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The Iliamna Lake monster, depicted in this illustration by Alex Wit, is often described as shark-like in appearance. (Courtesy Image / Alex Wit)

Pride of Bristol Bay: Catching the
Iliamna Lake Monster
““I was skeptical. I’m not skeptical anymore.”
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By Bjorn Dihle

On a calm September day, a group of moose hunters sat in their ski� on
Iliamna Lake on the Alaska Peninsula. The men noticed what looked like two
big sunken logs beneath their boat but didn’t think much of it. They focused
on scanning for moose and watching a family of swans �oating nearby.
Suddenly, one swan vanished underwater. In a matter of seconds the rest of
the �ock was dragged under. The hunters watched in horror and fascination
as what they thought had been sunken logs fed on the birds. One was the
length and the width of their 18-foot ski� and had eyes the circumference of
soccer balls. The creatures looked like giant northern pike.

Bruce Wright, a marine ecologist and apex predator specialist, recorded this
account. It’s just one of many stories of what people have dubbed “the
Iliamna Lake monster.” Wright is “not a big fan of cryptobiology,” but as a
scientist who has studied everything from bears to sharks, he �nds the
stories of the monsters fascinating. The lake interests Wright as much as
any mysterious beasts it may hold.
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“What’s so intriguing to me is the lake itself. Five to 8 million adult sockeye
salmon come back Lake Iliamna each year,” Wright said.

At 77 miles long, up to 1,000 feet deep and with an area of roughly 1,200
square miles, Iliamna Lake is the largest lake in Alaska and the third largest
in the U.S. It’s the source of the Kvichak River Watershed, which is
considered the most productive freshwater habitat for Bristol Bay’s sockeye
salmon.

This photo shows a view of Lake Iliamna’s shoreline from a small plane. (Courtesy Photo / Chris Miller)

There’s some debate as to the exact meaning of “Iliamna.” According to a
newsletter published by the Yup’ik village of Igiugig, which lies at the
western edge of the lake, Iliamna is “the name of a mythical great black�sh
supposed to inhabit this lake, which bites holes in the bidarkas (kayaks) of
bad Natives.”

[Pride of Bristol Bay: A conversation with a hunter and conservationist]

Many people, from local Natives to visiting scientists, believe there’s
nothing mythical about the monsters. Since well before Alaska became a
state, there have been numerous reported sightings of giant �sh-like
creatures in the lake. There’s some variation in descriptions, but most
witnesses say the creatures are dark colored, shark-like in appearance and
between 10 and 20-feet long. Often there’s more than one together and
frequently, the creatures are hunting. Many Natives believe the creatures to
be dangerous and attracted to the color red. In 1980, the Anchorage Daily
News o�ered a $100,000 reward during a �ve-month period to anyone who
presented clear evidence of the monsters. No de�nitive proof has been made
public, though there have been sightings reported most years since. Despite
the lack of a carcass or veri�able photo, Wright believes there’s validity to
the stories.
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“I was skeptical. I’m not skeptical anymore. Every time I talk to someone
who has spent time out there, they’ve seen it or know someone who has,”
he said.

For years, Wright theorized that the monsters might be Paci�c sleeper
sharks that adapted to living in freshwater. Now, he’s wondering if they
might be a tiny population of gargantuan northern pike. Others have
theorized they’re giant sturgeon. However, reports of the creatures’
predatory behavior — herding seals into shallows to hunt them and preying
upon schools of sockeye salmon — don’t sound like a sturgeon. Wright
came to the conclusion that only way to solve the mystery was to catch one
of the monsters.

Prepping an underwater camera on Lake Iliamna. Courtesy Photo / Mark Stigar)

Around this time Wright befriended Mark Stigar, a retired colonel and
former chief aviation o�cer for the Alaska Army National Guard, who owns
a cabin on Iliamna Lake. Stigar had heard the stories for years — and having
both a Baccalaureate and Master’s degree in wildlife biology, he was
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intrigued, though he took the stories with a grain of salt. Wright gave Stigar
some commercial halibut longlining gear. Stigar set the gear out on the
lake’s bottom at a 100-foot depth, with each of the 14 hooks baited with the
head of a sockeye salmon. He’d heard of other �shermen trying to catch the
monsters in the past; some claimed to hook into one of the creatures but
said no line, including steel cable, was able to hold one.

In 2017, after several summers with no action, Stigar had an experience that
convinced him the monsters were real. On that day he went to check his
longline set and was surprised to see that his 38-pound anchor had been
dragged 50 yards.

“The line was going the opposite direction and was all tangled. Gangens
were gone, severed. Metal snaps were bent in di�erent directions and piled
on top of each other,” Stigar said.

An Iliamna Lake freshwater seal investigates Mark Stigar and Bruce Wright’s underwater camera. (Courtesy
Photo / Mark Stigar)

Halibut longline gear, similar to what Stigar was using, will hold 10-foot
plus sleeper sharks and halibut well over 300 pounds. Some who heard
Stigar’s story theorized it could have been a seal—the lake has a population
of around 400 rare freshwater seals.

Stigar believes whatever moved his gear was much larger and more
powerful. Instead of resetting the longline, Stigar coiled it and packed it
away. Now that he knew the “monster” was real, he didn’t want to hurt or
kill it.
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Tangled longline and a severed gangen after something big struck Mark Stigar’s longline. (Courtesy Photo
/ Mark Stigar)

“This could be the oldest creature on the planet. I’m not going to try to
catch it anymore,” Stigar said.

Wright agreed with Stigar, and the men developed an underwater camera
system. The contraption was deployed for the �rst time in the summer of
2019.

[Pride of Bristol Bay: Lessons from a Bristol Bay ‘salmon mama’]

“If anything, it’s just been fun to see what comes to the camera,” Stigar
said.

During 2020 there were three reported sightings of the monsters. Also in
2020, something big visited Wright and Stigar’s camera and tore o� part of
the metal contraption that had been baited with a �lleted carcass of a
sockeye. It was the typical �sherman story — the camera had run out of
battery shortly before the creature struck.
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Stigar and Wright plan to be back at it in the summer of 2021. They’re
working on improving their camera system and are adding a drone to their
kit. Wright’s best guess is that the “monster” is a giant pike; Stigar believes
it’s most likely to be a sleeper shark or something similar. It’s evening
entertainment, Stigar said, even if nothing ever comes of it.

“There’s something out there,” Stigar added. “I’m not so arrogant to think
we know everything that’s out there.”

• Pride of Bristol Bay is a free column written by Bjorn Dihle and provided by its
namesake, a �sherman direct seafood marketer that specializes in delivering the
highest quality of sustainably caught wild salmon from Bristol Bay to your
doorstep.

Recommended for You

Get a better deal with Rawson
Homes
Choose a better deal with Rawson…
Sponsored | Rawson Homes

Learn More

Great Barrier Reef Buy Now

Sponsored | DEMETER FRAGRANCE L…

Hands O� My
Chocolate Egg Bar
Milk & White…

Buy Now

The �rst Egg Bar in the world! This…
Sponsored | World Wide Chocolate US

Piper Pull On Flare
Pants

SHOP

Free shipping on orders $40+.
Sponsored | Garage Clothing US

All Hallows Eve Jacket
Dress in Brown size 8 by
The Pyramid Collectio…

Go !

Scare Fare A spooktacular twill jacket…
Sponsored | Pyramid Collection

S'morey Time | 12oz
- Ground

Buy Now

S'mores are the go-to camp�re snack.…
Sponsored | Bones Co�ee US

News
Sports
Neighbors
Capital City Weekly
Alaska Outdoors
Opinion
Letters to the Editor
Obituaries
Death Notices

Search
E-Edition
Classi�eds
Newsletters
Subscribe
Contact Us
Accessibility

The Voice of Alaska's Capital Since 1912

https://www.prideofbristolbay.com/?utm_source=Affiliate&utm_medium=Blog&utm_campaign=Bjorn&utm_term=2020A06
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://nym1-ib.adnxs.com/click?hsGy4_PkqD-c3TKp1YqlPwAAAKCZmf0_nN0yqdWKpT-GwbLj8-SoP7BYK3-Wv4pbsp9j1wKV-gEFFiNhAAAAAEyFOwGtHQAAnwsAALcAAADfKtMRIEokAAAAAABVU0QAVVNEAAEAAQA0nwAAAAABAgUCAAAAANQAVylSKgAAAAA./bcr=AAAAAAAA8D8=/pp=0.042075/bn=87452/clickenc=https%3A%2F%2Fpr.ybp.yahoo.com%2Fcj%2Fcrid%2Fyul5-tLZfYu5zsqgQMciP2fbcO6ljrJ3%2Fcd%2FE57MbIfXPBUR8aM5V1JuQidvbLYTdIVRMubKJRDUV0Ys9xEr8bweci-hlBb6DTc126Xb7btaAyJfkQvYKYua6CXhUkuwnC7nxEiasfMkzYV3s8l0nElG1kIuSxKKLZZ4k0RWb7ApWoH_e0m-rqAlnfRzuonfCixh0lSJUVKhm01meUnOXYBy8gc740xnvE84IJzKAp0Yn_0MCnx9Q1NyXE5UdgzogY65IeBPK-8BlwzR6Uu3aaEdGoyMeZ6SIk7GFWT-896R16AVRHnf-2Hv_1tLW_1kse3WZXIWTLLo81E%2Frurl%2Fhttps%3A%2F%2Fad.doubleclick.net%2Fddm%2Ftrackclk%2FN1083711.3527739VERIZONMEDIA%2FB26060606.307967088%3Bdc_trk_aid%3D500759136%3Bdc_trk_cid%3D114401470%3Bdc_lat%3D%3Bdc_rdid%3D%3Btag_for_child_directed_treatment%3D%3Btfua%3D%3Bltd%3D&obOrigUrl=true
https://cat.da.us.criteo.com/delivery/ckn.php?cppv=3&cpp=fwx95egkT08HhR8YS_fISOpjymBt7watVBk0aqLZ4NlkaA6zvPvSChUZP_bFShjI-ksikKXBtVff6fWoFO78Ysb_rFLqwudmfsnhSwQrtFiIVtQmHcStSN_3gUSOEixWjXLuOwtnOcRbmh-LRrpnRig6_MJxktZ7iRyrpezJ1ZN-QMFMThmcppjvfQj3ORAYcF92q7DC7Rl8eVxDNaYqz7OGdp1jfaNnvTpsngE5aAOQYnRIgsRM54jGjQnq1otvJyObCD4WnAZGx9NDGNiAxg3l-QY5paBUTGdKvUPi0x1IuXms1m6GgXxvFZCmAu4jMPRNKOC6kYDdSOA7RLMMYfTyLvsjSXYEISfyZJbECIiIkoIvE9YxM92JNZ8sY1BFp-sYWjU38ox6SXRmEUm64UVLEYtCsxk6D6rL7tHgshHLnRczVM3Yb6PzuzvcCXEbLXwTCPNAF7iq4OlgpIt7bruR6zYUO-S3G6vlvUR1fDUpqt81&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fdemeterfragrance.com%2Fgreat-barrier-reef.html%3Futm_term%3Dproduct%26utm_source%3Dcriteo%26utm_medium%3Dretargeting%26utm_campaign%3Dlowerfunnel&obOrigUrl=true
https://cat.da.us.criteo.com/delivery/ckn.php?cppv=3&cpp=4JpMFo9kzEufUqdR5Umq9OkJtXNA5b2y2Mex2JagtsBQ6vTHx6fWz0v6Rvl8n5DvoT4VOox4idMP_ZSGEU1nB1QDP4XNhvdvpyvIq00L3rcY9Ddn3oKsq1zMQzBQmBgxGjAmIQjTAqQRK_qYgkjcPCNkJMAfuckUg9XvDxBgdR2ZCfV4TgWoLlC7Kjf0S5d61Mw5QOBSovEY3ISjSrkILsWPMmJ_gssFtv9832CM7Um0fxqWtXoBhfPJYVID-EkGtLEgTzK9WMhLhUG8591ACal5nIfaJAxcSdxUAXzHTMAxvIUmHXK48eDrVnnGXoujpAWKsjLEzFVJEtRvlN_GIPvJlPCiZCFLN8vFLuUfOPQPegj3CjEalahd-RG7UzJ49rOf6PP8cnrifw9JP7SU2OKoezvfwPr1YZPwv1aUDMJg_6YqNNvqphe4t2KyvewvD0emv7Fqoz6-yRZPj-MNXP9iiEoNKGqcW-KtrqNIXIBxcXHr&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.worldwidechocolate.com%2Fshop%2Fhands-off-my-chocolate%2Fegg-bar-milk-white-chocolate-bar%2F%3Fattribute_pa_quantity%3Dsingle-bar%26utm_term%3Dproduct%26utm_source%3Dcriteo%26utm_medium%3Dretargeting%26utm_campaign%3Dlowerfunnel&obOrigUrl=true
https://cat.da.us.criteo.com/delivery/ckn.php?cppv=3&cpp=gxYxhF1SDlV6ZqFtIRy8GdeIHe3_2lJM5U7Y834XXWH_qTYbhDvsaqpM4NWAHxi1XJUjy7HXt-I-KibHIn04XMtuvH4259oil2zyx4QwF2i8NtBOGJOZJ9IVOs4mzGJoSYrDXtSFja3DjR-pRZkqVAKi7OL2eKTrgYkFyDKVmXYHm-jpUPbDDihVQd2u7ai5fWf0eMoIMG0PZ0bNTUXTszn9JfyKsel7WH2HhPlQ63Um2IXj2H9uFxnoSorYmYzDynI35JGnr3Ifx7yaxGqZUQMkEPbkzl4In-9QSmiwhb8O72WU8r_3wBj0ejmMfp2PM5ww9d3tVosNzGGiYi6PK8RpWgOzVI1v74ndKhNAB1aC5Is0baZY1WD95mTK3il92DpIWQ7aCHV_WCjY0tcCbfufP6xO1PEEz9F5HDyKOmzhq9r9Y7Cp9JS7CqVh__UAkTiYqSHDGvJ1Pbf2HbXRKbPzxyfLzq3-RSxqjfQVl_vIKUwR&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.garageclothing.com%2Fus%2Fp%2Fpiper-pull-on-flare-pants-%2F0715099.html%3Futm_source%3DCRITEO%26utm_medium%3DDISPLAY%26utm_campaign%3DGRG_Criteo_US_EN_DynamicRema0rk%26utm_content%3D2x2&obOrigUrl=true
https://cat.da.us.criteo.com/delivery/ckn.php?cppv=3&cpp=V8YHU6K6GKBy6S2dz3n-knh6DQhtqnq8_zzjtYae3BolW0XC9k8TLfPmkOoMofQvaAAbFciFx9t8PSYDLuiJxphssjNIZN_Ts9Xz1H22HDcwhKEn7NMAnM1HhPxOwWWazMcHYHJqyK1sN2sFbyv1Rt7hYOnk7EPIFtogCVA6Tv1X-EhSZO5YadZ1p8kchkEc4H2ZseU_dLxCU1BlAWZxQxOmF6eChNI8otHzLGEcYen-REDkexqoIxBNxHTqFX-_OM-s7DYLR3CUevD2HJtNljQFgQ3MMHZkhJxgH8wvrZXON6c5HyqzjHALO2yx4RbQyBnwChuXGRNKrhKVVqMW-bcibyZPTmlSg-U9fBX3mVThElsNc7zO6gVlV-1cABa05pUBAMjeeUVPiIITcOkkAyxK-kp1qlXfxXPgwqSK1AJMCUenMe8XyTS0dlDwdbUF-kboedHqtXeGrzPKeopDPVZ4O6aG_QD0DXl5CMzFRk0hP4okrJXpoqtcFBY_J0dI676GAA&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pyramidcollection.com%2Fitemdy00.aspx%3FT1%3DPE9130%2BBR%2B8%26srccode%3DNXOPCR%26utm_source%3DCriteo%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3DRemarketing&obOrigUrl=true
https://cat.da.us.criteo.com/delivery/ckn.php?cppv=3&cpp=q11yhehEMSfRCpQAR5E-8QL0xxjzm1GhMuKe7uH4HuHYexqSz3gw-JBbuKsFveJ7S7QcZj1NROBCCJ33LLeefabBBzX_QRLRdGjPO_Dpi4FH5bcmEVBk8IrT-M2GMckglC6ODOBllg6op41povbh8e_5OrvTEGC_whjsiGWU5s9dBT-VEoHCdc0VvDxf3L4gZthkIZAF_CeqQ2TS9riEaeUwu09krL9g80WG2pA3Ca9y_l2z2ERDN8rZuKepYDNn-D0DmoxZAisgSZmki2AC9pjq27NSENQL1SLEsy8zSFAeFxrxuB_VcdLVk8lMH19GpzdlNPUzZq_yy-IWY_Y17f3VVfEuwQFxpDCfdOoUxLPkLgvvQ4YdnsbVunEYB119ONSH5Nm3z1BtcVSHU8_LzeDXpbVMWwkYdcJFRi0fVzjntHkjGr7Vrk22OKJJf_LNhvgNTf25-a7rO-YI5GcNUyiRKS-e36vHxPcFpOJnxEZ6M0j_KpoW920u8bBgpNf7zWGkGA&maxdest=https%3A%2F%2Fbones-coffee-company.myshopify.com%2Fproducts%2Fsmorey-time-by-bones-coffee-company%3Fvariant%3D8691669893172%26utm_source%3Dcriteo%26utm_medium%3Dretargeting%26utm_campaign%3Dlowerfunnel&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.juneauempire.com/news/
https://www.juneauempire.com/sports/
https://www.juneauempire.com/life/
https://www.juneauempire.com/tag/ccw/
https://www.juneauempire.com/tag/outdoors/
https://www.juneauempire.com/opinion/
https://www.juneauempire.com/letters/
http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/juneauempire/
https://www.juneauempire.com/obituaries/
javascript:void(0)
https://www.juneauempire.com/print-editions/
https://secure.adpay.com//SearchResultsDisplay.aspx?&p=2060
https://www.juneauempire.com/newsletters/
https://www.juneauempire.com/subscribe/
https://www.juneauempire.com/contact/
https://www.juneauempire.com/accessibility/
https://www.juneauempire.com/


©2021 Juneau Empire and Sound Publishing, Inc.  
Terms of Use, Privacy Policy, and Comments Policy

Subscribe
Subscribe

https://www.juneauempire.com/news/pride-of-bristol-bay-catching-the-iliamna-lake-monster/
http://www.soundpublishing.com/
https://www.juneauempire.com/terms/
https://www.juneauempire.com/privacy/
https://www.juneauempire.com/comments/
https://www.juneauempire.com/subscribe/
https://www.juneauempire.com/subscribe/

