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    PROLOGUE
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    THE NORTHWESTERN tip of North America leans over the Pacific Ocean like an old cedar limb weighted down with rain. The limb has a long reach and casts a long shadow that falls all the way down to the northern California coast. Out of that shadow ten thousand rivers run.

    In these rivers the steelhead trout evolved.

    Probably the steelhead could have come from nowhere else but this misty, dark corner of the world. It is a realm of vast landscapes, of cold mountain rivers flowing down through silent, shadowed forests, of relentless gray skies and unremitting rain, of ragged coastlines honeycombed with hidden harbors and secret bays where bright rivers mingle with the sea.

    Certainly the steelhead is well matched to this environment in all respects—in its color, in its shape and strength, even in its temperament. It can be as dour as the misty weather one day and as bold as bright sunshine on the next. It fits into the rivers smoothly and easily, blending with the camouflage of their rubbled bottoms or disappearing into the deep shade from fir and cedar limbs along their banks. It is elusive and mysterious, but also strong and spirited enough to force its way upstream against the momentum and force of the vast weight of water ever spilling down from the foothills and the snowy peaks beyond them.

    The steelhead is born in the quick and lively waters of these mountain rivers and it spends its early life feeding and growing in their shallow shaded runs until it feels the first tugs of the migratory instinct coded deeply in its genes. Then it rides the spring torrents down to the ocean and makes its way along fog-shrouded passages winding through a labyrinth of offshore islands until at last it finds itself alone beneath the broad Pacific swells. Following strong currents that flow like invisible rivers through the sea, it sets forth on a great feeding migration far to the north and west where it mingles in the trackless ocean with thousands of others of its kind, born of hundreds of other rivers.

    For months or even years the steelhead continues on this journey, growing ever larger and stronger as it forages in the rich dark pastures of the ocean until finally, deep inside, it feels the seeds of its offspring take root and begin to grow. And then, in response to some exquisite mechanism of natural timing, it obeys an instinctive urge to turn toward home.

    Back it comes, swimming now against the invisible currents that have borne it so far, pressing onward until the clouded coast is once again within its reach. As it enters the sheltered coastal waters it somehow perceives the scent of its home river, unique from all others, and follows that scent back to the estuary it left so many months before. There it waits restlessly for a rising tide to boost it back into the familiar current where it first knew life.

    Only a few come back of all the silvery host that left the river years before, only the few that were quick and strong enough to survive all the predators and perils of the long journey. But those few have grown into mighty fish, fat and strong with the stored-up energy of the ocean, streamlined in shape to breast the forceful current, bright as the gleam of sunlight reflected from a wave.

    [image: image2]

    Little wonder it is, then, that anglers wait anxiously for the steelhead’s return. This they have always done, from the days when Indians fished only for food and sport was an unknown concept, and this they still do in greater numbers than ever before. Now the riverbanks are lined with long ranks of weekend anglers, a fresh gantlet of rods waits at every turn of the river, and each returning steelhead faces a new test at every foot of its upstream journey.

    The fishermen wait and scheme and fuss with a great singleness of purpose for a chance to grapple with one of the few returning fish. They know, either from hearsay or experience, that hooking a steelhead is a little like hooking a lightning bolt, that the fight of their lives awaits them, and they look forward to it with a degree of anticipation and perseverance that is impossible for a nonfisherman to understand.

    But for the steelhead there is a heartbreaking finality to these struggles for life, so close to completion of its long journey—unless, as now happens more and more frequently, the victorious angler is willing to settle for the memory rather than the fish itself, and the exhausted steelhead is returned to the river to rest, recover, and continue on its way.

    The return of the steelhead is an integral part of life in the great Pacific Northwest. A whole tradition has grown up around it, a tradition with a complicated code of behavior and ethics, a complex set of tactics, and a growing body of literature and lore to which each succeeding generation of anglers contributes its own share. The steelhead has become a fish of legend in tales told around the campfires that flicker on countless riverbanks in the raining dawn, or in tall stories swapped over steaming cups of coffee in the greasy-spoon diners of little towns clustered along the rivers. There are other great fishing traditions, but none quite the same as this. Perhaps one must be born in the Pacific Northwest, or at least spend much of his life here, to fully understand and become a part of it.

    The initiation rite is to spend hundreds of long days under leaden skies oozing endless rain, to feel the sudden crackle of energy that comes on those wonderful rare mornings when the sun rises in a cloudless sky and reveals the country in all its freshly washed splendor, to stand for countless cold hours in icy gray rivers while the hope for a steelhead burns lower and lower, to struggle to tie a leader knot with cracked and frozen fingers while cold rain trickles down your neck. It is to search miles of shrunken summer river under a boiling sun in a vain quest for a steelhead, to wade and cast and wade and cast for hours or even days on end without so much as the sign of even a single fish—and then to experience the explosive, helpless, breath-robbing excitement that comes in the split second when a steelhead finally does take with a strike that shakes your arms all the way to their sockets, to see the unforgettable sight of the fish’s first cartwheeling leap, its sides flashing with a brighter light than day.

    All these things, and more, are part of the steelhead tradition. Long may it continue.

  


  
    1 | NATURAL SELECTION
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    THE PROCESS of natural selection is a ruthless means of refinement, a sort of evolutionary editing process that separates the wheat from the chaff, the strong from the weak, the specific from the random, and assures that only the best and the fittest species will survive. That it applies to fish, including the steelhead trout, is almost universally known; that it also applies to fishermen is not so well known.

    Its application to steelhead begins the very moment an adult lays her eggs in the cold gravel of the river. Of all the thousands of eggs that spill from her vent, only a fraction will escape hungry predators, deadly fungus and suffocating silt to survive to hatching. Of those that hatch, grow into alevins and struggle up from the gravel into the open river, only a few will elude the even more efficient predators that await them there—swift kingfishers, patient herons, hungry Dolly Varden.

    Of those that escape predators, only a few will survive the fierce competition for food with others of their own kind, or avoid being trapped in drying potholes when the river shrinks to its summer flow. And of the pitiful few that pass all these tests and trials, only a tiny fraction will live the year or two it takes a young steelhead to grow to smolting size.

    Even then the process does not end. When the young smolts travel down to the sea, they are quickly exposed to a host of hungry new predators—seals, killer whales, sea lions, cormorants, and any number of other threats that will stalk them relentlessly on their long feeding journey across the North Pacific and all the way back again. Few survive this long passage, and for each hundred hatchlings only one or two, if any at all, will return safely as adult fish to the rivers of their birth.

    The process of natural selection among fishermen is fortunately not so ruthless or so final, but it is by no means less efficient: For every small boy who first goes forth to fish with drugstore rod and can of worms, only a few will resist all the distractions of modern life and keep their love of angling with them as they grow to adults. Of these, only a fraction will prove themselves immune to the lure of other species such as trout, salmon, bass, or panfish, and learn to fish for steelhead. And of these, only a small percentage will ever grow in skill beyond the ranks of casual weekend or opening-day anglers.

    Nor does the process end there. Even among dedicated steelhead fishermen, only a few will graduate beyond the use of bait or lure and take up the ultimate challenge of steelhead fly fishing. For each hundred boyhood anglers, perhaps only one or two, if any at all, will learn the patience and skill it takes to capture steelhead on the fly. But theirs will be among the greatest rewards in angling.

    I know this because I am a survivor of the process. It did not come as easily or as quickly for me as it sometimes does for others, but I am grateful that at last it did come—for now I can count myself among the fortunate few who have witnessed the rare and graceful rise of a great steelhead to a floating fly, who have felt the power of mighty rivers and the breathless excitement of a wild fish on a long run that threatens the limits of the tackle and the skill of the angler. These are things that defy description—they must be felt—and many are the anglers who will never feel them.
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    All my life I have fished. I was born in the Pacific Northwest, in the very heart of trout and steelhead country, and some of my earliest memories are of the moist smell of riverbanks or the musty scent of weed-filled trout ponds. In my mind’s eye I can still see the well-worn path along the creek that flowed within a mile of my boyhood home, see myself kneeling there with a short telescoping steel rod, awkwardly lowering a lump of bait down into the mysterious amber-colored water with wild hopes that an unwary trout would dart from cover and impale itself on the tiny hidden hook. It happened just often enough to keep me interested, and as a result the knees of my jeans were always worn and stained with mud—either that or they were missing altogether—and my mother complained of finding dried-up worms in my trouser pockets.

    My father was a fly fisherman, which probably meant that I had both a genetic and cultural predisposition toward fly fishing. It also meant that just as soon as I was old enough to begin mastering some of the rudimentary mechanics of the sport, I became a fly fisherman too—or at least I fished with a fly, which to me was the same thing. After that my father and I sought trout together as often as we could, though it never seemed often enough to me. A serious leg injury had made it all but impossible for him to wade rivers, so we fished mostly from boats in the numerous trout lakes of the Northwest. Our favorites were the famous Kamloops trout lakes of British Columbia, which were then near their best and not far from our home.

    For us, in fact, the Kamloops trout became the be-all and end-all of fish, and virtually all our fishing time and attention was soon devoted to it. We knew little of other species. The brown trout was rare in Northwest waters, and in any case all that we had heard or read about it led us to believe that the brown trout was far too polite and fastidious to be considered in the same league as the brawling Kamloops. The rainbow and cutthroat were far more familiar because both were indigenous to our local streams and lakes; they had their good points, but we considered them mostly as fish to practice on in preparation for doing battle with the Kamloops.

    Of course we also had heard of steelhead, which were reported to fill many local streams in winter and a few in summer as well, but my father’s bad leg kept us from trying to verify the rumors about the incredible size and strength of these fish. Besides, those were just rumors; people talked about steelhead, but I didn’t know anybody who ever actually had seen or caught one.

    Steelhead stories, it seemed to me, were like cougar stories; people said there were cougars in the woods, and once I had heard the scream of an animal that sounded like what I had imagined a cougar would sound like. But I hadn’t seen it or any other one, and again I didn’t know anybody who ever had. To me cougars were merely another local legend, a kind of tall tale that people enjoyed telling small boys to make their eyes grow big.

    Then one day someone shot a cougar in the woods near town and brought it in and hung it on display in the main street with a sign noting that it measured nine feet from nose to tip of tail. Here at last was tangible evidence that cougars actually existed, evidence I could reach out and touch if I wanted to (although I didn’t), and for me cougars passed instantly from the realm of myth to that of reality.

    But there was still no evidence at hand to prove the reality of steelhead and I remained skeptical about whether steelhead stories were based on fact or were simply part of an elaborate ruse, a sort of collective joke, like Sasquatch tales, that everybody shared and enjoyed.

    Then one day an older cousin told me he actually had caught a steelhead and offered to take me with him next time he went fishing so I could see for myself. I remained skeptical, but this seemed like a chance to get to the heart of the matter, so I quickly agreed to go. On the appointed morning my mother made certain I was bundled up in my heaviest clothing, and my cousin and I set off together for the Nooksack River, which flowed north and east of town.

    When we got there he took a stout rod from the trunk of his car and baited up with salmon eggs in a cheesecloth bag, a smelly, messy combination that made me feel slightly queasy. Then he attached a heavy lead sinker to his leader and cast the whole mess out into the slate-colored glacial waters of the Nook sack, propped up his rod in a forked stick and sat back to await developments.

    There were no developments. We waited for several hours on the muddy bank while I grew chilly and restless, with nothing more to do than scratch pictures in the soft mud and watch that propped-up rod, which remained as motionless as the skeletal cottonwoods that bordered the river. Finally my cousin took mercy, reeled in the stinking bait, broke down his rod, and we drove home with the car heater on full blast. And despite his assurances that he had previously caught one, I remained as unconvinced as ever about the existence of steelhead.

    As I grew older my father’s career as an Army officer took him more and more frequently to places far from home, usually to areas of the world considered too dangerous or unstable for the rest of the family to follow. That meant I was often left alone to pursue my piscatorial education, with occasional assistance from my cousin or one of my uncles.

    This was a frustrating time, for it meant fewer trips to the fabled Kamloops trout waters and more time spent in pursuit of the smaller, easier, and less-rewarding trout in local streams and lakes. Nevertheless, while most other boys spent their weekends working on cars or doting on girls, I spent most of mine searching for trout. And although the results often were disappointing or lacking altogether, I still found myself learning more about fish and fishing all the time—and perhaps much more about myself as well.

    I also read everything about fishing I could lay hands on, both from my father’s small collection of angling books and the scarcely larger collection available at the local public library. Among my father’s books was a copy of Zane Grey’s Tales of Fresh-Water Fishing, and I read repeatedly Grey’s lurid accounts of fishing for steelhead in Deer Creek, which wasn’t far from where I lived, or in Oregon’s Rogue River, which seemed like a river of legend.

    There was nothing in these tales that contradicted what little I had heard about steelhead; indeed, Grey’s descriptions of struggles  between man and fish seemed to raise the level of the contest to epic proportions. Grey emerged as a sort of fearless Siegfried, armed only with a fragile fly rod, and the steelhead were fire-breathing dragons of limitless strength. It all seemed much beyond anything I might ever be capable of doing, and I suppose I thought that if the stories were true at all, then catching a steelhead was something that would have to be consigned to that shadowy realm of things that are always left for others to do—like climbing Mount Everest or running a four-minute mile.

    Also among my father’s books was a well-worn copy of Roderick Haig-Brown’s classic A River Never Sleeps, and this too I read repeatedly. Haig-Brown’s accounts of steelhead fishing were vivid and graceful and less given to outrageous hyperbole, and his writing also conveyed a strong sense of angling ethics that I tried eagerly to grasp as far as I could then understand it. But even in his careful and beautiful prose I found little that seemed to make the steelhead more accessible to a teenaged fisherman whose primary mode of transportation was still a bicycle. Even later, when I learned to drive, I seldom took the family car much farther than the nearest trout lake.

    Then came four years of college and two years as a Navy officer, during which time the only fish I saw were schools of flying fish gliding gracefully just beyond the curve of white water at the bow of an aircraft carrier. After six fishless years I headed for Seattle with a new wife and a new job as a newspaper reporter, and it was only then that I began to have the time or means to think once more of fishing.

    My father had passed away while I was in college, but I still had his old fly rods together with my own. Even in their cloth cases they had grown musty from so many years of disuse, but all were still serviceable, as were the flies we had put away carefully in plastic containers after our last trip together years before. Soon I began adding to the collection of tackle and learned to tie flies on my own.

    I suppose it was natural that when I resumed fishing it was once again for Kamloops trout, since they were the fish I had grown up with and knew best. The Kamloops held most of my attention for the next decade, even serving as the inspiration for a book, and for me it was still the best of all trout.

    But during that decade I also began to make the acquaintance of older, more experienced fly fishermen, men such as Ralph Wahl, Enos Bradner, Frank Headrick and Walt Johnson, whose angling reputations were grand enough to inspire near-reverence in one so young as I was then. Most of those reputations had been acquired on steelhead rivers, and I envied them for that; by then I was no longer in doubt as to the existence of steelhead, although I still never had seen one, and mentally I still relegated steelhead fly fishing to a level of skill that I could never hope to attain.

    I listened to them talk about steelhead fishing in terms that were mostly cryptic, and watched them exchange knowing looks that gave evidence of a common experience in which I had never shared. They made it all seem difficult and mysterious, as fly fishermen often do whenever they describe any aspect of the sport to a newcomer, and it seemed to me there was a strong suggestion in everything they said that fly fishing for steelhead was something most ordinary mortals could never hope to learn.
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    In spite of that, or perhaps because of it, the idea of taking a steelhead on the fly began for me to take on more the aspect of a challenge than an impossible dream; it became my personal Mount Everest, my own four-minute mile.

    So I began to try. I’m a stubborn sort, one who believes the best way to find out about something is to do it by one’s self, that asking for help is tantamount to acknowledging weakness or ignorance. So it was by myself that I approached my first steelhead river, underequipped and lacking all knowledge of what I was about to try.

    I had heard that in steelhead fishing one must forget everything he has learned about trout because steelhead are different both in preference and behavior, and with that dubious advice in mind the river was a complete puzzle to me. I knew where it was likely to hold trout, but not steelhead; I knew how to present the fly so that a trout would be likely to take it, but not a steelhead. Beyond a vague notion culled from the pages of outdoor magazines that steelhead had a disposition for large and brightly colored flies, I did not even know what fly to use. My wading skills were minimal and I was not even certain where to wade or how to control the long casts it was necessary to make across currents of varying speed. Not surprisingly, I caught nothing.

    At first I did not try very hard. The lack of success was discouraging, and even though I had learned by then that fishing is enjoyable enough to be worthwhile even when there are no fish to be caught, there were limits to my patience. I would fish a few hours and when nothing happened I would go off somewhere else and fish for trout, which I knew I had a better chance of catching.

    Things went on this way for several seasons, during which I learned very little. But the law of averages was on my side and one day it rewarded me with a quick hookup to a summer steelhead in the Kalama River. It came in the form of a sudden wrenching strike and the quick sight of a flashing silver shape out in the current; but then just as quickly the fish was gone. I know now it was an accident—I had hooked the fish in a patch of quiet water where a steelhead normally would not be found—but it was the first encouragement I’d had.

    Not long after that I hooked another fish, this one in the North Fork of the Stillaguamish. It happened in late evening and I fought the fish for nearly half an hour in the fading light. The tired fish was almost within my grasp when the hook pulled out and it swam wearily away. Its loss was hard to bear.

    I don’t remember now quite how it happened, but I suppose I mentioned these experiences to my new friends Ralph Wahl and Enos Bradner, and I was surprised and pleased when they responded by inviting me to accompany them on a steelhead fishing trip. I never would have thought of asking them for help, but when the overture came from them I was only too eager to respond. It was the beginning of a revelation that, despite what I had earlier mistaken for clannishness and reticence, they were only too willing to share their knowledge of steelhead fly fishing with a newfound friend.

    We went together to the Wind River in southwest Washington and scrambled down a steep cliff to fish the Rock Pool, which Bradner had fished for more than twenty years and made famous in his book Northwest Angling, and after that we fished the “Holy Water” on the Kalama, a stretch named by steelheaders for its beauty and its abundance of steelhead. As it happened we caught no fish on that trip—although I remember that Ralph fought a fish in the Kalama for quite a while before he lost it—but I learned more during that long weekend than I had in nearly five seasons of fishing by myself.

    One could not have asked for two better instructors. Both were world-class steelhead fly fishermen, both wise and experienced and patient and skilled. We soon made other trips together, and once I joined Bradner and Joe Pierce, another skilled and veteran angler, to explore the North Fork of the Toutle and its bright little tributary, the Green River, flowing down from the hills north of glacier-capped Mount St. Helens.

    But it was Ralph who finally guided me to my first steelhead on the fly. He took me to the spot, told me what fly to use and exactly where to cast, and cautioned me to be prepared when I did so. His advice was sound in all respects, for when I followed instructions a steelhead suddenly was there, it had my fly in its mouth, it was jumping and running and my reel was answering with a shrill clatter—and then the fish was mine. To be sure, it was a small steelhead, but it was fat and bright and full of the strength that comes only from ocean feeding. And before the day was out, fishing under Ralph’s careful instruction, I had released another fish twice as large as the first and broken yet another on a wild unchecked run into a logjam.

    Thereafter Ralph and Enos were my tutors, though it was an informal relationship and I am not sure even now if either of them realized I considered them such. They were remarkably different men—Ralph always calm and quiet and thoughtful, Enos always outspoken, opinionated and demonstrative. Their approach to steelhead fishing was equally different; Ralph always was more analytical in his assessment of what was likely to be going on in and under the surface of the river, of how best to approach a suspected steelhead lie and where to place the fly. Brad was more instinctive, relying mostly on experience and intuition in everything he did. Ralph always explained what he was doing, while Bradner taught unconsciously, by example. Their contrasting styles and methods complemented one another and I learned from both.

    With their help I began to acquire the necessary skill, but having yet to catch a steelhead by myself I was still lacking in confidence. That, I knew, would come only with success; but success remained elusive until one bright August morning.

    I remember it had rained the night before and the woods were still wet as I walked through them toward the hollow rushing sound of the river. I came out on a high bank overlooking the pool I had planned to fish and stood blinking for a moment in the bright dappled sunlight until my eyes adjusted and I saw to my relief there were no other fishermen in the pool.

    The water, when I stepped into it, felt cool through the thin waders. The fly rod seemed alive and weightless in my hand as I began to cast. The mint-colored line stabbed far out across the plain of the river and dropped the little dark fly over deep water that I knew hid massive boulders down below.

    I remember feeling a fragile sense of hope balanced heavily by the bleak knowledge that I had fished this pool for several seasons without ever hooking a fish, that I still had never landed a steelhead by myself, and the return of those nagging thoughts kindled fresh feelings of self-doubt. So my surprise and disbelief were all the more intense when after only a few casts I felt a sudden swift pull and the surface of the river parted suddenly to reveal a leaping, silver-bright steelhead. The fish fell back with a crash, then turned and raced downriver with line following noisily from my reel.

    If you ever have hooked a steelhead you know now what I felt then—a sudden great breath-robbing surge of adrenalin and a sensation very much akin to panic. For a moment I stood paralyzed and could think of nothing else to do but hold the rod high while the fish took out a dangerous length of line. But then the fish stopped and jumped a second time, higher than the first, and the sight of it suddenly snapped me into action. I stumbled out of the river and began running downstream after the fish, scrambling awkwardly over tumbled rocks, threatening roots and cluttered flotsam, all adding to a desperate fear that I would trip and fall or make some other mistake that would cost me the fish.

    The steelhead had paused in its flight, perhaps to rest and regain its strength, and that gave me a chance to make up most of the distance and recover much of the line it had taken from me. I tightened up on it and the fish ran again, but this time the run was shorter and I halted it easily and sensed the struggle turning my way. I reeled in slowly and the fish followed grudgingly until I could see the light glinting from its side as it twisted and turned against the relentless pressure of the long rod. Then suddenly it was lying at my feet in the thin water at the margin of the river, its gills opening and closing in the sporadic rhythm of exhaustion, sunlight gleaming from every individual scale as if it were a polished diamond: My first steelhead on the fly.

    Thinking now of that day, I am surprised to realize how many years ago it was. Since then many more steelhead have come to my fly in many different waters under many different circumstances, but none has been quite so satisfying as the first. It was with that fish that I finally reached the peak of my personal Everest, broke the time of my private four-minute mile, and I knew then that other successes were bound to follow.

    [image: image6]

    Much later I realized something else: On that long-ago August day I also became a survivor of the process of natural selection that chooses among anglers as surely as it does among steelhead. I had passed through the gantlet of distractions, uncertainties, discouragements and doubts, survived my own stubbornness, failures and lack of confidence, and beaten the longest odds to become a steelhead fly fisherman.

    And I have been one ever since.

  


  
    2 | WHAT’S IN A NAME?
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    I HAVE always thought a fisherman should want to know as much as possible about the fish he seeks—about its life history, its appearance, its behavior and preferences, its habitat and migrations. Such knowledge is rewarding in and of itself, but it also has great practical value; it helps to make one a more efficient and effective fisherman, and it adds immeasurably to the pleasure of the sport.

    Yet it requires a considerable investment of effort, time and patience to gain a thorough understanding of even a single species. For me the study of steelhead—which I have always considered a necessary and natural part of my education as a steelhead angler—has meant spending a great deal of time in libraries, poring over books and technical papers, or engaging in discourse with biologists and ecologists who have devoted their lives to the study of fish and their surroundings.

    It also has meant spending much time on the rivers, with fly rod temporarily set aside, in observation of the movements of both the water and the fish. It has meant going up to the headwaters in late winter to see the fish in their spawning, or watching in hatcheries as the miracle of their life begins. Some people are unwilling or unable to do all this, but I have always found such activities almost as pleasant and interesting as fishing itself.

    The steelhead has many virtues that make it worth studying. The most obvious of these is its physical beauty. A steelhead freshly returned to the river is clean and lithe, a perfectly sculptured streamlined form, and it still wears the colors of the sea—the gunmetal gray of the North Pacific on its back, the gleaming brightness of sunlit waves and broken whitecaps on its sides. After some days or weeks in the river it begins to lose some of this luster and takes on instead the more familiar but scarcely less attractive coloration of the rainbow trout, marked mostly by a gradual reddening of its flanks. This coloration has been described variously as a blush of rose, a strawberry stripe, or a sunset glow, and all these terms are suggestive of its beauty.

    Only when the steelhead is at or near spawning does it lose its beauty, and then it becomes dark and ruddy with split and ragged fins and an exaggerated kype in the male fish. But even then it retains something of a quality of nobility.

    The strength of the steelhead is another obvious virtue. Stored in its tissues is the latent energy gained in a year or more of feeding in the great ocean—strength enough to drive it on a long passage upstream against all the accumulated weight and momentum of runoff from rainfall, snowmelt, and decaying glaciers. It is this great determined strength that makes the steelhead such an angler’s prize, a challenge to test the skill and stamina of the most experienced fisherman.

    There is also in the steelhead’s life history a great deal that is emotionally appealing to man. A steelhead’s existence is a continual contest for survival against long odds, a lonely trial of courage and endurance, and these are the very qualities that men prize most among themselves. They see in the steelhead an exaggerated allegory of their own lives, and I suspect it is this perhaps most of all that has prompted some men to treat the steelhead with a sort of mystical awe that sometimes borders on reverence.
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    Yet for all the adulation it inspires, the steelhead suffers from a popular name that is not very flattering. By itself, the word “steel” applies very aptly to the color of a fresh-run fish, but when combined with the word “head” it results in a term that clearly suggests a thick-skulled, dim-witted creature. This is unfortunate, for although no trout is a mental giant—they are all creatures of instinct, incapable of anything approaching original thought or reason—the steelhead is certainly no more or less intelligent than any of its relatives.

    I have always been curious about the origin of this unflattering name, and also curious why so few other writers appear to have wondered about it. I know of only one other who has asked the question—Trey Combs in his fine little book The Steelhead Trout—and his research led him to the same frustrating conclusion as mine: The exact origin of the term remains elusive and obscure both in time and place, although it appears to have been in common usage all along the Pacific Coast well before the end of the nineteenth century. In its original context it also appears to have been more a reference to the thick skull bones of an adult steelhead, which made it a difficult fish to kill with a club, than to any suggested lack of intelligence.

    It seems likely that the exact origin of the name may never be known, and today it is in such widespread use—along the Great Lakes tributaries where steelhead have been transplanted as well as throughout their native Pacific coastal range—that it is accepted unquestioningly and seems unlikely to change.

    But if the steelhead’s common name is firmly established, its scientific name has undergone several changes, and there is still debate over exactly where the steelhead fits in the general taxonomic scheme of things. This is due partly to past confusion over the anadromous and nonanadromous forms of the rainbow trout and to more recent confusion over the complex and often overlapping relationships of steelhead with both Atlantic and Pacific salmon.

    Dr. Meredith Gairdner, a physician and naturalist employed by the Hudson’s Bay Company, apparently was the first to recognize the steelhead as a distinct species. While at Fort Vancouver in 1833, Gairdner collected steelhead smolts from the Columbia River and sent them, along with his notes, to Sir John Richardson, a leading English naturalist of the time. Three years later Richardson published his Fauna Boreali Americana, which included a description of Dr. Gairdner’s trout. Richardson classified it as a member of the genus Salmo, which already included the Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) and brown trout (Salmo trutta), and gave it the specific name Salmo gairdneri in honor of its discoverer.

    From the beginning it seems to have been understood that the steelhead was an anadromous species, though its differing size and appearance at different stages of its life cycle continued to cause public confusion over its identity. There was also a good deal of scientific confusion, which grew worse in 1855 when Dr. William P. Gibbons captured some trout from San Leandro Creek, California, noted their vivid rainbow colors, and named them Salmo iridea. That name later was changed to Salmo irideus by the noted taxonomist David Starr Jordan.

    The two names—S. gairdneh and S. irideus—coexisted until late in the nineteenth century, with the first generally applied to the anadromous steelhead and the second to resident rainbow trout. But by the 1890s biologists were beginning to understand that the two fish were actually one and the same, and the names only recognized differing stages in their life cycle. So, following the rules of international taxonomic nomenclature, the earlier name—S. gairdneh—was given precedence, and that was how the steelhead was known among the scientific community at least until the early 1960s.

    By then further research had revealed evidence that the steelhead and its close cousin, the cutthroat, were both more distantly related to the parent genus Salmo than had been thought previously. It also indicated that the steelhead had evolved from the more primitive cutthroat and that Pacific salmon in turn had evolved from steelhead. This led to the suggestion that steelhead and cutthroat should both be reclassified in a subgenus to be known as Parasalmo, recognizing their long evolutionary separation from the parent Salmo.

    The reclassification was not at first universally accepted by taxonomists, but over the years it gained more and more adherents as increasingly sophisticated methods of research began to clarify the complex evolutionary and genetic relationships among the Atlantic salmon (which is actually a trout), the steelhead and cutthroat, and the more recently evolved Pacific salmon.

    This debate reached a climax in June 1988 at a meeting of the American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists, where scientists considered a paper presented by Gerald R. Smith and Ralph F. Stearley of the University of Michigan. The paper summarized the long history of taxonomic confusion over the classification of trout and salmon, then presented a case for reclassification of the Pacific trouts. It argued that biochemical, morphological and ecological evidence indicated a clear evolutionary trend among salmonid fish from strictly freshwater forms, such as the grayling and the Siberian lenok, to levels of “intermediate anadromy,” such as the chars, to increasing loss of dependence on fresh water, such as in steelhead and the more advanced Pacific salmon, Oncorhynchus.
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