Iceman Team members survive hunting trip

by Capt. Don Lewis

354th Support Group executive officer

What was supposed to be an adventurous bear-hunting trip for four noncommissioned officers turned into the adventure of a lifetime. 

Master Sgt. Brian Alvarez, Staff Sgt. Bryan Spake and Staff Sgt. Bob Summers, 354th Communications Squadron, and Master Sgt. Sean Kazmar, 354th Security Forces Squadron, set out for Valdez April 28, hoping to return a week later with trophy bear. They almost didn't return at all.

"I've been out in the bush more times than I can count," recalled Summers. "I thought I was bigger than Alaska. I don't think that anymore." 

Summers has a good reason for changing his mind. He and his friends spent four cold nights in the Alaskan wilderness with little more than the clothes they were wearing and their will to survive. Luckily, that turned out to be enough.

The team carefully planned their trip, calculating what they needed versus what Summers' boat could carry to their camp site, about 15 miles west of Columbia Glacier. It turned out they needed more gas than they anticipated, so early in the morning of April 30, Summers and Kazmar returned to Valdez to fill up. While they waited, Alvarez and Spake watched two bald eagles work together to distract and steal fish from seagulls.

Their teamwork had me in awe," said Alvarez. "It's ironic how it inspired me in the days to come."

When their friends returned that mid-afternoon, they ate the last real meal they would have for the next four days. Anxious to pursue bear they had seen on their way to camp, they polished off their plates and set out in the boat. Soon after, they spotted a black bear and quickly pulled to shore. Spake jumped out of the boat with his rifle.

"I was going to go with him, and I knew I should have," said Kazmar. "But then I thought, 'He'll be fine.' You should never let anyone go out there alone. I know I'll never again go 10 feet into the woods without everything I need to survive in there for a long time."

Kazmar, Alvarez and Summers continued a few more miles up into a bay and spotted a second bear. After dragging the boat through knee-deep water for about 150 yards, Alvarez was convinced the boat was beached when he had it nearly completely up on the sand. Kazmar and Alvarez put a stalk on the bear, with Summers following shortly thereafter. He joined Alvarez and Kazmar, who had already shot several times at the fleeing bear. Minutes later, they turned and saw the boat had shifted slightly. Just a few short minutes after that, it was floating away. All their supplies were on board.

Alvarez recalled the horror.  “When we reached the beach, the boat was already about 100 yards away. The water was probably 40 degrees, which made the distance seem like miles. Still, I kept thinking I could make it.”

Summers thought he could make it as well, but the memory of a recent cold-water drowning of one of his friends coursed through his veins. “I needed to try, but the thought of my friend drowning was powerful.”

The trio worked their way around the cove to a rocky ledge that allowed them to work their way to within 40 yards of the drifting boat. Already waist deep in the water, Summers tried to swim for it. “My heels slammed against my butt and wouldn’t move — my hamstrings were cramped tight.” He barely made it back to the rocks using just arm power.  Alvarez also made several attempts, but to no avail. They watched helplessly as the boat drifted toward sea and out of sight. 

Soaked and shivering, they regrouped. Not much was said that night. They made good use of one of the few survival tools they had — waterproof matches — to light a fire. All three realized they were in real danger. Kazmar’s rifle had one remaining round, and the ample supply of bear signs made it a precious commodity. Later, he would contemplate using the lead tip of that bullet to try to write a note to his wife and kids. Sleep came in fleeting 10-minute naps.

“The following morning, when we got up, we knew we’d make it,” said Summers. “We made it through the night, and we had each other.”  Alvarez agreed. “I told them ‘I’m not going to die out here. We’re getting out.  We can do this.’” 

They were overcome by one thought — find Spake. The terrain, though, proved to be daunting. Rocky, seaweed-covered shorelines, sheer cliffs, and deep snow provided no safe passage. At the end of Sunday, they found themselves exhausted only four miles from where they had begun. Rainy weather dampened their spirits and their attempts at an effective fire. Though they found plenty of water to drink in the spring run-off that flowed all around them, they didn’t eat all day.

On Monday, cold, tired, and malnourished, they set out again.  They took turns urging each other on, being good leaders and great followers when they needed to be. Kazmar blazed the trail.  Alvarez gathered wood. Summers lit and tended the fire.  Inexplicably, they found a tarp in good shape lying near an old, abandoned wooden trap. That night, while camped beneath a big tree, they managed to set a roaring fire, which had just as much a positive psychological effect as it did physiological. Better yet, Alvarez made an important discovery. 

“I found a bed of mussels on the shore.  When we threw them on the fire, they opened up and we ate them. They were good.” They also heated and ate an ample supply of seaweed, joking that it was Caesar salad.

Their spirits bolstered, they set out Tuesday and quickly realized the shoreline was taking them too long to get to Spake. “We didn’t know how he was,” said Kazmar. “We had each other, but he was all alone, not knowing what happened to us.” They decided to climb a 1,600-foot mountain, sure that they’d be able to see their base camp, where they had stowed their rowboat.  

The group scaled cliffs and traversed crevasses.  Summers and Alvarez were wearing waders, which had worn badly.  Summers’ feet swelled so much at one point he had to stick them in the snow in order to squeeze them back into his waders.  

The day proved to be a trial.  When they got to the top, they didn’t recognize the landscape beneath them at all.  Later, they found their camp was behind the next mountain range in sight. 

“That was a punch to the gut,” said Kazmar.  

Dejected, they made their way down the mountain to a soaked shoreline where they couldn’t get a fire going. Then, miraculously, they made their second fortuitous discovery: a pair of socks.  

“I can’t explain it, but somehow, everything we really needed was provided.” Summers said. 

Despite that stroke of luck, Kazmar said that night was their low point. They had the presence of mind to use skills they had learned in classes like Arctic Survival School. “We had each other’s feet in each other’s armpits to try to stay warm — anything to share body heat.”

On Wednesday, they were sitting on a hillside warming themselves in the first real sunshine they’d seen since the beginning of their ordeal. “We were planning for the long haul,” said Alvarez. “We were talking about building a cabin.” Then a plane flew overhead without any acknowledgment of their attempts to signal it. At that point, they decided to build a signal fire. A big one.  Setting a good blaze near a stand of trees, they watched as the trees accepted the flames one by one. Soon, a good portion of the hillside was on fire. The three sat nearby and waited, knowing the hillside would burn until it reached the snowline, and that any nearby boats or planes would be sure to see the smoke.

Soon thereafter, Alvarez saw a boat driven by Fred and Judy Millbocker of Anchorage. Elated, they hailed their rescuers and set out to find Spake. It didn’t take long before they spotted his “S.O.S.” signal spelled out in logs on the shore near where they dropped him off, and Spake himself waving them down close by.

Spake waited the first night until well after dark for his friends to return, staying warm by running up and down the beach. The next day, he saw Summers’ boat drift by with no one aboard and no apparent damage. Knowing something was wrong, he built a small shelter and settled in. He managed to shoot a deer and fed on it while he waited for rescue. More importantly, he stayed put where passing aircraft or watercraft could spot him and where he knew his friends would look for him, if they were still alive.

Summers’ boat was found and towed in by a local fisherman.  Though it cost him some money to recover it and his gear, except for a few bumps and scrapes, it’s relatively unscathed.  

The men have since regained the 20-30 pounds each lost during their ordeal.  They also seem to have renewed their spirits.  And they’ve definitely developed a bond between them that few of us will ever fully understand.

