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    Fishes, don’t take fright,
I am here just for the fun of it.


   —CHO CHONSŎNG, FROM “RAIN HAS STOPPED
BY THE EAST CREEK,” TRANS. JAIHIUN KIM


  




  

    INTRODUCTION




    IT TOOK ME MONTHS TO DECIDE IF I WAS ACTUALLY GOING TO BUILD Tamalita, the name I had already given to Paul Gartside’s six-meter Centreboard Lugger, design #166, after buying plans that set me to gazing into the black hole of another boat build, where time and money are known to vanish at alarming rates. I didn’t really need a new boat; Madrina, my Iain Oughtred Sooty Tern, a double-ended beach yawl, did everything I wanted her to do in Baja California’s Magdalena Bay, where for months at a time I’d been fishing the past decade during my summers off from teaching. But I was finished in the classroom—a move that carried with it the financial fallout contributing to my hesitancy to tackle a job, which, by any measure, was twice as much boat as Madrina.




    Also, there were at least half a dozen smaller, more sensible boats I was considering at the time.




    It eventually occurred to me, however, that I’d reached the point in my life when second chances were unlikely: If not now, when?




    “@#$%&! fear,” I finally told myself. And, the decision made, I dove headlong into lofting Gartside’s lugger on sheets of plywood spread across the living room floor, the one space I owned big enough to lay down her lines.




    A month or more into Tamalita, I received an e-mail from Gray’s Sporting Journal: they needed a new angling editor—a writing job, really, with a column each issue, plus travel features and annual gear reviews. They asked I apply for the job.




    I recall sitting down for a drink with my pal Joe Kelly and Tina, his girlfriend at the time, to hash out a response to Gray’s. My head was filled with numbers, bevels, scantlings—not to mention the board-foot cost of vertical-grain clear fir and western red cedar. Would I even want the job?


 



    “It doesn’t hurt to apply,” said Tina.




    Did I gesture for a second round of mojitos?




    “Even if they decide they want you, you can always refuse,” Joe added.




    Of course, it was something about fear again that prompted my hesitancy and the need to seek reassurance from friends. Who wouldn’t want to write for Gray’s? Still, when they offered me the job and I accepted, I was struck by a wave of dread that left me all but sleepless no matter how many hours I spent fairing Tamalita’s molds and ripping down and planing her planking stock.




    I wrote to the handful of friends I had in the so-called fly-fishing industry. What do I do now? Jim Babb, who had bought stories of mine while serving for eighteen years as both Gray’s editor at large and the angling editor, sent back a long, thoughtful letter detailing his notions about the Gray’s subscriber and how he or she may be different from readers of other magazines out there. Not exactly a bedtime story and a glass of warm milk. Then an e-mail arrived from John Gierach, and in his usual fashion, he helped put things in perspective: “They didn’t hire you because they don’t like your work up to now.”




    Tamalita was planked up but far from finished when my first deadline appeared on the horizon. Uncertain where to turn, I hauled Madrina south for possibly our last circuit together around Mag Bay. Squeezed in atop the floorboards alongside her centerboard trunk, I watched the moon travel slowly across the sky, reminded why I was building a larger, beamier boat, complete with cuddy cabin and wide, single berth. Is it fear that holds us back? I wondered, gazing up at stars in the impossibly vast Baja heavens. Or is it the time we waste waiting for someone else to give us permission to proceed?




    The next day the roosterfish showed up right where I had left them the last time I visited the bay. A month later, having found what I was looking for, I headed home, eager to finish Tamalita and write my first column for Gray’s.




    And that’s how this all began.




    Scott Sadil
Hood River, Oregon
April 2024




 

  




  

    Juan and John




    SOMETHING’S UP. EVEN FROM MY END OF THE BAR, WHERE I’VE BEEN camped all afternoon, regaining my bearings after a week alone on the water, I recognize right off the tone of the banter—a running dialogue, laced with liquor and loud laughter, between a pair of veteran anglers with strong opinions they feel no need to hide from anyone within earshot.




    What is it this time? Soccer? Vegans? The El Chapo trial? Because I’ve aged out of the veteran class, into a league I haven’t yet found a name for, I avoid drama these days by keeping handy a few easy platitudes for these moments, the same ones I pull out when I lose a good fish or blow a tough cast. The concept, cribbed from an old McGuane calf-roping essay, is that there are a billion-plus Chinese who don’t care how my stories turn out. By the same measure, that’s about the weight of my opinions—as well as judgments passed, for all to hear, from the other end of the bar.




    But hold on—was that just some dig about fly fishing?




    This ought to be good.




    * * *




    Prime time near fabled marlin and wahoo and tuna waters off the Pacific coast of Baja, it’s not as if I expect to hang out in a backstreet hotel bar and hear talk about tight loops, strip sets, and heroic efforts to revive and release trophy fish. And I confess I find it sort of refreshing these days to listen in on gear guys who show up and unashamedly whack their fair share of fish for the cooler—even lots of coolers. I, for one, really do enjoy eating sashimi, quick-seared wahoo steaks, or most wild fish of any kind. Plus, to keep things in perspective, I remind myself what happened the previous fall, when the yellowfin tuna, following a multiyear slump, showed up in unprecedented numbers so that anyone with an offshore boat and enough cash for fuel could practically count on his or her fivefish daily limit—until the commercial trawlers arrived and, in one week, harvested a reported 9,000 tons of tuna.




    “After that,” said Bob Hoyt, owner of Mag Bay Outfitters, which services both gear and fly anglers alike out of Puerto Adolfo López Mateos, “the bite slowed down.”




    Bob’s been making a living in Magdalena Bay for more than two decades. He built and owns the modest in-town hotel and bar where I’m reacquainting myself with fellowship and social etiquette. Plus, he’s got a big shell-encrusted yard full of boats at his house, two dusty blocks away, where I leave my Subaru and trailer whenever I show up and launch Madrina, my little double-ended beach yawl. And this week, like most weeks in fall, he’s hosting a guide and a fly angler who have chartered one of his boats and captains to run out of the bay each morning to chase schools of striped marlin.




    “British guy last year was ready to book for sixteen straight days,” Bob told me when I asked him by phone what to expect if I arrived with Madrina in fall, a season during which I had never visited Mag Bay before. “Guy said he was determined to finally get his first marlin on a fly. So I asked him, What’s he going to do the second day?”




    It’s Bob who ends up introducing me to Juan and John. But not before I’ve heard enough of their lively chatter to grow convinced that these are two serious and accomplished gear guys who have just had themselves another banner day, including snook over forty pounds and a grouper that filled the width of the transom of their twin-engine Grady-White.




    And, if I’ve heard right, they think the marlin fly game—or any sort of big-game fly fishing—is a joke.




    Bob leads the bigger of the two my way.




    “He’s a fly fisherman,” Bob says, pointing at me while stepping aside so that John, tall and broad as a linebacker, can get a good look.




    “He even writes books about it.”


 

    John waves his buddy—Captain Juan from San Quintín—down to our end of the bar.




    “Enlighten us,” says John.




    * * *




    But I refuse to bite.




    Because I get it. I just do. Is there any serious angler anywhere who isn’t moved—who isn’t deeply moved—by big fish? What Juan and John can’t understand is why anyone would want to catch, at best, the small ones.




    I’ve heard Trey Combs talk about marlin you raise to the fly that could spawn twice and still not realize they’re hooked. And if you want to talk about a joke, a serious joke, watch somebody try fighting a fifty- pound yellowfin tuna with, even, say, a fourteen-weight—and then imagine what might happen in waters where these same fish top 100, 150 pounds.




    And more.




    Plus, we know the drill when fly fishing for marlin. It’s especially exciting for the guide, who, wielding hookless lure and conventional gear, teases a fish to the surface, drawing strikes and increasingly frenzied rushes as the energized marlin slashes its way closer and closer to the speeding boat. Finally, in a gonzo, cops-and-robbers moment, the guide hollers at the captain to throw the boat into neutral—at which point, following some rule of sportsmanship or hierocracy or I don’t know what, the fly angler makes a twenty-eight-foot cast, all the distance he or she can manage with a fly that looks like a cross between a feather duster and a bath toy.




    Don’t get me wrong: I know fun when I see it. And because I don’t want to thoroughly disappoint Juan and John, I let on that, yes, I’ve dealt with a marlin, a chance encounter while panga fishing near Isla Cerralvo in the Sea of Cortez.




    “It was just there, lying on the surface. Juan Carlos, my captain, pointed it out. I put my fly near it. It ate it.”




    Juan and John glance at each other and grin.


 



    “I turned to Juan Carlos and said, ‘Okay, now what?’”




    Juan looks down at his bowl-sized margarita.




    “How big?”




    “Small. About the same size I am. Hour, hour and a half later, I had it up to the boat to the point that I took off my gloves and gave them to Juan Carlos and asked him to grab the leader. If he got hold of the bill, I told him, we might be able to get a picture.”




    I look around for José, the young bartender, to see about more coffee. 




    “And?” says John.




    I shrug, take a sip from my cup of lukewarm dregs.




    “Probably needed another hour or two. It was just swimming along below the gunwale, maybe even resting, while we motored off toward the horizon.”




    Captain Juan lights another cigarette; he fusses with the bill of a grimy ball cap.




    “Still counts, doesn’t it?”




    It occurs to me he’s had some experience with fly-fishing charters along the way.




    “Counts for what?” I ask. “To whom?”




    * * *




    Outside, daylight fades. Neon glare sparkles on the black concrete bar, polished to the sheen of high-end granite. José turns on the flat screen hung high on the wall above the bottles. Soccer; no sound, thank you. Rather than share my old stories, I’m much more interested in hearing about what Juan and John do, things that can’t be done with a fly rod. Like that transom-long grouper I heard mentioned. What about that?




    While John swipes through his phone, I’m quick to understand I’ve never met two guys keener to grapple with big grouper. Broomtail. Leopard. Golden. If eighty-pound test isn’t enough, switch to 100. Either that or the fish takes line and game over: you’re buried in the rocks, a hole in the reef. Often, they first troll for bonita or maybe small skipjack tuna—fish I’m happy to wrestle with—and sometimes barely beat—with the brunt of a ten-weight. Then, with one guy pinning the fish, they truss it as live bait in a sophisticated bridle—with hooks hidden at both ends.




     

    Maybe I really am getting old; I can’t seem to get enough of stories like these, ones that transport me to fishing I’ll probably never experience before I’m gone, crated off into the unknown.




    Then again, how can you not be intrigued by whatever sort of fish you might move with live bait the size of a hunk of cordwood?




    * * *




    “And here’s another thing,” says John after demanding I switch from coffee to at least one friendly margarita, the likes of which he and Juan have been wading through since they arrived from the water. I let him buy. By the end of the first half of the soccer match, I know it’s John who owns the offshore Grady-White on the trailer alongside the bright pickup in the hotel parking lot—and that he also owns and flies his own private plane, has houses both north and south of the border and a thriving hotel in San Felipe.




    And he still loves to fish for grouper.




    “I asked the guide who’s here how many marlin his guys get. You know what he said? Over the course of a week, his clients average about one fish a day.”




    John looks me in the eye—as if challenging me somehow.




    “That sounds about right,” I offer.




    Angie, from the kitchen, carries out plates of sashimi, dark as lipstick, painted nails.




    “One fish,” repeats John. He shakes his head. He raises his hands, arms spread. “This stuff ’s too expensive for just one fish a day.”




    * * *




    Expensive?




    I’m still thinking about that the next morning, long before dawn, when I find myself fiddling with reels and flies and a couple of twelve-weights I pulled out of Madrina before heading for bed in a spare room at Bob Hoyt’s house. Finally, I decide to leave my own gear behind. I’ve been invited along as a guest for chrissake.




    The palm trees stand quiet as I walk in darkness to the Whales Tale Inn. Dogs bark; roosters crow. I catch scent of the nearby estero. For some reason, I also recall the time, as a punk surfer, I waved away a steak my grandfather tried to serve me for dinner—some health notion I was enamored with at the time.




    I still haven’t quite lived that one down.




    But there’s more to this than just being polite.




    I imagine a fraternity or fellowship or community that’s worthwhile believing in as we plunge through swells and treacherous currents running through Boca Soledad and out into the open Pacific. And later that morning, after the plugs go out and, suddenly, all of the rods fold like saplings flattened by a vicious gust of wind and we end up with a deck laced with tuna and blood, I have nothing but respect for the angling capabilities of Juan and John, plus Jim, a friend of theirs from Loreto, and our local guide, Ruben Duran. Not a single profanity, not a tangled line. Everybody, it seems to me, is able to get along just fine.




    As long as the fishing holds up.




    

  




  

    Naming Names




    I CALL THE TOWN I LIVE IN ALBION.




    The pretty steelhead river that runs through town and the valley above I named the Beulah.




    Good, figurative, allegorical names.




    It’s not exactly Yoknapatawpha County.




    But you get the idea.




    For years, I wrote features and a fly-tying column for a California magazine, even though I haven’t lived in the state for more than a quarter of a century. Trying to remain relevant or authentic to readers on my native turf, I settled for phrases like “just across the border,” “north of the state line,” “east of the mountains,” or, that grand catchall, “the West.”




    Or, for somewhat different reasons and in different venues, I might just make up a name—a form of lying I squared with a practice that seemed widespread and socially acceptable considering what was at stake. I was a serious surfer until the day I left California, where for decades, tribal localism in the form of broken windshields, slashed tires, and fisticuffs was real. You looked at a photo of some guy tucked into a gnarly barrel that you would give an eyetooth to surf, a spot identified in the magazine as Acidophilus Acres, and you knew exactly what was going on.




    I run into guys all the time who tease me about the Wolf River. A weird and remote desert tailwater, with big brown trout that always look up, even when they’re snooty as stuffed figs, the Wolf has been hammered and written about for at least two decades now. It’s nobody’s secret. But I still can’t bring myself to spell out its real name—an act, in this case, I equate with scratching a phone number inside a bathroom stall after beginning with something like “For a good time, call . . .”


 Not that I can legitimately claim any moral high ground. Self-interest colors the finest lines. If I get far enough from home, I don’t seem to worry as much about stating a name. In some backhanded way, it’s like those guides who will never take you to the best water if they know you live within easy striking distance. Or you have your own boat. Decades ago in New Zealand, I was shocked a guide and I could hold a stretch of public water for ourselves simply by showing up the day before at a nearby hospital and signing our names on a list of a half dozen or so mile-long beats. Of course, I eventually realized the guide showed me this system only because I was leaving the country soon, not returning to a house in Auckland.




    And staying tight-lipped, for whatever reason I might have, doesn’t always help. Once, I spent an entire short story, events and characters pure fiction, trying to bring to life my favorite steelhead river without actually naming it. This was back when I had stumbled on a series of wee muddlers that rose so many fish over the next few years that I look back now and wonder if it was all a dream. Nothing much to my credit; I just happened to be at the right spot before the crowds showed up. But when the story was published, my title had been changed to include the name of the river. Right there in bold letters on a two-page color spread. Or maybe that’s just how it’s etched into my memory. This same editor, I should add, previously had demanded I delete a passing reference to another river we both fished, made by a character in an earlier piece of fiction.




    “If I printed that name,” he explained, “my buddies would kill me.” 




    It gets complicated. Most anglers I meet are actually happy to share inside dope on favorite waters; they just don’t want me to run home later and post the whereabouts information—along with photos of me drooling over mouth-watering fish—on social media. The picture’s not the real problem. You add the name of a place, however, and that thing between our ears clicks, wheels start turning, and the search engines and Google Earth light up.




    And there’s this: Is there anything more delicious in this sport than walking blindly into a feast you never anticipated or even heard of? Discovery remains a profound pleasure at the heart of the sport. A couple of summers ago, Joe Kelly and I backpacked into a wilderness drainage that really is out in the eastern part of the state. A fisheries biologist and high school science teacher, Joe claims now he knew we had a chance for bull trout. I’d been down into the canyon twice before, on the other hand, and what I understood we’d be up to was fooling wild and rarely disturbed rainbows with size 10 Humpys, a style of unsophisticated trouting I’d be happy to indulge in long after I can no longer shoulder a pack.




    We went in light. For the first time in my life, I hiked, while backpacking, in sneakers; I’ve reached an age when every inch of my body can prove suspect if I fail to warm up for three and a half days. Still, I’d had to convince Joe that we carry our boots and waders; wet-wading was out of the question in these cold, crystalline waters, the sort of habitat that could have tipped me off about the bull trout—if only I’d seen them there before.




    It was afternoon by the time we unstrapped packs in what looked like an old abandoned elk camp. Bramble threatened to reclaim the clearing; the firepit had the aspect of something you’d see in a pioneer cemetery. But all around us was the sweet cinnamon scent of Ponderosa pine forest, enriched down here in the riparian flats, where the heaviest, straightest trees stand, their bark the color of pumpkins and dark yams.




    We stood on the bank and inspected the water. There were no secrets where the trout would be. We waded across and headed upstream; I peeled off and pushed through a thicket of wild roses and pitched my red Humpy into a seam. A few casts later, tight to a small fish, I glanced around to see where Joe was. When I looked again for my little trout, a shadowy beast rose into view from the bottom of the stream, right beneath the spike of my tippet, only to vanish—as if an owl at twilight passing through your headlights.




    Right then, Joe hollered.




    I don’t know what surprised me more—the fish he hooked or the fact that he had tied on, unbeknownst to me, a big black Dalhberg Diver.




    “I could see it swimming on the surface even as it entered those shadows,” said Joe, pointing across the water, not much more than a wide stream spilling into a trough under a dense stand of oak and alders. “Then this head came up, and all I saw was a white background behind the fly.”


 



    It got kind of silly for a couple of days. We hiked into a section of river that was entirely freestone, wide banks of round rocks, soccer balls to softballs, grading all the way down to perfect spawning gravel. Both salmon and steelhead use the river; the bull trout, explained Joe, descend from their high-country spawning tributaries and feast on fry, smolts, and anything else that swims. This is what can happen when you protect an entire watershed. Joe swung big black ugly things; I had a stash of Vanilla Buggers. It was like steelheading with five-weights. Fortunately, we had only two and a half days of food. Otherwise, they might still be looking for us down there.




    * * *




    The way I see it, I’m paid to watch what I say. Not everyone agrees what that means. This past summer, a friend of mine, another writer, posted a story, including pictures, on his blog site—a report from a river, just across the border, that Joe and I had been lucky enough to suss out the summer before. When I saw the name used in the title and throughout the piece, I cringed. I know there are no secrets anymore; I just don’t believe we should make it too easy. When I was young, I’d study the pictures in the surfing magazines, ready to run off like a kid joining the circus. It finally happened: when the first guys from Newport and Laguna Beach ventured south into deep Mexico and Central America and sold their stories—and photos—to the magazines, I was in the first wave that followed. When I saw my friend’s blog story, with photos of these absolutely juicy trout, wild as the river you can still have to yourself, all I could think of was other places in the lower forty-eight where fish like these simply don’t exist. I imagined anglers young and old seeing those trout, the name of the river, and packing up trucks and heading this way like characters in a Steinbeck novel aimed for California.




    I confronted my friend. He got defensive—just as I would if he tried to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do with my work. In the end, however, he came around. I’d quote his concession here, what he wrote in an e-mail by way of finally agreeing to delete the story from his site. But I erased the entire exchange, the whole thing troubled me that much.


 



    All part of the job? Later this past year, while poking around islands aboard Madrina, my little beach yawl, I ran into a bunch of roosterfish along a beach where I’m inclined to think nobody has cast flies for them before. When I returned to shore, I shared pictures with friends, who never quite know where I am once I set sail.




    “Pacific roosters,” I wrote—and left it at that.




    

  




  

    Winter Sea Runs




    BECAUSE I LIVE WITHIN MINUTES OF A GENUINE WINTER STEELHEAD river, it makes little sense that I would travel in search of these elusive fish. If there’s one thing we know about winter steelhead, it’s that they’re hard to find—and even harder to fool with a fly. A fish a day, over time, is considered excellent luck. Go a week or more without a single grab, much less a fish to hand, impresses nobody familiar with the dark shadows of futility inherent to this haunting game.




    A home river at least gives you a chance to know when fish arrive—when they’re actually available in what are sometimes laughingly referred to as fishable numbers. Plus, fish often enough, and you eventually learn those all-important lies where steelhead not only hold but where a fly can be presented in such a way that it might inspire a fish to grab. On my home river, that eliminates at least three out of every four steelhead runs—which is where the bait and gear guys go to clean up.




    Know, of course, that I’m talking here about true winter-run fish, not those steelhead, which, in the Pacific Northwest at least, enter river systems from early summer until the end of fall, a migratory schedule that, in many cases, allows fish to reach distant interior watersheds, where they overwinter, generally far from the sea, and eventually spawn in spring. These summer-run fish are the steelhead most often found by fly-fishers—even steelhead hooked with snow on the ground and ice choking your guides.




    True winter-run steelhead, on the other hand, are coastal fish; they arrive, December through March, in rivers fluctuating rapidly in response to persistent rains fueled by the Pacific. Unlike summer steelhead, which we often describe as growing trouty during their long ascent from the sea, winter steelhead show up with relatively little time ahead of them before spawning, their attention or at least chemistry focused on reproduction, not nutrition. Combine the difficulties of fishing flies in short, steep coastal rivers, rising and falling with winter storms, and fish that move during high water and then often seem to vanish as soon as river levels drop and clarity increases, and most anglers are better off staying close to home, monitoring one or two familiar rivers that they can jump on at a moment’s notice, dropping everything to fish when conditions are just right, as though surfers with lives that answer to nothing but the call of clean swells and offshore winds.




    Wouldn’t it be nice. And I’d like to recall, as well, an era in my life when I wasn’t on such familiar terms with both my dentist and dermatologist. Meanwhile, back in the real world, even anglers fortunate enough to live near winter steelhead find it virtually impossible to stay put, stick to familiar water. In my case, the irrational need to look elsewhere begins with the well-known fact that the closer you get to the ocean, the hotter your sea-run fish. Nothing lights up my imagination and stimulates my salivary glands quite like the thought of anadromous fish fresh from the sea, a tide or two from crossing the bar. In a fit of optimism, maps are once again consulted, routes planned, money put down, a boat or raft secured. By date of departure, I’m brimming with reasons—timing, weather, river levels, watershed integrity, phase of the moon—why this trip we whack ’em good. My fly patterns are proven, my casting loop honed. What’s more, the stretch of coast ahead still has runs healthy enough that anglers can harvest wild fish—not the aim but a sign of good numbers nonetheless.




    It all sounds juicy—with only one reason, it’s agreed, we can possibly fail.




    We’re searching for winter steelhead.




    * * *




    The guy at the all-purpose outdoor store in Gold Beach says we’re late. His buddy floated the Elk the previous day, rose one fish, and felt the run was all but over.


 



    He’s lived here forty-six years, he adds. When my pal Joe Kelly, the high school science teacher, tells him we have a raft with us, the guy says if it were him, he’d do the float on the Rogue from Foster Bar to Agnes.




    “What about the lower river?” asks Joe. “Below where the Illinois comes in.”




    The guy looks at both of us and frowns.




    “You mean that frog water?”




    “The bar below it,” I offer. “We fished through there last night. It looked pretty good.”




    “Looks can be deceiving.”




    The guy studies me a moment and then glances over at Joe.




    “Foster Bar to Agnes is where I’d go.”




    Joe runs through a list of streams we’ve read about, places with small runs of wild fish we imagine sneaking up on with one-hand rods and even egg patterns if we need them.




    The guy shakes his head.




    “What about the upper Elk?” asks Joe. “Above the hatchery—where you can’t float?”




    The guy pauses just long enough to suggest that in his forty-six years here, he’s never met two guys who’ve had a harder time listening.




    “Pristine,” he says. “You’ll be the only ones up there.”




    Joe and I look at each other.




    “Foster Bar to Agnes,” the guy says again.




    Rain falls all night on our little VRBO rental and throughout the entire next day. It turns out we’re right about one thing: the Elk water-shed, lush as a subtropical forest, with broadleaf evergreens, madrone, and myrtle, mixed among the spruce and firs and leafless moss-covered deciduous hardwoods, can handle a storm. We pick our way, on foot, through pretty emerald runs, riffles, and plunge pools, tumbling down a tight, rock-walled canyon. The guy at the outdoor store seems to be right, too: we have the water to ourselves, and we don’t see sign of a fish until Joe lands something that looks like a spawned-out jack: big head, bit of a kype, skinny belly—a silvery trout-looking thing without spots.




    “I think it’s what they call a down-runner,” says Joe.


 



    “Or a half-pounder?” I add.




    Half-pounders, a local phenomenon, are the name for fish that head to sea at smolting size, only to return, months later, in packs of trout-sized steelhead—or, after a second ocean visit, as eighteen- to twenty-two-inch adults. Fish, anyway, to warm the heart of any sea-run aficionado—but a long way from the true winter steelhead that can make your blood sizzle.




    Back at the truck, we struggle out of waders and our soppy rain gear and pull on dry clothes.




    “I’ve got an idea,” says Joe.




    “What’s that?”




    “How about tomorrow we float Foster Bar to Agnes?”




    * * *




    But at the takeout the next morning, when we’re all set to unload Joe’s scooter, carried on his trailer with his raft to avoid, in places, the need for a shuttle, I realize I left my PFD lying in my room back in the rental.




    Joe spares me the look the guy at the outdoor store kept giving us. 




    “That makes it easy,” he says. “We were wondering what day to hike into that water up on the river trail.”




    The trail offers a gentle stroll through grassy fields below Illahee Lodge, the last of the river lodges along the famous thirty-three-mile float through the Wild & Scenic section of the Rogue. We step past newts and banana slugs while gobbling up glimpses of the river. First chance we get, we veer off to the water; Joe wades out into some resting water above an island and big riffle and immediately suffers a big pull that catches him off guard, the worst of moments in the sport.
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