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· INTRODUCTION ·


  Keeping On, Keeping On





  It is fast approaching a dozen years since the maiden publication of Covered Waters: Tempests of a Nomadic Trouter. Twelve years of course is less than a geological belch in that massive cosmic digestive process we label time. It qualifies by human count as a hair more than a mere decade, far too small and insignificant to matter in cosmological terms, yet those same miniscule dozen years can represent a heap of living in one man’s life.




  The problem we must all confront in a memoir is one’s memory. Just as in life, it is difficult to revisit the past. Heraclitus tells us, “You can’t step in the same river twice.” He is referring to a physical revisitation, by which I think he means that time has changed, you have changed, and the river has changed. Add to this the vagaries of memory and aging filters, and the problem of going back is clearly magnified.




  Writers and artists tend to see almost everything differently than “normal” carbon units. The late great Virginia Woolf wrote: “An ordinary mind on an ordinary day amasses impressions haphazardly, inattentively, and keeps a latent but later accessible stock of . . . encounters from which rises a sense of self, which is then the product of its conditioning by this random accumulation.”




  We shall not be intimidated by the realities of our inborn deficiencies.




  The original Covered Waters began with a stroke and ended with my wife Sandy’s unexpected death. Much water has been experienced since then, and lots of adventures. Some stories didn’t quite make it into the initial collection, one of them because it was then still too close to the events. I’m not going to write a full report this time, but it does merit a brief note in this update. I’m still not comfortable with laying out some of the most sensitive details from this event, but the story never became public and has never been told in full.




  It was the nineties and three of our Upjohn employees were kidnapped by “entrepreneurial” freedom-fighter-terrorists of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—People’s Army, or, en espanol, Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia—Ejército del Pueblo, FARC–EP (largely a ransom-for-cash mob, then and now). The events took place in the Cordillera Oriental (the East Andes) of southwest Colombia. Two of the trio were held for three weeks until we could gather the cash in country and then pay for and arrange their release. The third captive was freed early on to go out to the “world” and arrange for ransom money. That individual called back to the company’s headquarters in Kalamazoo.




  There were all kinds of strange asides and events over those three weeks, including an attempted escape by the two barefoot hostages, who were soon run to ground in the jungle; but the entire story is extensive and must be saved for the future. One thing I can disclose now is that we did not inform US authorities (FBI) until we had our people safely back to Miami and that we informed the Policía Nacional de Colombia (federal police in Colombia) only because our bagman got stopped at a random roadblock and was jailed on the assumption that all the ransom cash he was carrying was somehow wrapped up with drug dealers. Which it literally was: The Upjohn Company.




  I would make one further observation. This situation demonstrated to me then, as life often has, that come a crisis calling, there can be an insurmountable difference and disconnect between leadership and management (leading versus managing). In this instance, a tall steel-nerved Canadian gentleman named Ley Smith stepped up and led the way to getting our people safely home. Start to finish, Ley walked the walk. I would have willingly followed him anywhere, and still would. Over the course of one’s life, there are not many people you can say that about. All ended well, but those of us involved in the deal were worn out at the end of three weeks. Perhaps this will one day be a book unto itself.




  More to the point, in the years since the first Covered Waters, I married Madelon Louise Miars Richardson (aka Lonnie Lou and Jambe Longue). We were married on the first day of spring, March 20, 2010, by none other than the Reverend Godfrey Grant (aka God, or G2, my/our longtime fishing partner and dear friend—his title internetly ordained). Ms. Mary Lou Wright stood for Lonnie, and my pal and fellow Bullshido Campmate Bob “Robochef ” Peterson did the honors for me. Robochef and I also shared a lot of the complex issues involved in the Colombian kidnapping episode, so we have been to more than a few interesting life-dances together, both personally (2015 will be thirty-nine years of Bullshido fishing camp) and professionally.




  The most dramatic change in our conjoined life is that Lonnie (artist and retired teacher) and I now live six months of the year in the Upper Peninsula (U.P.). We spent half of five consecutive years in Deer Park in the Eastern Upper Peninsula (EUP) within a couple hundred yards of the Lake Superior beach. We now live on the Ford Center Michigan Tech Forestry Campus in Alberta, up into the Herman Hills eight miles south of L’Anse in Baraga County.




  Three-seasoning ATB (Above the Bridge) and wintering in Portage BTB (Below the Bridge) puts us on migratory par with dollar-butts (northern flickers) and juncos, which follow the same route and timing.




  Come winter, we live among thousands of citizens, vehicles, the cacophony of emergency sirens and interstate traffic, the voices of school children at play during recess in the schoolyard to the south of us, the clucking and cackling of hobby-chickens a few houses west (in the old Nevala homestead); and we share our walking paths with pathetic pedestrians and thoughtless bikers—but no bears, wolves, or moose, which are close neighbors during the other three seasons of the year.




  Up in Alberta we rarely lock doors to the house or vehicles. Up that way, folks don’t seem quite so worried about or focused on money. “You can pay for it when you pick it up,” proprietors will tell us and inevitably add, “This is the U.P., not Down Below, eh?” It takes a while to adjust to such trust and the “we’re all in this together” thinking compared to “we’re all in this alone” thinking we sometimes see and often feel BTB.




  So why not live way up thataway year-round? We get this question regularly, and the answer is simple: It’s the winter, stupid. The average annual snowfall in Portage is fifty to sixty inches. It’s 150 to 175 inches in Alberta, double that only a hair north into the Keweenaw or south in Iron County, where they average 200 to 300 inches. As I was scribbling at this in November 2014, Alberta got slammed with seventy inches of snow over what amounted to a long weekend. Here over that same time period? Ten inches. Do da math, eh? In our minds, the average winter in Kalamazoo County borders on child’s play and is therefore less threatening to humans in its capriciousness. For now we choose to bifurcate our lives and locations and enjoy the change, including double springs and falls every year.




  To the casual observer, the not-so-obvious reality about the Upper Peninsula is that many of the most beautiful and interesting places are not easily accessed. After all, the U.P. is as large as Vermont and New Hampshire combined. Sadly, our tourists by and large miss most of the breathtaking sites and see only the sights aimed at producing predictable cash flows for a few umbilically connected businesses, places largely located on well-maintained blacktop roads. (God forbid one actually takes that polished Lincoln Navigator onto dare we say it . . . OMG! DIRT!)




  These proclamations are personal value judgments and are in no way intended to denigrate such places, which have both history and natural beauty to offer visitors: the Mackinac Bridge, the Sault Locks, Whitefish Point, Pictured Rocks National Seashore, Marquette, the Keweenaw Peninsula, Brockway Mountain, the Porcupine Mountains and Lake of the Clouds, and more. All these places are genuinely worthy of most peoples’ time and interest.




  But these places, as wonderful as they may be, are not even close to being the soul of the U.P. The real soul above the Mackinac Bridge is in the spirit of the many tough and resilient folks who live what often are hardscrabble lives, and those unique moments that await us when we crawl out of our trucks and sedans and make our way into the woods on boot-power alone—not state park woods, but real ungroomed, unkempt, undomesticated, purely wild places where we are the strangers-interlopers and it is incumbent upon us to live not by our rules but by nature’s.




  In 1945 Edwin Way Teale, one of our greatest American naturalist writers, wrote in The Lost Woods, “In nature, just having been is enough. To be the thing is its own justification. The frailty of passing beauty is no cause for mourning. Nature raises no monuments. The grass that is eaten by the browsing deer has met a worthwhile end. The snowflake that perishes after drifting downward through the sky neither asks for nor deserves our pity. It has been what it is supposed to be.”




  The late great Bernard DeVoto took another angle on the same thing when he told an interviewer, “A wilderness does no coddling. You succeed or you die, fast or slow. Mother Nature reserves the upper hand and the last word. ” His remark was somewhat of a paraphrase of something he’d written in Mark Twain’s America: “A wilderness does no coddling and the energy of a race that moves to subdue it must sometimes fail. No loveliness attended such failure.”




  As an example of what DeVoto seemed to be getting at, here’s an excerpt from a series of family memoirs about the settlers of Summit, Michigan (which is a suburb of Herman), both of which are about five or six miles east of our Alberta place as the crow flies over the steep hilly woods. The author wrote: “My mother recalled a neighbor boy by the name of Uno Niemi who was hanging on a pole close to the railroad tracks, and fell down. The train passed over his legs and the boot with his leg still stuffed inside it was dragged about a quarter-mile when it finally fell off. Uno’s brother, Rudolph, who was running along the tracks, came upon the boot and threw it aside, not realizing the boot still had a foot in it. Uno never made it to the hospital.”




  This is truly an awful story related with no fanfare and almost devoid of emotion, told with exactly the sort of attitude wilderness life breeds in those who choose to face and survive it. An old T-shirt with an outline of the U.P. proclaims, “Rugged as its coastlines / Tough as its winters / Independent as its people.”




  My point is that these are special people who I care about and admire and who, along with their rugged surroundings, inspire me to write about the U.P.




  To be one of them, you must be willing to adapt to whatever you encounter in the wild.




  The root of the word wild means “shaggy,” and therefore one might conclude that wilderness is, as in the words of author Scott Russell Sanders (University of Indiana), “An unruly, disorderly place where shaggy creatures roam.” Amen, brother. In my parlance, I think of such locales as churches.




  October is pushing against November (Ice-Is-Forming Moon). Most of our abundant leaves are down after another splendid Technicolor autumn and we are fifteen hundred feet up into the hills, far from Lake Superior. We sit on a rocky precipice, thirty feet up from a granite bowl that is a hundred yards south of a 150-foot vertical drop. Earlier in the day we dumped a road-killed deer into the small cirque just below us, knowing that certain wild creatures easily make their way up the cliff to the plateau below the old straight-trunk maples.




  As afternoon finally begins to push against dark, we see materialize below us a pack of five wolves moving toward the meal, their heads down, choreographed and crouched in hunting postures, advancing in a weave that leaves me thinking of basketball drills six decades ago. The wolves move as we moved in the fuzzy past of memory, one crossing behind another as all advance forward until the lead animal comes to the carcass (and the player with the ball gets the dog-shot for an easy two). Individuals pass and move, and pass and move; and if this is done relentlessly and effectively, the group prospers. A wolf pack lives and dies by the team as well.




  We watch long enough for them to get at the tribute meal and quietly withdraw over the clifftop above us to our four-wheelers for the short jaunt home. There is a lot of controversy over wolves up here, but seeing them in their social group performing as a cohesive unit that has evolved over thousands of years—and despite every organized effort of humans to systematically destroy them—leaves one with the solid sense that they belong in this place as much as we do. All of this happens less than one mile from our house. We live on the common line between two crews, the Alberta and Arvon Packs, and we have seen members of both clans.




  Wolf antecedents began to develop about sixty million years ago. By twenty million years ago, canines and felines had branched into separate families. Research of wolf history by Robert Wayne at the University of California suggests that a number of wolflike canids diverged from a common ancestor about two to three million years ago. The first gray wolf, Canis lupis, probably appeared in Eurasia about a million years ago. Wolves are thought to have migrated to North America around 750,000 years ago, long before our Homo sapiens ancestors. Said to be gone from the U.P. by the 1960s, they came tiptoeing back around 1990, drawn by the then-high deer population.




  Perhaps the most significant philosophical change in my lifetime is the change in social value related to wilderness and wild places. And I’m afraid it will not persist.




  Make no mistake about this “fact”: Wilderness in the U.P. is probably by default (as the state’s beloved homegrown author Jim Harrison once put it), but it is ours. Increasingly we recognize and embrace the fact that, rather than driving with maniacal energy to tame and eradicate such places, we need to preserve and protect them and all that lives within and depends on them. Wilderness has shifted in the minds of many from dark hell where all evil resides to a gem that needs to remain unpolished and in its natural and raw state.




  Wilderness, it has been said, is the bank for genetic variability and a place where natural forces can keep working, essentially uninterrupted by man. The social idea of such places has shifted away from biblical curse. This is one of the most significant changes of my lifetime, one that has largely taken place in the shadows as our country has become increasingly less rural and more urban; increasingly less white, less Christian, more war-weary, more educated, less employed, less middle class, less interested in xenophobic manifest destiny; and far less anxious to devour natural resources solely for the profit of a few shareholders, more introspective about man’s place on this satellite of stone and water and air, and, yes, less aware of our own history.




  Author John McPhee once reported the feelings of a leading conservationist: “Whatever is wild, leave it wild.” This is a surge of heart and thought I subscribe to.




  Will we continue to value wilderness? I’m not so sure. My great concern is this: Despite the creation of the 1964 Wilderness Act, the value of wild and all associated with it may not equally concern or even interest all Americans. I think it ought to, but it doesn’t.




  Lots of young, urban-dwelling first- and second-generation immigrants, legal and not, have no particular interest in so-called wild places. Such places are like outer space to almost all of them by way of their current anchoring, personal biographies, and imaginations.




  This doesn’t seem such an important point to make until you encounter something that leaves you astonished and largely speechless. Lonnie and I were walking our dog, Shaksper, when we came upon a young woman with two young children. First the children went berserk (not an exaggeration) over the mere sight of the seventy-pound black dog and began shrieking and screaming. The woman’s response: She quickly turned her charges around to retreat, whereupon a female whitetail deer skipped across the walking path not ten feet in front of their new direction, which caused them to circle the wagons. This very small and seemingly insignificant event set the children to shrieking again. This time the woman joined in with sphincter-tightening total panic. We attempted to calm down all parties, and when they finally stopped yelling and trembling, the young woman asked, “What was that?”




  Lonnie said, “A deer.”




  “A what?” Totally mystified, the woman said she had never even heard of such an animal, much less that such a thing might be living near her and her kids, who, she explained, feared all dogs because, “They’re all trained to attack people.” (Wonder where the kids learned that?)




  I thought about the kind of planet that poor woman must live on. Then it struck me that if this person in this day and age feels this way, there are lots of others in the same situation. I found myself at a loss for how to think about the event. This was seemingly a small event in the big picture of national life; yet it deeply troubles us. Sure, a wilderness may become precious to some of us, but what does this mean to people who’ve not only never seen a wild deer but never even heard the word? How can this even be possible?




  At the same time that the value is said to be increasing for some people for wild places, the number of people actually venturing into the outdoors seems to be decreasing, as is the number of people who even care that such outdoor geography or opportunities exist. We who love the wild are a minority and will get smaller and smaller, I expect. And eventually that shift in attitude from wild as evil to wild as gem in the quality of life may disappear and entirely reverse itself.




  Back in 1980 a survey showed that 90 percent of Americans wanted bedrooms when they were on vacation. Ten percent wanted to camp with automobiles, and only 5 percent of that 10 percent (5 in 1,000) wanted wilderness camping. I don’t know of any current surveys, and my impression is that lots of young folks are hiking, camping, cross-country skiing, mountain biking, kayaking, and all that good stuff; but they are not hunting and fishing in such great numbers, which is not such a big deal—until one realizes that it has been that traditional sportsman community of anglers and hunters, which has paid the way for a lot of conservation since the end of World War II.




  Over its history, this state has been ripped apart for our natural resources in the alleged and claimed interests of improving economic well-being, albeit indirectly (trickledown as fantasy). Mainly it was done for investors and shareholders to increase the return on their money, these folks having gambled that our resource X would find a market and bathe their little bottom lines in black ink. The few moneyed classes attacked and gambled on and with our shared futures.




  Physical and emotional scars persist. This country was birthed by commercial interests masquerading as magnets of freedom. We did not want taxation without representation, and we mouthed sweet words about the dignity of all mankind and freedom but left slavery in place as an institution. So much for the disconnect between words and action, ignoring Shakespeare’s line in Hamlet, “Suit the action to the word, the word to the action.”




  Understandably we still hear the clarion call for development and consumption of natural resources to create more jobs, more this, more that; it is a familiar refrain, and a hell of a lot more rhetoric than reality.




  What does continued development portend for the future of wilderness? Nothing good, I suspect. Despite the huge shift in opinion that transported wild from the get-rid-of-it column to the let’s-save-and-preserve-it, we still have powerful elements trying to erase the wild and reap as many resources as possible to improve their own fortunes, thereby offering us a future Astroturfed, all-groomed America.




  We in Michigan, especially in the U.P., know this process too damn well. First it was furs for European markets. Then it was copper mines and iron mines. And then came logging. Each time investment money from elsewhere drove the commercial zeitgeist of the moment here. And when those resources played out, or when alternate (which is to say, cheaper) sources of that resource were found, everything here was dropped, abandoned, and left to rot—the people left behind to do what they could to eke out livings. The descendants of these folks are those who populate many of our country’s wild areas, including our own Upper Peninsula.




  This we know: Wilderness is irreplaceable. God (choose your own term or concept) is not making more. Once we plow, burn, clear, and develop a wilderness, it is AMF and gone forever.




  Back in 2003 I ended the original Covered Waters with this: “Life is a voyage into the unknown, and getting off the boat is what we humans were born to do. I plan to keep covering waters as well as I can, for as long as I can.”




  My view now? Steady as she goes, full steam ahead, keep on keeping on. We humans may take solace in the known and the past, but it is the unknown that always beckons and promises the most in life, good and bad.




  My late French friend Montaigne (I think of him as such) tells us, “When I dance, I dance; when I sleep, I sleep.” He is referring to living in the moment, and who would disagree? Biographer Sarah Blackwell tells us that Montaigne spent much of his lifetime, “scribbling on paper with a very small stick.” This seems to me to be a fine model to emulate.




  See youse somewhere, sometime, in that grand wild neighborhood where roads are few, walls are green, and the ceiling is blue and eternally changing.




  
· PROLOGUE ·


  On Becoming an Aspirinaut





  Most trouters endeavor to learn to expect the unexpected and somehow to embrace it. Gazing in the rearview mirror is fine, but when you are immersed in the deep fecundity of now, the past is often pretty worthless. The old vets in my USAF squadron always insisted that life’s most useless commodities were the runway behind and the altitude above. I have always focused less on what was than on what is and can be.




  When I was a USAF student navigator in the sixties, we were all required to ride the “puke chair,” a sort of barber-dentist seat in which we were spun and expected to perform certain simple maneuvers, such as resting an ear on a lap pad between our knees and lifting our heads from there to a headrest, the idea being to stimulate fluid movement in our inner ears, the insidious plan being to get the fluids in our semicircular canals sloshing about on multiple axes, the normal result being cold sweats, nausea, and the Holy Grail of the undertaking: projectile vomit. Most mortals stumbled directly and shakily from the chair to a nearby door that led to a small lawn outside, there to collapse and puke under the northern California sun.




  This exercise was contrived to teach us about the real world of vertigo and it was far more memorable than similar demonstrations in altitude chambers which familiarized us with explosive decompressions and our personal symptoms of hypoxia. I would add that I did not succumb to the puke chair’s sirens. However, I subsequently lost my cookies at least once in virtually every model of military aircraft I flew in.




  A month or so before the millennial rollover and some thirty-four years after riding the spinning chair in California, my friend Bob Lemieux and I were in his Suburban, driving north from the village of Schoolcraft where we had breakfasted. Suddenly I felt cold sweats and major vertigo. My head was still, the road smooth, and my ear canals had no good reason for acting erratically; I knew these were inauspicious signs, especially when my left arm and left leg declared themselves inoperative and refused to obey commands from the cockpit of my brain. After Bob pulled up in front of my office, I swung my feet down from the passenger’s seat, but my legs wouldn’t bear weight, so off we motored to Immediate Care, which led to a siren-less meat wagon ride to the emergency room at a local hospital.




  I asked one of the EMTs why no siren, and he said, “Because you’re stable.” I thought this a pitiful snap judgment.




  An admitting nurse asked me if I felt threatened.




  “You mean right now?”




  “Anytime during your life,” she said by way of clarification.




  “I was in a war. Does that count?”




  She wrote down a yes.




  “Who wants to know?”




  The nurse shrugged. “The state, I think.”




  So began my journey, not wading in a river but as a river.




  Over the next three days in the hospital I began to imagine strange parallels to fishing. The scrubbies (doctors, nurses, techies, aides, etc.) were like anglers exploring new water: the River Me. I underwent CAT-scans, X rays, echocardiograms (outside in and inside out), and MRIs—all taken to read the water, to search for structure, to see if clots were waiting like ripening nymphs to wend their way to the surface.




  Like serious fly fishers, the scrubbies were conversational minimalists while pursuing their quarry. They willingly revealed little, cottoned no small talk, and invited few questions. After all, they were fishing and I was merely the riparian ecosystem, the host, if you will; the true quarry dwelt somewhere inside me. The somethings that had hatched inside me were eventually classified as a “series of strokes,” scrubby prospecting having revealed (from several half-moon-shaped black holes in my brain) that I had had three or four over a couple of weeks, one of which I recognized, one of which I didn’t, another which was diagnosed by doctors as low blood sugar, and the ball-breaker that put me into the hospital.




  The neurologist called me on the phone in my room and said, “We want to do another echocardiogram, and by the way, you have diabetes, but you’ll have to talk to your own doctor about that.” A friend of mine, a former colleague, nurse, and writer, assures me that doctors find diabetes “boring.” Especially specialists. How I went from having passed out from supposed low blood sugar to being diagnosed with diabetes, which is a condition of elevated blood sugar, was never addressed, much less explained.




  The stay in the hospital was filled with weird moments. There being no MRI equipment in the main building, I was stuffed in a wheelchair and taken by ambulance to the building where it was housed. The ambulance attendant got my foot caught in the handicap lift of the ambulavan. My second morning I was examined by Occupational Therapy and informed I did not need inpatient therapy. The next day people from the same organization came to move me to another floor for inpatient therapy. I told them their own people had declared the day before that this wasn’t needed. They did? That would be a roger, folks. I was bed-bound and not bathed for three days.




  In the middle of the night during a blood draw my vampire had problems, and I bled all over myself. I also watched him, with bare hands and no rubber gloves, dip a sample of my urine out of a container. I felt like Alice down the rabbit hole. On the day of my release my doctor did not show until nearly 5 p.m., and then spoke with one foot pointed at the door. I told him I had left word early that morning that I wanted to talk to him (about special care at home, etc.). I added that I had heard his voice several times in the corridor and that it was my impression he was avoiding me. He hauled a list out of his pocket and said with a whine, “I had seven patients to see.” Maybe he ought to drop his number, I thought. Or find a new profession. A B-52 pilot that can’t manage eight engines ought not to be flying B-52s.




  I did not go back to see him. Instead, I got the name of a neurologist fifty miles north in Grand Rapids, and my wife, Sandy, and I went to see Dr. Herman Sullivan. He took a lot of time and answered all the questions the first neurologist had not. He said the location of the stroke was such that it had nearly been catastrophic and he concluded, “Enjoy your new life.” I worry some about ending up back in the local hospital, but I also figured I frequently fish up north and most strokefolk from up there get medevaced by helicopter down to Grand Rapids, so I hoped I was covered.




  Having been a river, I suddenly became an aspirinaut, one of that proliferating legion of people my age now taking plain old aspirin every day to prevent platelets from clumping like gawkers at a traffic accident. This practice is intended (hoped?) to stop or reduce the severity of another stroke or some other form of cardiovascular crapout. Herman Sullivan explained that there is a small percentage of the population that spontaneously “throws clots.” He doubted I was in this number, but a battery of blood tests subsequently revealed that because I was close enough on some statistical parameters, I should act as if I had passed (failed?) the test. Thus, I became a daily aspirin consumer.




  My hospital roommate during my three-day Joe-as-a-river phase was Waldo, a snow-haired German-born man in his eighties. His stroke had taken two languages from him. I tried to comfort him in the middle of the night when it was just the two of us against our demons and the hospitrouters were busy plumbing other rivers. I learned later that Waldo had designed the legs of the lunar lander and that he had been through this before, which only added to his frustration. I didn’t like contemplating return engagements.




  During my three-day hospital stay, my friends came to visit; I knew Robochef Bob Peterson was wondering if the stroke would erode my poker-playing acumen, so I preemptively announced (like any in-role poker player on the bluff) that the doctor had said I should be even more adept at the game.




  After the hospital sojourn, I was freed to be an angler again, navigating with less than my customary coordination. I suddenly had trouble with sleeves and socks, coordinating knives and forks, turning pages, picking things up, opening envelopes, two-handed typing, riding in vehicles, remembering events of a minute before, standing up in a shower, acting normal, feeling normal. After a stroke, there is a tendency to feel like you are walking around with your own dedicated stalker-sniper inside you. The heat of showers made me dizzy and left my head reeling. Sitting on a dining-room chair and riding in a car had the same effect.




  All through this I was filled with bizarre thoughts, buoyed by remnants of USAF Survival Training: stay with the bird, make a signal, stay calm. I wondered whether I would be able to wade again, tie one of my inept fishing knots, do any of my flawed trouting again. The idea of picking up a Size 22 fly, much less affixing it to a 7X tippet, seemed daunting. Was I done wallowing solo in Michigan’s rivers and streams? Done writing, living the way I had for so long?




  All my life I had thought of myself as a nomad. Over my fifty-six years, most of the houses I’d lived in had been torn down. Even the corporation that employed me for nearly three decades had been largely and unceremoniously subsumed in various mergers. Normally people die and don’t suffer the inevitable changes and erasures behind them, but I have lived to see a lot of my own tracks obliterated, smoothed over, rendered nothings.




  During those days in the hospital bed I had felt overwhelmed by the need to be alone outdoors, neither lost nor specifically located; rather, I wanted to be on a journey with no timetable, no specific route, ETD or ETA, winder-wandering to avoid the snicker-snack of the Big Bye-Bye.




  I began to summon memories rarely thought of.




  As I took refuge in memories, I was reminded of Michigan poet Bob Hicok’s line, “Tests show within seconds, recall’s fiction that we create more than remember.” We tend to remember the past the way we want to—not as it actually was.




  I decided that it might be time to write down what I could remember, acknowledging that those facts and events as I could or chose to remember them, may not necessarily be as they were or are. I also knew that having considered embarking on such a task, I first had to confer with God.




  Lest you panic, this God is not the exalted deity of monotheistic religions; he’s my trouting partner. For real. This, let me assure you, has absolutely nothing to do with religion (not counting the unabashed adoration of trout).




  Godfrey Grant (aka God) was born and raised in Baton Rouge in the 1930s. He keeps his waders up with straps jury-rigged with baling wire, the same gauge most people use to hang their favorite Elvis-on-velvet next to a small, faded Rebel flag and the ratty head of a mosshead buck gotten in the way-back of a favorite bayou. As eloquent as he is frugal, God in one of his former lives was a professor of English, and in those days pay for untenured academics was just slightly better than for indentured servants; baling wire was the all-around fix-it-up material that Super Glue and duct tape later became. Habits learned early tend to persist, even for God.




  Our shared southern roots (his in Louisiana and mine in Mississippi), and the fact that both of us had once lived in Texas and had ended up in Michigan chasing trout, helped seal our friendship.




  God is now retired from full-time corporate servitude, still teaches non-trout season literature classes at Western Michigan University, and operates as a freelance technomedical writing consultant under the rubric of “The Word of God.”




  It was months after the strokes, during our first trouting venture, when I told him about what I had in mind.




  “You want to write a book about not catching trout?” God asked.




  “I figure I should write about what I know best.”




  God is the sort of trouter who likes to cover a lot of fast water quickly. I’m more an adherant of the Lugubrious School of the Interminable Gawk and Slow Mosey. He fishes so hard and with such singular focus that by dark he’s often lost; I get temporarily disoriented once in a while, but rarely lost. I can walk back to a spot where I dropped a dime five hundred miles from here in 1961; he has difficulty finding his car in an empty parking lot. Away from the river God cooks brilliantly, eats slowly, keeps two cats and Tipper the Dog, is married to the Lovely Laurie (I was God’s best man), lives well and likes to mull things over.




  “Who you think’s gonna wanna read this book?” he asked.




  “Most trouters. If it’s true that five percent of the fishermen catch ninety percent of the fish, then I have something to say to the ninety-five percent of us who subsist on the ten percent. Near as I can tell, nobody ever writes about or to this group. We’re the forgotten trouters.”




  God briefly mulled this over. “Doesn’t sound like a bestseller.”




  “Art’s not about money.”




  “Art?”




  “Defined as making something out of nothing.”




  Which coincidentally described the quality of fishing I knew best. “I suppose you’d rather read about some jamoke with a creel filled with twenty-five-inch browns?” Extended mull mode was followed by a slow twitch of a gray bearded jaw.




  “All I’d wanna know is where your jamoke allegedly caught ’em and maybe on what.”




  With this, God paused like a timberdoodle preparing for a vertical takeoff from a popple stand and started splashing purposefully up the creek.




  Some people pray to God while they fish. I get to fish with him and hear him pray to himself. Despite such prayers, I occasionally out-fish him.




  “Let’s fish,” he chanted over his shoulder. “We got us a bunch of water to cover.”




  Which is what this little book is all about: covered waters.




  PART I: THE SIXTIES




  

    “. . . We are linked by blood, and blood is memory without language.”




    —Joyce Carol Oates


  




  
· 1 ·


  Blood and Water





  My first fish was a brass-yellow carp (whistle trout) with scales the size of quarters. I was five or six at the time, and we were fishing in Cole’s Pond (which my hometown Rhinecliff, New York, relatives and their neighbors called Coley’s). I still remember the tug on the line and resistance against the rod tip. I don’t remember actually playing and landing the fish, but somewhere in the family photo graveyard there’s a faded Brownie snapshot of a bug-eyed kid tailing a fish as long as his ectomorphic leg. My uncle Harry Heywood was the pathfinder on this outing; my father was not an outdoorsman, but this single carp taken from the still waters of a small pond a quarter-mile above the Hudson River lit the fire for fishing that has been burning ever since.




  Though I didn’t know it until much later in life, a great deal of my interest in fish probably descended through my mother from my grandfather Atley Hegwood; that surname is not a typo. My mom, who was raised in Mize, Mississippi, had only to change one letter of her name when she married my father of Rhinecliff. The fishing gene never surfaced in my younger brothers, Jim and Ed—though all three of us got the gene for wandering and looking around.




  Mize is a tiny Mississippi town named after a county sheriff. It was, for a long time, a racist and misanthropic place populated by hard-nosed Scots-Irish who emigrated from the Carolinas and settled into a series of hills and gullies south of town, the area formed by the drainages of Okatona and Cohay Creeks. The hills are covered with long-straw pine and are home to deer, turkey, and black bear. This hill region is called Sullivan’s Hollow and was known throughout Mississippi for its lawlessness during and after the Civil War. Outsiders have rarely been welcome, and locals have always done their own thinking, right or wrong.




  Few know this, but during the Civil War, this area of Mississippi did not melt into automatic lockstep with the leaders of the Confederacy. Some locals, in fact, seceded from the secessionists and established their own short-lived republic. They had their own pesky army and raided Confederate stores, generally and specifically disobeying all offensive government orders, much less calls for order. Sullivan’s Hollow was a well-known zone for men hiding from the Confederate Conscription Act. A great part of the opposition stemmed largely from the fact that Mississippi men who owned twenty or more slaves were exempt from involuntary military service. The folks in Sullivan’s Hollow generally couldn’t afford any slaves, and though there is no historical evidence to suggest they were philosophically or morally opposed to slavery, they deeply resented the landed people with money getting an easy out while they would have to risk getting their brains blown out. Some threads of history repeat. A lot of them just flat didn’t go. They didn’t run to Canada because there was no need. They took to the Hollow.




  Denizens of Mize and Sullivan’s Hollow did not look to outside authorities to settle disputes; they tended to take care of such things themselves. Shootings and knifings were common. Like many other families in the region, my grandfather Atley’s family had trekked west from the Carolinas. My grandfather was one of eight brothers, half of them towering six-three or more, which was pituitary disorder-class in those days; the other half of the litter was of average height. Atley was in the taller half.




  I have no memories of my maternal grandfather and few photographs other than a washed-out sepia print of him holding a mule off the ground. He was a physically imposing man, both strong and respected. When trouble brewed, neighbors often turned to him for help before they called the authorities.




  He was, by my mother’s accounts, a ruggedly handsome and garrulous man, generally easygoing, but with a “temper like a wildcat,” which would flare fast and recede just as quickly. He carried no grudges. Atley farmed some and hunted and fished a lot, especially for catfish and “trout” (which in those days meant black bass that lived in local streams or creeks). When he fished, he sometimes took my mother, aunt, and uncles with him. My mother was most often his companion until one day she violated two of his codes.




  It was morning and early when Atley settled Mom into a spot on the bank of a creek and went on to find his own hole. This was cottonmouth country and he had always harped on the kids to look closely before they sat down.




  Mom was getting no bites and decided she needed to find a fishier place. The rule, however, was that she could not move unless she first cleared this with her father. But this time she moved first and then decided to let him know, so she got up to yell to him and as she stood, noticed a cottonmouth in the bush directly behind her. She dropped her cane pole into the drink and began shrieking.




  Atley came running.




  “What the hell’s wrong?”




  She told him about the snake and he said, “Dammit, I told you kids to look!”




  “I did look,” she said defiantly. Never one to cower, she added, “It wasn’t here when I got here.”




  He said, “Well, it’ll crawl off, it’s not bothering nobody. Where’s your pole?”




  She pointed meekly at the creek. He was flabbergasted.




  “You lost your pole over a damn snake?” It was unthinkable.




  My grandfather never struck his children, but he laid down laws and expected obedience. He would also listen to them, meaning he treated his kids like people, not objects, which made him somewhat of a modern man in childrearing methods.




  As a tall, friendly, and handsome widower, Atley also liked to socialize. In those days, Saturday night parties meant square dances at some-body’s home, open to all comers. A room would be cleared of furniture, young kids would be tucked into a back bedroom, and older kids and adults would dance all night to the tunes of a jug band. It was a lot like a fais do-do in Cajun country. The area was nominally Baptist with a fair percentage of Holy Rollers, but on Saturday nights, dances got danced, likker got swilled, and wise preachers stayed out of the way.




  It was a Saturday night when Atley came home, his head covered in blood. He’d been to a dance at a local house, where the wife, Toni, had somewhat of a reputation for fooling around on her husband, who had somewhat of a reputation for being jealous. Atley was dancing with Toni when the very drunk husband appeared in the doorway with a pistol in hand, declared he had “had enough,” and squeezed off a round, the bullet grazing Atley’s forehead, over his eye, producing prodigious blood flow but neither permanent nor serious damage. My mother, as the eldest, ministered first aid and demanded to know “What the hell” he was doing at “that place!” Always calm in a storm, Mom also sent my Uncle Joe to town to fetch the local doctor who soon arrived and joined moral and aural forces with my mother. What the hell was he doing there, especially at that damned house?




  “Hell,” Atley said feebly, “We were all dancing with her.”




  “Yeah,” my mother said, “but you were the only one that got shot.”




  She said he stayed home most Saturday nights after that. Atley loved to hunt and fish and roam outdoors, work with his hands, dance, and drink, and he was nonplussed about being sniped. Not a few of my genes flow from Atley.




  I said to my mom one morning, “If Atley was hit in the head, Toni’s husband was trying to kill him.”




  She said, “Oh, he was just mad. He didn’t know where the bullet was going.”




  Talk about sanguine.




  My grandmother Catherine’s death had jolted my mom. It was May and Mom was thirteen and out of school for the summer, set to enter high school the next fall. She was napping across her bed when her mother came in and asked where the Sears catalog was. Mom told her, but it wasn’t there, so Mom got up, fetched it, and immediately flopped back on the bed, only to hear a thud and look up to find her mother on the floor, dead. My grandmother had delivered a full-term stillborn baby two months before, and the doctors figured a clot from this birth had found its way to her heart and killed her. I was horrified by the thought of a daughter finding her mother dead, and to suddenly have to shoulder responsibility for four siblings. Mom is a small, gentle woman, but as tough as steel.




  My paternal grandfather, Harry Heywood, was a diminutive plumber in Poughkeepsie, New York, and my grandmother Mary worked many years as a dietician at Cardinal Farley Military Academy near Rhinecliff.




  In 1933, when my father was twelve, he and some of his pals went down to the Hudson River to swim. My Uncle Joe (I had two Uncle Joes), then ten, was coming off a bout of rheumatic fever amd forbidden by doctors to swim, but he showed up at the river in his bathing suit anyway.




  It was a steamy June 21, the first day of summer, 1933, and Joe made all the boys promise not to tell on him if he took a quick dip. As boys will do, they agreed, and Joe took his swim, then climbed out of the river and sat on empty tracks watching a train going by on the other rails, counting cars. My dad and his friends looked up to see a train coming out of a tunnel on the tracks where Joe sat and immediately began screaming at him, but he was engrossed in his counting, never heard the approaching train, and was struck and killed horribly and instantly. It has always seemed ironic that the attraction of a river was a factor in Joe’s death.




  Eighteen months later, my dad’s older sister Clara went into the hospital to have her appendix removed. She had been diagnosed with chronic appendicitis and the family doctor (then barred from practicing at the local hospital because of his problem with booze) recommended that she have it removed. The surgery was successful, but a staph infection set in, and four days after the surgery she died.




  My dad, Aunt Marian, and Uncles Harry and Roger survived, and around the Hudson River and throughout Duchess County—from Red Hook down to Poughkeepsie—they were known as scrappers. Like the Hegwoods of Sullivan’s Hollow, the “River Rat” Heywoods also had hair-trigger tempers and had seen their share of family tragedies.




  My dad always insisted he was “invited” to leave high school, after which he enlisted in the Army Air Corps where he was later selected for Officer Candidate School and made a fine career as a respected officer in the USAF, which became its own branch in 1948. He served in India and Burma during World War II, and was technically a veteran of Korea and Vietnam as well. His youth was wayward; his adulthood was not. When he retired from the Air Force in 1961, we both entered Michigan State, where I avoided classes with him because he single-handedly tended to lift the grade curve beyond my comfort level. Other students used to ask rhetorically who the old fart was, the old fart fucking up the curve. I could never admit the old fart was my dad.




  There were always books in our home and a premium put on reading. There was also no censorship; we were expected to decide for ourselves what to read, though there was occasional not-so-subtle pressure to read “the classics.”




  I have always taken pride in the fiercely independent and scrappy ways of both sides of my family, and I tried to raise my children to question authority in everything. It’s a hard road, but you can walk with your head up, which is finally about the best any of us can hope for in life.




  I do not believe in imprinting progeny with my passions and obsessions. I’ve taken my kids fishing, but not all the time. Sandy is not outdoorsy and I figured there was an even genetic chance that some of the kids would side with her, so I have never pressed it.




  Our eldest son, Tim, enjoyed ocean fishing and an occasional worm or spinner outing for trout. But one day he took two dunks in the very frigid Spring Brook at age eight, and I think this cooled his passion for trout fishing in densely wooded environments.




  My son Troy loves fly fishing but has not yet learned how important it is to make time to do the things you enjoy. He is thirty now and has too many things to do. I once took him on one of my typical day-trips, fishing the Pere Marquette, Rogue, and Gun Rivers all in the same day. He was exhausted by day’s end. Before this I was known around the house as the “Old Man.” Now I am “that Crazy Old Man.” So it goes.




  Troy and I drove down to the Dowagiac River once. It has a fast flow and loose cobble bottom. I warned him about the current and bad footing: “It’s sort of like walking on the moon. If both feet loose contact, you’ll float far and fast.”




  But you can pass along lessons as much as you want and they are never as useful as the ones learned firsthand. As we waded I warned him about an upcoming hole and the tough current. He waded boldly along and lost his footing. He managed to grab a sweeper as he went downriver, and I managed to hoist him out of his predicament. He had seen a fishy-looking run and was intent on getting to it. He will do fine as a trouter, I think.




  The first time we fly-fished together for chinooks, we hooked thirty-one fish and landed only three, but it was a glorious day in mid-October with temperatures in the 70s. We fished with our shirts off and I sat and smiled as he fought several fish for up to forty minutes, leaning almost parallel to the water and laughing out loud with glee.




  One spring I took him on his first steelhead outing. After numerous tries I had landed my first steelies only a month or so before, but his first time out he hooked six, getting four to the net, which suggests he has the requisite wiring to handle large fish.
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