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Series Introduction


We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.


The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.


It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in print for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.


Paul Schullery


Series editor
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Introduction


Thaddeus Norris (1811–1877) occupies a position of extraordinary significance in American fishing history. In the early 1800s, the first American angling journalists borrowed heavily from British sources, for both their natural history and their fishing techniques. But with Norris’s monumental The American Angler’s Book (1864), we firmly declared, if not our independence of the British experts, at least our confidence in our own observations and experiences. Arnold Gingrich, one of modern fly fishing’s most literate commentators, described Norris as “the cornerstone of American angling literature.”


Norris brought an amazing breadth of knowledge to his work, including familiarity with all the important native fishes of eastern North America and an equally broad familiarity with the many ways in which they might be captured with hook and line. His lifetime bridged the period when Americans went from having essentially no tackle industry to making some of the finest rods, reels, and flies in the world. Norris was one of American tackle-making’s pioneers and here too he displayed special gifts.


But for all this technical expertise, it was his companionable nature and literary style that most set him above other nineteenth-century experts. He was known almost universally as “Uncle Thad,” and in that eventful stretch of decades bracketed by the Civil War and World War I—from Abraham Lincoln to Woodrow Wilson—there was no more widely admired authority on American angling. Norris was, and should still be, read as much for the good company he provides as for his angling wisdom.


Some writers have tried to capture the essence of his popularity by describing him as “the American Walton.” It’s a nice compliment, but it doesn’t really work. Walton himself was everybody’s Walton, including ours. Norris didn’t have to be the American Walton because he was the American Norris. As angling historian Charles Goodspeed put it in 1939, “in a sport where discoveries in the realm of practice as well as improvements in tackle are continually being made any book will naturally become obsolete as a practical manual in seventy-five years, ‘Thad Norris’ still commands the gratitude, admiration, and even affection of his readers, who find therein the self-portrait of a lovable man.” As we approach the sesquicentenary of his book, it’s a good time to read him again, partly for the fun of what he had to say and partly to remember how it was when Norris was astream.


Norris loved many kinds of fishing, but trout were nearest his heart. For this new sampler of his writings I’ve chosen a combination of his practical advice and his philosophical ruminations, hoping to capture both sides of this friendliest of experts. I’ve included excerpts from The American Angler’s Book that display his gifts for natural history, practical instruction, and philosophical deliberation. To those I’ve added an account he wrote a few years later (just before his death) of his experiences on a few trips to the grayling rivers of the Michigan wilderness—a story that combines the excitement of pioneering a new sporting field with our own melancholy hindsight that within a few short decades of Norris’s own death this beautiful species would also be gone, destroyed by overfishing and habitat destruction.


But before turning to his writings, it’s worth a brief moment’s preparation. Norris wrote long ago, and we write, think, and fish somewhat differently now.


I suspect that for most of us today, the biggest shock in reading Norris will come as he starts to kill fish; he and his companions routinely killed far more trout than we would consider acceptable today. The fly-fishing sensibility has changed much since his time and, as smart as he was, Norris was still a man of his times. On the other hand, he was at the forefront of changing definitions of sportsmanship in those times, and it is some indication of his relative enlightenment that he believed that the “true-hearted” angler released most of his catch. He believed and preached this at a time when almost all his contemporaries killed everything they could get—all sizes, all species, all the time.


Modern readers may also stumble over some terminology, especially in tackle. Norris fished with silkworm gut leaders, so when he mentions “gut” just read “leader.” He also fished before split bamboo rods took over the sport, so his rods were solid wood, typically twelve feet long for trout (imagine casting such a thing, one-handed, through a long day of fishing, and your respect for his crowd can only increase). As late as the Civil War, when his big book was published, ferrules were so unreliable that these hefty rods were often rigged with small wire hooks on both sides the ferrule joint so that the angler could lash the joint together with thread in case the ferrule failed.


The attentive reader will also find some minor factual complications here and there. Our exploration of our fisheries was still incomplete in his day; Norris thought the brook trout did not live south of Virginia when it was native to the Blue Ridge well south of that through the Great Smoky Mountains. He referred to the native trout of the American West and Pacific Coast as brook trout, when we now appreciate a host of other native trout in those immense regions (also, the term “brook trout” was often informally applied to western trouts for many years; it meant not just Brook Trout, as a species, but brook trout, as fish that live in brooks), and his awareness of the distribution of grayling in the American West was incomplete and erroneous. He almost certainly overestimated the destructiveness of most Native American trout fishers.


There is also a certain amount of “insider” talk, just as there is in today’s fishing writing. For example, Norris’s mentions of the “Houseless” is just a reference to an informal little group of angling friends who, because they chose not to have an official clubhouse—and therefore also chose to be primarily a true fishing club rather than a social club—referred to themselves as the “Houseless Anglers.”


These differences between us and him, and his occasional factual lapse or uncertainty of information, are trivial matters in the big picture of what Norris has to tell us. We don’t read Norris now for tackle tips or taxonomy anyway. We read him for the greater illuminations found in hearing from any great angling thinker, and in the greater joys of his storytelling.


Norris lived in an age of genuine angling discovery. His observations on the use of floating flies, on the pros and cons of various imitative theories, and on the best ways to manipulate multiple-fly casts are all intriguing even today, but when I say discovery I mean real discovery. There were still countless North American waters, especially in the West, that had never seen a fly, just as there were still many puzzles to be sorted out in the identities of native fish. Through his tales we can share not only the fabulous fishing but the sense of exploration and adventure that accompanied it.


When we read Norris, we reach back into a lost age in American angling. Norris left the American angling scene just as things were about to get a great deal more complicated because of the wholesale translocation of native fish to countless new waters and the momentous arrival of European trout in just as many American waters. He fished in a very different America, one we would do well to think about now and then.


At the same time, we can listen in on some great talk. His literary conversation with his British forebears and his American counterparts is a wonderful commentary on the hows and whys of fishing, not just in his day but in any day. If you’re new to fishing literature, Norris’s references to this or that author should serve as a recommendation for a lot more fascinating reading.


For Norris, as for most of us when we fish, moments of excitement alternated with reveries on the fish, the grand theatre of nature that surrounds the river, and even on why we anglers are such a diverse, peculiar, and endlessly amusing crowd. In 1883, Fred Mather, the eminent American fish culturist and angling writer (at a time when a person could still be both), predicted that “In another century Norris will be more read and appreciated than he is to-day. Of all American angling writers of this century he will stand foremost. . . .” Mather was right in principle—Norris deserves to be read by every generation, much as Walton does—but wrong in fact. Hardly any modern American anglers read Norris, Mather, and their friends today. I hope that this little book will help to change that.


Paul Schullery














Chapter One


Angling.


It’s harmonizing influences.—Recollections of Angling in boyhood, its after influence on manhood.—Its social tendency.—What and Who is an Angler?—Different kinds of Anglers.—The Snob Angler.—The Greedy Angler.—The Spick-and-Span Angler.—The Rough-and-Ready Angler.—The Literary Angler.—The Shad-roe Fisherman.—The English Admiral, an Angler.—The True Angler.


It is not my intention to offer any remarks on the antiquity of Angling, or say much in its defence. Dame Juliana Berners, Isaac Walton, and more recent authors, have discoursed learnedly on its origin, and defended it wisely and valiantly from the aspersions and ridicule of those who cannot appreciate its quiet joys, and who know not the solace and peace it brings to the harassed mind, or how it begets and fosters contentment and a love of nature.


I ask any caviller to read Dr. Bethune’s Bibliographical Preface to his edition of Walton; and then Father Izaak’s address to the readers of his discourse, “but especially to THE HONEST ANGLER,” and accompany him in spirit, as Bethune does, by the quiet Lea, or Cotton by the bright rippling Dove; and if he be not convinced of the blessed influences of the “gentle art,” or if his heart is not warmed, or no recollections of his boyish days come back to him, I give him up without a harsh word, but with a feeling of regret, that a lifetime should be spent without attaining so much of quiet happiness that might have been so easily possessed, and quoting a few sad words from Whittier’s Maud Muller, I only say “it might have been.”


Many anglers, such as Sir Humphrey Davy and Sir Joshua Reynolds, besides some of my own acquaintance, have sought its cheering influences in advanced life. I know of one whose early manhood and maturer years were spent on the boisterous deep, and who, though now past eighty, is still an ardent, but quiet angler: and when no better sport can be found, he will even fish through the ice in winter for Roach. No doubt his days have been lengthened out, and the burden of life lightened, by his love of angling.


But how sweetly memories of the past come to one who has appreciated and enjoyed it from his boyhood, whose almost first penny, after he wore jacket and trowsers, bought his first fish-hook; whose first fishing-line was twisted by mother or sister; whose float was the cork of a physic vial, and whose sinkers were cut from the sheet-lead of an old tea-chest! Thus rigged, with what glad anticipations of sport, many a boy has started on some bright Saturday morning, his gourd, or old cow’s horn of red worms in one pocket, and a jack-knife in the other, to cut his alder-pole with, and wandered “free and far” by still pool and swift waters, dinnerless—except perhaps a slight meal at a cherry tree, or a handful of berries that grew along his path—and come home at night weary and footsore, but exulting in his string of chubs, minnows, and sunnies, the largest as broad as his three fingers! He almost falls asleep under his Saturday night scrubbing, but in the morning, does ample justice to his “catch,” which is turned out of the pan, crisp and brown, and matted together like a pan-cake.


In my school days, a boy might have been envied, but not loved for proficiency in his studies; but he was most courted, who knew the best fishing-holes; who had plenty of powder and shot; the best squirrel dog, and the use of his father’s long flintlock gun. And I confess, as I write these lines with my spectacles on, that I have still a strong drawing towards this type of a boy, whether I meet him in my lonely rambles, or whether he dwells only in my memory.


Sometimes the recollection of our boyish sports comes back to us after manhood, and one who has been “addicted” to fishing relapses into his old “ailment;” then angling becomes a pleasant kind of disease, and one’s friends are apt to become inoculated with the virus, for it is contagious. Or men are informally introduced to each other on the stream, by a good-humored salutation, or an inquiry of “What luck?” or a display of the catch, or the offer of a segar, or the flask, or a new fly; and with such introduction have become fast friends, from that affinity which draws all true anglers together.


But let me ask what is an angler, and who is a true angler? One who fishes with nets is not, neither is he who spears, snares, or dastardly uses the crazy bait to get fish, or who catches them on set lines; nor is he who is boisterous, noisy, or quarrelsome; nor are those who profess to practise the higher branches of the art, and affect contempt for their more humble brethren, who have not attained to their proficiency, imbued with the feeling that should possess the true angler.
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Nor is he who brings his ice-chest from town, and fishes all day with worm or fly, that he may return to the city and boastingly distribute his soaked and tasteless trout among his friends, and brag of the numbers he has basketed, from fingerlings upwards.


Anglers may be divided into almost as many genera and species as the fish they catch, and engage in the sport from as many impulses. Let me give, “en passant,” a sketch of a few of the many I have met with.


There is the Fussy Angler, a great bore; of course you will shun him. The “Snob” Angler, who speaks confidently and knowingly on a slight capital of skill or experience. The Greedy, Pushing Angler, who rushes ahead and half fishes the water, leaving those who follow, in doubt as to whether he has fished a pool or rift carefully, or slurred it over in his haste to reach some well known place down the stream before his companions. The company of these, the quiet, careful angler will avoid.


We also meet sometimes with the “Spick-and-Span” Angler, who has a highly varnished rod, and a superabundance of useless tackle; his outfit is of the most elaborate kind as regards its finish. He is a dapper “well got up” angler in all his appointments, and fishes much in-doors over his claret and poteen, when he has a good listener. He frequently displays bad taste in his tackle, intended for fly-fishing, by having a thirty dollar multiplying reel, filled with one of Conroy’s very best relaid sea-grass lines, strong enough to hold a dolphin. If you meet him on the teeming waters of northern New York, the evening’s display of his catch, depends much on the rough skill of his guide.


The Rough-and-Ready Angler, the opposite of the afore-named, disdains all “tomfoolery,” and carries his tackle in an old shot-bag, and his flies in a tangled mass.





OEBPS/images/spb-norristrout-frontcover.jpg
i
;{ EDITED BY PAUL SCHULLERY






OEBPS/images/spb-norristrout-figfm01.jpg





OEBPS/images/spb-norristrout-titlepage.jpg
Norris on Trout Fishing

A LIFETIME OF ANGLING
INSIGHTS
X

K‘(

Selected and introduced
by Paul Schullery

STACKPOLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/spb-norristrout-fig0101.jpg





