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    Advance Praise for


    Graced by Waters


    “John Dietsch brings us this unique collection of stories overflowing with wisdom about grief, healing, and recovery all entwined with his intimate relationship with the river.”


    —Robert F. (“Bobby”) Kennedy, Jr.


    “Dietsch manages to spring free the dusty wonder of our lives on the edge of such mystical waters and holy places—for one more precious glimpse at an evening rise—before the noche obscura of our forgetting shuts that door forever.


    —Paul VanDevelder, author of Coyote Warrior,
nominated for a Pulitzer Prize and American Book Award


    “A stunningly honest and soulful work, Graced by Waters cuts to the conscience of angling. Many of us turn to the river for solitude, yet at the same time, concede that we never really feel alone on the water. John’s writing helps to understand why that is.”


    —Kirk Deeter, editor-in-chief Trout Media/
editor-at-large, Field & Stream


    “Dietsch’s book, Graced by Waters, showcases Mother Nature’s wonderful ability to heal her broken children making them whole again. I know well…. I am one of them!”


    —Andy Mill, olympian, five-time Gold Cup Tarpon Champion, and
author of A Passion for Tarpon


    “John Dietsch has created a tribute to moving water that flows like Chopin’s nocturnes: timeless, transcendent, curative, universal. By turns humorous and harrowing, this luminous work is a compelling meditation on what draws us to the pulse of clear, trout-brimmed streams, and what we might learn between the banks with our own bent and dappled reflections.”


    —Richard Bangs, author of The Lost River and
Rivergods


    “Graced by Waters is a powerful reverie on Nature as both a teacher and a guide, an inseparable aspect of our humanity, and, if we allow it to be, our salvation. Dietsch’s prose flows with the same clarity and grace as the rivers he describes, inviting us to reflect on our timeless and transcendent connection with water and to absorb the wisdom it provides.”


    —Chris Kresser, M.S., New York Times bestselling
author of The Paleo Cure


    “As Norman Maclean wrote in his novella A River Runs Through It, ‘Eventually all things merge into one and a river runs through it.’ John, who supervised those memorable scenes in the film version of the story, reminds us that all currents converge only if and when we are willing to become open to the possibility that there is something greater than ourselves at work below the surface…I still laugh and cry out loud when I read these stories! Bravo!”


    —Nicole Darland, founding principal, Master Nymph/NymphMaster and
host of Fly Fisherman TV


    “John Dietsch brilliantly brings to his readers the magic and healing power of nature: the process of fly fishing as a transformational healing force that is often dismissed as a ‘hobby’….The power of water in eastern philosophy is healing and the West has lost this perspective. John reminds all of us that healing is always within our reach if we stop long enough to enjoy our river of life.”


    —Dr. Stephan B. Poulter, Ph.D, clinical psychologist and author of seven books,
The Shame Factor—Heal Your Deepest Fears and Set Yourself Free
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    FOR MY PARENTS


    Thank you for sharing your love of storytelling and nature––
and demonstrating that love, itself, is eternal.


    In the memory of brothers


    Alfred Kresser Dietsch
August 5th,1956—February 1st, 1993


    Paul Stuart Dietsch
June 16th,1963—July 27th, 1972


    I will always love you.

  


  
    



    “Something within fishermen tries to make fishing into a world perfect and apart.”


    —Norman Maclean

    A River Runs Through It


    Grief never ends

But it changes

It’s a passage

Not a place to stay

Grief is not a sign of weakness

Nor a lack of faith

It’s the price of love


    —Unknown


    “Nature is often overlooked as a healing balm for the emotional hardships (of childhood).”


    —Richard Louv


    Last Child in the Woods
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    FOREWORD



    Holy Waters



    by Paul VanDevelder,

    Pulitzer Prize-nominated author


    There was a time not so long ago when the Northern Rockies, in general, and Missoula, Montana, in particular, marked the center of the universe for me and a lucky tribe of miscreants, vagabonds, and aimless sojourners in search of a new place to call home in the great American outback. We arrived at our various destinations in all manner of dilapidated conveyances that bristled with skis, shotguns, fly rods, pets, and bright shiny dreams recently minted by our formal induction into adulthood. From Colorado to the Canadian border, the myriad watersheds that flowed to the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean seemed a good place to land, as good as any we’d seen; the home of cheap food, beautiful girls who could gut an elk, easy bail money, and mountain streams boiling with trout. You could make a life for yourself here, and from a high place on a clear day, you could even make out the contours of your next one.


    Of course, that was back before it was discovered by Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and the wannabe lit set, but that’s another story. One evening, when all things Montana were still wild and woolly, the great mystery novelist Jim Crumley asked me, “Why do you think we always come back to this place?”


    I’d asked myself that question plenty of times. Jim wasn’t fishing for an answer as much as he was articulating a paradox, so I floated one past him for the heck of it: “Because it’s what we have instead of happy childhoods. We’re all children, and children need safe places to go where they can fish and raise hell and hide out from the world when they’re not busy changing it.”


    He flashed that inimitable Crumley grin. “That’s a keeper.”


    My personal Montana story begins on a pastoral spring afternoon in St. Louis, Missouri. I was walking across campus to class when my favorite English professor flagged me down with a breathless request.


    “My mother-in-law just broke her ankle, I’ve gotta deal with it, can you pick up a poet at the airport this afternoon and be his host over the weekend?”


    Life can throw you breaking sliders that change the arc of personal history in an unbidden flash of grace. James Welch, a Blackfeet Indian, was in his late twenties. He had an endearing warm reserve and a velvety soft voice. Instant friendship. We drank whiskey straight out of the bottle on the banks of the Missouri River and watched the moon rise over the barge traffic. When he loosened up he told me about Montana and shared a few jagged pieces of his life story from the desolate “high line” reservation where he spent much of his childhood, the very material that would make him a singular Native American voice in American literature. And famous.


    “You should come out and see Missoula for yourself,” he urged me. “You’ll like it. Good things are happening there.”


    James had just published Riding the Earthboy 40, his collection of poems that permanently expanded the boundaries of the known world of American poetry, and when he read them aloud in the twilight that following Monday, I’d never heard the English language do those things. I mailed my transfer application to the University of Montana, in Missoula, the following week.


    In addition to sitting at the confluence of great trout rivers, Missoula had grown from a rendezvous site during the heyday of the nineteenth-century fur trade into a quaint little drinking town with two railroads and a fishing problem in the twentieth. It was the natural home of the grifter, the outsider, the flim-flam artist and con man, nomadic pool sharks, gamblers on the lam from bail bondsmen and process servers, ski bums, trust fund outlaws, and not a few professional students. Perfect home ground for a bunch of misfit writers looking for cheap digs on society’s colorful fringe. Points of origin, as if any of that mattered, were planets with other names, and somehow, one by one, our various paths landed us in a town on the edge of nowhere. Paradise found. It was the first place I ever called “home.”


    For a time there, we were the loose sand that didn’t stick to the glue when you made a sand map of the nation and shook it sideways. All of that semi-civilized detritus landed in Missoula, in particular, and the Northern Rockies, in general. That was us, the youthful intelligencia in exile from Berkeley, California to Madison, Wisconsin, and all parts in between, storming the ramparts of the Rockies. The apparatchik of local governance might well have hung an asterisk beneath the “Welcome To Missoula” sign on the road into town at Harold’s Club, reading: “Normal codes of decorum and behavior governing human activity are neither observed nor enforced inside city limits.”


    Looking back from the vantage point of a new millennium, those years seem far too bawdy and imaginative (and faintly surreal) to describe in detail without taxing credulity. Ken Kesey, Hunter S. Thompson, Tom McGuane, Jim Harrison, Bud Guthrie, Wendell Berry, Anthony Burgess, and Truman Capote were among the wordsmiths who regularly cycled through town to drink, fish, and partake of the hilarity, while locals like Norman Maclean, Jim Crumley, Max Crawford, K. Ross Toole, Richard Hugo, William Kittredge, Jim Welch, Bill Vaughn, Peter Stark, Bryan Di Salvatore, Dorothy Johnson, Rick DeMarinis, and Steven Krauzer were imbuing the entire region with a reputation for wild-ass literary respectability. That wild-ass respectability usually involved some combination of golf clubs, fishing rods, canoes, side-by-side shotguns, rafts, hunting dogs, big coolers, borrowed cars, siphon hoses, rubber checks, and police, and there was never any way of knowing where we would end up, break down, or run out of luck, booze, money, food, or jokes, out in the high, wide, and lonesome.


    What made the carnival work was good-natured grown-up townies and law enforcement officials who possessed a high tolerance for delinquent behavior and good-natured zaniness. It didn’t take much to survive in style. A Pell Grant and food stamps comprised first-class tickets to the finest fishing water in the “lower 48.” We were nothing if not resourceful, and now that the statute of limitations has lapsed, what seems faintly amazing is how utterly banal it all was, working as smoothly as a Swiss watch until that inevitable day that it didn’t.


    The credits were still running on A River Runs Through It when the gentile set arrived with their Orvis fishing rods and Lexuses and started building ten-thousand-square-foot starter castles on blue-ribbon trout streams. That heralded a new day, for sure, and those of us with Zebco reels and Volkswagens didn’t quite know what to make of it. Somebody at the Chamber of Commerce decided the town’s image needed a facelift and an attitude adjustment. Fast. Enter: fern bars and wine boutiques. Gentrification hit us like a white-out blizzard at a July picnic.


    But truth be told, we knew it was coming. We knew all along. “You know, this isn’t gonna last forever,” I told my friend Paul one beautiful summer evening as we drove home from a day of fishing size 22 Royal Humpies on our favorite stream in the Mission Mountains. It was destined to change, but then again, so were we. Stretches of blue-ribbon trout streams that we fished during our halcyon years of “early retirement” would soon be lined with anglers from all over the world hoping to land some of that Montana magic. “One of these days it’s gonna end,” I told him. “They’re gonna find us, and the party is gonna be over.”


    We were two six-packs deep into a day of glorious vistas, primordial silence, and suicidal cutthroats. He nodded. We drove along watching the light dance on the backside of the Rattlesnake Range.


    “We’ve had a good run at it, though,” he said after a while as he cracked another beer. “Come what may, a river’s still gonna run through it.”


    And so it does, as this little book of stories attests. And despite the mess we make of human enterprise on all fronts, it bears remembering that the protagonist in all epic tales that are truly American is the land itself, that unmapped landscape of paradoxes where boundless optimism and limitless possibility run up against a bulwark of human appetites and stubborn desires, against betrayal, revenge, and, with a little luck, a measure of redemption. If you look closely, you’ll almost always find water moving through that landscape, and a lone angler tying on a fresh fly in the magic hour light. Somehow, Dietsch manages to spring free the dusty wonder of our lives on the edge of such mystical waters and holy places—for one more precious glimpse at an evening rise—before the noche obscura of our forgetting shuts that door forever.

  


  
    Preface



    “In the beginning there was a river. The river became a road and the road branched out to the whole world. And because the road was once a river it was always hungry.”


    ―Ben Okri


    The path that follows a river to the heart transforms men and restores them. It takes vigilance to be totally alive; to step into this river is to seek a life in the present, and to seek a life in the present is to be graced by waters.


    The more I fly fish, the more I discover its rich ability to boil down life’s most complex problems into the simplest of truths. Like life, the river is constantly changing. As Heraclitus said around 500 BC, “No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he is not the same man.” Stepping into the river is indeed a unique moment each time, filled with anticipation and promise; nothing stays the same. Norman Maclean, author of the novella A River Runs Through It, wrote, “Under the rocks are the words, and some of them are theirs.” These are the voices of our ancestors, and if we learn how to listen, they can transform our hearts.


    I don’t pretend to be a metaphysical guru, psychologist, or priest; I am a sober fisherman who has been wading through waters since he was small boy. Standing as much as I have, in rivers and other bodies of water, I have noticed that when I am very quiet, listening to the cadence of the river, watching the pull of the tide, casting to the count of the metronome in my mind or simply observing the microcosm of life that surrounds me, I become part of waters! In these moments of clarity, I am reminded that we are always, and we always have been, in exactly the right place at exactly the right time; truly, there is no other place to be than where we are at any given moment. This is the greatest lesson from waters: presence. My craft of fly fishing has taught me to observe what I see in nature and to apply it to everything in life. I believe that contained within the river and the sea is sacred energy, a power greater than ourselves. This source of life that reveals itself to us in unending lessons of discovery, healing, and renewal has often been referred to throughout time as God.*


    Like many of you, I have lost loved ones. I ask the same age-old questions about all those who have come before regarding all those who will follow. Where do we go, and from where do we come? Stepping into the river I am always reminded that there is an entire world to be explored beneath the surface. Being on the water gives us unique insight into The Great Mystery, whether it is the tiny mayfly, who goes through several iterations in its twenty-four-hour life cycle only to lay its eggs in the same spot where it was originally born, or the massive steelhead, born from a remote freshwater stream, who swims thousands of miles back and forth across the Pacific ocean only to return and spawn in the same stretch of ancestral creek.


    Interacting with these magic circles of life enriches our own and enlightens our perception. Quite simply, the art of fly fishing has helped me to pierce the veil of fear and to have faith in what I cannot see or understand; it is only without fear that we create the courage to listen, tune into our deepest intuition, become inspired, and ultimately make that cast into the unknown! As one of my mentors once told me, we can only catch a fish when our line is on the water, not floating in the air.


    So what was I fishing for when I wrote the stories in this book? Frankly, when I began this process, over seven years ago, I could not see the wound that lay beneath the surface. I barely felt it tapping on my line as I plumbed the dark water; what I considered to be a grotesque creature lay hidden in the depths waiting to be transformed into something beautiful.


    Like fishing, my writing required me to have courage and faith: to sit for thousands of hours discovering, discerning, and discarding. However, it was not until I wrote the final story in this anthology that I recognized the deep trauma that had been at the core of my yearning to understand: Why do I need to fish like I do?


    As Maclean says, “How can a question be answered that asks a lifetime of questions?” My question, too, was like the one Norman asked in relation to his brother Paul’s untimely death: Do you think I could have helped him?


    For me, writing these stories down was like peeling layers from an onion, each story drilling deeper and deeper into the core of my life story. Suddenly, I realized that I had spent years avoiding my seminal story of brotherhood: about my own brother Paul’s death and how I blamed myself for his passing all these years. It wasn’t until seven days before the book was due to the publisher that I sat down to write the final story and recognized how all these years my soul had been displaced, even outside of my own body. All these years I had been fishing for a connection, and suddenly I found it. I knew that Maclean had waited until he was in his seventies to write about his brother Paul’s death. Before that, it was too painful, he said. I still have a couple of decades left, I told myself. Until then, it will be too painful.


    Perhaps I heard a whisper within the gentle coursing of the river: Of course, you wrote these stories for a reason: You are being asked to share your grief so that others can permit themselves to explore their own. After seven years of writing, I went back to where I first fished, and struck gold; I discovered that my Angel with a Perfect Heart has been with me my entire life. He is part of what I have sensed all these years when graced by waters: His were among the words under the rocks.


    It wasn’t until the end of my writing process that I recognized I was asking the wrong questions. I had become like a detective turning over thousands of rocks trying to find the right words for the answer, to no avail. So I went back to the original question I asked: Why do I need to fish like I do? And the answer I got back was quite revealing: it turns out that neuroscience has discovered that the best therapy for childhood trauma is play, and what better form of play than fishing? Play is typically engaged in more for enjoyment and recreation than practical purpose. It takes us back to our days as children when romping in streams, fields, and neighborhoods was undertaken for pure pleasure and discovery. Most adults have lost their ability to play, but now even medical science is proving the essential need for play in our lives, especially those of us who suffered childhood trauma. After writing this book, I have come to see that my obsessive need to play and my passion for fishing all these years may have even saved my life.


    In the beginning, I learned from my mentor how to tie a fly to the line and cast it. At first, I could not see. I had to train my mind to perceive what I could not, looking for something hidden beneath the surface. At first I was illiterate. However, once I knew the basic vocabulary of the river I could begin to read it. When I knew what to look for, the signs were everywhere, and suddenly what used to look like barren water revealed itself to me. Slowly, I began to interpret its currents, and the river rewarded me for my wisdom: not just a fish to the net, but a connection to the natural and supernatural as pure and intangible as the river itself.


    At first, as a beginner, I made lots of mistakes. I struggled to let go of that incessant chatter in my head insisting “you failed”; however, when I surrendered to the moment, I discovered that my struggle often had a dividend: insight. It seemed to be born from the Zen-like focus I developed from the repetitive motion of fly casting while single-mindedly concentrating on my fly as it floated down the river. Failure became essential for learning and eventually led to success: first one fish then another and another. Success required me to focus at a higher level, letting go of doubt, using stealth, and placing the fly artfully just above my intended target so it would float down naturally with the current. I had no chance of connecting with what I could not see unless I had the courage to explore the depths, trained with diligence, and employed skillful means to approach the unknown. Perhaps the same can be said of our souls.


    Grief leads to forgiveness, forgiveness leads to acceptance, and acceptance leads to faith: belief in the face of credible doubt.


    Wading on this side of the river can be precarious. Because the pools and runs here on this side are deeper, they often feel more numinous. Don’t be fooled by the illusion of safety projected by the shallows on the far side! Exploring the deepest pools in the river is not without risk, but this is where we fish for what was lost.


    As frightening as the depths may seem, the biggest risk of all is choosing not to wade this side of the river, then looking back some day in regret, having wished that we had had the courage to wade and fish its most challenging pools. For most, the shallows on the opposite bank, where minions can be seen casting, provide a constant illusion that the catching must be better elsewhere. However, staying in the process of fishing always brings more results than daydreaming about the catch. On this side of the river, it is better to have fished and failed than to have never fished at all.


    Even if we get what we think we came for, holding onto something we love as though it is ours to keep forever, we must let it go. In the end we must let go of everything. This is the universal law of catch and release: Nothing really belongs to us except our capacity to love.


    I believe this is the message contained in the melodic whispers of each coursing eddy and rolling wave. Waters speak their own language; the more time we spend fishing, the more likely we are to find words under the rocks, perhaps from our loved ones, that speak to our hearts. These are the lessons I have learned from rivers. They remind us that we are them and they are us; we are all graced by waters.


    *A note about the word “God”: When I set out writing these stories about my connection to waters, I did not intend to use the word God. Using the word God will alienate agnostics, atheists, and anglers, I thought. However, when I tried using other words like Universal Mind, Super Intelligence, Divine Master, or The River, it just didn’t work! The result is that I now use the word God more than sixty times in the book (not counting other references to words like Higher Power, Spirit, and Source). While I don’t want to isolate my description of God to one ineffective sentence, I think I can boil it down to this: the universal power we feel when we recognize how we are all a part of something much greater than our ourselves. To me this describes the very source of waters: our own collective soul. If you still have a challenge with the G-word I might suggest that you translate the term God into Good Orderly Direction: that invisible force that often works in our lives once we recognize that everything, in the end, works out the way it’s supposed to, moment by moment, the same way that water flows, one day at a time.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    Canyon Wisdom

  


  
    In the Canyon of My Brother’s Keeper



    “Many of us would probably be better fishermen if we did not waste so much time watching and waiting for the world to be perfect.”


    ―Norman Maclean


    I recently read about the brother of a murdered soldier, one of many who have been killed in Afghanistan by fellow Afghani army men who suddenly turned on their American counterparts. My first instinct was anger at the senseless murder. As I kept reading, I thought about how emotionally distraught the surviving brother must be over this terrible act of traitor-based terrorism, but when a reporter asked him how he felt about the situation, he answered, “I do not know what was in the heart of the man who killed my brother. I don’t know what he was seeking. Those are things that I am going to have to leave to a Higher Power. If I dwell on it, I let it take over.”


    I have often had the same thoughts since losing both of my brothers. Wondering to myself why this happened to this particular brother in the newspaper article, I realized that I was asking the question to the wrong person; the only one who can answer such questions is God.


    When it comes to matters of providence and loss, my anger often wants to blame God for making the world such a vicious place. Luckily, when I get out to the stream and surround myself with the beauty of nature and the sounds of the divine, my anger over what I have lost dissipates and I see what I have—and it is enough.


    I miss my brothers every day, but it does not mean that I have to shut off remembering them. Perhaps, the initial anger that I had toward my Higher Power for allowing my brothers to die prevented me from seeing that I was powerless over their deaths. Unless I put faith in a power greater than myself regarding those answers, I was doomed to dwell on that question and let it take me over, just as the soldier’s brother warned. Faith is a precious commodity and perhaps the most important element in our lives. We can lose jobs, money, wives, parents, or loved ones and we survive. We can even learn to thrive. If we lose faith, however, we have nothing.


    The story of A River Runs Through It is like the Holy Grail for millions of anglers, and for me it is no different. Its author, Norman Maclean, took nearly his entire lifetime to find the courage to write about the traumatic experience of losing his brother. He was past the age of seventy when he finally sat down to write about his brother’s passing; perhaps it took him that long to process the loss and come to grips with his powerlessness over it. Yet the question throughout his story seems to ask: Was there something more I could have done to prevent my brother from dying?


    At one point in the story Norman writes, “Many of us would probably be better fishermen if we did not waste so much time watching and waiting for the world to be perfect.” The river asks us to accept life on life’s terms, not our own—this is our path no matter how hard it might be to accept—sometimes the giant boulders and washed-out sections seem impossible to cross. We are powerless over factors like weather, water temperature, and any number of catastrophic events that might take place. We are also powerless over what people and fish may or may not do. Life is imperfect and so are we, but the river reminds us that there is a form of perfection in the ever-changing moment that is the process of fishing. Progress, not perfection.


    One time in New Zealand, while making a TV show, I was casting to a double-digit (that is, ten pounds or over) brown trout when the guide and I suddenly saw it sink out of sight. Within two minutes the river started rising rapidly and within a half hour it went up nearly ten feet (which was all caught on camera)! I still blame myself for not catching that fish before the flash flood hit, but the reality is that this kind of thinking is due to excessive pride as though I were God and could influence the flood or the fish.


    “Yet even in the loneliness of the canyon I knew there were others like me that had brothers they did not understand but wanted to help,” Maclean writes. “We are probably those referred to as ‘our brother’s keepers,’ possessed of one of the oldest and possibly one of the most futile and certainly one of the most haunting of instincts. It will not let us go.”


    As a card-carrying member of the “Brother’s Keeper” club, I want to believe that I have the power to save people I love from themselves or from certain demise. Metaphorically, when I can clearly see that they have strayed from the waters I think they should be fishing, I feel it is my duty to straighten them out. Only recently have I come to see that this is not my role. Just like a fish may not take my fly, so may a loved one refuse my help. I have to let go of the results without giving up on the process. I am a good fisherman and hopefully I can allow God to work through me, but only if “I” get out of the way and go with the flow.


    Norman addresses this dilemma by using his brother’s fly fishing as a metaphor. When Norman is catching fish, but his brother Paul is not, Norman writes, “I was thinking of how, when things got tough, my brother looked to get himself out of trouble. He never looked for any flies from me…. I started by thinking, though he was my brother, he was knot headed. I pursued this line of thought back to the Greeks who believed that not wanting any help might even get you killed.”


    In the end, we can offer help but there is never any assurance that someone will accept it; if our help is not sought by someone in trouble, then what? This, perhaps, is the acceptance we need to seek from our own Higher Power: to help us see that we are powerless in this regard. Unless I can detach with love, I am destined to become mired in thinking I can solve someone else’s problem.


    Arguably, Norman’s brother Paul was eventually murdered because of his addiction to gambling. He couldn’t pay his debts and his excessive pride left him unwilling to ask for help. We are led to believe that Paul was killed by an angry bookie. However, the murder was never solved. It is still possible, to this day, that Paul was killed by a random act of violence, like the murdered soldier in the news story I read.


    In all cases of death, the pattern appears to be random. No matter if someone has a drinking, gambling, food, or other addiction that causes his or her demise, whether they die from cancer or a psychological disorder—or suddenly for no apparent reason—we may ask: Was there something we could have done to prevent it from happening? This question is amplified when addiction, disease, or an accident that we think was preventable is the underlying cause of the affliction.


    What do we have power over? Over what or whom are we powerless? Do we have the wisdom to know the difference? Reverend Maclean, Paul’s father, tries to answer this question when he asks:


    “‘Do you think I could have helped [Paul]?’ [my father] asked. Even if I had thought longer, I would have made the same answer. ‘Do you think I could have helped him?’ I answered. We stood in deference to each other. How can a question be answered that asks a lifetime of questions?


    “It is those we live with and love and should know who elude us,” Norman’s father concludes.


    At the end of our long journey, when we reach the terminus of that box canyon where the waters bubble up from eternal springs beneath the tall cliff, it will come down to one thing, and that is, how we loved.


    While wading the river, we pursue things of value. Along the way, we can hopefully be of service by passing our wisdom on to our fellow anglers and others we meet along the way.


    By looking to the skies above, past the immensity of the cliffs surrounding us and the billowing clouds casting shadows on the runs and riffles ahead, we ask for the courage to look below: to go beneath the surface where our eyes cannot see, to give us better perspective on how to navigate the various currents of the river ahead, and perhaps for guidance on where we might cast our line. We ask that our insight from the outside be transformed into our own innate intuition on the inside.


    Along the way, we honor those who have gone before us, knowing that they have now become the river itself; they are magical molecules recycling throughout the earth with a heavenly bond to the Great Creator who will also reclaim our souls when we are called.


    “Eventually all things merge into one and a river runs through it. The river was cut by the world’s great flood and runs over rocks from the basement of time. On some rocks are timeless raindrops. Under the rocks are the words, and some of the words are theirs.


    “I am haunted by waters.”


    —Norman Maclean,

    A River Runs Through It

  


  
    The Fly Fishing Stunt Man1


    It was late in the afternoon in Livingston. As I drove over the pass toward Bozeman, I realized there was no sense scouting locations; dark rain clouds hung over the Gallatin Mountains to the West where I was headed. I turned around and drove back to the set, where Robert Redford and the crew were shooting the scene from A River Runs Through It where Brad Pitt’s character Paul Maclean sits on the courthouse steps and says, “The world is full of bastards, the number increasing rapidly the further one gets from Missoula, Montana.”


    As I approached the set it began to rain. Several grips rushed to cover the film equipment and lights.


    A production assistant came up to me and said that Redford wanted to meet with me in his trailer “ASAP.” The rain had shifted our schedule.


    I had been waiting for this meeting for six weeks—a month and a half of scouting locations on the Blackfoot, Gallatin, and Boulder rivers, teaching the actors to cast, poring over the script, and creating storyboards to make sure the fishing scenes made sense. I placed all this information in my big red notebook…that I left back at the office in Livingston!


    I made a panicked call to have a PA drive the notebook over the pass, which would take at least half an hour. Unprepared and nervous, I walked into the nondescript white trailer.


    “Hey, Bob,” I said. Everyone called Robert Redford “Bob.”


    Redford is much shorter than you might imagine, but what he lacks in height he makes up for in spades with his disarming smile, rugged good looks, and the kind of hair that a balding guy like me covets!


    “Hello,” Bob said, warmly welcoming me into his makeshift office.


    He shifted and producer Patrick Markey, production designer Jon Hutman, and screenwriter Richard Friedenberg scooted over to make room for me at the table. The rain struck the roof with a melodious pitter-patter as Redford talked about the fishing scenes. He had a definite vision and expressed ideas with the kind of grace that made him famous.


    In the film industry, Redford is known for delegating. He and Markey had asked me to mastermind the choreography of the fishing scenes, then basically cut me loose to work with the location department and my assistant Jason Borger. We drew up the storyboards based on the collective vision that Redford and Patrick had for those scenes and from feedback from members of the fly fishing team, including John Bailey from Dan Bailey’s Fly Shop in Livingston, as well as Jerry Siem, who at the time was rod designer for Winston Rod Company.


    Redford always had a general view of how things should look. The various department heads were expected to execute their visions and, as the head of the world’s first fly fishing film department, I knew that the details of his vision would fall into place once I laid out my initial thoughts. Redford was a master filmmaker and I was about to share my ideas with him on perhaps the greatest fly fishing story ever told. It should have been one of the defining moments of my career, except for the fact that my notes were in a car traveling somewhere over Bozeman Pass.


    Time passed quickly as we discussed the scenes and before I knew it, there was a knock on the door. I breathed a sigh of relief when the PA arrived with my notebook just in time.


    Redford then went through the detailed storyboards of each fishing sequence Jason and I had envisioned. Knowing that we planned to shoot the scenes just above Squaw Creek Bridge in Gallatin Canyon, he took our sketches and gave us a more detailed vision for how he wanted the scenes to be shot, suggesting different angles and adding subtext. After going through each scene, he suddenly skipped to the last sequence and looked up at me.


    “Is there anything different we can do with the final fishing scene?” he asked point-blank. “The way it’s written in the book and the script, it’s too much like the other scenes. We need something more exciting.” His voice trailed off.


    A long pause ensued; I knew he was looking for a solution I had yet to consider. I had to think fast. From a dramatic point of view, the problem with the last fishing scene in the book (and the first draft of the screenplay) was the way Norman’s brother Paul catches the large fish while fishing from the far bank; once he lands a big rainbow, he decides to wade across the river in a swift section instead of walking down below and crossing where it is safer. On his way across, he slips and goes under for a moment. For Maclean, it was a subtle way to foreshadow his brother’s impending death. But for Redford it was too subtle, with too little differentiation from the other fishing scenes.


    “It needs to have more of an edge,” he added.


    Then it came to me.


    “What if Paul sees a huge fish just below a rock at the top of a big rapid,” I said with enthusiasm (retelling a fish story told to me by my buddy Thomas Lockie when he swam under a bridge on the Big Hole River to land a trout). “He tries to get a good drift, but the fish won’t take. The fly is dragging because of the swift current between him and the pool where the fish is,” I said, shooting from the hip. “He needs to get closer to get a better drift, so he inches out to the edge of the seam on the rapid, barely holding on. His feet are slipping. Perhaps we see that from down below with an underwater shot,” I conjectured. “By getting right on the edge of the eddy line, he can now keep the rod high enough to keep the leader just above the fast water to get a decent drift. He casts. The fly lands gently….”
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