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For Randy

May you have as many seasons


FIRST CAST

THE TITLE of this book says it all. For sixty years I’ve been fly fishing and writing about it—ten books before this one—and I’d already been fishing a number of years before I started writing about it. After so many years and so many books, you’d think I’d have said everything I had to say, but it seems there’s always something more—some new experience or emergent thought important enough to get down in print while I still have the opportunity.

That’s mostly what we have here. That, plus a few old stories published years ago in magazines you probably didn’t read, and transcripts of several oral presentations that you probably didn’t hear. For good measure, there’s even a mostly just-for-fun quiz to gauge your level of fly-fishing sophistication.

The menu includes trout, steelhead, Atlantic salmon, bonefish and, yes, even carp. Also included are rivers, lakes, and salt water. There’s a lot about fly-fishing books and writers, fly rods, reels, favorite fishing methods, and guides—some good, others not so much. Just in case you wanted to know, you’ll also learn how I survived a thirty-year newspaper career that often interfered with the more important imperative of fly fishing—or vice versa.

A mixed bag, to be sure.

A lot can happen in sixty years, and a lot did. Most of these selections are roughly in chronological order. Some span years or even decades, others the events of only a single day. Some are intended to make you smile, but others are serious, and a few might even make you a little sad. Others, I hope, may inspire you.

That’s the menu. Read heartily.

—Steve Raymond


PART I:
EARLY SEASON

“No man is born an angler.”—Izaak Walton

“Oh, yeah?”—Steve Raymond
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FLY LINES AND BYLINES

IT BEGINS with a fish. I think almost any fish would do, but in my case it was a little trout hooked on a little fly, and I don’t think the circumstances could have been any better. From that moment on I wanted nothing more than to spend every day for the rest of my life fly fishing for trout.

That’s not an unusual ambition for a boy or even for a grown man (though not usually for a woman at that time). Unfortunately, very few people are ever able to realize it, or even come close. That’s because too many things get in the way—the necessity for an education; perhaps a stint of military service, as in my case; the desire to marry and raise a family; the need to make a living; and so on. All those things kept me from fishing every day, or even very often. I managed to fish whenever I could all the way through high school, but then had to put away my tackle for four years of college and two years as a navy officer. The only fishing I had during that time was with my new wife, Joan, during our honeymoon at a remote fishing camp.

Yes, we really did fish.

Then I landed a job as a cub reporter at the Seattle Times. Landing a job wasn’t the same as landing a trout, but it did give me the wherewithal, and sometimes the opportunity, to resume fishing, which I usually managed to do at least a few days each month.

I also quickly discovered that nothing in my prior experience had quite prepared me for the reality of life at a big-city newspaper. I didn’t realize it then, but it was near the end of a colorful era in the history of journalism, a time when newsrooms were inhabited by crusty, hard-drinking, fast-living reporters who sometimes went out and created their own news if none could be found legitimately. The Times newsroom still had a few such characters, including reporters like Robert A. Barr, Barney Harvey, and Johnny Reddin.

On my very first day in the newsroom I was seated at a desk directly facing Barr, a feisty little man with a big nose and a rumpled bloodhound face who was already something of a legend in the Seattle newspaper community. I watched in awe as he tried to work a story over the phone. He was a very excitable man who chain-smoked cigarettes and swore about as often as he breathed, and the more excited he got the more he swore and the more he smoked. It wasn’t unusual for him to have several cigarettes going at once.

This particular morning, he was chasing a story about a mountain rescue and having trouble getting information. After each fruitless call, he’d slam down the phone, swear, and light another cigarette. I thought I’d heard some major-league profanity in the navy, but Barr was in a class by himself. If he’d been able to write as well as he could swear, he would have won a Pulitzer.

It wasn’t long before Barr had five cigarettes going, one in each hand, one stuck behind his ear, one balanced on the edge of his desk, and another in an ashtray. Finally he slammed down the phone again and flipped a cigarette over his shoulder. It landed in a wastebasket full of papers, and you can guess what happened next. Barr sniffed a couple of times, then leaped to his feet and turned to see flames shooting out of the wastebasket. He rushed over and tried to stamp them out, but got his shoe wedged in the wastebasket. So there he was, hopping around on one foot while the other was stuck in this flaming wastebasket and his pants were about to catch fire. About then I began to question my judgment in choosing the Seattle Times as a place of employment.

Not for the last time, either. I soon learned that the Times was a very conservative institution. The personnel department—what everyone now calls human resources—had only two employees, both former FBI agents, and the records they kept resembled the dossiers of Soviet spies more than employee files. Next door to the publisher’s suite was a small office inhabited by a mysterious figure whose job was as much a mystery as he was, although it was rumored he had “something to do with taxes.” He was seldom seen outside his office, but once a week he would emerge, stroll through the newsroom without saying a word to anyone, enter the adjoining composing room, and head for the alley, where printers were making up new movie advertisements. There he would closely inspect all the movie ads. If he found any which, in his judgment, contained female images that were not sufficiently clothed, he would take out a black felt-tipped pen and carefully draw additional clothing over their exposed parts, and that’s how the ads would appear in the newspaper. This actually happened.

One day he found a printer making up an ad for a movie titled The Last American Virgin. He made a beeline for the front office and soon the order came down to change the movie’s title in the advertisement. It was published as The Last American Nice Girl. Of course the change did not go unnoticed by the public, leaving the Times with a huge splotch of egg on its embarrassed face.

Corporate conservatism also pervaded the newsroom. The timber industry, Boeing, and Alaska oil all were sacred cows about which discouraging words were never to appear. When the weather forecast said partly cloudy, it was changed to partly sunny. Individual initiative or enterprise on the part of reporters was tolerated only grudgingly, if at all, and old-timers warned the only way to survive was to “keep your head down in your foxhole, because if you stick it up it might get shot off.” That, of course, was not what I wanted to hear, and sometimes I stuck my head up anyway. I suffered a few flesh wounds, but nothing fatal.

Things got better later on—the general liberalization of society eventually forced the newspaper to follow suit—but those early days were very strange, to say the least.

When I got to know Bob Barr a little better, I was surprised to discover that despite his chronic lack of patience, he was a fly fisherman. In fact, he had been fishing near West Yellowstone, Montana, in August 1959 when a great 7.5-magnitude earthquake struck the area, causing widespread destruction and damming the Madison River to create Earthquake Lake. Obeying his newsman’s instincts, Barr set aside his fly rods and began phoning the Times with daily reports from the earthquake zone, although how he managed it without burning down several telephone booths remains a mystery.

It was no coincidence Barr was in West Yellowstone when the earthquake hit. Disaster followed him around like a faithful old dog. One Fourth of July he obtained a couple of “seal bombs”—explosive devices used by commercial fishermen to frighten seals away from their nets—and set one off on the sidewalk in front of his house. It blew a hole in the sidewalk and sent concrete shrapnel flying in all directions. Several pieces lodged in Barr’s legs, sending him to the hospital. While supposedly convalescing in the hospital, he fell out of bed and broke an arm. Things like that happened to Barr all the time.

Despite his propensity for disaster, Barr was popular with other reporters because he was so good at fetching “cabinets.” That’s what the editors called photographs—“cabinet” photos—of victims of tragedies like fatal car crashes, industrial accidents, or soldiers killed in Vietnam. Reporters were often dispatched to call on bereaved families and ask to borrow a “cabinet” photo for the newspaper to publish. Not surprisingly, most reporters hated these assignments, but Barr was so good at them that most went to him. He had genuine sympathy for the grieving relatives of victims and almost always came away with the desired photo, but that wasn’t the end of it. When he returned the image to the suffering family, it was often accompanied by a large floral arrangement, a bag of groceries, or, if Barr thought it was needed, some cash out of his pocket. Beneath his crusty exterior was a proverbial heart of gold, perhaps partly inspired by his own frequent experiences as a victim of misfortune.

Barr and I often talked about fishing together, and against my better judgment I finally accepted his invitation to go fly fishing with him for salmon in Puget Sound. Predictably, the trip ended in multiple disasters. There was a dog with food poisoning (his), the tip section of a brand-new fly rod lost overboard (his again), and a wild, life-threatening ride in a small boat with too little freeboard (also his) through the violent tidal rips and whirlpools of Deception Pass in northern Puget Sound. It didn’t bother me that we caught nothing; I felt lucky to escape with my life, and as much as I valued his friendship, I quietly vowed never to risk another fishing trip with Barr.

Which I didn’t. But he wasn’t the only fly fisher on the Times staff. Enos Bradner, who’d been the paper’s outdoor editor almost since I was born, had a national reputation as a fly fisher, and we became fast friends. Brad had an encyclopedic knowledge of the state’s outdoor history, and during the course of many trips together I acquired a vast fund of knowledge listening to his stories. He also taught me a great deal about the nuances and subtleties of fly fishing, especially for steelhead, and eventually became almost a surrogate father. When he finally got too old to wade rivers, I bought his little fishing cabin on the North Fork of the Stillaguamish River, and I have tried to preserve the cabin exactly as he left it as something of a shrine.

Alan Pratt, the Times’ zany chief editorial cartoonist, was another ardent fly fisher who became a great friend. His fly-pattern paintings graced my first book, and we made many trips together for steelhead, trout, sea-run cutthroat, and salmon. Al’s indefatigable sense of humor made him one of the finest fishing companions anyone could ever wish to have. A fishing trip with him was never dull—as if any fishing trip could ever be dull.

Another fly-fishing newspaperman who became a good friend was Lee Straight, outdoor editor of the Vancouver Sun. We fished together several times for steelhead and trout, and Lee’s dry sense of humor made him a great companion on the water. I deeply admired his writing, and though he published a number of fishing guides, I always hoped he would write a serious fishing book or two. He never did, but a collection of his newspaper columns is among my valued possessions.

During those early days of my newspaper career it seemed as if something crazy was always happening. One of my favorite stories from that time was told by a reporter who swore he witnessed it while working at the Tacoma News Tribune. At that time, long before weather satellites, computers, and Doppler radar, newspapers had to scramble for accurate, up-to-date weather information, and the News Tribune had an assistant night city editor whose responsibilities included preparing the daily weather report. He talked the newspaper’s management into installing a set of weather instruments on the roof—a rain gauge, temperature recorder, barometric pressure recorder, anemometer—the whole works. Every night he would climb the fire escape with a flashlight, check the instruments, then return downstairs to the newsroom and prepare the weather report.

One rainy night a copy editor got drunk, climbed the fire escape, and urinated in the rain gauge. A little later, when the assistant city editor climbed up to take his readings, it was dark and raining very hard. His flashlight revealed the rain gauge was full to the very brim and he rushed downstairs to write a story that ended up on page one next day. The headline was “Record Rainfall Hits Tacoma.”

As a very junior member of the Times staff, I had split days off—Thursdays and Sundays. That was fine with me because it was then possible to reach a great deal of fishable water within short driving distance of Seattle, and on Thursdays it was never crowded. There were many small lakes, several well-known steelhead rivers, and a few smaller streams that held trout, and I sampled as many as I could reach in a day’s drive, though it was often long after dark when I got home. Some of these waters became favorites, and I returned to them often.

After several months working in the Times newsroom, I was assigned to the police beat, where most young reporters were sent for seasoning in those days. I spent more than a year covering that beat, working out of police headquarters, but I also logged plenty of time in hospital emergency rooms, morgues, jails (just visiting), and courtrooms, and saw more dead bodies than I care to remember. I interviewed a woman who had just thrown her baby off a bridge and covered a ship fire on a December morning so cold the ink froze in my pen. I was threatened, shot at, offered (and refused) bribes, and I testified at a murder trial. I interviewed people from every level of society, from hookers and two-bit hoods to the most wealthy and powerful, and met people of every political persuasion, from the head of the American Communist Party to the head of the American Nazi Party.

My office at police headquarters, called the “press room,” was shared with a reporter from the Times’ cross-town rival, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. His name was George McDowell, a crusty old character who had covered the police beat so long he literally knew where all the bodies were buried. He also had carved out a second career as a freelance writer of true-crime articles for magazines, and encouraged me to try my hand at freelancing. I’d never thought of doing that, but it seemed a good idea, so I decided to give it a shot. Since fly fishing was my passion, I decided that should be my topic.

Right away I started collecting rejection slips from outdoor magazines, but then I stumbled onto a story I thought was a surefire winner. It was about opening day on what would be the state’s first catch-and-release trout water, a good-sized lake not far from the Canadian border. Sea-run cutthroat annually made their way up a stream that flowed from the lake to Puget Sound, and the lake had become populated with cutthroat. Joan and I got there early on opening day and had good fishing for cutthroat mostly in the sixteen- to seventeen-inch class.

Well, to be more accurate, she had good fishing while I mostly rowed the boat and took photos of her landing fish. But I wrote the story and sent it off to a brand-new outdoor magazine called World Rod and Gun, whose premier edition I had found on a newsstand. The magazine responded with a letter of acceptance and a promise of fifty dollars payment upon publication. I was elated; it was my first freelance sale!

I looked forward eagerly to the magazine’s next issue and when it appeared, there was my story and my photos of Joan landing fish, and I felt a great sense of accomplishment. However, as time passed and the promised fifty-dollar check never arrived, I began wondering about the delay. Finally I called the magazine, only to receive a recorded message that its phone had been disconnected. I learned subsequently the magazine had folded after publishing the issue with my story.

That should have been enough to discourage my freelance writing ambitions, but sometimes I’m a slow learner.

Those days on the police beat were exciting, but after a year I was assigned to cover the county’s superior courts. That wasn’t nearly as exciting, although it had its moments. After two more years I was offered an editor’s position, which I accepted. Being an editor wasn’t quite as exciting as being a reporter, but it was always intensely interesting, and I still felt the sense of electricity every newsman feels when he becomes one of the first to know something big has happened and it’s his job to tell the rest of the world.

The biggest story I ever worked was the 1980 explosion of Mount St. Helens. That one had a very personal impact because I was out fishing when the mountain blew and got caught in the fall of ash. I drove more than eighty miles through total darkness and swirling ash to escape and went straight to the Times newsroom, where I stayed almost around the clock for the next week. Sports Illustrated published an account of my experience, and a year later the magazine asked me to do a follow-up story. They also sent a photographer, who, like most photographers I’ve known, was a little crazy. Maybe it was because of the developing fluid they all had to use in those days.

We chartered a small helicopter and took the doors off so the photographer could lean out and take pictures, then flew up to the crater of the volcano. It was too dangerous to land, so the pilot tried to hover but had trouble controlling the helicopter because of all the heat rising from the lava dome in the crater. That, along with the terrific noise of the helicopter, the rush of steam from the lava dome, and the overpowering smell of sulfur, made it a rather memorable experience. But the photographer got his pictures, and when he was finished he put down his cameras, reached into his shirt pocket, and took out a little brown envelope. He opened the envelope, reached out, and sprinkled its contents into the crater.

“What the hell was that?” I hollered.

“Marijuana seed,” he shouted back. “Next time this sucker blows, the whole state’s gonna get high!”

Mount St. Helens has never had another eruption close to the magnitude of the 1980 blast, but in November 2012 a large majority of the state’s citizens voted to legalize the use of recreational marijuana. I couldn’t help wondering if maybe it was because of something in the air.

After seventeen years as an editor, I became a manager, which wasn’t nearly as much fun, but offered better pay and benefits, which made some longer fishing trips possible. It also presented a whole new set of challenges—complex budgets, labor contracts, purchase agreements, and all sorts of personnel issues. I spent my last decade at the Times coping with those things.

I don’t think it would have been possible for me to work very long as a reporter, editor, or manager without having some way to relax and unwind, and my way always was to go fishing. Getting away to spend a few hours casting a fly on a lonely lake or steelhead river never failed to do wonders for my blood pressure and outlook on life. Writing about it also helped relieve stress.

Fly fishing has taken me to some magnificent places—the wilderness of Alaska and northern British Columbia, the coral flats of Christmas Island in the Pacific, the River Dee in Scotland, and the Southern Alps of New Zealand, to mention just a few. It has provided some of the best friends and finest moments of my life. In a way it has almost been like a second career, except I have always enjoyed it far too much to think of it in those terms. When I retired after thirty years at the Times, it was mainly so I would have more time to fish and write more stories about fly fishing.

You’ll find some of them here.


FREEZER BURN

WHEN I was a kid there were no fly-fishing magazines, so I was stuck reading the so-called general circulation outdoor magazines. That meant I had to read selectively because they published few articles about fly fishing, and even those were sandwiched among pieces about fish species I considered well beneath my eleven-year-old angling dignity, caught by methods I considered far beneath anyone’s dignity.

Once in a while, though, I’d stumble across a non-fly-fishing article that caught my attention and at least start reading. Articles about ice fishing seemed especially interesting, although I can’t now remember any earthly reason why—unless it was fascination with what looked like the most masochistic sport in the universe. I remember photos of grim-looking, hugely overdressed men squatting next to holes drilled in frozen lakes, waiting for their propped-up rods to dip in answer to the pull of a fish. I figured any fish they caught were probably committing suicide so they wouldn’t have to suffer in the icy water anymore. No way did it appear anybody was having fun.

I might have felt differently if I’d lived where lakes routinely freeze over in winter. Not that they don’t occasionally freeze around here, but never thick enough to walk on, let alone drill holes in. Generally speaking, fly fishers in my neighborhood don’t have to worry about ice.

Except on those occasions when we do—like the time I joined a group of angling friends for an outing at a lake that was open to fishing only during winter, when it was usually too cold for intelligent life to venture outdoors.

We camped not far from the lake, parking our rigs or setting up tents around a large cleared space where we laid a campfire. Nearly everyone had brought firewood, so there was plenty of fuel—a good thing, because as soon as the sun went down the temperature plunged like the stock market in 1929. We built a roaring bonfire and everyone gathered around and stood close for the warmth, talking and sipping coffee, or maybe something stronger.

Then Bill Rundall, a beloved member of our crew, stumbled out of the back of a camper and came over to the fire, carrying a bottle in one hand. Bill was a favorite because he nearly always kept us laughing—sometimes intentionally, sometimes otherwise—mainly through an incredible series of misadventures. Bill wasn’t a big man, but chairs seemed to have a nasty habit of collapsing under him without provocation. Sometimes his mishaps were much worse, and no laughing matter. Once he parked his truck at the head of his inclined driveway, then walked down to open his garage door. The truck slipped its brakes, rolled down the driveway, and pinned poor Bill to the door, which landed him in the hospital for a couple of weeks. Given that history, it wasn’t surprising that when Bill started making his own wine, not many people were anxious to drink it.

On this frigid night, however, the bottle he had in his hand wasn’t wine, so when he joined the circle around the fire someone inevitably asked, “What’s in the bottle, Bill?”

“It’s called ‘Old Cornfield,’” he said. “I got it on coupon special at a hardware store. Anybody want some?”

At first there were no takers. Then one hardy (or perhaps foolhardy) soul held out an empty cup and Bill filled it nearly to the rim. The fellow took a huge swallow and his eyes swelled till they looked like a pair of eggs fried sunny-side-up. Then his cheeks ballooned outward and he spouted a great stream of Old Cornfield into the fire, which exploded in a mighty sheet of bright blue flame that singed everyone’s eyebrows. When we’d all recovered from the shock and concussion, someone started laughing. Soon all of us were, and another link had been forged in the Rundall legend.

The fireworks were the highlight of the evening, which grew steadily colder, and as our supply of wood dwindled and the flames did likewise, people began heading for what they hoped would be the comfort of their overnight accommodations. In my case, that meant a camper, which, under normal circumstances, I’d always found comfortable.

Not that night. The temperature continued to plunge and my usually warm sleeping bag seemed no thicker than onion skin. I piled blankets on top and that helped some, but it felt as if my ears were on the verge of frostbite. I didn’t have a stocking cap, so I wrapped a thick towel around my head, burrowed as deeply as possible into my sleeping bag and heap of blankets, and finally managed to get some sleep.

Next morning I awoke and looked out at a world I didn’t recognize. Ice was everywhere, cloaking every limb, every blade of grass, every protuberance of any kind, including my truck and camper. An ice fog had descended during the night and pockets of it were still hanging around like mustard gas in every swale or pocket.

After shivering through a cold breakfast, I coaxed my truck to start and piloted it gingerly over slippery tracks to a spot near the shore of the lake we planned to fish. Nobody else was there yet, but through the steam rising from the lake’s surface I could see it had frozen all around the edges during the night. The ice appeared thin, though, and I thought I could probably break through it easily in my aluminum pram.

Dressed in so many layers I could hardly move, I donned a pair of thick gloves so my fingers wouldn’t freeze to the aluminum gunwales. Awkwardly, I got the boat off the camper and shoved it into the ice, where it broke through with the sharp crack and tinkle of icy shards. Then, without much hope, I went fishing.

Rowing felt good in that frigid atmosphere and I headed for a spot I’d always liked near the far end of the lake. It was a fair distance, and by the time I got there I’d managed enough exercise that my body temperature might have been getting somewhere close to 98.6 degrees. I anchored on the weedy bottom of the lake, got up, worked out line, and made my first cast. When I started retrieving there was curious resistance on the line, which seemed to increase the farther I retrieved. That’s when I realized my rod guides were clogged with ice.

There was only one cure for that, so I started thrusting my rod into the lake after every cast, then waited for the ice to melt in the water, which was warmer than the air. It was a pain in the you-know-what, but there was nothing else to do.

That went on for a while until something happened that made me forget all about the cold, the ice, and the inconvenience of dunking my rod: A strong fish suddenly grabbed my fly, its hard pull sending the ice flying out of the rod guides. The trout rocketed twice out of the water, made a long, powerful run, then settled down to fight it out. The battle was a long one, helping generate a little more welcome body heat, but I finally landed the fish. It was a handsome rainbow of about four pounds, so cold it hurt my hands when I released it. A fourteen-incher soon followed, then another big fish, shaped like a cedar block and maybe even heavier than the first.

It went on like that all the way until noon when somebody must have sounded a whistle I didn’t hear, because then the action suddenly stopped. The fog, which had been hovering all around, lifted gradually and the temperature crawled slowly upward from somewhere far below freezing to somewhere in the neighborhood of forty, which was much more comfortable. Maybe it was too warm for the trout, though, because, except for a couple of feeble pulls, I had no more action.

No complaints. I was well satisfied with the day, and on the long row back I got to thinking again about those old photos of grim-faced men squatting on their haunches around holes drilled in frozen lakes, back in Minnesota or Siberia or wherever, waiting for their propped-up rods to dip, as if that was ever likely to happen.

I felt very glad I wasn’t one of them. I’d just come too close for comfort.


THE WOLCOTT FACTOR

LIKE MOST fly fishers of my generation, I grew up reading the works of Roderick Haig-Brown, Robert Traver, Arnold Gingrich, Lee Wulff, Vince Marinaro, Nick Lyons, and others. But another author, one most people probably never heard of, had a more direct influence on my early fishing life than any other. His name was Ernest E. Wolcott.

Virtually unknown outside the Pacific Northwest, and not very well known within it, Wolcott’s two-volume work was my virtual bible as a young angler. The same was true for several of my contemporaries who also discovered Wolcott’s opus, which remains one of the most remarkable pair of books I’ve ever seen—not for the richness of their prose, which is necessarily rather mechanical, but for the enormous magnitude of the information they contained.

Wolcott retired as a navy officer in 1954 and went to work for what was then called the Washington State Department of Game as co-editor of the department’s “Game Bulletin.” His real interest, though, was the state’s water resources, especially its many lakes and ponds, and he spent a lot of his time trying to learn as much about them as he could. That meant traveling to remote areas of the state, climbing its mountains, exploring its valleys and canyons or flying over them, and taking copious notes about every body of water he saw. He also obtained information from a wide variety of other sources, including fishermen. The unique store of knowledge he collected about these waters eventually led to a transfer from the Game Department to what was then called the State Division of Water Resources, where he found his dream job: compiling a massive inventory of the state’s nearly 8,000 lakes and ponds.

The first volume, published in 1961 after many years of research, contained descriptions of 3,813 lakes in nineteen western Washington counties. A second edition was published in 1965, and that was the one I bought as soon as it came off the press.

The timing couldn’t have been better. Newly home from the navy myself, I was in the process of trying to explore nearly every likely trout lake, pond, or steelhead river within a day’s drive of Seattle. With Wolcott’s book and a set of detailed county maps, the task immediately became infinitely easier.

Wolcott’s 620-page volume had all the information a fisherman needed. There was a separate entry for each water, including its elevation, surface area (in acres), and maximum depth, if known. Most entries also contained a brief description of the lake’s inlets and outlets, if any, along with trout-stocking records and reports of trout or other fish species encountered by anglers. Who could have asked for more?

All this information had been painstakingly collected, compiled, organized, and collated by Wolcott and his assistants. This was long before the advent of computers, so each bit of data had to be recorded by hand and then arranged in geographic order. This also was long before navigational satellites or global positioning systems, so Wolcott had to determine the location of each lake or pond using the Public Land Survey System, a cumbersome method dating all the way back to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. The system relies on surveys describing the location of geographic features by township, range, section, or subsection, and Wolcott had to apply that system to each of the 3,813 bodies body of water in his western Washington inventory, then plot all of them on maps—a staggering feat.

Many of the waters, especially small ponds, also had no names. Wolcott listed these as “unnamed lakes” but still described their locations as best he could by using the township, range, and section method.

That wasn’t all. He also gathered black-and-white photographs of 297 lakes and included them in his book, along with bottom contour charts of 205 more—the latter of inestimable value to fly fishers.

The entry for Pass Lake on Fidalgo Island is a good representative example of Wolcott’s work. Long one of the state’s most popular fly-fishing waters, the lake was listed in section 23 of Township 34 North, Range 1 East of Skagit County at an elevation approximately 130 feet above sea level. Its surface area was reported at 98.6 acres, its maximum surveyed depth at twenty feet, and its use was described as recreation. The entry also contained the information that the lake was six miles south of the town of Anacortes, three-quarters of a mile north of Deception Pass, and drained into Reservation Bay and Rosario Strait. It also reported a portion of the lake “lies in Deception Pass State Park” (the park was later expanded to include the entire lake) and contained rainbow trout.

Most entries didn’t contain that much information, but when you consider the number of entries, the incredible scope of Wolcott’s work is evident.

Wolcott wasn’t finished, though. He went on to publish a second volume with the same information for 4,051 lakes in twenty eastern Washington counties. I doubt any other state has such an exhaustive record of its lakes, ponds, and other impoundments, or any source of information that could be of greater value to anglers.

When I got my copy of Wolcott’s first volume, I turned to it eagerly and studied every page, beginning with the counties closest to home. Many lakes Wolcott charted were high in the Cascades and difficult to reach, although I noted some as possible future backpacking destinations. It was the lowland trout lakes that attracted most of my attention. They usually opened for fishing in late April and closed in September or October, and many were within a reasonable day’s drive. I began assigning numbers to the waters that looked most promising and wrote each number next to the lake’s name in the book’s index so I could find it easily in the voluminous text. Then, using Wolcott’s township-range-section method, I found each lake on a map and identified it by the same number. At least I tried to find them; some lakes or ponds were too small to show on any map I could find, so sometimes I had to be content with charting approximate locations. My maps rapidly became speckled with numbers.
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