proceeded back to camp. I grabbed my pack
frame, knives, etc and we headed back to quarter his caribou and pack it back. We had no idea
if Troy and Greg had been successful or not. It was now about 8pm. After we took picture,
Corey made quick work of skinning and quartering. It was all I could do to stay ahead of him
putting meat into game bags. We loaded up and started back for camp. About that time we
looked to the north where we thought we could see Troy with a loaded pack and Greg carrying
antlers. They were about a mile away so it is hard to tell. When we got to camp we found out
Greg had harvested a nice caribou.

Greg’s first Alaska caribou
Cory and Greg had both hunted Alaska for caribou before but had not been successful. So this
was extra special. Dick was frying up char and grayling caught earlier that day, the weather was
nice---LIFE WAS GOOD! It was the first day and 3 very nice, first time caribou, bulls had been
harvested.

End of the first day---Dick is cooking grayling for supper

Sunset ---first day!
The next morning we awoke to another nice day. Each group left camp the same directions
they had the previous day. Within an hour Dick and I heard the Wisconsin crew shoot. There
was a pause and then we heard more shots. Dick and I only saw cows and calves this morning
and about noon we headed back to camp. When we got there we found the Wisconsin boys
eating sandwiches and another nice set of antlers and more game bags filled with caribou meat

were in camp. That morning as they traveled north from camp they found about 20 bulls
crossing the river.

What the Wisconsin Crew found north of camp the second morning!
The largest of the group was about 400 yards away on the other side of the river. Troy hit this
bull on his first shot, but did not put it down. The bull continued to move further toward the
willows. Troy shoot several more times and at over 500 yards put him down for good but--ACROSS THE RIVER! Alright, now what to do? The river was too deep, right there, for them to
wade across in their hip boots so they decided to go back to camp and get the raft. They found
a shallow place to cross and dragged the raft up stream.

Headed up stream to get Troy’s caribou

Troy’s caribou
They quartered Troy’s bull and loaded everything into the raft. Now, realize Troy is as much a
fisherman as a hunter, so when they left camp he made sure the rod and reel were in the raft.
About the time they were ready to climb into the raft and float back to camp they found
themselves in the middle of an insect hatch and the grayling are feeding heavily. It didn’t take
long before they had caught 8 grayling for supper and had released numerous more.

The insect hatch is on!

Grayling

Supper
After lunch I went back out on my own and found a group of 3 bulls. They were all smaller than
I had harvested the previous year and I would have had to pack them 1.75 miles to camp. I

elected to pass. The next morning I went out for a few hours, while the rest packed up camp. I
only saw cows and returned to camp.

End of the second day
We loaded the rafts and started the float down river. It was a beautiful day. The Wisconsin
Crew were in the front so I asked Corey to watch for bulls that I might have a chance at,
preferably close to the edge of the river. Size did not matter, I was looking for meat. I
especially like caribou meat and I had two tags to fill.

L to R: Dick and Jim head down stream

L to R: Corey, Greg, Troy

Beautiful day!

Getting the raft back into the river after a break
About 2 hours into the float Dick and I came around a bend to see the other raft pulled up on a
gravel bar. We pulled in behind them. Troy explained there were two small bulls up over the
rise on the gravel bar. Greg already has his gun out and ready and handed it to me. I went up
over the rise and proceed to miss several times, finally hit a front leg, ran out of shells, and
yelled for help to put this bull down. Cory came up beside me with Troy’s gun and finished the
job! Whew! That is what I get for shooting someone else’s gun!

One of Jim’s caribou---close to the river and raft!

It did not take long to get back on the river, especially when you have 3 young men who what
to get the job done. That bull was in game bags, loaded in the raft and we were back on the
river floating in a little under half an hour from the time he dropped. I was laughing and poking
fun and the comment I got back was. “ you wack’em and we’ll stack ‘em!” Sounded good to me
but my marksmanship had better improve! We floated about another 2 hours and once again
as Dick and I rounded a bend the Wisconsin Crew’s raft was pulled off, up on shore. Troy
pointed to a small island in the middle of the river whispering a bull was lying in the small
willow patch on that island. This time I took MY rifle out, and just as I got set the bull got
nervous and stepped out of the willow patch. I hit him in the front leg and he turned his rear to
me. I patiently waited for him to turn broad side and dropped him solid at 250 yards. This time
it took a little longer because we had to maneuver the rafts across the current to get to the
island.

Headed back to the raft from the island where Jim shot his second caribou

Taking a break for lunch and have a look around
Everything was going smooth but as it got later we noticed the temperature dropping, it
became overcast and the wind picked up. I appeared the weather could get a little rough so
Troy found a camp site behind some willows near a gravel bar where we could beach the rafts.

End of the first day’s float---camp out of the wind!

We moved the meat away from the rafts and camp, turned the rafts over and set up the tents.
Just as we finished Greg looked up and noticed a bull caribou headed toward the river about
500 yards from camp. He had an unfilled tag left and decided to see if he could positron
himself to intercept this bull. We watched as Greg disappeared along the bank and behind a
mass of willows. We could see the bull and it seemed like forever before we heard a rifle shot.
The bull spun to the left, the rifle cracked again and we saw the bull go down. The four of us in
camp grabbed pack frames, knives and game bags and headed off to help. It was the 4 th day of
the hunt, we had floated about 25 miles, harvested 3 caribou and finished setting up camp
before the weather changed.

Greg’s second caribou

No snow and we are out of most of the wind

Supper time!
Very thick fog rolled in about 10pm. Suddenly we heard a small plane engine. We watched and
soon saw a Piper Cub not over 75 feet in the air over the river. The pilot could see the river
enough to use it as a path finder. I have no idea where he was headed and how he was going
to land when he got there. During the night it started to rain and blow. By morning the rain
had turned to snow. The ground was white and it was still snowing. The willows provided

protection from the wind, but as soon as we stepped out from behind them we knew it was
going to be a long day.

Morning-- day two of the float—snow in background

It is cold and snowy
We still had 20 miles to float to get to my pickup. The only directions we had were, “ be in the
left most channel by the time we were positioned north of pump station #2 where the pipeline
went underground.” Because the river flowed in multiple channels, on its way to its outlet into
the Arctic Ocean near Prudhoe Bay, this information would get us in the right channel to end up
at the takeout point where my pickup was. If we missed that it meant a lot of packing of
everything, including rafts, or floating the 90 miles to Prudhoe Bay and figuring how to get back
to the pickup.

View of the Ivyshack River from the air—it is important to take the right channel

We packed up a wet camp, loaded the rafts and started out in what was a minnie blizzard. By
mid morning the snow had quit, but it was still cold and the wind was blowing upstream,
slowing us down. We stopped to eat dinner and try to warm up a little. What happened next
was, at the time, a bit concerning. Dick and I started off---the second raft went down a
different channel of the river thinking that channel would route back into the one Dick and I
were in. It did not. We watched each other as the two rafts floated further and further apart
and then dropped out of sight. For the next 3 or 4 hours Dick and I were checking the horizon
trying to catch a glimpse of the other raft. As luck would have it we, once again as we rounded a
bend, there they were taking a break on a gravel bar. Midafternoon the sun came out and we
started to warm up. We hit the channel of the stream we thought was the correct one and
were assured it was when we began seeing several markers along the shore. We landed at the
takeout point about 5pm. Corey and I took my pickup and went the 30 miles back to Happy
Valley to retrieve my Blazer. By the time we returned Troy, Greg and Dick had the rafts folded
up and ready to go, so we started loading up. We loaded two rafts, rowing frames, oars,
everyone’s gear, 7 caribou, antlers and 5 people into my F350 full sized crew cab pickup and the
2 door Blazer mini SUV. Everything was full.

We made it!! Take out point

End of the float—take out point ---taking air out of the raft.

Loaded ready to head to Coldfoot for fuel and breakfast
The big decision we had to make was whether to go the 90 miles north to Prudhoe Bay to fill
the Blazer or dump the 5 gallons of gas I had in a container into the Blazer and see if we could
get to Coldfoot, the nearest fuel going south. We opted to start south to Coldfoot rather than
spend the time to travel the 180 mile round trip to Prudhoe Bay. It was 11pm when we headed
south. Everything went smooth until just after crossing through Atigan Pass. It was 2am when
Troy pulled the Blazer over on the side of the road where semi’s pulled off to rest. He told me
when we had started up Atigan Pass the fuel gauge read empty. The road is narrow and there
was no place to pull off the road going through the pass. But we made it! The Blazer was now
completely empty so Troy, Corey and Greg took my pickup and drove the 70 miles to Coldfoot
to fill the gas container. That would be enough to get the Blazer to Coldfoot. There was no way
I could stay awake and Dick cannot drive at night so we napped in the Blazer. Once they
returned we traveled to Coldfoot, fueled up and ate a huge breakfast.

After an all-night drive down the Haul Road a nap felt good!
The rest of the drive was uneventful. We did stop for a nap in the sun, and we arrived in
Fairbanks about noon.

END of a successful caribou float hunt on the Alaska North Slope

As it turned out the float part of this caribou hunt was good preparation for the next Alaska
Adventure. A float hunt for a much larger species in western Alaska. A ………..?
We off loaded the Wisconsin Crew and their gear and caribou at Troy’s grandparents and left
them the Blazer for transportation. Dick and I spent the night in Fairbanks and left early the
next morning for Anchorage. We dropped our caribou off for processing south of Anchorage,
slept and did laundry. While the meat was being processed Dick and I took the opportunity to
tour Denali Park. We met the Wisconsin Crew at the airport a couple of days later, collected my
Blazer and put it in storage, picked up our processed caribou, put dry ice on it and headed for

home. The trip home was an adventure in itself. We hiked the Chilcoot Trail, had major vehicle
problems twice—once near Whitehorse in the Yukon Territory of Canada and a second time at
Glasgow, Montana--- but made it home on schedule.

Chilkoot Trail
While my pickup was being repaired in Whitehorse the first time Dick and I rented a car and
traveled to Skagway to hike the Chilkoot trail.
The rugged nature of the 33 mile long Chilkoot Trail, accessible only by foot, underpins the
challenge, anticipation, and danger which confronted the men and women of the Klondike
Goldrush of 1898. The Chilkoot Trail is a museum to this epic moment of history. Discarded
personal items, graves, abandoned towns, and other reminders dot the landscape. Unique to
the Chilkoot Trail is the changing ecosystems that the hiker experiences. Rainforest, alpine
tundra, and boreal forest offer snowcapped mountains, hanging glaciers, turquoise lakes,
cascading rivers.
It is a difficult hike and usually takes three to five days. The trail begins at the Taiya River bridge
near the Dyea townsite and travels over the Chilkoot Pass to Lake Bennett where we could
board the train back to Skagway.

First day on the trail

Dick is looking good!

The trail went up this valley

On the way to Chilkoot Pass and the Golden Staircase

Chilkoot Pass, 1898---Golden Staircase---Miners traveling to Dawson City, Yukon Territory during the
Klondike Gold Rush

At the base of the Golden Staircase—up and to the left is the path we took

That is where the trail went—Chilkoot Pass!

\
Cabin where we stayed after coming down from the pass

Trail on the third day

Old Trapper’s cabin along the trail

More sights along the trail

Cabin we stayed at the third night

At the end of the trail we took this train back to Skagway

Train across the valley headed for Skagway

Dick and I left from Watertown, SD on July 31st at 10am and returned to Watertown at 11pm on
September 3rd. We had traveled over 10700 miles by vehicle. What a trip!! Dick has told me a
number of times since than it was one of the most memorable experiences he has ever had. It
had been a blast---full of adventure. We had met a great group of young men from Wisconsin
whom we could share the experience with and everyone return home to their families, safe!

