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A Catskill Gallery
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  Canterbury Creek, Asher B. Durand, oil on canvas, 1846.

  The Catskills are a well-watered mountainland compounded of Cooper’s tales and the Psalms of David, deep forests and green peaks, no lava flows, no vast sterilities of sand or ice. The holy of holies, however, has always been a quiet place. Let sublimity stun. The heart warms easier to serenely sloping ranges and the sweet-scented streams of man’s oldest pursuit.—T. MORRIS LONGSTRETH

  Private collection, photograph courtesy Vose Galleries of Boston.

  Izaak Walton’s influence, said Patrick Chalmers, “has made almost every poet a bit of a fisherman and, beyond a doubt, every fisherman a bit of a poet.” Beautiful trout streams like those of the Catskills will do that to you; they have done exactly that not only to poets but also to countless painters, photographers, writers, and others of creative bent. We are fortunate that some of the best of these have been influenced by our mountains and little rivers, including the painters Worthington Whittredge, Asher B. Durand, Thomas Doughty, and writers like John Burroughs and T. Morris Longstreth.
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  The mass of the southern Catskills rises in ranged domes, which on that morning dropped into gulfs made pearl-gray by the mists of melting snow. Westward the chain that walls the valley toward Lexington wandered away until it grew soft with lilacs and lavenders.

  —T. MORRIS LONGSTRETH
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  Lower Beaverkill River.

  Photograph by Kris Lee.
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  Long Eddy, Delaware River.

  When the Indians chose Mountains of the Sky as the name for the refuge of Manitou, they did not mean the high sky, the empty and interminable blue. They meant the low, rich, all-brooding heaven that settles in between the ranges with its wash of gentian shades. They meant the cloud-heaps of pearl or ivory that west winds set adrift from their moorings in these mountains.

  —T. MORRIS LONGSTRETH
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  Dry Brook.

  The bed of the stream has been scooped out of the solid rock. Here and there banks of sand have been deposited, and accumulations of loose stone disguise the real nature of the channel . . . there are other places where everything has been swept clean; nothing remains but the primitive strata, and the flowing water merrily tickles the bare ribs of mother earth. There are long, straight, sloping troughs through which the water runs like a mill-race . . . as if someone were pouring it very steadily out of a pitcher, and from which it glides away without a ripple, flowing over a smooth pavement of rock which shelves down from the shallow foot to the deep head of the pool.—HENRY VAN DYKE
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  Fly Fishing, Worthington Whittredge, oil on canvas, 1866.

  But the prettiest thing was the stream soliloquizing in such musical tones there amid the moss-covered rocks and boulders. How clean it looked, what purity! An ideal trout brook was this, now hurrying, now loitering, now deepening around a great boulder, now gliding evenly over a pavement of green-gray stone and pebbles; no sediment or stain of any kind, but white and sparkling as snow-water, and nearly as cool.—JOHN BURROUGHS

  Courtesy Hirschl & Adler Galleries, Inc., New York.
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  Peekamoose Gorge, Rondout Creek.

  Then steal up the little gorge and sit at the foot of the thread of water that falls into the quiet bowl. The shrunken stream only whispers now, but in the stillness you can think back to the time when you heard it roaring. It seems now more likable, if less splendid. And the woods are thinking it all over. Leaves fall one by one, and here and there shafts of light shine down where the woods were lately dark. If you sit quite still you may see a thrush drink from the pool or hear the chirp of some passing bird. A red squirrel is busy on the upper bank, and the bell of the distant train tells you that there were once people here. Otherwise you have only the Falls and the weight of endless time.

  —T. MORRIS LONGSTRETH
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  Little Falls, Beaverkill River.
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  Enrico’s Zen Quartet.

  Along the Beaverkill where I have fished for thirty-six years, there is a different wildflower show each week during the trout season. The trout fisherman who is unaware of this is missing half the fun.

  —VICTOR T. NORTON
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  Below Kellam’s Bridge, Delaware River.
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  Beaverkill River, above Cooks Falls.

  It was a Fall afternoon—the time of year when nature starts to weave her tapestry of glorious colors, creating purplish hues over the woodland, and scattering her seeds over the earth to begin a new cycle.

  —JOSHUA GEROW
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  The story behind these two etchings is that Gordon Allen, fishing on what he presumed was public water on the upper Beaverkill, was apprehended by Dave Hoag, caretaker of the Balsam Lake Club, on whose water Allen was actually fishing. Jim Dudley, club president, happened to be in residence, and upon questioning Allen, judged him to be of good character and invited him to continue fishing the club’s water. Months later, the artist’s proofs of Allen’s sketches arrived with a thank-you note for Dudley’s forbearance and hospitality.

  Courtesy Elisabeth Dudley, photographs by Steve Wisbauer.
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  For John McDonald . . .

  American angling’s finest scholar.
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  John McDonald, 1906–1998

  Photograph by Larry Robins.
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  Fishing in the Mountains, Thomas Doughty, oil on panel, c.1840.

  Holding true to Catskill type, the land was one of beautiful combinations. Hill met valley in a succession of soft curves. Brooks poured into the mother stream from little gorges. Hemlocks darkened the watercourses, and the farther ranges shone with maple, ash, and oak. Toward the east the larger mountains looked very blue in the chastened light. There lurked still much of the aboriginal mystery in the forest dimness. Everything was so quiet that one could almost hear the mumbling of the Fates.—T. MORRIS LONGSTRETH

  © 1999 Christie’s Images, Inc.


  
Foreword


  There is, in my experience, no mistaking the Catskill mountains and rivers for anyplace else on earth. Perhaps it’s simply that I learned to fly-fish on those rivers—the Willowemoc, the Beaverkill, the branches of the Delaware and its main stem alike, waters as different from each other as the Catskills themselves are from the Rockies or the Sierra Nevada. And yet so keenly are we anglers of place—the weight of the countryside bearing down on us midstream—that anyone who fishes the Catskill rivers soon recognizes the affinities between them, without perhaps being able to say what those affinities are. Wherever you come from, you cross a rise on the road to Livingston Manor or Roscoe or Hancock, and you are suddenly there, in the Catskills, never mind how much “there” differs from itself.

  The mood of these rivers has to do with the way the hills shoulder up to the water’s edge, leaving only a band of sky above you, and with the way the river bends cut off the view both upstream and down. Even if you fish with friends here, it is common in the Catskills to be overcome by a sense of isolation, not just the solitude we all come looking for, but something a little beyond solitude, a sense of otherness. Again, this is a feature of the topography, the fact that sometimes the only level clearing in sight is the one you’re wading in. It has to do as well with the way some rivers—I think especially of the Delaware—surrender themselves only at dark, when fishing is wholly a matter of judging between shadow and less shadow and the only light left in the sky is the little that remains on the water.

  It’s possible to be a fly fisher, I suppose, without taking an interest in the history of fly fishing. It depends on whether a sense of the past enriches, for you, your sense of the moment. But if, while fishing the Beaverkill in spring, you take a dark Hendrickson from your fly box, you might stop to consider all the ways there are to consider that fly—its resemblance to the naturals, its appearance to the trout, and so on. But ask yourself this, too. How did that one representation of Ephemerella subvaria—among all possible representations—win out? When anglers talk about the culture of fly fishing, they tend to mean its art, its literature, and the singular work of singular craftsmen and women—rodbuilders, reelmakers, flytiers. But part of what the culture of fly fishing means is this: We do not fish in a world of unlimited choices. We adhere to conventions with deep roots, whether we know it or not. Part of the pleasure of fly fishing is knowing it.

  It has been hotly said, and hotly denied, that American fly fishing began in the Catskills. As a matter of strict precedence it is probably true. As a matter of influence it is certainly true. The most influential school of split-cane rodbuilding in this country modeled its rods on the requirements of Catskill rivers. And, far more important, a lineage of flytiers, from Theodore Gordon to the Darbees and the Dettes, virtually defined the character of the American dry fly. Countless flies, first propagated in the vises of Catskill tiers, made their way to America’s other great fishing grounds, where they were adapted to local needs, much as Gordon adapted Halford’s flies. In the Catskills, the great flies of the Catskill tradition are still great flies. They look terrific, match the hatches, and catch lots of fish.

  It’s natural to wonder about the birthplace of American fly fishing, but I have often wondered where it will mature. Land of Little Rivers is, in a sense, a book about the maturity of American fly fishing, about a place—the Catskills—where the weight of accumulated experience is great enough to persuade an attentive angler that he or she is fishing across time. These rivers have seen it all—wildness, overfishing, industrialization, devastation, flood, drought, dams, and fashion—and yet they persist in drawing anglers. The white heat of American fly fishing has moved west in the past two or three decades, to Montana, for one. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that the white heat of American fly fishing has moved everywhere. But that is the paradox of the Catskills. They are a memory, a rich historical and cultural memory, and yet they are as vital as they ever were. Both the memory and the vitality are present in this book.

  If you have never fished the Catskills, Land of Little Rivers will serve as a primer not to the techniques but to the spirit in which these waters should be fished. And if you have fished the Catskills, this book will remind you, every time you open it, why you do and how much you owe to those who fished here before you and to those who will fish here after you.

  Verlyn Klinkenborg


  
Introduction


  This book has been given to me as a vessel to fill. After thirty years of immersion in the lives of those who have been here before us, I have come to realize that the Catskills is a place of the spirit. The Indians who lived here thousands of years ago understood this collectively. Since then, individuals have come along who understood it each in ways that were given to them. They are here in this book, from Norris, to Gordon, McDonald, Darbee, and the rest.

  In author Norman Maclean’s family, “there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing,” and I think I finally am understanding that it’s not a way of worshipping or even of simple reverence, but a way of taking hold and giving back. Of returning what has been given.

  For the Lenni Lenape tribe of the Algonquians, Manitou inhabited the Onti Ora, the Mountains of the Sky, here in the Catskills. Manitou is a supernatural power that permeates the world, possessed in varying degrees by both spiritual and human beings. I know this is a bit strong for many of us, but it was out there for them and it is out there still.

  I believe it is this power—call it passion, dedication, commitment, vision, love, or what you will—that has inspired the myriad fly fishers who in small ways and large have created, fought for, and extended a great sporting tradition in a hallowed land, and I respect the honor of presenting them, their feats, and their little rivers in these pages.

  Austin McK. Francis

  Beaverkill, New York

  September 1, 1999
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ONE

  Catskill Fly Fishing Center

  As home to one of the world’s richest fly-fishing traditions, the Catskills were destined to have a museum and center dedicated to the preservation and celebration of our sport. Elsie Darbee started thinking and talking about it back in the seventies, and when the museum began in 1978, she was chosen as the first president.
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  The Catskill Fly Fishing Center’s museum, administration offices, gift shop, education building, pavilion, and casting pond reside on its thirty-five-acre site bordering Willowemoc Creek.

  The little museum was incorporated in 1981 as the Catskill Fly Fishing Center, Inc., and began life in the same Roscoe, New York, movie house where Walt Dette and Harry Darbee started their fly-tying careers in the 1930s. Gradually, through a series of fund-raising dinners and campaigns, and with the help of Jimmy Carter and Paul Volcker, both avid anglers, the Center purchased in 1983 a thirty-five-acre site on Willowemoc Creek, built a steel access bridge to the site, renovated a farmhouse and barn to house the museum, gift shop, and educational programs. Then in 1995, capping a successful $400,000 fund drive, the Center opened its new museum building, having hired Lisa Lyons the year before as the first full-time museum director.

  A distinguishing feature of the Catskill Fly Fishing Center is its education programs. For example, summer conservation camps, begun in 1988, are held each July for campers from eight to eighteen years old. Taught by high-school science teachers and experienced fly fishers, youngsters learn the principal angling skills with particular emphasis on how good fishing depends on healthy streams and healthy streams depend on environmentally sensitive anglers (and non-anglers). Another education program, “The River in Our Backyard,” consists of a ten-week course given for local third graders, taught by volunteers, and covers the trout’s life cycle, stream insects, flytying, and trout hatchery operations. The Center’s education programs are supported by grants and scholarships to needy students.
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  CFFC’s museum accommodates permanent and changing exhibitions, receptions, and meetings.
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  Catskill Fly Fishing Center, Inc.

  P.O. Box 1295

  Livingston Manor, NY 12758

  914.439.4810

  914-439-3387 fax

  www.cffcm.org
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  CFFC’s museum building, designed by Raul de Armas, opened May 28, 1995.

  The future plans of the Catskill Fly Fishing Center include the development of a research center that will offer information resources to writers, photographers, researchers, conservation groups, government agencies, developers (needing limitation data for watershed projects), and others interested in knowing more about fly-responsive fishes and their habitats. In combination with its museum and education programs, the research center will round out the Center’s triad mission to preserve America’s fly-fishing heritage, teach its future generations of fly fishers, and protect its fly-fishing environments.


  
PART ONE

  
Rivers
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  Looking north up the Delaware’s East Branch at its junction with the Beaverkill, which flows in from the right.

  Photograph by Bruce Fizzell.
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  Dry Brook.


  
TWO

  Land of Little Rivers

  In the beginning, water covered everything that is now the Catskills. There were no mountains or rivers, just a flat-bottomed, shallow sea extending past the present Atlantic coastline across the Chesapeake and Delaware channels on up over Pennsylvania and New York into Canada.

  Sediments—fine grains and fragments of rocks from older mountains—washed in and settled on the sea bottom, compressing into layers of stratified rock—mostly red, grey, and green sandstones, red and grey shales, and quartz conglomerates.
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  These rock strata were well embedded when, about 10 million years ago, a series of bucklings in the earth’s crust formed the Appalachians.

  Instead of taking the peak-and-valley shape of its neighboring strata, the Catskills upheaved from the sea as a level plateau.

  Even as the land rose, deep channels were being worn into the rocky strata by subsurface currents and, later, by giant watercourses occupying the position of and flowing in a direction that corresponded to our present streams. Thus began the valleys, in whose centers the principal rivers were to carve their beds.

  The erosion continued, fed by rains, creating tributaries, smaller brooks, creeks, and then tiny rills etching their way branchlike up onto the peaks of the adolescent mountains. In the 2 million years since, a number of influences have produced today’s well-worn mountain range: sideways movements of the earth’s crust tilted the strata and gave character here and there to the otherwise flat-layered plateau; four or five glaciers, the last about thirty-five thousand years ago, left their legacy of gougings, mineral salts, and imported rocks; plant and animal decay, combined with fine bits of worn-off rocks, made the sandy, gravelly soils in which the native hemlocks and pines were to thrive.
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  Sepia drawings by Mita Corsini Bland.

  The Catskill mountains occupy about four thousand square miles west of the Hudson River, a little over one hundred miles upstream from the Atlantic. From the Hudson, at sea level, the land rises gently to the base of the mountains, about four hundred feet above sea level. From there, the mountains climb sharply to more than three thousand feet in less than a mile.
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  Dozens of rounded Catskill summits rise to over three thousand feet, and a few giants of the interior range exceed four thousand feet. Compared with Adirondack peaks, which are taller but whose bases lie well above sea level, the Catskills possess a greater vertical relief.

  Catskill peaks are a zone of convergence for three precipitation systems that make them one of the most water-rich regions in the country. They stand in the path of southeast winds blowing inland from the ocean. Their heights force the humid air upward, cool it, and draw out its moisture as rain or snow. They are also periodically inundated by cyclonic storms moving up the east coast; winds in advance of these storms blow from the east and dump huge amounts of water when they collide with the Catskills’ eastern slopes. When added to the more widespread precipitation caused by low pressure systems, fronts, thunderstorms, and snowstorms, it is easy to understand why the Catskills get so much water.

  Water is the Catskills’ most valuable resource. It grows the trees that sustained local industries for centuries. It is exported to New York City by the hundreds of millions of gallons daily. And it provides a home for one of the finest freshwater fish populations in the world.

  Topographically, the Catskills are a small, well-worn range of mountains, among the oldest in the world. They lack awe-inspiring peaks sculpted by deep ravines. Morris Longstreth, a hiker of the early 1900s, observed that their inherent beauty “resides very little in their measurements, but in the serene sweep of their slopes, the harmony of their contours, and the appeal of their covering, whether it be forest, rock, or snow.”
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  Like the humble mountains whence it flows, the typical Catskill trout stream has been created on a personal scale that intensifies the feelings of privacy and intimacy with nature so prized among anglers. It is the perfect size for fly fishing. Said Louis Rhead of the upper Beaverkill, “Excepting in those rare years when all nature languishes in drought, the stream is broad, deep, and copious. To the fly-caster it is the ideal stream, as he can—after the spring ‘fresh’ is over—wade the entire stream, excepting at two or three very deep pools and at the falls.”

  Longstreth was a disciple of John Burroughs, the famed nineteenth-century naturalist and author, who was born on the East Branch of the Delaware River and grew up fishing in the Catskills. His keen sense of observation and eloquence enabled him to create haunting evocations of his native streams:
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  The creek loves to burrow under the roots of a great tree, to scoop out a pool after leaping over the prostrate trunk of one, and to pause at the foot of a ledge of moss-covered rocks, with ice-cold water dripping down. How straight the current goes for the rock! Note its corrugated, muscular appearance; it strikes and glances off, but accumulates, deepens with well-defined eddies above and to one side; on the edge of these the trout lurk and spring upon their prey.

  Fifty or so years before Burroughs, Washington Irving had come back from learning to angle in England and created his own vivid image of Catskill streams:

  Our first essay was along a mountain brook among the highlands of the Hudson, a most unfortunate place for the execution of those piscatory tactics which had been invented along the velvet margins of quiet English rivulets. It was one of those wild streams that lavish among our romantic solitudes unheeded beauties enough to fill the sketch-book of a hunter of the picturesque. Sometimes it would leap down rocky shelves, making small cascades over which the trees threw their broad balancing sprays, and long nameless weeds hung in fringes from the impending banks, dripping with diamond drops. Sometimes it would brawl and fret along a ravine in the matted shade of a forest, filling it with murmurs, and after this termagant career would steal forth into open day with the most placid demure face imaginable; as I have seen some pestilent shrew of a housewife, after filling her home with uproar and ill-humor, come dimpling out of doors, swimming and courtseying and smiling upon all the world.
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  Even without the benefit of large underground springs—like those of England’s “quiet rivulets”—the entire Catskill region is a lacework of rivers. Out of each hollow flows a brook, and fifteen smaller brooks unite to lend it volume before it has run three miles. Water runs everywhere, and one wonders how it keeps flowing from the ridges without daily replenishment.

  It flows from highly absorbent layers of water-bearing sand, gravel, and rock, from countless seeps and smaller springs, from the blotting-pad forest of leaf-mold, mosses, ferns, and trees, themselves living reservoirs. There are also spring holes in the streambeds helping to keep them cooler in summer, warmer and moving in winter, sustaining their flow through the year.

  It was Longstreth who—though not an angler—remarked while hiking the Esopus valley in 1915, “Instead of the Mountains of the Sky, the Indians might have called this country the Land of Little Rivers, for down each glen springs some brook to join the bright Esopus. . . . It is for its streams that the Catskills has a right to be ranked with the great family of American parks.”


  
THREE

  Beaverkill River
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  Beaverkill Falls was once the site of Jones Mill

  [image: images]

  one of seventeen sawmills operating along the fourteen miles from the falls downstream to Rockland.

  Mill photo courtesy the Shaver family.

  A thousand years ago, or more, two foot trails joined on the upper Beaverkill at Shin Creek; they were used by the Esopus Indians to reach their hunting grounds and were the earliest human penetration of the Catskills, passing through what is still today a wild and remote region.

  As late as 1873, when the first fishing club appeared on the river, access to the upper Beaverkill was still primitive; a wagon road came up from Roscoe but stopped at a Shin Creek sawmill. From there to the headwaters was still only a footpath; members of the club found it quicker to come in over the top from the next valley to the east.

  Although most trout fishermen today are more familiar with the Beaverkill from Roscoe down to East Branch, the upper Beaverkill was where the trout were in the late 1800s. Any sport fishing then on the lower Beaverkill would have been mainly for black bass. The European brown trout, with its tolerance for the warmer water in the lower rivers, first came to America in 1883 but was not widely established or accepted by Catskill anglers until after 1900.

  In 1870 and 1873, two railroads—the Rondout & Oswego on the north and the New York & Oswego Midland on the south—were completed just ten miles on either side of the headwaters of the Rondout, Neversink, Esopus, Willowemoc, and Beaverkill rivers. The R&O gave access to the upper Beaverkill before it had a wagon road up its full length. Fishermen got off at the Arkville station on the East Branch of the Delaware. From there they took a mountain buckboard up Dry Brook to Seager’s and then hiked in over Graham Mountain. For the more courageous, there was the “Cat’s Ladder,” a rough wagon road from Seager’s that skirted the other side of the mountain. One of the travelers over this road had this to say: “Its heathenish and unconscionable construction is very destructive, yea even fatal to piety, and therefore it is not only productive of physical and mental torture in this world, but liable to compromise our comfort in the next.”
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  Trout Valley Farm, in the late 1800s, was operated for seventy-six years as a fisherman’s boardinghouse, first by Jay Davidson and then by Fred Banks III. The state bought and torched it in 1963.

  Courtesy Patricia and John Adams.

  To be an angler in this remote territory in those days required both vigor and determination, evidenced by this May 6, 1897, logbook entry of the Balsam Lake Club:

  While going over the top of the mountain, passing the Lover’s Leap, the wagon turned completely over twice. We were precipitated over a precipice of some 2685½ feet alighting on the tops of tall trees which we carefully climbed down. Then ascending the mountain we turned the wagon over twice so it would be where it was before our aerial flight, and once more resumed our trip. On arriving at the clubhouse and finding no other members here, we chose the best rooms and have slept under four blankets. Ice formed on the lake at nights, but the days have been pleasantly warm.

OEBPS/Images/fig3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1.jpg
BT . {
e [}
N\ O & -
AN G = '
D Y P P !

Jratloile

. 4 4
H A sallurter
( SON \Tanersville
¢ o B B iy
4 LAy =
)
]

e

|
N !...A. 7

;_Aff Cv( i~

%
[
Monticello &





OEBPS/Images/fig28.jpg
Looking north up the Delaware’s East Branch

at ts junction with the Beaverkill, which

flows in from the right.
A <
m., w,'«f\,

i byBruce Fizzell






OEBPS/Images/fig29.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig26.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig27.jpg
UMY

=
|
|

Il

1






OEBPS/Images/fig24.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig25.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig22.jpg
w-

" ny,

CATSKILL FLY FISHING
. CENTER & MUSEUM

4

4
e

MUSEUM & GIFT SHOP
IQam 4pm





OEBPS/Images/fig23.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig20.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig21.jpg
AR L





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
ory in Photos of ~*
Catskill Fly Fishing

=

- AUSTIN McK. FRANCIS





OEBPS/Images/fig9.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig8.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig38.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig35.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig36.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig33.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig34.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig31.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig32.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig30.jpg
Dry Brook.





OEBPS/Images/fig2a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Land of
Little Rivers

A Story in Photos of
Catskill Fly Fishing

S B T T W,

AvusTIN McK. FRANCIS

Photography by Enrico Ferorelli

N

)

SKYHORSE PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/fig19.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig17.jpg
Beaverkll River, above Cooks Falls.
It was a Fall afternoon—the time of year
when nature starts to weave her lapestry of
lorious colors, creating purplish hes over
the woodland, and scattering her seeds over
the earth 1o begin a new cycle:

—10SHUA GEROW





OEBPS/Images/fig18.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig15.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig16.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig13.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig14.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig11.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig12.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig10.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig33a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig33c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig33b.jpg





