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Out over the foaming current,


skimming just above the surface,


the flies would go sailing, sailing—


you thought they would never light.


—Albert Bigelow Paine, The Tent Dwellers
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Blood Moon.521.SSP, sculptural fly by Val Kropiwnicki
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INTRODUCTION Oh, What a Beautiful Morning



There are fish I have caught that I remember more fully than whole years of my life—moments as peaceful as the rhythm of a trout sipping Pale Morning Duns in a meadow stream or as pulse pounding as double-hauling into an acre of stripers in wind-whipped seas. At such moments, time, or its passage, seems to go away. To find something in this world that takes you out of time, when the seconds cease to slip through life’s hourglass, is as close as I’ve come to a state of grace.


Flyfishing is by no means the only pastime that has this effect on its devotees, but it always gets it done for me. Still, the catch of a lifetime—how can you pick one? The truth of the matter is, every time you lure a great fish to your fly, fight it, and bring it to hand, you may find yourself feeling that you are waking from a dream state, truly believing that was the jackpot.


But they can’t all be the one, can they?


For me, was it the twenty-seven-pound sea-run brown trout that took a size 12 Prince Nymph at nightfall on the Río Grande in Tierra del Fuego?


Could have been.


Or the tarpon that ate my fly at sunup in the Marquesas?


Possibly.


Or maybe, on a Labrador lake, the northern pike that crushed a popping bug that, in extremis, was tied to a leader made from the high E string of our guide’s guitar?


All were fabulous and all felt like the absolute pinnacle at the time, but if I dive into memory’s deeper waters—or if you do the same—there is often one special fish swimming there, as fondly recalled as your teenage self’s first amorous adventure.


It was a June morning in the Catskills. I stopped at Andy’s, the local bait-and-tackle shop, for my regular fishing breakfast: coffee to go and a Clark Bar. I continued on to Esopus Creek and the long pool known as Huddler’s Flats. I crossed over the Cold Brook Bridge (which washed out some years later) and turned right, following the road to its end. I climbed to the overgrown tracks of the railroad that had ceased to operate in the mid-1950s. Wild strawberries, no bigger than gumdrops, shone ripe and red in the spaces between the railroad ties. I ate a few before entering the woods.


The undergrowth was a tangle of barely leafed-in raspberry bushes and game trails that didn’t seem to lead anywhere in particular. With no real landmarks, I wasn’t sure where I was headed until I heard the river song of rushing water at the tail-out of the pool. There were two boulders there that broke the current, and I could slide between them into the thigh-deep water and make my way to the glide above the riffle.


The water had the glassy, pregnant look that a river takes on before it picks up speed as it exits a pool and accelerates—first into pocket water, then into rapids. A layer of morning mist, like a half-opened window shade, hung over the water about ten feet above the surface, throwing an intimate glow on the scene. In half an hour, the mist would burn off, but for now it allowed enough light to see activity but not so much that it would put a wary fish down. A nearby cardinal wheet-wheeted as I waded a third of the way across the river and looked back toward the soft water along the bank just upstream of the two boulders that bookended my entry into the water.


I lit up a Marlboro. Although I haven’t smoked a cigarette in nearly forty years, I remember how a few minutes standing in a stream and having a leisurely smoke would help me to contemplate the river, be alert to the ring of a rising trout, fix on a target, and work out the angle of the cast.


Sure enough, I saw the kiss of a trout quietly feeding—perhaps a spinner from the previous day’s hatch of dark Hendricksons. I waited until the fish came up again, tossed my cigarette, stripped out thirty feet of line, and put an Ausable Wulff about six feet upstream of the bank feeder.


Time slowed. The trout took the fly.


It wasn’t a very long battle. No heroics on the part of the angler. Nor, for that matter, was the fish a trophy. Instead, it was much more a case of when, where, and how it happened: my home water, at a bewitching time, on the type of fly that Lee Wulff had first tied on this very river. It felt inevitable. The world narrowed until there was only me, flowing water, a single cast, and a wild brown trout the color of light coffee with lovely red spots in yellow haloes—maybe fifteen inches and strong enough to take line off the reel. Beautifully plump, too. It is still the angling reverie against which I measure all others.


This is a book full of such encounters from writers, artists, guides, and everyday people who are passionate about flyfishing. For us, it is our true north. Had I tried to put this collection together when I first took up the sport, the cast of characters would have been much less diverse. Back then, flyfishing was mostly an all white men’s club. True, there were a few hippie types (I was one). Also the occasional woman who was not put off by flyfishing’s men’s-club aura but hardly any people of color.


Happily, there is a greater variety of people and fish in the flyrodding world nowadays. Assembling their stories has been a labor of love that sustained me in the dark times of the pandemic. From tales of brown trout in Montana to bluefish at Montauk Point, from smallmouth in Minnesota’s Boundary Waters to giant taimen on the steppes of central Asia, the bonefish of New Caledonia, forbidden carp in the Forbidden City, white marlin in the Baja, golden dorado in the tribal lands along the Amazon’s headwaters, and some well-loved brookies in a tiny freestone stream in the Northeast where all the trout are wild and hardly anybody, with the exception of one besotted angler I know, fishes for them—they are all the catch of a lifetime.


—Peter Kaminsky
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My brother, Bob, shot this photo of me on Esopus Creek a while back.
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CHAPTER ONE TROUT
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THE SIGHT OF A TROUT finning in the current and rising in rhythm to sip a mayfly as it unfurls pale golden wings is one part voyeuristic thrill and one part poetry—flyfishing’s Apostles’ Creed. “How is it,” I wonder at such times, “that one can get within arm’s reach of a wild creature putting on such a show and not cause it to flee?” So long as I make no sudden moves, the trout goes about its underwater ballet as unmindful of my presence as a lily growing in a field. The artful angler looks on, trying to decipher the story the trout is telling and, most important, what it’s eating. Only then can the angler choose a fly and send it to its intended rendezvous with the fish. Since flyfishing’s birth as a pastime for the gentry on England’s meadow streams, our sport has come to include many other fish—the list grows longer every year—but still, the measure against which we compare any quarry remains the pursuit of trout.


In many ways, streams are like living creatures. They grow. They move. They have their angry moods and their peaceful times. If you fish one stream for years, you may come to believe that it has a soul.




Val Kropiwnicki RAIN BLIND



There’s a small trout stream I fished heavily as a kid growing up in northern Connecticut. My old man first showed me how to cast it more than fifty years ago, and though I now live sixty miles south of it, I still make the journey back at least a few times a year. I consider this stream my church, my therapist, one of my oldest friends, and by the default of time alone, my home water. Nowadays I won’t fish there on a sunny day in prime time. Too busy. I’ll see people. Instead, I prefer fishing alone in October just when the leaves start to fall or under the cover of winter when the fading light turns the snow lavender or, best of all, in the late-spring rains when it’s just me and my history.


It was on one such late-spring day that I found myself bushwhacking to the brook upstream from where the Meyers pump house used to be. As if on cue, the sky opened up and the rain came down. It was the type of rain where the entire atmosphere appeared to be falling vertically. I walked on and kept fishing, as I knew rain this hard would soon turn the water too dark. I was staring at the patterns of emanating concentric circles the rain made on the water’s surface when a fish took and broke me from the sensory-overload daze that the moment had cast over me. A quick hookset and the fish started thrashing the surface five feet in front of me, tumbling to both shake the hook and get back underwater.


What happened next was one of those moments when time almost slows to a stop, when your eyes instinctively open wide and you’re aware that something is happening before it actually happens and the body reacts with a quick inhale reflex, an attempt to inject extra oxygen into the bloodstream. It was a moment of surprise, shock, and a little fear.


The rain was loud; my view narrowed to the small window that my jacket hood provided. Just as I was easing up ever so slightly on my line pressure in an effort to get the fish back underwater, I had the overwhelming sense that something was approaching from my right. I turned to see a great blue heron ten feet out and coming in hot for the fish splashing in front of me. At the same time, the heron saw me and put the brakes on, wings fully extended, a heron cruciform barreling straight at me, now five feet out and closing. Startled, I leaned back. Just before impact, the heron rotated clockwise and, in an instant, reversed direction and flew away from me. I could have reached out and touched the bird. I didn’t. I distinctly remember taking an inventory of the colors and textures on its underbody. I was also aware that its full wingspan was as long as I am tall. As my sense of time started to return to normal speed, I saw two massive wing flaps carrying the bird downstream, back into the woods, and out of sight.


The whole exchange lasted all of two, maybe three, seconds. It took just a few more for me to realize that I still had a fish on the end of my line. A short time later, and now kneeling in the water to release the trout, I mused over the black and green-gold scales along its back, the lateral row of orange spots that announced this wild brown as “big” for a little guy, and the delicate yellow coloration beneath its green-black skin. I sent the trout home, back beneath the pattern of concentric circles that had returned to the water’s surface.


Standing there, I thought just how big a great blue heron actually is and how well the camouflage rain jacket my old man passed on to me when he died had worked. I listened to rain hitting my hood and I noticed my hands, now warm, fishing the stream in that late-spring rain.


Val Kropiwnicki is an artist working with metal and feathers to create singular flyfishing artwork. His surreal salmon flies are elegant and inspired. His brutalist fly reels look like they came out of the best machine shop in The Road Warrior.




A friend once invited me to his secret fishing spot and told me not to be bothered by the Beware of Rattlesnakes signs. “It keeps the fishing pressure down,” he explained. He was right; at the peak of the season, we had a pretty Idaho creek all to ourselves and never saw a rattler. In Colorado, renowned artist Jim Wagner put a furry spin on this tactic.




Peter Heller FISHING WITH JIM



My friend Jim Wagner was a great painter and my fishing buddy in western Colorado for ten years. He was a big, bearded man who fished with a paint-splattered cap tilted on his head and a cheroot stuck in his mouth; down on the Gunnison, they called him Hemingway. I was a young, broke poet, and when I drove over to pick him up, he always said, “You hungry? I am,” and he fed us both before we went out.


He called me last spring, a few days before he died, and asked me to write his obituary. He said he was unplugging his defibrillator. “It’s all right,” he said. “I can’t fish anymore. I can hardly walk to the end of the driveway.” He loved to flyfish more than anything. Half his paintings feature a fish getting up to mischief in one way or another. One he called The Continuing Housing Crisis stars a mega trout rising to swallow a string of houses and an old man with a cane. Another freezes a beautiful rainbow splashed with a dozen colors leaping for a dragonfly, and the look on the trout’s face is so self-congratulatory, so appreciative of the serendipity, I always laugh. Jim liked to use the back of a plastic No Trespassing sign for a palette, which I think was his way of giving the finger to all the property owners who tried to keep him out of the best fishing holes.


He did have a secret spot. It was on a creek a few miles outside the tiny town of Hotchkiss, Colorado, in a valley surrounded by mesas and mountains. He went there on evenings he could not bear to see another soul, but one day he showed up and there were boot prints in the silt. The next day, there were two more sets. Jim drove home and dug out an old pair of running shoes. He carved a paw pad and long claws, screwed them to the bottom and glued big tufts of fur between the toes, and drove back to his spot and stomped all over the bank. Word spread, and the local anglers freaked—they thought that maybe grizzlies had somehow migrated down from Wyoming. Fish and Wildlife was called in, and the game wardens were stumped; it was definitely huge and not a bear, and they’d never seen anything like it. They set live traps, but the creature eluded them, and for the next year, Jim had the place all to himself again.


Last September I drove back to the river Jim and I had shared. I pushed through juniper and sage and stepped into clear autumn water. I stood still with the current pressing my knees and inhaled the scents of cold stone and the particular sweetness of willows turning yellow. I unhooked the pheasant tail from a guide, stripped out line, and turned to look downstream. Jim liked to fish the broad calf-deep water below. Just then I could see him there, his white beard catching the late sun, a wisp of smoke from the cheroot drifting upstream, his line straightening at the end of a quirky sidearm cast. I felt lucky. I had loved a great, generous-spirited man, and we had gotten to fish together for a few years. It’s all any of us really get to do with each other. “It’s all right,” I whispered. “Thank you. For everything.” And I turned back up to cast.


Peter Heller is the bestselling author of the novels The Dog Stars, The Painter, The River, and The Guide. He has been a contributing editor at Outside magazine, Men’s Journal, and National Geographic Adventure, and a frequent contributor to Bloomberg Businessweek. His surfing memoir, Kook, won the National Outdoor Book Award.




For some anglers, there comes a time when flyfishing is no longer just something you do. Instead, it becomes part of who you are, and you realize that you’d probably be okay if your headstone simply bore your name, dates, and the words fly fisher.




Callan Wink INITIATION



In the spring of 2003, when I was nineteen years old, I managed to land a summer job as a fishing guide on a dude ranch in the Blackfoot Valley east of Missoula, Montana. I hooked up the wooden drift boat I’d built with my dad to my semi-trustworthy Chevy Blazer, put the one blinking light of my hometown in the rearview mirror, and headed, as they say in Michigan, “out West.”


At this point, I was painfully shy, and while I’d been obsessed with flyfishing since I was a kid, I knew next to nothing about trout fishing in the Rocky Mountains. Although I was fairly certain I wanted to be a flyfishing guide, I also knew that guiding involved talking casually to wealthy strangers and most likely telling jokes, two things I was quite nervous about then and am only slightly less nervous about now. I didn’t come from a family of travelers; this was my first big road trip, my first experience west of the Mississippi, and I can still remember the feeling of the world opening up as I pulled away.


On that drive, I think I stopped for a few hours in Fargo but was too fired up to sleep, so I just pushed all the way through, eventually ending up at a pull-off along Rock Creek outside of Missoula. I had a few days until I needed to report for duty at the dude ranch, and my only plan was to fish. It was late April and still cold; snow flurries started as I laced up my wading boots. Rock Creek was, well, rockier and much faster than the slow wooded creeks I fished in Michigan. I didn’t know how to approach a muscular river like this, and for lack of a better idea, I dragged a black Woolly Bugger around. I ended up catching a few decent brown trout. Nothing about these fish was remarkable; I don’t remember much about how they looked or how they fought. That being said, I do clearly remember how I felt when I twisted the hook out and slipped them back into the icy water. Before these trout, I’d been a quiet kid from a small nowhere town in the Midwest who liked to read and fish and grew up knowing that most of what he wanted in the world existed somewhere other than where he was. Now, though, I was a person who’d driven solo across the country, had seen new snow on the Rocky Mountains, and had fooled a brown trout in country frequented by grizzly bears. Up until this point, it hadn’t seemed totally real, but now my hands were so cold they hurt, it was still snowing, the trout I’d just released was finning in the eddy behind my boot, and I knew that my life was going to change.


Callan Wink is the author of Dog Run Moon and August. His work has appeared in the New Yorker and other publications. He is a fishing guide in Montana.
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Digital collages by Rachel Finn: Brookie on a guinea hen background.
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Trout silhouette on a stormy sea of Gadwall flank feathers.









While guiding in the Adirondacks one summer, my longtime fishing friend Connelly Akstens nailed the world record for being asked the most bizarre question in the history of guiding.


It was on the West Branch of the Ausable during a pause in a blue-winged olive hatch. Guide and client were stretched out on the bank taking a lunch break when the client pointed back at a midstream island.


“See that island in the middle of the river?”


“I do,” Connelly answered.


“How much do you figure it weighs?”


A bit dumbfounded but ever courteous, Connelly ignored the question.





Connelly Akstens THE BROOKIE



When I moved to the Adirondacks thirty-five years ago, I had the notion to fish every good trout stream from the Schroon to the Oswegatchie. With this in mind, I consulted one evening with two local flyfishing sages. I tossed names at them.


“How about West Canada Creek?”


The sages nodded their approval. I put it on my list.


“The Upper Hudson?”


More nods, these with some actual enthusiasm. The elder sage even deigned to speak: “Hike into Blue Ledges. Fish a big dun floater with lots of hackle to it.”


And so it went, name after name of rivers I had seen only on topo maps. The tide was nearly out in the pint bottle of Scotch I had brought as an offering when I asked about the Boreas.


“Waste of time.” The elder sage spoke as if he were uttering the final, indisputable truth. The younger added, “Pretty creek, though.”


One evening a few weeks later, I was fishing Trout Brook with my friend Peter Hornbeck, running through my mental catalog of rivers while we worked the pool below the bridge. I thought of the Boreas, hesitated when I recalled the panning of the sages, then asked anyway.


“Can’t vouch for the fishing,” he replied. “But it sure is a beautiful river. Winslow Homer fished it when he was at the Northwoods Club.”


Winslow Homer?


Early the next morning, I walked the muddy trail that follows the Boreas downstream. The water in the glides had that heavy trouty look that always makes me a believer. And there was some fine-looking pocket water, too—with just enough flow to run that buggy little Woodchuck Adams I always carry right into the slick spot by the far bank. There had to be a nice brown right there. There were no bugs in the air, no rising fish, but I had already written my script for the day. I would catch fish on the Boreas.


I tied on the Adams, waded a few steps, then turned upstream to cast. In front of me was the image of the perfect trout stream. It was not simply the Zen garden of boulders or the carpet of silky green moss on the bank; what made the place compelling was the closeness of the forest and how it altered the sunlight into something as cool and mysterious as the water itself. The shade it created was dark on the water but luminous at the same time and wonderfully clear. Watercolorist’s light.


I had seen those strange pictures Homer had done of brook trout and sunfish—pictures in which it is difficult to tell the water from the air, in which the water and air are both dark and lustrous. This was the same light.


I started to fish, if only to break the spell of the place. I fished upstream and down, changing flies, pounding the water. Nothing. Satisfied at least with my little epiphany, I packed it in and headed for the car. Partway up the trail, I turned to look again. It was later, and the sun was higher. The light had changed completely. It was just another sunny June morning.


As soon as I got home, I looked at a handsome book of Homer’s work Hornbeck had given me. It had colored plates of the two paintings I had remembered. I learned that they were done, in fact, during Homer’s stays at the Northwoods Club in 1889 and 1891 and that they were called Mink Pond and Leaping Trout. I pulled out some maps. Mink Pond was easy to find—right in the middle of the Newcomb quadrangle on the club property only a couple of miles from the Boreas. Could Leaping Trout depict the brook trout of the Boreas?


I went back the following week. But before I did, I rummaged through my tackle for a fly I’d found at a yard sale years before. It was one of those nineteenth-century brook trout patterns with names like Queen of the Waters, Parmachene Belle, or Knowle’s Fancy—names like the names of old fiddle tunes that bring forth images of men in derbies and wool vests fishing with long cane rods.


At the river, I tied on the fly, which took some doing since the old gut snell was brittle and useless. I waded in, took a moment to admire the place, and began to fish the fly downstream and across as if it were a modern wet fly. The old fly still had a lot of its color. Its gaudy red wings looked seductive in the water. It resembled nothing in nature, but then brookies do have a taste for the garish.


I worked my way downstream for twenty casts or so only to get snagged on a submerged branch. Worried about the old hook and my improvised knot, I tried to gently pull the fly free—then more firmly. Suddenly, the fly came loose. It shot to the surface, and a trout took it as he was coming out of the water. Up in the air! A brookie! He calmed down quickly as I pulled him in, nearly to my feet, to admire and release him. The knot failed. I watched him hesitate, then go.


I once lost a big brown trout on Esopus Creek. He slipped off as I was reaching into the flow to release him. He had bent the hook on a size 10 March Brown during a long fight. That fish had been a bulldog. This brookie had been a little clown, but it felt the same. I sat on a boulder in the sun for a while, then went home to have lunch and look at those pictures one more time.


Connelly Akstens is a musician, retired English professor, and lifelong angler. After concealing her gender identity for fifty-five years, she decided to express it openly and recounts her life’s journey in the memoir Learning to Be Me.




Autumn is a time to savor each day on the water as the season inevitably winds down but still holds the promise of a good fish or two. Spawning trout are coming upriver. Stripers are massing along the coast, eating their way south through sea-darkening schools of bait. Mile-long convoys of ducks and geese pass overhead. The first report of the deer hunter’s rifle echoes through the woods. It’s a time of change—equal parts nostalgia and pulse-quickening action.




John N. Maclean STAYING LATE



When I was a boy, the happiest time of the year ended in early September when my family left our cabin at Seeley Lake in western Montana to return to the world of school and gainful employment in the Midwest. Summers were a time of mountains, bare feet, and flyfishing. We often talked of staying into the fall for some of the year’s best fishing, but in my youth, it was only a dream.


The dream lingered until one day, decades later, it came true. I quit a long-held job and set off to write a book about the South Canyon Fire of 1994, a landmark disaster. I used the cabin as a headquarters while doing field research and found myself there in September with lots more work to do. At last, I would be staying late. For breaks from desk work, I went to the river of my youth, the Blackfoot, not far away, to fish and refresh mind and spirit. The dream of a lunker rainbow or brown trout, perhaps caught on a fat October caddis fly, finally appeared within reach.


One spectacularly brilliant October day, I quit the writing game at midday and headed for the Blackfoot. The sun burst off the rushing waters in shards of broken light; aspen and cottonwood along the banks sent a separate stream of crisp golden leaves into the air and onto the river; the October caddis that fatten trout were scarce to nonexistent. The fishing, as a result, was lousy.


In desperation, I tied on an enormous scarlet-bodied streamer with a shock of polar bear hair for hackle: a Santa Claus fly. I cast into a heavy rapids and stripped out line, then more line, nearly into the backing. When the brown trout of my dreams took the fly at the far end of the rapids, he had the weight of the line plus his own to work with, and he made the most of them. When I finally slipped him onto the bank, he glistened with the colors of fall: reddish bronze and burnished gold. I tore a stalk of grass from the bank and measured it against him, tucking the result safely away before the release. I know his length exactly, but he’s better measured in terms of longing fulfilled than in inches.


Weeks passed; snow fell, disappeared, and fell again. Wind-driven cold penetrated the chinking between the cabin logs. By then I’d made a fair start on the book, and that, too, was a lifelong dream. It was time to go. If I hurried, I could make the long drive back to my adopted home on the East Coast by Christmas. Before heading out, I took a last look at the fog-shrouded lake. A huge bald eagle abruptly flew out of the mist, landed in a lodgepole pine overlooking the lake, and hunkered down. I left him contemplating winter.


John N. Maclean, a journalist with the Chicago Tribune for thirty years, is the author of Home Waters: A Chronicle of Family and a River, a companion book to his father’s A River Runs Through It, and five books about western wildland fire disasters.




As far as I’m concerned, the great game-changing advance in fishing for selective trout is the Comparadun, which Al Caucci invented after spending endless hours in a face mask and snorkel on the West Branch of the Delaware. Cooch, as he is known to his friends, has a straight-up-and-down casting stroke, and with a few quick flicks of the rod tip while the line is airborne, he can write his name with the loops that fall on the water. Every time a trout offers a visible target, Al thinks a good fly fisher should be able to hook it, and if you are on the water with him, he is not shy about telling you that.




Al Caucci REMATCH



Nate Eckhaus, one of New York City’s many flyfishing chefs, has been one of my best fishing buddies for more than twenty years. I could write a book about our fishing adventures, but until I do, there’s this.


He called me one afternoon and said, “Let’s go fishing for some pigs this coming week.” By “pigs” he meant browns more than twenty inches.


We floated Nate’s drift boat down the West Branch of Delaware from Deposit, New York, to Balls Eddy, Pennsylvania. In the upper stretches, we found a decent hatch of sulphurs (Ephermerella dorothea and related subspecies) and saw some sporadic trout feeding on the surface, including some bank feeders. Nate spotted a nice rise about fifty yards downstream. I know the spot well, a current seam that forms below a tiny island where I’ve hooked big browns over the years. When Nate set the anchor, I said, “There used to be a dead tree stump here for years. I guess it was moved by heavy ice chunks during the recent thaw.” It can get brutally cold in winter here when the air temps can drop to the lower teens and even zero at night for days at a time! Gravel bars, banks, and deadfalls are constantly moved and changed over the years. I saw a delicate sip sixty feet downriver toward the bank. The displacement dish left a telltale sign of a big fish, what you’d call a “pig.”


After a few minutes, I saw a huge mouth rise from the depths and swallow another sulphur. “Wow,” Nate whispered. “That’s a real pig, well over twenty inches!” I tied a size 18 Sulphur Para-Emerger on my 5x tippet (about five-pound test). There were decent numbers of sulphur duns and emergers on the surface. The emergers are more vulnerable. The trout know they won’t fly off until the wings are fully emerged.


I stripped off seventy feet of line into a neat pile to the left of my left leg (I’m a right-handed caster) and made a few false casts while I was seated. The fish sucked the fly down on the second cast. I paused and lifted my rod tip to set the hook. After a few head shakes, the trout bolted downriver well into my backing. I tilted my rod tip to the right to avoid bothering two waders two hundred feet downstream. The slight pressure resulted in the big brown jumping clear out of the water in front of the surprised waders!


The waders yelled, “That’s a monster!” The tension on the rod eased and I reeled the line in fast to regain tension; the pig was still coming toward us. About sixty feet in front of the boat, the rod bowed again, I could still feel the fish, then the line came taut (no more throbs). “Shit,” I said. “He got me on that damn sunken tree.”


The next day, we had great success on the Main Stem: eight browns and rainbows between seventeen and twenty inches. A great day. At the pull out, Nate said, “Where do you want to fish tomorrow?”


“Let’s go back to the West Branch and look for that pig,” I said.


Nate chuckled. “I knew you were going to say that.”


The following day, we launched the boat above Deposit. We floated downstream. I could see the spot where I’d hooked the pig in the current seam. As we approached, we saw a good-sized log between the island and the right bank that made the channel even more narrow, a great spot for a spooky bank feeder. Nate set the anchor fifty feet from the end of the log. If the trout fed there, it would be a real tough shot, not to mention the difficulty in landing it. We waited a few minutes (it seemed like a half hour). A good hatch of sulphurs, both duns and emergers, floated through the channel.


Sure enough, a bigmouth rose and slurped two of the flies. I had tied on a Compara Emerger, same as two days ago. Nate said, “Lots of luck if you hook him.” I knew the only chance I had of landing my pig was if he ran upstream (fat chance, right?).


It was a tricky cast because once my fly was in the narrow run between the log and the bank, chances were that I wouldn’t be able to recast without spooking the big brown on the pickup. Long story short, he rose to another natural, I laid out a reach cast that floated right into his window, and . . . he ate!


I lifted the rod tip to set the hook, and the line went tight. I could feel the trout’s head shake. It bolted toward the bank and zoomed upstream—a lucky break. He took me well into my backing. Nate rowed upstream to block the channel. I started reeling in to recover line. After a few minutes, the headshaking was less violent. The fish was tiring.


I made a few attempts to bring him close to the boat, but each time, he bolted away. Nate had his net ready in the water, and after a few tries, I lifted the rod slowly, coaxing my pig into the net. He was huge. Nate used pliers to remove the fly and said, “Jesus, it’s the same fish you hooked the other day! I can see the other emerger stuck in the roof of his mouth; let’s get a quick photo.” I swiveled my chair toward Nate, and he laid the net with the fish across my knees. This way, if I dropped him, he’d fall in the net. I grabbed the beautiful trout and lifted him to my chest. Nate clicked off three or four shots. I revived the brown for a good four minutes until he swam off nicely.


Great day! Great partner! Great pig!


Al Caucci, together with Bob Nastasi, created the hugely important Compara Series of flies in 1966. They also wrote the groundbreaking Hatches books dealing with trout stream entymology. Caucci is an inductee to the Catskill Fly Fishing Center Hall of Fame and the Pennsylvania Fly Fishing Museum Hall of Fame. He cofounded Friends of the Upper Delaware River, which has led a decades-long campaign to preserve and protect an extraordinary cold-water fishery.
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An old hat that collects flies over the years should last as long as you do.
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The Comparadun, a low-riding no hackle fly, invented for the Delaware River. It is a very effective dry fly for selective trout.
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Hiking in to Wildhorse Creek, Idaho.







Peter Kaminsky WHOPPERS



Fish tales, not unlike a well-seasoned steak, must be taken with a grain of salt.


Does this mean that anglers, as a class, are habitual benders of the truth?


That’s a bit ungenerous. The psychological fact of the matter is that whenever you land a good fish, the joy of the moment tends to act as a magnifying glass. Such fish take up a lot of spiritual real estate, often at the expense of accurate measurements. Case in point: a large striped bass captured during the October striper run of 2001 off the beach at Hither Hills State Park in Montauk.


Although netting stripers in haul seines (nets about 1,500 feet long) had been forbidden for some years, there were still some Bonackers around—as the old families on the South Fork of Long Island were called. They had fished for stripers back in the day when commercial harvesting by seining was still allowed. The Department of Environmental Conservation had hired a half dozen of these fellows to net stripers over the course of a month in order to monitor the status of the fishery.


Every day, they’d launch their dory into the breakers and pay the net out, then winch it back in. Some days they captured just a few bass, plus a few blues, skates, and sea robins. On others they’d pull in hundreds of bass. One cold October morning, I joined them. The Bonackers captured a good-sized haul of smallish-to-medium-sized stripers, along with one enormous female.


“Haven’t seen one of those in a while,” one of the guys said. “She’s a beauty.”


At that point, the normal drill was to weigh a random sample of the haul and remove a scale from each fish we weighed for further analysis. Here’s where the psychology of catching big fish came into play.


“Guys,” I said. “Your families have been fishing this beach for ten generations. I figure if we total up your years on the water, we’ve probably got two centuries of striper fishing experience right here, so before we put the big striper on the scale, I’d like each of you to guess how much she weighs.”
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“Peter Kaminsky, a master angler and storyteller, takes you on
a memorable pursuit of flyfishing and adventure. He’ll even buy

beers if the day goes well.” —TOM BROKAW
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