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  Fishing is about rival tugs, or that’s what I used to think. For a bass, it’s a tug on the jaw, a tug on its complacency, a tug on its notion of how the world operates. For the fisher, it’s a tug on the wrist, a tug on the forearm, a tug, if you’re receptive, on the heart. That my tug can overcome a bass’s tug doesn’t prove mine is any finer or nobler—it means that the fly rod, in the hands of an experienced angler, is a wondrous equalizer. But I never think I’ve vanquished a fish or defeated it or whupped it when I bring it to hand. Call our struggle even—and if I add up all those bass I’ve caught over the years, think of their power, vibrancy, and beauty, the advantage is all on their side, and it’s me who’s been hooked, played, landed, and never yet released.

  Today, on a perfect May morning of copious sunshine, extravagant greenery, a choir festival of birds, I’m taking the canoe up to Smarts Pond, a five-mile drive into the hills from our home near the river, tugged there by my fascination with this most quintessential of North American creatures, the bass—the All-American fish, the one you want on your side if muscle, courage, and pluck are needed for a win. I’m in love with them, have been for a long time. It was the fish I lusted after as a kid, abandoned for trout when I was in my twenties, rediscovered when I moved north and found that the waters hereabouts were full of them—the fish I want to pursue and study and celebrate in what remains of my fishing life.

  We used to live in Lyme Center, the uphill, older part of town, in a red gambrel-roofed house built in 1910 and hardly improved upon until the day we moved in. One electrical outlet upstairs, one outlet downstairs, an unreliable spring for water, a septic system far from systematic, a barn the nether parts of which no one had entered in the last sixty years. The price was $55,000, so we didn’t ask many questions, not even with a mortgage of thirteen percent.

  It was the house we brought our daughter to from the hospital when she was born. Four years later, it was the house we brought our son to after the same happy drive. My mother, long gone now, helped us strip five layers of wallpaper off the walls, and we signed our names on the plaster before putting up the new paper, so generations in the future would know who did the grunt work. My father, squinting with bad eyes, helped me plant lilacs along the front porch. We had birthday parties on the patch of front lawn—Matt, age one, presented with a big slice of cake, stuck his finger in the candle and cried. On the little slope that led down from the barn we took the kids sledding—and then, in summer, set up a sprinkler so Erin could run laughing through the spray.

  I wrote four books in the extra bedroom upstairs. Cooked many meals in what passed for our kitchen. Practiced fly casting in the back yard, learning to lay my line across a fallen maple leaf five times out of five. Explored the surrounding hills, sometimes on skis, often pushing a baby carriage to places baby carriages had never gone before. Learned what it takes to make a marriage that lasts.

  No wonder that, passing it on the road, I slow down and draw the mental equivalent of a deep breath.

  Never for long—no, not for long. Sunset moods are to be avoided at my age, so I’m wary of what I’m feeling as I drive up to fish Smarts. If you start getting nostalgic for your youth, it can easily get away from you, thicken into nostalgia for a time, an America, you think actually existed but probably never did. It’s a tug, a really hard tug, balanced by a tug that becomes stronger the nearer I get to the pond—the tug, the anticipation, of playing with those bass. The past has got me by the ankles, but the present yanks hard on my ears—the anticipation of fishing has pulled me out of deeper moods than this.

  Where have the years gone? is something worth thinking about, but not today, not up against the brighter, more insistent question, the classic question, the one whose answer we fishers never know in advance: Will I catch one?

  Nostalgia is a slippery slope—I have to put the car into third to get up the long forested hill that leads to the town landing. These New Hampshire hills have stories a lot older than mine. The Appalachian Trail crosses the road, and then climbs Lambert Ridge past stone walls built by settlers who farmed rocky, high, and lonely. If they didn’t escape west to Iowa or Nebraska, they were buried in the overgrown Beal Cemetery where the road levels off; little brass shields mark the graves of those who fought in the Revolution. Loggers stripped the hills after the farmers gave up, men named George Mousely, Arthur Chesley, or Chester Pike, and, tougher than any of them, Ruth Park, a Vassar grad who our oldest old-timers can remember driving her team into Lyme village for her mail.

  Sixteen schoolhouses, one-roomed or two, were spaced across these hills, when snow and mud kept youngsters near home; my daughter attended kindergarten in the last one surviving before it too was finally closed down. Houses burned to the foundation, or collapsed under snow, became nothing but cellar holes choked with briars. Lilacs had been planted by kitchen windows so their perfume could waft in on the May breeze—and they can still be found in the deepest woods, heavy with blossoms when even the cellar holes have disappeared.

  These settlers were plucky, strong, freedom loving, indomitable—traits shared, as it happens, by the American black bass. They would not have recognized the name, of course; the oldest, remembering fish stories told them by Puritan grandfathers, might have heard of the sea bass of Europe, but that’s it. Smarts Pond didn’t exist in their day—its flowage was damned after the Civil War to store a head of water for the factories springing up on the Mascoma River fifteen miles downstream. The first bass was stocked in 1875, brought in a wagon from Hanover Reservoir twelve miles south of here, a key distribution point in the smallmouth’s great migration eastward from the Great Lakes.

  So the first generation of settlers would have known nothing about bass—and, if you explained that the motive force behind their migration was sport, not food . . . that the reason bass were now living in these New England hills was because they pulled hard on the end of a fishing line . . . they would have looked at you like you were mad.

  “Eat ’em?” they might grunt.

  “Sure. Well, sometimes. Actually, hardly ever. I throw them all back.”

  Mad, crazy—and that proved it. My settler would squint in the sun, spit, and then go back to building his stone wall or reading brochures about free land in Kansas.

  Theirs is a New Hampshire, a New England, an America that is gone now, and no wishing will ever bring it back—and yet many people do wish, and their wishing, in the time I’m writing in, can often turn sour.

  And maybe that’s the first thing I’ve discovered as I start in writing; it’s hard to discuss bass without talking about American traits, American virtues, the battering they’re taking these days in what seems, in its bitter divisions, a second Civil War. What’s anthropomorphism called on a national scale? Americamorphism? Bald eagles suffer from this, grizzlies, wild mustangs—all the iconic American creatures we like to think tell us something about who we are. I’m sometimes guilty of this—often guilty, now that I think of it. But there’s something about bass fishing that gets you thinking along those lines.

  If I were going to fish for trout, I could be nostalgic, regretful, and bittersweet all I wanted. Our native brook trout are mostly gone, the shy remnants I can count on my hand, but our bass are flourishing, and their golden age is now. Fishing for trout, I sometimes feel I’m fishing for the past; fishing for bass, I’m smack-dab in the present, playing with youth, being a boy again, so it’s no wonder they fascinate me. I even dress differently when I fish for bass. No expensive fabrics weigh me down, no $700 waders or high-tech vests. I’m wearing gray work pants, gray work shirt, a head net to keep away the blackflies, held down by a thirty-year-old porkpie hat—dressed honestly, to meet this honest creature without blushing.

  There’s a mile where the trees touch tops over the road, and then a beaver pond, and then the big pond itself comes into sight, with the green bulk of Smarts Mountain sweeping upward from the wild northern shore. The town owns a small patch of land here, just big enough to launch canoes. In the Depression, the last farms having gone bust, Lyme took the land for unpaid taxes, this lot being one of the few it still retains.

  Some idiot has left his bob-house here after a winter’s ice fishing (later, when I complain about this to our constable, he nods, says “That’s my son”), so there is hardly room to park. I slap sunscreen on my face, spike it with bug juice, slide the canoe off the car, and drag it to the water, and then—having had just peripheral flashes until now—for the first time really look out over the pond.

  I would describe Smarts as being typical bass water, if there was any such thing. Typical bass water? It would have to be a blend, a montage, a bouillabaisse, a stew. Mix mossy sloughs hidden away in the Florida backcountry with big suburban lakes outside San Diego with farm ponds in Ohio and rivers in the Ozarks with clear rocky lakes in the Quetico-Superior and water hazards on Texas golf courses and brackish inlets in North Carolina and 2,500 miles of the Mississippi with limestone quarries in Pennsylvania and shaded stretches of the Shenandoah and dammed impoundments in Montana and TVA lakes in Kentucky and huge reservoirs in Oklahoma and ranch ponds in the high desert and ponds on sugarcane land in Hawaii along with skating ponds in big cities and lakes in Minnesota where the wild rice grows, the outflow of nuclear power plants, mudholes behind your garage, Walden Pond, and all five Great Lakes—six if you count Lake Champlain . . . Mix these and dozens of other styles of lakes, rivers, sloughs, millstreams, impoundments, bayous, oxbows, lagoons, creeks, tarns, and ponds across forty-nine states and Puerto Rico, and you would get your “typical” bass water.

  Smarts is a good example of one of the subdivisions within this huge variety—your classic North Woods smallmouth lake, rocky, clear, ringed with spruce and scented by sphagnum, the kind of water you find in Maine or Northern Michigan. It’s a lake that looks like it should have a moose swimming across it—and yes, I saw one once, its black-brown body undulating like a sea serpent’s, its head arched back to keep its antlers dry, so it gave off an impression of extreme power and great fastidiousness. It also looks like the kind of pond where loons will cavort beneath your canoe, and that’s happened to me, too—loons, two of them, submerging right under me to come up on the other side, the water so transparent they could have been flying there, not swimming.

  There are a few summer homes along the eastern shore—“camps” they’re called, though one or two are Adirondack-style elaborate. There are a few too many docks and powerboats for a lake so small—when the weather warms, I don’t revisit Smarts. Still, I’ve been fishing it in May for more than thirty years now, and if the hills in which it sits are heavy with remembrance, then the lake is, too; there’s not a rock along the shoreline that doesn’t carry with it an other memory, not a weed bed that doesn’t get me reminiscing. Slowly, laboriously, rowing myself around the pond in the tiny inflatable rowboat that was all we had in the early years, the Bismarck. Bringing my kids here on picnics to catch yellow perch. Telling a friend, “There’s a one-eye bass behind that rock,” and having him on his first cast catch it. Sheltering in the woods with my fishing pal Ray Chapin during thunderstorms, the great peals of sound being tossed between ridges and magnified, the lightning close enough to smell, nothing to defend ourselves with but the spruce overhead and a half-empty bottle of Wild Turkey.

  There are more specific memories, tactical memories, that I draw upon when I fish; nostalgia here is one of my weapons. Thirty years of fishing has taught me not only which rocks shelter bass and which ones don’t, but at which stage of the season a particular rock is liable to have a bass near it—and this cycle, this bassy calibration, never seems to vary. The roundish rocks in the southeastern cove near the Dartmouth Outing Club cabin? Late season rocks. The sharper ones, dragon’s teeth, leading to the bay with the old stone dam? Mid-season rocks. The sunken stone wall, a ghostly six feet under, left from an early settler’s farm? Early rocks—and where they emerge from the water in three porcelain-smooth boulders . . . salt-shaker, pepper-shaker, sugar bowl . . . is where I always catch my sixth, seventh, and eighth bass of the year.

  Why the cycle should be so precise here is anyone’s guess. Some rocks are closer to deep water than other rocks; some catch more sun and act as reflector ovens; some are close to weed beds . . . but I can’t draw any direct causal link between which rocks are fishing hot, which ones cold, and any of these variations. On this trip, I focused on the early rocks, the ones that the bass will seek out when the water is still chilly. We had record warmth back in March, and, with the ice going out so early, I worried that I may have timed the spawning cycle wrong, and might be too late to find bass on their nests.

  It used to be easier to get this right. Memorial Day always represented peak spawning on Smarts. I’d go for the first time on May twentieth, catch an early bird or two, move in close to examine the shallows, and, not seeing any beds, know I had a few days yet before things got exciting. Then, after ten years of perfect predictability in this respect, I found, going out on Memorial Day, that most of the spawning was already over, and the male bass, faithful guardians of the nest, had moved out to deep water.

  I adjusted my schedule accordingly—went out scouting on May sixteenth, found them on the beds on the twentieth. This is a surprisingly quick response to a change that must surely be coming even faster than climatologists predict. We shared the hottest spring in the history of record keeping with thirty-one other states. Those bayous, farm ponds, creeks, and Great Lakes are heating up fast; the bass, whose judgment is centered in their reproductive instincts, not their political ones, are getting the message before we do.

  If I were more scientifically minded, I’d have been sticking a thermometer in the pond all these years, taking temperatures, keeping records—water in the mid sixties is what the bass are waiting for. But I prefer more impressionistic methods. It’s time to start bass fishing, my inner clock says, when mockingbirds start singing in our maples; when little kids jump in the water, and, screaming in shock at the chill, jump right out again; when girls start wearing summer skirts; when the lilacs blossom, the blueberries blossom, the honeysuckle blossoms, the blackflies get bad, high schools hold prom night, the dandelions take over the lawn, and the NBA playoffs go to the second round—that’s the time to go bass fishing, water temperature be damned.

  On the way to the pond, I passed a girl out running—and she was dressed in a fleecy warm sweatsuit, not shorts, a very bad sign. When I got out of the car at the landing, instead of immediately being mugged by blackflies, only a lonely one or two buzzed down—another bad sign. Or were these good signs? I want to be a bit early on this first trip, it’s part of my strategy. Catching only ten-inch bass will assure me I’m not too late to catch eighteen-inch bass next time out.

  I slide the canoe in, decide to round the lake counterclockwise, which will bring me to the best “early” spots last. A beautiful stillness, this time of morning. The rocks sticking up from the water accept the sun before the water does, thanks to their verticality, so, for a few minutes, bronze plinths seem planted in a field of gray—and then the bronze bleeds into the water and everything shines with the same golden brilliance. The shore is lined with white pines, their reflections plunge into the depths just as straight and green as they tower into the sky, so I can’t see their tops looking down, just as I can’t see their tops looking up; which is the real tree, which the reflected, is not easy to determine.

  I start casting when I come to the first rocks—late season rocks, but I try them anyway. I’ve been fishing for trout for the two months prior to this, and going from a three-ounce fly rod to a four-ounce fly rod seems like a much more dramatic change than the difference in weight can account for. Power becomes the emphasis in using a bass rod, not finesse; fine motor skills are replaced by brawn—which is an exaggeration, but you get my point. When I fish for trout, I feel like a member of a craft guild or artist’s colony, someone who wields a brush; fishing for bass, I feel like a member of a union, and the beefier tool feels good in my hand.

  No one is out on the pond besides me. A weekday morning, bugs starting to bite, the water too cold yet for swimming, bass under catch-and-release regulations so the meat fishermen aren’t interested. It’s always that way in May. In all my years of coming here, I’ve never seen another person fly fishing for bass. Not a few. Not a handful. None.

  Solitude can seem like an entitlement if you’re not careful. Sometimes I fight down the urge to be possessive of Smarts, but sometimes I play around with it. If I were king of the pond, the first thing I would do (well, the second—the first would be banning motorboats) is issue birth control pills to the pickerel. For many years, they thrashed out a rough equilibrium with the bass—the pond seemed seventy percent smallmouth, thirty percent pickerel—but now through some invisible coup or demographic explosion, the pickerel seem to have reversed the equation, so you catch two pickerel for every bass rather than the other way around.

  I have nothing against pickerel—they weren’t Thoreau’s favorite fish for nothing. They were here before the bass were, just like the Mouselys were here before the Wetherells and the Abenakis were here before the Mouselys, so they have right of precedence—only their teeth are murder on leaders, and it gets expensive losing those flies.

  I use my second-string poppers fishing Smarts, so if the pickerel loot them I don’t much care. Don’t ask me how, but poppers and bugs seem to reproduce in your box over the winter, propagating weird mutants that resemble no popper you ever actually purchased. Stubby rubber legs instead of long floppy ones; mullets of deer hair rather than crew cuts; marabou that’s molting; hooks that were born rusty and brittle. They appear in my box out of nowhere, but are perfect for fishing Smarts, where the bass seem to like them just fine and the pickerel, if they rip one off, are doing you a favor.

  I shouldn’t be fishing top water anyway—this early in the season, with few insects on the surface yet, flies that sink are much more likely to catch fish. But the pond’s surface is so tranquil and still it seems wrong to break the surface film; I’m using a popper for aesthetic reasons, not tactical ones, which has always been one of my weaknesses.

  I try some casts in the cove that leads to the old stone dam, and then paddle along the western shore past one or two of the oldest cabins. These rocks are early rocks, so I’m more alert now, more expectant. For thirty years this is where I’ve caught my first bass of the year. There’s one rock in particular five yards out from shore, its top half exposed—it’s as round as a granite dartboard and makes a good target. My no-name popper hits the bull’s-eye and drops near a patch of weed. Nothing. I strip it back for another cast so fast that its convex lip makes it dive underwater, and the moment it submerges a welling surge of water blows it back up to the surface where it spins as if dazed.

  Big pickerel? Big bass? Big something anyway. I paddle just far enough to get out of the danger zone, take the popper off, put on a black Wooly Bugger, a sinking fly that looks like a stubby combination salamander, leech, grub, crayfish, and worm—a Tootsie Roll with feelers. We hear about the omnivore’s dilemma when it comes to what we humans eat, but the bass has no dilemmas about its own unfastidious carnivorousness—it clobbers anything that might taste meaty, and a Wooly Bugger triggers this reflex better than almost anything.

  (Trout are picky eaters in comparison. Trout are the ones that at a restaurant ask the waiter if the bread is gluten free, if the chicken is free range, if the sauce has MSG.)

  Wooly Buggers are buggers to cast—I have to do it with a lobbing, straight-armed motion like a bowler in cricket. The second it lands, the water surges toward it again, only this time the wave has a mouth attached, and that mouth, clamping down on the bubbles, takes hold.

  Viciously takes hold. The bass is protecting its spawning nest and/or trying to kill, and the fury of this, the pure savagery, is transmitted through the leader up the fly line along my arm. I’ve caught thousands of bass, but that initial jolt always surprises me. I’m never prepared for it, and it could be the first smallmouth I’ve ever caught, so astonished am I at being plugged so suddenly into all that power.

  Fishing for trout, you feel like you’re up against a con artist or a pickpocket or a white-collar criminal; fishing for bass, you’re up against gangsters, and they favor direct methods like sticking a revolver deep into your ribs. But I quickly have to change analogies—the bass jumps now, not like a trout with a graceful pirouette, but like a jitterbugger from the old days, thrown high by an invisible partner, tossing their hair back in exuberance as Artie Shaw and his band thunder on.

  Anthropomorphism? You bet. There is no more anthropomorphic creature than the American black bass, which is half the fun of catching them.

  This bass turns out to be a bruiser from the old school, follows the classic kind of smallmouth battle plan. Up with that first jump, a fast run toward the canoe while I frantically try to gather in line, then up again in a higher jump, then down, down, down, a fast run back toward shore, a power surge sideways, another plunge, back up toward the surface again, a last wistful, slow-mo jump, and then repeated resentful tuggings—no, no, no—as it comes reluctantly toward the canoe.

  But wait—I spoke too soon. The bass seems to gain new strength when it sees my waiting hand, runs back out again, tail walking across the surface with a whisking kind of “f” sound. Fight, fight, fight it could be saying, like a cheerleader urging itself on. Fun, fun, fun it could be saying, like a giddy kid. Or Fuck, fuck, fuck—it could be saying that, too.

  Again, I come to this after weeks of trout fishing, so let me stick with my comparisons. The rainbows I’ve caught sip when they eat, zip when they run, fly when they jump; the bass gorge when they eat, barge when they run, somersault when they jump. If a trout on the end of a line had a caption over its head it would read whoosh; if a bass had a caption, it would be kapowie! They’re break-dancers, not ballerinas, and I never get tired of their playground moves.

  This bass is eighteen inches long and probably weighs three pounds—almost certainly, a bass guarding its nest. Unlike a trout, who will wiggle like crazy, it behaves itself once you actually hold it in your hand (thumb in lower lip, that old bassin’ trick)—a club fighter, it seems to know from experience when to accept defeat. (As an old-time fishing writer put it, once landed “bass do not indulge in distracted, unreasoning spasms of fright as do members of the salmo family.”) Releasing a trout, you have to carefully restore it to the water, even swim it back and forth to encourage it to breathe, but I’ve never had to do that with a bass, never had one turn belly up no matter how long the fight has lasted. The second they’re released, all their vibrancy comes back and they swim off, not defeated, not even weary—but pissed, plenty pissed.

  But let me hesitate here before releasing this one. Let me try and look at it like a person who has never held a bass before, never even seen one.

  I think your first impression . . . first gut impression, without focusing too much on what prompts it . . . would be that this is indeed a creature of great strength and power, despite its relatively modest size. Strong squarish tail (black on the narrowest part, fanning out into lighter black ribbing), gills as wide and prominent as shoulders, mouth fixed in an uncompromising frown, torso of compact muscularity. This is a form, even at rest, that radiates explosive potentiality, like a howitzer shell, so, in handling it, inspecting it, admiring it, you proceed gingerly, afraid that it might go off.

  A piscine athlete—that might be the other analogy you’d come up with. This is an animal in superb shape, without an inch of wasted flesh. Sport? Football. Position? Fullback, linebacker, tight end.

  An art student, drawing a bass, might be tempted to make its silhouette sleeker and slimmer than it is in fact. A little kid could do it better—a ten-year-old, enjoying roundness better than squareness, would be sensitive to the curvature under the torso back from the gills, and then upward toward the tail. A kid might have fun with the fins, too—winglike and filmy on the bottom, fan-like (fore) and rounded (aft) on top, a notch where the two shapes meet. This upper fin, the dorsal, features an imposing row of sharp spines, though they’re easy enough to smooth down over its back if you’re careful.

  Color? Bronze—greenish bronze, brownish bronze, silver bronze, but something bronze. Blackish marbled stripes shimmer vertically down the flanks since it’s a smallmouth we’re inspecting; if it was a largemouth, this shimmy would be horizontal; on both bass, the striping is more intricate and crowded on top of the fish than it is toward the bottom. The bottom is a conspicuous white, like the zone of demarcation on a nude with a good tan.

  There are scales back of the gills, set in rows, though they’re not very noticeable—it’s a subtle art deco pattern, and it feels good to slide your hand along it, enjoying the way they overlap. (Crazy, but when I visit New York, look up at the Chrysler Building, I always think of bass.)

  You’ve been avoiding the eyes until now—your first glimpse of them probably made you nervous. It’s hard to say what would hit you hardest when you finally take a look: the utter blackness of the pupils, the wine-dark red of the irises, or maybe, if you’re a detail person, the rim of whitish orange that separates one from the other like a circular fence. They’re the kind of eyes you can read a lot into—a lot—but, again, it would be adjectives associated with power, strength, and aggressiveness you would end up using. Angry eyes. Militant eyes. Predator eyes. Voracious eyes. Eyes of an anarchist.

  There are no eyelids to soften this, of course. A bass faces life without blinking.

  Pugnacity. It’s there in the mouth, too—a Churchillian kind of resolution and defiance, so it’s easy to picture those lips chomped down on a cigar. A smallmouth bass mouth is far from small—smallermouth might be a better name, since it’s only in comparison with a largemouth that this mouth would seem small. As the late great Red Smith put it, “Smallmouth black bass—so named because he is not black and his mouth is suitable for storing oranges.”

  If you examine the mouth closely, you’ll notice the bottom of the jaw forms a conspicuous horizontal V-shape; the hinge, the apex of the triangle, is directly below a smallmouth’s eyes; in largemouth, the hinge extends beyond the eye—which is one way you can tell the two apart, though color (largemouth look like they’ve been dipped in a lemon-green wash) and striping will usually tell you first. You can also count the scales from the gill cover to the tail. Around fourteen rows and it’s a smallmouth; eight to twelve and it’s a largemouth. The mouths on both bass are expansive and flexible, and always put me in mind of one of those anvil-opening bags that doctors or plumbers once carried, spreading wide on top and able to hold anything.

  (Experienced anglers don’t have to count scales or measure jaw angles to tell the difference between the two fish. Fishing writer John Alden Knight wrote: “For some reason not clear to me, a great many bass fisherman have trouble distinguishing Largemouth bass from Smallmouth bass. Personally, I don’t think a Largemouth looks any more like a Smallmouth than an Irishman looks like a Chinaman.”)

  Kiss my bass! . . . those lips seem to indicate when you pry out the fly, like the slogan tough guys put on their bumpers—only these are the genuine article when it comes to toughness, and they don’t need slogans. Americans love gangsters, which goes a long way to explaining why we love bass. (My pal Nick Lyons calls them “one-punch knockout artists with bad intentions.”) They’re not beautiful like trout are, not beautiful beautiful or pretty pretty. Handsome, interesting, full of character—we’re talking Cagney or Kate Hepburn, De Niro or Streep, though if I had to cast an actor as a bass, it could only be Edward G. Robinson.

  A person who has never held one before, never really studied one, might still come up with its name. “Bass!” someone from the South or Midwest would call out, since it’s part of the iconography there, seen on billboards, bumper stickers, and postcards. New Englanders probably wouldn’t get the name quite as fast. “Billy Bass!” they might shout, remembering the wall ornament that was a craze in the 1990s, the flexible bass that sang. Others might remember having to read the story “The Bass, the River and Sheila Mant” back in middle school or high school English, wherein a fourteen-year-old boy has to choose between the fish of his dreams and the girl of his dreams (a decision I’ve been faced with many times in my life).

  Someone erudite, a philologist ringer, might try to impress us by rattling off all the names it’s been called over the years, paying tribute to its regional variables. Marsh bass, southern chub, jumping perch, achigan, bigmouth, linesides, trout-perch, green trout, jumper, Oswego, Kentuckies, slough bass, reed bass, moss bass, Roanoke bass, Erie bass, Carolina trout, Henshall bass, Welshman, Straw bass, Neosho bass, and—for many years—Large-mouth and Small-mouth, capitalized with conspicuous hyphens.

  A scientist might know the Latin terms, Micropterus salmonides for the largemouth, Micropterus dolomieu for the smallmouth—and might even tell us why our great American fish is named after a French mineralogist.

  My own favorite nickname for the smallmouth is bronzeback. A gladiator’s name, a warrior’s, a hero out of Tolkien. Not rustback or mossback, but bronzeback. Perfect!

  “Catch any?” Celeste will ask when I return from a morning on Smarts.

  “Six bronzebacks,” I’ll say—and I can’t tell you how good those syllables feel coming out.

  But we’ve been admiring our bass long enough. Back into the water he goes, with an encouraging push, which he hardly needs. And, following him in toward shore with the canoe, it becomes clear that it is indeed a male we’ve been studying. They come in before females to sweep out beds in the shallows—and there it is three feet down, a light sandy circle in what otherwise seems a bottom of layered rocks, like one of those small beaches you find tucked into the ironbound coast of Maine. Paddling along shore, I don’t see any other such patches in the cobble, get no more takes, so it’s apparent the bass I caught was an eager beaver, getting the evolutionary jump on the competition. The good news is that I’m right on schedule with my calendar, I haven’t missed anything, the real excitement is yet to come.

  Back at the car, muscling the canoe onto the roof, I notice something too mundane to ordinarily notice. I’ve taken off my sweater, unbuttoned my work shirt, and yet I’m still sweating. Humid! Where did that come from? It was spring when I woke up in the morning, the air still had a bite, but sometime out on the pond, probably when I was playing that smallmouth, summer moved in, though we have a month yet before the solstice. Meteorologists will smile, but for me that’s linkage. Summer starts, not when I see girls with tans, not when ice-cream stands and movie drive-ins reopen, not when softball leagues start play or strawberries ripen or kids get out of school. Summer starts when I catch my first bass of the year, the summer fish, the one that bears on that beautifully bronzed back warmth and sunshine and life at its fullest.

  Just as many memories wait for me driving down the hill from Smarts as awaited me driving up. I only slow down once though, and it’s passing the house where we once lived. The lilacs are higher now than when we planted them, I can just barely make out the window of the spare bedroom where I wrote my books, but it’s enough to bring on that old imaginative itch, when an idea seems, not just a remote possibility anymore, not just a vague, easily-resisted temptation, but something that grabs me, holds me, tugs me hard.

  Hooked, by god! And I thought I was the one doing the fishing.

  So. Let me explain.

  The bass is the great American gamefish, the most widely distributed, the most characteristic, bringing fun to the millions, hard to catch but not impossible, a perfect fish for beginners and a worthy challenge for experts, one that can be enjoyed on all kinds of tackle, with traits that seem typically American in the best sense of the word, the old sense, brave, freedom-loving, indefatigable.

  “With all his machismo,” writer Pat Smith puts it,

  
    [T]his underwater pug with the two-sized mouth is also our most pervasive and endearing symbol of all that is still wild across a national landscape that grows a little tamer, a little more predictable with each passing season. As his more delicate brethren shrink before the crunch of time, the black bass, God bless him, stays to slug it out with dams, bridges, highways, irrigation canals, too many second homes and too many people. No matter how we batter, shackle and poison his world, he somehow survives and in doing so invests the world with a whisper of wilderness. The black bass is the ultimate holdover—our past living in the present. He’s the guts and soul of American angling.

  

  This is well said. All the sadder to realize there’s never been a great book written about the bass, hardly even a good one, and this stands in need of rectification. A minor classic on bass would fill a great void—and, until someone steps up to write it, I’ll try my best to create a bridge between the mediocre ones of the past and the future classic that will eventually say it all.

  Trout get the literary respect. Izaak Walton started it off in 1653, writing about English trout fishing with the emphasis on the why, not just the how. His followers have enriched that tradition ever since; when you write about trout, you’re free to be as sensitive as you want, search your soul if you’re inclined that way, wax poetical, write as lyrically as your prose style can manage. Many books of permanent value have resulted from this impulse, which is alive and well today, with writers taking the humble fishing essay in imaginative and even startling directions, while staying true to Walton’s legacy of quizzically gentle self-reflection.

  It has been otherwise with the bass. Its literary godfather, Dr. James Henshall, a man I’ll have more to say about later, published his landmark work in 1881, Book of the Black Bass, and on its cover had embossed in gold his famous slogan, “Inch for Inch, and Pound for Pound, the Gamest Fish that Swims.” It established the American tradition of bass fishing in 451 firmly didactic pages (or, the truth is, accomplished this in just twelve pithy words), and made sure, right from the start, that in writing about bass the emphasis would always be on the how not the why—that technocrats, boosters, and bass killers would be the ones writing about our great fish, not poets, dreamers, or bums.

  Dr. Henshall also started another tradition—the bass was going to be used to sell stuff. He designed rods to catch them, shorter than what was then popular, the famous “Henshall rods,” and actively boomed them through his writings and sold them through the mail. It’s as if Father Walton went into business selling the willow poles he used on the banks of the Itchen—“Walton wands,” he might have called them, turning many a tuppence in the bargain.

  Someone who thinks there may be more to bass fishing than the mere catching, someone who is made uncomfortable by all the commercialism, will always feel like an outsider when it comes to writing about bass—and have to deal with many contradictions. The bass is the fish of the American masses, yet I’m almost always alone while fishing for them. Bass fishing makes lots of people lots of money, yet takes a deep bite out of my savings account. Fishing for bass is about fancy reels, gang-hooked lures, overpowered bass boats, magic scents and creams, but I fish from an old leaky canoe, and when one of those boats speeds past, almost drowning me, feel like a dissident, a rebel, a fisher with a chip on his shoulder, a basser with an attitude . . . and, lonely as it is sometimes, it’s a feeling I rather enjoy.

  (I’m not a young turk anymore, but not quite an old fart either, not in my fishing life, when the boy in you still puts up a fight. The bass police, after perusing what follows, will find I don’t go quietly.)

  I’m writing at a time when all is not well with our great American basses. Physically, environmentally, they’re doing fine; long gone are the days when commercial netting in Lake Erie killed 600,000 pounds of bass a year. Trout would lose half their range if the government didn’t spend enormous amounts of money raising them in concrete tanks, trucking them to rivers, dumping them in, but the bass require no such welfare—every bass you catch in a river, lake, or pond was almost certainly born there. Yes, global warming is a threat, particularly to smallmouth; yes, invasive species like the Asiatic carp have to be watched carefully; but bass seem positioned well short of the environmental tipping point that threatens so many American creatures.

  It’s culturally that they’re threatened. Over the past forty years, they’ve been taken hostage by yahoos, flimflammers, and Mad Men, turned into slaves to serve corporate empires that care for little but profit—even their very name has been appropriated and copyrighted.

  Now a little commercialism has never hurt the bass; a little commercialism has always been part of the fun. Your River Runt Spooks, Hula Poppers, De-Liars, Onawa Bass Lodges, Bill’s Bait Shops, Pfleuger Supremes, Outdoor Lifes, Popperackles, Hawaiian Wigglers, and Tack-L-Aprons all made money of course, but no one ever got rich off them, and they were just the harmless accoutrements that any pastime or hobby brings in its wake.

  But, like so much in America, it’s a matter of scale. Bass bringing in a few hundred badly needed dollars for a gal and guy running a bait stand down at the dock is one thing; but for corporations fronted by retired presidents, ass-kissing politicians, and “bass pro” TV celebrities it is quite another.

  Competitive fishing—bass tournaments modeled on PGA golf tourneys and NASCAR racing—is beyond the power of irony to describe, so I’ll have little to say about it after this paragraph. But that bass have been captured by this empire, tracked on sonar, chased down by the bass boys in their overpowered speedboats, clubbed on the head with high-tech plastics, leads me to my second motive in writing this book: to reclaim the American black bass as something more than just a moneymaking jester, rescue it from captivity, remind people that it’s a creature of the quiet lonely places, the beautiful wild places, and not just flat-screen TVs.

  I’m not the first writer on bass to feel a crusading zeal. Ray Bergman was one of the better old-time fishing writers, someone who eschewed the usual machismo in favor of a gentler, more nuanced approach. Having written a classic called Trout in 1938, he felt compelled to follow it up with Bass in 1942, feeling, he admits, “heart-stricken by the blasphemy against bass so often expressed by the rabid trout fisherman I challenge this blasphemy.”

  I challenge this blasphemy—and yes, when it comes to this greater blasphemy, the enslavement and commercialization of the bass, then I do, too.

  “All right, we are two Americas,” a famous novelist declared in the 1920s when the country seemed split in half. We’re at another of these divisions, when almost any activity you can think of seems to fall into warring, heavily politicized camps. Red State versus Blue State, liberals versus conservatives, Northeast and Northwest versus South and Midwest. Bass fishing hasn’t escaped this, and I feel I must stage a raid to bring it back—not to my side of the border, but to the old-fashioned, barely existent middle ground. When I take into account all the waters it’s found in across the continent, the bayous, lakes, sloughs, rivers, creeks, and ponds, I think of linkage, not division—but there you are. Hard angry times are hard angry times. Even Doc Henshall found bass fishing to be an excellent way to sit out the Civil War.

  In writing about bass, I’m going to take my cue from the fish itself, favor brashness, feistiness, unpredictability, over sensitivity and introspection. If I manage to find some balm for my soul, I’ll gladly take it (in our time, restoring our souls seems less important than merely preserving our sanity), but the emphasis here will be on having fun. Irony I’ll try and stay away from, but wryness will certainly creep in. Speaking selfishly, I welcome the added focus that writing about one of nature’s creatures brings, especially at an age when powers of attention can attenuate and drift. You look differently at the natural world when you ask it questions; I enjoy fishing most when I’m writing about it.

  As for my biases, prejudices, leanings, I probably have as many as you do, but only one matters here at the start—not a bias at all, but God’s honest truth.

  The bass is America’s greatest fish.


  [image: image]

  Two
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  Picture a summer house overlooking a placid lake, a quiet pond, a lazy river. Picture how it looks in late May, when the world not only stirs with ripening life, but also beats with it, throbs with it, aches to the point of bursting. Think of all the springtime “re-” words, the prefix for “once more” and “anew.” Regeneration, rebirth, renewal, reawaken, rejuvenate, refresh, revitalize. Think, even, of the term wildlife biologists use to describe the newly born of a species: recruitment. All those “re-” things are going on now right off the porch; nowhere else in the yearly cycle is the life force, even on our battered planet, so visibly intense.

  Picture a man and woman sitting on the porch toward sunset. Make them retirement age—a little bit removed from the world’s busy hubbub and, after a lifetime of hard work, ready to sit back and savor the smells, sights, and sounds of a perfect May evening. Call them Elsa and John.

  That a lot is going on is something of which they’re keenly aware. Bird guides lay open on the end table, binoculars are ready at hand if the mergansers swim back into the cove with their brood, or the bluebirds return to the box put out for them on the lawn. On the table opposite are vases filled with lilac blossoms and sprigs off the crabapple—no perfume in the world can match the warmth of their mingled scents. The blueberries around back are creamy with buds; the rhubarb is already worth picking. A bear with its cubs crossed the garden in the morning, and Elsa can’t stop talking about it. Fawns seem to be everywhere—a pair come to the pond near twilight to take a sip.

  Our couple doesn’t have to leave the porch, nature’s spectacle comes to them, and even the insects seem part of it tonight. On the screen appears clouds of butter-colored mayflies, innumerable, as if nature, tired of making life singly, has decided to do it in volcanic bursts.

  And man is not immune to it, this May explosion of life. Ronny Balch, the boy who cuts their meadow, had a shy-looking girl riding the back of his tractor in the morning, and, judging by the way she held on to him, nestled her chin down into his shoulder, things are progressing there very nicely. And Mary Elizabeth, their youngest daughter, is expecting her baby any day now—their bags are packed just waiting for the call, and off they’ll go to see their new grandchild.

  They note all these things with the greatest satisfaction, pride themselves on savoring what so many people are too busy or blasé to enjoy, and yet that one of America’s greatest natural rituals is taking place ten yards in front of them, right there in the shallows around their dock—taking place with considerable drama, turmoil, and excitement—is something they are completely oblivious to: the spawning season of the American black bass.

  John and Elsa don’t fish—they mostly stare out across the lake, rarely down into it, taking most of their beauty off the top. Sometimes they’ll go out in the canoe for a paddle, and see a dark shape flushed by the bow shadow. “Turtle!” they’ll yell simultaneously, thinking a shape that large couldn’t possibly be a fish. And sometimes, when the sun is just right, they’ll notice round sandy patches on the bottom where all else is gravel and rock. “Look at that!” they’ll say—but that’s the end of their investigation. They’ll go back and sit on the porch, thinking, not for the first time, that May is life’s richest month, even though they’re missing one of the most supportive pieces of evidence.

  Bass spawning is one of those spectacles that is hidden in plain sight. Brown trout and brookies spawn in late autumn, in the coldest and nastiest of weathers, when no one, not even fishermen, are out there to notice; rainbows repeat the trick in early April, but there’s no one to watch then, either. And what’s to watch? Trout don’t stick around long when they reach a tributary’s spawning grounds—the act is accomplished and back they go to the lake.

  Bass spawn at a time when people are returning again to the water, opening their summer homes after a long winter, going out for the first voyage of the summer in their kayaks and canoes. The swimming is a bit chilly yet, but kids do it; the docks have to be repaired, so people wade out and start hammering; a boy walks out on a jetty and shows his sister how far he can skim a rock. This is the precise moment when bass spawn—when the whole process is potentially at its most visible and accessible—and yet only bass fishers probably know this. There are no “bass walks” like there are “bird walks,” no smallmouth tours like there are garden tours, and if someone were to ask nature lovers to chart the great springtime birthings, bass would probably not make the list.
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