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FOREWORD

by Ann Beattie

 


 


 


This amazing book is a memoir in miniature,
equally suited to being read from behind the pulpit or tucked into
the pocket of a fishing shirt. It’s like coming upon a footbridge
just when you need to cross the river. The water below, sometimes
shallow, sometimes deep, always holds possibilities that are right
there in front of you, while—in the hands of this magician
writer—simultaneously escaping on the current of metaphor.

Brook Trout and the Writing Life is
three books in one—a beautifully tied, totally convincing fly of a
book, woven from several strands: marriage and fatherhood; being a
writer; being a fisherman. I don’t fish and I’m not a parent; I
love words for their ability to allow the writer to describe one
thing, while conjuring up other levels of awareness. How precisely
and evocatively language serves the writer’s cosmos of associations
here: what he wants us to sense on the surface, and what
information is conveyed deeper down. Writing about fishing: “The
line made a lovely shape in the air, at once serpentine and
hopeful.” We are reading about the fishing line, but it’s also a
pun: Stories proceed by the extension of lines.

The combination of unexpectedly paired words
(“serpentine” and “hopeful”) is obviously disjunctive. The reader
conjures up the serpent in the Garden of Eden, with all that
connotes; the person who loves paradox will delight in the idea
that something snakelike can also bring hope. In spite of our
tendency to recoil from a snake, this one is projected upon and
humanized into being “hopeful.” Read the sentence as expressing the
possibility that the snake, itself, is hopeful; read it, also, as a
personal observation: Although my fishing line is like a snake, I,
the perceiver, am hopeful. Either way, it’s an amazing sentence
that expresses many possibilities, using so few words.

Midway through his beautiful and often quoted
poem, “Epilogue,” Robert Lowell interrupts his eloquently stated
thoughts and invokes some skepticism about himself: “Yet why not
say what happened?” speaks to writers’ frustration at what they
strive to do. (Even dystopian visions, their creators would fairly
maintain, are “what happened.”) It comes so unexpectedly, though;
it seems that in the moment of creating, Lowell could not in good
conscience continue. When we read, we usually assume we are
receiving—or about to receive—a revelation about something, not
that that thing is being obscured or disguised. Yet what writer
isn’t aware that poetry or prose is a mask: In bedazzling, the
aesthetic veneer can also conveniently hide the writer. Writers do
write to reveal, but also—quite subconsciously, sometimes—to
protect themselves. Think of how many writers have said that if not
for the act of writing, they would not have discovered—often, at
considerable personal expense—previously unarticulated, sometimes
painful truths.

It seems to me that Craig Nova, one of the
most distinctive voices and visionaries in American fiction, works
close to the bone, but never forgets to see things from afar. When
he describes his process of tying a fly, our own fingers cramp with
tension; when he casts his line, we become that line, flying over
the water’s uncertain surface.

There is a lot of physicality about fishing,
but lest fishing become fetishized, the writer tells us: “One of
the things you learn is that some materials, like rabbit fur, when
wet, have a movement that is lifelike and suggests anxiety, or at
least the desire to get its business done quickly.” The writing is
so immediate, activates so many of our senses, that smiling as we
read the concluding words of the sentence comes as an extra bonus:
Wait a minute; this guy’s got a sense of humor!

One of my favorite small stories within the
text is about Craig’s awareness that as he’s fishing, a woman sits
on her porch, without expression, shelling peas, involved in her
own precise activity; eventually other people arrive and depart,
fooled by Craig’s fishing a predictably bounteous stream with no
bait; aware that he’s being observed, he doesn’t want them to
discover his sure-thing fishing spot. It’s only when the ruse
works, and they leave, that the woman waves to him.

That moment is so nice: It isn’t elaborated
upon; no dialogue follows. She communicates by a signal, nonverbal
shorthand for a lot of things she’s observed that have been going
on. She becomes, in effect, interchangeable with a writer: This is
exactly what writers do, when they come up with the perfect gesture
to define or explain their character. In nonfiction, Joan Didion is
one of the real masters. In fiction, Hemingway. We are so rarely
solitary, even trekking through the woods, even fishing, let alone
near enough to civilization that someone might acknowledge us, in
her own good time, in her own equally valid reality, with a
wave.

Still, privacy remains an integral part of
Americans’ self-definition, in spite of the fact that we spend so
much of our lives among others, whether it be in airport transport
vans, or in the crowded pleasure-dome cafés of New York’s Upper
West Side. Along with all the frantic markers for Having a Good
Time, though, comes a predictable ebb tide that is the impulse
toward solitude. From Natty Bumppo through Easy Rider, our
guides slip the knot of acceptance that binds them to a notion of
what a person is supposed to do. The romantic ideal of escaping
society’s constraints is represented by Dennis Hopper and Peter
Fonda, speeding through all that empty land; we go on “retreats” to
rethink our priorities; we visualize—and when we do, how often do
we imagine joining some official or unofficial parade, as opposed
to partaking of something more placid, such as sitting on the beach
at sunset?

William James: “The intellectual life of man
consists almost wholly in his substituting a conceptual order for
the perceptual order in which his experience originally comes.” We
write our own stories, retrospectively substituting intentionality
for chance. When Craig Nova observes mountain peaks that have “a
color like the tip of a soldering iron,” the description instantly
sears our senses: vision; touch. We register pain. As with the
snake, we draw back from danger, though this moment eventually
devolves into a more neutral view. Yet once we’ve been branded, we
know those peaks’ power, as well as their usual/unusual postcard
colorfulness.

This way of making us observe says something
about the way Craig Nova sees the world, and about the way he
wishes to reveal it: At its most extreme, and also at its most
lovely, the two states exist in constant tension with one another.
As a writer, to have the dual impulse to stand back and consider
the unexpected nimbus that surrounds the ordinary, as well as to
transform that seemingly unremarkable observation convincingly
through words and their qualities of ambiguity, allusion, and
inherent poetry, is an amazing—even daring—accomplishment.
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Preface

 


 


It has been twelve years since Brook Trout
and the Writing Life was originally published, and while I am
reluctant to come out of the shadows where all writers exist in the
books they write, I think it might be a good idea to make a couple
of comments for this new edition. The first thing I want to face up
to is what I left out of the original edition and have included
here. For example, you’ll find the best fishing story I know which
took place on the Williams River, where a woman was shelling peas
on her front porch while I fished a pool in front of her house.

Of course, this book was never really about
fishing. I meant it to be about people I cared about and about the
passage of time. And surely, where time is concerned, I know more
about that now and how it flows, or grinds, on everything, or just
about everything and everyone. So, what have I learned in these
twelve years? Or what is the essence of this thing, time, that we
notice only by its effects?

I think the way to face this is to mention
some of the things that have happened to the people mentioned in
this book. One of them, a bush pilot, Jack McPhee, was killed, as I
understand it, in an accident in his plane. I never felt more safe
and more comfortable in an airplane than when I was flying with
Jack, and I am sure, as I am sure of nothing else, that Jack did
everything humanly possible to save the plane and himself and that
he did so with the cool, precise, inspiring air that he used to do
just about everything. So one of the things I have learned about
the passage of time is that people you care about can disappear,
and when they do, they leave a hole that is impossible to fill. For
me, at least, when I am with a friend, I am a little different than
I am with other people, and I only get to be this way when I am
with this particular friend. It is a gift that someone you care
about gives to you. These people let you be more the way you want
to be, just by being with them. The hard lesson, as a Buddhist
would say, is that when one of these friends dies he takes some of
you with him, if only because you discover, with a sort of
amazement, that the person you got to be when you were with the
friend who died is gone.

This may sound elegiac, particularly where
Jack is concerned, and I guess it is, but something else is lurking
around in all this and it is a lesson that time teaches, which is
living in the moment with people you care about is one of the
keenest pleasures of life. I see this as a matter of letting go, of
not planning or thinking ahead, but just forgetting the future and
the past and being there in the moment. This is why, of course,
fishing with friends is such a good thing to do. You are on the
stream, and the water flows by. A fish rises. What did it take? Was
that a caddisfly? A mayfly? What variety? Are the fish taking the
fly just below the surface. Have you got an emerger to fish in the
film? Well, when you are thinking this way, you don’t have time to
worry about the usual barbed wire of life.

This is just part of the lesson of time, and
I realize that among other omissions in this short book, one of
them was the number of friends who exist in the shadows of Brook
Trout and the Writing Life in the same way the author does, but
I’d like to say that they were right there, and that without them
the writing life and the fishing life, too, would have been vastly
impoverished. For instance, John Irving is someone I have been able
to depend on for thirty-five years, and when I was being threatened
by an extortionist and was going around in a bullet-proof vest,
John was the one I turned to.

Writers only have friends. Publishers and
agents come and go, they blow hot and then they blow cold. When you
are on your way up, publishers and agents are great friends, but
when you are on the way down (which happens just as often as when
you are on the way up . . . the entire operation has the shape of a
sine curve), publishers and agents don’t know you as well and
aren’t as friendly as when the New York Times has just given
you a rave review. John has never been that way. You don’t meet
many people like that, and so I wanted to say that he was in the
background and helped me maintain the attitude, one of giving
thanks, that went into this book in the first place.

And the same is true of Howard Mosher. In
fact, one of the stories I left out is one that I heard from
Howard. He was fishing a stream in northern Vermont. He had cast
across and quartering downstream. The fly line was floating on the
water. A trout took the fly and went straight down. It seemed like
a big fish, and Howard was playing it carefully, but he couldn’t
quite understand what was happening. He was holding the fly rod
pretty high and not putting too much pressure on the leader, and as
he did this the fish kept going down. It appeared that the fish had
found a hole, in a Vermont trout stream, that was forty-five or
fifty feet deep. Now, anyone who has fished a stream in Vermont
knows that this is an unlikely possibility. Still, the fish kept
right on sinking. Howard stood there and looked around. Could this
be? He had seen a fair amount of odd things on a stream, so he
wasn’t ready to dismiss this as some kind of delusion. He edged
closer to the place where the line disappeared under the water and
found that it had gone over a barely submerged log. And so while it
looked as though the fish was going straight down, it was in fact
just swimming away.

In the
odd-things-on-the-stream-that-I-left-out department, I would like
to add this. A fishing guide I know was once in central Vermont
where he slowly worked his way upstream. He cast a fly to likely
looking water and let it drift over a pool near some fast water,
and he went about this in a sort of casual way, since he was
fishing for fun, that is without a client. So, the fly drifted over
a likely place, and as it did, a woman’s blouse came downstream. It
was white, and barely floated. He picked it up, rung it out, and
put it on the bank. He cast again, into that same spot, but a piece
of women’s lingerie floated along, too. Then a pair of blue jeans,
and a pair of women’s underwear. For each item, the guide picked it
up, rung it out, and put it on the bank. He then noticed that a
man’s shirt floated through the same run, then a pair of men’s blue
jeans and some boxer shorts. He rung those out, too, and left them
on the bank.

For a while, nothing more came downstream.
The guide kept fishing, writing the entire thing off as another one
of those unexplained items. He changed flies, waded slowly and
quietly upstream, and came upon a man and a woman, at the edge of a
field, engaged in, well, I will leave this to the reader’s
imagination. And, of course, the guide was left in a dilemma.
Should he tap them on the shoulder, perhaps with the tip of a fly
rod, and say, “Excuse me. But your clothes are downstream?” Should
he wait until they were done? But that seemed intrusive and too
much like a voyeur. Should he just go upstream and leave these two,
who would find themselves like Adam and Eve, just cast out of Eden?
Well, the guide was a polite and practical man (most guides are
practical, since they have to be to survive) and I am sure he found
a way to help these two without embarrassing them. At least not too
much.

I guess if I had been in those circumstances,
if I had been the one who had found the clothes, I would have gone
back to pick them up, and then thrown them over the bushes, without
saying a word, in the same way that Diogenes, after a philosophical
discussion that had defined man as a featherless biped, went to the
market, bought a chicken, plucked it, and threw it over the wall
where the discussion had taken place.

I left out another item, which I think I
should mention here. I went to Austria to fish the Traun and the
Steyer, and I stayed in a hotel in Gmunden. The Steyer is a stream
in the mountains and is the color of crème de menthe, not to
mention that it is stiff with trout and grayling. The hotel was one
of those places where the people who work there gather mushrooms in
the morning and then use them in the cooking for the evening’s
dinner. But, one afternoon when I was at the hotel, a wedding
reception took place in the garden. I looked down from my room at
the bride and groom, who seemed to glow with a variety of
hopefulness. They didn’t have a band, but they did play old
American rock and roll. And so I sat, above the lovely garden, and
listened to “In the Still of the Night,” “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,”
“Only You,” and other songs like these. My wife had been sick and
hadn’t been able to make the trip. But the songs were associated
with earlier times, and that first heat that rises between two kids
who are dancing cheek to cheek. That moment of listening to these
songs, which seems to be a lot of what this book is about—the
passage of time, affection, a sense of being momentarily outside
time—should be mentioned.

Of course, in the passage of time, I found
other places, such as Montana, where the landscape has that rare
quality of being precisely as one imagined it, and better, too, in
an odd way, since its beauty is made all the more keen because of a
harshness (rattlesnakes, the intensity of the winters, grizzly
bears), and the fishing is different, more demanding but still
gives that same sense of living in the moment. Bob DeMott, another
old friend who I am going to bring out of the shadows, and I fished
a spring creek there where the fish, one afternoon, seemed to be
having just as much fun with us as we were with them.

This book was originally written to see what
I could get out of compressing twenty years of writing books,
having kids, and fishing into a few pages. As to what this did,
well, I will leave that to the reader. But this treatment of time
naturally leads me to the question I asked at the beginning of this
short introduction. That is, What did I learn in the dozen or so
years since this book was first published?
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