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—JIM HARRISON Farmer
The doctor told how he was once fishing in the Wind River area of Wyoming and he looked up and far above on the side of the canyon two dogs sat on a rock peeking at him from the brush that surrounded the rock. Only they weren’t dogs, they were coyotes. They were curious about what he might be doing standing in a river waving a stick.
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Chapter 1
The Happy Idiot


LATELY I’ve been thinking about what makes a good fly-fisher, possibly the last fair question of the twentieth century that might actually have an answer. I mean that in a purely technical sense, as in someone who’s pretty good at catching fish on a fly rod. The other stuff—the humor, graciousness, inner peace or whatever—is important and may even turn out to be the whole point, but I’m not sure you can learn that part. I’m beginning to think it either comes by itself with time, or not.

On the other hand, I think you can learn to be a good fisherman (at least I hope so), and it’s probably easier to get all philosophical about it when you actually catch some fish now and then.

The best way to pick up the nuts and bolts of something like fly-fishing has always been face to face with someone who already knows—whether it’s a teacher, a friend or a kindly stranger—and there can be a lot to learn. Twenty or thirty years ago, when it was becoming fashionable for fishermen to use the Latin names for bugs, outdoor writers joked about getting a doctoral degree in fly-fishing. Now, with introductory to advanced classes, seminars, demonstrations, books and videos on everything from casting to fly tying, certification of casting instructors and such, you can damn near do that, although how much study you need before you’re qualified to hook and land a fish is still an open question.

In fact, there are times when fly-fishing seems to be suffering from the same malady that afflicts the rest of society: too many so-called facts and not enough real experience, but I have to say the quality of information on fly-fishing is better than most. Sure, there’s the normal showmanship, bullshit or whatever else you want to call it, but if you do precisely what a magazine article tells you to do in the exact conditions described, you’ll probably catch some fish. On the other hand, you could also catch fish by doing something completely different. Maybe even bigger ones, or more of them.

Not long ago one of those prime-time TV news shows followed the performance of two stock portfolios, one picked by a heavyweight investment counselor, the other picked by a monkey. Naturally, the monkey won. (The investment guy took it well. He said, “Can I have the monkey’s phone number?”) Fly-fishing can be like that, too. You’ll probably do well going by the book, but there’s also a kind of random goofiness in operation that rewards the happy idiot.

It would be handy to put together the kind of profile the FBI assembles on mad bombers—“your typical good fly-fisher is a single, middle-aged male of moderate to low intelligence, sullen, withdrawn, probably lives with his mother”—but actually, all the really good fly-fishers I know are unique.

If one is a real match-the-hatch style technician who counts the tails on mayflies and fishes flawless, entomologically correct imitations, another will catch just as many trout drifting a Royal Wulff through the same hatch. For everyone who fishes hard from an hour before dawn until midnight, someone else will land just as many fish but still somehow manage to spend half the day sleeping under a tree.

It is true that most good fly-fishers can go through the motions reasonably well. They can cast, wade, find and stalk fish, select fly patterns, tie strong knots and all that, but if one is the kind of person who’d naturally become a great caster, then that’s how he comes at it. If not, maybe he becomes an adventurous wader to make up for it, slogging to within fifteen feet of the spot someone else will cast all the way across the river to reach. It’s rare for even the best fishermen to be experts at everything, but one way or another, they all get the fly to the fish.

And things change over time, too. I’ll probably never be a truly great fly caster, but I’m better than I used to be, I do work at it and there have been a few fish I’ve caught only because I managed to make a great throw. But then I’ve only gotten to be a progressively better caster as my trick knee has gotten trickier (it’s been known to pop out of joint when pushed sideways by a strong current). I guess I’m just taking up slack, although I prefer to think of it as systematically replacing the brute force of youth with adult finesse.

Then again, even though I do cast a little better, I can still get around in the water well enough, too. Years of extreme wading taught me how to pick easier routes through bad currents, and I’ve actually developed a meditation technique that lets me lower my center of gravity when I’m in the water. So maybe you can do a little better than just break even. With luck, it can be like quitting drinking without entirely losing the sense of fun you learned while you were smashed.

I’ve also noticed that a lot of good fishermen have the uncanny ability to immediately turn any conversation to angling with a fly rod, on the theory that the essence of anything is in how it’s either like or unlike fishing, and they often do it so deftly they don’t even stretch the point.

My friend Pat Leonard is in the music business and he’s pretty successful at it. (Many good fly-fishers also seem to be very good at something else, too. I’m not sure why, although I have some half-baked ideas.) Anyway, it’s become kind of a joke with us to crack any subject by pretending to search for just the right analogy and then finally saying, “Well, it’s sort of like fishing, isn’t it?”

The other day Pat was talking about the agonies of writing music, I said, “So it’s sort of like fishing, then,” and he said, “Well, yeah, except on a bad day your piano doesn’t swim under a rock and stay there until you go away.”

Pat’s real successful, as I said, but after too many years spent as a trout bum, I can’t help thinking of him as a fisherman who works part-time as a famous record producer to support his habit. Then again, he’s enough of a fisherman that he might agree with me.

I also have to say that the best fishermen I know are fanatics—although most have been that way for so long that a kind of eerie calm has settled over them, so it’s not always obvious—and they also spend a hell of a lot of time fishing. Some can do that because they have a lot of money. Others don’t have much money because they spend a hell of a lot of time fishing. It’s like getting the fly to the fish: one way or another, they get it done.

That’s probably the most important part of getting really good at this. Tom McGuane once wrote, “Angling is extremely time consuming. That’s sort of the whole point,” and it’s occurred to me a few times, when I’ve gotten into some local political battle or idly wondered how I’d be paying the mortgage in the next ten or twenty years, that God must have invented fly-fishing to keep old hippies from getting rich or ruling the world.

But then some of us who have it bad for fishing either don’t hanker that much for money and power or don’t care to do what it takes to get them. All we really want is bigger trout, better rods and a happy sex life.

I guess the one thing all great fly-fishers have in common is, they seem to have figured something out that’s eluded the rest of us. Spend much time around one of these guys and you begin to suspect that whatever it takes to catch fish, it’s not quite what you thought it was. But the hidden truth behind that is, it took them years on the water to arrive at it. It’s not just fishing, either. Ask anyone you know who’s very good at anything if there’s a shortcut to spending half a lifetime learning the ropes and letting something indefinable slowly sink in.

Of course the hidden truth behind that is, just putting in the time is no guarantee. You also have to have passion and curiosity and then learn how to satisfy both, but at the same time not take it too seriously. I’ve been known to get downright mystical about fly-fishing, and I really do believe that you’re as likely to find the meaning of life in catching fish as anywhere else, but I’ve also learned that spiritual quests can be disappointing, as when you go off to search for your spirit animal, only to find that it’s a bunny rabbit.

It’s probably better to just do the thing because it seems worth doing for its own sake, and if something more comes of it along the way, fine. Some of the best fishermen I know really want to catch fish, can be disappointed when things go badly and have an ego, a competitive streak, and all the other regulation human failings, but most days they seem to fish the way a dog follows its master: with nothing much in mind except to see what’s gonna happen next.

Over the years I’ve been lucky enough to have fished with a precious handful of great fly-fishers: people who could catch at least some fish when no one else could get a strike, or who caught more and bigger fish when everyone else was getting their share, who did that on a pretty regular basis, who seemed to do it almost effortlessly and who usually didn’t brag or strut or otherwise beat you over the head with their success.

It seems like I’ve spent a lot of time trying to copy what better fly-fishers were doing, and it’s surprising how often that hasn’t worked. You know the drill: Your partner is just hammering fish. He generously gives you the secret fly pattern, he tells you what size tippet he’s using and what kind of drift he’s trying for, maybe he even trades spots with you. He continues to hammer fish. You still can’t buy a strike, and his kindness only makes you feel more dimwitted than you felt before.

So what the hell has he got that you don’t? Whatever it is, it’s just too elusive. You can’t steal it, and he can’t give it away. The more you watch him, the more he seems to just be letting it happen instead of making it happen (the smug bastard), but when you try to just let it happen, it doesn’t. If you come right out and ask him what he’s doing, he’ll either say he doesn’t know himself, or he’ll tell you something too simple and obvious to be of any use. (Spencer Tracy once said the secret to acting is “Learn the lines and don’t bump into the furniture.”)

Still, I think I’ve learned from these guys. Now and then it’s been something you could include in a list of A Hundred Tips for Lunker Trout—some good advice on casting, a fly pattern, a better knot—but mostly it’s just the feeling that you have to come at this in your own way.

I know I’m a long way from greatness, but I am beginning to come at it in my own way. I can go through the basic motions pretty well, don’t rely quite as religiously on specific fly patterns as I once did, have worked out ways of compensating for some of my most egregious weaknesses and have come to count heavily on timing because it’s a hell of a lot easier to catch fish when the fish are biting.

I also pay close attention to small details, not because any one thing is likely to be the Big Answer but because I think if you methodically string lots of little things together and then stand back and look at the whole picture, the light will eventually begin to dawn.

But I know there’s more to it—or maybe less—if only because that sounds like good advice. If I really had it, I’d be able to say something that was completely useless in a kind of Zen-like way.

But at least I share two articles of faith with the great fishermen: I believe that the solution to any problem—work, love, money, whatever—is to go fishing, and the worse the problem, the longer the trip should be. And I’m also certain that on the day I become a truly sublime flyfisher, all my failings will be overshadowed and all my demons will swim under rocks and stay there until I go away.
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Chapter 2
A New Pond


LAST summer I had one of those chance meetings that changed the complexion of what had been shaping up as sort of a nothing day. I was sitting in Mike Clark’s bamboo fly-rod shop in Lyons, Colorado, where I automatically end up around lunchtime most days when I’m in town. In fact, I’m there often enough that I have my own rocking chair. It’s in a corner near the workbench, close to the stove for warmth in the winter, just as close to the back door for a breeze in summer.

I think having a reserved chair qualifies me as a bona fide regular, like having a cup with your name on it over at the coffee shop. Mike agrees, although he’s more likely to call me “the king shop rat.”

We’d just had lunch specials over at the Lyons Café (it was meat loaf day—a high point in the week) and we were back in the shop, drinking coffee and discussing the possibility of either getting something accomplished in our respective careers yet that day or maybe going fishing: the kind of dilemma you can hash over until it’s too late to do either.

In fact, it’s this tendency that has given fishermen their time-honored reputation for being lazy, but of course that’s a bum rap. We’re not lazy, we just don’t like to rush into things.

Anyway, we’d just started speculating about the possibility of an evening hatch on the nearby St. Vrain Creek when I spotted someone across the street who looked familiar. I said to Mike, “Isn’t that John Barr over there?”

Mike glanced through the front window and said, “I don’t know. I never met him.”

I hadn’t seen John in a couple of years myself, although he lives just down the road in Boulder, but it sure looked like him from a distance, so I trotted across the street, and sure enough, when I got close he smiled and said, “Grits!”

I’ve known John for so many years that he’s now one of only two or three people who still call me “Grits.” Never mind why.

He came back over to the shop with me and met Mike, which was fun to watch. John is a well-known fly tier, originator of—among other good patterns—the famous Barr Emerger, and Mike is also well known for his handmade bamboo fly rods. It’s interesting to watch two people meet who have known each other by reputation for a long time. It’s always an “Ah, so you’re him” kind of thing, and then each looks closely at the other for some physical sign of genius, even though it usually doesn’t show.

John was relaxed and easygoing, as usual, and Mike was friendly and talkative that day, even though he has a reputation among local fishermen for being kind of grumpy. I think it’s mostly an act, although he has some people pretty well convinced. Someone once said of him, “Beneath that gruff exterior beats the heart of a real son of a bitch.”

We looked at some rods (all good-looking fly rods must be put together and wiggled, even though few of us can tell much about a rod without a line on it), and then we got to talking about fishing. We all agreed that the trout fishing had been a little slow so far this year, with the high water and all, and John said he’d been fishing almost exclusively for bass and panfish.

We asked him where—the question you always ask, fully expecting a “Here and there” kind of answer but hoping, too, that the guy will drop a great hint.

John said he had access to a nice warm-water pond and told us a little bit about it in the way an honest fisherman will: in general terms first (it has nice fish, but not huge fish) and then in terms of the three or four biggest fish ever caught there, just so you understand that it may not be the cosmic honey hole or anything but still has the appropriate aura of mystery about it. Then he said, casually, “You guys want to fish it?”

“When?” we asked.

“Now,” he said.

“Okay.”

There was a flurry of activity then—the kind of mild panic you see in a couple of fishermen who might have spent the afternoon goofing off but who are now actually going fishing. I had to blast home, grab a rod and vest and quickly switch my trout-fly boxes for my bass and bluegill boxes. It took about five minutes, including a few seconds to wonder why the same chore can take me three hours when I have more warning.

In a few minutes Mike had turned the sign in his shop window from OPEN to GONE FISHING and we were in my pickup following John’s Jeep south out of town, each hoping we hadn’t forgotten anything crucial. I was trying to remember if I’d brought my reel. Mike said, “I don’t think I have any appointments this afternoon….”

Twenty minutes later we turned off a paved county road in front of an old but well-kept farmhouse, went down a narrow dirt track and came to a locked gate. John got out to work the combination on the lock, and Mike got out to close the gate behind both vehicles.

This has always been one of my favorite moments in fishing: following the kindly angler through the locked gate and down to the new pond. I’ve done it often, and it usually goes well enough; there are some fish, a few get caught. On certain rare occasions the pond turns out to be a pitiful mud hole with no signs of life, and at other, just as rare times, it turns out to be the best fishing I’ve had in the last five years. But whatever happens, those last few minutes, as you follow your host’s vehicle down the last stretch of dirt road, straining for the blue flash of water through the trees, are pregnant with suspense.

I’ve been fishing around the county for a long time, but this was a pond I’d never gotten on before. Mike has fished more ponds around here than I have, and since he was in the excavating business before he started making bamboo fly rods for a living, he actually built a lot of them. But this was a new one to him, too. Proving that life, even around home, can still be an adventure.

I said, “I didn’t even know there was a pond back here.”

Mike said, “I did.”

It was a pretty pond; once a gravel pit, probably, but old enough now that you’d have to look hard to see that it was anything but a small, natural lake with a little marsh on one side. I’ll guess it at ten or fifteen acres, although I’m not good at judging surface area. About half of it looked shallow enough to wade, with cattails along one side and sprawling, broken weed beds opening out onto a big patch of open water that would be the deep end.

We stopped on the grassy patch where others had apparently parked their cars, though not a lot of others by the look of it. There were the broken stretches of tall weeds, wooden fence posts trailing sagging barbed wire and suckering Russian olives you’ll see on a place that hasn’t been farmed or grazed for a while. The horizon in every direction was hemmed in with tall, old, river-bottom cottonwood trees, which is why I’d never spotted the pond from the road.

It was a warm afternoon a few weeks into June, with a blue sky, puffy white cumulus clouds and just enough of a breeze to ruffle the water a little at the east end of the pond but leave the weedy end glassy. It seems to me now that there were flies buzzing, grasshoppers clicking, frogs chirping, sparrows and finches twittering, something—probably little sunfish—plopping in the water: the kind of summer pond noises you almost don’t hear but that you’d miss if they stopped.

A few panfish swirled out on the water, and at least one decent-looking bass boiled in a shady spot along some cattails. This was after the bass and sunfish would have spawned, so the fish were off the beds, but it wasn’t yet into the dog days, when a pond can go dead through the middle of the day. It was, in fact, one of my favorite times to fish a warm-water pond: in those early warm days when the fish are prowling and hungry.

As we rigged up, John talked about the pond affectionately, pointing out sweet spots, mentioning critters he’d seen fish eat and so on—the kind of thing that, on paper, would amount to a tight, no-nonsense paragraph or two. As usual, it wasn’t so much a description of the pond itself as a rough sketch of how John fishes and what kind of flies he likes—which is actually much more interesting.

I always listen carefully to whatever the guy who knows the new water wants to tell me, and I’ll usually watch him fish, too. Some of the most valuable things a good fisherman knows about familiar water are so subtle they’re almost impossible to communicate (which is why you can’t really learn to fish from a book) or so eccentric they’ll only work for that guy. Still, you watch and listen and maybe a little of it sinks in.

John tied on a big-headed, goggle-eyed, deer-hair-and-marabou thing he’d tied himself—a meat-and-potatoes fly for large bass. Mike started with a dark feather-winged streamer, and I put on a thin, size-8 cork-bodied popper with dangly rubber legs: the kind of surreal warm-water contraption that’s as likely to catch a big bluegill as a bass—a fly that says, We can specialize later. Right now, let’s just see what’s in here.

What was in there was the usual mix of panfish we get around here. There were bluegills, bluegill/green hybrids, rock bass and the odd pumpkinseed. Most were small, a few would have been keepers, and two I caught—a bluegill and a rock bass—were big and pretty enough for me take some color pictures.

There were also quite a few chubby largemouth bass from, say, 12 to 14 or 15 inches, and these were the midday, shallow-water fish that struck on or near the surface. That meant there were probably bigger ones that would sulk in deep water during the day and maybe move in the evenings or at night.

I guess a fisherman always looks at new water that way: trying to allow as much for what he doesn’t see as for what he does and then making a picture based partly on faith. That’s where our reputation as liars comes from. Another bum rap.

In other words, it was a workmanlike bass-and-panfish pond, like many others I’ve fished over the years, on a quiet, slow-paced day that was also not unlike others I’ve spent in the company of friends, listening to birds sing, watching shadows lengthen, catching a fish now and then and being in the one kind of place on earth where I feel like I know the score: a place where I understand enough to get in quietly and make something small but good happen, and on those days when it doesn’t happen, well, that’s okay, too.

I guess there was nothing special about it except that I was once again doing something I love dearly and that I get to do often. Sometimes, as I slump in my rocking chair at Mike’s shop after lunch and he stands at the workbench planing bamboo, we talk about the hassles of being self-employed in obscure corners of weird businesses. We work as hard as we think we should and we do okay, although we’ve both been told more than once that we could do a lot better.

Once a guy actually told me that if I was smart I’d be in L.A. writing screenplays instead of in the Colorado foothills banging out fishing stories. Maybe he’s right, although with my luck I’d end up writing The Trout That Ate Denver, attending the premiere at a drive-in outside Loose Gravel, Iowa, and missing a whole fishing season in the process.

And anyway, Mike and I think we know the pitfalls of all that. I mean, we’ve both seen people walk away from perfectly good lives to make lots of money, only to end up spending all that money and more trying to buy their old lives back. It seems like a waste of time. As it is, we’re making some kind of living doing what we’d happily do for free, and I think we both already have what most fishermen long for: lives in which, however a day begins, it could end by bagging work to go catch a few fish, and there’s no one we have to make excuses to.

In fact, it couldn’t have been three hours earlier that Mike told me there weren’t enough hours in a day to make all the rods he had orders for, but I understood that some of the days he was talking about would necessarily be like this one.

John was fairly close to me when I caught that big rock bass, so he waded over to look at it and then held it for me while I took the photo. He said, “Hell of a fish,” and then asked to see the popper I was using. It was a store-bought job made in Akron, Ohio, so I couldn’t take the credit for inventing it or even for tying it. I catch so many fish on these things that I order them by the dozen, in four different colors. John seemed to like it, so I gave him a couple. It seemed like the least I could do.

That was one time we were close enough to have much of a conversation. For most of the afternoon it was just the occasional one-or two-syllable comment: “All right,” “Good,” “Oops,” “Shit.” The one other time John and I got within speaking distance of each other I asked, just to make conversation, “So how’s business?”

He said, “Thanks for reminding me.”
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Chapter 3
Grizzly Central


I DON’T know whether Dave Brown loves driving so much that he does it with great enthusiasm, or he hates it so much he can’t wait to get where he’s going so he can get but of the truck. Once I thought it was just his eagerness to fish, but then I noticed he drove every bit as hard, if not a little harder, on the way home. I guess it’s just an idle question. Whatever the reason, he goes like a bat out of hell.

Anyway, last August Dave, A.K. Best, and I were barreling down an old, wet logging road in the mountains of British Columbia on our way to a cutthroat trout stream. Dave was at the wheel—holding it with both hands, thank God—and we were going faster than you’d think you’d want to through slick mud, standing puddles and jumbled rocks. We’d been barreling for an hour without seeing another vehicle or even a tire track in the mud, and as far as I could tell, we were nowhere near a river.

It was A.K.’s first trip to this part of Canada. I’d fished with Dave, a fly-fishing guide out of Calgary, Alberta, for the last few seasons, and the year before he’d brought me to this area to look at some water he thought he might like to guide clients on. Technically, it wasn’t a guided trip, it was a scouting operation with an off-duty guide, which in some ways is better.
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