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Angling is extremely time consuming. That’s sort of the whole point.


THOMAS McGUANE


The Longest Silence: A Life in Fishing


An’ I have no sense of time.


Bob Dylan


“Stuck Inside of Mobile with the Memphis Blues Again”
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Preface





In some ways, I see my life as divided into two parts: before flyfishing and after flyfishing. I didn’t grow up as a flyfisher. I wasn’t even a fisher. If there was meaning in life, I surely hadn’t found it before I first cast a flyrod. I’d been a student radical, a New York cabbie, a pastrami steamer, a pipe organ builder, and a go-go dancer on Mexican television. My introduction to writing professionally was at National Lampoon in the 1970s. Each day, that job entailed a couple of hours tossing off “can-you-top-this?” one-liners with a collection of hilarious and profoundly cynical writers. Most of our work happened at an extended happy hour where I learned that there may not be a limit on a young man’s martini consumption.


And then, in 1976, on a trip to the Yucatán, I found flyfishing. Or, better to say, it felt more like flyfishing found me. On the shores of the Caribbean, just south of the sun-bleached pyramid of Tulum, I chanced upon a row of thatched-roof cabins on a remote spit of land: the Boca Paila Fishing Lodge. It catered to American flyfishers. I was new to angling at the time and had no idea what flyfishing was. During the previous summer, I’d acquired a spinning rod and spent weekends on the Ashokan Reservoir in the Catskills, fruitlessly drowning baitfish in pursuit of smallmouth bass.


When I first saw flyfishing on that visit to Mexico, I was enchanted by the casts of the American sportsmen; the motion of the line and the bend of the rod was lithe, graceful, poetic. Although I have never considered myself a spiritual person, for the first time in my life I felt a spirit come over me. It was, in the words of the hymn “Amazing Grace,” the hour I first believed.


From that day to this, my life had found its center. Flyfishing has been the thing that I return to in the rough times that are part of living, but more wonderfully, it has always enriched me in the happiest times. It has been the foundation of friendships, a measure of the forbearance of my wife, a bond with my children, a source of adventure, and an ever more profound connection with our green and blue planet.


Our sense of time and the ways we experience it go a long way toward explaining the allure of flyfishing. There are, I believe, two ways in which we feel time’s passage. The first is in everyday life, full of tasks, obligations, sorrows, and also great joys. Daily existence moves to the rhythm of a persistent and inescapable metronome, time’s passing, time’s passing, time’s passing.


The second way that we experience time is in the realm of dreams, legends, and myths—when we are lucky enough to be so absorbed in something that the metronome slows until it ceases to tick. For me, flyfishing always does that, but I don’t mean to exclude other paths that people may follow on their own route to timelessness. When you find it, though, the minutes, hours, days—even years—feel as if they were a single moment. And when you wake from this dreamland, there is the sense that no time has passed at all.


In this book, I have tried to capture those moments through my most memorable experiences with flyrod and reel, and through the illuminating insights of other flyfishers, photographers, and artists. To be sure, there are highly prized fish in this world that I have never fished for, and angling Shangri-las as yet unknown to me. Still, no matter what quarry you seek and what waters you cast upon, all flyfishers share an unquenchable thirst for “just one more cast,” an irresistible impulse to see what lies in the pool beyond the next bend, and a sense that there may be justice in this world every time a cast summons forth a strike. The anglers among you will recognize the emotions, the encounters, and the people who have filled in the chapters herein. All of us flyfishers are bound together by a spirit that inhabits the waters.
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Part I The Art of Fly Casting






Like a tennis player’s well-struck forehand or a golfer’s soaring tee shot, a good fly cast is a mixture of timing, technique, and a bit of luck. Casting well is one of those rare arts that is both a physical act and a moment of meditation. When you nail it, you know it.
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“When I’m fishing well, my concentration is so intensely focused on the surface of the stream that I enter a kind of trance, from which I emerge startled by some sudden sound or change in light. I’ll look up, as if just awakened from a dream, and see a great blue heron taking flight at my approach, the tips of his spindly legs lagging three feet behind his crested head, curled claws still skimming the surface of the water.”


Le Anne Schreiber


Midstream















Brief Harmony





Although catching fish is the object of flyfishing, for many of us it is the cast that beats at the heart of the game—a graceful and sensually rewarding gesture. When you are casting well, it’s as if nothing else is happening in the world except the intimate connection between you and the fly, even though it may be twenty yards away. At the cast’s full extension, the moment when your loop unfurls and there is a slight tug of line against reel, things feel good enough to make a skeptic briefly mystical.


Much flyfishing writing would have you believe that this sense of immanence requires the idyllic setting of a Wordsworth verse. Not true: If I am nailing my cast with the prospect of inducing a strike, the scene could be alongside an abandoned warehouse on the Brooklyn waterfront.


You may, at times, become intoxicated with a spate of good casts. Yeah, I’ve got this now. I’ll just keep at it exactly this way for the rest of my life. Savor it, try to learn from it, but know that the feeling won’t last forever. Like hitting a baseball or a tennis serve, casting is a subtle and evanescent balance of timing, muscle memory, and focus. Great hitters have slumps. Casters do, too. There will be days when your cast leaps forth from your tip-top like a greyhound on the home stretch. Enjoy those moments, but there will just as surely be days—perhaps more of them—when your loop is as limp as linguine. Slumps are part of the game.


When your casting goes through such a dark passage, take a break. Look at the sky, the water, your fly box. When the mist of confusion starts to lift, visualize a well-delivered cast as the last undulation of a wave lapping the shore. Your cast is the final pulse of that wave; applying just the right amount of force at the outset and bringing it smoothly to a halt calls for a short stroke with a minimal exertion of power, precisely timed. Your hand moves, your arm follows, the rod traces its path in a wider arc. You reverse course. The rod bends and snaps back, pulling the line forward until the momentum expends itself and the fly alights.
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