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Foreword


Over sixty-five years have passed since John Atherton’s now classic The Fly and the Fish was first published, yet the amazing intensity and scope of his narrative is still admired. Of all the hundreds of fly-fishing books and articles that fill my bookshelves, and that I’ve read and enjoyed countless times over the past fifty years, The Fly and the Fish still stands as my favorite amongst them. The original 1951 Macmillan edition occupies a special place front and center on my shelf when it’s not back on my nightstand.

Contemporary flyfishermen and flyfisherwomen, too, have discovered and rediscovered Atherton’s epic work, sending new followers and recruits on searches for the original printing or the later Dover reprint that first appeared in 1971. The recent resurgence of both national and international interest in John Atherton’s unique observations and theories surrounding fly pattern design and style alone call for this new Skyhorse printing. But this tome offers so much more than simple theories.

My own appreciation and interest in John Atherton and The Fly and the Fish began in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Those were the years when, as a boy, I stayed with Walt and Winnie Dette at their home and fly shop in Roscoe, New York, during the fishing season. The Dettes were part of the so-called Catskill Mountains region school of fly tiers, artisans who practiced their craft near some of the most famous trout streams in America—the Beaverkill, Neversink, Schoharie, and Willowemoc among them. The Dettes, along with other Catskill school fly tiers such as Rube Cross, Harry and Elsie Darbee, Ed Hewitt, and Art Flick are all mentioned in The Fly and the Fish. Their favorite rivers within the region are also mentioned in Atherton’s pages.

Readers will learn that Atherton dedicated the last chapter of The Fly and the Fish to his own favorite river, the Battenkill in Vermont, on whose banks he eventually built his house in the late 1940s. However, he was still very much a part of the Catskill fly-fishing story, and very much admired by the time I first fished the region’s rivers.

Atherton’s name surfaced from time to time around both the Dettes’ fly shop and the Darbees’ shop up the road. Somewhere between the ribald jokes, adult humor that my young ears shouldn’t have been exposed to, and the more serious fly fishing chatter that filled the fly shops and river banks in those years I first heard Atherton’s name. Hanging on the wall at the bottom of the staircase in the old Dette house were the color illustrations painted by Atherton of trout flies that appeared in John McDonald’s May 1946 Fortune, now classic, magazine piece titled “Trout Fishing and Trout Flies.” It was impossible not admire Atherton’s art on the way upstairs to my bedroom.

The beautiful paintings that appeared in the Fortune article featured all the Catskill classic dry flies—Quill Gordon, Light Cahill, and Hendrickson, among others. The Dettes, the Darbees, and other members of the Catskill school and beyond were named beneath each fly illustration. While John Atherton admired and painted the standard Catskill fly patterns and additional flies mentioned in his book, he had his own ideas concerning fly design. His profound theories found their way into The Fly and the Fish.

I can’t recall with certainty exactly when I first acquired a copy of his book, but my guess is it would have been in the early 1970s. By the time I read The Fly and the Fish, I was already quite aware from my Catskill fly-fishing upbringing, that Atherton was also a famous artist by profession. Aided by the influence of contemporary, neighbor, and friend Norman Rockwell, Atherton’s paintings covered magazines such as the Saturday Evening Post and Fortune. His art hung in the most prestigious museums and galleries in the county, yet his artistic gift was expressed in other ways beyond painting.

What John Atherton did with fly patterns was brave if not ingenious: he linked the principles of the impressionistic school of artists to dry fly, wet fly, and nymph design. His chapter titled “Flies and Impressionism” blew me away the first time I read it, and it still blows me away after many re-readings. Connecting the impressionistic art of Monet and Renoir to trout flies is a powerful, yet enlightening, approach to fly pattern design.

There is no doubt that this timely reprinting of The Fly and the Fish will inspire and edify readers after they’re exposed to and entertained by John Atherton’s unique mix of fascinating concepts, practical instructions, and enjoyable stories that fill the book’s pages. Chapters sharing his times fishing for Atlantic salmon on the famous Miramichi in New Brunswick, steelhead on the Klamath in California, and the trout on Ed Hewitt’s Neversink in the Catskills will capture the imagination.

I write these final words in my “Atherton Room,” a small cabin near the Battenkill, John Atherton’s beloved river. My friend Wally Murray owns and lives in Atherton’s old house on the banks of the stream, a couple of miles from this place, in a cabin called “Vallahalla.” When Wally visits, we chat about the old Battenkill River days and Atherton’s work.

The Atherton Room is decorated with everything Atherton—with photos of him on one wall and framed pictures of his original flies that he tied on another. Hackle capes—cree and grizzly and furnace shades—that once belonged to John Atherton sit on a shelf. That famous framed print of a leaping salmon sits over the bed. The old Fortune magazine issue with those marvelous fly plates I remembered since boyhood sits on the nightstand along with a second copy of The Fly and the Fish. A walnut block letter sign above the room door entry announces to visitors “Atherton.”

To say that John Atherton has influenced me would be an understatement. He’s been a large part of my own writings, efforts that are undertaken to ensure that he’s not forgotten. It is my fervent hope that readers will also appreciate John Atherton and his seminal work—The Fly and the Fish.

—Mike Valla, Ballston Spa, New York, 2016



Introduction


IN less than a year after the first publication of The Fly and The Fish John Atherton unexpectedly died of a heart attack. I knew him as a fine artist and sportsman, a devoted husband, and an amusing fishing companion with a delightful sense of humor and exclamatory zest for life. His family and friends called him Jack.

Several years before Jack died, a staff member of the Museum of Modern Art in New York City listed his paintings, which were on exhibition there, under the heading of Magic Realism. And I thought it was an exceptionally poignant analogy of not only his abstract compositions of reality on canvas but of his conception of life in general.

Yes, Jack was a romantic realist, and his exuberant outbursts of wonder over any natural phenomenon helped me to see this Earth of ours as the magical place it really is.

But the first chapter of the book reveals his true character better than I can, and it gives the reader some idea of the character of another sensitive man devoted to the art of fly fishing. He is John MacDonald, the author and scholar now well known to anglers everywhere. Further on in the book Jack mentions Harold Gillum, whom we met while living in Ridgefield, Connecticut, and who preferred to be called by his nickname, Pinkie.

He built marvelous flyrods, and refused to produce them in mass production, so there are relatively few in existence. Each rod he made of especially selected bamboo and with a specific angler in mind. I know a man who compares his Gillum trout rod to a Stradivarius violin.

Pinkie and Jack enjoyed many a day fishing together, and I recall Pinkie saying that he would rather sit on the bank and watch Jack cast a dry fly than fish, himself. Both of them were perfectionists, and they never seemed to tire of discussing the art of building the perfect flyrod.

Much of the text of The Fly and the Fish was developed through discussions between Pinkie Gillum, John MacDonald, Edward Hewitt, Alfred Miller (“Sparse Grey Hackle” who edited the book) and Jack. And to prove some of his theories Jack did some experiments with Mr. Hewitt.

I remember one in that fabulous Hewitt house at Grammercy Park in New York City. It was the first time I had been there, so Mr. Hewitt showed us around the house. His workshop was on the fifth floor and the work benches were stacked with hundreds of tools he had accumulated over a period of many years. A trout reel that he had been making was lying on a workbench, and Jack picked it up and admired it. (He later bought it for me and now it is a collector’s item.)

Mr. Hewitt next led us down to the fourth floor, to his lab, which was a confusion of chemistry equipment, odd boxes, Bunsen burners, glass jars, test tubes, all sorts of odd things. He explained that he had been doing research on vitamins and trace minerals in natural foods, which he believed would prolong life if they were included in our diets.

It was just another one of his hobbies, and at the time I didn’t appreciate how important it was, or how far ahead of the times he was. I suppose his interest in nutrition and vitamins stemmed from the research he did for the fish in his hatchery at the Neversink. Perhaps I’ve dwelled too long on Mr. Hewitt’s hobbies, but Jack’s admiration for him was endless, and I am using him as an illustration of how fascinating life can become for an angler after the age of retirement.

Finally Mr. Hewitt led us down to his personal apartment on the third floor, and the two rooms there were more astonishing than the lab. I vaguely recall a pulley on the ceiling over his bed, and various contraptions attached to it. One was a large piece of plywood, to keep out drafts, he said, when the windows were open, and he could lower it to the floor while lying in bed. Indeed, the interior of that entire old Victorian house would have afforded Rube Goldberg a wealth of material for his cartoons.

Mr. Hewitt’s sitting room was crowded with an aquarium of small fish, a glass tank of water, furniture, and piles of books. He and Jack stopped in front of the glass tank and began discussing what a trout saw when looking up at a Mayfly on the surface.

Their theories were too technical for me, so I browsed through the books, books about fishing, fish hatcheries, protein hay, vitamins, lecithin, all sorts of odd subjects relating in one way or another to the inventions and writings of that versatile old gentleman.

Then, at the sound of Jack’s convulsed laughter, I joined them again. Over by the glass tank those two characters were down on their knees, upside-down on the floor, peering up through the water in the tank, looking at a couple of dry flies, which were floating on surface film. The gymnastics were being performed, I learned, to get a fish-eye view of the flies, and to check Jack’s theories about the “light pattern” artificials make on and under the water. What fun! But that was a long time ago.

Now, I treasure my Atherton flies, Hewitt reels and Gillum rods. Jack’s impressionistic fly patterns have worked wonders for me, have fooled trout in rivers around the United States, Europe, Canada, even in Labrador where I least expected to find May flies—and did.

I still have a few of his Spiders (described in Chapter VIII), and these flies can never be replaced. He tied them of very stiff hackles, which stand up on surface film and when twitched skate the Spider over the water in a manner that seems to infuriate trout. Especially large trout, and even salmon sometimes, are inclined to strike furiously at Spiders.

The hackles are exceptionally tough because they came from a chicken that had been raised by another dedicated fly fisherman who ties his own flies. Willis Stauffer, whom we called Chip, kept his chickens outdoors in all kinds of weather and in a vast enclosure of wire mesh, where they, like wild birds, flew around the yard and roosted in trees. Rather an expensive hobby, I thought, but for the chicken neck from which Jack got the hackles for his Spiders he exchanged an original Atherton painting! Of course to appreciate such an exchange one must be an angler and just as delightfully crazy as those two were.

Jack not only supplied me with flies, he balanced my rods with fishing lines and leaders, so after his death, and after the lines he had made wore out, I had trouble finding lines I could cast as well. But now that nylon lines have taken the place of silk, and weight-forward lines are on the market, I have less trouble. And it woudn’t surprise me to learn that the designers had read Chapter XIII of The Fly and the Fish before developing the tapers for the new WF lines.

Unless it has a weighted core, an aircel line weighs less than a silk one of the same size and taper so to get the same weight forward the designers had to have a larger diameter toward the end. I can’t cast my weight forward lines as far out as the silk ones Jack spliced together for me, but if I cut approximately three feet from the taper, or almost down to the largest diameter at the fly end, I have less trouble.

The large diameter at the end doesn’t necessarily result in a clumsy presentation of a fly to a fish; expert casters use a technique that shoots out the line so the fly alights, and then the leader, on to the water well ahead of the line. There has been tremendous improvements in the tapers of lines the past few years. Perhaps by next year the designers will have improved them even more.

Fiberglass rods have become very popular since Jack wrote The Fly and the Fish. Even I have succumbed. Mine are hollow, have no metal ferrules, are nine feet long, and weigh quite a bit less than my Gillum salmon rods the same length. Surely Jack would approve if he were alive; my arm isn’t as strong as it was when I was young.

My nine-foot Gillum rods shoot a fly further out, but not for long, because I get too tired to cast properly. And certainly bamboo holds its power longer than fiberglass.

Lee Cuddy, the noted salt-water flyfisher in Florida, balanced two of my glass rods with WF aircel lines, and he cut off almost all of the fine taper from the end of each, and although the rods are the same length, one has faster action than the other, so he chose a different size line for each. Thus proving to me that I should never again buy a line until I had tried it, or one like it, on my rod. One is a floating line, for bonefish, and one has a sinking tip, for tarpon. I use the floating line when fishing for salmon with a dry fly, and the one with a sinking tip when fishing for salmon with a wet fly in fairly deep water.

Also, since Jack wrote the book nylon leader material has taken the place of gut. And while tying a leader of nylon I follow Jack’s specifications, as given in Chapter XIII, and to get a more gradual taper from the large diameter at the end of a line to the leader, I tie—with a nail knot—a piece of forty-pound test monofilament, as instructed by Joe Brooks, on to the end of the line.

Of course there have been changes in fishing equipment the past nineteen years, and I believe if Jack were alive he would be one of the first to keep his tackle up to date. And so would Edward Hewitt. He loved to experiment with new materials.

I miss him too. He was in his early nineties when he died, after a major operation. The last time I talked to him was in the hospital, the night before the operation, and he seemed full of life. We talked about Jack, and then about the Eskimos in Labrador, with whom I’d lived and fished the past summer. Having adopted the white man’s diet, which consisted mostly of hardtack, white bread, tea and sugar, almost every one of them was suffering from malnutrition.

Mr. Hewitt said that when he got out of the hospital he would send to me the names of vitamins and minerals to replace the deficiencies in their diet.

Recalling that often during his later years Mr. Hewitt had said he had so much to do he didn’t have time to die, I believed he would get out of that hospital alive.

And his parting remark was: “I’m very anxious for them to get it over with,” and then, his eyes twinkling merrily, he added, “so I can get back on my feet and take you fishing at the Neversink next summer.”

But he didn’t make it. And the ashes of my old friend, who had been known as the Dean of Fishermen, were sprinkled into the Neversink, as he had requested.

Several years later Pinkie Gillum died of a heart attack at his home in Connecticut. Now, collectors are offering large sums for his rods.

And Jack, who was too young to die, had frequently said that when his time came he hoped it would be when he was in fishing waders. That is how it was, on the shore of his beloved Miramichi River in Canada.

Then, at home in Vermont two of his fishing companions, Lee Wulff and Walter Squires, helped me bury his ashes under the root of a young maple on the bank of the Battenkill. Today Jack’s ashes rest beside a pool from which he had caught and released a large brownie each fishing season we lived there.

And I can only be thankful he has been spared the knowledge that pollution has ruined almost every trout stream in Vermont, that his “favorite trout stream” is now stocked with pale limp hatchery fish each year, that pollution in the Miramichi is driving Atlantic salmon away from that whole great system of rivers, that another wonderful species of wildlife, Atlantic salmon, is facing world-wide extinction, and that our daughter and the majority of young people around the world are rightly irate and concerned about the pollution of air and water, which just might exterminate mankind during their lifetime.

I am sorry to end on such a gloomy note. But that is how it is today. A tragic reality. And instead of lighting an eternal flame on Jack’s grave I have been supporting in every way possible any movement that strives to conserve—or to bring back to this Earth all which ruthless pillage destroyed—the magic Jack extolled.

MAXINE ATHERTON



Preface


OVER a historic tavern in downtown New York are snug, comfortable quarters where fishermen gather. For many years the Anglers’ Club of New York has offered food and conversation to those who, ensconced at the Long Table, prefer the discussion of angling to the reports of the market.

There I have enjoyed a unique companionship. The propounding of new ideas, the recounting of old exploits make happy the hours out of season; and when the May fly is on, late reports, even though touched occasionally with the exaggeration of enthusiasm, provide contact with the march of events at the streamside. It would be an unusual angler indeed who could fail to profit by such an association. I am no exception. When this book was suggested and its theories offered for discussion, I found helpful criticism and encouragement without flattery.

And I found there the patient assistance, tempered with challenging and occasionally vitriolic comment, of Alfred W. Miller—“Sparse Grey Hackle”—in editing and preparing the copy for publication. Without his unflagging efforts this book would have been impossible.

I also wish to acknowledge the generous help of John MacDonald, author of “The Complete Fly Fisherman: The Letters of Theodore Gordon,” who gave freely of his time and intellectual equipment to help me with a perplexing writing problem when he had more profitable things to do.

It is with trepidation that I cast this, my first literary fly, into the stream of angling. But knowing anglers as I do, it is my hope that I shall find more consideration among them than I would among ordinary mortals. After all, I am a fisherman too!
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CHAPTER I “Birth of an Idea”


THE RIVER flowed smooth and dark beneath the fringing alders. Here and there on the surface little rings broke the reflections and occasionally a splash showed white against the bank. A boy was lying prone, peering over the grass into the clear water. His breath came quickly as he saw a big tail appear in the center of a ring, waving slowly from side to side before it quietly sank again.

There was life in the air as well; tiny gauze-winged forms were rising and dipping over the water, sometimes lightly touching its smooth surface. The boy looked upward to watch them. He raised himself and grasped an alder branch for support. He felt a delicate touch on his hand and, turning, saw the insect resting there, its wings slowly opening and closing.

It was an exquisite creature. The wings were nearly transparent, of iridescent pearly color. The up-curved body was shaded darker on the back, tapering to the slender whisks of a tail long and curved. The eyes protruded prominently and were colored a wonderful violet. It held out its long front legs in an almost supplicating attitude, and all its legs were marked with color, speckled and delicately shaded.

What an incredibly beautiful thing, he thought. No wonder trout rose to it so avidly. He looked up at the branch again. There were several of those lovely flies resting there, and one seemed different from the others.

The boy stood up and looked more closely. He saw an insect, darker and duller in color, its back split down the middle, and from its body was emerging another, the delicate, bright one he had already seen. With a sudden movement, it pulled itself clear. The wings were not erect but seemed to be folded close to the back. As he watched, he saw them begin to open. The metamorphosis took place quickly before his eyes, and in a few moments there was another fly, complete, shining, drying itself in the sun. He looked away and when his eyes returned again it was gone. The splashes in the stream continued.

It is no wonder that, with the impact of that introduction, I became a fly fisherman. Surely, I thought, an art based on imitations of such lovely, fragile creatures must offer a great deal, especially if the angler could create them after his own fashion.

When I first studied with my glass the May flies I found, the impression was one of wonder at their beautiful colors. This was followed by a question: “Why, then, were not artificial flies just as beautiful?” Since that memorable occasion, the fascination of attempting to answer the question has never left me, although experience has proved that the answer is not simple.

The category of anglers includes a wide variety of individuals. Angling is an art that appeals to many types, whether young or old, fat or lean, the artisan or the politician, the philosopher or the artist. So it is not unusual to find one like myself, a painter, among their ranks. The study of art brings with it a new regard for visual things, a sharpened observation. This goes well in angling. The angler is necessarily observant and, if successful, has usually succeeded in putting his findings to practical use. As artist and angler, since that early day when I first looked closely at a May fly, I have been acutely aware of the color and texture of trout flies. The art of tying flies is closely related to painting. For me, the change of pace from the picture, which is two-dimensional, to the fly of three dimensions offers the variety of a good hobby. Tying flies, like painting, is a constant series of experiments. It has been fascinating, over the years, to apply the creative urge to an object which may catch a trout as well as afford the satisfaction of invention.

What is it that trout flies attempt to do? When the angler uses flies to catch trout he is offering them a lure that the trout must mistake for some form of food. The fly is based primarily on the imitation, approximation or simulation of an insect or some other small underwater form. Fly tiers have found certain things in their flies to be effective. Some forms are better than others, some colors more deadly. Tiers have produced flies by the millions—and anglers have caught trout on them. But they seldom have asked themselves why some flies are better than others.

The school of art known as “Impressionism” was the result of an inquiry by a group of painters into the reasons for certain effects in nature and how to achieve those effects with paint. They found that an object or form could be more suggestive of life and movement containing the reflections and influences of its surroundings when painted with broken color made up of the pure tones of the spectrum. These artists taught us to see how light affects the forms in nature, building their pictures with small spots of bright color which together gave the effect of light playing upon the form. We then became aware that to copy the exact color of an object gives the effect of a dead thing, and that color must be alive and breathing, like the form itself, or the picture will lack the fundamental qualities inherent in nature. There is no reason why anglers should not profit by such reasoning, and I feel that they have neglected an important field of experimentation in their imitations of natural insects. Later in this book, I shall present the results of my observations and experiments in developing the impressionistic theory for trout flies, using the broken color principle of the impressionist painters.

While the magnifying glass enabled me to see an insect with a new vision, the trout is hardly so equipped. We have some reason to believe that the trout’s eyes do have a certain magnifying power, but if so it is at close range, and he usually sees first at greater distances the flies offered to him. It is at these distances that he will ordinarily decide whether or not the fly appeals to him. Therefore our flies should be constructed and colored so that his first impression is one of life and food.

A renewed appreciation of angling has resulted from the days spent on the stream in giving practical application to theories and clarifying the ideas set forth in this book. When one thinks as an angler and an artist at the same time, not only angling but nature as a whole is involved. This integration has given new meaning to my contacts with the stream and its surroundings.

The fact that angling is a contemplative recreation brings the angler a particularly acute consciousness of his surroundings. He is frequently alone on the stream. His conversation, if it can be called that, is with nature rather than individuals. He is made subtly aware of nature’s reaction to his presence there.

Is there not a response to the angler as he responds to his environment? Do not the stream, the trees and the rocks react to his presence? Are they asleep? Or are they active, alive and offering a subtle contact?

[image: images]

The quality of such experience has great variety. Are we not all aware of the apparent changes from day to day in angling surroundings? There are days when the same river will seem to alter its disposition. It will appear more alive than ordinarily. The air takes on a charged quality, and we are at once conscious of a response which adds to our enjoyment and elation. The fishing is very apt to be better. We are keener, more alert and we expect a rise on every cast.

How often, too, one may feel the charged quality of one’s surroundings, just before the rise of a fish. In that electric moment when everything holds its breath in expectancy, the very air seems to remain motionless. The water quiets itself so that the rise, when it comes, appears greatly magnified and even the size of the trout is affected by this quality of magnification and seems huge to one’s excited eyes.

There are days, as well, when the deadness of the stream is only too apparent. On those days the line even floats badly. The water has no “feel.” It grumbles its way along complainingly, rather than with joy in its movement. The consciousness of nature’s response is a negative one; that electric quality is missing—and so are the rises. Those days are apt to be poor for fishing; the trout come with little enthusiasm, if at all.

One day I was on the stream with a friend, a writer, sensitive and observing, who had more than once called my attention to some rare quality in nature. When he entered the stream, he stood for a moment looking around him and then said,

“The water is lively today!”

Then he added, “This is my kind of fishing day and the trout will rise—you’ll see.”

At once I became aware of a peculiar rapport between us. Our awareness was close. Our reactions were similar and we fished that day with a concurrent enthusiasm. That was an interesting and memorable occasion for me, because it struck a response in my own feelings for nature.

Even in the earliest of my angling days, when I first put a line into water with the hope of “drawing out Leviathan,” I believe there existed an awareness of this environmental contact. And I believe that I have always appreciated it.

It is fortunate for anglers that the trout is a wary animal. It is also fortunate that he lives in an environment conducive to his protection which, at the same time, affords to the angler in pursuit of him those surroundings which lend to the sport so much of its charm. “The contemplative man’s recreation” is an apt phrase, describing well the quality of experience which so truly offers to angling one of its rare attributes.

Fly fishing in a stream is the epitome of all that is good in angling. The very water, in its never-ending variety, is a proper background for the elusive prize we seek to capture. And the trout is of like caliber, a clean, bright, colorful and lively thing which can hardly be surpassed in nature for sheer beauty. His sagacity is well remembered. His strength is deceiving, for he can constantly surprise us with his determination not to be brought to net. There is hardly a trout too small to afford some pleasure in the catching, and when one is so clever or so lucky as to outwit a big one, the thrill is augmented correspondingly.

In these pages, I shall make no attempt, in trying to advise some anglers less experienced than I, to cover subjects competently handled by my peers. I shall only touch upon them when necessary to add new developments or to augment their basic logic. I hope only to record a few observations, and if some angler may profit by them, it will add considerably to my pleasure in writing them. And I shall try to carry further some of the teachings of the good fisherman with whom I have been associated. If I appear to take for granted that the reader is familiar with certain basic points in angling, it is because I had rather have him become so through the works already accepted as standard.
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CHAPTER II “Youth”


IT SEEMED to me that my good fortune was almost overwhelming when I caught my first fish. As it happened, the fish was a good one, a great-headed pike that weighed four pounds and was almost as long as I. Such a sizable trophy was not only thrilling, but its bestial aspect—the big jaws filled with sharp teeth, and its long powerful body—was doubly exciting. It seemed to live for hours. I tried to dispatch it by various means but only succeeded after dragging it home and chopping its head completely off with the camp axe. Since that early day the expectancy and thrill of capture, whether of a trout, a lordly salmon or a six-inch bluegill, has lessened none in its intensity, and I hardly expect that it ever will.

Since then, the paths to the fishing waters have led to many interesting and wonderful places to cast a fly: the Washington rivers like the Spokane and the Little Spokane, the Satsop, Wynoochie and Humptulips (even the names are wonderful); the Cle-Elum, the Cedar, Deep Creek, and, in Oregon, the Deschutes, Crooked and Crescent Creek; in California the Pit, the Feather, the Merced and the Klamath; the charming streams of New England, the Catskills and Adirondacks—the Beaverkill, the Neversink, the Willowemoc, the Schoharie; the Ausable and the Battenkill. The mountain lakes in Idaho in the Coeur d’Alenes, the lakes in the Cascades of Washington and Oregon; the clear waters of the Sierras have all brought their own unique contributions. And the salmon rivers of New Brunswick and Cape Breton with their long gravel bars and dark spruces, the bright silvery fish up from the sea and the campfires on the river banks; the canoe on the brown waters of Maine, with the deer standing at the edge when we rounded a bend—these are all memorable and their remembrance brings lasting pleasures.

Angling has been responsible, to a great extent, for a life and a philosophy well suited to the temperament of the artist. It has taught me about art, as art has led to interesting theories and experiments in angling. Thinking and fishing go well together somehow. And the thinking is usually of the creative sort rather than the summing up of those difficulties with which we are all beset at times.

One of the great qualities of the sport is that it is non-competitive. Americans, in particular, seem to me well enough supplied with competition not to include fishing as well. The least flavor of the competitive destroys its most charming qualities, lending it an atmosphere of sly haste, pervading its associations with petty jealousies, envy and resentments. The angler who is determined to catch the biggest fish or the most of them, by his own determination becomes a competitor and is self-poisoned.

How wonderful to the fisherman is the anticipation of an angling excursion. The reality of experience often finds itself obliged to take second place to the pictures the mind can summon. In imagination, the angler is provided with unique sensations. In the fleeting moment he visualizes them, he enjoys emotions impossible to have been experienced in reality in such a short space of time. A whole day’s happenings can be brought to the imagination in the twinkling of an eye. The mind can visualize the scenes frequented by the angler, with great beauty rarely found in actuality. The trees, filled with singing birds, are never in the way of his cast and are only placed there to afford him shade or shelter. The trout never come with difficulty, and he can make them in his mind’s eye of a size in proportion to his enthusiasm.

I know a man who, due to ill health, is unable to go out on the river. He finds, instead, a great peace of mind and a great deal of enjoyment in taking what he calls a trip to a good trout stream. He will fish an entire river in imagination, working up from pool to pool, casting his flies to imaginary trout, raising some, leaving others unmolested and occasionally finding a good one which he confidently works over and takes with a masterly approach.

When one knows a trout stream after many years of having fished it, the experience of going back again, even by so remote a method as through spirit alone, can afford some delightful occasions. It is all gold and no dross.

[image: images]

In youth, of course, the angler does not need to rely on memory, imagination or those quiet hours of contemplation so pleasant after long experience. His is the active pursuit. He loves to explore new waters. He stalks his quarry with an enthusiasm and determination that rely more on strength and endurance than on guile. He may be prone to do a little poaching of the innocent sort, and his methods savor more of the hunter than the purist.

I remember well that my own youth brought few exceptions to these rules. Even though angling was beginning to be regarded more philosophically, and the beauties of the contemplative point of view finding roots in an active nature, I was apt to revert to impulsive and often unpredictable tactics. “Dapping” was one.

Did you ever “dap” for trout? If not, you have undoubtedly been deprived of one of the definitely exciting experiences of angling with the fly. Part of its fascination lies, no doubt, in the faint flavor of the poacher’s art, the lack of which in any angler, particularly a young and intrepid one, is to be deplored rather than commended. It requires a certain stealth. It is flavored with an atmosphere typical of the small boy who creeps up to hook his quarry and fling it over his head with a shout of joy.

One year during my early angling wanderings, I spent a summer in Yosemite Valley, in California. The Merced River there, a lovely crystal-clear stream which hurls itself over great cliffs and rushes down between the boulders, flows out more calmly when it reaches the valley floor. There its banks become heavily overgrown in places, and there are sections where either it is impossible to enter the stream or one has no room to cast. There were places where the bushy cover extended out, over and even into the water, for several feet.

Naturally these difficult spots had trout in them. By cautious maneuvering one could peer down and see the heavy fish, secure in their environment.

The method I adopted to suit that occasion was hardly to be called the most pure, but it did produce some excellent results. I will only offer the apology that my tender years were responsible. I remember distinctly how delicious those trout tasted, due to their unusual method of capture I am sure!

Dapping, an ancient practice, is still used in Great Britain for catching trout during hatches of the large May flies. It usually consists of fastening the actual insect to the hook and allowing it just to touch the water where trout can be expected, not by casting, but by a mere lowering of the rod point, the angler being concealed, of course.

My own method was much simpler. I used a rather bushy dry fly, on heavy gut, and fished it on a short line, at most no longer than the rod. Only the fly touched the water.

At the time I visited that dramatically beautiful valley, the roads were scarcely more than sheep trails and we spent the entire day driving up from San Francisco. There was a great deal less travel then than now, and consequently only a fraction of the number of tourists and anglers.

My quarters were in the old inn called Cedar Cottage, named from the enormous tree which grew right up through the building. It was only a stone’s throw to the river and early each morning it was my habit to take a rod and try to catch a trout for breakfast. Along the bank there was a row of large trees, their roots making fine hides. One particular spot nearly always held a fish. If I caught him, another would appear a day or so later, and this favorite place furnished me with many a fine meal.

When I learned how to fish it properly, by the stealthy approach and the dapped fly, I could walk up carefully behind a big tree trunk, slowly push my rod around the tree and drop my fly without even seeing the water. Frequently I was only aware of the subsequent rise by hearing it, or by feeling the strong pull of the fish. It became almost automatic, this early morning execution, and you may be sure I was careful not to advertise my method. The trout in that particular spot varied little in size. They were exactly right to furnish a solid and substantial breakfast so I needed only one.

There were other good spots along the banks that also produced their trout at times. And there was considerable smashed gear, as often a heavy fish would be too much to handle in the tangle of branches and roots. Whenever possible I would haul the larger trout quickly up the bank, violently flopping. The small and medium sized ones could be levered out through the air as my rod was husky and my gear stout. With only the fly touching the water, heavier leaders could be used and they, of course, held many a fish that might otherwise have been lost. The fly patterns seemed to matter very little to the fish. It was the dapping that did the trick.

These daily expeditions brought me a certain reputation, and the cooks planned on the trout as an everyday article for my breakfast menu. But if I failed to deliver I was badgered unmercifully, and it was with a certain loss of face that I was compelled to order a substitute.

One day I took a fish of about a pound in weight which seemed over-corpulent, and to find the cause, I opened him at once. The autopsy showed an animal entirely new to me. About the size of a mouse, but longer and more slender, with soft, mole-like fur and a flattened rudder-like tail, it was still in perfect preservation.

There was a natural history museum in Yosemite then, maintained by the Park Service, and I took my strange trophy over to see if they could identify it. The young man in charge was greatly surprised and remarked that only one other such specimen had ever been found there. It turned out to be a navigator shrew, and he begged it for his collection. The occasion led to a pleasant and long friendship.

There have been a lot of years and many casts since that memorable summer. My appetite for breakfast trout has diminished somewhat and an inherent laziness has increased considerably. With the conservatism of middle age, my angling has become more leisurely and, looking backward, it seems long ago that I last crawled up to a bank and hung my fly over an unsuspecting trout, ready to lever him out and hurry him home to the waiting skillet.

But there are still occasions when, standing out in the current and correctly casting my fly to the edge of the bushes, I have a recurrence of that early urge to more Indian-like tactics. Who knows, tomorrow it may get the best of me.
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CHAPTER III The Rise and “Light Pattern”


THERE WILL always be differences of opinion among anglers regarding the rise of a trout in a stream, and rightly so; for as long as we do not know the reasons for his reactions to natural food and to our imitations, we shall have to be content with theory rather than fact. However, we do know what the trout sees, within a reasonable degree, and we can arrive at certain conclusions based on this knowledge which may help our fishing.
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