





[image: Cover]


















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Newsletters


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.















BOOK ONE



THE COMPLEAT ANGLER




My birthday began with the water.


—Dylan Thomas






What house is this? here’s neither coal nor candle,


Where I no thing but guts of fishes handle…


—Zachary Boyd, “Jonah”
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“Gus the Fish”




“It is a doubt if my body is flesh or fish,” he sang in his grief; “hapless the woman who loves me.…”


—Charles Williams, Taliessin through Logres




Having harbored two sons in the waters of her womb, my mother considers herself something of an authority on human fetuses. The normal fetus, she says, is no swimmer; it is not fish-, seal-, eel-, or even turtlelike: it is an awkward alien in the liquid environment—a groping land creature confused by its immersion and anxious to escape. My brother, she says, was such a fetus. I was not. My swimming style was no humanoid butterfly-, crawl-, back-, or breaststroking: mine were the sure, swift dartings of a deformed but hefty trout at home with the water, finning and hovering in its warm black pool.


Having harbored no one anywhere in his body and lacking a womb, my father knows almost nothing about human fetuses. This did not stop him from penning and publishing a grotesque article about a human birth. My father is a writer secondarily and a famous flyfisherman primarily, and his stories, books, and lectures on the latter art—not to mention his ruddy face and dumpy, wader-swathed figure—are renowned throughout the flyfishing world. One of his favorite articles was published in a 1954 Field and Stream under the title “Gus the Fish.” Written in a painfully contrived and uncharacteristic Doc-And-Me-Went-Fishin’ style, “Gus the Fish” treats of the angling adventure of a certain obstetrician who finally succeeded in hooking and landing “a chubby eight-pounder” who had “eluded all anglers for over nine months” despite being trapped in “a small pool in a river only five feet, five inches long”; then in the concluding paragraph my father spills the beans all over his little allegory with the forgettable intimation that “Ol’ Gus is not some wily brown trout lurking in the waters of a Letort, Beaverkill, or Firehole. Oh no. Ol’ Gus is nothing less than my new little lunker son, my first-born fish and flyfisherman to be!”


The fisherman’s is an inexplicably privileged place in this hard world: there are people wearing straitjackets and living under lock and key for innocuous crimes such as dressing or speaking like Sherlock Holmes, Caesar, or Armstrong Custer, yet there goes my dad—famed and respected in his twenty-five-pound vest, hat full of phony insects, rubber trousertops flapping about his nipples—trudging scot free along the world’s trout streams armed with dangerous hooks and fish knives, whipping the flesh of innocent bodies of water while amusing himself with such mental marvels as his wife the dwarfish river, and his son, Gus the Fish.


My father’s name is Henning Hale-Orviston. His parents were English aristocrats, and his speech and manners derive from them. He carefully maintains his distinguished accent; he drinks Glenfiddich Single Malt Scotch; he smokes Rattray’s Highland Targe and Balkan Sobranie in meerschaums and briar perfects; he drives a Rover in the city and a Winnebago on the road; he lectures in white shirt and tie, fishes in tweeds, and sleeps in silk pajamas; his flies are constructed with a scrupulousness rivaling the Creator’s; his handwriting is like calligraphy, and when he autographs a book he writes the entire name. He is, to my chagrin, the one person in the world who calls me by my legal name, Augustine,


so to his chagrin I call him H2O.


To his greater chagrin, Ma calls him “Hen.” To her way of thinking, Hen is a rough-and-ready handle on her man. To H2O’s way of thinking, Hen is a ludicrous and unwarranted insult. To my way of thinking, Hen is a nickname with several features of interest: among Northwest fishermen, a hen is a female steelhead; according to H2O, Ma is a river; if these designations are accurate, it is obvious which of my parents would contain, sustain, and determine the fate of the other—and through observation of our family the truth of the symbology is apparent. Under the Orviston roof it’s Ma who calls the shots.


That’s not all she does. If ever a man’s wife was his nemesis, his antagonist, his antithesis, Ma is H2O’s. In those rarefied circles of purist anglers among whom Henning Hale-Orviston is considered the last word, Ma Orviston is considered the last laugh—for though she has never published a word on fishing, and though H2O has struggled to keep her existence under wraps, Ma has, through the medium of fish-gossip, attained to an infamy rivaling H2O’s fame. The reason? O Heresy! Lower than Low Church, lower than pariah, lower than poacher, predator, or polluter, Ma is the Flyfisherman’s Antipode: she is a bait fisherman. A fundamentalist. A plunker of worms.


One of my father’s least favorite stories was diluted, distorted, and published in a 1954 Sports Afield under the unlikely title “Nijinsky”—an artifact not worth a glance apart from the color glossies. The story’s uncut version lacks color glossies; it has never seen print; it is hard to believe despite its historicity; it is never told when H2O is around. But once a year it is recited at the Carper Clan Gathering (the Carpers being Ma’s kin) by my bardic uncle, Zeke, who calls it “The Deschutes River Episode.” Zeke tells it in two installments, pausing to chug a beer between: the first part is a pretty fair imitation of my father’s accent and Literary Sportsman writing style—but after the beer the story transmogrifies into a Zeke-yarn delivered in his most exaggerated, overcooked Eastern Oregon drawl. It goes like this:




’Twas early in the autumn of nineteen hundred and fifty-three that the then-unmarried Henning Hale-Orviston endured the most extraordinary adventure of his already illustrious angling career. Beneath a brilliant brass sky and enclosed by canyon walls rendered ovenlike by the relentless desert sun, Orviston had spent an entire day plying the glistening green waters of Oregon’s famed Deschutes River for summer-run steelhead. But despite his unflagging efforts and unrivaled skill, he had nothing to show for his labors but the memory of a few small trout caught and, of course, carefully released. Worn to exhaustion by heat, glare, and the constant drag of waist-deep current, Orviston elected to make the proverbial “one last cast” before undertaking the toilsome return to his car and small mobile home. His day of frustration was complete when, near the tail of that last drift, his masterfully tied bucktail streamer ceased its oceanward journey with that inexorable dull pull that can only signify a snag. Hoping for nothing but an end to his day of thwarted efforts, Orviston reefed disgustedly at his line, attempting to snap the 2x tippet. To his great good fortune, he failed even in this—for the instant he raised the rod the once-serene river exploded with the heart-stopping leap of the mightiest steelhead he had ever seen! No sooner did the magnificent fish shatter the water into glassy splinters than it was airborne again, and so again, continuing with literally scores of impossible, soaring, twisting leaps till its mortal enemy was inspired to dub it “Nijinsky,” after the famed supernatural hero of the ballet. Thus commenced a battle between wily fisherman and godlike fish worthy of comparison to some savage encounter of knight and dragon in Legends of Yore.…


Seeming to realize that this was no mere worm-dangler with which he was dealing, Nijinsky soon ceased his mad leaping. Applying his wiles—and his brutish strength—the monster turned toward the long rapids downstream and set off at a calculated, untiring pace that the 2x tippet could not possibly thwart. Running, plunging, clambering through brush and water, Orviston followed, holding his rod high, increasing his pace when the line-backing grew dangerously thin, easing the pace and taking up slack when Nijinsky would allow it. Relentlessly, craftily, he pursued his silver leviathan with the determination of Ahab.


Two miles downstream and an hour and a half into the battle, Nijinsky retreated to the depths of an eerie, ink black pool. Here he remained as the daylight first reddened, then fled; here he entrenched himself as the sinking sun’s shafts ascended the tortured rimrock, suffusing juniper, sage, and canyon wall with a last liquid light. Exhausted himself, Orviston could only hope the mighty fish was also tiring. With stout heart and reptilian patience, he applied all the pressure the feeble but faithful tippet could sustain. Inch by painstaking inch, he worked Nijinsky toward him through the seething depths of the ebony pool.…





Here’s where Uncle Zeke chugs his beer—a fact especially worth noting because it’s a thirty-two-ouncer! And if you could see the look in Zeke’s carbonated eyes afterward, if you knew how vast the gap between H2O’s published climax and the true tale he was about to tell, then you would know that the story of Nijinsky’s End is offered here at the risk of my being disowned—if not drowned.


Zeke quiets his listeners with a six-second belch. Then—




High over the rimrock the Milky Way come poppin’ out like God’s false teeth—but ol’ Hen Orviston never seen it. He never seen neither that it weren’t him that had no fish on, but a fish that had on him: while he was thinkin’ he was workin’ his lunker in, the lunker was eyeballin’ Hen’s submerged shins, sniffin’ the blood in the water from the fresh dings in ’em, thinkin’ how he’d swallered crawdads big as what they was, fightin’ off a nasty pair o’ pinchers into the bargain. So it was lucky fer Hen a rockslide come rattlin’ down the canyonside just then, spookin’ Nijersey back to the deeps.


Hen turned one bloodshot eye to the hill t’see what was comin’, his brains thinkin’ somethin’ mercenary an’ Englishy, like, “By Jorj! Behaps the Very Gods residing in Heavenabove are sending some soul to witness my artful captuation of this noteable bloody fishe here by means of naught more than an artificial fly and frailest of 2x whippets. Jolly Ho! Now I’ll have positivistic veracification of my performance, thereby enabling me to enhance the thickness of my wallet with scads of bloody endorsements from the makers of my rod and reel and line and boots and hat and creel and undershorts!”


An’ sure nuff, through the dollar signs in his eyes Hen made out a handsome young cowpoke scramblin’ down the scree, fitted out in Levis, Pen’lt’n shirt, sheepskin vest, ratty Stetson, J. C. Penney cowboy boots an’ red bandana. He was slim, whiskerless, smokin’ a Hump,* an’ he packed a saddlebag an’ a Sears Roebuck castin’ rod’n’reel with ropy thick line, baseball-size sinker, an’ three squirmin’ nightcrawlers on a treblehook wishin’ they was somewheres else. When H. H. made out this fishin’ perfernailey, he thought somethin’ more along these lines: “Zounds, Drat and Bother the Bleeding Fates! This is no gentleman! This young brute is a Neanderthal, come here to practice the illegeale bloody art of bait fishing after dark!”


He wasn’t far off. But witnesses is witnesses an’ money’s money, so Hen held his peace an’ his pole, played Stravinski, an’ calmed his nerves with dreams ’bout the sweet shitload o’ fat endorsement checks sure to stuff his mailbox, once he nailed his whale. But what was this? With his gizzard in his gorge, Hen saw the cowpoke fixin’ t’cast dead into the pool where Nijinskivoffnev was hidin’! In a unEnglishmanly vocabulary reserved fer emergencies, H. H. Orviston Esquire hollered, “Hey! Gitcher young ass outta there! Can’t you see I got a huge fish on!?”


The plunker held up’n took a gander at Hen’s rod, but Nigursky was layin’ low sinch the averlanch so the flyrod was just bent, not throbbin’ or twitchin’ at all. Never havin’ laid eyes on a fly outfit, the cowpoke didn’t know ’bout 2x tipplers made o’ catgut an’ all that class of equipment. He only seen Hen’s fly-line, which he judged heavy enough t’horse in a wild bull, an’ the Fancy Dan fishin’ duds, camera purse, silly hat an’ all. That made his mind up. In a boyish, friendly voice he hollered, “Hells bells, Cityslick, yer hung on the bottom! How long you been standin’ there that way you rascal? Just bust that thang off’n come on over here—I got worms enough fer both of us.”


At the thought of hisself usin’ worms (he’d ruther been offered leprosy), H. H. Orviston was struck dumb. It was a piss-poor time to be struck so: he only smarted up enough t’howl out one terrible word ’fore the cowpuncher let fly with his lead baseball.… The splash o’ the lead spurred Bozinski back into action. The sinker plummeted down, the steelhead plummeted up, the two lines crossed, and Henning Hale-Orviston’s 2x nipplet snapped like a cobweb: Nijerkov leaped one last time an’ was seen no more.…


H. H. took his three-piece nine-foot eighty-dollar flyrod an’ busted it over his knee four times. He threw the splinters as far as he could, which was maybe six, eight feet. Then he picked up a waterlogged tree branch an’ advanced on the young cowpoke in a manner that was s’posed t’look menacin’ but which really looked sorta surly an’ pitiful, considerin’ the size o’ his white-meaty little English-man muscles. At least his voice sounded good: “You had best refrain from that pole and defend yourself!” he boomed, “because one of the bloody twain of us is going to journey perforce into that river to search for my fish, by jorj!”


“So be it, Slicker,” said the cowpoke coolly. “An’ I’ll guaran-goddamn-tee ya it ain’t gonna be me!” Settin’ down the castin’ pole an’ steppin’ away from the water, he took off his vest and ratty Stetson…


an’ a long braid o’ pretty blond hair fell from under the hat an’ down acrosst a chest that even ol’ Hen could see was far from flat. By Bleedin’ Jorj! The cowpoke was a girl!


Henning Hale-Orviston hunkered down on a rock an’ started to laugh. So he says. The cowgirl says he was cryin’. “Well, come on,” says she. “Come on an’ fight me!” (Bein’ used to her brothers and unused to British Chivalrousness, she waited fer action, holdin’ up a small but damned efficient pair o’ dukes.) Hen just kept on laughin’—the high, hysterical squeals of a man whose brains rode on down the trail an’ left him all alone on the nightwide prairie.


Then, forgotten among the rocks, the Sears Roebuck started screamin’ like it was alive. “Wellp,” says the girl. “If you’re only gonna set there, I’m gonna man my pole, ’cause it’s plain as pee there’s a fish on it.” She pulled a bowie knife an’ stuck it in a handy log, addin’ “Try an’ jump me an’ I’ll gut ya!”


Hen’s weird caterwaulin’ got berserker an’ berserker while he watched the girl pick up the Roebuck, set the hook into somethin’ damn heavy, an’—in a unsightly tug-a-war that didn’ last five minutes—haul a thirty-pound ballet-dancin’ steelhead onto the bank… an H. H. Orviston bucktail streamer still stickin’ in the corner of its jaw!


Poor Hen’s lunatic laughter floated out over the swirlin’ eddy an’ up the black rimrock walls; it ricocheted an’ spilled undimmed outta that canyon an’ onto the scrub plains where a pack o’ maraudin’ coyotes took it up in glass-smashin’ unison dissonance—with cadenzas. From coyote to coyote it carried out over the desert an’ jackpine country, givin’ cowboys an’ ranchwives an’ loggers the willies an’ their kids creamed jeans from Mosier clear east to Ukiah, an’ north on up the Columbia River Basin to the Seven Devils Mountains, where it belonged. The followin’ Sunday there was a rash o’ new faces in the region’s Houses of Worship, an’ every hymn was sung fortissimoso in hopes a drowndin’ out all recollection o’ that godawful laugh still boundin’ from bone to bone inside the troubled skulls o’ the faithful.…


The cowgirl found a driftwood club an’ whacked ol’ Burrzinsky till one eyeball popped out. This she took as a sign that he was dead. She’d have liked to’ve sat an’ admired her fish awhile—but things weren’t so picturesque somehow with the one eye hangin’ down the cheek on a nerve string an’ the blue-devil din pourin’ nonstop outta the Slicker. So she turned to the rubble of a man on the rocks…


an’ that strange, universal compassion women have fer any creature too wounded, sick, or crazy to care fer its ownself suddenly flooded her heart. Seein’ H. H. soaked to the gills, scraped an’ bloodied, rubbin’ his eyes’, huggin’ his knees, suckin’ his thumbs, howlin’ an’ howlin’, she gathered deadwood an’ scraps o’ nine-foot flyrod fer a fire. From the saddlebag she produced a flask o’ Redeye, took a stiff swig, poured a drop into ol’ Nijerkey’s toothy mouth, an’ passed it on to Hen—who left off his warwhoopin’ an’ downed half the bottle at a chug: a damned nice piece o’ drinkin’. As campfire an’ firewater dried his clothes an’ brains respectively, he finally seen the cowgirl was a pretty little thing an’ a differnt fire lit up an’ dried him out quicker’n what wood or whiskey could o’ done. Meanwhile she was hittin’ the Redeye pretty good herself, an’ feelin’ pretty bad ’bout bustin’ the Slicker’s 2x pippit an’ catchin’ the fish he’d pooped out for her; an’ it was mighty dark an’ lonely; an’ the coyotes sounded weird tonight; an’ the fire was cozy an’ the whiskey good, an’ the Slicker awful pitiful lookin’; an’ she’d’ve liked to’ve cheered him up, an’ she’d growed up watchin’ horses an’ bulls an’ chickens an’ her brothers; an’ the blind red passion was siftin’ through the air; an’ she judged Hen was quite a feller, even if she hadn’t figgered which kind he was quite a feller of.…


So as the flyrod blazed an’ the juniper brands smoked off the evil spirits, as the river grumbled an’ the crickets sang loud, Henning Hale-Orviston an’ the cowgirl cuddled up an’ giggled—an’ damn if they didn’t fall in love, or leastways into what folks in those situations fall in. When the night grew cold the two grew warm by beddin’ down in the sand, an’—


—just their luck: a child was conceived.


One day the cowgirl would name that child Gus. But highfalutin’ Hen’d stick’m with Augusteen.





That’s how Zeke tells it. And that’s more or less how it was. The cowgirl was Zeke’s little sister, Carolina Carper, my very own Ma.
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The Rogue River Fishing War




I’m a-goin’ fishin’, Mama’s goin’ fishin’


An’ de baby’s goin’ fishin’ too.


Bet yo’ life


Yo’ sweet wife’s


Gonna catch mo’ fish dan you.


—Taj Mahal




I am ashamed to report that back in ’53 my parents were not as scrupulous (nor as affluent) as they are now. Upon learning that their riverside romance had ignited an inexorable series of metabolic transformations in Ma’s belly, they drew up a secret pact: due to the incompatibility of Sears Roebuck fishing gear to endorsement money, they would proceed as if Nijinsky had been the conquest of H2O with his cremated cane rod, 2x tippet, and name-brand equipage, and Ma would forever hold her peace. Thus the steelhead’s gaping treble-hook wounds were described as evidence of an earlier run-in with a less-skilled angler, and the repeatedly fractured skull and popped eye were attributed to an overdose of adrenaline coursing through the veins of the conquering hero. Official photographs and measurements were taken, the corpse was mummified and hung over the fireplace, and H2O unabashedly cranked out one of his patented How-To-Land-A-Lunker stories full of useless tips for flyfishing rookies and ill-disguised hints that Nijinsky would never have met his demise were it not for SuchandSuch-brand rods and reels and lines and boots and hat and creels and undershorts. Within three months of the Deschutes River Episode they collected enough endorsement money to finance a hasty wedding and two-week winter steelheading honeymoon on the Rogue River—H2O’s idea being that the Rogue trip would soften Ma’s Desert-Ranch to Portland-Suburb culture shock, but might still wean her of her homespun ways; he could take some photos and dredge up a few articles if the fishing were any good—maybe something like “Flyfishing Bride” or “Love and Lunkers on the Rogue”—thereby allowing the trip to pay for itself; the only unforeseeable problem was the weather, and if it should sleet ceaselessly, so much the better for consummating the marriage ad infinitum beside a cozy fire in their suite at the lodge. Such was the plan. So much for plans.


The “Rogue River Fishing War” at least served the traditional purpose of the honeymoon, for honeymoons are intended to seal the union of bride and groom till death does them part. But whereas we imagine the usual chemistry of such excursions to be a uniting through corporeal and spiritual familiarity—a sharing of meals, scenic wonders, wines and bathrooms, of kisses, caresses, and inane little foofoo names—my parents enjoyed no such chemistry. Their honeymoon was more fusion than union—the resulting bond not that of lovebirds, but of a tough metal alloy. The effete angler and the raucous cowgirl were the materia prima, the Rogue River the crucible, worms and flies the catalysts, angling the white-hot fire, and a marriage that has stood the tests of time, backbiting, frontbiting, hells, highwaters, and haymakers the resulting compound.


Because of the extreme bias of the War’s two survivors, I can only list those events which they agree took place:




1. H2O’s efforts to instruct Ma in the hallowed art of fly-angling met with the most invisible species of success, achieving a kind of catharsis when the instructee’s reluctant attempts at false-casting left a #4 Humptulips Hellion dangling from the lobe of the instructor’s ear.


2. To atone for the ear, Ma chucked her flyfishing equipment (a costly wedding gift from H2O) far out into the roily waters of the Rogue and returned to the Sears Crane-and-Cable.


3. Entrenched like European War troopers in their respective styles, my parents proceeded to grimly ply the waters while the honeymoon degenerated into a two-man Fishing Derby. H2O denies there having occurred a contest, but pictures of him in his 1954 Outdoor Life article, “Roguish Steelies Love Brightly Colored Flies,” reveal the face of a man strapped to a bullet-pocked wall—hollow eye sockets, stubbled beard, strained grin at the Kodak he adored. It was a contest all right. And H2O’s appearance was inspired by


4. The Fishing Derby Results: Ma—thirteen fish landed; thirteen fish killed; four fish lost once hooked; largest fish seventeen pounds. H2O—three fish landed; zero fish killed; eight fish lost once hooked; largest fish nine pounds.


5. H2O’s policy of releasing his catch after a quick photograph resulted in the ugliest altercation of all. It seems that two of his three prizes were identical seven-pound bucks that, though caught on successive days, were taken from the same hole. Pondering this, Ma waited till they sat sipping whiskies in the crowded lodge bar, then suddenly loudly accused him of catching a single seven-pounder, snapping its picture, burying it in the sand, digging it up and photographing it again the next day, throwing it away, and then shamelessly claiming to have released it unharmed! (I must point out here that apart from the Nijinsky fabrication—for which he paid in blood—I have never known my father to lie about his angling accomplishments, not even such typical fibs as the adding of inches and ounces to fish taken in the Long Ago.) H2O heard her out, threw his Scotch in her face, and walked away; just as he reached the door, Ma’s chair splintered against the wall over his head.


6. At the lodge, anglers and employees viewed the fledgling marriage with rabid interest: bets were made and small fortunes won and lost as wagerers gambled on what date or hour the divorce would commence, who would murder whom, or what article of tackle, furniture, or anatomy would be destroyed next. H2O was considered the villain of the drama—unjustly I think, but Ma stacked the deck by giving steelhead steaks to everyone she saw. Soon a cavalcade of rumors marched in their wake, among them these: a) the famous Henning Hale-Orviston couldn’t catch his ass in a fish hatchery. b) the only fly of Orviston’s that had ever hooked anything worth keeping was the one manufactured by Levi Strauss and Company. c) the increasingly wasted appearance of the groom as the war dragged on could signify but one thing: he was spawned out.


7. The barroom outburst proved the first of a series of eruptions wherein the cultural, genetic, mental, and metaphysical makeup of bride and groom received simultaneous (and therefore, luckily, incomprehensible) slander. Being the less skilled rhetorician, Ma ended one argument by punctuating H2O in the nose. Whether he didn’t punch back because he’s a gentleman (as he maintains) or because he’d have been used as a floor mop (as Uncle Zeke maintains) is open to debate.


8. Strangest of all were sudden truces called at unexpected hours of day or night wherein Derby contestants would schizophrenically and unconditionally disarm, disrobe, and engage in fiery embraces.




Among the perceptible outcomes of the Rogue River Fishing War were these: never again would my parents employ anything resembling Reason in their discussions of the Art of Angling; never again would they go a-fishing together; never would their marriage vows waver or weaken—for Angling had formed for them a bond far stronger than the fickle ties of Romantics. Theirs was a bond of enemies at war, of mongoose and cobra, Robin Hood and the Sheriff of Nottingham, Heresiarch and Inquisitor. But the Rogue River Fishing War had imperceptible outcomes as well. After all, I was there in the thick of it, finning in the River Ma, and insofar as fetuses can intuit the meaning of adult speech, I intuited a realm outside where nothing mattered half so much as the manner in which one engaged in a mysterious activity called “Fishing.” Thus it can be said that I was interested in this art not just from an early age, but from literally before any age at all: I felt the adrenaline rush as Ma set the hook to those steelhead, experienced her excitement as she played them, heard her satisfied grunts as she clubbed them, grew strong as she ate them. Before I ever saw the light of day, my fate was inextricably entwined in the fates of my fellow aquatic creatures, fish.


It should surprise no one, then, that as a small child I became a “fishing prodigy” and am to this day not unjustly known as a “fishing genius.” It has been given to me to understand the way in which fish think; it is therefore as easy for me to catch fish as it is for a skilled huckster to swindle honest and innocent men. And anyone who thinks I brag in stating that I understand fish-thought is obviously ignorant of the way in which fish think. Believe me, it’s nothing to brag about.
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Concerning Statistics




(The skate) was 6 ft. 8 in. from point of nose to end of tail, and 5 ft. 4 in. across.… Ten dogfish (12 lb. down) were caught on another handline. We also caught, on rods, one large crawfish, 14 pollack (4 lb. down), 30 pouting, 40 small breams, seven mackerel, two John Dorys, 4 gurnards, one whiting, and six scad.


Yours faithfully, Stewart Thompson
—London Fishing Gazette


There have been caught in Walden pickerel, one weighing seven pounds… perch and pouts, some of each weighing over two pounds, shiners, chivins or roach (Leuciscus pulchellus), a very few breams, and a couple of eels, one weighing four pounds—I am thus particular because the weight of a fish is commonly its only title to fame.…


—Henry David Thoreau




Like gamblers, baseball fans, and television networks, fishermen are enamored of statistics. The adoration of statistics is a trait so deeply embedded in their nature that even those rarefied anglers the disciples of Jesus couldn’t resist backing their yarns with arithmetic: when the resurrected Christ appears on the morning shore of the Sea of Galilee and directs his forlorn and skunked disciples to the famous catch of John 21, we learn that the net contained not “a boatload” of fish, nor “about a hundred and a half,” nor “over a gross,” but precisely “an hundred and fifty and three.” This is, it seems to me, one of the most remarkable statistics ever computed. Consider the circumstances: this is after the Crucifixion and the Resurrection; Jesus is standing on the beach newly risen from the dead, and it is only the third time the disciples have seen him since the nightmare of Calvary. And yet we learn that in the net there were “great fishes” numbering precisely “an hundred and fifty and three.” How was this digit discovered? Mustn’t it have happened thus: upon hauling the net to shore, the disciples squatted down by that immense, writhing fish pile and started tossing them into a second pile, painstakingly counting “one, two, three, four, five, six, seven…” all the way up to an hundred and fifty and three, while the newly risen Lord of Creation, the Sustainer of their beings, He who died for them and for Whom they would gladly die, stood waiting, ignored, till the heap of fish was quantified. Such is the fisherman’s compulsion toward rudimentary mathematics!


Statistics are a tool upon which anglers rely so heavily that a fish story lacking numbers is just that: a Fish Story. A fish without an exact weight and length is a nonentity, whereas the sixteen-incher or the twelve-pounder leaps out of the imagination, splashing the brain with cold spray. The strange implication is that numbers are more tangible than flesh; fish without vital statistics are fish without being. And this digital fisherman-consciousness has seeped into most facets of life. One of the most telling examples is this: a human child at birth undergoes a ritual almost identical to that inflicted upon trophy trout at death, to wit 1) the fish is whacked on the head, thus putting it out of its misery; the infant is whacked on the behind, thus initiating it into its misery. 2) the fish is placed on a scale, weighed to the quarter ounce and measured to the quarter inch; the infant endures identical treatment. 3) the fish is stripped of the coating of slime that protected it in the water; the infant is purposelessly relieved of its equivalent coating. 4) the fish is placed in a cold rectangular receptacle to await the taxidermist who will stuff it, creating an illusion of healthy flesh on its lifeless body; the infant is placed in a warm rectangular receptacle to await the parents who will stuff it, hopefully creating genuine healthy flesh upon its living body.


Further examples of fishlike human predicaments are too numerous to explore at length, but the disquieting analogies between students in public schools and smolts in rearing ponds, dancers in nightclubs and salmon on their spawning beds, suburbanites in housing tracts and hatchery trout in reservoirs, and industrialists who pollute and trash fish who like pollution, should be obvious to any angler.


I was afflicted with as pernicious a case of the numerical lease on life as any I’ve encountered, but I had the good fortune to discover that the essential pleasures of fishing are as independent of statistics as are the joys of childbirth independent of little Bosco’s length in quarter inches. Most of us appear to be plagued by the notion that digits describe a thing (for instance an infant) more accurately than do the qualities the thing possesses (for instance the infant’s drooling smiles, watery eyes, redundant dimples, pathetic coiffure, tiered chins, and helpless unignorable outcries). Accuracy is a useful thing, certainly. A skyscraper designed by an architect with a head for nothing but drooly smiles and tiered chins is likely never to scrape the sky. But there are times and places to employ statistics and times and places not to—and the times-and-places-not-to comprised one of many lessons I was doomed to learn “the hard way.”


Concerning those disciples huddled over the pile of fish, another possibility occurs to me: perhaps they paid the fish no heed. Perhaps they stood in a circle adoring their Lord while He, the All-Curious Son of His All-Knowing Dad, counted them all Himself!
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Some Biographical Statistics




He sought with dry and lifeless hands… unmindful of what he was doing or not doing he felt his way… allured like an animal by water, hankering for what was still earthly, still living, still moving; with hanging head he crept.…


—Hermann Broch, The Death of Virgil




A fishing prodigy, like a musical prodigy, is perforce a solitary. Because of fishing I started school a year late; because of fishing I failed the fifth grade; because of fishing I was considered a kind of mild-mannered freak by my schoolmates; because of fishing I grew up osprey-silent and trout-shy and developed early on an ability to slide through the Public School System as riverwater slides by the logjams, rockslides, and dams that bar its seaward journey. It wasn’t that I was antisocial; I simply suffered from that lopsidedness of character typical in prodigies. As young Mozart cared for nothing but keyboards, strings, and woodwinds, so I cared for nothing but lakes, rivers, streams, and their denizens. Years before I could have put it into words, I realized that my fate would lead me beside still waters, beside rough waters, beside blue, green, muddy, clear, and salt waters. From the beginning my mind and heart were so taken up with the liquid element that nearly every other thing on the earth’s bulbous face struck me as irrelevant, distracting, a waste of my time.


A statistic: literally every weekend and school vacation of my boyhood was spent fishing in the company of H2O or Ma. If the weather were foul we’d spend the day tying flies, building rods, studying manuals, or reading books related to angling.


Statistics: I caught my first steelhead, a ten-pounder, when I was four, on a worm. I caught my first steelhead on a fly at six. I caught my hundredth steelhead when I was eight, and roughly my nine-thousandth trout. (My parents’ fishing logs confirm these precocious figures. I began to keep my own log when I was nine.) Ma considered me an expert bait-fisherman at age six. H2O pronounced me an unsurpassed fly-angler, fly-tier, and rod-builder at fourteen, and still favors a nine-foot graphite I designed, despite its inability to earn him endorsement money. When I stopped keeping track I had completely worn out seventeen pairs of chest-waders, twelve landing nets, and five wicker creels.


A quasi-statistical attribute that should be mentioned is my memory. My entire memory is not photographic, but my fishing memory is. I recall the number of trout caught during a week-long trip with H2O to the Rockies when I was five, and the name of every hole in the three famous rivers plied. I know how to tie esoteric wet-flies designed for Argentine brown trout, not because I’ve been to Argentina, or tied them, but because I happened to read about them. If it has to do with fishing, it sticks. But like my ability to understand fish-thought, this fishing-memory is no great blessing; it’s not so much an ability to remember as an inability to forget.


If there is any statistic from childhood in which I take pride, it is not an angling but a diplomatic one: I managed, up to the day I left home, to avoid serious conflict with either Ma or H2O over my own use of bait and fly. Carrying both kinds of gear everywhere I went, I fished simply to catch fish, outfished them both, and stayed out of the fray.


Due, then, to prodigyhood, my general knowledge of the world is inordinately full of gaps and lapses. In school I often amazed cohorts and teachers by displaying a degree of ignorance seldom attained by students whose minds were unscathed by amnesia or retardation. Certainly I’d heard of Mickey Mouse, Vietnam, Richard Nixon, and the New York Yankees. But the differences between slightly subtler names, things and places such as Hoss Cartwright and Wilbur Wright, the political right and the New Left, Park Place and Peyton Place, or Wall Street, the Waldorf, and the Great Wall of China were all Sanskrit to me. Having nothing to do with my obsession, they flowed off my brain like water off a merganser. Were it not for my brother’s sporadic attempts to fill me in on these objects of popular knowledge, my ignorance might have gotten me into all sorts of unsavory psycho- or sociological research experiments. As it was, I was voted Mr. Most-Out-Of-It by my senior class in high school.


Certainly every man’s ignorance is a darkness of infinite dimensions. But suburban and urban Americans who read the same papers, see the same ads and billboards, and suck in the same radio and TV waves have a right to expect a certain commonality of knowings among themselves. Growing up in such a suburb, I should have shared these knowings; thanks to fanatical fishermanliness I did not. And my parents never questioned this lopsidedness—not even when I failed fifth grade: I passed the one intelligence test recognized in our house; I fished as skillfully as they.
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Statistical Improbabilities




The Compleat Angler is, taken by and large… a jolly book, a book with which… we can feel at home.


—Henry Williamson




Despite their divergent fishing techniques and cultural backgrounds, my parents have many similar traits. Both are hot-tempered, hyperactive, ambitious, loquacious, and extremely loyal. Their loyalty, particularly to each other, can be violent—an odd paradox considering that not a day goes by without them vilifying each other. Though Ma might guffaw over H2O’s Britannic ways when the Carper uncles are around, the instant she imagines genuine scorn (unless it’s hers) she lets them have it—and not just with words, and not always above the belt. Likewise, when a High Church friend gets too snide about Ma’s cowgirl crudity, H2O explodes. He hasn’t punched anybody yet, but he did once utter an icy Anglo-Saxon challenge to a duel, and was only dissuaded when his second pointed out that flyrods and beer openers were the only available weapons. Even then H2O had to give it some thought: he finally reasoned that to kill his adversary by whipping him to death with his beloved flywand was too like Launcelot using Guinevere as a lance in a joust, and to perforate him to death with a beer opener was just too laborious and absurd.


My brother and I, in contrast, are slow-moving, dispassionate, pacifistic, close-lipped, and not at all defensive of the family honor. My “calm” was never a genuine tranquility; I endeavored at an early age to master the “poker face,” and had some success—but often as not I’d be wearing it while my innards were churning like a creek at June run-off. As for my brother, I believe his tranquility is genuine; I doubt if his peace passeth understanding, but sometimes it comes close.


When I was christened, Ma wanted my name to be “Gus” pure and simple, but Henning Hale-Orviston insisted that, whatever Ma might call me, legal documents at least would sport a “proud, manly name.” Hence Augustine.… But by the time my brother was born the family balance of power had tipped so far to the matriarchal side that H2O was helpless when Ma pointed out that it was her turn: now they would have a son with a no-frills Eastern Oregon name. Now, by the powers she had vested in herself, Ma decreed that their second son would be known both officially and familially not as William Robert, nor Willis Robin, nor Wilberforce Robersly, but just as plain old Bill Bob. Bill Bob Orviston by God and that’s it. When H2O’s eyes welled and he begged for some infinitesimally less cornpone alternative, Ma’s demeanor grew surprisingly soft. “OK Hen,” she said. “Let’s call the little rugbug Buck Gilly-Bob.”


Henning Hale-Orviston blanched.


“Jim-Ed Donny-Bob?”


H2O shuddered, approved the original Bill Bob plan, and departed on a long, solitary angling excursion, lugging his long name like a sullen kid who takes his ball and goes home. “How many poets,” he asked himself as he Winnebagoed down the lonesome highway, “how many statesmen, heroes, senators, and sea captains strolling down the dim corridors of Time have been named Bill Bob?” The answer needed no statistician. Yet, as Bill Bob points out, Ma could have done worse. She swears that had he been a girl she’d have named him after her grandma, Celestial Darling Carper! Next to that brain-boogering malapropism “Bill Bob” exudes a certain charm.


My brother Bill Bob is a living refutation of those behavioral and genetic theories claiming that men are largely determined by their blood kin and home environment, for not only is Bill Bob tranquil, he neither likes nor dislikes that most Orvistonian of passions, Fishing. From his genesis not a day has passed wherein H2O, Ma, or I was not preparing for, returning from or engaged in a fishing trip, yet Bill Bob isn’t merely disinterested in fishing: he knows nothing about it. He is not mentally debilitated, idiotic, or otherwise damaged; he is no troglodyte, troll, hodag, dwarf, dingbat, ditzel, or bideep. He was simply born with a prodigious ability to ignore things aquatic, which to a massive extent implies an ability to ignore his entire family. He has no water in his astrological chart; he bathes as seldom as possible; he employs galoshes, full-length slicker, wide-brimmed rain-hat, and umbrella when it even threatens to precipitate; he’ll drink any liquid but water. And he is as clean, healthy, and happy a person as I’ve ever had the good fortune to meet. I remember a winter’s night from boyhood: I sat at a desk with H2O at my side instructing me in the art of fly-tying. Ma sat on the couch with tiny Bill Bob in her lap, reading a book called Angling With Bait. From the TV blared a special documentary on “The Freshwater Fishes.” But when I looked over at Bill Bob from my #14 Blue Upright I was startled by his intensity and fixedness of gaze: his little bald head was wobbling the way babies’ heads do—like an earth gone off its axis—but his look was ageless, rapt in its one-pointed stare. Following his eyes to find what transfixed him, I discovered—on a shelf beneath a lamp made of a landing net, wedged between fly-manuals, dismantled reels, spools of line, casting trophies, and stuffed fish—a single, empty 7-Up bottle. That 7-Up bottle is a good example of what I mean by Bill Bob’s air of profundity: of course there’s nothing mystical about an empty 7-Up bottle unless you’re familiar with the symbology of 7’s, have a Buddhist conception of emptiness, or a Taoist conception of Up, which Bill Bob didn’t. But that bottle may have been the sole object in that room not directly related to angling, and he located it, zeroed in on it, and contemplated it till he entered that infantine samadhi known as sleep. Even if it was just a pop bottle, there is profundity in such behavior.


Despite ten years’ physical proximity to Bill Bob, an intangible barrier separated us: I was a water creature, he a land creature, and though we silently wished each other well, we scarcely knew each other. But then he always was an inscrutable little fart. Perhaps not to know him is to know him well. He has a height and weight, face, voice, hair, the usual number of limbs—all the accoutrements of a brother. Yet there is an impregnability about him that thwarts easy intimacy. Perhaps to know a person’s attributes is to know the person. I have perceived in my brother these attributes: he likes baseball, likes to eat, likes to talk himself to sleep and to sleep ten hours nightly, likes TV, rockets, radios, fire trucks, and basketball when baseball season is over; he likes movies, erector sets, bow ties, M&M’s, Bibles, True cigarettes, citrus fruit, and reading the want ads when he doesn’t want anything—which is every day. He’s never excited, surprised, or ebullient, nor is he ever bored, disappointed, or depressed. I once heard him say in perfect seriousness that McDonald’s is his kind of place.


There. Now everyone knows Bill Bob as well as I do.


Since my general knowledge has begun to improve I have learned that no book ever published has generated so much tension, division, and strife in the American Family as that conglomeration of myths, laws, genealogies, songs, visions, poems, histories, letters, and tall tales known as the Holy Bible. Not only is the Bible the most explosive book in existence, it is also the most common. Houseflies and tires are two species of black-colored objects numerous beyond count, but those black-backed tomes the Holy Bibles need kowtow to no fly or tire on that account, for they too constitute a quasi-infinite army—the most widespread and imperialistic that any black horde can claim. So, it should be apparent that it’s going to be damned tough to explain how all but one of the countless book-caused arguments had by Ma and H2O were not over the Bible, but over that docile classic The Compleat Angler. To warm up, I’ll recount first that solitary ruckus stemming from the volume so ironically dubbed “The Good Book.”


From somewhere—no one knew where—when Bill Bob was three he got hold of this pocket-sized Holy Bible. He carried it around all the time and he called it his “Good Book,” but he couldn’t talk too straight yet so it came out “Bood Gooky.” Perhaps I should point out that the main difference between Bill Bob at three and Bill Bob at seventeen is he’s three feet taller and can talk. Otherwise he’s the same—baseball, want ads, McDonald’s, and all.


So here’s little three-year-old Bill Bob chugging around the neighborhood—baggy little trousers, crewcut, white shirt, and bowtie. Between the outfit and the Bible he had Ma worried he was getting religious on us. I wasn’t worried; I saw the healthy way he carried the Bood Gooky about: in his back trouser pocket. Like a wallet. Anyhow, he couldn’t read a lick.


One day H2O gave Bill Bob a multiple-color ball-point pen. When he clipped it in his shirt pocket it really added something. Made him look like Eisenhower or Khrushchev or somebody. The following day I happened to come home from the grocery with a pack of candy cigarettes. Ol’ Bill Bob Nikita Eisenhower spotted me and wanted some, but I told him to forget it unless he forked out some money. So what did he do? Like a dwarf executive he hauled out the wallet-Bible, snatched the multicolor pen from his shirt, switched it on red, straightened his bowtie, opened the Bible sideways, scribbled across a page of Deuteronomy, tore out the page, and handed it to me. I understood exactly what had transpired: he’d just written me a check! I was so impressed I gave him two candy cigarettes, and only one was broken.


He put the broken butt in his pocket along with the pen. He stuck the whole one in his face, letting it dangle from his lip, Bogart-style. Then he pulled a rubber eraser from one of the fathomless trouser pockets, gave it a flick with his thumb, held it carefully to the end of his fag.


“Hey,” I said. “Where’d you get the solid-gold lighter?”


“Eh’s duss goad pwated,” said he. “Eh’s a Zippo.” He squinted to keep the smoke out of his eyes.


“Looks like the genuine article,” I said.


He nodded, gave me a thumbs-up sign, and trudged off toward the sand-box, a dapper little man of few words.


I looked over my check. Under Bill Bob’s scribbles it said,




The Lord will smite thee with the botch of Egypt,


and with the emerods, and with the scab,


and with the itch…


The Lord shall smite thee with madness,


and blindness, and astonishment of heart…


The Lord shall smite thee in the knees,


and in the legs,


with a sore botch that cannot be healed.…





Well, that gave me something to think about! I decided to beat cheeks in to H2O, get him to cash the scribbled part for me, and he could hoard the Biblical part all to himself if he wanted.


He was in his study, but he was working on an article; interrupting articles is taboo, so I went looking for Ma.


She was in the kitchen, starting dinner. I handed her the page. She looked at it blankly, scratched under her nose, said, “What’s thissy here?”


I said, “I sold Bill Bob some of my candy. He wrote me out this check. What’s it worth?” (She’d got biscuit makings on her nose by accident. It looked pretty stupid, but I figured I’d wait and see what became of my check before I said anything.)


“Well well well well,” she said. “A check. Yes. Well… yes.” She started to smile. “So much for Reverend Bill Bob’s e-van-jelly-sizin’.” (This was a non sequitur to me, but a kid at thirteen has an enormous tolerance of adult non sequiturs and lets most run him through like prune juice—which is what I did with this one.)


“What’s it worth?” I repeated.


“Oh!” She jumped, as if I’d woke her. “Yes, worth, well, uh… let me figger the writin’ here—um… Five cents. Yup. Five cents. Let me gitcha a nickel.”


I kept my poker face, but inside I was leaping like a trout in a mayfly hatch: FIVE CENTS! Why the whole pack of cigarettes only cost me five cents! This checkbook thing could turn out to be a goldmine! I felt a little worried about the words under the scribbling, but nobody came down with any exotic diseases, which only made sense in the end since a check is just paper till you cash it and you cash it at a bank where what you cash it for is stashed, and where would anybody find an Egyptian Botch, Itch, and Emerod Bank?


Ma got me a nickel from the cookie jar. I said, “You got a mushtash on your nose,” ran off and stashed the loot in my tacklebox—the safest place for valuables since Bill Bob was the only thief in the family, and he’d never open anything that had to do with fishing.


Two days later I took my nickel to the grocery and bought a pack of M&M’s, knowing they were Bill Bob’s favorite candy. When I got home I found him by the garage, sitting in a cardboard box with an old dead radio in it. This was his “SkaySkopSkool,” which translated “space capsule.” I knew better than to interrupt while he was traversing the vacancies of space; I’d tried it before and he ignored me completely, refusing to return to earth till I left him alone. So this time I just strolled by like I didn’t even see him, whistling and tossing around the M&M’s.… In seconds I heard the sounds a kid might make when traveling at the speed of light, followed by a “Sploorsh!,” which signified a splashdown (this contact with imaginary ocean being about as close as Bill Bob was willing to come to water). Then an instantaneous transformation occurred—astronaut to businessman—and here came Dwight D. Khrushchev armed with pen, Bood Gooky, and determination.


Faking annoyance, I said, “I s’pose ya wanna buy my M&M’s.”


“Yeth,” said Bill Bob, and before I could even begin to dicker he ripped out a good twenty-five pages of II Chronicles and started scribbling across them in multifarious colors like a madman! He had them made out in seconds. I was so happy I gave him the whole pack of candy without even tasting a single M. The way I figured it, he’d just made me a rich man. I sprinted for the Cookie Jar Bank, careful this time not to read between Bill Bob’s lines.


Ma was in the bathtub. I had a premonition that I should wait for her but was too excited for caution. I went to find H2O. He was in the study tying flies. There is a rigid code of conduct with regard to the interruption of fly-tiers in the Orviston family: streamers, nymphs, and bucktails, being relatively easy to execute, may be interrupted in lowered tones at any time; but any hackled fly—particularly any dry fly smaller than a 16—requires the interrupter’s patience until the fly is completed, dressed, and removed from the vise. Spying the burly body and bright throat of a Montana nymph I strode forward and threw my wad of II Chronicles loot triumphantly on the table. Expecting H2O to reach deep in his pocket and shell out a few bucks like any reputable banker, I was surprised to see his face grow dark.


“Who,” he rumbled in his King Henryest voice, “has done this thing to the Holy Bible?”


Without hesitation or qualm I blurted, “Bill Bob.”


He turned his Spanish Inquisition Gaze upon me in an attempt to discern whether I was lying. Well accustomed to this torment, I made myself look ignorant and trivial and small, like a little dog that turns belly-up to keep a big dog from chewing on it. Appeased by this display, H2O snatched up the checks and stalked out in search of Bill Bob. I was so immersed in doghood I half expected him to pause in the doorway and lift his leg on the wall. I followed at a safe distance.


Outside Bill Bob had resumed his explorations in the SkaySkopSkool, and, contrary to the M&M’s slogan, there was chocolate mess everywhere. Usually a cleanly fellow, Bill Bob had obviously been chewing up the candies, spitting them into his hands, and wiping them all over his face and arms. The situation did not look good.


Applying his limited powers of ratiocination to the conundrum of why the chocolate lay upon the exterior, rather than the traditional interior, of his son’s person, H2O concluded that Bill Bob was in the grip of one of those inexplicable fits of infantile madness endemic in habitually naughty children (which he believed both his sons to be). Applying my own more astute powers of speculation, I quickly and correctly conjectured that the chewed-up M&M’s were stage makeup applied for the purpose of simulating some horrid intergalactic skin disease—and with this advantage over conventional makeup: it could be licked off once the infection had run its course. But I said nothing.


The fuming H2O, with a low-budget science-fiction movie’s disregard for natural laws, reached far into the wastes of space and plucked Bill Bob from his vehicle by the belt of his trousers, stood him upright on the lawn, confronted him with the mutilated fragment of II Chronicles, and demanded, “Was this your doing Willia—er, Bill Bob?” (He’d never stopped trying to convince himself his son’s name wasn’t what it was.)


“Yeth!” snapped Bill Bob, surly at this astronomical intrusion upon his epidermal anguish.


Mistaking the annoyance for a show of guilt, H2O thundered, “WHY?”


“Bood Gooky Boobob’s jeb gook,” said Bill Bob, offering what I thought a concise explanation of his activities with the Bible.


But H2O didn’t understand a syllable. Believing Bill Bob to have lapsed into baby talk to protect himself, he commenced the frequently delivered “This-is-going-to-hurt-me-more-than-you” address. Meanwhile, believing he’d explained himself succinctly and was now being innocuously garbled at in adult talk, Bill Bob busied himself with licking the tasty space disease off his arms. Knowing what was about to happen, seeing Bill Bob’s poor chocolate face all calm and unsuspecting, being too afraid to speak up, knowing H2O hadn’t understood anything that transpired and that I’d started it by not waiting for Ma and by telling on Bill Bob when all he’d done was single-handedly figure out a way to glean sweet gifts from a book that was supposed to be a source of sweetness when his fishy old agnostic father could never have squeezed a drop from it himself, and then having to stand there listening to H2O appease his conscience before inflicting senseless pain upon a three-foot human being by inanely stating that what he was about to do would hurt his blunted old psyche and calloused meathook more than Bill Bob’s tender little butt… hells bells. It all saddened me so much I could have cried. And then, though he wasn’t concerned for himself or even aware of the danger he was in, Bill Bob did start to cry, out of sympathy for me.


But behold! Fresh from the bath and garbed in a brown robe, Ma came rushing toward us like a vision of Diana. “Sweet Jesus! What’s all this caterwaulin’ an’ blubberin’ about?” (Her speech was not Diana’s.)


Sensing his patriarchal power about to be shot full of arrows, H2O’s brow furrowed like a bloodhound’s. Snatching the ratty residue-of-a-Bible from Bill Bob’s pocket and holding it and the checks up to the Eye in the Sky, he thundered, “Our son here has destroyed a Bible, for what reason, God knows!” (His tone of voice implied that this meant he knew.)


Bill Bob’s Bood Gooky had grown mighty thin; he must have been drawing pretty heavily on his checking account lately. Ma snatched the Bible from Hen, scrutinized it, understood the situation, handed it back to Bill Bob, cackled, “Looks like you been on a spendin’ spree, boy!,” and brayed like a donkey at her own wit.


The sound of that bray reduced our Grand Inquisitor to the peevish paternal limey we knew so well. The situation lost its religious overtones, leaving H2O looking rather deflated and pitiable. (Ma knew perfectly well how frequently he read his own Bible.) Sensing our troubles were over, Bill Bob grinned at me with gucky brown teeth, scraped the chocolate from his face, sucked his fingernails like Havana cigars, looked up at H2O, snorted good-humoredly, and said, “Jeb gook!” holding up the shredded—and now chocolate-smeared—Bible.


“That’s right honeybunch,” said Ma. Then she glared at H2O. “Well Hen, so he ripped hell out of it. So what? What else did he do?”


H2O’s frown transcended the bloodhound stage and entered the realm of apple dolls. “Isn’t that enough?”


“Enough for what?” Ma snapped.


“Enough to warrant a sound spanking and a stern admonition not to destroy… books.” This was his last-ditch defense of Propriety.


“Why hell no it ain’t enough!” screeched Ma. “You were gonna whup lil’ Bill Bob fer playin’ sech a cute game and him findin’ the damned ol’ thing and thinkin’ up what to do with it all his ownself? Hell no it ain’t enough! Who the hell stuck the bee in your bonnet, Hen Orviston!”


At this point H2O’s fuse burnt entirely away and they exploded into one of the usual messy vociferations from which the wiry Ma would sooner or later emerge victorious. Bill Bob and I wandered off to play.
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The Great Izaak Walton Controversy: The Parental Version


H2O’s thesis:




O sir, doubt not angling is an art. Is it not an art to deceive a trout with an artificial fly?


—Izaak Walton, The Compleat Angler


There is no activity so conducive to the health and happiness of a civilized man as angling with an artificial fly. As for the uncivilized, who would care to contemplate what writhing creatures their inchoate consciences allow them to skewer upon a hook?


—Henning Hale-Orviston, Summa Piscatoria




Ma’s antithesis:




The pleasant’st angling is to see the fish


Cut with her golden oars the silver stream,


And greedily devour the treacherous bait.…


—Shakespeare, As You Like It


A fisherman stands on a projecting rock with a long rod, throws in ground bait to attract little fishes, drops in hook and line… and at last gets a bite and whips him out gasping.…


—Homer, The Odyssey




Following the Rogue River Fishing War my father was at his wit’s end as to how to convince his bride to take up the flyrod, but then the end of his wit was a place only inches away wherever Ma was concerned. Flyfishing is an art he takes so seriously that one may say it constitutes his religion—and religious men on the make for converts are notoriously witless. Perhaps H2O’s evangelic approach to flyfishing was fueled by genuine religious sentiment; perhaps he felt that in flyfishing he had discovered an unsullied form of worship, and so wanted to share his discovery with everyone he met—whether they wanted to share it or not. In any case, there is something admirable about such one-pointed devotion, and Henning Hale-Orviston is without question a much-admired man: few would argue with the angling publications that characterize him as “The King of the Troutists” and “The Bishop of Brooks”—and many’s the time that hardened old bait-slingers have been so moved by the sight of him working the riffles of some flickering river that they straightaway repented of their heretical ways and seated themselves at the “Bishop” ’s feet in hope of his sagacious instruction. Such conversions are H2O’s greatest joy in life.


Among the purists themselves my father is a legend. His Summa Piscatoria is said to be the most detailed, Attic-prosed manual of the flyfisher’s art in the world today (even Ma said of it, “Cripes, Hen! What a fat sucker! You write that all yer ownself?”), and men have journeyed literally thousands of miles to consult his illustrious mentations on nuances of dogma and lore. But woe is he: if there is a creature on this planet less appreciative of his prowess than is my mother, I have not yet met it. And he never stops mulling stratagems that might spark her conversion.


One day just before I was born he visited the Portland chapter of the Izaak Walton League—an angler’s organization whose various groups gather once or twice monthly to discuss matters of fishing, water politics, tackle technology, and conservation. After delivering a well-received lecture entitled “The Supremacy of the Sinking-tip in Nymph Fishing,” it suddenly occurred to him that the namesake of this excellent club might be the solution to the problem of his unsporting wife. Wasn’t Ma unaccountably fond of antiques? And wasn’t Izaak the dusty old father of flyfishermen everywhere? And wasn’t his famous book, The Compleat Angler, an antiquated yet alluring exposition of the fly-angler’s art as it was practiced of old? Upon returning home from the League meeting, H2O went straight to his library, extracted his first-edition heirloom copy, smiled fondly at its quaint appearance, pocket size, and price (1s. 6d.), then took it directly to Ma. He forgot one thing: he had never read it.…


Ma accepted the book on the basis of its being “old-fashionedy,” began to read it aloud in a flat, uncomprehending monotone, and in seconds the first of thousands of Izaak Walton Controversies commenced: it will be known to most readers that very old English publications employed a script that fashioned its small “s” like our present-day “f”; somehow it didn’t bother Ma to take such s’s to be f’s, despite the hash it made of the words. H2O has always been a stickler about language, and Ma’s regional dialect has been a torment equaling her bait fishing at times. So when she commenced her lobotomized droning, he was soon gnawing at his lips. She began—


“‘The Com-pleee-at Angler…’ heh heh. Ol’ Izaak Walton don’t spell no better’n me, Hen. What’s this now?… ‘or the contemplative man’f recreation’ hmmmm. Man’f. That’s a new one on me.”


H2O said, “I believe it’s ‘man’s,’ dear.”


“Nope. It’s man’f. Plain as pie. An’ listen what comes next! ‘Being a Discourfe of,’ um, ‘Riverf,’ uh, ‘Fifhpondf Fifh and Fifhing…’ Haha! Lordy, Hen! I can’t read French!”


“It isn’t French, dear. It’s perfectly proper English, but you’re mistaking the s’s for f’s!”


“The hell I am! Bunchabloody Frog-talk’s what we got here! What’s next? Ha! Listen: ‘Simon Peter faid, “I go a-fifhing”: and they faid, “We alfo will go with thee.” ’ ALFO! Hahahahaha! Some kinda Frog dogfood, I reckon! I’m likin’ this book, Hen. I’m likin’ it a lot!”


At thif point my father wifely left Ma to her own devicef. Fortunately only the introductory pages employed the f-type s’s, so Ma was soon cruising along relatively smoothly. But to this day she speaks of what she calls the book’s “French subtitles,” and fondly refers to it as a “Difcourfe ’bout Fifh an’ Fifhin’.”


She finished the book in two days, slammed it shut, and stormed into H2O’s study as he hunched over a #22 Midge, arousing a violent start and unraveling of hackle that was the ruin of the fly. He whirled savagely—but spying The Compleat Angler clutched in her hands, managed a smile. This smile turned out to be one of a curious species indigenous to H2O’s face—a species Bill Bob would one day dub “The Overparked Winnebago.” Now the orthodox conception of smiles is not stringent or dogmatic; it allows for a wide array of permutations—smiles that signify joy, or hate; bewildered smiles; cynical smiles; knowing smiles; idiot smiles; condescending smiles; phony camera smiles. But all these types have a fundamental attribute: they visit the face for a moment or two and then depart, their purpose served. But the Overparked Winnebago is no orthodox smile; it is the Methuselah of smiles. H2O climbs into it, drives it onto his face, parks it, climbs out, and abandons it there; its purpose forgotten, it lingers on—a gigantic anachronism rusting and mildewing at the curb of his mouth. As Ma came closer, H2O perceived coffee stains on his heirloom volume; closer yet a broken binding came into view; then, as she pawed enthusiastically through the pages, he heard rending sounds, glimpsed underlinings, saw stars, “Whoopie”s, “Wow”s, and other spectacular marginalia applied by gaudy colored felt pens; his eyes grew watery, his knees grew weak, his stomach waxed acidic and cried out for Pepto-Bismol… but the abandoned Winnebago clung to his lips. Bubbling with dangerous excitement, Ma proposed an impromptu out-loud reading, commencing with—




1. The Otter Hunt, wherein Piscator (Walton’s genius) accompanies Venator (the straight man) and an entire army of armed and mounted hunters and sharp-fanged hounds in relentless pursuit of a single care-worn female otter upon which they all converge, gleefully watching as she is torn to pieces by a vicious brute of a dog dubbed “Sweetlips”! One of the conquering storm troop then perceives by her swollen teats, or what’s left of them, that the otter was the mother of a family—so away to her den they thunder, and there join hands in bludgeoning her helpless whelps to death.… “Come, let’s kill them all.… Now let’s go to an honest alehouse, where we may have a cup of good barley wine, and sing ‘Old Rose,’ and all of us rejoice together.” (H2O’s smile paid his clammy skin and queasy gut no heed; he muttered something about protecting trout from predators. Ma didn’t hear as she moved on to—)


2. Fishing for Chubs (a species the mere thought of which causes my father’s gorge to rise. He’d only recently spied one floating like a corpse on the Willamette, happily munching at some buoyant, orange-colored thing that looked very like a human turd), wherein the knowledgeable Piscator enthralls his disciple Venator by catching several corpulent chubs—not on a fly, but on live grasshoppers skewered on a bait-hook. To celebrate this feat they retire together to the inevitable alehouse, hand the squalid fish over to the proprietress with a curt order to cook them up pronto, seat themselves before frothy pints to await supper, and when the chubs are cooked and the inebriated pair are happily munching at the buoyant orange-colored flesh, Venator exclaims, “’Tis as good meat as ever I tasted!” (H2O said nothing, but poured himself a tall brandy the bulk of which he deftly threaded straight through the halves of his undying smile. Ma proceeded to the next Waltonian wonder—)


3. Fishing for Pike, a humorous chapter featuring Piscator’s penchant for anecdote, particularly anecdotes of bizarre atrocities in the English aquatic world. Take, for instance, the thirsty mule who wet its parched throat in a pike pond: no sooner had it gulped an innocent gulp than a huge pike shot from the water and fastened its fangs to the poor beast’s lips where it clung like a bulldog (or like H2O’s smile), affording all ale-swigging spectators paroxysms of laughter, and the mule a mandible mutilated for life. Also interesting are the pike who commit suicide by devouring venomous frogs, and, amazing to tell, the pike who get themselves straddled like saddle-broncs by a sinister species of cowboy-frog who ride ’em till they tire and die (whether of insanity or embarrassment Walton fails to say). Elsewhere Izaak happily assures us that a hungry pike will “bite at and devour a dog that swims in a pond” (Hawhawhaw!). But Ma’s favorite bit just had to be Piscator’s prankish instruction to bait hooks with live fish and frogs, tie these in turn to the “bodies or wings of a goose or a duck,” toss the helpless fowl into a pike-infested lake, then sit back with your tankard and take care not to split your sportsmanly belly as the blood and feathers fly! (H2O’s smile remained, but the teeth in the middle of it began to gnash against his brandy glass; Ma moved on to—)


4. Fishing for Trout (that species described in the Summa Piscatoria as “designed by the Universal Powers to render—via the flyrod—the most aesthetically perfect experience available to mortal man”), wherein the sagacious Piscator catches and kills a number of trout—employing the crudest, barley-buttedest kind of plunking available to mortal man, using grasshoppers, grubs, maggots, minnows, and worms. (H2O bit his glass, smashed it in the wastebasket, and commenced smashing himself, pouring brandy through the crack in his smile straight out of the receptacle the Christian Brothers shipped it in. The Brothers’ brandy, by the way, was Ma’s loathed brand, but H2O would gratefully have chugged cologne as Ma raced on to—)


5. Fishing for Trophy Trout, wherein Piscator reveals that the Highway to Hefty Trout is traversed through no matching of hatch, nor lengthening nor lightening of leader, nor perfection of presentation or imitation, nor naturalness of drift, but through fishing in the dead of night “with a strong line, and not a little hook; and let him have time to gorge your hook”; for a fish with bloody wounds in its vital organs will scarcely quarrel with you at all (as Ma illustrated when she set the treble-hooks to poor Nijinsky). Recommended for nighttime fishbait are such cunning materials as “a piece of cloth” and, even more interestingly, “a dead mouse”!




At the words “dead mouse” H2O garrotted the Christian Brothers and staggered out the door. Ma was not concerned: the sudden inexplicable craving men get for alcohol was nothing new to her; she rather approved of her over-cultivated husband behaving in down-home ranch-hand fashion for a change. Meanwhile, down at the neighborhood tavern, H2O was still grinning as he wished botches, itches, and emerods that can’t be healed upon the gentle father of modern angling.


But zealots are disgustingly indefatigable. After the evening with the Christian Brothers and subsequent night spent offering fluid gifts to the Porcelain Buddha (among these gifts the Winnebago smile), H2O happened to glance through The Compleat Angler before burning it, and was surprised to find the case far less hopeless than he’d feared. Ma’s selections had been highly colored; indeed, it seemed she’d ferreted out every gruesome and uncharacteristic passage in a subversive attempt to delude him into believing Izaak Walton a traitor to the fly-angler’s great cause. With increasing fervor and decreasing rationality he read and reread, taking copious notes, marking salient passages, and emerging after several days in his study with a lengthy thesis in which he claimed to account once and for all for Walton’s “apparent indiscrimination toward what species he fished for and what methods he employed.” In the article, “Izaak Walton: The Veiled Purist” (Angler’s Quarterly; Spring 1955, p. 154ff.), Henning Hale-Orviston wrote,




… yet surely the discerning reader intuits, in these more poetic and impassioned passages, Walton’s unfaltering commitment to the artificial fly and preference for trout and salmon. His unwillingness to express these priorities more openly is not the result of some Hindoo-like inability to perceive the superiority of the finer techniques and species over the coarse and crude; Walton is merely employing a literary convention characteristic of the Encyclopedists, and indeed of most late-Renaissance writers. To openly defend the fly and the salmonids, however much he longed to do so, would have opened his admirable study to unfounded accusations of bias and subjectivity. (Walton was writing, after all, in an England where residues of the Dark Ages still lingered in the lesser minds of the intelligentsia.) Piscator thus conceals somewhat his one-pointed devotion to flyfishing, Walton trusting that Venator’s good judgment and sensitivity (and the reader’s as well!) will pierce the flux of superficial and cavalier discoursings upon bait, chumming, night fishing, inferior species of fish, didactic Christian philosophy, irrelevant songs and poetry, meetings with Milkmaids, Gypsies and Country Rustics, absurd fish-tales, and all such extrania. The Compleat Angler was intended to be taken as a “Microcosm” (if you will) of the Angling World, wherein the reader and Venator must—just as we modern anglers must—fight their way through all distractions, superfluities, and inferior modes of fishing to discover the joys which only the committed fly-angler may know!





This is, undeniably, remarkable rhetoric; in fact the article created a small sensation among literary fishermen and was called “the first real advance in Walton criticism in fifty years or more.” But it is also, undeniably, compleat bilgewater, asking us in effect to ignore all but two or three pages of a two-hundred-twenty-page book, and to forget the fact that when Walton wished to include a section on fly angling he considered himself ignorant of the subject and hired a friend, Charles Cotton, to write an addendum. But the really pathetic thing about H2O’s piece was that by the time he’d finished penning it, he’d actually come to believe it. After its publication he invited Ma to read the article (thinking it would have more authority in magazine print); Ma complied, then offered this succinct critical evaluation: “Shit, Hen! This is nuthin’ but commie hogwash an’ you know it!” But Hen now insisted that he didn’t know it—so Ma took off on an extemporaneous counter-argument wherein she asserted that “Ike Walton was nuthin’ but a limeyfied cattle-puncher an’ a boozer an’ a rowdy good ol’ boy, an’ I’d like t’shake his hand fer tossin’ in that token bit o’ snot-nosed crap about flyfishin’, ’cause it’s plain as pee he only done it so rich snobs’d buy the book, which’d give him plenty o’ pocket money fer fishin’ gear an’ ale an’ nightcrawlers.…” And, strange to say, by the time Ma finished she had somehow bamboozled herself into thinking that her rendition of The Compleat Angler was the one godly interpretation.


Thus began that marathon debate, The Great Izaak Walton Controversy; thus my childhood home became a fishy little Belfast, strife-torn by an interdenominational “dialogue” that consisted of little more than name calling, jibes, scoffing, bragging, and weird wrestling matches that eventually resulted in the advent of my little brother. The one interesting addition Izaak Walton brought to the fray was the Quotation. Like Southern Bible-belters backing harebrained theology with Dale Carnegie Translations of Scripture, H2O and Ma grew adept at trotting out lines wrenched from The Compleat Angler. The book became our family bible, and from the time I could toddle I heard it quoted, and misquoted, daily. So, naturally, as soon as I could read I set out to solve the Great Izaak Walton Controversy for myself.
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