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    SERIES INTRODUCTION
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    We fly fishers are rightly proud of our long and distinguished literary tradition, but too much of that tradition has slipped out of reach. It is unfortunate enough that most of the older books are unobtainable, but as the sport’s techniques, language, and even values change, the older authors become less accessible to us even when we do read them. Fly fishing’s great old stories and wisdoms are often concealed in unfamiliar prose styles, extinct tackle terminology, and abandoned jargon.

    The lessons and excitement of these older works will only survive if we keep reading them. By presenting the most readily accessible material from these authors, this series invites you to explore the rest of their work. Whether the selections in each book are instructive, entertaining, or inspirational, it is our fondest hope that they will whet your appetite for more of this lovely sport’s literary adventures.

    It is one of fly fishing’s greatest attractions that the actual fishing is accompanied by a vast and endlessly engaging conversation. We have been conducting this conversation in print for many centuries now, and we seem always to have more to say. In this series, we invite you to sit back, turn the page, and give a listen. The conversation has never been better.

    


    Paul Schullery

    Series editor
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    INTRODUCTION
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    In the entire literature of American fly fishing, no name resonates so fully with the pleasures and mystique of the sport as does that of Theodore Gordon (1854–1915). Tireless angler, patient champion of imitative theories, and enthusiastic storyteller, Gordon devoted much of his adult life to a single-minded quest to become a better angler in the fullest sense of the word. Not content with merely catching more fish, he sought to catch them in just the right way, and for just the right reasons.

    Gordon exemplified the finest tradition of the inquiring angler. His writings were full of questions, hypotheses, answers, and the wonder and wisdom that come from the steady and inspired engagement with nature. It is perhaps these qualities, even more than his famed accomplishments as a dry-fly theorist, that make his legacy so vital and important to us today.

    First-time readers of Gordon, especially those who only vaguely know his legend, may be surprised at the informal, rambling manner of his stories. He never intended or attempted anything as disciplined as a treatise on any angling subject, preferring instead to conduct what he called “little talks” that were as genuinely conversational and hospitable as is possible with the written word. He asked his readers questions, burst out with heartfelt opinions, confided his deepest regrets, summarized the past season’s successes and failures, celebrated the new season’s prospects, and otherwise performed as if his readers might indeed step in and take up the talk at any moment.

    And what wide-ranging talk it was. Fly theory may have interested him most—theories of imitation fascinated him—but he was just as charmed by the behavior of trout and of the fishermen who sought them. He reported on the successes and failures of his companions, readily giving them greater credit than he gave himself. A momentary deer sighting might distract him into a digression on wildlife in his favorite Catskill valleys. He railed against the polluters, struggled with angling’s endless class struggle—bait versus fly, sport versus subsistence— and fought what at the time must have seemed like a losing battle against the trout’s many enemies. And in all this flow of ideas and memories, he did what all the best writers on any subject do—he made his readers think.

    And there was much to think about. Gordon fished through one of fly fishing’s most dynamic eras, witnessing among other things the commercial arrival and triumph of the split bamboo fly rod, the silk line, the eyed hook, and the dry fly, to say nothing of the conquest of his favorite streams by European brown trout and western rainbows. These were matters of urgent concern and comment in his day, and his articles reflected the stir they caused in the fly-fishing community.

    By all accounts except perhaps his own, Gordon’s life was often unhappy. His various biographers (see the additional readings at the end of the book) have described a failed business career, poor health, money problems, and an apparently lonely existence along the Catskill streams that eventually became his home. The aura of the Gordon tragedy is heightened because he left no literary masterpiece (there are rumors of a lost manuscript, of course), and seems not to have been commercially ambitious. It is pleasant to wonder what he would think of the singular fame he has achieved anyway. And, reading these articles today, it’s difficult to identify sadness or bitterness in the tone. The fly-fishing life worked very well for Theodore Gordon.

    Today’s readers may also be surprised to read about beliefs and attitudes we have since abandoned. Some of Gordon’s natural history, such as his peculiar theories about fish vision, has been abandoned. Throughout his life he remained at least guardedly devoted to the snelled hook (the traditional eyeless hook to which a section of gut leader material was attached before the fly was tied), even as he embraced the new eyed-hook dry fly. He was just like us in these things, of course; every generation of anglers has its own pet theories and tools and is reluctant to let them go.

    Gordon used a few terms and names that are foreign to the modern ear. For example, Gordon wrote about using “tea lead” to weight his line, a reference to the thin layer of lead lining found in imported chests of tea. For another example, he often invoked the great fishing writers of his day; if these names are unfamiliar to you, thank Theodore Gordon for the recommendations for more good reading.

    Gordon’s heyday as a writer matched the ascendancy of that most progressive and optimistic of sportsmen, Theodore Roosevelt. Like many others, Gordon shared TR’s firm faith in humanity’s ability to apply technical fixes to the mess we so often make of nature. In this book, for example, you may notice Gordon’s consistent approval of hatcheries as the answer for the future of good fishing, and his insistence on transplanting nonnative fishes (even European grayling) to new drainages for the sport they might provide. Hatcheries, though still important, have long fallen from such total favor among anglers and fisheries managers. The indiscriminate stocking of nonnative fish has likewise diminished greatly in popularity. Gordon was an extraordinary angling thinker, but he was still a man of his time.

    Readers will also notice—and, I hope, enjoy— that in his rambling meditations on his angling life Gordon returned to some topics again and again. Like most fishermen, he was haunted by the memory of a big fish he pursued but never could hook, or perhaps worse, a fish he hooked but finally lost. Warm recollections of “Docky,” the crusty old angler who taught him to fish, came to his mind and pen repeatedly, and in each new remembrance we learn a little more about that pivotal relationship in his life. A confirmed nostalgist, he savored his remarkably broad fishing experience, drawing new lessons and new joy from each adventure. I doubt that there has ever been a more evocative paragraph written about fly fishing’s powerful effect on us, not only as adventure but as enduring memory, than the opening paragraph of chapter six, “Letters from a Recluse.”

    I have chosen a selection of representative articles by Gordon, spanning most of his writing career. Some are instructive, some are journalistic, some are deeply meditative. They suggest the breadth of his lifelong angling experience, and they exemplify the scope of his enthusiasms. I have retitled some of them only because so many were similarly titled (see the original references at the conclusion of the book). Most of all, I have selected them to show as fully as possible what kind of fisherman and writer Theodore Gordon was.

    Enough of getting ready. Theodore Gordon remains one of fly fishing’s liveliest, freshest, and most appealing voices. Few writers before or since have matched him for sheer quotability, which I think means that few writers match him for sheer wisdom. Besides introducing you to Gordon’s world and ways, may this book also serve as an invitation to find and listen to the rest of his little talks.


    Paul Schullery

  


  
    

    CHAPTER ONE
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    Some Trout Fishing Memories

    In the spring a young man’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of fishin’! In fact, the enthusiasts begin to think and talk about their anticipated sport in the early days of January, and stimulate their imaginations as to what they will do, by reading all the angling literature they have leisure for.

    They remember past days lovingly; not a big fish landed or lost has been forgotten. I honestly believe that I have a feeling of depression NOW, when I recall the loss of certain great trout in my early youth; and at the time I was inconsolable.

    I have always been thankful to the Gods of rivers and brooks for allowing me to live in a trout country, and near a number of fine streams during those early years of development into the sportsman; from about 11 to 19 years of age.

    I was introduced to the game by an old fisherman whose standards were none too high. He was really a good hand with the artificial fly, but usually preferred bait, as it was easier fishing and he claimed was responsible for larger trout. With such coaching I naturally began my fishing for trout with worms, and fished the tributaries of the fly-fishing waters, or followed some of the rapid streams in the mountains north and south of our valley. Those to the north were the Blue Mountains of Pennsylvania, the South Mountains were lower, but held one very fine brook, which found a way down a rough, thickly brushed valley; where occasionally deer, ruffed grouse and woodcock were started by the angler. I saw one woodcock deliberately swim across a quiet pool on one occasion, but that is another story and might not be valued as the truth deserves.


    One afternoon after I had caught nine trout of barely takable size on bait I met a well-known sportsman, named Jim —M—., a handsome man who presented a natty appearance in his well-cut fishing clothes. He was using an exquisite split-bamboo rod that had been presented to him, and all of his equipment was of the very best.

    The time of day was near the end of the evening rise and trout of two or three ounces to three-quarters of a pound were rising lazily. The scene of action was a meadow where the stream was broad, and slow; moss and clean green water weeds grew in the pure spring water, and there was always a heavy stock of trout in this meadow, but they were very hard to catch; nothing could be done with bait in about a mile of the stream.

    Mr. —M— had not brought a creel, but a clean white canvas sack, which he thrust into the big inside pocket of his coat. When he lugged this out to deposit a fish therein, I was astonished to see that it was filled with trout.

    The angler was kind and patient with the boy; answering his questions as they walked homeward together, and presenting him with one of the artificial flies that had killed all those fish. It was a favorite pattern in Southern Pennsylvania as tied by a dresser in Philadelphia, and resembled a March Brown with guinea fowl wings. It failed after the old fly-maker died, as it was never tied true to pattern.

    I resolved to become a fly-fisher, and by splicing I made up a light rod that would cast a fly, using all the bits of old rods I had at my disposal. The next Saturday I caught 22 small trout on the fly that had been given to me, and was tremendously elated; imagining myself to be a born fly-fisher. But my ethical standards were weak, and I am afraid that the boy thought more of getting the trout, in any old way, than of reducing them to possession in a scientific manner. I was an excitable little wretch and had a perfect genius for smashing fly rods. Pocket money was saved for months for a new weapon, which was probably broken in a few days. The hardware store at which I traded took advantage of my ignorance and sold me rods built of poor materials at long prices. However, I was learning, and what was more, teaching myself to tie a good fly.

    I will never forget the holiday when, after working all morning tieing five flies, I went to the nearest stream and killed 13 beautiful native brook trout, from ¼ to ½ lbs. in weight. The flies had not been securely finished at the head, or they would have endured more hard work, and taken more trout. Always use the whip finish; as half hitches are the lazy man’s makeshift.


    There was a stretch of about 1½ miles of ancient canal; dug in the days of the early settlers to feed a grist mill, and in the long years, it had become more of a natural stream than a canal. There were great deep holes under giant weeping willow trees, and the roots of these created safe cover for big fish.

    Proceeding up stream one dark day toward the end of April, I met a local fish hawk, with his homemade rod and three trout. I had seen no such fish in those waters, up to that time. The smallest full 1¼ lbs. and the largest over 1¾ lbs. The man was communicative and said that these trout only fed on such dark days; the weather must be dismal with overcast skies, and a light rain was favorable. I said that the eddies and currents in the big holes were very uncertain and often threw the worm to the surface. He warned me that I must use a little lead, and gave me the correct weight in tea lead to use. A large worm was to be the bait, and the hook hidden, while a long end was allowed to wiggle. He told me that he had killed trout up to 2½ pounds and that few people knew of the heavy stock of trout hidden in a mile of the old canal. Even men who were advised of their presence rarely creeled one of the larger fish.
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    Of course the boy immediately developed an incipient case of buck fever and began to dream of monsters, at night. It was evident that the patched up fly rod was no weapon for the contemplated attack, so we visited the hardware store, and paid $3.00 for a four-joint bait rod, which I presumed to be well made. I felt competent to deal with any fish in the county. I had to wait for the weather and a holiday to join hands, before I could hope for success, but the day came at last and I walked off immediately after breakfast. At the point where I hit the canal there had been a set of gates and an old forebay, and below a bunch of piles that stood up in the water, there was quite a wide, deep pool. Above the piles a handsome trout took the worm savagely and was quickly landed, as it did not exceed ¾ lbs., but this was big in boyish eyes. A fresh worm was adjusted and allowed to trip along the bottom of the pool. Presently the line stopped and quivered a bit, outside the end of a rotten pile, and on striking I found that I had hooked a heavy fish. Not realizing its weight I tried to swing it out over the low, rounded canal bank; the rod broke in the middle close to a defective ferule, the trout got slack line, and in a moment was free of the hook. I can not describe my disappointment, it was too keen.
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