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To Donald Francis Burke, and
to Monte, Justin, and Chris Burke.


And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

—T.S. ELIOT, Four Quartets



INTRODUCTION
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Trips are for business or to the dentist. A dream fishing trip is not a trip at all, brothers and sisters, but a voyage of discovery to the next valley over.

This is a book about just such voyaging, and the dreams that propel it. When The Next Valley Over was first published in 2000, I had under my wading belt some four decades of chasing angling dreams around the world. Since then I have added another decade and a half to the same wanton (my wife might add, feckless) pursuit, and have chronicled some of those later experiences in a second volume of angling voyaging called Waters Far and Near. What the two books have in common is this: every story in them is as much about the dream that generated and sustained the voyage as it is about the destination and what was caught there.

After all that time, here is what I would now consider to be the ideal dream fishing voyage, the one I would like most to take if only I could:

You are a ten-year-old boy who lives to fish. Someone trustworthy has told you about a farm pond a few miles from your home that holds at least one humongous bass. On Friday night you put new ten-pound monofilament onto your spincast outfit and sharpen the treble hooks on a Dalton Special, your go-to lure. Very early Saturday morning you eat a bowl of cereal, make a sandwich, wrap it in wax paper, and put it in a pack with more lures and a bottle of water. It is just light enough to see when you set out, and as you walk, the landscape seems to take its shape in expectation. Unsure exactly where the pond is, you are forced to wander around cursing for awhile to find it, but when you do its discovery is sweeter for having been difficult. The sun is just up as you rig your rod. Since your fingers are trembling, it takes three tries before the knot is right on the Dalton Special. Then you take a few deep breaths and look around. A heron is stalking minnows at the marshy end of the pond; a kingfisher chitters out of a sycamore. The pond looks better than you had even hoped, big bass written all over it. You feel as open to anything and everything as a hunting fox, your senses that sharp, that oblivious to past and future, choosing the given—that moment and place—in Annie Dillard’s perfect phrase, “with a fierce and pointed will.” You cast . . .

The almost magical capacity of the angling voyage of discovery is to entrance us, to cocoon us from the quotidian, to be our only frame of reference for as long as we are on it, and to make it impossible as well as undesirable to think beyond where you are and what you are doing—as good a definition as any of time standing still. Whether it is the tigerfish of the Zambezi, the taimen of Mongolia, or a farm-pond bass, those are the tokens brought back from the dream, not the dream itself. It is the dream that gives them meaning and value.

One thing I have learned in over fifty years of chasing them is that, like gratuitous grace, dream angling voyages can be neither deserved nor earned. They cannot be begged, borrowed, or stolen. They cannot even be bought. Again, as with grace, they either rise of their own volition to meet your petition—like an arm-long brown trout rising to your Royal Wulff from a hidden lie in some tannin-stained backcountry New Zealand river—or they do not.

But though you cannot demand a take, what you can do is prepare for it and try to be worthy of it when and if it happens, for in the end it is not the nature of the travel that makes or breaks a voyage but the nature of the traveler. The best worthiness exercise, I have found, is to embark on each voyage, be it your first or hundredth, with a child’s wide-open eyes, allowing curiosity and wonder to add to, not merely corroborate, whatever angling skills and knowledge you believe you own. I believe too that a dream voyage demands traveling only with people you like (or even better, love), an eager curiosity about the natural and cultural history of wherever you are going, and an equally eager willingness to engage with whomever you meet there.

As in the most satisfying dreams, the best angling voyages conflate the known with the unknown into something altogether new, utterly unanticipatable, complexly pleasurable and deeply salubrious. One of their defining characteristics is that you feel at the very tip top of your game throughout them, and that feeling often lingers long after they are over.

In what is thought to be the earliest book ever written about fishing (1496), Dame Juliana Berners wrote the following: “Ye shall not use this crafty sporte for the increasing and sparing of your mony, but pryncypally for your solace, and the helth of your body, and specially of your soule.” There is no better advice for the sporting voyager. While the pursuit of wild fish in wild places might be the framework of the voyage, it is the pursuit and capture of soul-health that turns it into one of discovery.

But the ultimate and most munificent characteristic of dream voyages is that they continue to live, vivid and unfading, in the memory. Dawn on the deck of the Nomads of the Sea off the wild coast of Chile, watching a blue whale surface and spout, an entire day of unfinished trout water ahead. Casting to, hooking, and unwisely bringing to the boat a crocodile off Australia’s Cape York Peninsula. Watching a beloved nephew expertly play a red-hot grilse in the pool where, with me years ago, he caught his first salmon. Two of those memories are over a decade old, one just a few days young, but they and literally thousands more like them—many of which are contained in this book—are equally burnished into lasting preciseness in my memory.

Such memories are the true tokens from the dream. I have used them to conjure up Dame Juliana’s solace countless times when I have needed solacing. They have never let me down. And I fully expect to be fingering a handful of them on the bench outside the Trail’s End Saloon when the stagecoach pulls up for the Big Dream Voyage to the next valley over.

Charles Gaines
Seafields, Nova Scotia
Fall 2016



FISHING’S INNER GAME

by Terry McDonell

[image: ]

Charles Gaines is a handsome man. I mention this not to flatter or embarrass him, but to set you straight about his handicaps, which are numerous and important within the context of this new book of his. Most great fishermen “win ugly,” which means that they simply will not be denied their chosen fish on any particular day. Gaines is more complicated. The perfect cast has been his forever and he is a confident man, yet he has told me on more than one occasion that his own image in a morning mirror can spook him so badly as to send him to the Herradura before breakfast: Face, I know not who you are but I am going to shave you. Something like that. Charles Gaines is not crazy; but rather so deeply eccentric and graceful in his fishing life as to pass from time to time into what his friend, the great sporting writer Vance Bourjaily, calls “the trance of instinct.” This is when Gaines’ life is most vivid, most engaged, most hilarious, most sacred. This is what he writes about in The Next Valley Over, and this is why all the fishing is so important.

Nothing about writing is ever easy, except maybe the idea of it. The literature of fishing is flush these days with middle-aged white guys, most of whom are a little too quick to mention the time they enjoyed a drink with Charles Gaines at Ballynahinch Castle in Connemara or wherever. They’ve all been to a great lodge somewhere: Wilson’s on the Miramichi, Seven Spirits Bay, Arroyo Verde, or maybe even Perry Munro’s smallmouth spike camp on the Black River—but Gaines has been to all of them. As journalists like to brag, he’s done the reporting. With all appropriate respect for Izaak Walton and the great Roderick Haig-Brown, this is the book Merriwether Lewis would have written about fishing if he were a better writer and as good a fisherman as Gaines, which he most certainly was not. The truth is that Gaines has been leading his own private Corps of Discovery for a very long time—“gone sprinting bushwhack between valleys.” In this light, it almost begins to make sense that the amortization of the market value of the fish he catches some years has to run to $500 a pound. Ergo, if you fish and read on a level of sophistication above dynamiting gar, Gaines is your writer, although he has done that too. In fact, as I start to write a sentence about Gaines being an explorer at the shining bottom of his soul, that bull wacko of all saltwater fishermen, Ted Williams, jumps into my head swatting line-drive triples off the center field wall at Fenway. In the end, it’s all about art.

And fish. Charles Gaines knows his fish. He knows, for example, that most saltwater gamefish live “like Greek playboys, following pleasure and abundance from one sunny spot to the next,” and that of the roughly thirty thousand species of fish that inhabit the earth, the tarpon is arguably, pound for pound, the gamest. He imagines them “coming in from the deep water at night, on a rising tide, under a waxing three-quarter moon, sensing the landmarks, the certain and particular characteristics of the place, and then registering pleasure or relief from the instincts switching off that brought them to it—like getting off a train late at night, and recognizing, just from the way the air feels, a place you are happy to have traveled a long way to return to.” Gaines is especially good on tarpon, but his knowledge from big game down to smallmouth bass is astounding.

Charles Gaines’ choices in life—to become a writer; to test himself physically; to sacrifice for his craft; and ultimately to spend an extraordinary amount of time on the water—are on the fault line of talent and ambition that fractures American literature. Hemingway and Zane Grey are in this book, not just in anecdote but in spirit. But so too are Jimmy Buffett, Bayou Pon Pon, and Dion and the Belmonts. Likewise you will find the “Hegel of fishing guides” and any number of hard cases and sporting media entrepreneurs. And in the middle always is Gaines, somehow playing Huck and Tom at the same time—shooting out street lights with his BB gun at age nine or hooking a thousand-pound black marlin “rising as suddenly and menacingly as a revolution” thirty years later. This is an outlaw book in so many ways.

As you get to know Gaines, you wind up visiting him much more than he will ever visit you. In the twenty-five years we have known each other, we have had dinner perhaps five times in New York City where I live; and I have gone to wherever I could find him more than 20 times. Charles lives and plays in interesting places. That beautiful farm in New Hampshire for so many years, the property in the Abacos, his high-tech Swiss-Family-Robinson hideout on the Nova Scotia coast, Guatemala, Africa, the deepest possible Alabama South. The secret truth is that when you visit Charles, you don’t actually have to fish, but you had better be hungry for the physical details of his world, the tastes and smells and colors that wash over him like rain.

I have notes, lists of reasons to read this book, starting with the jaw-dropping recognition of self—if you’ve ever caught a fish you’ll see yourself in this book. Then there is the lesson that good times should be orchestrated and not left to the uncertainties of chance. Gaines plans ahead, even for the accidental side of his life. More interesting, I think, is that he wants you to understand that there is no sadder story than a life of small regrets. He wants to move you with his perfect pitch and surgical detail, then he wants you to put the book down and go out looking for places where you may find “a precise sufficiency of methods of purpose, and an effortless and invisible rightness that seems to ride the air and fall over you as diffusely as sunlight, leaving you with the dangerous sense that the time you spend there is what life is meant to be like.” He’s trying to teach you something: fishing’s inner game. Study hard.

When Gaines’ literary agent, the ever-patient Dan Green, was asked what the introduction to The Next Valley Over should be about he replied hilariously that he wanted only one question answered: Why all the fishing? My answer is that Gaines is an animist who believes in the ritual of fishing—the reflective silences of the tiny trout stream and the “non-stop wet dream of fun in a faraway place catching huge fish to loud music with a buzz on.” No flock-tending rules and conventions for Charles Gaines. It is all, as he likes to put it, “how it should be.” You have to admire a man who does what he wants and writes like an angel, a man who in his own words has been “caught and released.” God, I love this book.

New York City

1/20/2000
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PART ONE



Striking the Tent





IT IS APRIL IN ALABAMA, 1957. THE DOGWOODS ARE vivid and suggestive on the hillsides surrounding the lake, and the bass and bluegills are on the beds. Fifteen years old and more wise-ass by far than I have any need to be, I am in the bow of an aluminum johnboat. My father sits in the stern, running the electric motor. He is fifty-one, in his prime. He is happy and open this afternoon as he always is when he is fishing, particularly on this lake. The lake, which my mother has named Tadpole, is less than an hour from our home in Birmingham. My father and a couple of other men have owned it for two years. It is his haven from his job and other demons, and it is our haven from the worst of each other.

My father is working the shoreline with a yellow popping bug, covering every good lie with his jerky but efficient fly-casting, catching (so far; we have just gotten to the lake, and dusk, the best time for bass, is a couple of hours away) lots of bluegills the size of your hand. He whoops every time he hooks a fish, and cackles as he plays the bluegills’ tight, furious circlings. This annoys me. The whooping and cackling seem out of proportion to the hooking and catching of such small, common fish. I slouch and dream in the bow, as is usually my wont for the first half hour or so of our trips out here. I think of the River Dee in Scotland, about which I have recently read, and the salmon that live in it, and I scroll the surface of the water with the tip of my Orvis Superfine fly rod. The honey-colored cane rod was my father’s Christmas gift to me a few months before, and it annoys him that I am using it now so carelessly, to so little end, but he won’t say anything about it—not here.

He does say, “You’d better throw your worm in the water, Skip. Fishing’s not a spectator sport, buddy.” He says this often, and he means life as much as he does fishing, long before that sentiment became a bumper sticker. I work out some line and wonder how a man his age, a man who has caught marlin and other huge fish in places I dream of going to, who I’ve seen catch bonefish in the Bahamas and brown trout in Montana, could possibly get so worked up over the little bluegills here in Lake Tadpole. Maybe, I think, he’s faking it. For me, maybe. But my father never fakes anything, and I know that.

We both cast to a log angling into the water off the bank. “Fish in your half of the boat, Skip,” says my father. A bluegill sucks in his popper with the sound they make, like blowing a kiss. My father whoops and cackles, his face glistening with joy. “There’s plenty of lake here for both of us.”
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We always had home water to come back to, to catch bass and bluegills and to get along, but from the git-go, fishing to me meant traveling to fish.

My father loved to travel, as long as he could do it in style and make fishing the major if not the only point. In the manner of the forties and fifties, he and my mother usually traveled without children, but they would take me and my sister along with them once or twice a year and on a two-week vacation out west every summer. Neither my mother nor my sister was interested in fishing. That left me, and I became his fishing partner on these family trips—to Florida and the Bahamas, Wisconsin, Maine, Mexico, the Rocky Mountains—from the time I was old enough to hold a rod.

I believe that the majority of anglers who travel to fish are by nature either pastoralists or nomads. My father was a pastoralist, a pure lodge man, who liked to go someplace and hole up there for the duration of the trip, getting to know a particular piece of water in intimate detail over a period of time while having the same table for dinner every night. I, on the other hand, was a born nomad. I can remember, in my teens, lying awake at night in dude-ranch cabins in Montana, fantasizing about stealing the keys to the rented car parked outside. I would take my waders, a rod, and a pack full of bananas and hot dogs, and I would depart that single valley to which Fate and my father’s vacation choice had confined me, and drive north to the next valley over—and then to the next, and the next, fishing each as I went until I ran out of Montana. Then I thought—if Lynne Dye wasn’t already writing me passionate entreaties to come home to Alabama and marry her—I might just continue on into Canada, and then into whatever place was north of Canada.

But though I was from the beginning, in my soul and dreams anyway, a fishing nomad, I did acquire early on from my father his pastoralist appreciation for fishing lodges and camps. In fact, while he was unforgivingly discriminating about them, I have rarely met a fishing lodge I didn’t like (though certainly I have liked some much better than others). I believe this is because for as far back as my memory goes I have associated fishing lodges with vacations, with my father’s big, hearty, entertaining presence, and with unspoken but unbreakable truces between the two of us as long as we were in one: with fun, peace, and good humor, in other words. And to this day I’m happy for a night or two in lodges that serve up nothing much more than that, along with edible food.

But I am happier still (and can ignore my nomadic urgings for longer) in the lodges and camps where a lot of small, well-engineered parts cause the place to come together as reassuringly as the closing of a Mercedes’s door. This is not the same as luxury, though luxury can be one of those parts. I think of the old Walker’s Cay Club in the Abacos, which my father and I used to visit. It had giant palmetto roaches in the bedrooms and a small shark in the swimming pool, but it could stir a delicious contentment in you that left you pining for the place weeks after you’d left it. I think of two or three fly-out lodges in Alaska, where the first thing you wonder on stepping out of a floatplane is “How on earth could this place have gotten here?” and of the similarly astonishing and deeply luxurious Seven Spirits Bay Lodge on Australia’s remote Coburg Peninsula. Of Bahía Pez Vela in Costa Rica, and Fins and Feathers in Guatemala, and Tropic Star in Panama. Of the cottage camp above the lake at Quillen in Argentine Patagonia. Of Ballynahinch Castle in Connemara, Old River Lodge and Wilson’s on the Miramichi River in New Brunswick, Camp Bonaventure in the Gaspé, and Perry Munro’s smallmouth spike camp in Nova Scotia. Of New Zealand’s eight great fishing lodges, and of the incomparable Arroyo Verde in Argentina—which is made to stand in this volume for all the others. What these places have in common, in addition to very good fishing, is a precise sufficiency of methods to purpose, and an effortless and invisible rightness that seems to ride the air and fall over you as diffusely as sunlight, leaving you with the dangerous sense that the time you spend there is what life is meant to be like.

You can grow accustomed to good guiding in the same hazardous way; and though guides and charter captains, like lodges, are usually more of a pastoralist’s enthusiasm than a true nomad’s, I developed a lifetime appreciation for them, too, on fishing trips with my father. Before I could drive a car I learned to fly-fish for tarpon in skiffs off of Islamorada, Florida, from men like George Hommel and Jack Brothers—and if that won’t give you the hots for good guiding, nothing will.

Since then I have had the good fortune to fish with lots of talented guides, many of whom have become friends, and frankly I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t mention a few of them here: my journalism partner, Tom Montgomery, a character in many of these stories, who is as complete a guide as he is a photographer; Bob Butler, Paul Bruun, and Gary “the Wedge” Wilmot, who brings a wolverine’s intensity to the job; Captain Hook Hamlin, Peter Wright, and Jody Bright in big game; the nonpareil Kiwi trout guides, among them Peter Church, Tony Entwhistle, Peter Carty, Tony Hayes, Hugh McDowell, Vern Brabant; in shallow salt water, Marty Sawyer, Hank Brown, Jeffrey Cardenas, the inimitable Danny Ayo, the irascible and opinionated Tommy Robinson. Personally, I happen to prize strong opinion and irascibility in a fishing guide, along with a flair for providing lunches, a sense of humor, and the determination and imagination to do whatever has to be done to catch fish. And no one I know owns more of those qualities or puts them together more vividly than A.J. DeRosa, whose wit and wisdom, as the sort of Hegel of fishing guides, is chronicled here and forms for me a canon for the uncompromising, idiosyncratic commitment that the best guides make to their work.
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I got married when I was twenty-one and moved away from Alabama, and I didn’t fish at Lake Tadpole or with my father very often after that for the next twenty years. But I did go fishing during that time—halfheartedly and mostly out of habit at first, then later with a rediscovered and increasingly monomaniacal passion. In my thirties I began traveling to fish and to write for various magazines about that travel, and I have been lucky enough to continue to carry that particular license to steal right up to the present. The stories in this volume come from nearly thirty years of having a look at the next valley over. I took my enthusiasm for good lodges and guides with me, but increasingly during that time I became the singleminded nomad with a rod I had dreamed of being as a teenager until, almost totally blind from Next-Valley Fever, I wandered off the edge of my own map.

Nowadays I travel less, I fish often at Lake Tadpole again, and I fancy that I can see a sort of shape or design to my life as a fisherman. I have tried to arrange the stories in this volume into sections that correspond with that design and illustrate it, without regard to the chronology in which they were written.

For some time I wanted to write a novel that would be a sort of angling Pilgrim’s Progress, with a very slow learner for a hero. Now that I realize I have largely lived that story, I have no more desire to write it. Real progress began for me somewhere in my mid-thirties with the realization that no matter however else I might be benighted, I would no longer, ever, be one of the poor souls referred to in this quote from Thoreau that I copied off of A.J. DeRosa’s dashboard:

MANY MEN GO FISHING ALL THEIR LIVES WITHOUT
KNOWING THAT IT IS NOT FISH THEY ARE AFTER.

From that moment on, I knew it was really dreams I was after. My dreams then all had big fish in them. They had me solving difficult angling problems and beating odds on far-off waters, and living the life of Riley while I was at it. But no matter; at least I had thrown my worm in the water.



DREAM FISHING
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IWOKE AT 3:45 A.M. BEFORE THE ALARM CLOCK WENT OFF and sat up in the little bed, my head full of Tasmanian dreams: wind, merino sheep in a white opium poppy field, cruising brown trout with foreign accents.

I turned off the clock so it wouldn’t wake my five sleeping teammates, and dressed—pile long underwear and lots of wool, waders and felt-soled boots, a raincoat. My old fishing vest, with its familiar bulges and clinkings, went on last. I clipped a net with a retractable handle to my wader belt, stuffed a knapsack with a camera, extra clothes, and two or three of the miniature bottles of Dewar’s scotch they had welcomed us with the night before, and went out to the narrow hallway to pick out two rods.

There were nineteen of them standing there, each humming with its own specific action inside a sleek aluminum tube. Made of precisely layered and tapered cones of graphite and boron-graphite, with high-tech initials like IM-6, IMX, RP III, and HLS-19 designating a modulus of elasticity here, a taper or tensile strength there, some of these rods were prototypes, and all of them were state-of-the-high-present-art of fly-rod making.

Tyler Palmer, a flamboyant American ski racer in the 1970s, told me once that when he stepped into his bindings before a race he could hear his skis humming to him of how they wanted to perform. Fly rods, like skis, are things to moon over, bridges between dreams of action and action itself, and I cannot even look at one without imagining its particular character in my hand.

I picked out a kelly green 5-weight with a soft tip in case the wind was down, and a fast, prototype 8-weight, with a reel seat of cocabolla wood and a half-wells grip, in case it wasn’t: the former hummed of settling a dry fly onto the nose of a sleeping cherub; the latter of pushing sixty feet of line into God’s own sneeze.

Outside the Team U.S.A. cottage was a calm, early summer night in November under the Southern Cross. It was not yet four-fifteen, but Bronte Park was active. Lights were on in the other team cottages, and other anglers on the early morning shift were trudging in waders through the eucalyptus trees toward the bus that waited for us in front of the main building. I gave my name to the brisk Australian official standing by the bus and was given an identification tag to pin on my vest and a scorecard. Two or three men were already sitting by themselves on the bus, looking sleepily out of windows into the velvety Tasmanian dark. Naomi and Wynonna Judd sang to us over the intercom.

I put my knapsack and rods in the overhead rack and sat down behind Tony Entwhistle, the legendary New Zealand trout guide and a member of the New Zealand team. Like most Kiwis, Tony loves to talk, but this morning he was preoccupied. He gave me a floating nymph he had had some luck with in the practice sessions, and I hooked it into the fly pad on my vest.

“Will you be over this summer?” Tony asked.

“In March or April, I think.”

“Good. We’ll take a few days off and fish for fun.”

Tony and I have had a number of unforgettable days together on New Zealand rivers. One particularly magical one on the Sabine the year before tempted me right then to start bridging memory into thoughts of fishing four or five months in the future, but I was already dream-engaged.

Over the next few minutes the bus filled with fly-rod anglers from seventeen countries. They climbed aboard, nodding to each other, put their rods and knapsacks into the rack above them, and silently took their seats, like commuters in fishing vests. At four-thirty on the dot, the bus pulled out for London Lakes. Over the intercom, Willie Nelson opened the Eighth Annual World Fly Fishing Championship with “Whiskey River.”

My “controller” at the first of the morning’s two beats was a dignified forester named David. It was David’s job to watch me fish for three hours, to make sure I didn’t cheat or stray outside the boundaries of my beat, and to measure, record, and release any trout I caught. It was my job simply to fish for Old Glory.

David and I reached the shore of Lake Samuel at five-fifteen. There was no wind, so I strung up the 5-weight, tied on a No. 14 Red-Tag Beetle in the growing light, and walked down to the edge of the water. My beat was three hundred yards of shoreline, with a flagged stake at either end separating me from other anglers. There was a shallow grassy cove to the left, which was perfect for spotting cruising trout to cast to, and two hundred yards of rocky drop-off to the right for blind casting if no fish showed in the cove. David asked me what I did for a living. I told him I wrote, and also sent people around the world on dream fishing trips like this one.

“This is a competition,” he corrected me. I didn’t feel like arguing.

Two musk ducks splashed thirty yards out in the calm water. In the eucalyptus woods behind us a kookaburra kicked off its maniacal morning chuckling, a sort of birdsong version of P.J. O’Rourke on the subject of Democrats.

There were red and green parrots in those woods, too, and wombats and spiny anteaters. And somewhere in there, his mean little teeth clicking, a Tasmanian devil was finishing off a road-killed wallaby. In the grasses, we had been told, were tiger snakes, a quick and certain end to your fishing day.

And in the water, of course—in the deep black water of London Lakes and the emerald coves I was to fish later at Bronte and Little Pine Lagoons—swimming below the ducks and swans and platypuses and through my dreams for months before coming here and for weeks after leaving, were the big, wary Tasmanian brown trout.

My friend Vance Bourjaily has written truly that bird shooting is a sojourn back into the trance of instinct, and in that trance “if a bird falls, it is like being able to bring back a token from a dream.”

And so it is with fishing: the ancient Saratoga in the rainforest rivers of Cape York, the black bass of New Guinea, the Nile perch and mahseer of Africa and the bonefish of Christmas Island are all—like cow-pond bluegills to a farm boy—tokens, a rod away from dreams. It’s the dreams that give them weight and value.

At 5:28 I slid a pair of amber Polaroid glasses onto my nose, stepped into a lake in the central highlands of Tasmania, opened my ears, and looked for references. Fish are fish everywhere, but everywhere they have different accents. The best you can do is listen carefully and look for references. Fly-fishing is a game of skill, but more than that it is a relaxation of normal attentions and a drift into instinct as absorbing and renewing as sleep.

False-cast, the green rod hummed of leaders straightening two feet off the water and flies dropping as quietly as wishes. On the dawn air was a faint, sleepy scent of eucalyptus burning—a faint haze in the still air, a hush.

“It’s five-thirty,” said David. “You’re fishing, mate.”

I straightened a cast into the haze, two feet above the water, and let it fall.



HEART OF THE OLIVE
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THE HUGHES 500 HELICOPTER FOLLOWS THE FISHY RAPID-and-pool sequences of the upper Tongariro River, passing over cultivated fields, with the three great snow-capped volcanoes of the Taupo basin looming to the east. Within fifteen minutes you’re over the beech-forested, roadless foothills of the Kaimanawa mountain range, then twisting up the valley of your river for the day, a legendary North Island, New Zealand, bush river, its turquoise runs and deep green pools glinting with sun and promise.

The chopper sweeps up the valley like skiing powder turns, scattering trout from their lies in the river. After a while it hovers, circles downward, lets you and Tony Hayes out on a gravel bar, and lifts off, making a little whirlwind of sand on the bar.

You hold your hat and watch it climb out of the steep, beech-dense gorge. Then it is gone and there is no sound other than the river, the trilling of a bell bird and a waterfall’s distant hiss upstream. You stand and let the remoteness soak into you. Only thirty minutes after having breakfasted on venison sausage at Tony’s glorious Tongariro Lodge, you are now a three-day walk from the nearest road or house, in a place visited by no more than ten or twelve humans a year.

You string a rod. Somewhere upstream, maybe in the next pool, lies the biggest trout you have ever seen—ready to rise out of the dark pool of imagination and into your astonished reality. All you have to do then is catch it.
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One of the favorite recipes of the great eighteenth-century French epicure Grimod de La Reynière was called “A Roast Without Equal”: “an olive stuffed with capers and anchovies inside a figpecker inside an ortolan inside a lark inside a thrush inside a quail wrapped in a vine leaf inside a lapwing inside a fat pullet inside a pheasant inside a wild goose inside a turkey inside a bustard, the whole thing to be cooked in a pot with onions, carrots, ham, celery, lard, spices and herbs, hermetically sealed over a low fire for twenty-four hours.”

La Reynière describes the result as “the quintessence of plains, forests, swamps, and the best poultry yard.” And Alexandre Dumas noted that “at the end, one threw away everything but the olive, the apex of quintessence.”

Think of that lark as fly-fishing clear rivers for big trout; the ortolan as having those rivers all to yourself; and the figpecker as having those rivers to yourself in heartbreakingly beautiful country. The olive, then—that apex of the quintessence of fly-fishing for trout—can be nothing other than helicopter fly-fishing in New Zealand. The elements of that quintessential experience, the “plains, forests, swamps, and the best poultry yard,” if you will, that give this olive its particular, ineffable flavor, are solitude, some of the world’s loveliest riverscapes, and sight fishing in air-clear water for big, difficult fish.

Difficulty is the caper at the heart of the olive.
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You and Tony walk the bank slowly and look for fish, staying low and in the trees whenever you can to break your outlines. You find the first one, a brown trout of around seven pounds, in the second run above the bar where the chopper dropped you off. You watch him for a while and see from the occasional white flash of his opening mouth that he is feeding lazily on nymphs. You check your knots, kneel at the water’s edge some thirty feet behind the fish, false-cast out of his cone of sight to measure the cast, then chance your throw, as the French say.

If it is right, the fish will not see the fly line. Twelve feet of transparent leader tapered to four pounds breaking strength will drop the fly three feet upstream of the trout’s nose, and the nymph will sink at the right speed and float without drift (because you have techniqued out the drift; if you haven’t, you can forget the fish) down the fish’s feeding lane and into that white-flashing mouth. Very often, however, your throw is not quite right, and these fish are unforgiving. This time your first cast doesn’t get deep enough. Spotting for you from the bank, Tony says the second is too far left. On the third, the trout is history.

A quarter of a mile upstream, a rainbow trout hangs in the pellucid, turquoise center of a deep pool that looks like it ought to have Tarzan’s Jane emerging from it. Water tinkles into it from a steep, miniature waterfall; ferns trail in its calm edges. The fish is suspended, feeding piggishly in the foam line—a single fish you could die happily after catching—but there is no way to cast to him. You discuss it in whispers, crouching in the brush that here grows so close to the river’s edge there is no room for a right-handed back-cast. There is a small chance you can cover the fish, you decide, if you wade out below the tail of the pool and can manage to squeeze sixty feet out of a backhanded cast with a weighted nymph: the caper at the heart of the olive.

You do it; the huge rainbow inhales the fly, and fifteen minutes later you have run, following the fish, almost all the way back to the bar where the chopper let you out. Finally, Tony nets the trout—an honest nine and a half pounds by the scale in his net handle—and you hold it as carefully as you would a newborn for a picture, then slip it back into the tugging current.

You are now forty-five minutes into your day. Upstream you have seven hours of fishing ahead of you and four or five rough miles. You will see at least four fish today that are over ten pounds, and one giant of maybe fourteen; and you know that there are even bigger fish than that holding in this remote, mysterious, blue-green water. The biggest and most difficult resident river trout in the world, in fact, live in this river, hidden like dreams until they rise up to meet you. Unless you are spending the night on the river, the chopper will pick you up near dusk and take you back to a hot shower, a drink, smoked trout canapés, a baron of New Zealand lamb, a big native Cabernet, and a sumptuous bed.

After a day or two of this, any other trout fishing you may have done will seem like daytime television.
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Tony Hayes has eight or nine rivers he choppers clients into from Tongariro Lodge. Three of these are trophy rivers, where the fish will average seven pounds and an angler on any given day will almost positively cast to a trout of ten pounds or more. On others of his helicopter rivers the fish are smaller, averaging around four pounds, but a good angler might catch twenty of these in a day.

From Simon Dickie’s splendid Poronui Ranch, also on the North Island, clients can be choppered in to one of five peerless bush rivers. On one of these, Simon, Tom Montgomery, and I spotted fourteen fish over seven pounds in a half-day’s fishing. Fifteen minutes of helicopter time from the banks of this river put you in the Jacuzzi on the deck at Poronui with a drink in your hand watching pretty Simone grill the venison steaks or paradise duck breasts.

There are similar delights to be had on the South Island. Ray Grubb’s Lake Brunner Lodge near Hokitiki, Dick Fraser’s Cedar Lodge near Wanaka, Mick Mason’s Motueka River Lodge and Bob Haswell’s Rotoroa Lodge, both near Nelson, all offer guided helicopter access to pristine bush rivers during the day, and world-class wining, dining, and lodging at night.

And for people who don’t want lodge-based fishing, there are a very select number of top independent guides on both islands who specialize in chopper fishing. One of these, the redoubtable Tony Entwhistle from Nelson, has probably done more helicopter fishing with clients than anyone in New Zealand. He believes that chopper fishing has less negative impact on the fragile bush environment than many hike-in fishing trips, which he also guides into some of the same remote areas; he believes, too, that helicopter fishing is all about mystery and dream, and he wants to write a book about it someday called No Footprints in the Sand.

My first New Zealand helicopter fishing experience was in 1984 with another of those independent guides. Vern Brabant took my wife and me up to a South Island river whose name sounds like “Whockamui,” where we camped in an old deer-culler’s shack. For three perfect days we fished to the biggest and most discriminating trout I had ever seen in an untellably beautiful setting. At night Vern would butterfly a trout, plank it on twigs, and run it up the chimney on a branch to smoke while we sat around the fire eating smoked oysters and then fried lamb chops, drinking good Scotch out of tin cups, and listening to the “more-pork” birds and the possums howling in the bush. It would have taken more strength than I have not to become addicted.

New Zealand’s backcountry trout can haunt you as no other fish can do, and the rivers they inhabit can come to possess a part of your imagination and memory. Hughie McDowell from Rotorua is one of the North Island’s best and most experienced helicopter fishing guides. He is also one of the most charming men alive and he owns a poet’s soul. Once on a chopper camping trip to a particularly poignant river whose name sounds like “Myaroa,” Hughie and I took a break from fishing to sit on a couple of boulders and have a taste of single malt from the silver flask his wife, “Knuckles,” had given him. We tasted and sat, tasted and sat, listening to the mesmerizing chatter of the river.

“You know,” said Hughie, “whenever I’m in a bus station, or Los Angeles, someplace I really hate, doing something I really hate, all I have to do is say the word ‘Myaroa’ and I’m here. It’s like stepping into a dream.”

On one of the elegant upstairs walls of the Motueka River Lodge there is a gouache done by a young New Zealand artist named Peter Jewett, who is wise enough, reportedly, to do nothing with his time but paint and fish. This picture is a portrait of the olive: A man stands in a wild stream, his back to us, sunlight on his hat, his right arm, the tip of his rod, and his fly line. He stands on a bar of silver-dollar-sized stones, white, yellow, red, and russet, exactly as they are in the real river. There is a thin plume of silver broken water downstream of his legs, exactly as there should be, and pinpoints of light on the rippled water’s surface.

In front of the man the bar drops onto a white sand bottom; beyond that the water deepens to green and then almost to black against the rock face of the bank.

Silhouetted against the white sand is a huge, dark trout. The angler’s rod is bowed, either in lifting the line for a cast or in striking this fish—this great, once-in-a-lifetime fish, emerged from the black run by the rock face and now here, visible against the white sand for a single moment of possibility. For a moment, dream has become a difficult, one-time opportunity, and there is late sunlight on the thin line running from the mind of this man to the fish, either in offering or in contact.

The name of the stream in the picture sounds like “Rarimea.”
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