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Former pilot Ray Petersen, shown at Lake Hood, started five fly-out fishing camps in 1950 and some of the first fishing lodges in the state.

By PAULA DOBBYN
Dally News reparter

The good life continues to unfold for 88-
year-old Ray Petersen,

And what a charmed life it's been for the
pioneer aviator and founder of some of the
earliest sportfishing lodges in Alaska.

Marked by hair-raising adventure, business
success, a large family, friends in high places,
cohorts and admirers
across the gamut, Pe-
tersen’s journey is both a

UIDING
FORCE

As pilot and
lodge developer,
pioneer

Ray Petersen
sparked
Alaska's
tourism industry

moving to the Chicago area with his family
when he turned 15. Even then, Petersen was
blazing his own trail.

“I decided [ was smarter than my teachers,
50 I dropped out of school and learned to fly,”
Petersen said. An airplane ride with a barn-
stormer would be the beginning of an endur-
ing love affair with the skies.

After eprning his wings at age 20, Petersen
crossed paths with a pilot in
Chicago who had ferried
Inggers and fishermen

slice of Alaska history and
a model for making
dreams reality.

The Petersen family
lodges, located in Katmai
National Park in Southwest
Alaska, are celebrating
half a century in business,
and some people credit Pe-
tersen with being one of
the fathers of modern-day
megatourism in the state.

“His efforts with lodges
in the Bush are about the
same, from a development
standpoint, as when the oil
industry discovered oil at

¢/ decided if I'm
going to be in the
flying business,
I'm going to be
the boss so | can
dictate when to fly
and when not to.*
— Ray Peterson

around conifer-covered
Southeast Alaska. With com-
mercial aviation still in its
infancy, Petersen was
amazed that someone could
make a living as a pilot.

“I said, “You mean people
actually pay to fly around in
these things?' "

Lured by the promise of a
flying career in Alaska, Pe-
tersen found his way onto a
Seattle-bound train that
would take him closer to his
dream. He hooked up with a
friend who was headed for
Anchorage, and the two

Prudhoe Bay," said sport-
fishing advocate Bob Pen-
ney.

“He proved it was an industry, and it's
been growing ever since.”

Petersen still drives to work five days a
week, He rolls into his Anchorage office
around 11 am., sometimes earlier, and nimbly
climbs a steep staircase leading to his office
overlooking an airplane hangar at Lake Hood.

Leaning back in his highback office chair,
Petersen adjusts his suspenders and spins
tales of an Alaska pioneer.

Born in Nebraska in 1912, Petersen spent
most of his youth on a Wyoming ranch before

boarded the steamship Vie-
toria that sailed north from
Seattle, stopping at every
cannery along the way. They bunked down in
the lower bowels of the ship.

“It was a real party,” Petersen said, grin-
ning as he remembered the weeklong journey
north, playing poker and pinochle and carous-
ing with other passengers. The advent of com-
mércial flights between Alaska and the Lower
48 ruined a good excuse for some fun at sea,
he said half-jokingly.
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Katmai lodges owned
by the Petersen family
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The book “Rods & Wings,” written by Bo Ben-
nett, is a history of the fishing lodge business in
Bristol Bay. Bennett says that Ray Petersen's
Northemn Consolidated Airline was a dominant
force in Alaska by 1848




GUIDING FORCE: Lodge developer helped spark Alaska tourism

[ Continued from Page D1 |

Potersen arrived In An
chorage on April Fool's Day in
1904, rented a one-room cabin
for $10 & month and took a job
with Star Alr servicing the
Lucky Shot Mine near Hutels
er Pass, north of Anchorage.

"We had a second gald rush
hack in the "30s. Everybody
wantisd to be a pold miner in
those days,” Pelersen re-
colled. Besides ferrying gold
bullion from the mine, Pe
tersen hauled supplies 1o lrop-
pers and proapectors. He few
vpen-cochplt planes i ull
lands of woemther,

"You dressed Tor it" he
sakd with & proagmatic shrags.

Pelersen crashed inlo a
bencon Iuil:w at Mn‘t}ll “fz
ane day i soupy
walked sway unu::mtg but
quit poon afterward becmise
b felt his boss was pushing
pibuts o fy in dangerous cone
ditions.

1 decided il I'm going to bo
in the Mying business, I'm go-
ing to be the boss so 1 can dic
tafe when to £y and wien no
10," he said,

His pext job ool him o
Bethel. He heiefly worked or
Marsh Alrways belore lounch.
Ing his own Bethel-based com-
pany, Hoy Petersen Flying
Service, in 1937, Pelersonm
houled packed fish out of can-
nerios and serviced a platimam
mine ot Goodsews Bay that
wins booming st the time

His trips took him [rom
Bethel e Anchornge and all
over the Yukon and Euskok:
wim deltes. Petersen spont
enmigh Ume in Anchocage 1o
wois i marry Tond Schodde,
“a local givl™ who would be
come (he motber of his four
children

Peternen and his young
Tmmdly maoved back to Anchor-
nge just before World War 11
ook out. In 1940, Anchorage
had about 4,000 residents,
With tthlpnMnc bombing of
Pepr] Harbor and invasion of
{he Aleutian lalinds, the 1.5,
government was in a rush o
Isild militory bases, alrports
and rosds in Alsskn. Pilots
were in demond, and Petersen
ot wark Mying military sup-
[lics and porsennel

Dhiring his yomsres i a bush
pllot, Petersen Dow withoul a
radlin uL:lnllﬂl.Mll It

upexplored ™ Al ne point he
thought his luck might finally
have Fun out when he was [y-
ing three patients bo m hospital
it Wlomunitndn Villagse,
© esomething told me |
should follow the river. Sure
eniugeh, The engine quit,” sid
Petersen, who ol tos st
frosen

P cowwy o R8T SETERGEN

Judge Russall Sprague. Aay Patersen, Gongressman Lan Hal and Bill Rudeman are shown

with n nice catch of fish noar Aniak during the summar of 1848,

them work. He could always
soe down the road,” seid lor-
mer Gov, Wally Hickel, who
has known Petersen for some
50 years,

BIRTH OF AN INDUSTRY

Besides cannery owners,
Petersen's :Iigﬂde I_}n.c]ud:'.}l
congressmen and military of-
ficers who came to Alsska on
fact-finding {owrs The rips
WEre & exouse Do pel
some fishing in on the side,
Petersen said

“Chitside congressmen and
senaEtors were always wanting
o ‘inspect’ things, Often they
were In op-notch fshing ar-
eas,” Perersen said

Petersen would pile his
high-profile clienis inte his
Stmeon A Trimetor and rlif'
thenn to salmon and trout-rich
rivers and kakes drining into
Drizstol Bay.

Anawid angler himself, Pe-
tarsem knew these were some
af the prime fishing spois in
the state, and it was phyvious
that what the area offered in
natural bounty it acked in -
sic amenities.

Petersen envisioned build-
ing fishing camps abong 1he
best rivers to house guests
and acld passengers o his fiy-
ing service. Pefersen merged
his with several oth-
ers in 1947 o form Northern
Consolidated  Airlines, of
which Petersen wmmiﬁml
and a major sock

“He galvanized eight dif-
ferent Bush outfits together

lﬁﬂnw&r This guy is lhe

I.nw.' the Mohicans. | like to

of the bush

lnrr:." md'l‘od N?penmr his-

torian for the Alaska Histord
cal Aviation Ingtitae

MNarthern Consolidated pe-

ired surplua IC-3a and of-

orod service both in-state and
w the Lovwer 48 Petersen lai-
er discontmued service out-
ul.&,-th,- territory when larger
carriers like Pan Am and
Northwest  began  offering
acheduled Mights.

Durng one of his trips o
‘Washingion 10 meet with the
Civil Aeronautics Board, Pe-
torsen stopyped by the Nation-
al Park Service with a propos-
al o construct Indges within
what was then Katmai Notion-

al Monument, southwest of
Anchorage

“Ray approached the secre-
tary of the interior and said.
"Hey, this has got to be recog-
nized as a Lressure. It
hass 1o be controlled so it does
N1 gel overrun and reined. 1T
VOu Ve me a permit o oper-
ave in the park, Il keep things
under control.” sald Dick
Reeve, president of Reeve
Aleutlan Alrways, who grew
up next door (o the Pelersen
family in Anchorage.

“Katmai was a poacher’s

lse. 1t was unregulated
up to that time" Petersen
=hbidl.

The Park Service was hap-
py o work with Petersen be-
cause at the time, Katmai was
a natlonal monument n name
only, said Park Service histe-
rian Frank Norris. There was
viriually no agency presence
on the gﬁmnm nnl hocal r_m:;rl

mnd millary personmel
m an alr base in nearby
King Salmon were tlmn
pressure on Katmars an
lurbearers, Norvis sald.

Having a concesshnaire in
Fatmi would help solve some
il ther Hbegzal hunting and fsh-
g problems and Justily pay-
Img for i ranger,

=1t begitimized the natonal
monument,” Novris safd.

Petersen, on behalf of
Morthern Consolidaed Alr-
lines, signed a concession with
the: Park Service on March 10,
1950, and quickly started
buibding lxdpes, He hired a
md in 'IIM:ELT. rclal:u.b:::ul:n

icize the 5 it ¥
andl atrnc :Llerﬁ?.h He chris-
tened the business Angler's
Paradise Lodges and named
the camps Brooks Lodge, Ku
lik Lodge, Grosvenor Lodge,
Battle Comp and Noavianuk
Camp.

At Kulik, Petersen put in a
sawmill 8o he'd have & contin-
s supply of bullding mate-
rial, but the mill would even-
tually succumb o changing
political winds.

The 1968 oil strike at Prud-
hoe Bay and the o setile
Native land claims jolted
Alaska's political bndscape, A
scramble ensued to divey up
the: state, apd the rww.
emmenl was sager o i

reach. By the late 19708, envi-
ronmentelists hounded Prosl-
dent Jimmy Carter to carve
out and expand national
parks, monuments, wildlife
refupes und wilderness aroas.
The resulting Alaskn National
Interest Lands Cofserstkn
Act of 1980 put a sweeping
104 millbon ncres info conser
wation

Mot everyone colebrated

“They made (Katmad) & nae-
thomal park i 1980, so we
couldn’t log anymore We had
to [Ty the doggone bogs in Mrom
Palmer.” Petersen grumbled

His relationship with the
Park Service was
good over the decades but not
without its rough moments,
Narris recalls in his ook
“Tourtsm in Katmsd Coun-
try.” In 1969 Petersen wanbed
w exchange his contract for a
long-term one, bt Park Ser-
vice general superintendent
Ernist Borgman offered anly
W0 YEars

“Petersen, i response, lot
aut 4 1y fusillnde of pro-
fanity, t s Dorgman m no
uncertain lerms b had
no intention of signing Lhe
document, Morris wrote.

A five-year contract pesult-
ed as a compromise. 11y now
the lslpes have been grandfa-
Uhvered in, Petersen sald

The lodges were imitially
litthe more than canvas ienis
with burnk beds, but over the
years they became much
mewre luxurions. Log butldings
repisced the rents, amd thiey
were equipped with hot and
cobd runming waler, electrici-
ty and comfortable amenithes,
nchuding bars, restaurants, i
Bl Liaby ] saunn.

Invesiing in sportfishing
lodges, an untested busiess
in postwar Almska, posed a
huge fnancisl risk (o Pe
tersen and his compony. He
says mow (hatl only a young
and foolish person would have
stepped into it

“It was & terrific burden
and responsibility. Bul we
cammiited ourselves™

There were rocky times,
especially in the beginning,
when the initial cxpenses for
tents and equipment started

pouTINg in. A
“1 gt kil for S60.000," Pe-

Petersan is shown with his Cessna T-50 Bamboo Bomber in

th Bristal Bay area.

tersen recalled. Flahbergnst-
ed, he pald, but not without
slecpless nights

“We really swoentod blood
over that one.”

——
A RECIPE FOR SUCCESS

Durimg the 1950s, Angler's
Paradise Lodges enjoyed vir-
tully mo competition and the
business gained |ncreasing
popularity through Cevorable
reviews in publications like
Mational Geographic, the New
York Times, the Scaile
Times, the Christian Science
Monitor, ond Field and
Stream. Reporters  were
amaged by the beaaty and
bounty of the place,

The lodges’ success in
evitahly canght the eve of oth
ers, and before long, new
sportlishing lodges began
cropging up n the Bristol Bay
rieglon und elsewhere,

Angling today is big basi
ness in Alaska, with more Lhan
50 rifishin lodges
statewlde, sccording 1o an
award given 1o Petersen by
the Alsska Legislature, The
sportfishing industry drasws
mare Than 400,000 people
cach year, some 60 percent of
them sonresidents, according
to Allen Howe with the state
Department of Fish  and
G Thie smount of momsey
spunt an sportfishing in Alas
ks topiped Bl o billion dollars
in 1993, necording 10 a study
hy the Anchorage-based Insti
fuie of Soclal and Ecomsmic
Research

"He is still pioneering,
sabd Sen. Ted Stevens, R-Alas
ka, n pdlot who describes Pe
fersein as one of his avialion
meniors

Petersen retired from the
airline business in 1976 His
voungest child Sonmy, look
over  management o the
lodpes (i 1982, forming & mew
company  with his [aiher
called Katmailad Lnc

Three generathns of Pe
tersens are (avolved in the
company today, Sonny runs
the lodpes, Ray is vice press
dent and ireasurer, and Sean,
Sonny's som, 8 8 pot

Samny, now in his late 40s,
has spent proctically every
summer at the Kabmal ]
— (st o & ldd Pralicking with

wolves and bhears, later as a
fishing guice, bush pdlit and
owner of Batmai Afr, and i
mtely a8 Indge owner

50 what was Roy Petersen
Tike s i [atheer?

“Axide from yelling o mea
lot ™ Loughed the yownper Pe
lersen, spenking on a satellite
phona [rom one of the kndges
"He's been o grem influence
ol mye s fnr os boeimesa. 1e's
n really wise businessman
Andd 1 wain lugky, 1 was able to
grow up in this kisd of cmn-
"

Ray Pelorscn is oplimists
mhout the future of Alesla
tourism. He thinks there are
plenty of untapped apportuni
ties, ecspecinflly in winter
fouriem

Az for as Mying airpluncs,
Petersen in happy to leave
that 1o his son ad grandson

“T've had all the excitioment
T need,” he snid with & smmile

4 Rasporter Pauls Dabbyn cas be
ieAChSd & pOoshyn@agncom or
AT
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