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All the Great and Beautiful Fishes:
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AN INTRODUCTION BY CAMERON PIERCE


HALLOWEEN PASSES and the first heavy rains bring water to the basement. My north coast home sits atop a natural aquifer that feeds a seasonal creek down the hill. The creek is nameless, fishless. Naturally, so is the aquifer beneath my house, but when the basement floods, I can’t help imagining subterranean fish lurking beneath the cracked concrete foundation.


Fishing is one of the earliest subjects of literature. Since the earliest writings of civilization, humans have been writing about fish and the pursuit of them. Taut Lines is a book of the present with regular forays into the past, reflecting not on where we’re going, but where we’ve come from.


With winter steelhead season looming and most other fishing seasons either winding down or closed, autumn is the time when I reflect back on the months and days that have passed, and the fishing I have done. This year, my first living on the Oregon coast, I tussled with twenty-three different species of fish. White sturgeon, which I targeted and caught more frequently than any other fish while living in the city, are not among my catch this year. The fish that stand out most vividly include my first sea-run cutthroat, a two-hundred-pound ragged-tooth shark caught at the mouth of the Great Fish River in South Africa, and a freezer full of Chinook salmon, but smaller quarry leaves an equally powerful imprint: a peamouth chub taken from the pool beneath a waterfall, a fish streaked orange and red, its spawning colors, a sixteen-inch rainbow trout taken in January, turned into the best trout sandwiches in the world, and some of the brightest, most beautifully colored bass and panfish I have ever caught, taken while kayak angling on a remote forest lake. And then there are the individual days that I still relive in my mind, going out on Puget Sound in a friend’s boat and limiting out on enormous Dungeness crabs, then proceeding to catch a mess of flounder and other bottomfish; landing eight different species and over thirty fish in two hours on a quiet spring afternoon, no one else on the lake but me; catching and releasing various populations of wild cutthroats and rainbows from small streams.


As an enthusiast of all fish and all bodies of water, I have attempted to incorporate my love of variety into this book. But as all anglers know, the fish themselves are only half of fishing. Finding peace, spirituality, or a sense of belonging in nature; the meditative tranquility that settles into the mind and body as you cast into the waters for hours on end; the companionship or, alternately, the solitude: these are some of the things that hook anglers as much as the fish. They are all explored in this book. Some of them may even inspire your next great fishing adventure or, if you’re presently between fishing seasons as I am, hopefully they’ll tide you over until your next day on the water. In the name of variety, I have extended coverage to some fishes typically overlooked in fishing anthologies, up to the great white shark from Jaws, the most famous (and feared) fish in all of film and literature.


There are as many types of fishing literature as there are fishermen. Among the most beloved books of my childhood was an anthology of humorous stories about the follies that inevitably plague anglers. Several stories of this type are found in Taut Lines, including Rudyard Kipling’s ‘On Dry-Cow Fishing as a Fine Art’ and Eric Witchey’s ‘Bats, Bushes, and Barbless Hooks.’ Fishing is more than folly, however, and so many of the stories tackle more personal and profound subjects. Kevin Maloney’s ‘Soldiers By the Side of the Road,’ Gretchen Legler’s ‘Border Water,’ and Gabino Iglesias’s ‘Fourteen Pounds Against the World’ are just three of many heartbreaking essays which prove that while fishing is an effective medicine for grief and loss, it can also lead to contemplations of death and mortality, both the fish’s and our own. A passion for angling is most often passed down through families, and so many of the pieces in Taut Lines examine familial dynamics in relation to fishing, like ‘Fish’ by Judith Barrington and ‘Unsound’ by Nick Mamatas. There are great stories of big fish by angling legends such as Jeremy Wade, Bill Heavey, and Zane Grey, along with Tele Aadsen’s daring story of rescue, ‘The Man in the Fish Tote’, and Weston Ochse’s moving account of war and longing, ‘I Used to Be a Fisherman’. This collection also features a modernized version of the first text written about sportfishing, ‘Treatise of Fishing with an Angle’ by Dame Juliana Berners and ‘Fishing for a Cat’ by Francis W. Mather, perhaps the earliest known essay devoted to catfish angling. There are also some long-lost classics, like former Atlantic editor Bliss Perry’s ‘Fishing with a Worm.’ From trout fishing in Africa to salmon fishing in Ireland, Taut Lines contains a little of every type of angling experience.


Above all, Taut Lines is a book of extraordinary true fishing stories. Whether you’re well-acquainted with Izaak Walton or this is your first time wading the waters of fishing literature, I hope you enjoy these stories as much as I do. All of them, to me, are classics in their own right. Strange, heartbreaking, whimsical, instructional, or whatever the case may be, they can all be read again and again.


Now the rain falls heavy and soon the steelhead will return from the ocean to their spawning grounds, some of them navigating small rocky creeks. I’ll spend the next few months on these waters, occasionally catching fish, but mostly reveling in the frigid beauty of winter. And when the rivers and creeks are too blown out to fish, I’ll be holed up inside, revisiting the stories in Taut Lines, dreaming of my return to the water, for after winter steelhead season comes the trout opener, and after the trout opener the bass and perch will come in shallow to spawn. After that, the opportunities in the rivers, lakes, and seas will be almost overwhelming, and new fishing stories will be born on the water, some of triumph, others of loss. Anglers’ lives are lived by the stories they tell and tell again. Here’s to the wealth of extraordinary fishing stories already told. May they be remembered forever, and may you make many of your own.


Taut lines,


Cameron Pierce
Astoria, Oregon
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Why I Fish
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KIM BARNES


I


IT’S NOT THE first time I’ve been fishing, I’m sure, although I’m only four. It’s 1962, and I live in the Clearwater National Forest of Idaho, with my mother and father and younger brother, surrounded by my uncles and aunts and cousins, all of us in our one-room wooden trailers that are circled in a creek-threaded meadow we call Pole Camp – not as in fishing poles (it will be years before I hear them called ‘rods’), but as in the cedar poles the men fell and skid to earn their daily wage. They are gyppos, from the word gypsy, and like the Roma people, we are nomads, itinerant, our self-built 8 x 20 shacks fitted with wheels and tires and a heavy tongue that allows them to be hitched from site to site. We set up our camps near springs and creeks and the North Fork of the Clearwater River – this, our only running water. No electricity, but in the communal wash shed is a wood stove that, when kindled, heats a high-hung tankful, enough for a quick shower. I love standing with my mother beneath the warm spray, the miracle of it raining down.


But, today, I am in the company of my uncle, the youngest of the four Barnes brothers who left the impoverishment of sharecropping in Oklahoma for the impoverishment of cutting poles in Idaho, where they make up the crew of their uncle’s family operation. ‘No man should go hungry here,’ their uncle has told them, remembering the Dust Bowl, the Great Depression, and it is true, just as it is true that hunger itself is relative. In another few weeks, we will fill our town lockers with huckleberries, and, in another, the venison we take each fall. The fish we catch the women will fry for breakfast, for lunch, for dinner, or they will slip them into milk cartons, and all through the winter, I will study them there, caught in a frozen current of ice.


Today, my uncle and I stay close to home, fishing the narrow reaches of Deer Creek, which drains the meadow, parallels the narrow road. The day is hot, and we stop at a road-side spring to dip our hands in the water and drink. Sawbugs cut the quiet, their summer buzz a reminder that the woods are tinder-dry, that the men must rise in the dark and work with the dew lest the spark of their work set the forest aflame. ‘Hoot-owling,’ they call it, and it is why I have these afternoon hours with my uncle to fish.


But it is not the fishing itself that will remain with me - not the worm on the hook, the tug on the line – but how I work so hard to be silent, stay still, the feel of the sun on my shoulders, the powder-fine dust that sparkles the air, the smell of tarweed and pine. There is the fork of a willow branch strung with brookies, and I am proud that at least one of them is mine. None of them is over eight inches, but we keep all but the smallest because pan-size are the sweetest, my uncle says, just right for the skillet. Some part of me must know that food on the table isn’t a given, that you take what you can get, and that, today, the getting is good.


My uncle teaches me that what I catch, I clean, and so we squat low at the bank, and I learn the sharpness of a knife from vent to gill, how to thumb-strip the blood from the spine. I throw the guts to the orange-mottled crawdads that skitter from beneath the rocks. When I rinse the fish clean, they smell like the water, like mineral and silt. When we carry them back into camp, I am showered with praise – I have added to our family’s bounty. Dusted in flour, fried in lard, the brookies come to the table salty and crisp, and this is another lesson I learn early on: how to peel the delicate skin, separate the meat from the tiniest bones. Fried spuds on the side, a peach cobbler in the oven, a pitcher of sweet tea – I am blessed in that circle of family as the larch and fir cast their shadows across the creek and fish dimple the surface for stonefly, caddis, mosquito, and midge. Maybe, even then, there was something in me rising with them.


II


THE NORTH FORK drains into the main Clearwater and weaves its way through the arid canyon to Lewiston, Idaho, where it meets the Snake and continues on to the Columbia. Rainbow and cutthroat run these waters. What salmon and steelhead remain beat their way past the dams to spawn, as do the last of the lamprey eels that once draped the Nez Perce drying racks, the oily meat one more stay against the deprivation of winter.


On this day, I am twenty-something, two years into my college degree, living on cases of Top Ramen and three-for-a-buck macaroni-and-cheese. I am in the first throes of what will become a life-long love: Bob, my new beau, fishes beside me. Since my family moved from the logging camps to Lewiston, I have chosen my boyfriends according to their affinity for hunting, fishing, and camping, judged them by their ability to rig a rod, pitch a tent, and build a campfire, attempting, perhaps, to reclaim some part of that childhood I have lost. I have fished the nearby creeks and rivers and lakes, wetting everything from night crawlers (pulled from the soaked lawn the night before) to Jolly Green Giant cans of corn (nothing but Niblets will do) to wedding-band spinners, Rooster Tails, Mr. Twisters, and Kastmasters the size of hubcaps (excellent for reaching the far current of a river as big as the Clearwater). I have learned that you know a fisherman by the tackle box he keeps (I am the only woman I know who keeps one), and I am housewife-proud of mine with its sharpened hooks and spinners shined with four-ought steel wool, just as I am proud of the steelhead eggs I have harvested and cured myself (an atomic red jar of Pautzke Balls o’ Fire for backup). Somehow, all this gear, the care and preparation, make me feel worthy of the fish I keep, as though my ablutions purify my intent.


Bob and I stand in the blistering heat, choosing our spots – mine at the mouth of a stream that feeds into the river. Over the years, I have learned to read water like I first learned to read books – instinctively, as though the ability were innate, part of my chromosomal map – and I know that the trout will be feeding there. Bob fishes thirty yards upstream. An Illinois flatlander by birth, a mountain-loving Westerner by choice, he came to the relationship still lugging his Plano of bass plugs, jigs, and poppers. He has his Eagle Claw, I have my Fenwick, this is our first time fishing together, and although we don’t say so, we both know the challenge is on.


I wade out as far as I dare, the bald tread of my tennis shoes no help, and take up my cast. A few ten-inchers hit my Red Devil, and I drag them in, thread them on the stringer – that night’s dinner. But I know there are bigger fish to fry. I pull out my largest Kastmaster, spit on my line for luck, wind up, and pitch like I am throwing for home. The filament shoots out, and I love the steady pull, how far the lure will take me. When it drops, I let it sink to a count of five, set my bail, and begin reeling in.


You know the saying, don’t you? Big water, big lure, big fish. A Rainbow the size of a steelhead hits hard, and I work hard to land it, the muscles of my arms aching until I can drag the fish ashore. My blood is singing in my ears and a fine sweat has broken out across my chest by the time Bob reaches me. I hold up the treble-hooked fish with both hands and wait for his praise.


‘Nice fish,’ Bob says, and then, ‘Better throw it back.’


‘What?’


‘Throw it back. He’s too nice to keep.’


I look down at my beautiful catch, his brilliant pattern of colors – the consummate keeper.


‘He’s three meals, at least,’ I say, but what I am thinking is, You’re just jealous.


‘He’s good stock,’ Bob reasons. ‘He needs to stay in the gene pool.’


I stare at Bob as though he has taken leave of his senses. To turn the fish loose would be like throwing a meaty T-bone to the dogs. Who knows when such food might be on the table again?


And here is the thing: I don’t remember what I did with that fish, if I kept him and ate him or released him back into the waters I have known since birth. What I know for sure is that it wasn’t the last time I would be hungry, but that the hungry times would themselves grow leaner, become fewer and farther between.


When, two years later, Bob and I married, our honeymoon was a road trip to the Izaak Walton Inn in Essex, Montana. I remember how cold it was, even in July, and I remember bundling in my coat and crossing the road to the Middle Fork of the Flathead River, how I was mesmerized by its color – as though a turquoise glacier had bled its water down. I had my new husband there with me, we had our little pickup stuffed to the gills with everything we would need to camp and backpack our way across the state for a month, but the thought of dropping a Kastmaster into that crystalline water seemed suddenly profane. Still, the absence of the rod in my hands was like a phantom pain, as though I had lost my right arm. It was a different kind of hunger that I felt, then. It had nothing to do with food but with a desire to know that water, to feel its rush all around me, to see what secrets I might pull from its hold.


III


ANOTHER RIVER, SO close to my childhood home at Pole Camp that a crow could fly there in an hour. The dry dust of summer, the cold water at my knees – all of it familiar and where I always want to be.


I’ve traded my tackle box of Kastmasters and Pautzkes for a dank vest whose pockets are stuffed with more terrestrials than any one angler will need in a lifetime. Somehow, I’m sure that today’s hatch will be the very pattern I don’t have, and the thought brings with it a tremor of panic. Caddis in every possible stage, mayflies of every material, midges so small that they defy tying, stimulators so large and flamboyant that they sail through the air like neon canaries – my eyes are bigger than my stomach, it seems, when it comes to these bits of feather and fur, my dead grandmother’s sibylic words still echoing: Lean times just around the corner, sister - you can never have too much stock in the larder.


Bob and I have been angling these waters for years now, dry-camping for weeks with nothing to do but eat, fish, eat, read our way through the heat of the day (Bob with his slender volumes of poetry or his go-to summer fare of James Lee Burke and Evelyn Waugh, while I critique a friend’s new novel manuscript or maybe revisit, as I do each year – and this is true – The Old Man and the Sea), fish, eat, drink wine, and fish before falling asleep beneath the stars. I can’t remember exactly when we put down our poles and took up our rods, but I know that, even after nearly two decades, we are still learning – learning how to present the fly, how to mend the line, how to roll-cast, back-cast, double-haul . . . how to shoot the line rather than lob the lure. In my worn waders and boots, I stumble and slide across the free-stone bed, curse wind knots and the tangled nest of line my cast becomes when I miss a strike and jerk the rod back as though I were setting the hook in stone.


Evening is coming on, and we’re at the end of a long trek – hours of walking up the trail and fishing our way back down the river – and our take-out point is just around the bend. I’m tired, my lower back is aching, but I’m happy half-in, half-out of the water, where I somehow feel most whole. We’ve had a good day – net-fillers but nothing that we might brag about around our nightly fire. The river has gone to shadow, and the chill in the air is real. I shiver, remind myself to look up and around, to cast my eyes to the wooded flanks of the mountains, the patches of meadow that catch the alpenglow in an otherworldly light. I cross the shallows to better access the far bank, where an aged stump tips toward the water, its roots a catacomb of places a trout might rest.


If you are an angler, you know this feeling, you know that there, right there, a big fish resides. You believe that if you do everything just right – if you are smart enough, careful enough, patient enough, if you are true of spirit and pure of heart – the fish will rise.


I have learned enough to take my time, to study the wind, the water, the drag, the drift. Maybe I have been fishing a Humpy, or maybe a hopper – but the shadows are deepening, the air gone cool, and I can feel that fish wanting something, feel him hungry for something that I might have. I rifle my pockets and patches, my magnetic tins and compartmentalized cases, but nothing seems right, not even the fairest Pale Evening Duns, the most minute of midges. I look to Bob, who fishes the river above me, his easy S-cast that I envy. In the past, I had tied my arm to the butt of my rod but to no avail – I have yet to break the habit of breaking my wrist. If this is my last cast of the day, I tell myself, I have to make it good.


I remember what a veteran angler once told me about fishing these waters. ‘What are you using?’ I had asked after watching him net a fat cutthroat. ‘Nothing but elk-hair caddis,’ he said. ‘It’s the only fly I carry.’ I had flushed with embarrassment at my own trove of tied treasures, no less burdensome than the twenty pounds of tackle I once lugged. Still, when I open my pocket, there it is: a #12 elk-wing whose blonde hairs will make it easier to see in the graying light. I tie it on with great concentration, then position myself in the box of water below a large stone. Be patient, I tell myself and let my back-cast unfurl, the line haul out ten feet, then twenty.


And you know this story, too, or maybe this dream: the fly delicately dropping to the current just upstream of the stump, the drift dangerously close to the sun-silvered roots, and then the noise that isn’t noise but the fish coming straight up out of the water like a Polaris missile (silly, I know, but these are the words that come to me). In my memory, it happens in a flash of golden light, the scarlet gill stripes and burnished sides, the thick body of him and the mouth – my god, I think, the size of that mouth – and then our two worlds are tethered.


Five/six rod, four-pound test, that impossible barbless hook – how can I hope to hold on? Down the river he runs, my line zinging off the spool until I fear we’ll be into the backing. And then the pause, the steady dead weight like a snagged log, the reconnoitering. Keep your rod up, I remind myself, but its supple spine is bent to the point of breaking. And then that almost imperceptible easing up, a second’s give when I can take back an inch, and then another.


By now, Bob has looked up, is curious, is watching, but I can’t take my eyes off that place where my line meets the water. When I move, the fish moves with me, then darts to the side and sounds, nosing in against stone. What can I do but hold on? When I work him around, urge him back into the swift current, he makes a streaking attempt to blow by me upstream . . . and so it goes, five minutes, then ten. Bob keeps his distance, afraid he’ll spook the fish, but after another few minutes, the muscles of my arms begin to spasm. I want to call for him to help me, tell him that I can’t get this fish in – not with this ludicrous rod, this fly with its insufficient hook. ‘It’s me and you, fish,’ I say under my breath, but I am no Santiago, and this is no monstrous marlin but a Westslope Cutthroat grown bigger than most. I begin to growl as I prop my elbows on my hips and arch back, reel in, arch back. My entire body is shaking from the adrenalin, the effort as though my very life depended on landing this fish – as though I might starve to death if I don’t have him. But he is the one whose hunger has brought him to this place, who is fighting for his life, and by the time I draw him close, we are both exhausted.


I plow the net, use both hands to raise it, but I’m shaking so hard that I can’t slip the hook. I tell him how beautiful he is, tell him to hang on, just a minute longer as I slog to the bank where I can lay down my rod and work him free. I cradle him in the current, move him to and fro, work his gills, croon to him because that is what comes to me to do. He’s as long as my arm, from my shoulder to the tip of my longest finger – he would feed my entire family, I think as I rock him in my hands, feel him pulse once, then again. He flexes the muscle of his body, and then he is gone, lost to the river’s shadows, taking some part of me with him, and I am glad.


I haven’t forgotten what hunger feels like – not that kind of hunger – but I haven’t felt it for a long time. I step from the river, replete. I know that Bob and I will return to our camp, take our tepid showers beneath the limb of a white pine – nothing more than a strung-up jug of warmed water, a hose, a nozzle – that we will make a fine dinner in our open-air kitchen and tell the story of this fish and then tell it again, the story itself my Horn of Plenty. All winter, as the snow deepens and the river’s seams meld to ice, I will dream my larder full.
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Crossing Lines: Art, Meat, and Enlightenment in American Sport Fishing
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HENRY HUGHES


ON A GRAY October morning, Bob Fultz and I motor his drift boat up the Salmon River, north of Lincoln City, Oregon. Three miles from the sea in the deep narrows, the river has a marbled turbidity, sheened here and there with oil from dozens of motorboats anchored or maneuvering into every hole. A boy in a small pram holds up a blood-streaked Chinook salmon for a photo, while a man in a new sled boat – the name Blood Sport stenciled on the hull – fights a big fish, his rod bending and pulsing, his friend waiting eagerly with a wide net. I can hear the whine of the man’s drag as the fish makes a fierce run, tangles in another boat’s anchor line, and snaps off. ‘Fucking shit!’ the fisherman yells across the river. When he turns, I see a pistol holstered to his hip. ‘What’s he gonna do?’ I ask Bob. ‘Shoot the fish?’


As we approach the bridge for Highway 101, the trampled, trash-strewn banks of the Salmon River are lined with more anglers slinging heavy globs of orange eggs under huge sliding bobbers or lead sinkers. Avoiding an oncoming boat, Bob steers us closer to the bank, rousing a large, flannel-coated man sitting on a cooler, smoking a cigarette. ‘Better watch my line,’ the man barks. Bob swings us away, and I lift my hand in a conciliatory wave. The man just stares. ‘Goddamn boats,’ I hear someone else grunt as an ounce of lead splashes beside us. When we clear the bridge, Bob shakes his head, saying, ‘They’re a rough crowd.’


Bob Fultz has been fishing the Salmon River for thirty years, and, though he’s witnessed some ugly moments among the sportsmen, he can’t deny the appeal of big fish concentrated in great numbers within a few well-known holes accessible to both bank and boat fishermen. It’s fishing for the masses. In addition to being a natural run, the river boasts a hatchery four miles upriver that raises Chinook salmon, releasing the young smolts every August. After leaving the river and living up to five years at sea, these salmon return as what some locals call ‘fall hogs.’ They are magnificent creatures in silver and bronze, frequently leaping and rolling out of the water, making their way upriver to spawn.


Bob and I angle intensely for several hours, casting spinners and bait, eventually joining ‘the hog line,’ a ring of boats anchored around the Barn Hole, where I hook a torpedo. Bob and the anglers next to us reel up their lines to give me some fighting room. After a few minutes of deep dives and wild runs, she’s in the net – a thirty-pound, chrome-bright chinook. Bob and I high-five and pop celebratory Budweisers. The older couple next to us nod admiringly. ‘Real nice fish,’ the woman says. ‘You sure got supper for everybody.’


Bringing fish home for my family to eat is one of my earliest memories of childhood pride. I baited hooks with sandworms and caught flounder after flounder off a steel bulkhead in New York, within the roar of my father’s crane, unloading gravel barges. My friends and I spent weekends in leaky boats on Long Island Sound, bottom fishing for flounder, fluke, porgies, and blackfish, or trolling through boiling schools of bluefish. We’d catch dozens of blues, giving fillets to neighbors and grilling the rest with sweet corn and clams for an August feast. In some ways, the very simplicity of those boyhood outings is pleasantly revisited on the Salmon River. ‘You’re getting in touch with your working-class roots,’ a colleague at the university where I teach teases me.


One hundred and fifty miles east of the Salmon River, over the Santiam Pass into Central Oregon, lies the Metolius River. Emerging from springs at the basaltic base of Black Butte, the Metolius runs cold and clear through alpine forests some twenty-eight miles to Lake Billy Chinook. Walking into the pine-paneled country store at Camp Sherman in late October, I hear the woman behind the counter discussing the virtues of cane rods, while an older gentleman in a tweed jacket selects flies from the extensive display case. They speak Latin here. ‘Are the Drunella coloradensis still hatching?’ the man asks. ‘Try a small paradrake or Bunse’s natural dun,’ responds the fluent attendant.


As for all civilized pursuits, there are considerable terms, protocols, and rules for fishing here. Only barbless hooks are permitted from Camp Sherman downstream to Bridge 99. Lead sinkers are prohibited. And no fish may be kept. Below the bridge, anglers may, in addition to flies, use artificial spinning lures, but the no-bait and catch-and-release policies cover the entire river. I couldn’t help bemoaning that there would be no grilled trout to accompany the pinot gris I brought from the Willamette Valley.


There is, however, good reason to protect the fish of the Metolius. Unlike those in the Salmon River and in many other Oregon fisheries that are pumped up with hatchery offspring, the rainbow and bull trout of the Metolius are wild. For precarious and threatened populations of wild fish, catch-and-release policies are important management tools. The great sport angler Lee Wulff extended that idea, declaring, ‘Game fish are too valuable to catch only once.’ But many fly fishermen take the moral high ground, always release fish, and denounce eating any catch as crude, cruel, and ignorant of the higher art. Golf legend and avid fly fisherman, Jack Nicklaus, explained in a 2009 Golf Digest interview, ‘I like to catch fish and release them. I probably haven’t killed a fish that I’ve caught in sport fishing for twenty years. No reason to kill it.’ The writer John McPhee, however, deflates the presumed nobility of catch-and-release devotions in his 2002 book, Founding Fish. ‘I’m a meat fisherman,’ McPhee says. ‘I think it’s immoral not to eat a fish you jerk around the river with a steel barb through the mouth. I see no other justification for doing so.’


Although the fish in the Metolius are wild, the land around the river has been tamed by educational signboards, campsites, cabins, and huge RVs. Driving the red cinder roads through the clean, thinned stands of ponderosa and lodgepole pine, one gets the sense that nature is managed but respected. I pull into a paved parking spot beside a new SUV, gather my gear, and walk down the well-worn path to the river. A man approaches a garbage can and tosses in a wrapper. ‘How’s the fishing?’ I ask him. ‘Tough,’ he says. His name is Robert, and he’s a physician from Bend who fishes the Metolius a few times every year. Given his Patagonia boots, waders, and wader jacket stuffed with Wheatley fly boxes, and his Simms vest and Filson hat, Robert must be wearing around two thousand dollars. His Sage rod and Abel reel might run another twelve hundred. But fly-fishing with even the best gear can humble a man, and Robert’s manner is easy. ‘I saw plenty of fish, but no takers.’ Identifying a blue-winged olive hatch, he plied a sparkle dun until his arm got tired and his back ached. ‘It’s always great to be out here. If I get one or two fish, I’m happy. But this is a very tough river.’ When he asks me what’s happening on the coast, I tell him about my Salmon River Chinook. ‘You can have it,’ Robert says. ‘I don’t want any part of that meat market.’


Fly fishing and catch-and-release-only restrictions have been placed on many rivers in the United States, and many proponents see correlations with angler behavior. Dorothy Schramm, founder of Flygirls of Michigan, insists ‘we’re much more comfortable and feel safer where there are gear restrictions.’ Schramm distinguishes bait waters from fly waters – ‘What we find in the fly water is manners and less swearing.’ In the spinning and bait water ‘it’s the F-word every other word. There is trash . . . they build fires anywhere, and it’s an awful experience.’


In popular culture, ‘meat fishing,’ catching fish to eat with spinning or conventional gear – and especially with the use of bait – is often associated with lower and middle class attitudes; catch-and-release fly-fishing is viewed as upper class. Spinning, bait casting, and trolling with heavy equipment are stereotyped as simpler, easier, and aimed at extraction; fly-fishing carries the lofty air of a more challenging, refined art, rewarded by intellectual, emotional, and spiritual satisfaction. But like most simple binaries, these orders are easily upset. Many anglers, like myself, look for beauty and art in a range of fishing styles. Many anglers cross class lines.


I tie on a pheasant-tail nymph and cast into the Metolius’s blue transparency, undulating with watercress and the white-tipped fins of visible trout. The weight of the line rolls from arm and rod into satisfying, graceful loops, unfurling straight over the water. But fly casting can be more difficult than spin casting, and my fifth back-cast puts me in a bush. I untangle and continue, casting steadily for about two hours without a strike. Other fly fishermen pass and say hello, politely stepping out of the river to walk behind me.


When I least expect it – which is always the reward for expecting so long – the line tightens and there’s a terrific splash of silver and pink. I take my time bringing a fourteen-inch rainbow to the net. It’s a gorgeous fish with striking, red-metallic lateral bands and black spots over its fins and tail. I hold the trout in my wet hands, remove the barbless hook, look at it a moment longer, and let it go. Sound of rushing water, blue-bubbled cascades, kingfisher in a tamarack bough. How different from the outboard- and man-snarls of the Salmon River, slamming that netted chinook to the deck, and clubbing it with a bat.


Do gear, technique, and the fate of the caught fish determine the class of the person fishing? Judging from the vehicles and apparel along the Salmon River as compared to those along the Metolius, it would be easy to speculate that the average income of the fly fishermen from Sisters and Bend is higher than the Lincoln City plunkers. But gauging class among those who fish is tricky. Many wealthy people eat the fish they catch using the freshest bait and the most expensive lures, gear, boats, and guides. And one of the best fly fishermen on our local creek sleeps in a van and collects mushrooms for a living. ‘Nor is fishing a rich man’s regeneration,’ proclaimed Depression era president, Herbert Hoover; ‘all men are equal before fish.’


Then there are the Southern bass fishing tournaments where pro anglers speed around lakes, deploy state-of-the-art tackle, and catch and release trophy bass for huge cash prizes. Though this kind of fishing appeals to the working class, it exercises the science, the technology, and the bait-free and catch-and-release principles admired by the fly-fishing elite. ‘I think bass tourney fishing is soulless,’ explains Richard Bunse, one of Oregon’s most distinguished anglers and fishing illustrators. ‘It’s driven by competition with other men for the heaviest fish and money, not as a way to deepen your relationship with nature.’ Bunse reminds us that fly fishermen have also organized competitive, cash-crazed televised events. ‘It’s not about lure fishing, bait fishing, or fly-fishing; it’s about attitude.’


Perhaps, as the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu argues, economic capital is not the main force in shaping class behavior. Rather, it is the manners, tastes, activities, and attitudes we inherit and learn – our cultural capital – that determine the class we occupy. Cultural capital is, however, historically traceable to economic capital. Consider the deep associations between sport fishing and more sophisticated attitudes about nature developed in Great Britain, where river access and fishing opportunities were largely limited to the landed gentry. The culture of sport fishing maintained the values of a leisure class obsessed with fashion and manners, but also with science, literature, and art.


Although these values and styles were transplanted to the New World, fishing in America’s fin-filled waters has always been less exclusive than it was back in Europe. In his Description of New England (1616), John Smith writes, ‘Here nature and liberty afford us that freely, which in England we want, or it costs us dearly.’ In the colonies, Smith exclaims, ‘man, woman and child, with a small hook and line – by angling – may take diverse sorts of excellent fish, at their pleasures.’ American settlers, of course, fished to feed themselves, but by the eighteenth century there were more and more accounts of pleasure fishing in America.


Recreational fishing worried our workaholic founding father, Ben Franklin, who wrote, ‘I was seen at no places of idle Diversion; I never went out a-fishing or shooting.’ In the early nineteenth century, Washington Irving offers a refreshing Romantic alternative in his short story ‘Rip Van Winkle.’ Rip has an ‘aversion to all kinds of profitable labour’ and ‘would sit on a wet rock . . . and fish all day without a murmur, even though he should not be encouraged by a single nibble.’ We think of leisure time for sports like fishing as something afforded to the middle and upper classes. But fishing has always had adherents among the poor and disenfranchised perhaps because it could put food on the table, help forget worries or, at its simplest, be done with a string and bent pin.


Recreational fishing also became immensely popular with America’s growing middle class in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and continued to capture the imagination of writers like Ernest Hemingway, who wrote passionately about fly and bait fishing in his novels and short stories. Despite the rising number of anglers, fly-fishing was still relatively expensive until gear revolutions in the 1950s replaced silk lines and cane rods with more reasonably priced products made of nylon and fiberglass. This, combined with a proliferation of information on fly-fishing, from brochures to books, caused the sport to become very popular in the 1960s. During the 60s and 70s, fly-fishing was further celebrated by a generation of hippie or renegade fishing writers like John Gierach and Russell Chatham, and significant literary figures such as Richard Brautigan and Thomas McGuane. These fishermen rejected Franklin’s capitalist overdrive, but they were not content to sit on the bank, crack a beer, and drown a worm like Rip. Instead, they drew on both the back-to-earth environmentalism of their time and the traditional aesthetics and spirituality of the enlightened angler to reshape fishing as a ‘way,’ in the Taoist sense, toward peace and harmony.


This tradition of contemplative fishing can be traced back to ancient China and poets like Bai Juyi – ‘Though my body sits waiting for fish, / My heart wanders to the Land of Nothingness’ – also to British anglers who had the time to fish and think, such as Izaak Walton, author of The Compleat Angler, or The Contemplative Man’s Recreation (1653-1676). Walton – who used flies, lures, and bait – was one of the first writers to give sport fishing a true aesthetic and philosophical dimension, and his ideas are key to understanding the sensibility that favors fishing with ‘wit, hope . . . and patience, and a love and propensity to the art itself’ over a fillet quota or the most expensive gear. In the philosophy of contemplative fishing, the angler has everything to gain; he cannot even lose a fish, ‘for no man can lose what he never had.’ This kind of fishing was clearly more than a means of procuring dinner or an excuse to skip work. It had become a way of being, a discipline, possibly an art – and this takes practice, knowledge, and a philosophy.


The connection between philosophy and fishing is realized in the life and work of the American writer, Henry David Thoreau, who called fishing ‘the true industry of poets.’ Although he had little money, the many hours Thoreau invested in angling paid off in a series of moving parables and meditations. He used worms to catch perch and pickerel for supper, but he recognized that most men ‘plainly fished much more in the Walden Pond of their own natures, and baited their hooks with darkness.’ Fishing was a way of sounding those darker, unconscious impulses and of connecting lofty thoughts back to nature. There’s surprise and renewal, Thoreau says, ‘especially in dark nights, when your thoughts had wandered to vast and cosmogonal themes in other spheres, to feel this faint jerk, which came to interrupt your dreams and link you to Nature again.’


In a comparably beautiful passage from The Habit of Rivers (1994), Ted Leeson writes: ‘The rise of trout to a drifting insect reverberates in expanding concentric ripples, magnified iterations of a simple event that resonate outward to encompass more and more, remaining visible long after and far from the thing that made them.’ Leeson goes on to say that ‘the rings of the rising trout eventually comprehend the entire river,’ including the person fishing. Making a distinction that might be more useful than those related to social class, Leeson believes, ‘The craft of angling is catching a fish. But the art of angling is a receptiveness to these connections, the art of letting one thing lead to another until, if only locally and momentarily, you realize some small completeness.’


So perhaps it is attitude, philosophy, and art, rather than technique – fly, lure, or bait – that differentiates the people who fish. And yet fly-fishing undeniably lends itself generously to the kind of angling most revered as art. Consider the fly itself: a beautiful object, hand-tied from delicate hair and feather, lovingly described and illustrated in countless books. A good dry fly fisherman, in particular, must also know something about insects, matching a delectable natural hatch to the representative artificial in his box. The fly, along with hand-split cane rods and a smooth cast, has no artistic equals in spin or bait fishing. In A River Runs Through It (1976), Norman Maclean recalls his father’s belief that man had fallen from grace into a state of chaos, and that ‘only by picking up God’s rhythms were we able to regain power and beauty.’ For the Macleans, fly casting, ‘an art that is performed on a four-count rhythm between ten and two o’clock,’ was a sure way of regaining that divine beauty.


The best places to fly-fish are often the most beautiful wild rivers and streams. New York fly fishing guru, Nick Lyons, savored his escapes from Manhattan ‘to be on the river. To be away. Alone.’ But beyond the trout stream, fly-fishing is usually not the most effective way of catching fish, so the emphasis is naturally on process and experience, not merely product. For me, there’s nothing déclassé about keeping and eating fish; but if, as Thoreau says, we fish the waters of our own natures, there are distinctions between people who snag salmon stacked in a pool because they want something for the smoker, and those who wade icy rivers, casting flies to wild winter steelhead in Oregon – arguably the greatest challenge in American angling, and one that is almost always crowned with a gentle release.


Exerting tremendous skill and effort over many hours to attain something nearly impossible and of indeterminate value? Sounds like art. Although art has always appealed to the upper classes, it is also true that nothing crosses the lines of social class more easily than the creation of art. Successful artists, even those with meager incomes and raggedy pedigrees, readily receive byes into high society. Consider the simple voice and music patterns in American roots and folk music, which continue to speak emotional truths to contemporary listeners. Technical mastery and sophistication are important criteria for judging art, yet the simplest work, like Lead Belly’s lyrics, sometimes provides the profoundest insight.


Wouldn’t it follow, then, that more simple means of sport fishing – plunking cheese baits for catfish on a sultry Louisiana night – may just as easily lead to enlightenment? Yes, indeed. And the most basic – perhaps purest – moments in fishing have been the subject of many songs, paintings, films, and works of literature. Mark Twain’s poor orphan, Huckleberry Finn, tells us that he and his friend, the runaway slave, Jim, floated down the Mississippi, ‘catched fish and talked.’ They ‘bait one of the big hooks with a skinned rabbit . . . and catch a catfish that was big as a man . . .’ Fishing is symbolic of freedom and the natural ability to provide for oneself. Think also of the poor Cuban fisherman, Santiago, in Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, working his crude hand-lines baited with sardines. Santiago is, by definition, a commercial fisherman, perhaps out of the realm of this discussion. Nonetheless, his simple, faithful, thoughtful, and financially futile labors canonize him as one of the most beloved fishermen in world literature.


But if, as the media critic Marshall McLuhan claimed, ‘Class in society is determined by voice,’ then fly-fishing still commands the choir. American writers including Norman Maclean, Thomas McGuane, David James Duncan and Ted Leeson, and British authors Luke Jennings, David Profumo, John Andrews and Charles Rangeley-Wilson experience fly-fishing not so much as a subject written about but as a way of being. ‘Wherever I go, I’m fishing the one river, the river of forgetting, where I shut out the world and lose myself,’ Rangeley-Wilson writes. ‘I think maybe this is all anyone is doing, no matter how they fish. All forms of fishing are good, but for me, fly fishing is best. It’s my chant, my meditation, my prayer.’ Is the art of fly-fishing the pinnacle to which all soulful anglers should aspire?


In the end, fly-fishing represents a way, not an arrival or a class. Perhaps there is a progression from the child swinging a worm into a pond of hungry sunfish to the seasoned angler casting streamers to wary steelhead. But the greater progression is that of the human who comes to revere and protect the environment; who catches and keeps fish with conservation, personal values, and sensible use in mind; and who learns about fish, water, and angling simply because there is much to learn. These virtues can be achieved by anyone, no matter his or her formal education, occupation, or economic state. If fishing becomes an art that deepens a person’s sense of self in relation to others and nature, that’s progress. I’ll plunk at night with worms for muddy catfish and wake at dawn fly-casting pale duns to rising rainbows – moon and sun, master and servant, forever changing places.
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I Used to Be a Fisherman
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BY WESTON OCHSE


SITTING IN AFGHANISTAN, staring at the Hindu Kush rising monolithically over the protective T-Walls and HESCO barriers of my NATO military compound, I wonder what sort of rivers and streams run there. It looks like trout country, high up in those hoary mountains, snow on the ground, winds teasing the surface of the water. I can imagine long pools and miles of riffles, giving way to dramatic waterfalls where the lunkers lurk.


Do the Taliban and other insurgent fighters ever stop and fish, I wonder. Or are they so intent on the downfall of an already precariously balanced society that they never think about fishing – never aching to feel the hit of an unseen fish on a piece of bait, or a lure, or a fly so they could experience that hollow chill, followed by the unease of bringing it in, then finally either joy or frustration at the result?


You see, I used to be a fisherman, and this is how fishermen think. Sure, I’m also a military man and think about better ways to protect those I’m charged to serve, but at my core I’m a fisherman and would rather be fishing than fighting.


Or at least I used to be a fisherman.


It’s been more than a decade since I was a fisherman. I can remember when I’d spend hours dreaming about fishing. I’d clean my rod and reel and practice casting in my driveway. I’d get up at five in the morning, just so I could beat the morning sun and be there when the fish awoke hungry, sleep still riddling their eyes enough so that my lure appeared to be something real and eatable. Whenever I was out for a drive, other people would look at the scenery as a whole, but I’d watch the water, carefully examining and searching for the places where I knew fish to be, then imagining me standing, casting, and retrieving.


Why I stopped fishing I can’t figure out.


My mother taught me how to fish when I was just three. I had a bamboo pole with a bit of line, a bobber and a hook. This was my first non-toy. It was a tool for adventure, I was told, and I became crazed with the new adventure it gave me . . . what my mother called fishing. We lived in a lonely place called LaGrange, Wyoming, an hour north of Cheyenne. A little stream bubbled full of crappies about two miles outside of town. Every morning my mother and I would dig worms in the back yard, and every afternoon we’d go down to this stream, and I’d pull in fish as fast as my mother could bait my hook.


Even as I sit in the middle of a combat zone, hearing the crackling of automatic gunfire, I remember the joy that three-year-old version of me felt. So strong, so powerful, so enduring. How had I let it get away? Why had I stopped fishing? – because I have to tell you, I have such amazing memories of fishing.


On my grandfather’s boat on Pactola Dam, South Dakota. Night fishing. Lanterns over the edge of the boat. The buzz and snap of flies and mosquitoes killing themselves in the light. Lines deep in the freezing Black Hills mountain water. Then the bang of the pole, the bend of the rod, and the sluicing of the fish so far down below it could have been in another dimension. Then the finale of each mini passion play, as I reel in a rainbow trout from the depths, so many, too many, flopping, banging, beating against the bottom of the boat their frustration at being caught, and me watching their dance, a victorious ten-year-old fisherman on top of their piscine world.


My dad and I fishing the Tellico River in the Appalachian Cherokee National Forest. Five a.m. and ready to fish. Waiting for sunrise. Raining, no one else is fishing, and we land trout after trout feeling like the day could get no better, laughing, sodden, tripping, shaking our heads at the miraculous fortune. Then driving home with a cooler full of rainbows and a head full of each snap, pull, and retrieve memory.


Or the day we discovered the new trout stream behind the row of putrescent pig farms in some backwater Tennessee county I’ve long since forgotten. Stench-filled paddocks. Swarms of black flies. A mysterious slow-moving Tennessee mountain creek, but cold as if fed from a series of springs. Skulking along the back of the property lines, our backs itching from imaginary buckshot. A bend, then a toss, then a rainbow, twenty inches long, came in fighting, furious and surprised. Then another and another, 22, 24 and 25 inches. No one had fished here. The stench, the flies, the No Trespassing signs, the slow moving water, all great camouflage for a luxurious fisherman-free trout life, now turned into our secret spot.


Or when we all went camping on Tellico again and the life-and-death struggle between us and water moccasins who came up on us when we were cleaning the fish one evening, eager to eat our catch. I still remember us standing tall, hurling curses and rocks, protecting our catch, even if it meant being bitten by the ultra-poisonous viper.


Or the time when I crawled to the side of a creek on my knees, bow casting a spinner into the water, then gasping as a roll of silver the length of my arm thumped the side of my lure like a great water god showing itself, a challenge. Then the panic and the hollow fear as I bow cast once more, doing in two casts what I hadn’t done in ten thousand, landing a five pound rainbow as long as my arm, the envy of a wide-eyed boy scout troop who’d fished that area the day before and had never even imagined such a giant lurking in the thin ribbon of creek.


Or the time I went fishing with my dad, when my old friend Chuck took us on his boat on the Columbia River. We fished two hard days and nary a hit. Skunked on a river one should never be skunked on. Then the next day, unplanned, we fished once more. But nothing again. Thirty minutes before we were to call it a day, a freight train took my father’s line, reel screaming, hearts hammering, my father, proud man who’d taught me so much about the magic of fishing, the man who’d taught me the bow cast, brought in a twenty-five pound shining model of Piscean grandeur. Then me, ten minutes later, doing the same, gasping, fortunate, amazed, heroic, laughing.


The Hindu Kush. I first learned of it from Kipling in ‘The Man Who Would Be King’. Majestic. Rising to 26,000 feet, and running 800 kilometers, it has to have trout streams. Do the children of the insurgents have fishing poles? The tribes living in the mountains, do they yearn for the stalking, the outwitting, and fighting with a twelve-inch trout, or are their attentions solely to do these things to us? What could they learn about themselves if they spent more time fishing? What would we learn if we fished rather than fought?


This august mountain range dominates my horizon, visible to my every thought, every movement, and every step. I wonder at the fishing there, knowing I’d never be able to try my hand, blocked by a people who would see me die. I bet they were fishermen before they were fighters. If they were fishermen again, could we find a common ground, I wonder? Could we stand side-by-side, rods in hand, stalking the wildness of a Himalayan trout, eager and joyous to fish in a land of legend?


Or is that too much?


There was a moment of magic when Chuck and I were kids with dreams of lunkers, fishing for giant catfish on Chickamauga Reservoir, where legends had it they grew as large as Cadillacs. We didn’t catch a catfish that day, but one did rise up, slam the bottom of our canoe, and splash dramatically on both sides of it, as if to demonstrate how immense it was and how foolish we were for trying to catch something so sovereign, so mammoth. I wrote about this in a story called Catfish Gods, more than fifteen years ago. I hadn’t fished in years, but I still hadn’t forgotten that fishing isn’t just about catching. Fishing is more about being a part of something than anything else. A fisherman cares about the water and nature more than most people. How we take care of our world directly affects a person’s ability to fish. A fisherman has respect for his environment and for the thing he desires most, the very fish he’s trying to catch. A fisherman is introspective, honorable, patient, and covetous of time lost to those things which take away from fishing.


Then there’s the solitude. Although many of us fish with friends or family, we’re always fishing within ourselves. Fishing with my grandfather on the lake or my father on a river or Chuck in a canoe, we always went together, but we’d end up alone, in our minds, each of our universes balanced on the tip of our rods.


Oh, how I miss fishing.


Where had it gone? Why isn’t it part of my life anymore?


So I thought a lot about fishing today. I’m not sure why. I can’t tell you what brought it on. But I can say that it’s something I miss terribly. I’ve felt incomplete without it. In fact, I’m forty-eight years old now and I don’t even own a fishing pole. Where it went, I just don’t know. One thing is for sure. You can’t call yourself a fisherman without a fishing pole.


So here’s my plan. I’m eventually going to leave Afghanistan. When I do, I’m going to get a fishing pole and some new gear and I’m going to become a fisherman again. Someone better tell my wife that we might even start camping, so she can start praying I change my mind. I want to get back in touch with the beauty of nature. When you’re alone on the water, quiet as you attempt to become one with the land, there’s a special beauty that you become a part of.


It’s a lightness of being only fishing can afford you.


I want to feel this again. I want to do this again. I want to be a fisherman. Not because I want to catch anything. I’ve caught enough for a campfire circle full of stories. No. I want to be a fisherman because I want to be a part of the universe again. No more looking in. I want to be inside and looking out.


Once more I glance at the Hindu Kush. Is there a fisherman staring down at me, wondering if I’m a fisherman too?


‘Not now,’ I’d respond. ‘Not anymore. But soon, soon I’ll be a fisherman again and then you can fish in your home and I’ll fish somewhere in my home, and we can be fishermen together, stalking trout instead of each other, reveling in a world where fishing is more important than fighting.’
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Fishing the Ancient Headwaters
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JAMES PROSEK


IT WAS NOT until we reached the hostilities in the semi-desert of southeastern Turkey that I fully realized I was in the company of a monomaniac.


‘I don’t think we should go down to Catak,’ I said. ‘Is a trout worth all this?’


Johannes nodded his head, grinning.


‘I will trade you to the Kurdish terrorists for a trout from the headwaters of the Tigris,’ he said. ‘They like Americans.’


We were stopped by the Turkish military not far from the Iraqi border. In the past few hours, more than a hundred armed tanks had passed us on the road.


The officer who came to the driver’s door of our Land Rover was not much older than I; he wore a green uniform and carried a gun on his shoulder.


‘What is your purpose for traveling to Catak?’


‘Alabalik,’ Johannes said. ‘Trout.’


At the time it seemed like a ridiculous answer, but we had told the officers the truth: We had come to fish for trout. Our month-long journey had taken us to Greece, Turkey, Macedonia, Serbia, Bosnia, Croatia, and Slovenia in search of pristine headwaters. Now and then I paused to wonder exactly how I had come to be traveling through these places in a vehicle stuffed with fishing and camping gear, journals, vials of alcohol, glass aquariums, and cameras.


Our purpose was to discover and document subspecies of trout. Johannes Schoeffmann, age forty-seven, is a baker and an amateur ichthyologist; he has made it his goal to document various types of trout, in particular the subspecies of brown trout native to Europe and Asia. Johannes catches fish and traces them on paper with a pencil, marking down their scale counts, number of fin rays, and other characteristics. He preserves their liver tissue in alcohol, carefully labeling each vial. The tissue samples are mailed to Louis Bernatchez, a research biologist at Laval University in Quebec who is using DNA to create an evolutionary map of trout and to define the characteristics that make each lineage unique.


The theory of trout evolution holds that about 15 million years ago, the common ancestral trout separated into two branches, one of which eventually gave rise not only to the modern species of Pacific salmon, but also to the rainbow and cutthroat trout. The other branch became the ancestor of the Atlantic salmon, the brown trout, and related species. During the Pleistocene glacial epochs – the past 2 million years – climatic conditions promoted dispersal, isolation and speciation. The last glacial epoch began 60,000 to 70,000 years ago and ended 8,000 to 10,000 years ago. During the colder periods, trout dispersed throughout the Mediterranean area – the Black Sea, the Adriatic Sea – and this distribution gave rise to the diversity that Johannes and I observed on our trip.


When we started our trip I was twenty-two, fresh out of college and looking for adventure. I had been fascinated by trout for years, having grown up fishing the trout streams near my home, in Easton, Connecticut. When I was thirteen, my father cut out a small article from Yankee magazine about a type of trout that was once thought to be extinct but had recently been rediscovered in eight small ponds in northern Maine. The discovery of this particular fish, the blueback trout, made me wonder whether there might be other trout out there besides the rainbow, brown and brook trout that I knew of.


As a child I had painted birds, tracing the drawings of John James Audubon. Now I began documenting the various subspecies of trout, and when I was twenty, I published a book called Trout, an illustrated catalogue of the trout of North America. Next, I wanted to illustrate the trout of the world.


Where to begin? I had always wanted to visit the headwaters of the Tigris and the Euphrates, in eastern Turkey, since some of the earliest civilizations and probably the earliest of fishermen had established themselves between those two great rivers. I also know that the first recorded reference to fishing with an artificial fly was in a second-century text by a Roman named Claudius Aelian, who described how the Macedonians fished for trout in a river near what is now the Greek town of Thessaloniki. I wondered if the trout were still there.


I wrote to Robert Behnke, a professor of fishery biology at Colorado State University who is perhaps the world’s foremost trout taxonomist. He replied that he knew of only one man who had ever fished for trout in this region, and that was Johannes Schoeffmann, who lived in St. Veit an der Glan, Austria. I wrote to Johannes, telling him I might be in Europe that summer, and he invited me to visit him.


Johannes met me at the train station in St. Veit after my seventeen-hour ride from Paris. We quickly realized that we had a communication problem: Johannes could write English but could not speak it well. I did not speak German. But we discovered that we both spoke Spanish – and the universal language of trout, of course.


Though he was twenty-five years my senior, I soon discovered Johannes to be, at least in part, my alter ego. He was left-handed as I was, drew pictures of trout, and spent spare moments dreaming of them and planning fishing trips. As a baker, he typically worked from 2 a.m. to 9 a.m., leaving plenty of daylight for fishing.


The day after I met Johannes, we traveled over the border into Slovenia, to a valley where the emerald Soca River flows – one of the most primitive and incredibly beautiful valleys I had ever seen. After a lunch of prosciutto, cheese, and red wine, we drove to the stream with the intention of catching a specimen of the native marble trout. I was not deterred by the sign next to which Johannes had parked his Land Rover – a fish with a red X over it, the universal sign for no fishing – but when I went to get my fly rod from the back of the car, Johannes shook his head.


He proceeded to put on a full-body wetsuit, hood and all, and walked, with his fins, to the edge of the stream. Within thirty seconds of jumping into the ice-cold and crystal-clear pool, he surfaced with a small marble trout cradled in his neoprene gloves, then let it slip back into the water. How could I have anticipated a man who fishes for trout with his hands?


The following day, before my train left for Paris, I told Johannes I would like to join him on his next expedition in search of trout. He said, ‘I might go to Turkey next summer, maybe to Albania.’


‘That would be fine,’ I told him.


So in the summer of 1996 Johannes, his wife, Ida, and I embarked on a month-long trip that would take us from St. Veit to Trieste, Italy, by ferry to Igoumenitsa, Greece; through Turkey to the borders of Georgia, Iran, and Iraq; around to Greece again; to Macedonia, Serbia, Bosnia, Croatia, and Slovenia; and then back to Austria.


In our pursuit of trout we sometimes had a vague reference to follow, such as a stream mentioned in a biological paper published in Italian at the beginning of the century. Mostly, though, we followed Johannes’s instincts and our own knowledge of where trout might live. We drove through mountain regions, stopped by clear streams, and used a thermometer to see if they were cold enough to support trout.


A wild-trout population requires, among other things, clean, well-oxygenated water that is typically between 52º and 72º Fahrenheit, and a stream bed with suitable spawning habitat. Such fragile, pristine ecosystems are becoming harder and harder to find. In the ten years that Johannes has been traveling to Turkey in pursuit of trout, he has seen entire populations wiped out by fishermen using explosives or nets, and stream beds silted in by road construction. He predicts that in twenty years few native trout will survive in Turkey.


In many of the countries where we traveled, there were no apparent fishing regulations. Even where regulations did exist, they were not enforced: the people there were more concerned with their immediate survival than with the future of their environment. Still, Johannes said the eight or so years of war that had devastated Bosnia, Serbia and Croatia had allowed trout populations to recover, since people had been hiding in their basements instead of fishing.


We found trout in all the countries we visited and in about half the streams we fished. The fish we caught were primarily brown trout (Salmo trutta), although we also caught flathead trout in southern Turkey (Salmo platycephalus) and marbled trout (Salmo marmoratus).


The more traveling we did and the more trout we saw, the more I began to realize that the naming process I was accustomed to was limited in describing variations of fish. The brown trout in every drainage differed significantly in their colors and their spots; sometimes the trout in different streams within the same drainage had different coloration and different spots.


The most beautiful trout we saw were in western Turkey, not more than eight miles from the Mediterranean coast. The paper that had been written by the Italian biologist mentioned this stream and the brown trout that inhabited it. We were staying in the town of Akcay, with a German couple who were friends of Johannes and Ida. One morning Johannes and I navigated the dirt roads through a grove of ancient, twisted olive trees and down a steep slope to the banks of the stream. The lower reaches of the stream were nearly dry, but in the headwaters, which ran through the olive orchard, the stream was remarkably pristine and cold. It was there that we caught some of the most colorful brown trout I had ever seen: bright-yellow sides, purple parr marks, and large red-and-black spots. All the fish had a peculiar oblong black spot above and behind each eye, which, from above, resembled another eye.


I fished with my fly rod and then joined Johannes, diving into the cold water. That afternoon, just miles from where we had caught the trout, we dived with our masks and snorkels in the warm Mediterranean and watched colorful little fish dart in and out of rock crevices.


Johannes’s favorite river was the Krka, a crystal-clear, spring-fed stream in Croatia. This was the first time since the war began that Johannes had been to the Krka. He said there were many more trout now than on his previous trips – and larger ones – because much of the river was fenced off, owing to land mines. Along paths and roads, signs pointed to the ground, warning: MINE. We were cautious, using only well-worn paths to the stream. At one point we lowered ourselves off a bridge into the water and dived for the trout without touching the bottom. We saw brown trout that looked to be upward of seven or eight pounds, as well as a fish Johannes identified as the softmouth trout (Salmothymus obtusirostris). Softmouth trout live in only one other stream – the Buna River, in Bosnia, which we also visited. They are characterized by a slight overbite, presumably to facilitate feeding on insects on the river bottom. They had black spots, like brown trout, and silver and gold sides.


Our itinerary had been planned by Johannes, but at one point I asked if we could make a detour. I wanted to fish the stream in Greece that Claudius Aelian had written about eighteen centuries ago. Johannes told me before we began our trip that what appears in Aelian’s text as the Astraeos River is actually the Aliakmon River. Johannes had caught trout, though very few, in tributaries of the Aliakmon. I tied the same fly that Aelian described – using ruby-colored wool and two cock’s feathers – but when we reached the Aliakmon, it had been replaced by a maze of irrigation ditches diverting water from its main stem. We continued our journey and searched several tributaries of the Aliakmon near the town of Tripotamos (meaning three rivers in Greek). The water in one of the tributaries was clear, cold and trouty, and I cast my ruby-wool fly in all the likely spots, but we saw no fish. It was one of many examples during our trip of how the encroachment of human civilization has been detrimental to the survival of trout.


In its prime, I imagine, the Aliakmon must have looked something like the Vodomatis. Located near the town of Vikos-Aoos, in north-western Greece by the mountains of the Albanian border, the Vodomatis was emerald-tinged, clear and cold. Its brown trout were large, 16 to 20 inches. Their subspecies name, dentex – meaning ‘tooth’ – derives from their long teeth. Johannes told me that they were similar to the Aliakmon fish.
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