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Preface


What is a good angler?

Fly fishing is one of the most fulfilling ways of experiencing nature; it is one of the few activities that allows us to interact with the natural world as a participant rather than as a mere tourist. Because of this, people who fly fish belong to a privileged and extremely fortunate community. But with the privilege of angling and of belonging comes an important individual responsibility—the responsibility of each of us to be as good a fisherman or woman as we possibly can.

This is not, primarily, a matter of angling skills, although the acquisition, use, and sharing of fishing skills do play significant roles. Being a good angler involves much more than being able to catch fish when many other people cannot.

The anglers who are looked up to as the “best” by other sportsmen and women, in addition to being both knowledgeable and skillful, also invariably embody a universal set of ethics—shared values, respectful attitudes, and right behavior—toward the outdoors and the fish, wildlife, and people that inhabit them.

This ethical code of behavior is important to everyone who fishes, because it does not exist merely for its own sake. It is important because everything else depends on it. Without it, fishing would become merely a sport of conflict, and we would be able to take limited enjoyment or satisfaction from it. Eventually, there would come a day when fishing itself would fade away—when anglers would lose access to many of their cherished fishing waters, the general public would turn against our beloved pastime, and the fish themselves would disappear, incrementally but thoroughly done away with by people and interests who care much more for convenience in every form as well as for manmade “assets” of the sort whose value can be readily measured and assessed to the final cent.

Fortunately, in every fishing community, good and ethical anglers abound—people who know how to treat others and who understand and actively defend the natural resources on which our sport depends against threats both small and large. Those who wish to become good anglers need only follow their example.

In my own life, I have been fortunate to have had the example of many fine anglers. Some of these men and women have written books and made videos and are famous in national or even international fishing circles. The majority, however, have never sought any sort of attention, are known only to a small group of fishing friends, family members, or clients, and are acclaimed only by a relative handful of local appreciators who understand their importance.

Although the following pages contain a few of my own fly-fishing experiences, Beyond Catch & Release is mostly the result of all I have learned from good anglers—fly fishers who at one time or another have been more knowledgeable, more perceptive, more patient, more positive, more courageous, more generous, more creative, or just much calmer than myself. In this book, it is with the wisdom and knowledge so generously shared with me by these men and women that I hope to illuminate some of our sport's possible paths through the complications of the twenty-first century. It promises to be an interesting journey—one that requires anglers as a group to remain cohesive as well as adaptable in an environment of rapid social and environmental change, while at the same time never losing touch with the centuries-old traditions that both guide and define us.

We can begin to map our way forward by taking a respectful but critical look at both the traditions and the history of our sport, as well as by agreeing, at least in general, on what makes up the ethic of a good fisherman in today's world. Once we've arrived at that rough consensus, we can then discuss how best to refine and redefine some of our beliefs, habits, and attitudes in order to meet the challenges of tomorrow's world.

I believe that if we are successful, fly fishing will endure throughout this century and perhaps long into the next, prospering and even contributing, at least in a modest way, to the greater well-being of the earth's waters, wildlife, and people.

—Paul Guernsey

December 2010
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The Tradition
of Fly Fishing

You that can angle and catch fish
for your pleasure …

In the beginning, people fished because they were hungry. Fish populations were thought to be unlimited, and the only responsibility a fisherman had was to his growling stomach, and to the growling stomachs of his family, tribe, or village. The only rule he recognized was the one that told him that he better not allow fishermen from other families, tribes, or villages to get in his way.

After a time, however, some European anglers began to play with their food. They decided that fishing was fun, they made a game of it, and they called it “sport.”

As with any sport, a certain level of sportsmanship was expected of the sportsmen and, as with any game, rules were needed in order to keep the players from spoiling their own enjoyment. Although writings about all sorts of fishing, including fly fishing, go back well over a thousand years, the first written angling “code” appeared four years after the time of Columbus's first voyage with the publication of a longish essay entitled “A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle,” or “A Treatise of Fishing with an Angle.” Of unknown authorship, but popularly attributed to an English nun—a prioress named Dame Juliana Berners—the “Treatise” has mostly to do with tackle-making and fishing techniques for the English countryside, and its author was too practical to restrict herself exclusively to trout as a quarry or fly fishing as a method. In fact, the author considered her advice to be so dangerously effective in the taking of all species of fish that, rather than publishing it as an inexpensive pamphlet, she included it in the large and relatively pricey Book of St. Albans specifically to make it unaffordable to the riffraff—or as she termed them, “idle persons.”

While most of the tackle advice in the “Treatise” is now of only historical interest, the final portion, in which the author offers rules on manners, conservation, and landowner relations, is every bit as valid today as it was five hundred years ago:

Here follows the order made to all those who shall have the understanding of this aforesaid treatise and use it for their pleasures.

You that can angle and catch fish for your pleasure, as the aforesaid treatise teaches and shows you: I charge and require you in the name of all noble men that you do not fish in any poor man's private water: as his pond: stew: or other necessary things to keep fish in without his license and good will.

Nor that you use not to break any man's engines lying in their weirs and in other places due to them. Nor to take the fish away that is taken in them. For after a fish is taken in a man's trap, if the trap is laid in the public waters: or else in such waters as he hires, it is his own personal property.

And if you take it away, you rob him: which is a right shameful deed for any gentle man to do, that the thieves and robbers do, who are punished for their evil deeds by the neck and otherwise when they can be found and captured.

And also if you do in like manner as this treatise shows you: you will have no need to take other men's fish, while you will have enough of your own catching, if you wish to work for them.

It will be a true pleasure to see the fair, bright, shining-scaled fishes deceived by your crafty means and drawn upon the land. Also, I charge you, that you break no man's hedges in going about your sports: nor open any man's gates but that you shut them again.

Also, you must not use this aforesaid artful sport for covetousness to increasing or saving of your money only, but principally for your solace and to promote the health of your body and especially of your soul.

For when you propose to go on your sports in fishing, you will not desire greatly many persons with you, which might hinder in letting you at your game.

And then you can serve God devoutly by earnestly saying your customary prayers. And thus doing, you will eschew and avoid many vices, such as idleness, which is the principal cause to induce man to many other vices, as is right well known.

Also, you must not be too greedy in catching your said game as taking too much at one time, which you may easily do if you do as this present treatise shows you in every point. Which could easily be the occasion of destroying your own sport and other men's also.

And when you have a sufficient mess you should covet no more at that time. Also you shall help yourself to nourish the game in all that you may, and to destroy all such things as are devourers of it. And all those that do as this rule shall have the blessing of God and St. Peter.

Which he grants them that with his precious blood he bought.

And so that this present treatise should not come into the hands of every idle person who would desire it if it were printed alone by itself and put in a little pamphlet, therefore I have compiled it in a greater volume of diverse books concerning gentle and noble men, to the end that the aforesaid idle persons which should have but little measure in the said sport of fishing should not by this means utterly destroy it.

Over the many centuries that separate the “Treatise” author's time from ours, self-appointed angling authorities on two continents have occasionally tried to add to her injunctions concerning sportsmanship. One highly successful amendment—or at least, one that has caught on with many of us, and which the author herself probably would never have considered—is the conceit that fly fishing is the “highest and best” form of recreational angling. Another idea that took firm root, but which we may be in the process of losing, is the elevation of trout and salmon as the “most worthwhile,” if not the “only truly worthwhile,” gamefish. Then, of course, there's the concept of catch-and-release angling, which I am fairly certain the author of the “Treatise” would have recognized as a form of “idleness.”

Other proposed strictures, though they may have been popular for a time in some rarified circles, never quite survived as tenets in our accepted canon of traditions. A few that leap readily to mind are the idea that an angler should always cast upstream, the admonition that when the angler did cast, it should always be to a feeding fish, never merely to a promising bit of water, the opinion that wading was rude and that fishing should be done from the bank and, lastly, the oppressive commandment that dry-fly fishing somehow superseded all other methods of fly fishing, and had therefore become the only acceptable way of going about the sport of angling. All these concepts enjoyed something of a vogue on the nineteenth-century English chalkstreams before fading away almost as completely as the notion that proper angling attire should consist of ties, tweed coats, long dresses, and bonnets.

In spite of our sport's traditional and ethical evolution, however, and with the one exception of an implied advisory to kill all fish-eating predators—we know better than that now—the rules that still seem to matter the most today are the same ones the “Treatise” set forth, and which we moderns could probably distill to:

Be considerate of other anglers, landowners, and the general public.

Respect your quarry.

Do what you can to protect fish and fish habitat.

Take precautions for the sake of your own health and safety. Help and teach others.

Enjoy your time outdoors.

The only thing beyond this that's needed is a little friendly, ongoing conversation among twenty-first-century anglers on how best to follow these commonsense guidelines in a time and an environment as increasingly complicated as our own.
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Americans (Re)Learn
the Need for Rules

… which is a right shameful deed for any gentle man to
do, that the thieves and robbers do, who are punished for
their evil deeds …

During the 100 years after the “Treatise” was written, the earliest North American anglers began abandoning a European continent that was full of rules governing the taking of fish—the gentle suggestions in the “Treatise” as well as a raft of harshly enforced restrictions serving to protect the sporting “rights” of the aristocracy—and sailed to a New World where there were few limits on the exploitation of natural resources. American fish, fowl, and other game seemed inexhaustible, and each person was entitled to fish and hunt where and when he or she wanted, using whatever method was most convenient, and to harvest—and sell—as much as he or she saw fit. The sense of freedom must have been intoxicating.

Over the following three centuries, even as sportsmen on this continent were developing a uniquely American tradition of angling, we began to slowly relearn the hard, painful, and inescapable fact that fish are a finite and often fragile resource—that too much killing of fish by too many anglers or by using destructive methods inevitably leads to fewer and smaller fish, that dams would almost invariably decimate runs of such river-spawning ocean fish as salmon and shad, and that raw sewage, industrial pollution, and the stripping of timber from watersheds would render once-productive waters entirely unsuitable for trout and other fish.

For a while, however, these were easy lessons to ignore, as American anglers always had the possibility of moving on to less-pressured waters, which is what many of them did. During the decades following the Civil War, anglers from Boston and New York began riding the new railroads to Maine, the Adirondacks, even to Yellowstone, where they often fished with the same lack of restraint, sometimes involving appalling waste as well as greed, that had already emptied the streams and lakes closer to home. For just one example, after Maine's Rangeley Lakes region had opened as a sporting destination in the mid-1800s, anglers regularly caught more trophy-size, five- to ten-pound brook trout than they could possibly eat or afford to have mounted. But rather than quitting for the day when they had enough, or at least releasing a few fish, they typically carried the “surplus” back to camp, where it briefly went on display, sometimes for an impressive “sporting” photograph, before being tossed into a ditch. Daily catch competitions at Rangeley area sporting camps provided additional incentive for the slaughter.

In 1901, when Maine belatedly got around to imposing a legal limit on brook trout—25 pounds of trout per day per person—it was too little, and had come far too late. Wasteful fishing, in combination with several other manmade environmental problems including the introduction by humans of nonnative fish species, had already all but wiped out Maine's race of giant brook trout.

But Maine was far from unique: Similar tragedies were unfolding all across the continent at around the same time. By the time Maine had been discovered as a sport-fishing destination, industrial dams throughout New England had already begun choking off the great, now extirpated, runs of Atlantic salmon, and New York anglers were busy fishing out the sea-run brook trout streams of Long Island, the lakes of the Adirondacks, and the Catskill Mountain rivers—which were also being heavily damaged by deforestation and industrial water pollution. Meanwhile, in the Southeast, intensive logging and farming in the Appalachian watersheds were causing the destruction by siltation of fish habitat at the southern end of the brook trout's range and, across the continent, post–Civil War settlers in the pristine Yellowstone River region were setting about killing and selling almost unimaginable numbers of wild animals and wild fish. The slaughter of the buffalo is of course a well-known, and now cautionary, American story; fewer Americans know about or mourn the area's millions of cutthroat trout, which were market-fished so intensively with dynamite, nets, and other destructive methods that twentieth-century fisheries managers would soon seek to repopulate relatively empty cutthroat habitat with alien rainbow and brown trout.

OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
Beyond
Catch & Release

ExPLORING THE FUTURE OF FLY FisHING

Paul Guernsey
Photographs by Jim Rowinski






OEBPS/images/Halftitle.jpg
Beyond
Catch & Release






OEBPS/images/9781616082352_Cover.jpg
Be ond
Catch & Release

ExpLORING THE FUTURE OF FLy FisHING

Paul Guernsey





OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf006.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781616082352_uf002.jpg





