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FOREWORD

TO THE FORTIETH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

EXACTLY FORTY YEARS AGO THIS PAST MARCH, SPARSE CAME TO MY office at Crown Publishers—his face pink, his shoulders slightly stooped, in a three-piece charcoal suit and quarter-inch-thick glasses—and deposited the manuscript for this book on my desk. He looked like a clean-shaven old gnome or a tax collector.

The book had been called Fishless Days when the Anglers’ Club of New York first published it, privately, in 1954, but it was longer now, and we imped on his story “Night Fishing” to give it a longer title. We had already talked about the new edition for some months when he gave me his finished manuscript, but the book had almost not traveled this far. The editor-in-chief at Crown, for some unknown reason—probably the obvious one: he did not think a collection of stories about fly fishing could sell—had held up the contract for seven months. This led Sparse to withdraw the book because, he insisted, the delay was pure proof positive that Crown did not want his “damned book.” And he had begun to call me “Mister” though we had been using first names for a year.

Eventually I persuaded him otherwise, we plunged ahead, and the book was off press that August, 1971. “It won’t sell,” the old man said. “There aren’t two hundred people who will want to read it.” I promptly bet him a dime that it would not only sell out the 7,500-copy printing but go back to press by the end of the year. For once Sparse, who was never wrong, was dead wrong, and I badgered him to pay up for several months before I finally got my dime: it was embedded in a fine green-Moroccan-leather case, beneath which, in gold lettering, was a warm inscription to me.

There are reasons why the book went through more than half a dozen hardcover printings, then four different paperback editions with four different publishing houses: I always said—in the dumb old cliché—that it was a “classic” but the real reason was that people read it and loved it. And a lot still do. The prose remains as clear and engaging as it was when he first wrote the stories; the book has helped to define the passion for fly fishing, and his wit and detail are still fresh, hilarious, and moving— with the boy who “rose to chocolate bars all day,” and Sparse”s desire to fish “not better but more,” and the proud and crippled veteran whose tale Sparse tells, and the man in “Murder” who, during the Depression, catches the largest trout he’s ever caught and realizes he must get back to his life.

Sparse died on Veterans Day, 1983, just shy of his ninety-first birthday, and we read him today because, like only a few others who have written essays and stories about fly fishing in the twentieth century, his words still glow bright and entertain us.

I miss the great curmudgeon; he was generous but rarely easy—but I am enormously grateful that what he wrote still lives vividly—and, in this new edition, will for years to come give pleasure and delight to old and new readers.

—Nick Lyons
Woodstock, New York
August 2011





WOMAN IN WADERS

AT LEAST AS FAR BACK AS THE BEGINNING OF THIS CENTURY there were a few women who defied convention for the pleasure of fishing with the fly. Theodore Gordon, sage of the Neversink, had a feminine fishing companion and so did Frederick White, chronicler of the Beaverkill. But it was not until well after the First World War that women became a familiar sight on the stream. Apparently it was the dry fly that lured them there. It is significant that Gordon, father of the dry fly in America, and White, one of his early disciples, each taught his fair companion to cast upstream and float her fly over the broken water without drag. And the coming of the dry fly into general popularity coincides approximately with the coming of the woman angler.

The marvel is that it didn’t happen sooner, for dry-fly fishing is more a woman’s than a man’s game. What are the requirements? Dexterity and good coordination, fast and well-controlled reflexes, a light and sensitive touch, keen eyesight, and close concentration. Any industrial personnel man will assure you that women are greatly superior to men in these respects. Too, they avoid the failings of men anglers. They never try to see how far or fancy they can cast, never daydream while fishing, and lack the mechanical bent which makes many a man more interested in his tackle than in his fishing.

Above all, these capable, experienced woman anglers have a hard, cold, relentless determination to kill and keep every fish they can get. There exists a group of woman anglers which undoubtedly represents the greatest concentration of feminine fly-fishing talent in the world. It would humiliate me to display my meager skill in their presence. Yet I can do one thing that they cannot; I can put back fish.

But skillful as they are, theirs is only the initial stage of feminine angling development. A few of them grow in spiritual stature until they are beyond all this female obsession with getting. And then they are no longer woman anglers. As my wife, who is indeed one of the elect, once firmly declared: “I am not a lady fly fisher; I am a fly fisherman.’

Elevated to this hierarchy (rank or order of angels—-Webster), woman becomes the Creator’s masterwork made manifest, the true friend, the dear companion whose presence doubles the happiness of every stream hour and makes bright the evening when the anglers gather at the inn; the perfect sportsman who enjoys your good fortune more than you do and whose good fortune in turn exalts you.

Her utter devotion to the ideals of the sport produces the sublimation, the epitome, the archetype of the true angler. It is this which makes my dear wife the angel of the first magnitude.

To Lady Beaverkill, Louise Brewster Miller, I therefore dedicate this book in memory of all our bright hours of angling together.




Prologue ON NOT-CATCHING FISH

SOON AFTER I EMBRACED THE SPORT OF ANGLING I BECAME convinced that I should never be able to enjoy it if I had to rely on the cooperation of fish. Fortunately, I learned long ago that although fish do make a difference—the difference-in angling, catching them does not; so that he who is content to not-catch fish in the most skillful and refined manner, utilizing the best equipment and technique, will have his time and attention free for the accumulation of a thousand experiences, the memory of which will remain for his enjoyment long after any recollection of fish would have faded. From these memories, garnered over more than forty years of fishless days, I have set down some typical observations and cogitations. By and large the reporting is factual, but in a few instances I have claimed the right of readjusting the facts to which every angler is entitled.


 

FISHLESS DAYS,
ANGLING NIGHTS


WHO IS SPARSE GREY HACKLE?

OVER THE LAST THIRTY-FIVE YEARS DISCUSSIONS OF VARIOUS aspects of angling have appeared under the pen name of Sparse Grey Hackle. And for approximately that length of time readers have demanded: “Who does Sparse Grey Hackle think he is?” I can answer that query.

It was on a June evening, back in the old days, that my friend Everett Garrison and I entered the barroom of The Antrim Lodge, where were gathered the innumerable fishermen who were spending the mayfly season at Roscoe, New York, trout-fishing capital of the Catskills. We found the low-ceiled basement already jammed with men in hobnailed shoes and waders who were either guarding their drinks with both hands or fighting their way through the crowd to the bar. A roar of conversation battled with the crash of the jukebox, and a blanket of tobacco smoke veiled the lights.

“This is hopeless. Let’s go see Harry and Elsie and get a drink from them,” I suggested. The reply came, not from Garry but from a stranger beside me, a fat man with a red face and scanty white hair.

“The Darbees are fishing the East Branch and likely won’t be home until midnight, but I’ll be glad to give you a drink if you’ll come upstairs to my room,” he said.

He was a fisherman, by his tweeds and the wood-duck flank feather in his hatband; an old-timer if he knew Harry and Elsie Darbee, whom I call the best flytiers in the world, that well; and sober, although he had enough alcohol on his breath to take the varnish off a rod.

We accepted and went upstairs, where the stranger took a bottle from a whole case of Scotch and poured for us. The conversation turned to fishing, and finally Garry mentioned Old Bill, the twelve-pound brown trout that lived for years under the old covered bridge at Arena.

“A mere minnow,’* said our new-found friend. This nettled Garry, for of course a twelve-pound brown is an enormous fish.

“Yes?” he replied. “What’s the biggest fish you ever caught?”

“I caught the biggest brown trout in the world. He weighed at least fifty pounds and he was well over five feet long,” was the answer.

I curbed my natural reaction. After all, I was drinking the man’s liquor.

“Didn’t you weigh and measure him?” I asked when I could control my voice.

“He’s still in the river,” said the stranger. He paused to open a fresh bottle, poured himself a tumblerful, and began:

“I am a big-fish fisherman; anyone in Roscoe will tell you that Sparse Grey Hackle has never been known to take a trout under three pounds. As you probably know, everything about the time, place, and method of taking big trout is completely different from taking the ordinary stream fish. So the big-fish fishermen are a clannish, secretive group, and each one has his own distinctive method. My method is to think like a fish.

“About this time last year I got to wondering why no one catches trout in the Mountain Pool, so I put myself in the place of a fish and asked myself why I avoided such a fine pool. The answer was obvious: I was afraid. And what was there about that pool that I, a fish, need fear? Only one thing —a bigger fish. Big fish drive away the smaller ones.

“I reflected that no one had ever taken even a five-pound trout from the Mountain Pool, which could only mean that there must be a trout in there big enough to chase a five-pounder away. I resolved to get him.

“So next day at dawn I drove down to the Mountain Pool with all my tackle, my lunch of bread and cheese, and a case of Scotch. I put a couple of bottles in the seat of my waders so I wouldn’t have to be running back to the car all the time. Then I rigged my big nine-foot rod and went to work.

“I fished with everything from dry flies to minnows without moving a fish, and then I tore my waders on the barbed-wire fence across the tail of the pool that Guy Bury built to keep his cows from straying. So I went back to the car and patched the waders, spilling a little pool of rubber cement in the process. While I was waiting for the patch to dry, a shower came up.

“As I sat huddled in my slicker I noticed the bugs on the ground; they were rolling in the rubber cement and then running around in the rain having a fine time. They were, you might say, wearing raincoats.

“This gave me an idea, one that would occur only to a man who thinks like a fish. I went back in the bushes and caught one of those huge moths, coated it with rubber cement, and stuck it onto my hook. Then I threw it in at the head of the pool and fed out line to let it float downstream naturally.

“The moth fluttered along the surface, rising a few inches and then dropping back. About halfway down the pool, there was a sucking sound and the moth disappeared in a swirl as big as a washtub!

“I struck as hard as I dared; there was a terrific convulsion in the water; I began to reel. The next thing I knew I was in six feet of water and the line was reeled in right up to the leader knot. The fish was so big that I had reeled myself out to him instead of drawing him in to me! Gentlemen, I give you my word he was over five feet long and weighed fifty pounds if he weighed an ounce.

“In this emergency I began to think like a fish. What would I do if I were that big and I had a fisherman where he had me? I would chew the living hell out of him! Since I had no desire to be simultaneously the most famous and the deadest fisherman on the Beaverkill, I got out my knife and cut the line. But the fish got around between me and the shore, and I was having a terrible time with him when someone grabbed me by the collar and hoisted me ashore.

“It was Keegan, the state trooper who patrols Route 17 below Roscoe, where it runs beside the river. I was grateful to him for saving my life but exasperated because he had not even seen the big fish and intimated that I had been drinking. In fact, he threatened to run me in if I drank any more that day.

“When he left I went back to my car for my lunch and a couple more bottles. I dipped my bread in the whisky—I wasn’t drinking the liquor; I was eating it, see?—and sat down to think like a fish. This was no ordinary fish, so it followed that he would not be interested in an ordinary lure. I put my mind to work to invent an extraordinary lure, and I did.

“I was starting on my second loaf of bread when I saw minnows breaking water in the shallows as if something were chasing them. So I soaked a slice of bread in whisky and let it float down the current. I figured that that old trout hadn’t had a drink in years and would be eager for one. And I was right. As soon as he smelt the whisky he took up his feeding position, and when the bread came along he drifted up to it and—socko! I could hear his teeth clash. I took a bite of bread and poured whisky into my mouth on top of it, which is a handier way to eat Scotch, and then I soaked another slice and put it on my hook.

“The big trout hit it furiously but he just stole my bait. He stole the next three slices too. Then I noticed that he was weaving around in the current. He missed the next slice completely, floated downstream on his side, and began to swim in circles. And every little while he would open his mouth and emit a string of bubbles and a sound like ‘Hup!’

“Then I sent him down a slice of bread with two hooks in it and when he gulped it I struck, hard. The rod bent down to the water. The reel began to screech and then to smoke, and in another instant the bearings burned out, the spool jammed, and the line broke. I thought I had lost the big fish but in a moment I saw him chasing minnows, upside down, with my line trailing behind him. I grabbed it and tied it to my wrist. It almost cost me my life.

“He started downstream like a torpedo, towing me behind him. He went through the barbed-wire fence like a bat out of hell, but I hit it with a bang that uprooted the posts. Tangled as I was in the wire I could not get to my feet so I started rolling to get ashore.

“The drunken trout lunged at me with his mouth open— and what teeth he had!—but just as he was about to bite me he said ‘Hup!’ so he hit me with his mouth closed. Even so, the point of his great undershot jaw cut a gash in my leg. He charged again, but again he hupped at the last moment, so all I got was another gash. Again and again he attacked but each time he would ‘Hup!’ and have to close his mouth. My legs were covered with gashes by the time Keegan hauled me ashore.

“Again he had failed to see the big fish; he said my cuts were from rolling in the barbed wire. I think he was going to pinch me, but just then an old Model A Ford went down the road.

“ ‘There’s that damned deer poacher!’ shouted Keegan and ran for his car.

“When I awoke it was dusk and I felt terrible, but I got out the Alka Seltzer and a couple more bottles of Scotch and began thinking like a fish. The big fellow must be feeling terrible too, I decided. So I rigged my big salmon rod, and when I heard him splashing in the shallows across the pool, I put a few Alka Seltzer tablets onto the hook and cast into the darkness. There was a splash and a haul on my line, and this time I struck with both hands and then began pulling and horsing as hard as I could to bring this big fish over to my side.

“You never heard such a commotion in your life! The fish didn’t swim around much but sort of floundered, and yelled. I suppose you think a trout can’t yell. Well, this one did, and swore too!

“I hauled that fish almost across the river by main strength. Then the line went slack. The fish came toward me, half out of water. Something hit me in the eye and on the nose, and began battering me, and all the while the fish was assaulting me it was shrieking and cursing.

“I went down in the water. When I scrambled up I was astounded to see Johnny Woodruff in front of me. Was I surprised, and was I mad!

‘What are you doing in my pool?’ I yelled. ‘I just had the world’s biggest trout on and you come along and make me lose him! Where are your stream manners? Get the hell out of here!’

“But Johnny was madder than I was. You know what he accused me of? He said he had been night-fishing on the other side when I cast across him, hooked him in the neck, and tried to drown him!

“He started for me again, and believe me, I was glad to see Keegan for the third time. I thought fast, this time not like a fish but like a state trooper. I hauled out my remaining bottle.

“ ‘You need a drink after chasing that poacher,’ I said.

‘I been after him all summer; he’s selling deer, said Keegan, mentioning the worst sin in the catskills. ‘I got the goods on him at last. I slapped the cuffs on him and turned him over to Roy Steenrod (the game protector at that time) to take down to Liberty.’ And with that he poured down a drink big enough to keep his radiator from freezing all winter.

“ ‘If you’re wounded you had better guard against infection, I advised Johnny. He took the bottle and sterilized his whole interior.

“ ‘And in these wet clothes I must take precautions against pneumonia,’ I concluded, and took all the precautions there were left in the bottle.

“While we were walking back to the car for another bottle I told them about the fifty-pound trout, but they only laughed. They wouldn’t believe me! They wouldn’t be—”

The speaker’s voice had been dropping lower and lower, and now it stopped. A snore sounded.

Garry and I looked at each other, and tiptoed away.

* * *

The foregoing narrative is unreliable as to details, names, and places, and contains some misleading although technically correct statements—Sparse Grey Hackle never took a trout over three pounds, either! But it faithfully portrays the faulty observation and fallacious reasoning from unjustified assumptions to unwarranted conclusions that characterize the ordinary fisherman and cause him to “think like a fish”; a fish does not think at all!

In other words, Sparse Grey Hackle is just an ordinary angler, even as you and I.


THE YOUNG COMERVATIONIST

WHEN JOHN MILLER CAME TO WETHERSFIELD, CONNECTICUT, from Sussex, England, he was a farmer, and farmers his descendants remained right through nine generations into the early manhood of my father and his brother. True, my grampa took his young family to the Pennsylvania oil fields to make his fortune barging oil in barrels on Oil Creek; my father was born in a lease shack on the Tarr Farm, site of the world’s first gusher. But the pipeline came and Grampa went broke; thereafter he was, variously, a drill-rig engineer, a coastwise trader in vegetables, a horsecar conductor, a Sing Sing prison guard, a customhouse clerk, a door-to-door salesman of patent oil lamps and, later, of life insurance, and a storekeeper in Tarrytown, New York.

But first, last, and in between he was a farmer; and managed or operated dairy farms from Lewes, Delaware, to Ballston Spa, New York, including two on Staten Island, even then a part of the city of New York. When he died at the age of eighty-three on a tiny subsistence farm in Orangeburg, New York, he still had a plow horse, a Jersey cow, and one milk customer.

In my boyhood we spent our summers on Grampa’s farm and in his late years it was my job to service that one customer. So each day, after an early supper, as soon as Grampa came in from milking, I’d set off with my two-quart pail, trudging up the Sparkill road in the afterglow of a summer sunset.

There are no roads like that one any more. It was a dim dirt lane that meandered through old meadows growing up to brush and trees, almost a tunnel under the great overhanging branches where the air was sweet with fresh-cut hay, spicy with weeds, and perfumed by the sun-warmed fruit of abandoned orchards. Each clump of woods provided a zone of cool air fragrant of cedar, and each marshy spot yielded the dank, earthy smell of mosses. It was so quiet, so still; nothing moved in that breathless evening hour and even my footsteps were silent in the dust of the road, fine and soft as talcum, a grateful cushion for a little boy’s bare feet.

Once emptied, the pail had to be rinsed in a tiny spring brook that ran beside the road a ways. It flowed less than a kitchen faucet would, and it must have been fresh out of the ground for it was so cold my bare feet could not stand it. But it had the mystery of all running water, it provided crisp peppery watercress which no little boy could resist, and best of all, it was populous with frogs.

Boys and frogs have gone together ever since there were boys and frogs, and I entered joyfully into my heritage. Instinct taught me that a frog could be trapped in a hurled lump of mud, made to spring into an open hand or even a milk pail by touching his opposite end, or just by pouncing on him. So each evening I put a little water in my milk pail and then added half a pail of frogs. For I had a mission.

Across the road from our farmhouse was a marshy meadow and beyond it curved a little brook, a feeder of Sparkill Creek. It was a gentle, purling, cool, clear brook that was my favorite playground; I caught my first speckled trout in it. But there was one thing about it that puzzled me. There weren’t any frogs in it; at least, none that I ever saw or heard. It seemed to me that when we sat out on the porch evenings under the magnolias, we were entitled to have the night noises of birds, katydids, and crickets accented and dramatized by the juggurums of a goodly frog population. Obviously, this was an oversight of Nature, and Alfred Miller was just the boy to show Nature how things should be done. So for some weeks I paused at one end of my milk run to load frogs and at the other end to liberate them. Then one evening I forgot to liberate them.

Here is where Gramma came into the story. Gramma was six feet tall, a Hempstead of Saxon bone and bulk, and she lived for battle; if no battle was handy, it was her delight to start one. She had a short-fuse temper and a rampaging sense of humor, as well as a great mop of blonde hair turned sort of white and a pretty good soprano voice—and lots of it. She was the ramrod, the driver that had really got the family through the terrible starving times of the seventies and eighties. She was thirteen years younger than Grampa and, as I remember it, she was always bossing him around and giving him a hard time. But six months after he died, she just sat down in her big old rocking chair and died of “heart trouble.” But it wasn’t heart failure; it was heartbreak.

In summertime we used an old board shack beside the well for a summer kitchen because it was handier to the water supply and cooler. It had a dirt floor, an old table and chairs, a kerosine cooking stove, and a wooden sink with a pail of well water and a tin dipper beside it. This night Gramma was sitting on a high stool washing the supper dishes and belting out “The Son of Man Goes Forth to War” like a captain leading a charge. Without missing a note she took the lid off the milk pail and abstractedly poured a cascade of indignant batrachians into the dishpan.

Gramma weighed three hundred pounds and she was lame besides, but she unloaded off that stool and sashayed out the door like a schoolgirl while hitting the highest, loudest note I ever heard her emit. She came back instantly, mad enough to chew nails. Any little boy who did that to his loving Gramma deserved, she opined, A Good Whipping; and she strongly implied that she was ready, willing, and able to do the job right then. As Gramma had raised four kids with a short-handled buggy whip, the situation looked a bit critical. But my mother, who was wiping the dishes, came to my rescue. My mother was meek and mild, but she was tougher than boiled rawhide; and she and Gramma didn’t like each other very well anyway. She allowed softly that nobody—nobody— was going to whip her little Alfred. This confrontation provided the diversion I needed to retrieve my livestock and head for the marsh. I didn’t return until Gramma had departed the shack.

The curious part of this adventure is that despite my exertions and the risking of my backside in the cause of conservation, I never afterward heard so much as a single croak from our stretch of the brook. The ungrateful little beggars must have taken off for other parts as soon as they were freed.


THE MAGIC CARPET

URBAN THOUGH I AM BY BIRTH AND BREEDING, I HAVE BEEN obsessed from my earliest boyhood with the idea of camping out. I never had opportunities to do so as a little boy, but I had something even better—a bureau drawer full of catalogs of sporting goods, fishing tackle, firearms, and camping equipment. What trips I took on the magic carpet of their pages! How often I stowed my Preston Mess Kit, my Marble waterproof matchbox, my Rainbow reel and Saline enameled line in my Nessmuk packsack, put them, with my Bristol rod, Colt’s .45 six-shooter and Winchester .30-30 carbine, in my King folding canvas boat, and rowed away with my Lyman bow-facing oars.

Those were the best trips I ever took. I caught more fish and shot more game and saw more wild and wonderful woods and waters on them than on any trips I ever really took, and it never rained. I am still grateful to the fine old New York sporting goods houses, which in those days of cheap printing did not hesitate to bestow free on even a little boy a catalog as large as many present-day magazines and crammed with the most delectable prose and alluring pictures that ever enabled a prisoner to escape on the wings of fancy.

There was a richness and stimulation in those catalogs that made prosaic objects glow with splendor and seem infinitely desirable. Take so simple a thing as a knife—Marble’s Hunting Knife. “Tang and blade forged in one piece, of high carbon tool steel.’ It was a great disappointment to me to learn years later that the difference between high-carbon and low-carbon steel is only a small fraction of I percent, and that tool steel is not the royalty of the ferrous metal kingdom but something the apprentice boys turn out while the real men are making nickel-chromium-moly, air-hardening high-speed, and other aristocratic alloys.

“Bleeding grooves on either side of the blade”—Wow!— “and oval bone-chopping edge on back of point.’ Anyone who couldn’t see himself using that knife to dress out a deer which he had just shot with that rifle leaning against the pine, while the Indian guide … Anyone who couldn’t see that just didn’t have blood enough to run down a groove!

“The handle is formed of alternate washers of red and black hard fiber, brass and leather driven onto the tang and secured with a buckhorn screw tip, making a handle which will not slip even when covered with blood or grease.”

What a picture! You are at grips with a grizzly bear. You snatch out your trusty Marble’s Hunting Knife and plunge it into his throat. Blood spurts out and covers the handle, but does it slip? No! The alternate washers of red and black hard fiber, brass and leather “afford a firm, secure hold” and you do not even cut your hand, for “a neat cross-hilt prevents the hand from slipping down onto the blade when sticking a carcass.’ So you continue whittling into the grizzly until he falls over. Golly, who wouldn’t pay $3.25 for such a magical knife!

Not all the catalog writing was so pure in heart; some of it was downright deceptive in those pre-Federal Trade Commission days. And the king of all these artists in deception, a con man who deceived the sportsmen of the nation for a generation, was the inventor of the African Steel Vine fishing rod.

Forty or fifty years ago Tonkin cane was just coming in as a rod-making material, difficult and expensive to get, and hard to work; the makers of the cheap machine-made rods that composed the bulk of the industry’s output stuck to the easier-handled, cheaper, and more readily available Calcutta cane, with which they were familiar. The defect of Calcutta is that it has no backbone and produces soft, whippy rods. It remained for some unsung genius of roguery to further weaken and soften these weepers by cutting the corners off their hexagonal construction and turning them in a lathe until they were as round as a lead pencil. And then he christened the material African Steel Vine.
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