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To my father, who taught me to fish small streams
by taking me to them,
letting them impart their own lessons.


CHAPTER ONE

Land Shapes Water

HOW DO YOU DEFINE A SMALL STREAM? I’VE HEARD IT SAID IT’S ONE you can jump across at the strictures. I agree that’s small. As a definition it might work for a broad jumper, but it’s frightfully narrow for me.

I picked up a recent book about fishing small streams. The cover featured a picture of the author wading what looked like a medium-size stream. I flipped the book over; it had a wraparound cover. The author was wading what I consider a big river. That’s too broad a definition for me.

How do you narrow it down? Many folks say a small stream is one you can comfortably cast across. That comes closer, but before I accept it as a definition, I want to be sure you’re as bad a caster as I am, at least for distance. I’ll accept a definition that calls a small stream one that’s a short fly cast across, since it suits my capabilities as a caster better than it does my abilities as a broad jumper.

A stream I can kneel next to, and easily cast across, might give me a sense of intimacy, a feeling that I can cover all of it without spoiling my own chances to take trout from any of it. But I occasionally fish what I consider medium-size trout streams that I can cover with an easy cast in their narrow areas, so let’s add that a small stream is a short cast across where the stream is at its widest. Then perhaps we’ve got it, though as a definition it’s still far from precise, because we all cast so differently.

The best definition of a small stream, I suspect, lies in that sense of intimacy rather than any distance you can jump or cast across. If you can work your way into a stream’s watercourse, move upstream or downstream along and even in it, and feel that you’re a large and integral part of it, that you can observe and know or at least sense all of it from side to side, then that’s small water.

Describing a small stream this way, as one that feels small to the person fishing it, is not nearly as precise as defining a small stream as one that’s a certain width in feet, say five to ten feet across in the narrows and twenty to forty feet wide where its pools spread out. That would be as fine a definition as any. But I like latitude, and a lack of precision, in my own definition. I fish some streams that might be medium to others, with widths I’d have trouble casting across in sprawled-out places and currents that are substantially strong to wade against where they get gathered, but that still give me the feeling, when I’m inserted into them, that I’m a considerable part of them and can cover all of their water well, with short casts, from side to side. To me, that makes them small streams.

If I feel that I’m fishing a small stream, then that’s defining it tightly enough for me. You’ll have to arrive at your own definition. If we sat together on the bank of a stream, gestured at its parts, and debated about its size and the feeling it gave us about its size, I’m guessing we’d agree about it. Given that we agreed it was small, the shape of that stream might be almost astonishingly varied.

Up on the shoulders of mountains, small streams are most likely to be swift and tumbling, in a rush to get down to more level ground. Much of the best trout holding water will be in plunge pools hemmed in by bouldered banks. In the foothills of the same mountains, small streams are less rushing. In places they’ll display the riffle-run-pool structure of what are considered classic freestone trout streams, though in many small waters the run gets condensed out of the equation. Riffles plunge directly into pools. Down out of the hills and into the flatlands, small waters might be meandering meadow streams. They’ll still have some riffles, runs, and pools, but much of the best holding water might be in sweeping bend pools, where currents carve depths beneath undercut banks.

All of these mights about the location of small stream types creep in because stretches of all of these types of water can be found along the course of any stream, at any elevation. You might even find all water types on the same small stream.

I grew up in the quarter-circle slice of geographic pie bordered by the miles-wide lower Columbia River to the north and the vast Pacific Ocean to the west. My father, two older brothers, and I fished the rainforest streams that plunge out of the coastal hills of Oregon and enter directly into either the Columbia or the Pacific. In fall we trolled gangs of spinners for anadromous sea-run cutthroat trout in the estuaries of the stream systems. In winter we fished baits of eggs for steelhead that ascended some of the same streams. But our passion was summer dry-fly fishing for resident cutts, landlocked in small headwater streams where passage of anadromous fish was prevented by waterfalls.

Our favorite of these coastal streams was almost entirely of the forested foothill variety. Over eons it had eroded a somewhat gentle course through the typical sedimentary soils of the region, which was all ocean bottom uplifted twenty to thirty million years ago on account of a collision between an oceanic plate and a continental plate. When I first fished it, the watershed was heavily grown with hemlock and spruce; it has since been logged down to its death. Most of the stream descended through tall timber in a series of riffles and well-defined pools, over a bed of clean gravel and cobble. It was a typical foothill stream. It held cutthroat trout at an average of around ten inches long, including some fine and fat ones up to fifteen inches or so.

Four to five miles of foothill stream up from the waterfall that defined the downstream end of its trout fishing, a half mile or so of the stream, cut sharply through a lava flow. In some ancient past this lava had spewed out across what was then the ocean floor, before it was all raised up to form that slice of Oregon that I fished in my youth. Where the stream cut through this layer of hard basaltic rock, it was steep and tumbling, typical of a small mountain stream.

We called that half-mile stretch of stream the gorge because it was hemmed in by rock walls. In the gorge the holding water was a series of plunge pools flowing over and among great tumbled boulders. My brothers and I often left Dad down in the classic foothill water and hurried up to the gorge. We looked forward to reaching it and fishing through it, on our leapfrogging upstream sweep of the stream, because it held many more trout in all of its chopped-up, intricate lies than did the larger pools down below. Trout in the gorge were usually smaller than those in other parts of the stream, but when you’re in your teens, action outgrows size.

At its upstream end this short, steep reach of mountainlike stream broke out abruptly into a long stretch of meadow stream that meandered flatly for a couple of miles. It did not take a geologist to recognize that this was caused by the same lava flow that formed the gorge. It had formed a natural dam, held the stream back for who knows how many millennia, shaping a long lake and allowing the deposition of alluvial soil, until the stream broke through, drained the lake, and eroded that quick descent for the half mile that we called the gorge.

This level meadow stretch of stream had been settled and farmed for a time, as all flatlands were when Oregon first got galloped into. When we fished it, beginning a decade after the end of World War II, a few abandoned farmsteads still stood along its course. The tall timber that crowded the rest of the stream was held back there by fallow fields, half grown over with briers and brush, grazed more by deer and elk than by a few feral cows.

This pastoral part of the stream was not our favorite for fishing because it wasn’t suited to the bounding pace my dad, brothers, and I preferred to set. My mother loved it. Whenever she went out with us, she’d fish a few cutbanks and deep bend pools upstream from the car while the rest of us hiked far downstream through the timber on an overgrown railroad bed, left after the first logging at the turn of the century. Then my brothers and I abandoned Dad and helled back upstream. When we’d arrive, exhausted, she’d have just a few trout in her creel.

They would all be larger than any of ours.

Upstream from the meadow reach through the abandoned farms, the stream tipped up a bit and returned to its classical freestone character, through deep forest, and continued for a mile or so until it split. Neither of its branches was watered well enough to hold trout large enough to be legal. Making our decisions in those days based on the promise of water to provide trout for our creels, we never did bother to fish upstream from the fork.

This was my home stream until its watershed got logged while I was away at a later war. I won’t get into the sadness of that, but I will say that the single stream, only a few miles long from the waterfall at the downstream end where its trout fishing began to the fork upstream where it ended, held the three types of small water you’re most likely to find, wherever on this continent or in this world you fish small trout waters.

Small streams are shaped by their landscapes. They can be categorized roughly as mountain, bouldered and bounding; foothill, variously featured and somewhat civil; or meadow, if not meandering, at least peaceful. It is gradient, or steepness, that causes a stream to erode its course as it does. If the landscape is tilted, as it is in mountains and in parts of foothills as well, the water rushes and tends to draw fairly straight lines down toward larger rivers. If the landscape is less steep, as it is in most parts of the foothills, flows are still brisk, but the stream will have a slightly more serpentine course. If the landscape is nearly flat, flows are slower and streamcourses meander.

When the water is high in winter or spring, mountain streams tend to drive finer pebbles and gravel downstream, delivering them to the foothills. The bottom structure of mountain streams tends to be composed mostly of larger rocks and boulders. Foothill streams let the smaller stuff settle out. Their bottoms are mostly composed of gravel and cobble, the reason they’re often called freestone: The stones on their bottoms tend to be loose. Silt is delivered downstream, usually to the larger and slower parts of river systems, but sometimes to meadow stretches interspersed along the course of a mountain or foothill stream. Meadow streams capture the finest gravel in their riffles, and in places have silt beds beneath their runs and pools.

Water in nature never dashes downhill without interruption, as it might in a pipe. No matter how steep or flat the inclination, it descends in steps. If it weren’t for these steps, there would be few lies for trout. The steepness of a stream determines the shape of these steps.

Mountain streams tend to carve plunge pools, the water plummeting over the lip of a miniature waterfall or descending a short but brisk rapid or riffle. Pools tend to be short, their depths abrupt right at the head, fanning toward shallows at the lower end. If the entrance is a plunge, the water at the head will be frothed. If the entrance is a rapid or riffle, the water at the head of the pool will shape itself as a current tongue, flowing briskly down the middle, its energy dissipating as it goes along, with slower and calmer waters to each side.

If the pool is long enough, say ten to twenty feet or more, the plunge or current tongue will give way to a run, with constant depth and current speed, or perhaps even to a calm pool with some depth at its center. If the distance between drops is short, say just three to ten feet, the current might rush right through to the next drop, forming pocket water rather than runs or pools.

The most common type of holding water in a fast mountain stream is a riffle or plunge into a short but somewhat deep pool, then a quick uplifting and gathering of speed into a tailout. This tailout then enters the rapid, riffle, or tiny waterfall that descends quickly to the next step. Mountain streams also push occasional pools deep beneath the root balls of fallen trees and up against major or minor cliffs.

Almost always, right where the rushing water of a mountain stream enters a pool, you’ll find tiny, still backwaters tucked behind the boulders at each side. Many of these are black on the surface and no bigger than a dinner plate. These eddies often appear to be too small to hold trout, and they’re easy to miss. Never pass them up. They offer a pocket of sanctuary water situated right next to the current that rushes into the pool and thereby delivers food to trout. Especially in spring, when these tiny eddies might be the only calm water in the general rush of things, a big dry fly set onto such a tiny, calm spot in a mountain stream will elicit an almost instant response. My favorite fly for this work is a size 10 Stimulator, a golden stonefly imitation, since in spring a few of those large beasts are usually about, showing themselves recklessly to trout.

Any mountain step stretched out for enough distance to have a level run of water before gathering speed for the next drop will likely hold trout down its length. Wherever boulders interrupt the flow, or trenches drop the bottom a few inches to a foot or so, that will be the most certain address of a trout in the pool.

Small foothill streams, defined by gentler gradients and gravel and cobble rather than bouldered bottoms, will have more of what are envisioned as classic trout stream pools, though writ small. Water entering at the head of such a pool will be constricted and brisk, from a riffle or run. This narrow and fast current will form a current tongue entering into the pool, which slows as it moves downstream and loses energy. The pool itself will broaden out from this central current tongue, with the water on both sides slower and almost always shallower. Toward the lower end of the pool, the main thrust of water will lift up, begin to constrict, and flow more quickly until it reaches the run or riffle that delivers it down a step into the next pool.

The current tongue entering a classic small pool offers two things to trout. First, because of its erosional force, the deepest water in the pool will almost always be directly under the current tongue. That will make it the most secure lie in the pool, offering trout protection from overhead predation. Second, the current tongue is the delivery system for food that enters the pool. Most trout in a classic small pool will be located in proximity to that central current tongue, most of the time.

Not all foothill pools follow the prescribed plat. Many current tongues force their way under lodged root wads or fallen logs, and others turn abrupt corners or push along banks or even cliffs, forming deep side slots rather than center slots.

The upstream corners of small foothill pools, where the riffle enters and leaves pockets of soft water at the sides, are usually sloped and graveled rather than shouldered by boulders as they are in steeper mountain streams. They are often shallow and not as often sheltered eddies of peace in a passing turbulent world. But they form good lies at times because they allow a trout to take the uppermost position in a pool and, therefore, to get first shot at whatever the current delivers down to it. If any classic pool corner is deeper than a foot or so, giving protection from overhead predation and offering some sanctuary from the force of the entering current, at least one trout will usually hang out in that spot. You’ll be able to catch it with a fly set there.

Small meadow streams have gentle gradients and slow flows. They tend to erode their safest depths along grassy undercut edges and around the outside curves of bend pools. They’ll have more of a run-glide-undercut structure than the foothill riffle-run-pool nature. Any calm meadow water with enough protective depth can hold trout. But as in all kinds of small streams, trout tend to be found where current delivers food to them, and where they also find some sort of structure to break even a gentle current.

Meadow streams, as I use the term here, are defined by their low gradients and gentle flows, not by the source of their water. I emphasize this because the term spring creek is commonly used to describe the gentle type of water I’m talking about. Most spring creeks, because of their constant water levels and hence consistent erosion patterns, are meandering meadow streams in at least some sections. But let the landscape tip a spring creek down into a steep gradient, and it abruptly erodes its course into what we call a foothill or even mountain stream.

Mountain and foothill streams can have both freestone and meadow reaches. Spring creeks that arise as meandering meadow streams often enter steeper terrain and become bounding mountain or less boisterous foothill waters. The term spring creek defines the source of a system’s water. The landscape still shapes the nature of the stream.

Land shapes water. And over geologic time, water shapes land back. Small streams erode their banks in different ways, thereby giving you an easy or difficult passage along them as you fish them and room or lack of it to work your casts over them.

Small streams that are subject to spate, whether from winter rainstorms or spring snowmelt, will push their vegetation back, uprooting during high flows whatever permanent growth might have tried to get a start during low flows. Most of the tree and limb detritus that drops onto the banks and into the water will be swept up, during high and heavy flows, and delivered down to the lower and larger parts of river systems.

Such spates, if violent, are brutal to trout. They can reshape favorite pools almost annually. But their forces can make your travel and casting along small waters a lot easier once the water drops to late-spring, summer, and early-fall fishing levels.

Annual spate flows also grade the banks, sloping them by tearing them down. This can shape them favorably for fishing. When high waters recede, you’re not often walled in by high banks and tight brush. Instead, you often find convenient gravel bars alongside pools, on which to kneel and from which to launch a cast. That cast, depending on the degree to which your stream is subject to spate and therefore drives back vegetation, will encounter little or lots of interference from brush and limbs above and behind you.

One of the rainforest streams flowing out of my old corner of Oregon requires a day hike or long mountain bike ride on abandoned logging roads to reach. It’s a steep stream, descending right off a mountain that stands high above the ocean. The view from the top end of the watershed includes waves not so far in the distance, detonating against volcanic intrusions near shore, where the stream enters the Pacific.

One of my favorite pools in this stream skirts the base of a cliff that stands about twenty feet high and drops straight to the water. When I boulder-hop up to the foot of this pool during low summer flows, I always hold fire with my dry fly and gaze up at the black side of that cliff. A few yellow monkey flowers and scattered patches of maidenhair fern have taken tentative root in cracks on the rock face. Most of them are far up toward the top.

The lower and middle parts of the cliff are swept bare of vegetation and reveal three distinct waterlines. The lowest waterline is where the stream laps gently along the bottom of the wall in summer, when I fish it, and therefore the only time ever see it. A second waterline, white and chalky on the dark basalt, is drawn distinctly along the cliff a bit higher than my head. This is the height of the average winter spate. Rainstorms here keep regular schedules during winter. Clouds arrive right off the ocean, heavy with water, settle against the mountain that forms the stream, and stop. They remain there and dump the bulk of their water load before they’re light enough to lift up and move inland. This repeated brutality to the stream keeps its trout from attaining any great size. I never complain if the largest I catch in a day is less than a foot long, on account of the beauty of the tiny water from which I’m able to extract it.

The water likely reaches that middle waterline at least a few times each winter. I’d not like to be standing there when it did. A third waterline is etched across the cliff face perhaps ten feet above the second. It records the water height when an occasional extreme storm blows through. Weather forecasters call these hundred-year storms, though we seem to get them once or even twice in every decade. They leave trees, thicker than beams in buildings but snapped from their roots like twigs, skinned of their bark and stranded on hillsides at that highest waterline.

When I fish the stream in gentle summertime, these logs, some of them pitched precariously on high banks above the stream, seem far out of place. They are part of the strange beauty of that rainforest stream. But I’m able to navigate and fish the stream, and many others like it, more easily because these harsh storms beat the vegetation back, grade the banks, and deposit gravel bars from which I can cast.

Spring creeks, in contrast to spate streams, have relatively constant flows. They work their erosion at more steady levels. They don’t rise up out of their banks and sweep brush and trees back. They carve their banks steep and sometimes abruptly deep, rather than sloped and shallow at the edges. Unless a spring creek is subject to at least minor rise and fall, it will not leave convenient gravel bars at bend pools. This is not to say anything bad about spring creeks. They’re among the most beautiful small waters in the world, even in places where they’re brushed in. But most of the photos you see of spring creeks with meandering weedy flows and manicured banks are pastorals. They involve the croppings of cows or the machinings of men.

Not long ago I inserted myself into the streamcourse of a south Wisconsin limestoner, a gorgeous little spring creek that held plump browns, some of which reached considerable size. The banks were grown to head-high grass and dropped off so abruptly, several feet down to the stream, that I had to sit and slide on the seat of my waders, digging my heels in for brakes. I arrived with a splash and had to wade upstream a couple of pools before I could start casting over any but frightened fish.

I stopped at a place where the stream straightened out into a deep, dark run along an undercut, just downstream from a gentle bend. My first backcast caught in the grass growing behind me, high overhead. I freed it and tried again, but I was in such tight circumstances that I got hung up again, lost my fly, and decided to hold my fire, assess the situation, and figure out how to get a fly to the water before I could ever figure out how to catch any trout.

The stream varied from three to five feet wide, its bend pools cut to depths in places almost equal to its width. Those meandering curves, obviously excellent lies for trout, were spaced twenty to thirty feet apart, which would have given me ample room for backcasts had it not been for the tall grasses that leaned in overhead from the high banks.

I was surrounded, armed with an 8½-foot rod, and realized at once why one of the most knowledgeable anglers in the area advocates stubby but delicate 5-foot rods. On this home stream of his, that’s what it would take to keep backcasts beneath those damnable grasses.

I knelt and dropped my rod hand down next to the water, then cast with abrupt flicks of my wrist, a casting stroke that any fly-fishing school instructor would have scolded me for using. This low posture and quick stroke kept my backcast loop tight and low enough to get my Parachute Hopper out there where it could land on water. A trout came up and swatted it. Though it was not a big fish, I was able to bring it awkwardly to my hand, and in truth, I was quite proud about catching it.

I’d like to say that creative cast solved the stream for the rest of the day. But as I wended my way up the tunneled streamcourse, I continued to catch more grass on backcasts than I did trout on forecasts. The few trout I caught, some of which were big ones for where I was—fifteen- to sixteen-inch fish on that stream not as wide as my rod was long—were enough to keep me wading upstream far from grumpy.

But I stopped once, stood and straightened my stiff back, looked at the high banks and tall grass closing in tightly about me, and wished for the graded and cleared banks of my home spate stream, even with all its overhanging alder and conifer limbs.


CHAPTER TWO

Streams Shape Anglers

MY OLD HOME STREAM—THE ONE THAT, MORE THAN ANY OTHER, shaped me as an angler—I always viewed as frightfully choked by brush and trees. Now that I’ve fished small streams across this continent and on a few others, I recognize that it was quite open and friendly for a small stream.

It was in a conifer rainforest, and it flowed through encroaching alders. Its watershed was nearly mature, recovered from an earlier logging at the turn of the last century, if mature can be defined not as old-growth forest, but as forest grown enough to be ready to log again. An old-growth conifer forest is four hundred or more years old. But one that is fifty to sixty years old has already suppressed much of its undergrowth by choking off sunlight.

Where a stream slices a dark conifer forest, a line of light is let in, and that’s where hardwoods such as alders grow. On my home stream, even those alders were old enough to be sufficiently tall that their overreaching limbs linked fairly high overhead. Stray low limbs drooped into my backcast space and swept low enough to guard many pools against foreward casts. Mountain huckleberry bushes, while providing tart snacks, also crowded in to ensnare any errant casts. But the truth is, that stream and others that I fished in the area, all shaped by the same gradients and the same soft sedimentary soils uplifted from the ocean floor, allowed some room to cast.

I could kneel, gauge out a space before and behind me, flick a fly fore and back, and over most pools get the fly onto the water where I wanted it. If I screwed up by failing to calculate a cast before launching it, or to execute it accurately enough when I did, I’d hang up.

When I was young, in a hurry, handicapped by inexperience, by hand-me-down rods and lines not nearly balanced to them, I caught far more trees than I did trout. I can recall at times losing three or four flies in a row, sometimes all to the same limb that kept itself just out of reach above a beautiful pool, so that I was unable to rescue the ensnared flies; but I could not walk away from some beautiful bit of water without getting a fly onto it. Sometimes I became so vigorously angry that I’d have to sit down for a while and cool off before I could continue fishing without risk of breaking my rod or one of my own distal parts. I suppose, in that way—it’s terrible to confess it—my home stream shaped not only my fishing, but my personality as well. I still have to sit down and cool off at times, and not just on trout streams.

I adapted, over many years, to the conditions in which I fished. I learned to kneel or crouch when I cast. I learned to at least glance at what was behind me before I tried to get a fly onto any water in front of me. I learned to keep my casting arm in close against my body. I learned to cast with such an abrupt flick of my wrist, not much more than a bump, that my rod arc was short and my line loop tight. I got good at it, I’ll brag, but also was astonished when I discovered that the wonderful set of skills I’d learned on my small home streams were often handicaps when I branched out to begin fishing larger trout streams and rivers.

I was unable to cast very far. To this day, even after many years spent letting larger waters work on my skills, I’ve never become much of a distance caster. That’s one reason I’m willing to accept a short cast across as one definition of a small stream. It suits my ability as a caster quite well.

I also became astonished, when my home stream was logged and its demise propelled me to explore others of many different types, to discover that I wasn’t a very good small-stream fisherman except on my own home waters. My casting style was an asset on some small streams, a drawback on others. I could cast well, but only where I had room for forecasts and backcasts. Not all small streams have winter spates to beat back the brush and make room for unfurling line loops, even tight ones.

I had another, perhaps larger, handicap. I’d grown up with the idea ingrained that small-stream trout would take a dry fly, and if they wouldn’t take that, then they’d take nothing at all.

I don’t take full responsibility for that last mistake. It was wisdom passed down directly from my elders, especially my father. Looking back at the conditions that shaped him, it’s not hard to understand the reason for that wisdom. When he learned to fly-fish, twenty and thirty years before he first took my brothers and me fishing, dry flies were at the center of things. Their use was held high, considered the only honorable way to take trout, in the magazines of the times.

Wet flies were on their undeserved fall into oblivion. Nymphs had recently arrived, but the methods that would allow them to be fished with some hope for success on small waters had not. Streamers never had or have been used much on small streams because most small waters lack room to cast a fly cross-stream and fish it down and around on the swing, the way streamers are typically fished. The same problem exists with wet flies, though wets, when cast straight upstream and fished dead-drift back down, or when cast, dangled, or dapped downstream, were used effectively on small streams before dry flies ever got invented.

These handicaps—my limited range of casting skills and dependence on dry flies—were solutions, not problems, on my own streams. But they restricted my chances to solve situations when I began fishing a wider range of small-stream types across the continent.

Each type of small stream—mountain, freestone, and meadow—calls for a separate set of dominant skills. If you’re going to fish all of the stream types well, you need to hone all of your various fly-fishing abilities.

On mountain streams, your ability to wade bravely and safely, or to thread through brush without breaking your rod, to creep into casting position close and without revealing yourself or disturbing the water, added to your skill at making accurate casts the length of your leader and a short bit of line, most often while restricted by brush, will all add up to trout.

On classic foothill streams, with riffle, run, and pool structures, your ability to read water and pinpoint likely lies, then to place a fly precisely and drift it freely over or through that piece of water, will increase the number of trout you bring to hand. Those lies will often be tiny and protected by sweeps of deciduous limbs or conifer boughs. Such lies will coach you in casting while stooped or kneeling, sidearm, with a roll, sometimes even launching a forecast with no preparatory and measuring backcast.

Meadow streams call for an extension of all your skills at taking the right position and making the right presentation. But before you make any cast, they request that you make some extra observation, and observation becomes the critical skill in meadow stream fishing. You want to watch the water for some time before you approach it and drop your dry fly onto it or your sunk fly into it. Something might be going on, and that something might be your clue to the way to catch trout. Often it will be an aquatic insect hatch or fall of terrestrials and by holding back, at least briefly, you’ll notice trout rising. Then you’ll need to choose a fly that matches what trout are taking before creeping into position to present that fly in the way the natural it imitates might arrive in the sight of the trout.

It’s best to back away from the idea that any of these sets of skills, though most useful on one stream type, is important only on that one stream type. Pools are so variously shaped, on all small waters, that any skill developed on one type of water can be applied to another. Observation, as an example, will add impact to your fishing on any small stream, not just a meadow stream. It took me a lot of years to recognize that some patient watching of the water would even increase my catch on my favorite forested coastal cutthroat streams, which I’d fished for so many years in such a hectic hurry. The realization struck as an epiphany on a day that sort of damns me.

It happened the summer I got back from Vietnam. Dad and I went out together, not to the home stream that had been moonscaped while I was gone, but to another local stream, still deep in timber. Mom had ordered up enough trout for a celebratory fry for the family, and in those days that stream could well afford to provide it. Not many other folks fished it, which is true to this day, though now when I fish it I release what I catch back into it. Back then I didn’t always do that.

It was early July, the day was warm, and the shade of the trees, tall hemlock and spruce, felt good when we parked the car and dropped downhill on trails carved deep in the forest duff by the passage of generations of deer and elk. The stream, its voice muffled by all that excess of rainforest vegetation, murmured quietly as we approached it. Its classic little pools, bright in the riffles, dark where the water was deep, promised a perfect day when we tumbled down a steep bank and beheld them.

Dad assigned himself the upstream beat. He sat on a mossed boulder and rigged his Phillipson bamboo rod with its battered automatic reel, tied on a dry fly, and began fishing almost at once, from the point where we’d hit water. I backed away, struck an elk trail parallel to the stream, and hiked a half mile downstream before sliding down another bank, hitting the stream to fish up to where Dad had started.

I rigged and began fishing as quickly as Dad had. I’d thrashed through half a dozen pools before it occurred to me to notice that I’d not had a single rise to the size 12 Royal Wulff I’d tied on. That was not usual, on that stream, at that time. But it did happen on occasion that only a few small trout would take the white-winged Wulff, and it would become necessary to switch to a less showy Grizzly Wulff.

That’s what I did, going one size smaller at the same time, returning to fishing with the expectation of sudden success. Nothing happened. I switched through a couple of other flies, a small Elk Hair Caddis and finally a big Stimulator, but still nothing. I was so surprised by this lack of success on any of my usual flies that I sat down at the foot of a pool to brood about it.

The pool where I sat was typical for a foothill stream: entered by a chattering white riffle, defined by a current tongue over some mild central depths that were darker than the water on both sides, ending in a tailout that gathered to rush into the riffle alongside which I had my stone seat. The pool had an alder tree leaning over it, white-barked in the sunshine, its limbs lofted twenty feet above the pool. It was a pretty pool, sure to hold at least one and likely two or three legal trout, though even on a good day if I caught one it would spook the others. But the prettiness and promise of the pool were not the main things I noticed.

What caught my eye, after just a few minutes of sitting and sulking, were a couple of quick but quiet rises far off to one side of the current tongue, in shallow and nearly still water not far from the bank, where I would not expect to see a trout. I moved into position in an instant and shot a cast up there. It covered the trout nicely. Covering a recent rise on a small stream usually ensures a fish on.

The big Stimulator I still had tied to my tippet drifted downstream on the slow current without any hint to the trout about how it got there. I was sure the trout would take it. Instead I saw an almost imperceptible welling up of water around the fly, just the slightest disturbance under it, but enough to tell me that the trout had seen the fly alight on the water, had driven over to have a look, had set its brakes before taking it.
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