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To my late father, who took me fishing, and my mother, who put up with both of us.













First Cast





I’ve got to get out of here. For four decades, I’ve lived in Phoenix, Arizona, a city built on the ashes of a tribal civilization known as the Hohokam, who built irrigation canals along the Salt River, planted crops in the Sonoran Desert, and survived for a millennium. It’s hot here in the summer, and it has been painful to watch the city grow into a throbbing metropolis with bad air, crowded freeways, and pale night skies. But I have stayed because I’ve found work and made friends, because the winters are nice and the fishing is good.


Nobody sees that one coming. You picture Phoenix and think of saguaro cactus, palm trees and red sunsets, tile roofs, golf courses and suburban sprawl. Arizona has plenty of all that, but its landscape is complex, and layered—crawling with scorpions and diamondbacks down here in the prickly pear thickets and rising up to a mountainous labyrinth of chaparral, rising higher to woodland realms of juniper oak pine, where streams flow and trout rise, where smallmouth cruise the river bottoms, where days are cooler and stars shine bright. From time to time I tell myself I should leave, and make half-hearted passes through job listings or the high- country real estate market, but I’m still here: a fly-fisherman who lives in the desert, an anomaly, a contradiction, a work in progress.


I moved to Arizona in the ’80s, a Midwestern transplant with few marketable skills and a passing interest in the outdoors, and worked various jobs to pay the bills: reporter, construction worker, printer, copy editor, page designer. By the time I circled back to reporter, I had a home in the suburbs, a pickup truck, a gun dog or two curled up by the fireplace, a bunch of fly rods in the closet.


For decades now I have roamed the West, looked out at blue horizons, navel-gazed at that place within myself that craved rivers and wild ground, a connection with the natural world that was palpable yet difficult to explain.


As it turns out, I am not the only one who felt this connection to nature that could not be dismissed with a wave of the hand, an eye roll: fun, hobby, playing out there. The late Edward O. Wilson thought this through and came up with a name for it—biophilia. Clever researchers have since made the case for biophilia by getting people outdoors to measure heart rates, blood pressure, brain activity, and other tangibles. They have concluded what so many of us know in our bones, that getting outside is good for you, and not just as a form of cheap therapy, but a vital part of what it means to be human.


And so I lived two lives, one that revolved around my day job with its endless stream of deadlines, emails, memos, and corporate initiatives. The other life I spent in the hills, where I measured the quality of my life by nights spent under the stars, mountains climbed, canyons walked, waters fished. At first I fished with bait, but then I learned to fly-fish. That’s when things got serious, because fly-fishing opened up new worlds. I had a lot to learn.


Historians haven’t quite worked out fly-fishing’s origins. For years I heard that Dame Juliana Berners wrote the earliest account of fly-fishing. It turns out that others wrote about it before her, and all we know for sure is that the sport has vexed men and women for centuries. People describe fly-fishing in many ways: a way of life, a calling, a passion, an adventure, an art, a science, a challenge, an addiction, a culture, a cult, a way to experience nature, a waste of time. Ted Leeson writes that when fly-fishers try to explain their passion, they often wind up talking about rivers, birds, and trees—not so much the fish or the fishing but their surroundings. Biophilia research might explain why angling feels like such a balm for the soul. It’s a sport for the gentle, the genteel, the curious, the artist, and the artiste, but it also rewards the resourceful, hard-working, blue-collar angler who puts in the time and effort. Fly-fishing is old trucks, leaky waders, duct tape; dumb luck, little white lies and real whoppers; rickety boats; favorite rods, bad roads, cheap hotels, mountain towns, burger joints and brew pubs, high-country camps in all kinds of weather; fishing dogs and old friends. We scan maps until our eyes bleed, talk to people, plan trips, bind luck and skill the best we can. We nap by the stream. We drive for hours to get to the water, caffeinated, white knuckled, music booming out of the speakers. We embrace the slow passage of time in a society obsessed with convenience. We work like the devil to catch a fish, only to let it go.


We let fish go in the hope that we might catch them another day, because as long as the sun rises and sets, we’ll pencil fishing days on the calendar. Those of us who live in big cities, or Midwestern towns, or the Sonoran Desert, might have to work at it harder, but we’ll be there, come April or May or June, where water runs cool and trout rise.


We might note that dams can disrupt rivers, but you can catch a lot of fish below the dam. The natives have gone—a sign of the times and a real shame—but wild browns have taken up residence. We adjust to various realities, form cults and clans based on our preferences for wild fish, or native fish, saltwater or bass or steelhead. Our little adventure awaits. Our home water calls. We’ll dent skid plates and crack oil pans just to get to a fishing spot. We’ll look back on days on the water, each one a gift, a body of work that embraces not just fish caught but experiences, memories stashed in the frontal cortex.


You thought it would be a hoot to do something different—move to the desert, buy a boat, take up rock climbing, backpack the Grand Canyon, learn to fly-fish. You stick around, put down a few roots, and the next thing you know life has barreled along and everything has changed. You could move somewhere else for a change of scene, or take up golf, but these things didn’t seem such a good fit years ago, and they don’t seem any better now. So you fish. You embrace slowness in a culture of convenience, sky above, river below. A silence settles in, not just the absence of sound but a presence, and time takes on new meaning. Your eyes on the fly, your thoughts on the slow speed of a stream and the shape of rivers, a trance broken by the quick strike of a brown trout. Wind comes and goes, the sun arcs and an osprey soars. You cast again and again, look at your watch and find that hours have passed. You didn’t see that coming, but then again, you’re not surprised.
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Part I

Something Bigger than Ourselves















1. Old Trucks, Leaky Waders, Duct Tape




I NEED TO CLEAN up my act. My gear is a mess—vest smeared with floatant, rod handles worn, truck dirty. Stray ends of tippet dangle from my fly boxes. I live like a dirtbag, sleeping in the back of my truck, driving from one stream to the next. I don’t cast, I dap, flop an Adams into some pocket water and on to the next spot, stick and run, my line loose, fly rod caught a willow thicket, feet sliding on rock snot and mud.

Maybe I’m overthinking things, but maybe I’m not, because somewhere along the line, fly-fishing got hijacked by poets, artists, and writers, and the simple act of catching dinner, of bloodsport, got tangled in narratives of soft light, tight loops, and dimpled rings on the water. In tradition, ethics, and philosophy. Certainly our best days do have a certain aura about them: days so idyllic you feel you have stepped into a painting. I’m not sure that elevates fishing to an art, but apparently anything can be art—even angling. Izaak Walton put it in writing, and we’ve talked about artful casts, beautiful flies, and handmade bamboo rods ever since.

Some of my memories don’t line up with anybody’s concept of art, however. I have fished late. The last truck flips on headlights and pulls out of the parking lot. I set my rod out of harm’s way and crack a beer. The autumn chill comes hard and fast, my hands cold from releasing the last rainbow, my feet stiff. What a day. The wading boots come off and I drop them on the asphalt with a thunk. Off with the waders. I pull off a sock, feel the weight of it in my hand, and watch the drip, drip, drip on the pavement before I wring it out and toss it into the camper shell. The next sock comes off, not as bad as the first, but still a wet mess.

I put up with this for at least a couple of seasons, long after the waders had outlived their useful life. But waders cost good money, so I patched them and patched them, each time telling myself ‘that oughta do it,’ and still wound up with a pile of soggy laundry in the back of my camper shell.

The truck had about 300,000 miles on it but was in pretty good shape, even after rattling around gravel roads for well over a decade. Most trips were pretty routine, but the truck took some abuse. The night I drove home from a high-country lake in a driving rain, for example. We didn’t catch many fish. My friend Eddie fell asleep in his float tube, drifted away, and finned back by late afternoon. We humped the tubes up the hill, and then the rain started about the time we pulled away. About nightfall. I remember fishtailing through the mud and hitting bottom a time or two. I lived out of that truck for days on end, fishing, walking, getting from one place to the next. It got me to the water, which made it a fishing truck, something that rarely makes it into that painting.

Our mental images of fly-fishing as art can take a beating when fish don’t bite, when we slip on mossy river bottoms, when we fish with lead, but we soldier on. We stand under glaring sun or in freezing water for hours, lob teeny tiny flies we can barely see, can barely tie on with our cold fingers. Oh, how we suffer for our art.

______

Some days things really do feel as if the stars have aligned. Yet real life inserts itself into even the best fishing trips. We go back to camp and take a nap. The fishing slows down, so we go for a hike just to check out the scenery. I recently had such a trip. I made graceful casts with small delicate flies. I fished mayfly patterns and caught rainbows, browns, brookies, cuts. I followed rivers and tributaries, took hikes to alpine lakes. The green aspens of late summer, warm days, thunderstorms gathering high above the peaks and swirling about. The river, no more than a headwater creek at that elevation, ran low. Some fish spooked and fled. Others rose from cut banks. Asters blooming in damp grass. Birdsong.

Days passed and from time to time the artful pursuit of trout receded to the grim reality of life on the trail. I fished until my hands chapped and bled. Campfire embers snapped and burned my coat, which smelled like smoke and backcountry funk. Thousands of trees stood dead on the mountain, ravaged by drought and beetles. Cows bawled in the distance. They walked through my camp one morning, stomping and lumbering about, about half a dozen right outside the tent, crowded around the fire ring, dozens more passing by. My fly rod, leaning on a bush, could have been knocked over and trampled had I not gone out to chase cattle. Cow shit everywhere, the smell of it lingering. Put that in your book of trout poetry.

A few nights later I rose from a deep sleep on a high meadow to piss on the tundra, the air crisp, the sky clear. The Perseids fell from the heavens and vanished into distant peaks. The creek dried up in a long drought; the few remaining cutthroats darting in shallow lies. My broken heart. The drought followed me to the next river, to brown trout with the midsummer blues.

Yes, you can find a sense of poetry out there on the water, scenery so beautiful it makes your eyeballs hurt, a dance between man and nature that takes place when all goes well in the universe. But the universe can be unstable. Dark holes and crashing asteroids and dying stars out there, solar flares, gravity, and the earth’s wobble. Drought and wildfire and rivers filled with mud and ash, so moments of Zen only make up part of the story.

Summer to autumn. The aspens aflame. The Baetis calling from a high desert tailwater, geese passing under a bright moon, the old waders replaced with new, the truck a newer version of the old. Slippery footing on that thing they call rock snot. Bobber fishing. A coiled leader, the pig’s tail of a bad knot. Dry flies and mangled casts. A twenty-two inch rainbow doubled up in the net. The water aboil with rising fish. Duct tape on my coat, duct tape slapped on a Therm-a-Rest patch for good measure.

Is fly-fishing really an art? Paul Schullery, former executive director of the American Museum of Fly Fishing and author of several fishing books, writes that our noble obsession is craft, not art.


Craft is generally defined as the creation of something whose primary function is utilitarian rather than aesthetic. Craft can involve great creativity and originality, even genius. So can art, engineering, and cooking. A fishing rod is, first, a tool for catching fish. A fly is, first, a tool for catching fish. A cast is, first, a process employed to catch fish. Some of these activities may be practiced so finely as to reach a high level of craftsmanship; some may even be practiced by genuine artisans. But they are crafts.



That doesn’t really change much. We can admire a nice fly or rod, a graceful cast. The average American builds life around comfort and convenience, and fly-fishing reminds us that few things worth having come easy. If we practice, if we keep learning, if we put up with at least a little discomfort, we may be allowed to step into that painting, however briefly.

“Fly-fishing is this great adventure we have in a thousand little episodes,” Schullery writes. “Fly-fishing is our chance to embrace the unmanufactured, to earn something honestly, and to give ourselves over entirely and passionately to a pursuit that is in some mystifying way both irrelevant and important. Fly-fishing drives us nuts and keeps us sane.”

I think Schullery has a point, although definitions of art and craft can vary so that the distinction between them can get fuzzy. That does not diminish the various skills we associate with fly-fishing. They can take years to master. Yet this mastery is not crucial to catching fish, which began as a way to get dinner. A good mend can be more important than an artful cast. Some of us tie ugly flies, or average flies, and still catch fish. And sometimes we get lucky.

To most people, fishing seems like an escape from real life. Fish long enough and hard enough and lines blur, as if real life comes down to fishing and what most people call real life amounts to a nuisance. It happens. Some people fish enough that the grownups in their life start to worry. Their bosses complain, their wives leave. But living a traditional middle-class life can be overrated, in part because it is filled with baggage, in part because real life can be messy and unfair. A neighbor dies of a heart attack two months before—or after—retirement. A coworker falls to a cancer that comes out of nowhere. Knees weaken, vision fades, arthritis flares up in the cold, a thousand little wounds of time, until you’ve grown too old to wade a stream.

Fly-fishing teaches us that life is fleeting. A cottonwood leaf falls into a stream and floats away, another autumn around the corner. A generation of mayflies passes in a matter of hours. Every day brings new choices. We can chase dollars or search for something bigger than ourselves: writing, mountain climbing, painting, ultra running, hiking the Pacific Coast Trail, music, poetry. Somehow, in ways that are difficult to explain, fly-fishing seems to qualify.

All those late afternoons; the dimpled water, the caddis aflutter, maples turning, the trout in their autumn colors. We move lightly in that dance between man and nature, try not to step on nature’s toes. Most of us have jobs, spouses and kids, dogs and mortgages, responsibilities that keep us off the water. But we get out when we can, while we can. It’s a life.

A delicate strand of tippet snaps and a trout fins away. There’s your poem. The one that got away, and the one after that. Duct tape and leaky waders and dog slobber and beat-up trucks, the sweet, musty scent of forest duff, aspens shedding their leaves, wet socks, woodsmoke, hook-jawed brown trout, burgers and fries, a tattooed barkeep at day’s end, the jukebox blasting, embers that hurl themselves onto your jacket. Bugs. Bugs everywhere. Bugs on the water. Midges on your waders, midges clustered around your lantern at night.

Maybe we can call fly-fishing an art. Not casting, not tying, not building rods, but learning to live in the sweet spot of life, to dance on the world’s trout streams. I think this is what Walton was getting at. We can’t all make a living as guides or master fly-tyers or rod builders, but we can master a few steps. We go to our jobs, pay the bills, tend the home fires, raise families and still find time to fish, to chase trout or bass or tarpon on big water, where we learn that yes we can, by God, dance, step into the painting, sing our song, write poetry.

The loop is tight and graceful; the mend, the fly, tied well enough to catch fish, the rise, the life-and-death struggle, the release. Is it utilitarian if we let our fish go? Another rise, another cast, another day, until the sun goes down, the moon comes up, and we walk stiffly back to the parking lot. The dance ends and the stage lights dim. Off comes a boot. Off come the waders. Off comes the wet sock, the wringing and tossing into the back of an old camper shell. Geese under the rising moon, the night chill. What a day.












2. Clutter






FOR SOME OF US, taking up fly-fishing feels like falling into a black hole. On one end of the hole you see a young angler, a beginner without any gear. On the other end, someone with a dozen rods, a couple of boats, a room full of fly-tying material, and divorce papers on the kitchen table.


How do we get there? By fishing—first for trout, then bass: streams, lakes, maybe saltwater, getting by with what we have until, inevitably, a new destination means a new piece of gear. We buy waders and boots, a stouter rod. Reels and spools, fleece, floatant. A vest, float tube, and fins. Books and videos. Flies, flies, flies.


Fly-fishing can become another form of consumerism if you let your guard down. You start out with nothing, so you buy things. Some of them last, some wear out, and some get lost. Flies break off, reels get stripped, waders leak, tippet snaps. At some point, you have acquired an arsenal, backed by a fleet of small boats, a four-wheel drive truck. Backups to your backups. You wonder if you’ve overdone it.


You can avoid malls, tell yourself you’d rather have a root canal than shop, steer clear of Amazon, but stepping into a fly shop seems different. Go ahead, shop around, you’re among friends here. The industry keeps developing new products—thousand-dollar graphite rods, boats, and expensive toys of all shapes and sizes, and you’re tempted to add more to your inventory. But good gear can last a lifetime, and you eventually reach a point when you go into a shop and walk out with nothing but a few leaders and a spool of tippet. What you really need is more time to fish.


Fly-fishing helps you lose the clutter of everyday life. For some people that’s the whole point. And while it won’t solve your problems, it will help put things in perspective. The rat race fades into the background, and the toxins in your bloodstream drop to a reasonable level. Some causes of stress are the byproducts of growing up—work, family obligations, and so on. Others are hobgoblins of modern society, the never-ending stream of useless information and shiny things: television, social media, and cell phone noise.


At first the cell phone seemed like a good invention: a portable phone so you didn’t miss a call or could dial up help in an emergency. But I could not help but notice that the first people who had them were salesmen with three numbers who never answered the phone. Before long, phones morphed into surrogate brains that could summon information quickly but lacked common sense, and here we are, connected yet distracted, addicted, zombielike, a cyborg nation. You’d think with all the digital innovations out there people would have more free time, but they have less.


Journalists and academics have found that technocrats have hijacked chunks of our lives, as they burn and pillage society on their way to the bank. Johann Hari writes that these grifters have stolen our collective attention span. Franklin Foer says they have stolen our privacy and our ability to think straight. Our health, mental and physical, suffers from various forms of digital bondage.


Conventional wisdom says the technology has arrived for good and there’s no going back. But conventional wisdom can miss the mark. Things change, people change, and although we can’t go back in time, we could make different choices. We could put down our phones, give the ol’ frontal cortex a break. We could clear some space on the calendar, pack up and go fishing, drive into the woods with a sideways glance at our phones until we see the words “No Service,” pull over, and make camp. That’ll show the bastards.


Every road trip begins with a well-stocked arsenal of food and ice, a sleeping bag, and other supplies. It only takes a day or two, with all that stuff, before clothes and gear scatter hither and yon in the back of the truck. Flashlights, socks, pots, and pans burrow just beyond reach, until the camper shell looks as if someone threw a stick of dynamite into it, or raccoons have made themselves at home. About the time the mental clutter fades, this physical clutter takes over. But when I rearrange it, a new mess takes its place within half a day. The truth is you really need most of it. Maybe 10 percent is overkill—but which 10 percent?


The bucket list can turn into another form of clutter, if you’re not careful. At first, it spurs us on to great adventures, but sometimes it gets in the way or leads to high expectations, which can weigh like an anchor. You want to explore new water, but a trip with too many destinations can become a series of appointments, another checklist like the one back home, only with better scenery and a campfire at night.


We fly-fish because we enjoy it. We find comfort in a day on the water. Enjoyment becomes obsession. Obsession becomes frustration when we show up at the water and learn that the fish want something smaller than what we have in our boxes, or something bigger. Something green. Something gray, something black. Because some days fish want nymphs, some days streamers, emergers, or dries. You get by wet wading in a pair of old shoes until November’s chill blows out of the north, cold like daggers, and when you get home, you dig under the couch cushions for some loose change and hope you have enough to buy a pair of waders. You get by with a 5-weight rod until the day you try to throw a bass bug with it, or with a cheap reel until it falls apart. You get by.


The lost flies, the fish that reject our feeble offerings, the snapped line, it all triggers a reaction, and a promise: Never again. Never again will I fish poorly because I lack the proper gear.


So you stock up, armed with credit cards, tax refunds, and whatever discretionary income you can muster. Fly-shop guy wants to help. Your wife has questions. Catalogues have pages of possible solutions to our problems and to problems we’ve yet to consider. The internet offers more choices, with websites, links, menus, everything you need with a few clicks, as they say, a shopping cart in the upper right-hand corner of your screen. You throw money at your failure to catch a trout, all the while knowing that fish don’t care what kind of gear you have. But one day you realize you’ve gone too far: You have too much stuff. Not just a few backups, not just a little redundancy, but a real mess.


You try to cull some gear from a pile in the garage that would fill a small U-Haul. You could swear that some of it got dragged in during the Nixon administration. The yard has grown feral—knee-high grass, leaves and fallen branches, weeds, a rusted wheelbarrow, the neighbor’s chickens, shovels, and rakes. A family of badgers has burrowed in by the back gate. The house needs paint, the dog gnaws on the carcass of a small mammal, and your wife howls that you have a whole closet full of dubbing and tinsel. You’ll get it all done—hacking, hauling, digging, mowing, trimming, weeding and edging, shoveling and hammering, sorting and tossing. You’ll make a few trips to the Goodwill, work your to-do list like a pro. You’ll manage, you really will.


You go back inside because you remember a trip you keep meaning to get on the books. You grab your calendar, pick up the phone, shoot off an e-mail. Then you decide your gear cull can wait. You dig through your stuff, quickly, purposefully, because in spite of the volume you know where to find everything you need—rod, reel, waders, boots, vest—in a matter of minutes. You load the truck, gas up, and go.


When you get to the stream, fish start to feed, just out of reach, and you’ve got to work out a casting angle, or a mend. No, time on the water won’t solve your problems, but it’s a good start. Sunlight and storm clouds chase one another on the horizon. Trees sway and a black hawk soars, caddis flutter, and the water sings. Your mind wanders, and for half a second you find yourself looking back at that young angler without any gear, as if that black hole has opened, for just a moment. Then a fish rises, the hole closes, and you cast.














3. Hard Work, Dumb Luck, Little White Lies






SOME ANGLERS WOULD RATHER be lucky than good. I know I would. These are the words of Lefty Gomez, who understood that luck and skill can be intertwined, but also had a sense of humor. Gomez, a pitcher for the New York Yankees, made this crack about baseball, but the words have lived on and, through the internet’s magic, morphed into a serious question, as if one could choose to be lucky. A lot of Americans don’t understand luck or chance. You see this at the blackjack table, the stock market, the trout stream.


Fly-fishing takes skill, but luck has a funny way of inserting itself into a fishing trip, as it does in life, both good luck and bad, in doses large and small. With luck, you will get to the water safely. With luck, the gods will smile on you, the wind won’t blow too hard, the hatches will come off, fish will bite.


Frequently, what fly-fishers think of as luck actually amounts to timing. These things are not identical but can amount to the same thing. You try to time hatches, weather, stream flow, and some combination of these things, but a lot of times you’re guessing, and it’s a good idea not to overthink it. The best fishing trips blend luck, skill, and good advice in such a way that you feel both good and lucky.


“One of the things you eventually learn as a fly fisherman is how to accept luck and generosity as if you deserved both,” John Gierach writes in No Shortage of Good Days.


A lot of people who preach about the virtues of hard work have amnesia when it comes to the various strokes of luck that went their way: economic tailwinds, windfalls, and serendipity. Lots of people work like the devil and barely get by; others find success but don’t lose perspective—such as Gomez, the quick-witted lefty who grew up on a homestead where he woke up at 4 a.m. to milk the cows and muck the stalls.


Gomez made his famous crack about luck after his outfielders ran down and caught three fly balls one inning. He also once attributed his success to “clean living and a fast outfield.” He may have been talking about the same game when he said that; the record is unclear.


The idea that fishing requires luck probably comes from a more traditional form of angling—sitting on the bank with a worm on a hook. For the most part the angler chucks the bait out as far as possible and waits. When a fish bites, it feels like luck. If it happens several times, it begins to look like skill. No doubt, bait fishers make decisions that improve their odds of catching a fish. He chose the right spot, tossed his worm over a drop-off or a weed bed where fish might come in to feed. She made the cast, concealed the hook, and so on, but bait fishers must wait for a fish to come their way to eat.


Fly-fishers don’t take as much for granted. We learn basic casts and mends and move on to the bow and arrow cast, flipping, and roll casting, so we can target fish that hold in hard-to-reach places. We stalk and crouch, watch and wait. We buy floatant to keep our flies buoyant, weighted line to make them sink, tippet to make our line all but invisible. We learn how to read a lake or stream and key in on places where fish feed, tie up special flies: these for trout, those for bass, these for emergers, adults, larva. Mayflies and midges, ants and stoneflies, caddis and sculpins. We sight fish, keep an eye out for risers.


Along the way we pick up boats—kick boats, row boats, belly boats, drift boats, rafts, and canoes—to get our fly out to the fish. Just chucking it out there and waiting won’t do. We invest time and money in our craft, never doubting that we must hone our skills and have the right gear. We make calculations and educated guesses, all the time knowing that a little luck never hurts.


But sometimes, like our angling brothers and sisters who sit on the bank throwing out worms, we just cast and hope for the best.


Picture a small lake in the pines. Maybe you have fished it a time or two, but you don’t know much about it, and you aren’t catching anything. It rains, flying ants hit the water and trout begin to rise. You dig through your boxes for black dry flies—about anything that floats will do. You cast, skillfully and mindfully, near some risers you saw a moment ago, and start catching fish. Sure, you paid attention and tied on the right fly, but the rain, the ant fall, the rising fish, all amount to timing—or luck.


Some anglers will make up for bad luck with lies, which come in all shapes and sizes. A vague fishing report that leaves a lot to interpretation: We caught fish, or, we did all right, for example. Nothing wrong with that. Less humble anglers will drag in numbers, score cards, spreadsheets. Numbers can jog our recollection, perhaps elevate the story to legend—the fish taped out at twenty-eight inches. They can also create the possibility that the story is bullshit: fifty fish. A hundred. Twenty-eight inches, pounds, feet.


Our obsession with numbers is a sign of the times, a nervous tic in today’s fast-moving world, in which everything breaks down to income, profit, share price, and net worth. So some people naturally transfer that thinking to the trout stream—numbers of fish caught, size of fish, nothing but the best gear money can buy—the usual trappings of a consumer society that doesn’t know when to quit. Focus too much on keeping score and then a trout, speckled and free, becomes “number seven,” to paraphrase Thomas McGuane.
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