
]>






Crosscurrents






[image: frn_fig_001]





]>






Crosscurrents






C R O S S C U R R E N T S




 


]>






Crosscurrents






Crosscurrents


A FLY FISHER’S PROGRESS


JAMES R. BABB


Foreword by Ted Leeson


[image: frn_fig_002]


THE LYONS PRESS


Guilford, Connecticut


An imprint of The Globe Pequot Press





]>






Crosscurrents






Copyright © 1999 by James R. Babb


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright Act or in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to The Globe Pequot Press, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, Connecticut 06437.


The Lyons Press is an imprint of The Globe Pequot Press.


First hard cover edition published by The Lyons Press


First Edition/First Printing


Printed in the United States of America


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Babb, James R.


Crosscurrents : a fly fisher’s progress / James R. Babb: foreword by Ted Leeson.


p. cm.


Based on the author’s columns written for Gray’s sporting journal.


ISBN 1-55821-946-3 (hc.)


1. Fly fishing Anecdotes.   2. Babb,James R.  I. Title.


SH456.824   1999


99-29607


CIP





]>






Crosscurrents










For Linda,


who has kept me laughing for


twenty-six years and counting










]>






Crosscurrents






Acknowledgments


Thanking all the people who help turn raw thought into a finished book can become as ridiculously rambling as an Oscar-acceptance speech and just about as annoying, so I’ll keep this short.


Thanks first and foremost to my pal Ted Leeson, who in addition to his embarrassingly fine foreword provided both the idea and the encouragement for a book grown out of my angling columns for Gray’s Sporting Journal. Thanks Ted. I couldn’t—and wouldn’t—have done it without you.


Thanks to David Foster and Leslie Nelson, my co-conspirators at Gray’s, and to my wife Linda, who cares nothing at all about fly fishing but who has always been my most valued and valuable editor, and my best friend.


Thanks to Nick Lyons, who has been at various times a competitor, a mentor, an employer, my publisher, and the only person other than my mother who ever telephoned to say hi on Christmas morning.


And thanks especially to the fish and the rivers, and to my father, who taught me to care about them.





]>






Crosscurrents






Foreword


For most of us fly fishing is the exception rather than the rule, a respite tucked into nooks and crannies of time, a brief reprieve spent in the small eddies and calms that occasionally form along the edges of a busy world. But a rare and lucky few somehow manage a life that joins avocation with vocation and makes angling both a recreation and a livelihood. James R. Babb—Jim—is a passionate fly angler and for several years now, as editor and angling columnist for Gray’s Sporting Journal, a professional one. For readers, this union of fly fisherman with writer could not be more fortunate. Jim marries a lifetime of angling skill and experience to an astonishingly (at times alarmingly) fertile imagination, and the offspring is this remarkable collection of stories and essays—brilliantly entertaining and outrageously distinctive and both for the very same reason: a kind of storytelling that pops you upright like a jolt of raw moonshine.


What rings on every page of this book is a tremendously energetic, expressive, and robust voice. It is, sometimes by turns and sometimes all at once, completely irreverent and savagely funny, astute and engaging, eccentric, shrewd, chronically witty, both plainspoken and eloquent, thoughtful, earthy, and extravagant. Imagine for a moment a book coauthored by Charles Dickens and Flannery O’Connor, then edited by Hunter S. Thompson, and you might get some idea of this voice. Its evocations of people and places are vibrant with the texture and vigor of locality; few writers have such ear for the accent, the rhythm, the picturesque vividness of regional speech. The accounts of the fish and fishing, from the quiet solitude of a brook trout stream to the barely controlled chaos of saltwater angling, are immediate and fresh. At times the voice is stropped with an edge as keen as life, laying open thoughts or impressions that tingle like nerve endings. At other times it can barrel down on you with the headlong locomotive energy of a fast freight train careering down a mountainside—not merely unstoppable, but quite possibly dangerous. Always, though, it surprises—in the unexpected clash of images, in striking turns of phrase, in a completely anarchic sense of irony and humor, in disparate ideas rubbed together that magically catch fire. It is distinctive and original, an authentic voice, pure homegrown.


It could not be otherwise, for we write who we are. The words are stamped with the temperament, disposition, and personality of the writer. And like the voice in this book, Babb is doggedly independent and unconventional, a “different drummer,” as Thoreau puts it (a man, by the way, with whom Babb shares more than passing similarities) . He’s pursued a path defined by principles and interests fundamentally his own; often as not that’s an uphill walk, traveling, as he says in the central essay of this collection, “Against the Grain.” And when the thrust of an individual life bucks the momentum of Life, the collision is bound to produce some strange twists, eccentric deflections, a quirky flux and counterflux.


Growing up in a small East Tennessee town and eventually chafing against its small-town provincialism, Babb moved north, a hillbilly with dreadlocks and a beard who married into Boston’s cultural elite where, he says, “I learned to navigate the silverware.” He left with a head full of Marley and Mozart and moved farther north, working for a time as a self-employed commercial lobsterman and then jumping ship to become a book editor for a small nautical publisher soon snapped up by a Fortune 500 company. His most distinguished achievement in postsecondary education, he’ll happily tell you, was graduating first in his class at the Ryder Tractor Trailer Training Institute. At the same time, his appetite for books has always been voracious, and he’s read more of them, and understood them better, than most university English professors I know. In the woods of coastal Maine, he built a house entirely by hand, a “Hobbit-like” structure as he describes it, a minor monument to energy efficiency, low-impact living, ecological harmony, and self-reliance; he lives there with his wife, Linda, largely through the forbearance of the three cats who actually run the place. Sequestered in a separate little cabin at the edge of a trout pond (both of which he also built), a charmingly secluded and Waldenesque setting, he works in the publishing business, one of the most public and visible of all human occupations. Deeply mistrustful of technology, a man who regards flush toilets as an ultraright-wing conspiracy, he is a sucker for electronic gadgetry—a Luddite with a laptop, Thoreau with a GPS and fax machine.


These are the crosscurrents and paradoxical trajectories of a life, and because the teller cannot be separated from his tale, they are as much a part of this book as the fishing.


But in the end a book, like a trout stream, is most fundamentally shaped by what lies beneath the surface, and at the bottom of this one are places—certainly places with fish in them, but also those places that through birth or occupancy or affection we lay claim to and call our own, and that in time stake their own claims and come to possess us. Connections of this sort can grow deep and complex; locality and family, land and livelihood, home and history twist and vine together until, like it or not or both, who you are and where you came from become very much the same question. Personal identity and place intertwine so deeply that they cannot be teased apart.


Nor should they be. Their union has been a wellspring for Southern writers ever since there was a South, and it is the taproot of this book as well, anchoring its chapters as they unfold to reveal a distinct private geography. Sometimes explicitly, often more subtly, these pieces weave together the story of one man leaving the South, parting from home and home water and better than two centuries of family history. Eventually homesteading in Maine, the author finds both a new life and an even older past: 350 years earlier, one Philip Babb left his own family in England to homestead this very same coast, earn his living in the fishing trade, and lead by necessity the same self-sufficient life that the author has adopted by choice. And as ancestral Babbs would eventually strike out for Tennessee, so Jim Babb branches out to new territory and discovers once again echoes of home. It is a wonderful and strange genealogical déjà vu where the past waits around every bend, sometimes with a Christmas turkey and sometimes a rubber hose.


The one constant throughout this story is fishing, linking the past to the future, the waters that haunt to the ones that beckon. As always, the catching can be good or not, but the angling in these pages never fails to interest and entertain, sometimes provoke and exasperate, and occasionally outrage. For I might as well warn you now: Babb is a writer for whom practically nothing is sacred, nothing to be taken too seriously. Not fishing, not fisherman, and most especially not himself.


—Ted Leeson


February 1999
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An Apology


No life, my honest scholar, no life so happy and so pleasant as the life of a well-governed angler; for when the lawyer is swallowed up with business, the statesman in preventing or contriving plots, then we sit on cowslip banks, hear the birds sing, and possess ourselves in as much quietness as these silent silver streams, which we now see glide so quietly by us.


— IZAAK WALTON, The Compleat Angler


Qh my. Another collection of navel-gazing essays from a baby boomer who got hold of a fly rod and a word processor and thought Eureka, I’ve found myself. And now wants to share.


In a dozen years spent as an acquiring editor for a couple of book publishers and now for Gray’s Sporting Journal, I’ve rejected enough introspective fly-fishing essays to fill the body of a tenwheel dump truck and edited enough to fill the cab. Some were good, some were bad, and a rare few made me want to take up golf. But many left me thinking,Yegods, another one. Which makes me more than a little uncomfortable about foisting off on the reading public a fly-fishing collection of my own.


I can’t begin to justify this, not really, except to offer the feeble excuse that fishermen fish and writers write, and as I am by default both a fisherman and a writer I can no more resist this course than the one that dictates I sleep, eat, and excrete. Certainly I didn’t choose to become a fly fisherman, no more than I chose to be born with blond hair and blue eyes and unhealthy appetites for fried chicken and what is known in polite circles as low humor.


My father was a fly fisherman, and if my brother and I wanted to spend any time with him we had to become fly fishermen, too. My earliest memories all involve fly fishing: Sitting waist-deep in a riffle with my brother, Walter, and Beth Orrin in front of the Orrins’ cabin on East Tennessee’s Tellico River, watching the evening sun turn our fathers’ fly lines to fluorescent candy canes flashing through the moist mountain air. Heaving a dehooked Scarlet Ibis toward backyard quoit-ring targets using the mighty two-handed roundhouse swing of a scrawny three-foot kid with a nine-foot cane rod. Tweezing tiny bluegills from the riprap around Fort Loudoun Lake with miniature Gaines poppers while wearing a coonskin hat and a Red Ryder six-shooter. Warping that heavy cane rod into half a parentheses on a giant doughball-sipping carp that didn’t even look back when it dragged me off a footbridge.


I write about fly fishing because I don’t really know how to do much else, and like all writers 1 must write about what I know and about how I live my life. To burgle an appropriate line from Thoreau’s introduction to Walden, “I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience.”


The compulsion to write is more easily quelled than the compulsion that sends me looking for good holding water even in big-city storm gutters. I write because I can, I suppose, or more accurately I write because the U. S. Navy’s radioman school taught me to type fast enough to keep abreast of an uncontrolled thought process that, like fly fishing, transports n1e to places I never expected to be.


I write because it is an outlet, a safety valve that may keep me from devolving into that hoppity little old man on the adjacent airplane seat who delivers a six-hour stream-of-consciousness monologue about an unbearably uninteresting subject. But as this particular monologue is about fly fishing, I have to presume it’s a subject at least nominally interesting to you.


And, well, I write because some of those navel-gazing fly-fishing essays are among my very favorite books in an extensive and eclectic library—books by a Leeson or a Gierach, a Thomas or a Barsness, a Lyons or a Norman, a McClane or a Maclean are as well read and dog-eared and as meaningful to me as their equally well read shelfmates tagged Twain and Thoreau, Melville and McCarthy, or Poe and Pynchon: Great Literature, at least to those whose worlds revolve around fish and the places they live.


Everyone has to aspire to something, and while I have too much of the mountain mountebank in my makeup to aspire to anything like greatness, I hope at least to make someone smile now and then.


Fly fishing, I have learned in forty-something years of obsessing over it, is simply too much fun to be taken seriously.
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I
Taking a set 


That’s hit, by golly! Now why the devil can’t I’splain myself like yu ? I ladles out my words at randum, like a calf kickin at yaller-jackids; yu jis’ rolls em out tu the pint, like a feller a-layin bricks—every one fits.


— GEORGE WASHINGTON HARRIS,
Sut Lovingood. Yarns Spun by a Nat’ral Born Durn’d Fool.


Whatever else I may be—husband, father, reader, writer, editor, sailor, gardener, amateur chef, fly fisherman, environmentalist, ex-smoker, ex-commercial fisherman, ex-truck driver, lapsed guitar player, apolitical agnostic, bipedal omnivorous mammal—I am first and foremost an East Tennesseean. I say this even though I have lived more than half my fifty years in Maine and left East Tennessee behind at the age of seventeen.


But being an East Tennesseean is not something you ever stop being, no matter how long you’ve been away.


We are not like other people, us East Tennesseeans. We are not even like other Tennesseeans; the bluegrass Democrats from Middle Tennessee and the Deep South denizens of West Tennessee share in common with the ridge-running Republicans of East Tennessee only a state capital, a license plate, and one star on the three-star flag that officially proclaims our separate and always capitalized identities. We are endlessly friendly, endlessly giving, endlessly neighborly, endlessly contradictory, endlessly unpredictable. We are what Thomas Wolfe, a mountain-grown North Carolinian sprouted from the same gnarled Appalachian roots, described as a “crude, kindly, ignorant, and murderous people.”


In my hometown, as typical an East Tennessee village as exists, murders were almost unknown but killings about as common as hookworms and pellagra. If you’re wondering about the distinction, a murder is when a wife catches her husband with her sister and blows them both away, or when a footpad slices a bootlegger’s throat for the fat wad of tobacco-scented twenties stuffed in his hogwashers. A killing takes place in a beer joint on a Friday or Saturday night, and is inevitably preceded by the most chilling words you can hear south of Mason and Dixon’s line: “Whut’re yew lookin’ at?” Of a town a few miles from my own, novelist Cormac McCarthy wrote in The Orchard Keeper: “I never knowed such a place for meanness.”


I say all this because I’ve found, over thirty-odd years of life among both urban and rural Yankees, to whom East Tennesseeans are but a minor subspecies of generically caricatured knee-slapping Southerners and East Tennessee only the home of the Smoky Mountains and Dolly Parton, that this usually helps them understand why I am as I am. And at least in part why I don’t live in East Tennessee.


Like many Southerners with literary inclinations, I needed to grow distant from my roots before I could look back and truly see them—the deafening contradictions of folks unselfishly opening their hearts and homes to longtime neighbors and newcomers alike, then crushing them with scurrilous embroideries of halftruths and lies whispered down party lines; of unlocked doors and safely strolling late-night streets, and killings and drunken rages and blind superstition and third-world health care; of cherubic Sunday School voices belting out Red and yellow black and white being precious in His sight, and those same voices the next day chanting Two-four-six-eight we don’t wanna integrate. For those who could not reconcile such seraphic Sunday lessons with the weekday’s harsh hypocrisy, the Old South—where, as Faulkner wrote, “the past isn’t dead, it isn’t even past”—could be an untenable place.


Thirty-something years in the North.


And yet . . . and yet when I think of naked intolerance, economic apartheid, and willful parochial ignorance I think not of the South but of the North, where I have seen far more pale illiterate faces twisted with hate toward people about whom nothing more is known beyond their percentage of epidermal melanin than I ever saw in the South. And when I think of home it is not wild romantic Maine that makes me go all teary-eyed but East Tennessee, where in its ripe red clay and fissured limestone my roots intertwine deep and ancient.


We are not like other people, us East Tennesseeans. But we are very much like each other. Our defining characteristic: Although we feel things deeply and passionately, there is simply nothing in life so grim or so serious that we can’t make fun of it. We make fun of each other and we make fun of ourselves, at every stage of life and beyond. T he most laughter you will ever hear is at an East Tennessee funeral, where the dearly departed’s myriad foibles are trotted out and gleefully gnawed over with our aggressively informal and outwardly illiterate language, so liberally peppered with grotesqueries and wild exaggerations.


In East Tennessee a handkerchief becomes a snotrag, a washcloth a warshrag; the delicately titillating Northern expression Don’t get your panties in a bunch, becomes Don’t getchee drawers in a wad. Minor insults are later related with “I could just have kilt him”; trivial embarrassments with “I could just have died.” When it’s blistering hot in Maine and the thermometer’s climbing toward triple figures, Mainers will say, “It’s a dite wahm t’day.” On the same day in East Tennessee, we’d say, “Hit’s hotter’n four-hunnerd HAILS out chere.” We delight most in inflicting these homespun crudities on the pretentious and refined, all the while smiling and exuding the openhearted good cheer of the idiots they suppose us to be, as we methodically go about turning their blue blood and pale faces an honest shade of red. And this cuts straight across social and educational strata.


On our first visit home, my Northern-born wife and I were eating country ham and biscuits and redeye gravy in a glossy hillbilly-theme restaurant squeezed into the tawdry strip-mall and fireworks supermarket that sucked the life from our once cozy little downtown. As Linda struggled with the concepts that country ham is actually supposed to taste like a pig-flavored salt block and that grits aren’t actually food but a kind of spackle formulated to plug up fork tines long enough to convey redeye gravy and pepper from plate to mouth, one of my father’s old fishing buddies walked over in his patched jeans and fish-scaly flannel shirt to say howdy: “Hail, Jemmy. Ain’t seen you in a coon’s age. Whar you been at?” We talked on through the stream-of-consciousness web of fishing stories laced with the weird and distorted that typify an East Tennessee conversation, reminiscing about fish caught and fish lost and various horrors witnessed or perpetrated. Mter he left Linda asked, “Yegods. Who was that halfwit?” “Him? Oh, he’s a nuclear engineer, works over in Oak Ridge designing reactors and stuff.”


We drove around my little town, its once homogenous population of intermarried cousins now swollen with Yankee-transplant bedroom commuters zipping up the interstate to Important Jobs in Knoxville. I showed Linda where I was raised, where I worshiped, where I went to school, where I learned to fish, drink, smoke Camels, and fight. I showed her the small-town library tucked into a corner of the War Memorial gymnasium, where I learned about worlds where people talked and thought differently, worlds where anyone could sit by the river and read an unassigned book without someone suspiciously asking Why. I took her to an old friend’s house for supper, where we told wild stories of the old days and pored through our high school yearbooks trying to remember who was related to whom: “Lessee, he was my second cousin out of the Chamberlains, so would that make him your fourth cousin on your meemaw’s side or your third cousin on your father’s side?”


We told stories of the local characters—of Tumor Irwin, a gotch-eyed construction worker with a goiter on his neck the size of a banana squash who lived in the woods in the backseat of a car, the front seat being stored with the car dealer who sold him a newer one every four years and who once tried to sell him a Hudson, renowned for its backseat ir not its reliability, and to which offer nondriving half-blind Tumor replied in guttural disgust: “Sheeee-it. I wudden have a goddam Hudson.” Of the shadowy early-morning mirages of osteoporotic Old Lady Satterfield and her towering microcephalic son Peehead, fist-fighting with possums for the back-alley contents of well-to-do trash cans. Of Eggs-Worth-of-Candy, heading for the OK Grocery to trade a single hen’s egg for a scant jawful of peppermint drops. Of Mutt Wilson, a man of few intelligible words who, after watching the three Click Brothers struggle to erect the giant seasonal Santa Claus atop the Guy F. Tallent Mortuary, strode purposefully to the middle of Broadway and hollered “Up on the Rooftop, Click Click Click.” Of Buzzard Neeley, a professional gambler who’d bet a week’s pay on which bird would fly first from a telephone wire and would usually win. Of my great-uncle Flea, a tiny active man fidgeting on the bench at Spit-and-Whittle Corner with overall-wearing men named Barlow and Fiddlehead, trading lies and knives and’mater plants and mules and peeling stabs of red cedar into nests of fragrant shavings to receive their ’baccer juice. Of Lambseye Dailey, an itinerant odd-jobster and barrelhouse piano player of clouded optics who, when riding shotgun with my dad in the milk truck he once drove, responded to the simple question, “Anythang comin’ your way, Lambseye?” by answering, “Nuthin’ but a couple of mules,” and neglecting to mention the mules were riding in a five-ton truck. Of an old man down the road in Sweetwater who when asked why he dragged a chain with him everywhere said he’d look like a damned fool trying to push it.


Back in Maine, I overheard Linda on the phone describing the trip to her sister: “I used to think there was nobody else in the world like him. But my God, there’s thousands of them down there.”


I knew, not long after moving north in the late 1960s and trialfloating my Jethro Bodine accent past the unapproving ears of Proper Bostonians, that my upbringing was a bit out of the cultural mainstream and needed some sprucing up to be presentable in polite society, but I didn’t find out my fly-fishing education was equally askew until a year or so ago when Leeson and I were exchanging letters about this nascent book’s raisin deeter, as they say in France. “Even given your advanced age,” he’d written with the cheek of someone six years on the sunny side of fifty, “tunnelfishing tiny streams with cane rods and wet flies wouldn’t exactly be considered standard practice for the day.” And, he pointed out, my fly-fishing novitiate wasn’t exactly “in the Maclean vein—dry flies on four-count beats on classic water for big fish.”


No. Maclean it weren’t, if for no reasons other than we were Methodists, which rock-ribbed Presbyterian Maclean characterized as “Baptists who can read,” and you can’t cast on a four-count beat if you’re draped over a downed sycamore and sidearming a pair of wet flies two pockets upstream through a doglegged hole in the rhododendrons. Dry flies? In those pre-genetic-hackle days they were hard to keep afloat in the wild mountain torrent; and, as my dad said, they were awful hard to sink deep enough to catch a fish. And big fish? A fourteen-incher was a good trout for us, which is probably why in my hormonally addled adolescence I lit off for the Tennessee River to drift shad guts for catfish the size of Labrador retrievers.


But the skills learned on those little high-mountain streams have worked for me pretty much everywhere I’ve fished, while skills learned on classic waters don’t transplant into the mountains worth a dip of snuff. A case in point: A noted fly-fishing author was in East Tennessee fishing the South Holston—one of the country’s great tailwater fisheries—for highly selective, pig-fat trout, and where a big fly is a size 18 and a stout leader reads 6X. While we were talking over the editing of his latest book, I suggested he might like to get together downstate with my brother and do a little mountain fishing. A few weeks later I called Walter and asked how it went. “Well,” he said. “I dropped him off on the best pool on the river and said he should fish upstream about two miles and we’d meet at the truck for lunch, and when he didn’t show up I walked back downstream to see how he was doing and he was still standing in the same pool using a fly so small you couldn’t even see it:’I’m working one over here against this logjam,’ he’d said.’I got him to rise twice, but I’m having trouble with microdrag.”’






“What’d you do?” I asked. And Walter, who’d fished his two miles of river upstream from the truck with a weighted nymph and a wet-fly dropper and had caught thirty or so trout, and had walked back downstream another two miles to see if his guest had fallen in the river and drowned, during which time his guest hadn’t moved ten feet and was fishing a twenty-foot leader on a thirty-foot-wide boulder-strewn stream roaring wildly down a mountainside, said: “I let him fish. I mean, he’d written some of the best books ever on fly fishing. Who the hell was I to tell him you cain’t catch fish that way up here?”


The fish stories in this section all take place in East Tennessee, or have their roots in East Tennessee. But then the same could be said of all the stories in this book or of any story I’ve ever told or am ever likely to tell, for although I have lived in Maine most of my adult life, I really left East Tennessee only in a corporeal sense. That’s enough for the folks down home, though, for I found, like everyone who leaves home, that life grows different in your absence and you grow different, too, while to home-folks your life was frozen in amber the day you headed off to the world beyond. To them you’ll never grow up, no matter how old you get or what disparate paths your life may take.


A few years back, on a trip home to see my mother and brother, a new interest in family history led me to the old Babb homeplace and burying ground out at Oral, the improbably named village where my great-great-great-grandfather Hiram settled after moving down from Greene County in 1810. I hadn’t been there since the 1960s, when on a trip home from Boston my parents had dragged me by—all long hair and attitude and that sneering condescension peculiar to newly sophisticated country bumpkins and to young people who spend time only with people just like themselves.




I stopped at the store to ask directions. “I think it’s just off Eblen’s Cave Road,” I told the stooped old lady behind the Grape Nehi sign, “but I don’t remember just where.” She squinted suspiciously at my Maine plates and Yankeefied accent, looked me up and down with rheumy eyes, shook her head twice as though to clear it, then finally said: “Whale, yew got the look of a Babb, but I cain’t tell whether you’re bricklayin’ Babb or bass-singin’ Babb.” 


“I’m bricklaying Babb’s grandson and bass-singing Babb’s son,” I said.


“Oh,” she said with her own brand of condescension, “That’d make yew hair-growin’ Babb.”
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1
Specks in Time 


The mountains were his masters. They rimmed in life. They were the cup of reality, beyond growth, beyond struggle and death.


—THOMAS WOLFE, Look Homeward, Angel


They’re old, these mountains. Some three hundred million years before the Grand Tetons even needed a training bra they towered over the supercontinent Pangaea. As time wore on they sagged slowly into the continental midriff, and today their eroded remnants stretch in long, parallel folds from the Gaspé to Alabama, their steep wooded slopes the East’s last wild refuge against the human tide flowing in from the coast.


When a mile-thick sheet of ice covered North America as far down as the Ohio River, these mountains provided a different kind of refuge, high ground in a frozen flood. Northern pine, spruce, and hemlock crowded onto their shoulders, and the thousands of snowmelt streams that cut to the sea teemed with a primitive char scientists call Salvelinus fontinalis and Northern anglers call brook trout. Down South, at the coccyx of the Appalachian spine, they’re known simply as specks.


Speckled trout evolved with the earliest glaciers, and they and their first cousins, the Arctic char, still live only in the coldest and clearest of water. When the glaciers retreated and the land grew warm, the specks sought sanctuary in the high country, in the cool mountain streams that drain the closest thing to a rain forest in eastern North America. A foot of elevation equals just over a quarter mile of northing, and at around thirty-five hundred feet above sea level the brook trout of southern Appalachia live, phytogeographically speaking, in the cold comfort of Maine.


And as the last glaciers retreated humans pushed into these mountains, hunting mastodon and caribou and, archaeologists tell us, fishing for specks. When Abraham wandered forth from Ur and Khufu began his pyramid, new people moved into these mountains and, in the fertile river valleys and deep mountain coves, began a rudimentary form of farming. By the time a minor Saxon tribe named Babba first entered the Teign River Valley of what is now Devon, England, an elaborate agricultural civilization lived in and around these mountains; it ended shortly after 1541, when Hernando de Soto’s band of gold-hungry brigands barged through, leaving behind disease and desolation and a vacant niche for a fiercely independent Iroquoian semimatriarchy known as the Cherokee.


In the eighteenth century the American-born sons of European settlers began moving into these mountains, including the descendants of one Phillip Babb, who in 1650 left England for Isles of Shoals, Maine, where he was Magistrate and Fishing Master, a buyer and drier of codfish to be shipped back to London, as his grandfather and father had done since the 1580s from the waters off Newfoundland. From Babb’s Cove on Appledore Island, a lonely blasted rock nine miles out at sea, the thin green coastline of Maine and New Hampshire spreads from horizon to horizon, and behind it the ancient stubs of the blue Appalachians dominate the sky as they have for eons. In years to come the five sons of Phillip Babb would move into those mountains, some going north, others south.


In 1787 great-grandson Philip Babb left his father’s plantation on Babb’s Run, a thin little trout stream notched into the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia, for the wilds of what would become Greene County, Tennessee. He ran a mill on Babb Creek, a thin mossy rill slicing through the limestone of Bays Mountain toward Roaring Fork and Lick Creek.


After he returned to Greene County from the siege of Yorktown, Philip’s son Seth opened his own mill and started a family. Later, his son Hiram moved south into the lonely hill country between the Tennessee and Clinch Rivers, where he built a two-story log house whose front porch still overlooks the Cumberlands and its back the Great Smokies.


Fish brought my family to America, and I like to imagine a different fish and the mountains they lived in played a part in drawing Philip and Seth and Seth’s son Hiram and Hiram’s son Isaac ever farther into the Appalachians, searching for a home in the kind of wild, pure country where speckled trout live. I like to think I am genetically encoded to need the feel of those mountains and those pure speckled trout always nearby, and that this is what sent me north from East Tennessee a quarter century past to live in Maine, at the opposite end of the Appalachians and in the epicenter of the brook trout’s range. I know genetic encoding is what continues to take me back regularly to the streams my family has fished for two hundred years, to the streams and the mountains where I grew up and learned to fish, always searching for this canary-in-a-cage indicator of what is still wild and pure in my native land.


*  *  *


It is May and the trout lilies are blooming, and like Southern mountain people for centuries we have taken this as a sign to go fishing for specks. We are my brother, Walter, and his friend Richard Blackburn; they have fished the streams in these mountains almost daily for four decades and know them as well as anyone alive. We’re about thirty-seven hundred feet above sea level, having driven up the steep, winding dirt road the forest service graded over the old wagon trail that led from the Davis Settlement to the Green Cove Store, where my father shopped for bacon and beans and horehound candy back in 1924 as a twelve-year-old Boy Scout. We’re planning to fish Meadow Branch, a tributary of North River, which is a tributary of the Tellico River, itself a tributary of the Little Tennessee River, the sacred river of the Cherokee, now imprisoned behind a series of implacable concrete dams and on whose banks once stood the Cherokee town from which Tennessee got its name.
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“The best fly-fishing book of the year.”—Library Journal
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