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For Liz, who asked





I wish they would not call me a hedonist; it gives such a wrong impression to those who do not know Greek.




 —Walter Pater





PREFACE
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MONTANA IS NOT A PLACE. IT IS MERELY THE NAME OF A PLACE, A CONVENIENCE of language, ambiguously significant. Montana does not even comprise a distinct physiographic region; it specifies only an arbitrary geopolitical construct of the type always betrayed by straight borders on a map, drawn by diplomacy or war. Even the Rocky Mountains from which it takes its name occupy just a part of it, and the lesser portion at that, though to me, they define where Montana begins—in an arc of stony vertebrae on the long spine of the Americas, in the ribs of rock and veins of rivers, in a skin of soil and the pulse of seasons. What is called “Montana” arises in part from our exchanges with this living space, one organism to another. Without such transactions, there is a geography, but not a place.

Place is a human invention, a negotiated space lying somewhere between the fact of the land and our desire to inhabit it. It exists as both a discovery and a creation, a cartographer’s scrawl and coordinates on a map of the imagination. The West has always been this way, a history of invention that reaches back to a time when the American frontier lay on the shores of Massachusetts, Virginia, Florida. Long before it became a physical reality for the first immigrants, the West represented an idea—a deliverance from evil, conjectures of El Dorado, a reprieve from the past, a roll of the dice, the lure of a new beginning, the garden of Eden, the haunt of savages, the great untried, a flight to and a flight from—an immense silence that echoed back every dream and nightmare whispered into it. And in the intervening four centuries, it has proved both a redemption realized and a misconceived a priori desire into which the realities of the landscape and its people were often unremittingly coerced. And so there is a Montana of Yellowstone and Glacier country that gives refuge to nature and spirit and another that’s home to an open-pit mine deeper than Lake Superior, a raw wound that still weeps its toxins. Countless other versions lie in between, for every place is as much created as it is found.

An acquaintance of mine, a professional photographer, some years back left his home in eastern Europe and made his way across the United States. He eventually stopped on the banks of the Gallatin River, where he fashioned for himself a place in the landscape that he discovered. I have never met a man so thoroughly smitten with a sense of the lucky intersection of his life and location. For him, Montana is the light that floods his lens. It is also elk—he photographs them, hunts them, and sometimes hikes the mountains simply to watch them—and the deer that bed in his riverbottom land, and the gregarious pack of Jack Russell terriers that weaves around him when he walks and upon which he dotes unapologetically. Before he became a father, he told me that he wanted to name his firstborn “Montana,” after the place that he had made and that made him, a perpetuation linked to the land. When I suggested that it was a rather unusual given name for an American child, he said, “Yes, I know this.”

Other friends and people I’ve met—fishing guides, writers, shopkeepers, bartenders, seasonal migrants like myself, ranchers, nine-to-fivers, those who were born here and those who chose to come—have fashioned their own versions of Montana, composing their circumstances of living in ways that are mindfully aligned with the life of the land and rivers. Certain people, of course, will undertake this kind of mutuality anywhere they discover a landscape that communicates directly with the heart. But it seems somehow more possible here, amid these spaces and their immense interiors. Montana is said to be rich in natural resources, which I take to mean the raw materials from which we create place.

This book contains, in a sense, my own Montana, which began taking shape over two decades ago when I spent a brief few days here. They came almost as an afterthought, at the end of a weeks’-long pilgrimage to the trout-fishing shrines of the West, the kind of expedition most fly anglers make at least once in their lives, partly because it gives one’s fishing identity a certain credibility, and partly because it would be a shame to die without having a look at some of the loveliest rivers on the continent. Five of us made the trip, a digressive excursion that took us, among other places, to spring creeks in southern Idaho, both forks of the Snake River, the waters around Jackson Hole, and on up into Yellowstone country where the transmission in my pickup truck, already fearful of steep grades, responded to the terrors of unprecedented inclines by grinding itself expensively into shiny steel chips. The work was remarkably thorough, and we were towed the fifty-six miles from Fishing Bridge to a West Yellowstone garage and there awaited a rebuild from Bozeman. A three-day eternity later, we left to recuperate on the banks of the nearest trout stream, which turned out to be the Madison River, water I knew only by reputation.

Southwest Montana arguably contains the country’s highest density of first-rate trout water; the region is to fly fishing what the Golden Crescent is to opium production, and does a similarly brisk business. The Madison flows through the heart of it, a river with as distinctive a stream signature as any I have seen. It runs shallow for its breadth over a cobbled bed of water-rounded stones, clear and light, a glittering chop of water in endless motion; it has been called the Forty-mile Riffle, which is not entirely accurate, but close. All trout water evokes hope, but no other river I know of summons it in quite the same way. Every rock and boulder on the bottom, from bank to bank, looks as though it must conceal a trout in the shelter of current behind it or beneath the soft pillow of water in front. You cannot cast a fly anywhere in the river without the conviction that it’s drifting over fish. That you may know better counts for nothing in the overpowering impression of possibility, one of the pleasant illusions from which an angling life is built. The Madison is a river of immense persuasive capacities.

I no longer recall how many trout I caught in the couple of days we stayed—one, maybe two—but that was enough. Sufficiency on a trout stream comes in many forms, and for three weeks or a month each summer over the past twenty years, I have been returning, always in the company of friends; some of them come out annually, others now and then as life allows, and a couple of them were part of that first trip and discovered the place as I did. We headquarter each season at the same house, affordably rented since even collectively we do not constitute a person of means. It sits on the first of a succession of benchlike landforms that recede in ascending tiers from the river, surrounded by range land, framed by the Madison Range to the east and the Gravelly Range to the west, with an open and dramatic prospect of the valley between. To the essentials that the place provides—an engaging setting both spacious and private, modest but comfortable quarters, and above all else a trout stream at hand—we add those ingredients that are commonly found among longtime friends and make such affairs seem unique to the people involved and rather ordinary to everyone else. In the end, the house contains much good company and good humor, interesting conversation, a 64-quart marine cooler refreshed daily with beer and ice, and an abundance of recreational cooks enthusiastically undeterred by their own extreme amateurism. After our fashion, we make the best of all this.

These gatherings focused first on fishing in the ferociously singleminded way of younger people, who generally cannot get enough of anything. Trout still remain resolutely at the center of it, but less exclusively so now. The fact of familiar return, both actual and anticipated, has altered the nature of things. It’s difficult to pinpoint how or when repetition turns into habit, habit to custom, custom to tradition, and tradition into ritual. But given the right soil, proper growing conditions, and some luck, the first will become the last, which is both more intimate and more expansive, and casts everything in a different light, including the fishing. Even small rituals serve to enlarge, rather than duplicate, experience. Repetition provides the mechanism, but the function is continuity and extension, the enactment of something ongoing, like the making of a story. For me, Montana is a work in progress.

A few weeks a year, even for two decades, does not add up to any great length of time, and I could hardly claim to know Montana beyond the tiny fraction of it I periodically inhabit. What roots I have here, if they can be said to exist at all, run no deeper than those of a potted plant. And in one respect, my time here is an artificially cultivated experience that might be tempting to dismiss as a strain of self-delusive tourism, like the Wall Street hedge-fund viper who spends ten days a year in a rented slip at Marblehead, living aboard a B40 he doesn’t own and can’t sail, capering about the deck in a commodore’s hat and thinking himself quite the sailor. To fall into this category, even inadvertently, is my worst fear.

But I do not feel myself a tourist, a person to whom only the scenery happens. I don’t come to visit Montana. I come here to live. And if my familiarity with the place runs only skin-deep, I am satisfied, for it is our skins that wrap us in sensation, register heat and cold, contact and pressure. It is the skin that tingles with pleasure and skin that raises the hair on your arm or the back of your neck. The eardrum is but specialized skin, and even vision, it has been suggested, originated in the dermal cells, where sight evolved from touch. My knowledge of the landscape and rivers may extend no farther than what I can gather through my own senses, but to go skin-deep is not as trivial as it seems. I get a little suspicious of people who assure me that they “know the place,” though I suppose a few of them genuinely do. Mostly, I think, they mean that they know their way around it, which is rather different, though still something. I cannot make even that claim. I lose myself easily here; it is one of the reasons I come.

The Montana of my experience is in some respects large, as it must be in a place that urges upon you the overwhelming fact of physical space. For the most part, however, its dimensions are modest and local. I come here most often in the limited way of a fisherman, more apt to take notice of some things than others, but always trusting that the best places offer many conduits to discovery and, like the best rivers, are characterized in part by their capacity for surprise. Our stay here spans a few weeks somewhere between the Fourth of July and the end of August, and geographically, it remains confined largely to the Madison River Valley, and even then only part of it, that length of river between Quake Lake and Beartrap Canyon. We sometimes venture beyond these boundaries and might do so more often if we could come up with a good enough reason for it. But if you let it, the shape of locality, whatever its size, molds the contours of experience, and like the valley, the time lived here takes form from a convergence of tributaries: of friends who trickle in from distant parts, of talk and ideas, of unexpected discovery, of impressions and perceptions, of days on the river, of the river itself and the land that creates it. What already exists here and what is brought to it meet in the profoundly fortunate confluence of place. Here, as William Kittredge says, “I feel most securely connected to luck.”

What I call “Montana” is a kind of shorthand for all of these things, a metaphor of sorts—or more precisely, a metonym, that figure of speech in which we name the container to stand for what it contains. We say “the kettle is boiling,” when we actually mean the water, or that “The White House announced,” when in fact a cabal of unnamed insiders spun some twaddle and extruded it through the official spokeshole. It is a peculiar trope, useful beyond the manufacture of bureaucratic anonymity, and sometimes necessary. Metonym trades away literal accuracy for a different kind of truthfulness. We give to things the name of the enclosure that holds them all because we do not experience the parts discretely but inseparably and because the parts themselves are sometimes inexpressible on their own. The names of all our important places become metonymical; it is one of the ways we contain their importances in words. A figure of speech gathers them together under one roof, into the same proximity that we feel in the living of them.

Montana is a word that closes distances, a name for a curved roof of sky and a place fashioned beneath it.



 Corvallis, Oregon 
March 2009
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INVENTING MONTANA
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BENEATH THE AQUAMARINE OF A HIGH-SUMMER SKY, BEYOND THE RISING ripples of earth-warmed air, under the deckled shade of cottonwoods in the deep of an August afternoon, we have deployed ourselves in the various postures of voluptuary indolence.

The Writer reclines in a derelict aluminum lounge chair, a glass of wine in one hand and a field guide to birds spread open on her lap. Pinned to the brim of her overscaled straw visor is the stylized coil of a hammered-silver rattlesnake, about which you are left to draw your own conclusions. Early in life, she played the accordion and should still be considered dangerous. Next to her, the Painter sits with a block of cold-press paper propped on the knee of her crossed leg and squints through sunglasses, first at the Madison Range, ten miles distant, and then at a metal tray of watercolors beside her. The ochre and lavender forms of a mountainscape take shape on the page. Their talk wanders freely between owls and pigments, the Writer wondering whether tinted lenses distort colors in the landscape and on the palette. “Probably,” the Painter admits. “But it’s not the mountains anyway, just a picture in my head.”

Nearby, slumped down in a camp chair with his elbows propped on the armrests to steady an enormous pair of binoculars, the Photographer studies the open rangeland beyond the trees, in perpetual thrall to a world revealed through curved glass. He has just driven over from the Bighorn River and gives an account of the fishing, never once lowering the glasses as he watches an osprey carve spirals into the luminous afternoon. “There were lots of people,” he keeps saying, “but the fish are nice.” Up on the wooden porch behind him, the Mechanic reassembles and tunes an expensive bicycle dismantled for transport, slowly spinning the rear wheel and listening attentively as it clicks like a locust in the sun. Something suspect, inaudible to the rest of us, catches his ear, and instantly he falls upon it with tools; the thought of imperfection in physical systems is intolerable to him.

The Cook, rangy-limbed and knob-jointed, sits at one end of a picnic bench and leans against the redwood table. The half-smoked Honduran maduro in his hand has gone cold, and an inch of fine ash cantilevers uncertainly above his beer glass. He is listening to the Hindu, who, with a shaved head and wire spectacles, bears an uncanny resemblance to the young Gandhi. The faint inflections of British East India and the idioms of Valley-speak shape the edges of his speech as he talks of growing up around Bombay and Los Angeles. Between them sits a half-empty bowl of Flathead cherries, a smaller one of pits and stems, the crisp shards of grilled lentil-flour flatbreads, and a bowl of herb chutney finished with sizzling black mustard seed. A wooden cutting board close by holds the remains of a dense Genoese sausage cured to the color of amaranth and half a slab of smoked steelhead from Oregon. Strewn elsewhere about the table are olives from Greece, farmstead cheeses from Bulgaria and England, a peppery Hungarian ajvar, a baguette still smelling of warm yeast baked by the Writer an hour ago. Cuttings of wild mustard and foxtail barley sprout from the emerald neck of an empty magnum of champagne that has marked our return. Other bottles stand here and there in various phases of dispatch. Stained napkins ruffle in a faint wind. The food has not been orchestrated in accordance with any higher-order gastronomic harmony but, rather, like a personal library, assembled with the quirky logic of what pleases.

“I don’t ask for much,” the Cook interrupts, “but what I get should be of high quality.”

“Dude, this is so un-American,” the Hindu observes, his small gold earring winking in the light.

Sitting on the wooden porch steps, I labor to rebuild a trashed leader, an operation that is taking longer than the average kidney transplant, and dip each blood knot in a glass of India pale ale to lubricate it for tightening. Behind me, rigged fly rods slouch against the house, and beyond them, several pairs of chest waders wilt over a wood-rail fence in poses of limp exhaustion, like sailors returned from shore leave. We have fished away our first morning and part of the afternoon casting big attractor dry flies, those controlled detonations of deer hair and hackle that bespeak a lightheaded optimism and the glad hearts of those who have time to burn. In a minor form of ritual, every year begins with hurling these toilet brushes as a form of reconnaissance, a way of taking the temperature of the trout by seeing how gamely they might rise to these monstrous improbabilities and so gauge how exacting or undemanding the fishing might be this summer. Like most anglers, we tend to the easy money first, just in case. That it has failed to pan out today troubles no one yet.

Those of us who fish—which is nearly everyone—split up earlier in the day as we ordinarily do, some to float, others to wade. I went with the Painter, who is also my wife, to a favored reach of water a few miles from the town of Ennis. In this stretch of river, the Madison divides into scores of little channels around scores of little islands, sculpting a riverscape of small streams wandering through miles of a mazelike archipelago that is everything an angler on foot could hope for. Around every island flows a miniature trout stream, and roaming about, you might fish a few dozen of them in a day, each one drawing you farther on than the last. It is not really possible to get lost among them, but you don’t always know exactly where you are, which accounts in part for why I like coming here. As the paths of water multiply, the river broadens and shallows, and the streambed becomes more tractable. Each season, winter ice and the high waters of spring rearrange the cobbles and gravel, usually in small ways, though over the years you might see the accumulated reconfigurings completely dry up old channels and cut new ones, watch shoals rise and become islands, and islands wear away to riffles as the river slowly revises the story of itself and remakes its own profoundly inviting version of Montana.

Coming back to this water courts the perils of all revisitation, among them a temptation to nostalgia and delusional expectations. The workings of memory are less apt to acknowledge themselves as corruptive than to suspect that someone has rearranged the furniture in their absence, though I suppose both produce their discrepancies. Then, too, you face the usual disorientations that attend any renewed acquaintanceship; there are bearings to be taken, landmarks reestablished, and much to catch up on. The Painter and I have come for the fishing but also out of a sense of informal proprietorship, that secondary form of possession that represents somewhat more than a feeling of simple fondness and somewhat less than one of explicit superintendence—an impulse commonly shared by those who incline to the tropisms of place. Beyond taking stock of the trout, we wish to see how the river and landscape have fared more generally, which, as in most places these days, turns out to be both better and worse than expected.

The Painter’s favorite water—a slow cutbank pool at the tail of an island—appears to have weathered the winter handsomely. The soft soil of the bank, always at risk of collapse, has held; the incoming channel has gained volume since last year, freshening the current and excavating a broader and deeper basin. Some distance downstream, on the other hand, still more of the riverbank has been hogged away for yet another prefab mansionette complete with streamside septic and the usual apocalyptic admonitions against trespassing. Not far away, a gravel road has been paved, and in the distance, another building or two has appeared on a once-unbroken vista to the mountains. Like us, the place has changed as it has grown older and, like us, looked in rather better shape when it was young; but on the whole, we cannot complain about either. Whatever cause might be found for regret or discontent is superseded by the exhilaration of finding ourselves here once more, regardless of condition.

To arrive at a place and remember it is one thing; to retrieve a sense of one’s own presence in that place is quite another and goes beyond the validation or amendment of specific recollections—the way a landscape looks and sounds and behaves—and goes beyond even reexperiencing those details as familiar. The recovery of that former presence comes instead as a kind of full-body recognition, both supersensory and subconscious; everything about the place comes flooding in and is admitted directly through the skin as a feeling of knowing. The Painter and I walk among the channels, reabsorbing the landscape, gauging its alterations and persistences in a way that always attends such returns. An important part of this inventory is conducted with a fly rod, and almost everywhere we find smaller fish, a predictable outcome in this water yet a fact I somehow manage to forget every year. But they are trout all the same, and consequently wonderful, and they do signify the promise of future summers. So one is quite pleased to find them in abundance, if somewhat less so to catch them that way.

We eventually make our way to the Painter’s cutbank pool, still flinging the ridiculous dust bunnies we’ve fished all day. The spring runoff, however, has apparently brought with it a winter-killed deer and beached the vigorously decomposing carcass on a dry shoal not thirty yards directly upwind of us—a bearable cross if the pool fishes well, but a compelling deterrent otherwise. Today proves otherwise, and we decide to leave, having obtained at least part of what we came for: the first foretaste of a month’s worth of tomorrows and with them the luxury, should it become necessary, of having time to wait until the fishing picks up.

Back at the house, we find a comfortable spot to sit under the trees. The others straggle in at intervals and join us in the shade of the cottonwoods, a natural space of conversation, concourse, and refreshment that serves variously as our café alfresco, roundtable, lecture hall, and front-row seat at the performances of sunlight and shadow. It is our School of Athens, our sitting room at the Sportsman’s Club, and a crucible for fusing our collective eccentricities into a reasonably benign form of communal anarchy. Today, we have all fished water long familiar to the rest and make the usual inquiries about particular spots, traffic on the river, and fly patterns, and trade opinions on the prospects in general, how this year will stack up against past ones. A single morning’s fishing, of course, and especially the first one, does not reveal a great deal about the big picture, though this kind of obstacle doesn’t stop anglers from speculating; we require very little in the way of raw material. Over a sufficient length of time, however, the big picture always looks about the same, as do the conclusions we draw about it—the river will fish well some days and not others, a point beyond dispute but one that leaves unanswered important questions about which days will be which and in what proportion. This pretty much exhausts the subject, and the talk turns to other matters. Books, paints, and field glasses appear, and we settle into the deep cushion of the afternoon.

We are also waiting, not with impatience but industriously engaged in what the little men in Human Resources would uncomprehendingly call “doing nothing.”


RUN, RABBIT, RUN


Of all the animals, only Man has to remind himself that he possesses life.

—Marvin Bell





 Any enterprise centered on angling automatically forfeits any pretense to seriousness in the ordinary world. I wouldn’t call this the whole point of fishing, just part of it. Aside from the fish, who undoubtedly have their own opinion on the matter, and regardless of whatever it may have been in the more distant past, fishing is now at heart a form of play. I have always assumed this much to be obvious, but judging from the current trajectory of the sport, evidently it is not. Modern angling is uncomfortable with the idea and prefers to regard itself more along the lines of modern medicine, as an acutely specialized body of knowledge dispensed by a priesthood of experts. It tends to operate in the oxygen-depleted atmosphere of high gravitas or, more recently, in the overstimulated public displays of cultivated fanaticism. Those deficient in the requisite intensity—who fail to mount a sufficiently strategic angling campaign, do not whoop in ecstatic wargasm as the battle rages or pump the air with a victory fist at the climactic moment of conquest—are left to marinate in the unpleasant secretions of their own inadequacy. The naïf who concedes that he cannot translate into deadly tactics the squirming mysteries on the underside of a river rock, cannot crack the existential conundrum of the masking hatch or double-haul into his backing exposes only the discomfiting spectacle of his own small and hairless glands. Among experts, such people evoke a complex kind of pity.

One might hope that the larger world, sensibly insulated from the interior antics of the sport, would furnish a corrective of sorts, since the nonangler more readily grasps the nature of fishing as play. But for the most part, the larger world is in no position to gallop to anyone’s aid in the matter. In the prevailing social climate, play is either dismissed as the pointless frivolity of kittens and uselessly small children or enlisted as a sinister pretext for the acquisition of marketable skills. A briskly successful child-enrichment industry pumps out “toys” that covertly teach Mandarin, differential equations, and the principal exports of Chad, exhorting the users to have “fun” as it slips an instructional mickey into their sippy cups. Along similar lines, the fairly recent and massive outbreak of organized sports for the young, disengaged at last from the foolishly quaint notion that “everybody gets to play,” teaches sacrifice to the cause, persevering through the pain, the grimmer facts of the food chain, the sanctity of competition, and the holiness of winning, along with other aids to abet a worker bee soon to be toiling in the now-global hive. After time expires, outraged parents file suit against the coach or pistol-whip a referee, impromptu seminars in the techniques of American conflict resolution. This same attitude toward the business of fun has spawned one of the more frightening coinages to come out of the minivan scare, the “playdate,” in which, as I understand it, my children’s people contact your children’s people to negotiate a form of social transaction that might have been drawn up by some sharpshooter in Mergers & Acquisitions. I imagine this is supposed to sound more grownup and to disguise in wishful sophistication the fact that little girls delight chiefly in bossing one another around and little boys simply want to blow things up. But modern American parenting discourages these honorable occupations and instead straps its offspring to a cheerless rocket ship bound for precocious adulthood. All of this presumably aims at preparing them for the business of making a living, which, increasingly it seems, has become identified with living itself.

Not that we let ourselves off the hook. We hold notions of our own play to the same low standards and view our own leisure in a similarly utilitarian way, that is, through the portal of work—partly as an escape from it and partly as preparation for it. We “recharge the battery,” as the expression goes, so that we might return to work at full power and insert our prongs back into the grid of the great American cash machine. Either way, play is construed in terms subordinate to making a living. The system, unsurprisingly, advocates this viewpoint, though with its usual psychotropic logic. The Mechanic, who works at a large and well-known high-tech manufacturing facility, recently told me of a co-worker who sacrificed his free time and burned the midnight and weekend oils in the way of so many contemporary middle managers struggling to keep their jobs. This behavior was duly noted in his annual personnel review with the caution that he was taking insufficient vacation time, the lack of which could cause his performance to drop below current levels. He was to consider himself warned. I’m not certain who should get credit here, Orwell or Kafka, but the gist of it comes through in spite of itself: leisure is to be encouraged insofar as it promotes greater efficiency, higher output, more durable service. Spend too much time at play, though, and you become a power drain and a figure of suspiciously skewed priorities. Americans envision their leisure in the same way that, as Jim Harrison has pointed out, they envision their food—“as mere fuel for the realities.” We play in order to work; the sweat of one’s brow is the natural state of man, the wages of the original sin of being human. I recall being told that the system was set up this way—something about sitting around naked and eating apples, though I could be misremembering. I never understood it very clearly.

Possibly, our attitudes toward work and play have come down to us as a national inheritance. They may represent, as H. L. Mencken claimed, a sort of reverse historical hangover, the lingering aftereffects of the chronic underindulgences of Puritanism, which looked upon leisure with deep theological misgivings and equated idleness with perdition. At the least, we do appear to harbor a mistrust or guilt about play that compels us to camouflage it as something else, to align it with something more respectable than the devil’s workshop. And so we have, it seems, professionalized our leisure to make it more consistent with the values of professional life—industry, competition, risk, penalties, and payoffs—as a way of legitimizing play, which I suppose means we have Puritanized our leisure. In my lifetime, this tendency has been allied, not coincidentally, with the extreme commoditization of sports in general, from the pros on down to the tenderest ranks of amateurs. The line between sport, which is ritualized play, and sports, which is ritualized business (or ritualized war as William James would have it—same thing, really) has become disturbingly blurred.

Fishing has hardly escaped this fate; if anything, the sport has rushed toward it, casting arms outstretched to embrace the boggling idea of angling tournaments, which, when you peel away the hype, are in essence a form of commercial fishing. Casting for cash and glory has grown significantly popular, not merely among participants but, even stranger still, among television spectators. Armchair angling has become a business and, judging by the rodentlike proliferation of such events, a paying one. The format and media coverage of these spectacles show an amalgam of elements from the PGA Tour, professional automobile racing, and TV game shows, with all the indispensables of the contemporary American sporting event: celebrity superstars upholstered in product logos, underdogs and frontrunners, the rivalries and manufactured drama, the cheesy pageantry, the Moment of Truth, a hefty paycheck (which hit seven figures a while back), the postgame clichés, advertising revenue, and endorsements. I recently watched one of these broadcasts, a top-money competition from which would emerge the bass-fishing potentate of the known universe. From a studio wallpapered in television monitors, a play-by-play man narrated the action, darting from one remote feed to another, filling the backstory with edited tape clips of the competitors, who did not appear to be “fishing” so much as derricking points into the live well of a glittering ruby-flake spacecraft. The fish that survived would later go free, having played their part in what amounts to little more than a corporately sponsored form of paintball. At one point, in a seizure of admiration for the contestants, the TV host bestowed on them that most sacred of American encomiums: “These aren’t just fishermen—they’re athletes.” This might have been true, though you couldn’t tell by looking. But the point is that to be merely fishing hints at the need for explanation or apology; to participate in an athletic contest—the winners, the prizes, the statistics—that’s something we all understand. Everyone’s behind that.

Even fly fishing has been sucked into the accelerating gloom, with the growth of casting competitions and certification regimens, fly-tying contests, and, most recently, angling tournaments of its own, a few of them international in scope. Some of these sprouted from relatively humble roots, the Jackson Hole One Fly Event, for instance; though, to be sure, some anglers caught a whiff of doom even here and opposed this kind of thing from the start. Compared to warm-water competitions, which have extended to nearly every species with fins, fly-fishing tournaments scarcely register on the radar, and many of them, perhaps most, take place on an unthreatening and ignorable scale. Still, some of them are already appearing on television, and if the coverage looks crude compared to the largemouth sweepstakes, that will change. To dismiss these things as small potatoes is to disregard the cautionary tale of the professional bass circuit.

Viewed from a sufficient distance, the whole notion of fishing contests does have its comic aspects; up close I find it disheartening. Perhaps my reaction only reflects a distaste for this sort of competition in particular and for institutionalized fun in general. Despite how it seems, I am not so much objecting to the tournaments themselves (at least here) as to the attitudes they represent, certainly about fishing but indirectly about our notions of leisure and recreation. We appear determined to sanction or dignify play by formalizing it, infusing it with the principles of the marketplace, and bringing to it the same kinds of metrics that infest nearly every other aspect of life, from the rubrics that measure job performance to the data-collection software that monitors your Internet clicks. Our recreation now runs on the same rails as business. We plan our free time like a day at the office; a weekend spent at home is one in which we can “get a few things done.” We no longer simply wish to enjoy our leisure; we wish to be successful at it.

Maybe there’s no great harm in all of this, but I don’t think we need to exhume the corpse of Thoreau—or Rousseau or even Marx—to see that there’s no great virtue in it either. In my lifetime there has been a telling mutation in the terminology applied to the products of technology. When I was growing up, people referred to them as “time-saving” or “laborsaving” devices, with the implication that they could put a little bit of your life back into your own pocket. Now they are almost universally and uncritically known as “productivity tools,” with the assumption that any time or labor saved gets reinvested in producing even more—of whatever. It doesn’t matter. It’s pretty much all the same. The preliminary results for the twenty-first century have just come in, and they offer little consolation; more of us work more—harder and longer, with less time to ourselves and diminishing satisfaction. The expanding space that livelihood occupies in our lives, and so in our leisure, is what crosses my mind when I hear the phrase “identity theft.”

But play need not be either an adjunct to work or its mirror image. The word suggests other possibilities—the looseness or latitude in a mechanical assembly, for instance, like the play in a steering wheel. It describes that certain window of liberty that goes unnoticed by the linkages of the larger system, a kind of indeterminacy or independence that is eliminated in the truly precise machine, where any specific input has an equally specific and predictable output. To be deprived of play involves a kind of inevitability or fatedness; to possess it signifies a little room to move without detection or reprisal, a kind of free space that can be physical but also imaginative. This kind of play occurs beyond the ordinary and differs from a simple absence of labor. Neither work nor its opposite, it defines some third space fashioned between them but apart from both, where the only imperative is attending to the impulses of curiosity, thought, and inclination.

Play is not effortless or the same as idleness, though it sometimes requires being idle, and to play is emphatically not “to do nothing.” What play is to do, however, is one of the objects of play to discover.




“CONSIDER THE LILIES ...”


how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin. And yet I say unto you that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

—Matthew 6:28-29





 One of the virtues of what was once called “removing to the country” is that when you get there, you’re in the country, at least if you’ve done it right. And Montana furnishes some spectacular country to remove to; its natural beauties both subtle and sublime have been articulated, if not always captured, in words and images for at least as long as Montana has officially existed. It produces above all the impression of overwhelming spaciousness, immensities of landscape and great sweeps of sky that at first and perhaps inevitably one encounters as something detached, a scenic backdrop of sorts, as though you’re looking through the window of a car even when you’re not. It invites a kind of touristic appreciation that, while not illegitimate, does decline with growing familiarity in the way of most novelties. Over time, it gives way to the experience of scale, which is rather different from simply seeing something big. It induces an almost synesthetic reaction, a feeling of distances receding from you, a physical sensation of space, perhaps similar in its mechanism to the way height registers on an acrophobic, but infinitely preferable in its effects. Eventually, you come to regard the landscape, its austerities and extravagances, from the inside looking out rather than the reverse. And the view, to my taste, improves considerably.

The house to which we return every year stands in the seclusion of trees on a long, flat expanse of benchland that slopes to the river on one side and climbs to the next bench on the other, like the level tread of a stair between two sloping risers. It is not an altogether domesticated setting, certainly far less so than the rural agricultural land of my Midwestern childhood that we simply called “farm country.” There, despite the sometimes long distances between farmsteads, the fields and woodlots and livestock were long settled in and quite at home, fixtures of the landscape. Here on the bench, some of the land is under cultivation but most remains simply range, and cattle graze as temporary squatters rather than residents. On the intermontane sage and grass steppes, even small-scale ranchers require a fair amount of this semi-arid land to make a living. Most have significantly more than the minimum, and so the ranches remain far apart. More people have arrived here with the passing years, as they have everywhere, the conspicuously wealthy choosing conspicuous sites, while the more modest summer-house and retirement crowds have consolidated into enclaves of rural suburbia mostly hidden from sight. But on the whole and compared to most places, this one contains relatively few people. Our closest neighbor lives about half a mile away, the next nearest almost twice that, and our particular location has about it a comfortable atmosphere of removal.

At the same time, you would not mistake this spot for wilderness, though on a clear day and with a little elevation, you can see some from here—or what resembles wilderness, or at least passes for it in the Lower 48. The term lacks any real precision. At the least, and without elevation, you can observe not far away expanses of essentially uninhabited backcountry that might safely be called wild. Wilderness is a collective concept, but wild an individual one, and if we do not live in the former, the latter surrounds us as it filters in and passes through or shares the territory permanently. The cottonwoods out back and the great horned owl that hunts from them; the lupine and blanketflower; the black bear and twin cubs that wandered past the house one afternoon, pawing at anthills; the orphaned cub that has returned for the last two autumns and left pawprints on the storm door; the mountain bluebirds, sandhill cranes, and meadowlarks; the trout in the river—none of these know themselves as anything but wild. Neither do the foxes and kits that denned for a few seasons under the machine shed and on the hillside out front, or the purple gentian, or the mice in the kitchen, or the wolverine we twice saw shuffling across the road to polish off an antelope carcass. They will show you all the instincts of wildness, as will even the speckled Callibaetis that sometimes land on the window screens, for even a mayfly possesses a wild thing’s heart and sense of the world. And if the antelope and deer act more at home here, their snuffling through the grass around the house denotes only a convenient habituation; to them, we represent a form of mobile shrubbery, nothing more than part of the scenery as they go about their animal business.

The natural world that thrives outside our door, or on the benches or bottomland or in the river, holds a continual and enduring interest, and like a great many people, we take pleasure in simply watching it. Most of us have made a lifelong habit of such observation, though in varying degrees of formality. The Writer explores natural history subjects. The Photographer specializes in images of aquatic insects. The Painter has taught herself botany in the best and literal tradition of the amateur—that is, “one who loves” a chosen pursuit. The Mechanic has a fascination with the clockwork of the night sky. One of us knows a bit of geology and sometimes heads out to find rocks or fossils. Birds are a universal favorite. None of us could lay the remotest claim to expertise in such matters, and so each year we arrive with a small dump truck’s worth of field guides to every conceivable kind of creature, phenomenon, system, and manifestation of nature—except for, perhaps, tropical coral reefs, though we might even have one or two of these. Bill and Betsy Segal, who rent us the place, have a bookshelf or two stocked with others. We rarely step outside the house without binoculars, which in this landscape of distances count for much. We spend some part, often the greater one, of every day casually or intently occupied with the world out-of-doors, enjoying its variety and beauty. “Beautiful,” in fact, is the word most people would use to describe it.

But when we appreciate this beauty, I wonder what we are really responding to; or, rather, I wonder about the nature of our responses, whether evoked by the mountainscape that forms our eastern horizon or by the goldenrod spider with a lavender lightning bolt down each side of its ivory abdomen that lives in a purple clover blossom out back. Certainly forms intrigue us—the angles of tectonic ridges, the anatomical swells and curves of the benchland, the broccoli shapes of cottonwoods, the crescent of current around a river rock—as do compositions of forms that appeal or surprise. We appreciate texture in the fernlike ruff at a heron’s throat and the silky skin of a trout. The emerald iridescence of a hummingbird, the scarlet-orange of Indian paintbrush, and a thousand other colors and combinations of them in the landscape please us. We admire the liquid glide of pelicans and the precision of nighthawks and the intricate phrasing of bird song.

That is to say, nature elicits from us an essentially aesthetic response—an authentic appreciation, unquestionably, but also one that involves a detachment of sorts. We engage the natural world scenically, even cinematically, and end up valuing many of the same qualities we value in art; people often summon the word “picturesque.” This form of engagement discovers, because it seeks, a pleasingness of impressions; it can look at the decaying remains of a white-tailed deer and see beauty in the vault of ribs or the smooth bone hollow of an eye socket. Even in these things we find a felicitousness, a well-chosenness, a kind of perfection. Such an appreciation is passionate, complex, and true, but also one that perhaps answers more to the attributes of the natural world than to what those attributes signify, what they are attributes of, which is the natural order itself. And I am wondering how we reconcile what we see in nature with what we know about it.

For the natural world, like the human one, generally shapes up as a pretty hard business, and for many of the same reasons, chief among them the relentlessness of making a living. Everything in nature behaves with purpose and direction, and what may look to us like leisure, or even play among the young, furthers the husbanding of energy or the acquisition of survival skills. And what appears to us as beauty—indeed, is beauty—is also something else. We see the doe and fawn that bound away at our approach as the incarnation of wild grace; in their own minds, they are fleeing for their lives. The red-tailed hawk that soars the afternoon sky like our own dreams of flying is bent on killing lunch. Part of the year, bird song serves the grave business of sex; much of the rest of the time, it talks trash to territorial interlopers. The riot of blooms in an alpine meadow, their premeditated architectures and calculated fragrances, the shape of leaves and spread of roots—all represent a desperate cry for the kind of attention on which their lives depend: suitors, water, sun, and space. What seems a glorious raiment is in fact a survival suit.

We not only know all of this but regard it, too, as beautiful, intensely fascinating and absorbing. We are not blind to the million murders a minute that take place in nature, but when we observe one, we consider it highly interesting—or, in the case of rising trout, quite wonderful. Confronting a natural world awash in matters of life and death, we aestheticize it—admiring order, pattern, interdependency, forces in tension or balance—and find a gratification in the complex, almost mathematical elegance of a system that is at bottom the simple, severe arithmetic of multiplication and subtraction. I am not suggesting that we grieve for the ants; nothing is “wronged” or treated unjustly by the way nature operates. It does not pose a moral issue that requires us to cultivate a different, somehow more appropriate response. But from a certain perspective, one we typically choose not to entertain, it is mildly terrifying. Without question, the mind and senses discover in nature a beauty, a refuge, even solace, but why should they find them in this fierce circle of mortality? Perhaps we merely insist on viewing the wild through our own preconceptions and desires, just as when we witness an act of predation we most often root for the prey. Or maybe we can afford to see these struggles as fascinating since they do not appear to involve us. Or possibly, in the way that so many human responses are strangely conjoined to their opposites, we recognize that a thing can be felt as both violent and beautiful at the same time, both tragic and ecstatic.

I have no answer, only an observation. Having spent more time considering the lilies than is generally regarded as seemly for a man of my age and circumstances, I understand that they are gloriously arrayed precisely because they, too, toil and spin. To be a lily is a great deal harder than it might appear, and I am damn glad not to be one of them.




“IN THE SOUL OF MAN”


there lies one insular Tahiti, full of peace and joy, but encompassed by all the horrors of the half known life.

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick





 I have a weakness for Melville; he speaks in the passionate certitudes and earnest finalities of youth, which are important to bear in mind even when they are wrong. But I understand what he means by a territory apart, a refuge that exists as both a real location and a space in the imagination, and that in both versions is surrounded by the rest of life, horrible, half known, or otherwise. At the calm center of the South Pacific, he found, at least for a time, a removal into the peace and joy he sought, and from the raw materials of the place he had discovered he fashioned the story that was lived there. Later, he wrote it down. Tahiti became his metonym for this place, the container that held his soul’s desire.





OEBPS/images/e9781602397965_i0003.jpg
CB





OEBPS/images/e9781602397965_cover.jpg
“Ted Leeson is wry, deft, modest, engaging,
and a writer who illuminates human life.”
—Franklin Burroughs

Inventing
Montana

Dispatches from the Madison Valley

Ted Leeson





OEBPS/images/e9781602397965_i0002.jpg





