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    Fishing for trout, I have often thought, is a little more like life than actual living is.


    Odell Shepard

  


  
     


    Our tradition is that of the first man who sneaked away to the creek when the tribe did not really need fish.
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    PREFACE


    I’M SURE there are plenty of writers whose output slips into such tidy pigeonholes that a book like this is never possible, much less necessary. Mine doesn’t. For the past thirty years or so, in a perhaps naïve attempt to share the joys of the fisherman’s world with everyone else, I have scattered stories about fish and fishing in books and articles that were aimed at, well, everyone else.


    I have always considered the integration of fish and fishing into my books about natural history, conservation, and other subjects a good and important thing. For one thing, writing across traditional literary boundaries prevents what Arnold Gingrich, the popular angling commentator of the 1960s and 1970s, once called “hardening of the categories.” But it has also also left me with the disappointed feeling that some of my very favorite fishing stories were missing the people I’d most want to read them.


    I’m delighted, then, that thanks to the courtesy of some publishers and a fortuitous realignment of the copyright stars, this errant material, supplemented and I hope complemented with some items I’d been saving up for such an opportunity, has become available for a book of its own. I am just as pleased to discover that these stories, essays, farces, daydreams, screeds, and ruminations so happily formed themselves into just the sort of quirky reflection on the fishing life that I hoped they would. Fishing has many moods — not just good or bad, but whimsical, reflective, silly, inquisitive, lazy, demanding, and once in a while downright strange. As I hope this book suggests, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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    Introduction


    ON MONSTERS


    ONCE IN the mid-1950s, when we lived on the south Texas coast, my family went for a picnic along the Nueces River. My mother and sister didn’t care much for fishing, but my dad and my older brother did, and I was just interested enough that they usually took me with them, if only to prevent me whining about not getting to go. Steve was about twelve, and I was seven or so.


    I don’t think we caught anything from the Nueces, but of all the places that we fished when I was small, the Nueces was the one that most formed my idea of what fishing could be — not a way to gather food, or have fun, or get exercise, but a sort of quest. The Nueces, unlike everyplace else we fished where really big fish were just an idle dream or something we somehow knew only others would catch, had fish so huge that I was frightened to get close to the water.


    We saw evidence of them along the shore. Fireplaces and picnic spots were littered with big, shiny, flat things — in my memory, they were the size of Chevy hubcaps — that I was stunned to discover were scales. I knew only the dainty little scales of bluegills, and I remember not fully believing that there could be a fish big enough to need more than one or two of these dinner plates per side. I had no idea.


    We fished at a deep, wide, still stretch of river. I don’t remember fishing at all, though I suppose I did. I do remember watching my dad — a big, broad, and very strong man — stand along the bank lobbing a hefty chunk of weighted shrimp or some other meat out into the current with his old casting rod. I remember the shore was dusty, and, like everyplace else in Texas, it was hot.


    Mostly, though, I remember the gar. Alligator gar have grown to more than 300 pounds, more than nine feet long. I don’t suppose the ones we saw were that big, but even allowing for the amplification of memory, they must have been four or five feet. Let’s say five. Maybe six. Maybe I’d better admit it: I still think they were at least ten. Out in the middle of the river, about as far as my dad could cast, one would roll every now and then, an immense churning turn on the surface, baring its dully glinting back for a moment to the bright Texas sun.


    Even at that age, I had seen big fish. From the wharves near Corpus Christi, my dad had pointed out the moving fins of tarpon and sharks, and I’d seen big hammerheads taken from the pier at Padre Island. But that was the ocean, where, given enough horizon, nothing looks too big. In the Nueces — at that place, at that age, and at that distance — the gar was more monster than fish. My clearest memory of all is of the moment following the fish’s roll, when my dad would put his considerable muscle into a cast aimed right at the still-swirling spot where the fish had just surfaced. I was scared beyond words that he would hook the fish and it would pull him in.


    Here was fishing with proof for the effort. When those big fish rose and pushed against the boundary between their world and mine, they very nearly fulfilled the fisherman’s dream merely by satisfying the hope we all have that there really is a chance, however faint, of catching a monster — because the monsters were really there.


    Memory of the gar came back to me many years later along a small stream in the Yellowstone backcountry. I was introducing two friends to some of the techniques of fly fishing, making a few casts to show them where to find fish and what to do about it. I stood at a long, still pool, where the water was a little murky and the far bank was thirty or forty feet away. Counseling my companions to watch closely, I cast a streamer across the stream at a downstream angle, so that the large fly splashed into the shallows along the far shore. I then began a series of quick, jerky retrieves, pulling the line through the guides and the fly back toward me across the deep pool.


    When the fly was about a third of the way back to me, a good-sized trout swirled to the surface behind it, lunged at it, and turned back into the deep water. With some excitement in my voice (nothing makes a fishing lesson more instructive than a fish), I said, “See that?”


    Both my friends stared blankly at the water. “What?”


    They had been looking at the water. They had been following the progress of the fly with considerable interest. But neither had known what they were looking for. The swirl of the fish, into which I had read so much meaning, had not even registered.


    I, on the other hand, having spent a few thousand hours looking at the surfaces of lakes and streams since that day on the Nueces, had grown to assume that this stuff was visible to everyone. Jolted back into reality, and a little surprised at how completely I’d lost touch with the nonspecialist’s perspective, I made a poor attempt at explaining how a fish will disturb the surface when it moves, whether it moves for food or flight or other reasons. But what I most wish I could have conveyed to them was the thrill the observant fisherman finds in these surface disturbances. In their urgent immediacy, they give promise of the strike we yearn for, yet in their indistinct disruption of the surface they reach deeper into our hopes, where monsters lurk and dreams await realization.


    This is a book about such intense moments, and it is also a book about all those long stretches of thinking, hoping, daydreaming, and otherwise getting ready that occupy fishermen between those moments. Fishing — in my case fly fishing — is an opportunity to exercise our intellects and emotions in a realm of inexhaustible wonder. At any given moment we may think we’re in this for just one thing, say the challenge of a difficult fish or the companionships of a fishing trip. But I suspect that most of the time we’re in it for everything we can get, and we’re out there just to see what will develop.


    Angling’s sages have often recommended patience as sport’s foremost prerequisite, but that advice has been reduced to parody in the image of some serenely oblivious duffer, cane pole propped in a forked stick, asleep on the river bank, waiting, waiting, waiting. That’s not a bad way to spend the day. It has charms of its own, and I’ve known people who raised it to the level of performance art.


    But for many of us, the angler’s patience is of a different sort. The angler waits, but with an energy, attentiveness, and athleticism that are, when practiced well, and in tune with your temperament, almost reward enough for the day.


    But just almost. Greater rewards await. Once you’re tuned in, once you’re paying that kind of attention, something will develop. It may not be what you planned or hoped for, and it may happen when you are at your most relaxed and seemingly inattentive, but that’s the great serendipitous joy of any pursuit carried on in the natural world. If you’re a fisherman, the longer you look, the greater the hold that living, moving water will have on your imagination. There will be in the water’s rolling motion half-heard promises, rumors of dark shapes, a vague feeling of answers withheld. But if you keep at it long enough, one day you may witness some greater disturbance, some rushing breach of the water’s surface so startling and violent and exhilarating that you too will suddenly, and always thereafter, believe in monsters.
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    Chapter One


    MY GREAT FISHING ADVENTURE


    ABOUT FORTY years ago, a friend and I, being in our early twenties and therefore without sense, decided to drive to Panama (and back, of course; we did realize we’d have to drive back). We lived in Ohio at the time, and had previously made several lengthy driving trips around the United States, once even venturing into near-Canada, but we longed for bigger game. We settled on Panama when persistent inquiry established that it was impossible to drive to Europe.


    The somewhat hazy scope of this enterprise is revealed in our Secret Plan, which we didn’t share even with our families. Our Secret Plan was not only to drive to Panama, but on our return trip to continue up the west coast of the United States and on into British Columbia as far as Prince Rupert or some similarly remote location, from which we would catch a plane to Alaska — whatever point of that state happened to be closest.


    We were a little vague on the precise location of Alaska, but this didn’t matter because we didn’t actually want to see it. We only wanted to be able to say we’d been there. I imagined that our flight north from Prince Rupert would be in some ancient, rusty, and enormously picturesque aerial tugboat in which our only companions would be a few ripe and scruffy old sourdoughs, some equally savory malamutes, and perhaps a vacationing walrus or two.


    But first there was all of Mexico and Central America to explore. I had my fishing tackle with me as we set out from Ohio and was dreaming of exotic sub-tropical fish. These fantasy creatures were all shaped more or less like largemouth bass because that was the only fish I had yet caught in my life that I knew had any caché among real angling experts. But my Central American dream bass had eerily shifting kaleidoscopic colors and flamboyantly large fins and other mysterious, razor-edged appurtenances hanging randomly from their sides, and weighed fifteen to twenty-five pounds. Three of them could strip a domestic cow to the bone in four minutes. I was pretty sure about the cow, based on many years of research watching highly authentic jungle adventure movies in which such fish routinely dismantled expendable cast members, sometimes taking on entire safari lines of movie extras at once. I never actually saw the fish in these movies, but their behavior pretty clearly defined their appearance for me. I did wonder if such violent feeding might be hard on my tackle, but otherwise remained optimistic.


    Ohio in those days didn’t prepare one for faraway fishing adventures. It didn’t prepare one for catching fish, period. Ohio was, after all, home of the Cuyahoga River, darkest legend among lovers of American rivers for having been so thick with the filth of industrial Cleveland that it was famously said to have caught fire and burned vigorously for some time. I never fished the Cuyahoga, but the slack-water Ohio impoundments I did fish could not have been much better treated by the barbaric cretins who ruled the regional industries. Even if there were fish surviving in these waters, the wretched things wouldn’t have been able to see my lures and baits through the swirling asteroid fields of human excrement. These were dark times.


    My little tackle box contained my beloved Garcia Mitchell 300, an extra spool of ancient line I didn’t trust enough ever to use but always kept handy, a spectacularly unreliable pocket knife, a snake-bite kit, and a few rubber worms (purple with a white stripe). Most important, there were about a dozen treasured lures, the flagship of the fleet being a Johnson Silver Minnow, a kind of chrome Porsche among lures. There was no water in Ohio into which I would willingly have cast this lure. It cost too much and was far too beautiful. But who knew what magical place I might find on such a trip — a misty tropical river, a travel-poster coral reef, even a bear-lined Alaskan salmon stream — where this precious lure might justly be used? Not me.


    Our Secret Plan, I might explain, was set aside on the return trip, late one evening in the Sonoran Desert not far south (sixty-nine kilometers, to be rigorously precise) of Nogales on the Mexico-Arizona border. We started out that morning from Mazatlan, and after covering about six hundred miles, we had just decided that we might as well drive all night and get to Ensenada by dawn (twelve thousand miles into the trip, we hadn’t gotten noticeably brighter), when I accidentally put the little white Beetle into a high-speed spin while reaching behind me for the crackers. The road being empty for miles, and we being the only people foolish enough to drive at night there, we skidded along handsomely and without unpleasant interruption. We had come almost to a complete stop when the car slid off the shoulder of the pavement, and the sixty-nine-kilometer post caught the running board amidships. The milepost broke, but just enough of our momentum remained to roll us over upside down. It took a few days of negotiating with the federales and other local officials in Hermosillo over the necessary insurance paperwork — and to overcome the unspoken but apparently forceful conviction on their part that we were under arrest — but then we drove the car another three hundred miles back into the United States, to Tucson, Arizona, where it was declared “totalled” and traded in on a brand new Beetle. I was now somewhere well beyond broke, so we sadly abandoned Prince Rupert and the gamey aerial sourdoughs and hurried home to Ohio.


    I did salvage at least one of my fantasy fishing episodes, however. Back before we’d left Ohio, our parents, trying to help us through what they surely must have seen as a nightmarish episode in idiotic young manhood (they had raised us, after all, and felt the pain of our magnificent blitheness), encouraged us to stop and see one our community’s prominent citizens, who by wondrous coincidence also had a place in Central America, right along our route. Mr. Gesling, as we all called him, was a highly prosperous building contractor there in Ohio — so prosperous that he also owned one of the largest cattle ranches in the charming and peaceful country of Costa Rica. Learning of our planned trip, he heartily invited us to come and stay a few days with him.


    We found his place easily, rather the way someone sailing west from, say, Europe, might find North America. It was some miles off the InterAmerican Highway, stretching beyond sight across the plains. But it wasn’t, we soon realized, just a huge cattle ranch. It was rather like a duchy, or a fiefdom. Mr. Gesling, a large, florid man who could only have been played, in any meaningful movie of his life, by Wallace Beery, presided over the land with a gentle but clearly absolute authority. One morning, as we watched Mr. Gesling’s son and some of his peones (his name for the cowboys) heading off with their horses and rifles in search of some pesky cattle rustlers, I began to realize how genuinely independent a really large amount of money could make someone in a charming and peaceful little country like this.


    This realization was reinforced when I asked Mr. Gesling about the fishing. We had to this point gone about eight thousand miles. I had, through my vast ignorance and studied inattentiveness, already passed up perhaps a hundred extraordinary opportunities for memorable fishing. I know this now, but I have no recollection of even mentally registering the fishing possibilities of a variety of Mexican lakes and rivers, various coastal beaches from Vera Cruz to Belize (Belize, for Heaven’s sake!), all the waterways associated with the Panama Canal, and a relentless succession of smaller waters — jungle, plain, and mountain — that would probably now cost your wealthy angling tourist a lien on his firstborn to fish.


    But standing there on the shady, breezy, paradisiacal veranda of Mr. Gesling’s rancho, looking down through the banana trees behind the kitchen building, I noticed a genuinely lovely little river and finally remembered my Mitchell 300. I told Mr. Gesling I thought I’d like to fish that river and asked if it would be okay with him. He said yes. Being even then a hard-core Goody Two-shoes, I admitted that I did not have a fishing license and wondered aloud what I should do. He smiled his benevolent Wallace-Beery smile and said, entirely without pretense or bombast, “Well, I’m kind of the law around here.” I went fishing.


    There was a ford across the river just behind the house, where his peones routinely churned up the current as they crossed on their horses. I hauled my tackle box down there and self-consciously rigged up my little pack rod and reel. Why I should be self-conscious thousands of miles from home with no one in sight, I don’t know. It came on right away and stayed with me until I quit. Perhaps I sensed I was out of my element, as well as my league.


    It was, I now realize, the worst, least-promising place on the river to fish, what with all the horsey disturbance, the blazing mid-day sun, the shallow water, and the bright-sand bottom. Even back then, I did know a little about what made a good fishing spot, and clearly this wasn’t it. But both shorelines stretched off from this comfortingly open spot in lush, frondy, impenetrable, and profoundly snakey-looking riparian diversity, so I stayed right near the ford.


    Now that the time had come and I was about to fish in a semitropical dream river, my sense of proportion took firm hold and I knew what I must do. I put on the Johnson Silver Minnow. It all seemed so momentous that I was prepared to lose this personal treasure in the mouth of the first bass-like monster I hooked, whatever its colors or bizarre accessories. I realized, not without a twinge of regret, that such a loss would probably be worth it, just to see the big brilliantly colored bassish thing swirl to the surface and shatter all this charming and peaceful country scenery for a moment.


    Of course I needn’t have worried about my precious Johnson Silver Minnow. I still have it today — Costa Rica was not impressed. Nothing hit it. Nothing happened at all, not even an ominous swirl behind it as I retrieved it (as I have already suggested, I can milk the memory of an ominous swirl for years of fruitful daydreams). I made a bunch of casts, watched some peones ride by through the ominous fronds on the other shore, made some more casts, looked behind me for stalking jaguars, made some more casts, and called it a fishing trip.


    (Aside: In order to ensure the accuracy of the previous paragraph, I went looking for that old tackle box, which I found after only forty-five minutes of rummaging through every closet on four floors. I do, indeed, still have the Johnson Silver Minnow, though it and a twin of it that I don’t recall owning — perhaps they reproduce, like amoebae? — have now become a mottled, tarnished gum-wrapper-yellow. But here’s an important safety tip: Never, under any circumstances, allow your tackle box to sit unopened in warm places for fifteen years.)


    I reeled in my Johnson Silver Minnow, wondering when lunch would be ready. Looking back, I suspect that I accepted my angling defeat with unseemly haste, but at the time there were other forces at work, such as fear of loathsome frond-dwelling creatures, that helped drive me from the water. Only days earlier, my pal and I had been, for no reason we ever understood, at gunpoint in a considerably less charming and peaceful little country just to the north. Macho teenaged boys dressed in U.S. Army surplus uniforms and waving automatic weapons around were somehow more, well, imaginable than whatever might be lurking there in the fronds.


    Besides, I could tell almost immediately that I wasn’t going to catch anything. It felt strangely like Ohio in that respect, where “going fishing” had taken on an almost Zen level of disassociation from the word “fish.” Sensing that no amount of additional effort was going to pay off, I probably reasoned that by quitting quickly I could at least claim not to have tried very hard. This is the subtle but effective gambit of “Oh, I wasn’t really in the mood to stick with it,” with its implication that I could have caught fish if I’d really wanted to bother, and its further implication that this river was somehow a little beneath my standards. My failure could only become more pronounced and embarrassing if I kept fishing. I reeled in and left.


    Later, back in the rancho, when Mr. Gesling asked me how the fishing was, I just said I didn’t catch anything. Rather than make the correct assumption that I was fishing like a dolt, this generous man thought about it for a moment and explained that there could hardly have been many fish in the river anyway. A volcano had erupted somewhere upstream just the year before, he explained, and killed all of them.


    Naturally, I was eager to hear this. Though I have always been puzzled that it didn’t occur to him to mention this stupendous disaster when I first asked about the fishing, it was and still is the most glamorous excuse for getting skunked I ever heard. I embraced it immediately, and have treasured it ever since.


    Even so, I’ve often daydreamed about Mr. Gesling’s little river since then. Well, it started as a daydream. Now I see it as a thirty-year sentimental inquiry into the quirks and vicissitudes of the angling life, all symbolized for me in that one day in Costa Rica. It was, in fact, pivotal in my fishing life. It signaled the close of my Ohio misadventures in lousy, violently abused fisheries. It became the opening scene in a much more dramatic fishing life than I’d known or even dreamed of. Shortly after my return, I began work as a park ranger in the mountains of Wyoming. I immediately began fly fishing, which I eventually did all over the country. Doing so, I discovered that there are many fishing waters so full of beautiful, energetic fish that I could expect to catch them with some regularity. Ohio receded, lost its power, and became a slightly melancholy but increasingly entertaining little memory.


    But in those daydreams of Costa Rica, I still wonder what might have happened if I’d kept fishing that pretty little river — if I’d braved the frondy banks and poked around until I found a shady pool, or a riffled bend, and pitched the Johnson Silver Minnow into such a spot. Forty years on, I suppose that despite Mr. Gesling’s kind provision of such a perfect excuse for my failure to catch anything, I prefer to believe there were fish in his river after all, and that if I’d stuck with it, one of them might have finally seen my Johnson Silver Minnow and come for it. A river without fish, though a great excuse for failure to catch anything, is considerably less appealing to an angling nostalgist than is a river whose fish were simply missed.


    I guess that’s how it goes with great adventures. When they’re happening, they don’t really last that long or necessarily even amount to much, but with a little luck and the right kind of imagination, we can go on enjoying them forever. And though at the time it may have seemed to me that this was in its odd, quiet way, quite an adventure, in fact my great fishing adventure had just begun.
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    Chapter Two


    HOME RIVER


    FISHING HAS a reputation as an innocuous, fairly mindless pastime enjoyed most by shiftless people. Perhaps that impression would be lessened if nonfishers understood more about wild water. Calling fishing a hobby is like calling brain surgery a job.


    The average visitor driving through Yellowstone National Park sees no farther than the surface of the water. At best, the lakes and streams are mirrors reflecting the surrounding scenery. For the alert fisherman, especially the fly-fisherman, the surface is not a mirror but a window. Drive through Hayden Valley, along the Yellowstone River. If you aren’t a fisher, you’ll see many things, but the river, except where it is ridden by waterfowl or waded by moose, will rarely enter your thoughts, much less stimulate your spirit.


    It’s different if you fish. The surface of the water tells a story: that hump followed by a series of lessening ripples (if they were larger, they would be called standing waves) is proof of a rock or a stump submerged below. Those boulders on the far shore break the current, which moves slower close to them as the rock catches and retards it; fish and smaller creatures press themselves close to such obstructions to ease the labor of maintaining position in the current. The quiet eddies behind this log jam are home for schools of minnows and the occasional dragonfly nymph that will feed on them if it gets a chance. Soft swirls and rings on the river’s surface are made by trout rising gently to inhale newly hatched mayflies and other insects floating on the surface as their wings dry. This water is a wilderness of its own, full of life we do not know and beauties we have not imagined. The fisherman is not unique in appreciating it — any good naturalist finds it enchanting — but the fisherman has found special ways of becoming involved in it.


    In 1972, just a couple months after returning from Costa Rica, I was hired to work as a ranger-naturalist in Yellowstone. I was stationed at park headquarters at Mammoth Hot Springs in the northern part of the park. From there I began to explore this magnificent, magical place, and one of the first things I discovered was a river I instantly, even reflexively, adopted as my own. Or perhaps it adopted me. Either way, it became my home river.
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