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Advance Praise

“This book is a must read for anyone who wants to truly understand the fish we love to hunt. Matt’s unique writing style keeps a subject that could otherwise be pretty boring, interesting and fun to absorb. From tales of his childhood in Poland to the anecdotal tales of the trout, and the endless amount of intense historical data he has compiled. This book will definitely keep you interested and learning. The more you understand about the history and ways of the brown trout the better you will be equipped to outsmart the wiriest of all trout. Matt has a unique intimate style, and I feel I was right there in the tree house with him, and would have pushed him out if I were his cousin.”—Kelly Galloup, author of Modern Streamers for Trophy Trout and editor-at-large, Fly Fisherman

“The sport of fly fishing and the recorded history of its pursuit and passion is much like a tapestry which has been woven by the fabric of its thoughtful and inquisitive participants over a period of thousands of years. Its fabric is spun from the intricacies of developments in its rods and reels, the tapers of its lines and leaders, and the intricate beauty of countless fly patterns thoughtfully crafted by its deans and disciples. It’s a road much loved, explored, and traveled. In Nexus, one of the sports more passionate modern disciples takes us down a road far less traveled. While the writings of rivers, equipment, aquatic insect hatches, fly patterns, and tactics for fishing them have been well documented in our sports thousands of manuscripts, Matt Supinski takes us to a discussion of the core of our sport and a discussion of the fish themselves.

Matt Supinski’s life-long love affair of civilization’s founding fish Salmo begins with his boyhood observation of them and their behaviors from a tree house overhanging a river pool in his native Poland, to New York’s famous Catskill rivers, to the rich limestone streams of Pennsylvania’s Cumberland Valley, to his present day home rivers in Michigan, and to other places in the world where they now swim. Nexus takes readers from the origins of Salmo in Europe to its distribution around the world and discusses how its unique evolutionary adaptability has enabled it to survive and thrive in spite of climactic changes, the rise of civilizations, industrialization, and the destruction of wars which has allowed them to take root and thrive wherever they have been introduced.

While Nexus dives heavily into Salmo’s deeper biological and behavioral traits in both brown trout, trutta, and Atlantic salmon, salar, the book ultimately discusses why these gamefish have earned our respect, love and pursuit of them over the centuries. From the challenges of the chess-like game of cracking the code of selective feeding on a limestone stream to the thrill of a pursuing a predatory “truttasaurus” with giant articulated meat streamers; Nexus is a must read for anyone who enjoys Salmo and their pursuit with a fly.”—Henry Ramsey, author of Matching Major Eastern Hatches

“I can’t think of anyone better to write about our founding fish. Matt Supinski has studied brown trout and salmon for decades, and can explain their similarities and nuanced differences as fluently as a wine connoisseur can describe red wines from the Old World and the New.”—Ross Purnell, editor and publisher at Fly Fisherman

“This is a special book; it takes me back to my youngest days fishing with my father through powerful memories of the early 1950s. Matt’s skilled presentation also imparts fresh insight, intriguing theory, and practical application that even a geezer like me can absorb. His writing style is enthusiastic and passionate, and seasoned with stunning photography.

I fell in love with brown trout on a warm spring day in northern Michigan nearly seventy years ago. A brightly colored brown of about ten inches ate a small Adams and I asked my father if it was a “German brown.” I had caught a brown the previous afternoon from a different creek and he had called it a German brown. This one looked similar but not the same. My father said he thought this fish might be a “Loch Leven” strain fish from Scotland. He told me about an article he had read that traced different plantings in Michigan to two different European sources. The article went on to say that the Loch Leven trout’s black spots usually looked like a smudged, or blurred, letter X. I have looked closely at the spots on brown trout since that day so long ago.

Reading this book is like falling in love for the first time, all over again. It filled me with joy, excitement, and wonder. I am pretty sure you will like it.”—Robert Linsenman, author of Great Lakes Steelhead, Trout Streams of Michigan, and others

“With an impressive breadth of knowledge, Matt Supinski takes his readers on the natal journey of his beloved Salmo, from the dawn of the age to the modern angling sport we now enjoy. Matt draws on his experience from a lifetime of fly fishing, but also shares the wisdom from many of the masters of our sport.”—Jason Randall, author of Moving Water-Fly Fisherman’s Guide to Currents, among others

“I’ve read and utilized all of Matt Supinski’s books over many years, from the Pere Marquette River Journal to Steelhead Dreams and Selectivity. The collective knowledge, global talent, research, theory, and thought that is combined into Nexus is masterful and addicting. Nexus easily represents the passion of his life’s pursuit of steelhead, salmon, and trout, and is Matt’s finest work.”—Greg Senyo, author of Fusion Fly Tying

“Matt Supinski’s knowledge of trout and salmon is immense. Since boyhood, he has explored these species both in streams and rivers and in the pages of angling literature. His newest work displays not only his technical angling side, but his passion for the lore of trout and salmon. Whether you are a home-spun fisherman or a globe-trotting angler, this book will shed light on the fish we love and their impact worldwide.”—Glen Blackwood, owner of Great Lakes Fly Fishing Company

In Brown Trout-Atlantic Salmon-Nexus, author and expert guide Matt Supinski takes fly anglers beyond the sport’s latest trends and fads. Calling on more than four decades of experience chasing trout and salmon in the Western Hemisphere and Europe, Supinski imparts his extensive knowledge and angling skills and lays bare his failures to the serious fly angler. Devotees of the quiet sport need a copy for their personal library.”—Beau Beasley, director of Fly Fishing the Mid-Atlantic: A No Nonsense Guide to Top Waters

“Being the spring creek sculpin founding father and designer on the hallowed Letort Spring Run, also an Atlantic salmon angler, I realize the importance of the aggressive prey-predator relationship that all Salmo’s have when targeting their food in an aggressive manner. Matt’s Nexus book deals beautifully with the aggressive nature and journey with the role and importance the “big meat streamer game” has evolved to in its modern day! It is a must read for the leviathan brown trout and Atlantic salmon chaser.”—Ed Shenk, author of Ed Shenk’s Fly Rod Trouting
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Michigan Ground Zero Brown. Credit: Author
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Foremost to my father Antoni, who took me on weekend jaunts to our favorite brown trout streams, and who learned the fine art of gentlemanly fly fishing while a Polish Army officer refugee after World War II in the British Royal Army in England, where the Rivers Test and Avon gave him the strong Salmo sporting affection. Also to my mentors, who are too numerous to list. But I especially thank the ones I had personal contact with and tutelage from: the late Vince Marinaro, who I fished with on the Letort Spring Run; Carl Richards and the late-night streamside bourbon-fueled intense discussions along Carmichael Flats on my home Muskegon River; and to the true national treasure, Nick Lyons, who taught me how to write and got my first article published in Fly Fisherman back in the eighties. Also to the master Lee Wulff, the true “Salmo salar Buddha re-incarnate,” who I have been blessed to have many a discussion and pick his salar inspired thoughts at the Atlantic Salmon Federation dinners and in the Catskills, where we have our summer home and his magnificent fly-fishing virtuoso wife, a true living salar legend, Joan Wulff, whom I have been blessed. And to Jay Cassell and Tony Lyons for believing in my Nexus concept, and Jay McCullough for the excellent editing.

To Bror Jonsson from Norway, the “Godfather of Salmo,” whose Ecology of Atlantic Salmon and Brown Trout: Habitat as a Template is a must read for the modern ichthyologist. He was so kind to absorb/tolerate my adventurous and bold Freudian Salmo salar theories in my previous book, and be a constant scientific reality reference check and source of inspiration for this book. All in all, so many great minds have had tremendous influence on me and have taught me how to perceive and love these fish and the enigmatic chase the beguiling brown trout and Atlantic salmon will forever lead us on.

Finally to my supportive, tolerant, and loving wife Laurie, creative son Peter, and to all my supporters around the world that read my passionate ramblings, thank you!


Preface

In this beautifully romantic, sometimes anthropomorphic, and one might even call reverential compendium of historical, biological, and evolutionary information, Matt leads the reader through a seemingly endless array of diverse and frequently contradictory information. In his unique story-telling style, he skillfully captures the reader’s attention and keeps the reader wondering what is coming next. Skimming or jumping ahead is no help. By doing so one is only compelled to go back to find what you missed. In the process, long-time anglers will be saying “Yeah, I remember seeing that,” or “I never thought of it that way.” And over and over one will think, “Is that who came up with that idea?” Inevitably Matt feeds the angler tidbits of tried-and-true angling tips mixed with the thoughts of innumerable angling greats that have helped and continue to goad the fly-angler to induce his quarry to make a mistake. After all, neither Atlantic salmon nor brown trout ever eat chunks of feathers, fur, hair, plastic or tinfoil wrapped around a piece of wire, jointed or not. Every time a trout or salmon takes a fly it has made a mistake.

This book goes beyond everything the reader will look for in a how-to book, a scientific treatise, everything Salmo. Regardless of how many useful tips or experiences, this very experienced angler and guide shares it all with the reader. Through his love of both brown trout and Atlantic salmon, Matt introduces the reader to the ever-perplexing “nexus” that connects these two animals. No doubt these fish have been evolving over a very long time and have one thing in common, a long relationship with people. I count myself among the many who have wondered just how much and what kind of selective pressure humans have had in developing the enormous varieties of the Genus Salmo. Is it contact with humans over millennia that have resulted in adaptive mutations that have molded the behavior of Salmo more than any other salmonid? Does this at least partially account for them to be thought of as being more cautions and hard to catch than perhaps any other salmonids? It appears that they may very well have been harassed by human beings over a longer period of time than any of the rest.

As a student in animal behavior I prefer to lump what the author of this book and many other writers on the subject refer to as selectivity, aggression, cannibalism, predation, territoriality, or even moodiness as “optimal foraging.” That is, the animal is simply feeding in the most successful way it can to maximize energy intake from the food available in the environment, all the while minimizing its being eaten itself before it has a chance to get its genes into the next generation.

This in not to imply that Matt and previous writers got it all wrong. On the contrary, it shows how different but complementary things appear when viewed from the perspective of an angler trying to catch a fish on a fly than from the perspective of trying to understand what a fish does to get its genes into the next generation. One can learn a lot through both perspectives. In one case the trout is thought of as “biting.” The hook and the anglers are both involved. On the other case, only the fish and its environment are involved.

Read on for a great adventure that has intrigued anglers for a long and fruitful nexus. Who hasn’t ever seen a trout or salmon rise to a fly and at the last moment turn with a splashy “Oh shit!” refusal. No, it didn’t think. But you did. The fish certainly realized that it almost made a mistake. Have you ever changed flies after a splashy rise only to hook that trout on the very next cast by simply tying on a different fly of the exact same size and pattern? That’s how well a trout can detect the subtle difference of one fly from another. Call it selectivity or a “search image.” Either way it shows how well the trout can see, and how quickly it can learn what is edible and what is not. After all, that is what they do all day long, day after day and year after year. And you wonder why they are at times so very selective? It’s all about survival. Behavioral ecologists call it using a search image.

If there are a lot of bugs on the water, and some are easier to catch than others (cripples?) or some are more plentiful than others, what is the most efficient way to maximize energy intake with the least number of mistakes or waste of energy? If you wanted to pick out the greatest amount of energy in the least amount of time from a box of cracker jacks dumped on a conveyor belt what search image would you use? Wouldn’t you concentrate on the peanuts and ignore the rest? Read on as Matt leads you through a Cracker Jack box full of experiences and memories.

—Dr. Robert Bachman

Lancaster, PA

February, 2018


Foreword

This is pure poetry in text and magnificent images on how Atlantic salmon and brown trout evolved and behave in the always-changing climate of land and riverscapes. Few, if any, love these Atlantic trout more than Matt Supinski. Few, if any, spend more hours of the year watching and hunting these magnificent creatures with a similar degree of passion. Few, if any, seek new knowledge about the Atlantic salmonids with greater thirst. Few, if any, have a more intimate knowledge about their innate and flexible behaviors, all rooted in his early upbringing by the Wieprza River in Poland.

Matt shares his vast experience as the true storyteller he is, easily envisioned by readers while preparing for the next trip to a salmon river. With a text combined with over two hundred color images and twenty fly pattern plates by some of the best nature photographers of the world, readers are taken through the evolution of the Atlantic trouts and how they adapt to their variable environments. This is not just a science book, but a text for fly fishers and anglers that hold a special place for these fishes in their hearts. This is a book for those who hunger to become a more perfect angler. For all these, Matt Supinski’s experience blended with scientific facts is a natural next step, an unbeatable recipe for success.

—Bror Jonsson

February 2018


Introduction

by Tom Rosenbauer

I was a kid nurtured by the worldly tales of Al McClane and Ernest Schwiebert, and Matt Supinski’s writing takes me back to those days, when I could quote entire paragraphs from Schwiebert’s books verbatim because I had read them so many times. Somehow, these guys had the knack of making fishing holes, whether they were in the Catskills or in Bavaria, seem like mystical places, no matter where they were or what the fishing was really like. Matt’s writing does the same things to me, unlike he works of any other modern fishing writer. Not only has he fished around the world in rivers I can only dream of visiting, he tells damn good stories about them, tying in history, geology, and culture. I don’t think it is far-fetched to say he has inherited Schwiebert’s mantle.

Or maybe I like his writing because we both were flyfishing-obsessed teenagers in western New York at about the same time. And we both devoured that new book called Selective Trout as soon as it was published. In those days there were not many kids our age into fly fishing and I find it hard to believe that we never ran into each other on the Wiscoy or Caledonia Spring Creek. So perhaps we both inherited the same kind of fishing nature at an impressionable age because we fished the same waters. Or maybe it’s not nurture, but perhaps nature. Half of my genes are Polish.

I was surprised by the depth of this book. I expected to enjoy the writing. I have never heard anyone speak of a brown trout as a bipolar predator but that description is perfect and a classic Supinski-ism. And only Supinski could quote Lee Wulff and Nietzsche in the same paragraph. And the book has lots more fishing technique and useful nuggets than I expected. I anticipated a philosophical or pop-science comparison of brown trout and Atlantic salmon, which to my taste would account for a pretty boring read. But what I found instead was a tour of the world of brown trout and Atlantic salmon, which is at times a travelogue of some of the most interesting rivers in the world and at times a modern history of flyfishing over the past half-century—something long overdue because it has been a rich and full history with plenty of innovation and a host of interesting characters. Such topics as in-depth discussions of favorite prey items of trout and detailed comparisons of the pros and cons of Euro nymphing (Matt calls it “Slavic nymphing,” but we’ll forgive his chauvinism), indicator nymphing, and sight-nymphing give Matt’s book an unanticipated depth.

I have read many histories of the introduction of my favorite fish to North America, as I grew up fishing one of the first, Caledonia Spring Creek in New York State, but I never knew that the Michigan stocking, contrary to what has been written before, was not a single point-source stocking in Baldwin Creek, a tributary of the Pere Marquette, but in fact the trout were sprinkled over several spring creeks along the train’s journey, including Bigelow Creek and the White River. Not many fly fishers would bother to get into such historical details, and maybe it only matters to nerds like myself (and Matt). But to some of us it matters.

I found his observations of the surface orientation of resident brown trout, Atlantic salmon, and sea-run brown trout all rising to inspect pieces of floating debris on his boyhood river in Poland fascinating. I had always considered brown trout to be the least surface-oriented of all the resident salmonid species, but after diving into this book I realize that it’s more their simple reluctance to feed at times and not their lack of interest in the surface. Thanks, Matt, for sharing these insights with us.

I have always found writings on Atlantic salmon to be either overblown purple prose about the “king of fish” or fawning reminiscences of wealthy sports who thought they were great anglers because they could afford to go to salmon rivers at exclusive camps at the peak of the run. But I became entranced with Matt’s thought-provoking observations of the behavior of these enigmatic fish and the outlandish behavior they exhibit when taking a fly. I still cannot figure out why these fish ever take a fly, especially a dry fly, and don’t agree with Matt’s attribution of playfulness and curiosity to salmon. But he’s caught salmon in many more places than I have and I am willing to admit my ignorance after reading his observations.

And I can say for certain that in the future any Atlantic salmon fishing I attempt will be vastly different. Not only will I try more oddball flies and presentations, I will also apply my powers of observation to the same degree I do to brown trout fishing after reading his statement:

This is a common approach the lethal brown trout angler will take in order to observe foraging predator profiles on clear waters. Unless you are employing a Euro nymphing/mine sweeping/dredge casting technique, especially on fast tannic waters where this technique is highly effective, observing your prey will allow you to notice many subtleties not revealed to sufferers of chronic casting syndrome. Just as you don’t sit in a duck blind or big-game tree stand and shoot your gun constantly to attract your victim, so also stalking and observing must be applied to the salmon game, especially in highly visible waters like the Bonaventure.

This would be a great volume even without visuals, but the amazing photography in here makes me drool uncontrollably. I dearly love photos of brown trout in their widely varying phases and the images here did not disappoint. I don’t think I have ever seen so many brilliant brown trout images in one place, and to have these and those tasty photos of salmon and trout rivers from around the world makes we want to convince some wealthy benefactor to adopt me and set me up with a trust fund so I can see them in person.
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1.   The Passion Begins: The Big Pool and the Tree House

It is nonsense to believe there is a color for every month (this was still a common notion, since the time of the Treatise)—it is not so—for in fishing three mill pools on the same stream, (Big Spring, Pa.) on the same day, I have found, that to be successful, I had to change my fly and the color of it at each pool; and in fishing in the same places a few days after, the only fly trout would rise to, was a small grey one, and to such a one they would rise freely in all the pools. In the early part of the season when the trout is poor, he will run at anything; but towards June he becomes a perfect epicure in his feeding at such time.

—George Gibson, Turf Register (1838)

The summer of 1968 seemed like an enchanted fairy tale that I will forever enshrine for the rest of my life. To this day, my most vivid dreams take me to that surreal period when the vibrancy and magic of the natural world coexisted with how pure and simple life was, and still can be. It was also the time I learned to see and observe wild trout and salmon in their most feral and fascinating state of existence, just as they were millions of years ago.

As a ten-year-old wide-eyed, bushy-tailed, white-haired bialy (Polish for whitey), I was always in search of thrill seeking adventures, forever asking “how come” and never knowing when to stop the chase. It was a summer when I spent time back on my dad’s farm off the Baltic in northern Poland with my relatives, where our families were large land barons and farmers. My dad and mom, who lived through the dark period of World War II and its reign of demonic human terror like the Nazi’s concentration camps and bloody partisan warfare, had made up their minds to go back and resume dad’s master’s degree education and relive the places and things that brought them so much pain and suffering, yet taught them the beauty and resilience of the human spirit. It taught them to forever enjoy the alluring gift of life we take for granted every day. We revisited my mother’s Austria and my father’s Poland to relive all the bedtime stories they told me about the fabulous and mesmerizing countryside, the pastoral farms and valleys, the rivers and mountains, the food and spirits—and most importantly, the gaiety of human life’s celebration of nature and especially in this case, how my passion for Salmo began, which placed an addicting curse on me for life.

As a city boy in upstate New York, my dad had already introduced me to the finer points of fly fishing at the age of six, taking trips every weekend to the fabulous wild brown trout streams of southern New York’s Allegany Mountains and foothills. He taught me how to tie a crude Sawyer’s Pheasant Tail nymph with copper wire and tail fibers with my hands in the field. He also gave me his hand-me-down beater bamboo rod, one of several he acquired while learning to fly fish in England, where he served as a displaced Polish officer, then in the British Army. Fly fishing and bird hunting were his passions. Also, making homemade sausages, which I still seek out as a connoisseur wherever my travels take me. He taught me about wild mushrooms, how to tell a mayfly from a caddis (he called them sedges), and how to pick ripe juicy cherries without the white worms in them.

For me, a mischievous and somewhat cocky young lad, it was a humbling experience. The farm had thatched straw roof houses and barns, animals of all kinds, no running water or electricity—it was back to the medieval times I saw on TV—yup, no TV also! At that time there were no video games, cell phones, or Internet. It was only you and your family and all the fun and misadventures you could possibly muster up in a day. The deep starlit nights of the country, with the Milky Way staring at you like it was in front of your nose kept us star gazing all night, as we descended into sleep out in the meadows with the sheep and cows. Of course to scare the American city boy, my Polish cousins would tell me ghost and Nazi stories until we began to see and hear things that went bump in the night. We even played in old abandoned German Army concrete bunkers, and once came in contact with a land mine which almost took me and my cousins away to the big trout stream in the sky. The local Policia took the mine away live.

But the magic was in the rzeka (Polish for the stream) that ran near the pasture and down the valley from the farm. They were stunningly clean wooded little spring creek jewels and broader rivers adorned with huge European red oak and birch trees lining its banks. It had fast waters, long, slow meandering runs with beautiful vegetation, and one large, deep crystal-clear pool. Here, my little architecturally-minded cousins built a cool tree house over the pool with a swing rope to jump and swim from, but I soon found out how cold the water was, even in the extreme heat of summer. Here you could only do the skinny-dip dive-bombardier plunge on warm sunny days. Most of the time we skinny-dipped in the warmer ponds.
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My father’s stories of the little streams and rivers near the family farm kept me awake at night with anticipation. He said they were full of colorful little red-dotted Brazowy Pstragy (Polish for brown trout) and how it was so tough to catch them. Credit: Arek Kubla

My first day up the tree house I was called an Americanski coura—an American chicken—because I was afraid of heights. But once up there, I was like a king at his throne. Always in search of fish, I noticed the big white mouths of the kype-jawed male brown trout, finning close to the surface near the pools overhanging banks. Bingo!—I’m on a farm with trout, how cool was that? But I had no tackle and started asking my many questions “How can I … blah, blah, blah? Go fishing now, Mom?”

My shining knight came to my rescue the very next day in a beat-up Soviet-issue pickup truck. It was my old retired Uncle Stasiek (Stanley). He was a local game warden who oversaw the stave (fish ponds and lakes), the wildlife, hunting, and of course, the rivers and streams. “So you must be the rybak (fisherman) your mother has been telling me about,” Stanley said. After a warm embrace, he proceeded to show me his sporting cache: Three bamboo fly rods—one from Czechoslovakia, one he built himself, and the other his perennial favorite, an English Hardy. The three reels were all English, along with the leather and wool fly wallets. In these he kept his favorites like the Tup’s Indispensable, Wickham’s Fancy, Iron Blue, Pale Watery, and a leather wallet of gorgeous Atlantic Salmon flies.

“Hate to tell you, but those trout in that big pool are downright impossible to catch in the summer,” he said. “In the spring, they are a lot easier when the water is higher and big muchy”— mayflies—“are on the water. That is when we get some big brown trout. But we can give it a go until the big fish come in.”

Big fish? I wondered what he meant. Some of those Browns I saw in the pool were up to twenty inches long.

“Wojeck,”—uncle—“what do you mean by big fish?” I asked.

“Ahhh, those are the big Losos”—Atlantic salmon and sea trout—“that come to that pool after the strong rains of late August. They are monsters!”

He went on to mention that “the stream” (it really had no name other than that) ran into another river called the “Wieprza,” which ran into the Baltic Sea. The salmon used the smaller stream that ran through the farm as a spawning place with all its very fine gravel. “Now when those first fish come in, you’ll get a good crack at catching one of these. Once they settle into that pool, they have a nasty attitude and are downright impossible to catch. But they are fun to look at and watch swimming around; they are beautiful creatures.”

To this day the Wieprza still has Atlantic salmon, as well as colorful, native resident and sea-run brown trout, despite indigenous salmon in Poland becoming almost extirpated and the rivers heavily polluted by the Communist occupation. Their salmon restoration program has been slow and now is just starting to see some good runs come back with wild reproduction.

My uncle Stanley said if we want to catch lots of fish, there were much easier quarry than the salmon, in terms of fun, like the pike in the farm lakes—they were really easy and fought really hard. But I wasn’t interested, thank you! I wanted the beautiful Salmo.

That first evening my uncle and I went down to his pool and he rigged up two rods and we had a go at it.

“Your mom tells me you are quite the caster.”

“Yeah, I’ve been fly fishing for four years and we have these same brown trout at home.”

“Yes, you Americans took them to the US from Europe—Germany I believe. But they are not as smart as the real European ones,” he said, chuckling.

We threw every fly at the fish we saw without a touch. A few of the fish closely inspected the Iron Blue flies, but ultimately refused them.

“Do you have any smaller flies of the same blue-winged kind?” I asked.

“Nope, these are the smallest I’ve got,” Stanley shot back.

Damn, if only I would have brought my fly tying kit—the trout have been looking the fly over that looks like a BWO, but the ones I saw were a lot smaller, most certainly Baetis or Drunella. At the end of the day, my uncle and I walked back to the farmhouse while he pulled out a big bottle of beer out of his leather sack.

“Want a sip?”
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My cousins and uncles always spoke about the brown trout and Atlantic salmon of their farm stream that ran into the Baltic with a reverence reserved for royalty, believing it was good luck to have these perfect specimens of the Almighty nearby. Credit: Dave Jensen

“Sure, why not?” I replied in the cavalier fashion of a ten-year-old. That was the first sip of alcohol I ever had and man did it taste good! I got a tingle in my toes and a funny feeling like I’ll never forget. As we walked, the stars in the darkness of the valley seemed so close to you that you could touch them—it was a truly enchanted night. In bed, that’s all I could think about were those trout and the real monsters yet to come … monsters, mind you!

The next day I noticed my uncle left me one of his homemade cane rods and a wallet of flies, an English Hardy reel, a small net, and a worn-down spool of tippet material. He wrote me a note my mother interpreted, since I could speak fluent Polish but couldn’t read it. He said good luck with those impossible trout and he’d be back in a few days to persuade me to go pike fishing and pheasant hunting.

Each morning and evening I’d do my best to try and catch those cunning rascals. I trimmed down a few flies to almost nothing, but the hook stood out like a sore thumb. No luck—just refusals. I ended up spending a good part of the time in the tree house watching the trout while lying on my belly—they were a fascinating lot. There were the larger trout that seemed to hold the best positions in the current, often near overhanging brush, along the foam line, and near an undercut grassy bank. The smaller trout tended to go all over and never attained a true lie like the big boys. They were very active, sipping tiny white flies off the surface—midges or Tricos. When the wind swept through the valley in late August, tons of flying ants were all over. The trout really relished them. One evening I did finally get a good fish to take a brown-bodied fly that I chopped to have an ant shape. I think the tippet material was old and brittle and the good brown broke off as it ran for the bank. Although it was an exhilarating moment, it left me in tears for days.

My uncle finally came back and we went pike fishing. We used long strands of rooster cock feathers tied to the hook—white, black, reds et cetera, and caught lots of pike. I think they were pickerel and Zander, a walleye/perch creature of some sort that tasted better than farm-raised carp.

Stanley had two handsome and well-trained German Short Hair pointers that knew how to hunt. His gun was his treasure—a well-polished German over/under 16 gauge. He let me shoot it with his arms wrapped around me to cushion the recoil. The grain-filled grassland farms and hedgerows had lots of bazant—pheasants. They were beautiful, large, fat birds that made for memorable dinners. I controlled the dogs while my uncle did the shooting. I wanted a gun, but my mother bought me a good bow and arrow from the town market vendor, and gave me instructions to “use this to shoot the birds.” I liked it a ton, but trying to shoot a pheasant with a bow and arrow was very sporting. I did get one bird to have a brush of fate with the shaft of the arrow, but that was it. I did shoot a rabbit—and that was way too cool!

As my time in Poland drew short, I returned each day to watch the trout in the pool, hoping a rain storm would come soon to bring up the water for the “monsters.”

Three days of rain finally came and like clockwork, Uncle Stanley showed up in what seemed like a Model-T version of a pickup truck. It was loud, smoky, and had a real creaky stick shift. Out he came with his bigger cane fly rod.

“Let’s go see if the monsters came in,” he said. I could hardly contain myself and I ran down to the stream well ahead of my uncle, who had a limp from a war injury.

“It’s blown out! Crap!” I shouted.

“Mieczyslaw,” he said, calling me by the Polish version of my name, “don’t worry, this is what they need to come up—they’ll be here, trust me! I’ll be back when it’s time.”

Uncle Stanley made good on his promise and showed up one morning while I was still sleeping. Mom said “get dressed, Stanley is here.”

“You don’t want the water to be too clear,” he told me, “it’s perfect now.” Again I ran to the pool, my uncle limping behind me.

They were there! I saw two humongous chrome-hued fish leap. That was the first time I saw an Atlantic salmon close up, and they were beautiful. My uncle loaded up the bigger rod and put on a large, stunning, green English fly.

“This should be the one they want. If not, I’ve got orange ones, and red and black ones. I’ll go first and show you what to do if you get one on—they aren’t little trout, after all.”

After about what seemed like eternity of swinging the wet fly through the pool, he screamed cholera—damnit—as his rod bowed and a chrome silver missile launched out of the pool. We both held onto the rod, but after three jumps it was off—we both looked extremely dejected—me more so, because I’d screwed up by having my hand on the reel knob.

“Szkoda,” he said. What a shame. Just then another strong thunderstorm came upon us. At least I knew they were there.

After a customary lunch of rye bread, Krakowska cold cuts, and my uncle having a shot or two of home distilled vodka-moonshine, he left me one of his old hand-me-down big cane rods and some flies. “Give these flies a try, but remember when they run, don’t hold on to the line, let the drag on the reel do its work. When the salmon is finally tired, beach it and bring it back. They are pink colored in their flesh—the best for the table or smoker! Dobrze?” and he was off. I got it.

In the week or so before we were to depart for the US, I spent every waking moment on the pool and tree house. My cousins thought I’d gone mad and was possessed by the fish, and they were not far wrong. I could never get a salmon to take my fly, but had a few close swipes and good long looks. Mostly I was on my belly in the tree house looking down.

The Atlantic salmon had a definite pecking order and two of the largest ones were at or near the top of the pool. One had a green fly hanging off the side of its mouth—the one I broke off (I think it was a Green Highlander). At times they were completely listless—passive and dormant. Then out of the blue, they would get excited and chase each other. Usually one smaller male in the tail of the pool stirred up the pecking order pot. They seemed to become most restless before a thunderstorm or at evening. During the day they usually just laid there, finning motionless in the current. Their big white mouths and kypes would open wide like they were bored and yawning. When a botchan (European stork) flew by and casted a large shadow on the pool, the salmon would freak out. The same would happen if a hawk flew by. In time, the browns eventually got closer to the salmon and went about their day of selective feeding, almost as if the salmon weren’t there.

[image: images]

The Atlantic salmon were the main attraction in the pool. Like a bunch of aristocrats, they pushed the resident Browns to the fringes and tail-outs and took up residence in the current flow of the bubble foam right at the heart of the pool. Credit: Arni Baldurson-Lax-A

When our time in Poland came to end and the families hugged at the train station where the trains would take us to Warsaw, and then a plane to Amsterdam and New York, our tears ran freely, and the memories of those special times still run through my mind. I felt for the first time in my young life the hypnotic spell and power that nature had on you when you carefully and quietly observed its perfect essence. I also learned how to yearn to be back in the freedom and democracy of America after experiencing a totalitarian communist rule of bullshit corruption, propaganda, and terror worthy of the Nazis.

From those memorable summers of my youth to my life today as a fly-fishing guide, I learned to respect the magnificence and awe of the magical world of selective brown trout and Atlantic salmon. Now, as then, observing patiently and precise presentations brings me as much joy and tranquility as the catching—quite often more.

That deeply affecting journey of my youth taught me to understand the crux and foundation of the selective process. Observation, inquisitive thinking, the unfolding empirical process—and most importantly, deductive reasoning were firmly instilled principles in my mind. Applying these key principles to solve the riddle of the “whys,” “how comes,” “did you see that?” and the “I bet if I tried this,” caused me not to overreact, but to spend much more time watching and less time fishing. When I was confronted with an angling problem, I chose to find the fundamental things I was doing wrong, or sought the advice and wisdom of the old timers—I stalked them on every trout stream I visited and drove them crazy with my questions.
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Credit: Dave Jensen

Ironically, later in my life, that Polish tree house of my youth was transposed to the hallowed viewing benches alongside the Letort Spring Run along Fox’s Meadow in the enchanting Cumberland Valley Limestone Country. Here, Marinaro, Fox, and their high court of astute Letort regulars would play the “game of nods.” Trying to hook giant brown trout with 8x–10x Tortue French tippets, size 24 Jassids, and delicate bamboo rods in swirling back eddies of the limestone spring creeks was not easy stuff, but a highly technical game of puddle casts and hands-and-knees presentations. This “think tank” of Letort regulars would be entertained by the extremes of the unfolding selectivity process that continues to amaze me as a lifelong theoretical fly fisher.

In the early 1980s a tree house of sorts played a major breakthrough to how brown trout behave, feed, and go about their daily routine. Dr. Robert Bachman, doing his dissertation at Penn State University, built a tree house tower along the very fertile and wild trout rich spring creek waters of Spruce Creek, Pennsylvania. Here he developed models explaining the behavior and movement of wild trout and how they interact with stocked trout. His research won “Best Paper Award” by the American Fisheries Society, and gave fisheries biologists and anglers around the world a better understanding of the complex world of trout and their environments. Bachman summed up the pool/structure dominance of aggressive browns by the following in his research:

The foraging behavior of wild brown trout in Spruce Creek reflects the profound effect that current has on the energy fish must expend while living in a lotic environment. The restricted home range of individual fish, the discrete nature of the foraging sites within these home ranges (pools), and the large proportion of time the fish spend feeding stationary in foraging sites suggests that energy expended by the wild brown trout may be a principal determinant of growth rate and population density.

My hope for this book is to take the novice and seasoned brown trout and Atlantic salmon lover and fly fisher into an appreciative thinking, theoretical world where the angler can enjoy watching and solving the multi-faceted task of understanding and stalking these two closely-related cousins that most people never associate as a nexus of one fish—Salmo. The predator/prey relationship with the fly fisher and his or her Salmo quarry is a bond that evolves by the constantly-changing ecological conditions and the evolutionary molding of a Salmo’s behavior through this interactive process of understanding the complex beasts they are and how to form a predator fly fisher’s strategy for success.

A trout does not eat in the manner of humans, or even as animals do. Humans have worked out a very satisfactory way of eating. We sit in a comfortable chair before a solidly-positioned table on which are displayed, within easy reach, all the food that we may need for a full meal, and we do not need to spend much time at our eating. It is usually a very relaxing and pleasant affair. We do not go rushing about the dining room for endless hours, plucking a little bite here and there, tasting some, inspecting some, eating some; sometimes spitting out some that we do not like. A trout does all this and more. He is forever sorting out things, constantly bringing all possible food under close scrutiny; and he questions every bite that he gets. Eating, for him, is not a simple matter. His dinner table is always in motion, sometimes very fast, and heaving violently. The bits of food coming his way are moving just as fast as the table. Then there is the endless exertion to hold his place at the table. He is not allowed to remain there but must move his entire body, sometimes a distance of many feet, to obtain something from the moving table. And always, there is that recurring crisis of inspection and decision-making. All this is usually concluded by an amazing skill displayed in the act if interception, gracefully executed with consummate ease and precision. —Vincent Marinaro, In the Ring of the Rise (1974)
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As the Ice Age retreated, northern Europe and the Atlantic/Baltic corridor began to look a lot like it does today with stunning flowing rivers and forests. Credit: Albert Pesendorfer


2.   The Dawn of Salmo

The Eocene Ice Age was a time of volatile climactic change 33.9 to 55 million years ago that saw Mother Earth make her real big move toward the metamorphosis of a new world ecology. Taken from the Greek word Eos, or dawn, it is here that our infatuation with my subject matter’s journey begins.

The greenhouse gases of carbon dioxide and methane we place so much focus on today, were at all-time highs, despite not having civilization’s altered destructive influence, and played a significant role in the giant roller coaster from global warming to the icehouse cooling that took place once the carbon dioxide levels dropped. Much of what happened then and what is trending today makes us wonder and feel quite insignificant in the grand scheme of the earth’s evolution over the millennia.

It was a time that saw the earth’s tremendous warmth grow vast forests from the North Pole to the South Pole, as many climate change prophets today are predicting will occur. It was a balmy environment where palm trees grew in the northern hemisphere and the oceans were warm and teeming with all sorts of aquatic sea monsters. Once the Ice Age took place, we saw deciduous forests, more hearty and adaptable to the volatile weather extremes, replacing the tropical evergreens.

But as the Ice Age soon developed, large glaciers of snow and ice began to cover most of the northern hemisphere, as the Arctic and Antarctic polar caps began to take over. The global hot house turned eventually into a frigid icebox. Some flora and fauna species of the warm tropical earth became extinct. But Darwinian survival and adaptation created salmonids, a refined strain of organisms more masterful and fine-tuned to their environments than previously before.

In its forests and on the new wide open valleys, where mounting glaciers started to run their course, the new dawn saw the introduction of the modern hooved animals that became prototypes for modern cows, horses, bison, and elk. Creatures such as artiodactyls, though smaller in size, became the forerunners of the modern farmworking animal.

In the seas, Baltic amber and other precious gems where also created during this period, allowing today’s jewel lovers to admire and collect them for their magnificent jewelry. My European mother Natalia had a special fondness for these amber stones and always proudly wore them when we went to formal events.

If there were ever a shrine to be built for a time that created good fortune and opportunity for us piscatorial angling addicts, it would be dedicated to this Eocene Ice Age era. It eventually resulted in the creation of millions of rivers, lakes, and seas that we have come to love and worship. These hallowed aquatic jewels were carved out by the compelling and energetic glaciers. The once-giant supercontinent of Laurasia started to break apart and give us a semblance of the new world geography, as Eurasia, Greenland, and North America started to shape into today’s now-familiar shapes.

As if the master artist of creation didn’t find these jeweled aquatic masterpieces perfect unto themselves, they were surrounded by a canopy of deep green forests, lichens and ferns, as they flowed through tall mountain coulees and ravines of boulder-strewn cascading runs, ultimately ending in smooth, long, serene pools and winding river valleys onward to the sea and oceans. It was here that the “dawn of Salmo” gained access to many evolutionary niches to exploit for superior zoological development.

Once brown trout established a dominant inland river and lake niche, their inquisitive migratory natures had oceans and seas at their disposal, which eventually developed a strong urge for them to be migratory nomadic wanderers, adapting an anadromous lifestyle, far away from the small gentle streams and brooks of their Salmo birth. Here they relished their newfound deep-sea environments to grow large and strong, and feed on the bounty of pelagic (Greek word for “open sea”) baitfish and rich crustaceans. Their great swimming agility could reach thirty miles per hour as Salmo salar, though sea-run browns were slower homebodies.

They eventually crossed hemispheres to establish colonies in what would eventually become the Americas. Their mocha orange and colorful mosaic red and dark spotting gave way to a sleek sheen of silver, aqua blue with a gunmetal gray back. This deep ocean translucency attire gave them the predator cloaking that made them such proficient hunters of the seas.

But eventually the unyielding life force bond with the rivers brought them back to their natal river origins. Back to the waters of their blood kin, who never left and still had their colorful resident mosaic spotting attire. As if to celebrate their return, their spirit would give them super powers to leap tall waterfalls unimaginable to negotiate. It is through such magnificent feats of nature that the conquering Roman legions gave them the Latin name salar, or “leaper,” along with primal man’s awe and veneration, as expressed on artistic cave wall drawings and animal skins.

The magnificent flowing rivers that unites and evolved the salmonids has also influenced mankind in spiritual ways. Throughout folklore we find the worship of rivers and powerful waterways. In my boyhood neighborhood of the mighty Niagara, local lore has it that a young Seneca Indian maiden, Lelawala, was a sacrifice to the gods of the river falls. Another telling indicates that she was saddened by her husband’s death, and the strong hypnotic pull of the falls caused her to ride her canoe over the edge. As a boy playing and fishing near these roaring waters, we often found floating bodies of those that took the leap of death, for whatever reason, near the spinning trap of the whirlpool below the falls.

Thus rivers have forever been etched romantically into the dreams and piscatorial spirits of anglers and artists alike since the dawn of mankind. Many throughout history, including this author, have often found them to be a surreal experience. Whether by sitting next to babbling brook or thunderous waterfalls, or wading in a classic freestone river in pursuit of fly waters, we feel and become a part of their mystical nature.

In his masterpiece A River Runs through It, Norman Maclean wrote “I am haunted by waters.” It is in this draw and addiction to the flowing river, with its soothing sound or a thunderous aquatic waterfall crescendo, that these waters unleash their hydro hypnosis. The emotional identity and bond that flowing waters brings to our trout and salmon, as well as humans, is spiritual, and perhaps relates us to our strong ties with cetacean whales on both an intelligence and mammalian bond. Simply put, all living organisms eventually evolved from the seas and oceans. That alone can explain our strong hermetical bond.

The further uplifting and fine tuning of the modern Alps, which originally began 650 million years earlier in Eurasia, along with the glacial and plate tectonic upheaval, gathered more and more rivers, lakes, streams and mountain ranges to the creator’s artistic canopy. As the Eocene ice age eventually declined and the earth began to stabilize into its modern Holocene era, the stage was set for the dawn of primal mankind.

But quietly through all this cataclysm, emerging gloriously and serenely, was the masterpiece of the piscatorial wonders. With all the beauty and magnificence of nature, deep in the clear mysterious waters, the first quivering and swimming glimpses of them appeared. With their beautiful mosaic-like spotting and colors, streamlined bodies, and their unique facial kypes, they must have been a magnificent and mystical sight to witness. Here was the genesis and template of the new world order for the dawn and creation of the first trout and salmon to swim the earth.

Perhaps these hallowed creatures made their first appearance in the dense fog of the icy cold blue waters of a Nordic fjord, as they ambushed a school of herring for a meal. Perchance it occurred on a small glen side brook in Scotland, were the deep lichens, heather and mosses covered the grayish ancient Moine rocks that layered the brook’s ravine.
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The dawn of Salmo trutta of the forested streams and brooks. Credit: Rich Felber

But it is without doubt they loved the deep dark ecological setting of the sandy soiled, glacial till spring creeks in Germany’s Black Forest and central Europe. Here the dense red European pines and white birches perfectly veil and cool its waters. Here they camouflaged themselves next to the tight, woody structure and gravel runs, like perfect sit-and-wait predators, as the dean of these fish, Norway’s Dr. Bror Jonsson, describes them. Here, on these enigmatic capricious waters, where fly presentation is not always easy, their predator/prey relationships became refined.

These small streams were developmental laboratories where they precisely timed the energy and movements necessary to attack a sculpin like a kill artist, or daintily sip, their mayfly meals with a fine rhythmic staccato in the gentle-flowing, schnapps-clear waters. These spring creek waters were, as a Wyoming preacher once described them, “God’s special brew.” They had constant cold water temperatures from underground calcium carbonate caverns created millions of years before. The surrounding streamside garnish bouquet of bright green watercress were the marketplace shelves that housed the precious food of dainty nymphs and scuds. Its fallen wooded banks became shelter and ambush points for our subject to seek larger carnivore prey. Above all this was the dense pine canopy of the Schwarzwald, as the Germans call it, which veils its waters like a proud mother. All in all, it was the perfect evolutionary and adaptation ecology.

It was during these times as the ice ages receded, here for the first time the earth witnessed the birth of the modern trout and salmon nursery rivers that became the gravel cradles of their creation. These pristine, crystal-clear waters, which rippled and churned capriciously over and through fine gravel, rocks, boulders, and glacial till sand, anointed the fish with the blood bond of the natal river.

In hindsight, this habitat was the foundation of the beloved home waters of my youth, which took place from New York to Poland, Pennsylvania to Virginia, and finally in my adulthood, today in Michigan were they found their western hemisphere invasion. But wherever they mystically emerged, the fish were finally here. Salmo, for all practical purposes, were civilization’s first founding fish, and since then we have come to love and enjoy these beautiful and enigmatic creatures. They are a very special creation that continue to captivate us, hopefully forever.

Salmo fario was the early name given to the brown trout of the forested brooks and rivers in Europe. Fario, in the Spanish Latin text means “everything.” I often ask fellow trout bums to describe the perfect trout—the brown trout is always their unanimous reply. It has an unmistakable striking beauty that many an artist and musician has scored and painted. It has the delicious flesh that world-renowned chefs have come to relish. But, it is in its unique quality of a bipolar predator, simultaneously displaying savage aggression, or the elusive and enigmatic picky discriminator of minutiae, that has driven the fly fisher to tears on many occasion. Here adaption, migration, elusiveness, and assimilation fuse together to form cunning, enigmatic behaviors that are forever ongoing in the “live knowledge” phase of fly fishing, as described by the British angling great G. E. M. Skues.

Eventually Salmo conquered and infiltrated the ecosystems where they were naturally or exotically introduced, and thus formed a strong bond with its admirers, but sometimes a love-hate relationship with those who eventually embraced and adored them, as we shall see in the historical chapter. My book is a journey into the enigmatic and mystical world of the Salmo—what makes them so unique and connected, and how to crack the code for ultimate fly-fishing enjoyment. It is a journey to discover how we can embrace these magnificent creatures from all facets of the cultural, historical, culinary, and artistic pursuits. Now and hopefully forever, Salmo will always be ours to enjoy, as they fuel the thoughts, hopes, and dreams of the often delightful, yet perplexing experiences with them that we have come to adore and appreciate, no matter where in the world we encounter them.

The Blood Bond of The Rivers

From my boyhood onward, these magnificent Salmo beasts of perfection played a powerfully influencing role throughout my life. At first I thought it was a very nostalgic sentiment that had resonated and bonded this fish with me in such a serious and profound way, but as I traveled the world and fly fished in many inland rivers, lakes, streams, maritime tributaries, and exotic destinations, wherever I come in contact with anglers and artists of all kinds, almost everyone shares such a profound affinity and respect for Salmo.

The genetic and behavioral blood bond of the rivers in the Salmo’s evolutionary process is perhaps what unites these fish. Carolus Linnaeus in his tenth edition of Sytema Naturae of 1758 simply broke out the Salmo group into stream or Brook trout (fario), river trout (trutta), sea trout (eriox), and anadromous salmon (salar). Back when Linnaeus started his monumental work, there were more than sixty synonyms for varieties of brown trout and more than twenty varieties of Atlantic salmon. Salmo’s incredible ability to explore, infiltrate, and dominate different habitats throughout the world makes it difficult to classify them. Their colorations and markings, brightness of red dots or marbling, sometimes causes the layman to confuse them for brook trout and chars.

So the brown trout in Sweden and Norway are Salmo microps/mistops, and the in Italy and southern Europe are more probably Salmo visovancensis. One only needs to go to Facebook and to the “Brown Trout Nation” page started by good friend Ethan Cramer, to see the unique colorations and spotting in posts from all over the world. This variation exists more in Salmo than any other fish perhaps, thus making it difficult for ichthyologists to pinpoint their exact evolution and origin.

Take for instance the magnificent marble trout of Slovenia and in other Adriatic rivers in Albania, Croatia, and Italy. These aggressive carnivorous Browns can grow to very large sizes and are absolutely beautiful species endemic to that area. But due to the constant wars, agricultural runoff, and industrial pollution still haunting some territories since the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe, their populations are declining. Fisheries managers often introduce Atlantic brown trout to these waters to provide larger trout populations, especially where fly fishing is popular, since the these trout are much more hearty and adaptive. Thus the reproductive barrier or divergence in Life Survival Strategy (LSS), does not isolate the two and allows hybrids to appear and grow faster than the purer, native marble trout strains.

Though the blood bond of the rivers is one strong constant in the formation of brown trout and Atlantic salmon populations, the intermixing with migratory ocean and sea/lake populations can evolve into different and uniquely separated lifestyles. In Italy’s Po basin on the Garda Lake, Salmo carpio, known as carpione, have learned to adapt to deep lake or shoreline gravel-bar spawning, thus forgoing the need to migrate up river systems to accomplish procreation. It does not appear that the Salmo carpio interbred with Atlantic sea trout strains for lake- and sea-dwelling adaptation, and thus evolved all by itself. There are other similar species in the Black and Caspian Seas like Salmo trutta caspius and trutta labrax. Often when brown trout populations do not have favorable riverine spawning opportunities, they execute localized spawning and feeding adaptations.

Here on my Michigan home waters of the Torch Lake and its river systems, and on lake systems similar to the Rangeley Lake systems in Maine, landlocked Atlantic salmon and brown trout cohabit the ideal crystal-clear glacial waters. It is here on these waters that a client of mine, as I was guiding him, caught what is still today’s IGFA world record landlocked Atlantic salmon, coming in at twenty-six pounds, twelve ounces. We chase these landlocked salar and browns during upriver or estuary spawning migrations, or while they feed close to shore in the spring.
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The morphological beauty of Salmo trutta—this one showing marble trout markings. Credit: Albert Pesendorfer

But while the numbers of Atlantic salmon seem to be quite high during this time, we rarely see the large lake-dwelling brown trout that trolling anglers and charter captains catch on down-rigging at deep depths fifty to one hundred feet. Keep in mind that Torch Lake has depths to three hundred feet, and icy blue cold and warm waters make a perfect mix favoring excellent macro and micro vertebrates and invertebrates. Baitfish of all kinds, small perch, sticklebacks, and the nymphs of large Hexagenia mayfly make up a bulk of the diets, along with freshwater crustaceans. The incredible clarity of these waters also aid the rapid growth of phytoplankton and zooplankton, which fuel the entire food chain.

Despite the absence of large river systems feeding the lake, which would be conducive to natural reproduction, the lake-dwelling wild brown trout exist in excellent numbers and have been known to gain sizes of close to thirty pounds. Through further polling of lake charter fishermen, who continue to catch these larger lake brown trout through the fall in the open water or near rocky shoals with current, where they have learned to spawn, it is obvious that these brown trout are leading similar lifestyles as their cousins in the Po basin’s Garda Lake. Though we have seen the strong bond with the rivers as the predominant lifestyle survival strategy unifier, these unique divergent adaptable populations that spawn in lakes continue to stump fishermen and biologists alike.

It is also interesting to note by all the tens of thousands of scientific studies featured in Bror and Nina Jonsson’s scientific masterpiece Ecology of Atlantic Salmon and brown trout, the question of whether Salmo evolve from the sea or fresh water, or were anadromous and migratory right from the start, will never fully be concluded. But the overlying theme here is that the evolution of Salmo has momentum and direction and always projecting adaptation from a straight line. This sums up and conversely refutes Darwin’s niche survival of the fittest and particulate inheritance theories. Salmo seem to abide no rules but their own.

Habitat and its variables influence evolutionary histories; Salmo’s physiology and uniquely adapted behaviors have led to its success. In addition to geographic, climatological, and ecological variables, Salmo have done very well to adapt and dominate. Brown trout have been much more successful since they have the ability to regulate a phenomenal amount of different environmental circumstances than do the more highly-specialized anadromous Atlantic salmon, which have a much more distinct and refined lifestyle and are thus less favorable to a broader adaptation.

Salmo’s Appearance: A Morphology of Beauty by Design

When we admire the delicate and often savage beauty the animal world bestows on us, our curiosity often leads us to the truly unique attributes of their initial procreation and birth that were fine tuned for survival. Both brown trout Atlantic salmon are freshwater spawners, either in a potomadromous lifestyle (freshwater lake to river), or anadromous lifestyle (maritime to river). As we discussed earlier, some Salmo never leave the lake environment, which is usually quite rare, and caused by the absence of suitable riverine spawning applications.
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Browns and Atlantic salmon develop a similar appearance when they migrate to seas and large rivers in their ever-adapting search for food chain dominance. Credit: Jessica DeLorenzo

They spawn after a long period of feeding throughout the spring and summer. As light levels and water temperatures affect the pineal glands and endocrine system, they migrate for spawning in the fall and winter. This all depends on the extremes of their climactic range; the influences of global climate change is now taking on a more specialized role and behavioral modifier, and that in turn is transforming the way anglers plan for migratory timing. Luckily Salmo are more ahead of the adaptation curve than mankind will ever adjust to, and are already showing variations in their life survival direction. What is so beautiful about the Salmo is that they can spawn and grow to very large sizes with multi-year class development stages, which is so opportune for population recycling, longevity, and sporting opportunities for the angler.

The Atlantic salmon is in direct contrast to the Pacific salmonids, which die after spawning. Pacific salmon also have very fine-tuned dietary requirements that often can be the death knell for their existence, in comparison to the adaptability of Atlantic salmon and brown trout. We’ll discuss this more as we open up the chapters on the Great Lakes and how the exotic invaders of quagga and zebra mussels are devastating the plankton populations, which are inversely impacting alewife predator-prey baitfish relationships.

The blood bond of the rivers draws the brown trout and Atlantic salmon to seek swift, flowing, crystal-clear, gravel-laden waters. Here they search for the perfect depth, dissolved oxygen, and spawning gravel to dig spawning redds as hydrological incubators. Brown trout and Atlantic salmon have an innate sense for detecting the ideal siltation substratum, metabolic waste filtering, and life-sustaining oxygen for their river incubators. When cohabitating rivers, as is often the case with the Atlantic and Baltic seaboard, brown trout will often spawn earlier in the fall than the later spawning salmon. A good rule is October and November for the browns, November and December for Atlantics. Certain species of brown trout, as the giant lake dwellers of the Seeforellen strain coming from the German Alpine range, and others with very long river migrations, have been known to spawn well into January and February.

Once hatched in the late winter or spring, the sac fry will live off the embryos and eventually begin feeding on minute riverine invertebrates such as midges and plankton, until they are eventually large enough to eat mayflies, other insects, and smaller prey.
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Although at first glance they may seem identical, juvenile Atlantic salmon (top) and wild brown trout (bottom) have distinctive characteristics. Credit: Fran Verdoliva-Nydec

The bond of the river again gives both brown trout and Atlantic salmon nearly identical natal upbringing scenarios, since they will share and inhabit similar river and stream ecologies that have identical food sources and will require the necessary predator adaptations to grow. This is a fine-tuned life survival force that resident brown trout modify and perfect. Keep in mind Atlantic salmon parr and yearlings can stay in the river system for up to five years, as documented in many extremely northern nursery waters such as Labrador and Kola, Russia. Here they act and look just like resident brown trout and are often misidentified as such. Their behavior is also identical in the predatory mode. But the strong pectoral fins of Atlantic salmon allow them to stay in very quick rapids and riffles usually shunned by the brown trout, which favor more placid waters.
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A magnificent Lakselfan Norwegian salar, caught by Arni Baldurson. Credit: Arni Baldurson-Lax-A

What is unique in the salmonid world is the tendency in Salmo homing behavior to return to natal areas for spawning. Some resident brown trout might only have to go several bends up or down the river to find suitable spawning habitats, while others will travel long distances through valleys and rivers until they find optimal environments in small, gravelly, well-oxygenated brooks. Atlantic salmon demonstrate the most extreme homing tendencies, especially when it comes to long migrations to the ocean and seas, and especially on long river systems. Atlantic salmon used to travel over one thousandmiles to breed in the upper water tributaries of the Loire, Rhine, and Rhone River valleys in Europe.

Migratory ocean/sea brown trout typically live near the coastal waters and usually do not migrate long distances to spawn in short-distance ocean estuary/river environments. In Scandinavia or the Northern European Baltic, they spawn very close to large bodies of water as low as 150 feet above sea level.

The Magical Spawning Dance

The brown trout and Atlantic salmon spawning process is truly a magnificent ritual of nature. The female is extremely focused in her search for the perfect combination of gravel and flow to give her offspring the ideal conditions for their survival. I often spend much time watching the female. Once she is in the general vicinity, which in the wild can be as close to several hundred yards where she was originally hatched, she will usually dig several gravel areas before settling on the final redd. As she digs it perhaps a foot deep, a territorial dominant male that has already usually been watching and guarding the area chases away smaller fish who are eager to get into the spawning frenzy.

Once fully ready, she squats to release the eggs. The male quickly comes in, quivers next to her body with his kype jaw mouth completely open, and releases sperm to the eggs, which glue themselves to the bottom. It is the magical dance that I’ve recorded on video and is seriously a magnificent sight to watch. Immediately after this natural ecstasy, the female moves above the redd and digs more gravel to cover the eggs, being very careful not to take gravel too large that will suffocate and smother the future progeny. One large alpha male can move from female to female and service them to ensure prime alpha genetic domination in the gene pool.

Once spawning is complete, both male and female will leave the spawning grounds to quickly feed and put on the lost weight that the hardship of spawning has placed on their physiology. Note that Atlantic salmon and brown trout in the north Atlantic and Baltic rivers, and in the Canadian Maritimes of Québec and Labrador, can literally go twelve months without feeding during a long anadromous migration.

Once the alevins and fry hatch and start feeding on small midges and plankton, they start forming parr marks, which will stay with them between one and four years under riverine lifestyle. As I witnessed from my Polish tree house as a boy, where both anadromous Atlantic salmon and resident brown trout existed, they separated themselves almost perfectly by the protocol of nature. Each preferred different flows and feeding/holding profiles, which I have termed Predator Foraging/Holding Profiles (PFHP), which will help us understand their behavior later in the book.

If the browns and Atlantics are migratory, the parr stage leads into the smolting process, which usually takes place in the spring/summer of their final year of riverine life. Probably triggered by the pineal gland and melatonin biological clock system as daylight hours grow longer, their coloration goes from parr marks to beautiful spotting and red dots to a silvery-sided attire with dark gray backs to camouflage them once they reach large bodies of ocean seas or lakes. Spring usually brings storms, slow runoff, and higher water flows, which also aids downstream migration.

Atlantic salmon spend anywhere from one to four years at sea before returning to their natal rivers. Migratory sea-run brown trout often come back the first year or in the same year that they leave the river, since they spend much time in near-shore feeding grounds along the cold drop-off thermoclines. The Atlantic salmon travel thousands of miles to either Greenland or the Faroe Islands, depending on their rivers of origin. North American and Icelandic populations head to the rich pelagic baitfish feeding grounds off Greenland, whereas the Europe’s population salmon end up going to the Faroe Islands.

The Visual Salmo: Beauty Is Skin Deep

A very big part of the Salmo mystique lies in their diverse beauty. If you take a stunning brown trout from a specific river system and measured all their spotting, you will see that number varies considerably from one organism to another. Here we have a gene that can give that trout many spots smaller in size, whereas another allele can give it fewer spots but larger ones. Specific strains often have a carryover phenotypic general look.

On my home rivers here in Michigan are two strains: the Gilchrist and Wild Rose, which are uniquely different. The Gilchrest is a recent feral strain that has its origin from the original Northville federal hatchery that introduced the German brown trout Bachforellen to the Western Hemisphere. It had a predominant small spotting, red dot, white circle spotting formation, with a high degree of adult parr mark sequences.

On the other hand, the Wild Rose domesticated strain has larger spotting with marble and blotchy forms, which conveys a more leopard-like appearance.

Both are uniquely gorgeous in their own right. But as we come to learn and admire more about Salmo, these characteristics give us a more complete picture of how these phenotypic variables mutated to design the artistic palette of each beautiful brown trout and Atlantic salmon.
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The freshwater new horizon for Salmo salar—Michigan’s Great Lakes frontier and glacial lakes
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Torch Lake salar. Credit: Author

Brown trout and Atlantic salmon in the riverine environment from alevin to the parr state can look almost identical. It is perhaps in this reason that when most states and countries throughout the world set fishing seasons for Salmo, they always coincide together since the angler has such a great propensity to label the two together even under very selective criteria. It often takes a trained biologist to separate the two. Anadromous and potomadromous specimens with their silver blue sheen on the sides and sparse, irregular, and marbled X spottings can even be more confusing. In the two states I know best—my current home of Michigan and native New York State—the brown trout season usually closes on September 30. You will find Atlantic salmon usually under the same closure due to the fact that both of them spawn from October to January.

[image: images]

A perfect trutta specimen from my Michigan home waters of the Muskegon River. Credit: Author

Let’s look at some simple ways of identifying the two species from a layman’s perspective. From a broadside view the dark spotting in red dots with white circles, or red blotches in clusters, can be almost identical in both the browns and Atlantics. The eyes are also quite similar, being dark with big gold rim. But looking closely at Atlantic salmon, you will notice that they their eyes have a tinge of ultramarine blue, and that their mouths are shorter. The dark spots of the opercula, or gill cover/cheek, which are very prominent, tends to be more conspicuous and darker in Atlantic salmon than the browns.

A very surefire way of identifying and differentiating the two is by looking at the posterior fins in riverine parr and young adults. The caudal fin or tail of the Atlantic salmon is quite focused in a lobular pointed position. Its anal fin often lacks the white barred undertone that brown trout exhibit. Brown trout adipose fins usually have a rim of deep red, which the Atlantics almost always lack. In fully-mature adults, the salmon tail fin is slimmer and more concave in design versus the more triangular and larger tale of the browns. Also the browns will exhibit more spotting further toward the belly past the lateral line than most Atlantic salmon.

What is perhaps most striking and awe inspiring of large male Salmo is the prehistoric appearance of their gigantic kypes. This feature perhaps draws more attention than even the beautiful color collage of their bodies. These kypes can be so extremely pronounced that they often pierce the upper roof of the mouth during development. In the heads and kypes of brown trout, there’ll be darker spotting, versus the more red blotched spotting found in salmon. Both mouths are very white and easily distinguished, especially when they are in water and open their mouth to breathe or yawn. This “yawning” is often humorously described as the salmon or trout being bored to tears by the angler’s offerings, which are futile and bring no response. Males of both species use their kypes to latch on to competitors and fight for dominance during the spawn, much as stags do with their antlers. I have often seen two males in such a heated lockjaw battle that they were unable to disconnect for very long periods of time.

Civilization’s First Founding Fish

When considering Salmo from the romantic, nostalgic, and scientific perspectives, it can easily be said that in our shared twelve-million-year evolutionary history, they are truly modern civilization’s “first founding fish.” They have survived tumultuous journeys throughout the Earth’s cataclysmic climactic upheavals, they enticed the dawn of primal man with their beauty and nourishment, and they survived modern civilization’s industrial warfare on their habitats. They did so by adjusting, migrating, assimilating, and adapting.
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Brown trout or Atlantic salmon? You be the judge! Credit: Arni Baldurson-Lax-A

As climate change, urbanization of once-wild lands and rivers, and commercial and recreational fishing pressure continue to grow, we must adopt a very conservative management agenda for Salmo, as proposed by organizations like The Atlantic Salmon Federation, North Atlantic Conservancy, Trout Unlimited, the Federation of Fly Fishers, and other particular watershed councils. As Bror and Nina Jonsson wrote in The Ecology of Atlantic Salmon and Brown Trout,

Because of all the environmental problems and human-induced mortality problems, the management of Atlantic salmon and brown trout is demanding. New rules and regulations as well as enhancement methods have been implemented in various countries during recent years but many populations are still threatened and even exterminated, especially in the southern part of their range. The Salmo populations in several large rivers such as the River Rhine, one of the world’s major natural Atlantic salmon producers, are extinct. There is a need to implement conservative catch quotas and adaptive management on a population level based on real-time monitoring instead of past abundance estimates A new trend in the management of wild populations is the “precautionary principle,” which states that in case of uncertainty, one should exercise caution in favor of conservation.

Salmo Evolutionary Real Time: The Rivers and Seas of Constant Change

Since their introduction around the world, Salmo has explored and conquered new niches left vacant by less-hearty chars, as we have seen during the decline of the native Brook trout of North America and the onslaught of the European Salmo invasion.
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The magnificent topography of Salmo Meccas of Iceland and Norway. Credit: Arni Baldurson-Lax-A photo

As global climate change is very much real, will this affect Salmo as the earth’s temperatures and waters warm? Salmo has survived the past fifty million years in more volatile and tumultuous climactic changes than we can ever imagine in our short human existence. Without a doubt, if there was one limiting factor for Salmo it would have to be water temperature, since they have and will always be a cold water species. But the Salmo’s adaptability to marginal warmer waters, pushing and challenging the edge of their sustainability, is something that continues to marvel scientists and fishermen alike, as their uncanny ability to sense ecosystem changes and forming migrating adaptions to refuge areas is perhaps one of their continual strengths as a species and organism. The oxygen content of their water and surroundings is also a constant barometer for their existence. Thus Salmo learn to adapt to ecologies in the harshest environmental areas of the river system—from fast cascading rapids to long, stagnant, slow waters.

As ocean temperatures continue to have volatile fluctuations in temperature, and rivers experience extreme reversals in flows through droughts and flooding, natural, and human-induced conditions will challenge Salmo. Since their introduction to the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, and Africa, more and more populations have formed unique adaptive measures to cope with man’s intrusion and the volatility of their habitats.

As the future unfolds, they will now enter into a new age of being the canary in the coal mine that will always help gauge the health and habitability of the amazing planet Earth.
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Primordial rivers flowed through rocky morainal mountains and cliffs where stone age man lived, and here early man found Salmo teeming in their waters. Credit: Aaron Jasper


3.   Salmo History: The Journey Begins

The northern Asturias region along the coast of Spain, or “Green Spain,” is perhaps one of the most beautiful and most underrated attractions in Europe. Here the magnificent Cantabrian Mountains in the Picos de Europa National Park ascend almost 9,000 feet, with green limestone rock formations and gentle rolling hills of dense green forests that have the makings of a storybook wonderland. The mild summers and snow from October through May helps create the ideal Salmo temperate climate. Looking down along the Atlantic coastline, you encounter magnificent sandy beaches and fishing villages reminiscent of Gaspé Québec and the Canadian Maritimes. Here the highly prized turbot and tuna, along with shellfish like lobsters, clams, and oysters are a seafood lover’s dream come true. The delicious grilled or pickled herring and eels are a local delicacy that I learned to love since my time on the Pomeranian Baltic coast as a boy in Poland.

But our focus and journey to crack the first Salmo code lies along the stunning limestone cliffs and gorges along the pristine, cold, azure-colored waters of the Cares River. If there is a perfectly-designed ecological niche for brown trout and Atlantic salmon to evolve and exist, it would be this hallowed region. It probably was here that the early Asturias cave dwellers had a perfect vantage point to hunt and stalk the crystal-clear waters for brown trout and salmon that still occupy these magnificent rivers today. Trout and salmon are still king here, and each year the first salmon of the season, the Campanua, is an annual tradition dating back centuries with prize money and media attention.

The paleolithic Neanderthals used their tools for hunting and warfare here, and developed angling arts by creating fishhooks from island mollusk bones and nets woven together from twine and tree branches. Hunters and gatherers on foraging expeditions today still use the primitive technique of trapping fish by hand in low-water pools and riffles. At around this time, prehistoric cave art as we know it took place. I could just picture a tribal family, after feasting on a big haul of animals or fish, lying around the fire at night and dreaming about their existence, their future, and surroundings, that manifested into artistic forms of animals and fish that sustained them as paintings and engravings on the stone walls.
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