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Today is my sixty-fifth birthday. I am thinking how long it has taken me to comprehend fishing. To begin to see more than a submerged shadow of myself.

—JOHN N. COLE
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1.

A FLY ROD OF YOUR OWN

The goal of fly-fishing isn’t just to catch fish, but to catch them with style. Or, to put it another way, no one ever sets out to be half-assed at anything. You’d recognize style when you saw it even if you didn’t know the difference between a fly rod and a pogo stick. (If you’re like me, it was the mere sight of a good fly-caster that finally sent you out shopping for a fly rod of your own.) Think of those fly-fishing films in which all the tailing loops and motorboat drifts ended up on the cutting room floor, leaving only the economy of effort and absence of theatrics you’d notice in anything that’s done so well it looks easy. Filmmakers will tell you this ineffable quality is as difficult to capture as it is to find. After all, the first rule of style is: don’t try to show off if you don’t have the chops. And the second rule is: don’t show off even if you do.

The fundamentals of fly-fishing take time and effort to learn, but once you get the hang of them you’ll begin to have days when you fish beautifully. You won’t be wrong if you feel that you’ve now entered the prime of your prime: the time when you’re old enough to know what you’re doing and young enough to do it without breaking a sweat. You can even be forgiven for thinking you’ve reached a pinnacle of competence and that from here on out it will always go this smoothly. It won’t, but every day on the water is still a fresh start, and every fisherman goes fishing expecting the best, just as every painter sits down at his easel planning to produce nothing less than a masterpiece.

I’m not one of those natural-born fishermen—it didn’t come easily, and I’ve always had to work at it—but I do have my moments. I’ve been fly-fishing for over forty years now, and even if I’m not the best wader, caster, fish spotter, or flytier, I’ve learned to work well within my limitations, like a three-legged dog that can still go for a nice, long walk. The effect is cumulative. You naturally bring everything you know to every day of fishing, and the more days you have under your belt, the more you bring. If nothing else, the fly rod that once seemed so strange and awkward will now be thoughtlessly familiar, and the push of current against your legs and the slippery, uneven bottom are no longer surprising.

Do you still remember the first time you waded into a river that tried to knock you down, and what a shock it was? I do, but only because I walk past the exact spot every few weeks and always shake my head over that dumb kid who tried to cross right there instead of thirty yards upstream where it’s so much wider, shallower, and easier. I wasn’t thinking clearly because I’d spotted a large trout rising in a side channel on the far side of the river—the biggest trout I’d ever seen there—and in my excitement I took the direct route. My father once told me never to take my eyes off my goal. He forgot to mention that I should also glance down at my feet from time to time to avoid falling on my face.

I didn’t catch that fish, and never saw it again. I wonder now if I imagined it.

There are few broad strokes in fly-fishing. It’s all specific details strung together in a precise order; too many details to think about, really, but over time you wear neural pathways and the process resolves itself into something like instinct. This happens gradually and comes from nothing but repetition. There are no shortcuts, and the hunt for shortcuts only distracts you from the business of letting the craft become second nature. Eventually you lose track of how little you think about it until someone asks you to teach them how to fly-fish and you do have to think about it. Why can’t you explain it better than you do? Well, partly because you’re not a casting instructor, but also because by now you’ve made hundreds of fine adjustments that you’re no longer even aware of.

Still, some days you fish brilliantly and some days you don’t, for reasons that are never clear. Often it has to do with the quality of your concentration. Fly-fishing isn’t as hard as some make it out to be, but it does demand your full attention, so if you’re worried that your investments are going south or that your wife is cheating on you, chances are you won’t fish well. It sounds like heresy, but there really are days when you should have stayed home to take care of business instead of going fishing.

Other times it’s as inexplicable as any other kind of off day. Yesterday you waded sure-footed through fast, waist-deep current, flicking accurate casts at will; today you’re stumbly in six inches of water and your fly finds every twig and leaf in range. Maybe you should have checked your horoscope before leaving home.

Or maybe it’s garden-variety stage fright. I almost always fish better with friends or when I’m alone and unobserved than when there are strangers around—especially strangers who stop to watch or, worse yet, train a camera on me. There are some casters who don’t mind an audience and a few showboats who thrive on the attention, but most of us can do without unsolicited reviews.

Once I was steelhead fishing on the Sandy River in Oregon with a guide named Mark. It was my first trip with a two-handed rod, and I confessed to him that I was self-conscious about my spey casting. He just shrugged (guides can be ambivalent about a client’s “feelings”). But then a little while later we came around a bend and saw a lone fisherman halfway down the run making one effortlessly perfect spey cast after another. Mark said, “Just stand here and stare at the guy for a few minutes and watch what happens.” We did, and sure enough, as soon as he noticed us, he got flustered and pooched his next cast. Mark was just trying to show me that even those who know what they’re doing can be ill at ease about their casting, but I immediately felt guilty about it. As a demonstration this was educational, but it was also pointlessly mean.

Years later I ran into Mark and told him my spey casting had improved since we’d fished together. He said, “Well, it would have had to.”

For all the talk about innovation and the hot new fly patterns, rods, reels, lines, tactics, and destinations, most days fly-fishing simply consists of going through the motions, and there’s nothing wrong with that. (Woody Allen said, “Eighty percent of success is just showing up.”) The motions are often complex, subtle, and difficult to master, and they exist in the first place because they’re known to work. Certain kinds of steelhead and salmon fishing are entirely mechanistic, designed to work the water in identical increments with a controlled swing so that every fish in a run will see your fly swimming at the same depth and speed. This kind of fishing usually goes best when it’s done in a kind of trance, which is a good thing, because a trance is unavoidable. Trout fishing is sometimes more surgical, especially when you’re casting to rising or visibly nymphing fish and the accuracy of your cast and the quality of the drift are crucial, although fishing is still an oddly passive-aggressive business that depends on the prey being the aggressor.

The particulars are always unique and sometimes surprising, but over time you see fewer and fewer things that you’ve never seen before, and what seems like inspiration often involves nothing more than going through a second or third set of motions, as in, “When all else fails, fish a beetle.” On the other hand, genuine creativity breaks at least some rules; so if you’re skunked and get a weird but interesting idea, try it. The worst that can happen is that you won’t catch fish, which is what’s happening anyway.

There’s also the matter of being free and uncluttered in your fishing. This has never been easy for me, because I’ve always been a sucker for all the paraphernalia that bogs down the sport. Even as a boy the fishermen I admired weren’t necessarily the ones who caught the most fish but the ones with the biggest and best-stocked tackle boxes—tray after tray of brightly colored plugs with stylized scales or frog spots and the blankly staring eyes of cartoon characters. I still have my father’s old tackle box just as he left it the last time he went fishing nearly half a century ago, right down to the fossilized worm crud on some of the bait hooks. I take it down from the pantry shelf and open it every few years for sentimental reasons. This is now a private observance, because in the past I’ve shown it to collectors who all said it was a damned shame that the potentially valuable old lures weren’t in mint condition in their original boxes, but had actually been fished.

But back to being lean and mean. Too much stuff leads to too much fumbling, both physical and mental, while clarity of intent can take the place of one hell of a lot of superfluous tackle. I’m able to travel light on the familiar freestone creeks near home, where I fish comfortably with half a dozen flies and no more other odds and ends than will fit in a pants pocket. Part of this is the result of years of trial and error over wild fish that have to feed aggressively and opportunistically if they want to feed at all. The other part is the knowledge that most of these creeks are only minutes from home, and tomorrow is another day.

I can sometimes manage the same thing while steelheading, although all the spare Skagit and Scandi heads, cheaters, tips, and poly leaders that steelheaders now carry can make the handful of flies a moot point. I can even sometimes bring myself to go smallmouth bass fishing with two or three Whitlock’s Swimming Frogs and some wire shock tippet so the occasional pike or musky doesn’t bite off my expensive deer hair bugs. Still, I find it a constant struggle to live with the kind of simplicity that eliminates struggle. All I can do is keep reminding myself that Lee Wulff once said, “The last thing you should change is your fly,” which is good advice that’s easier to follow when you don’t have five hundred flies to choose from.

But on unfamiliar rivers and those where the trout are known to be difficult, I still clank around with a waist pack containing no fewer than six fly boxes (seven if I bring streamers), plus spare leaders, multiple tippet spools, fly floatant, weight and strike indicators for nymphing, clippers, pliers, leader gauge, a line cleaning applicator that I never use but should, magnifier glasses for small flies, and a headlamp so I can find my way back to the pickup if I stay out past dark.

And that’s pared down from when I wore a canvas vest with twelve pockets on the outside and eight more on the inside, plus two large, overlapping cargo pouches in the back. That was the last in a series of vests, each with more pockets than the previous one in case I needed them, which I somehow always did. (Nature abhors an empty pocket. So does the tackle industry.) But that vest began to produce a chronic ache between my shoulder blades that started in midafternoon and lasted until I finally shrugged the thing off at the end of the day. This was further aggravated by the large 35mm film camera I carried around my neck for a couple of decades in an unsuccessful attempt to be a fly-fishing photojournalist. There was an obvious rule here that I was finding it harder and harder to ignore—namely, that if your back hurts at the end of a day’s fishing, you’re carrying too much stuff.

I have an old friend who used to guide a highly technical tailwater out of a single small fly box, although I think he had a storage bin with more flies hidden under the driver’s seat of his pickup. That’s not as impressive as it sounds, since given time and attention, any river can be reduced to a single box, but it still makes the point. He said there’s no need for redundancy because it’s usually fly size, accurate casting, and a good drift that catch fish. He also said there’s no reason to carry more than three or four of any one pattern, because if you burn through all of them, you’re either having such a good day that you can afford to quit early or such a bad one that you should pack it in and try again tomorrow. He suggested that I had somehow confused flies with money in the bank, which is why I’ll never feel I have enough.

Of course he’s right, but I continue to collect flies—not to mention rods, reels, lines, and other assorted gizmos, as well as trips to new water—for the same reason everyone else does: because it’s easier than becoming a better caster or lying on your belly on a riverbank for hours at a time to observe the behavior of insects and study the secret habits of fish. I’m talking about what you could call original research. My friend with the single fly box once said that most of what we all think we know about fly-fishing came from books, and that those books were written by people who learned most of what they knew from other books, and so on back for five centuries. That’s not exactly right, but it’s not entirely wrong, either. It explains why the best fishermen are the rare ones with all the time in the world on their hands or guides who spend their days watching the fish their clients are trying to catch.

Still, it’s hard to resist tying new flies for a trip. Day-to-day life, with its death spiral of chores and errands, can make even a big fishing trip seem unreal right up until the moment you toss your duffel and rod case in the pickup and drive to the airport. But tying flies before a trip clears your mind and gives you something to do besides pacing, fretting, and packing more gear than you’ll ever use.

And now and then it actually makes a difference. I once read that before negotiating a crucial contract or international treaty, you should research your adversaries to see what kind of food, wine, art, sports, music, and secret vices they like in order to get their distance and maybe sniff out a useful vulnerability. This also works with fish. Specialized fly patterns, especially the old classics, aren’t just collections of pretty feathers or an homage to tradition; they amount to psychological profiles of the fish that have been biting them as if they couldn’t help themselves for generations. Or so you assume, until you show up on a river with flies that were the gold standard there eight years ago only to have your young guide say, “Yeah, I think my dad used to fish these.”

So it’s possible to tie for weeks before a trip and still arrive without the hot new fly that hit the shelves about the time you were getting on the plane. These patterns pop up unpredictably throughout the season. A precious few—maybe one every few seasons—are genuine breakthroughs that are destined to last for a hundred years, but more often they’re idle comments on existing traditions, or explorations of half-baked theories, or attempts to use new and interesting materials or impress other tiers, or the results of pointless fads like the craze in some pretentious restaurants of plopping fried eggs on everything or of calling sandwiches “paninis.”

Flytiers are always looking for an edge and can’t leave well enough alone for both practical and emotional reasons. They remind me of some poets I used to know who would write a poem every morning with their first cup of coffee while they were fresh from sleep and, as one of them put it, “still blessed with the different mind.” In a way that was just an exercise in craft, but they all secretly envisioned publishing a critically acclaimed book called Mornings or Caffeine or maybe Hangover that would jump-start their careers.

All of that explains why I have something like twenty old fly boxes on a shelf in my office, all full of flies, some of which I haven’t used or even seen in years but must have once believed in or I wouldn’t have tied or bought them. For that matter, I still have my old hardback copy of Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. It’s a thin book but so dense it could shield you from radiation, and I promised myself back in college that I’d keep the thing until I could not only finish it but understand it. By now my philosophy degree has expired and I’ve abandoned the effort, but I keep the book out of stubbornness. Likewise, I could easily get rid of all those old flies, but it would be too much like sending a good dog to the pound because he’s gotten too old to hunt. For that matter, I may find that I need some of them again. If not, they’re at least souvenirs of trips that, for one reason or another, can never be repeated. And anyway, twenty fly boxes don’t take up that much shelf space.

And then there’s the inevitable question of motive. Sooner or later, everyone who writes about fishing gets around to talking about why they do it. It’s an irresistible literary exercise that has produced great work like Robert Traver’s “Testament of a Fisherman,” which reads in part, “I fish . . . not because I regard fishing as being so terribly important but because I suspect that so many of the other concerns of men are equally unimportant.” But even that masterpiece amounts to the answer to a question no one ever asks. In the real world, those who fish already get it, and those who don’t couldn’t care less. It’s not exactly a secret society or anything; but really, if you want to talk about the trip of a lifetime to some remote river, don’t waste your breath on someone who doesn’t fish.

It does all seem to be about the trips, whether they’re short or long, near or far, familiar or exotic, but in the long run, fly-fishing is less a series of discrete adventures than a continuous process that you learn to love for its own sake. It doesn’t always pan out, and few of your successes will be as spectacularly memorable as your failures, but even the drudgery serves a useful purpose. A friend with a little ranch over on the west slope of the Rockies says he spends his days putting hay in one end of his horses and shoveling it up when it comes out the other end, but that this gives him tremendous satisfaction and teaches him things he couldn’t learn any other way.
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2.

RAINBOW AND WRONG WAY

Reuben didn’t like the looks of the weather, and this is a man who’s squinted appraisingly at plenty of threatening skies before climbing into the front seat of a floatplane. I don’t know when he started flying, but he was a working pilot in the late 1980s when he flew for another place called Iliaska Lodge. That’s when I fished there, and it’s when we must have met for the first time. When this came up over dinner one night I was surprised that I didn’t remember him, but Reuben wasn’t surprised that he didn’t remember me. To a bush pilot, fishermen are cargo; he sees hundreds in a season, and one is pretty much like the next. “And anyway,” he said, “that was a quarter century ago. We’re both older now, and our minds are shot.”

The plan was to fly to the Togiak River for the day, then out to Rainbow Camp that afternoon for an overnight and another day on the water, and then back to the lodge again in time for dinner that evening. This is one of those outfits that keeps you jumping. Every day a different river with a different guide. The pace is brisk enough that anyone who thinks of fishing as just a relaxing diversion might be happier at home in a lawn chair casting off a dock.

Flying had been sketchy all week with off-and-on rain and a low ceiling, but that morning it was really socked in, and word by radio from the camp was that it was the same or worse out there. Reuben told my friend Doug and me to suit up, pack our waterproof boat bags, and be ready to go. We’d see how things looked in an hour or so. “Remember,” he added philosophically, “it’s better to be on the ground wishing you were in the air than in the air wishing you were on the ground.”

As sometimes happens with backcountry aviation in Alaska, an hour or so stretched to all day, and Reuben finally came to get us late that afternoon. The weather still didn’t look great and we’d missed out on the Togiak, but he said if he couldn’t get through the mountains he might be able to skirt the coast of the Bering Sea out to Rainbow.

Sure enough, from the air the passes were forbidding gray walls, so we banked south to the coast and followed it over the water, where we could fly under the scud without hitting anything. It didn’t seem to be raining, but drops of water streamed up the windshield.

We were in one of the cleanest de Havilland Beaver floatplanes I’d ever seen. This thing had been fully restored, including the cabin, which is unusual. These old planes are maintained with an eye to airworthiness, but inside they often feature loose rivets, paint worn to bare metal, and seats patched with duct tape. New upholstery is all but unheard of. The camp has three of these planes, identically painted in shades of beige, brown, and green with “Bristol Bay Lodge” written in small script behind the call letters. When they’re lined up at the dock in the morning they look like the air force of a small island nation.

Reuben is the rare Alaskan bush pilot who claims not to care for these iconic aircraft. One night at dinner he mentioned that he was looking to buy his own plane, and I asked if he wanted a Beaver. Several lodges had closed during the recent Great Recession, and word was that with a glut of them on the market the prices had dropped by as much as six figures.

“God no,” Reuben said. “Beavers are about nothing but power. They’re good for getting airborne in a short distance with a heavy payload, but once they’re up there, they don’t really want to fly. You know all that fiddling I’m always doing with the controls? That’s me just tryin’ to keep the damned thing in the air.”

We were flying low over the Bering Sea. To the north I could see maybe a quarter mile up a coastal plain veiled in clouds. I knew the mountains we’d originally planned to fly through weren’t too far inland, but I couldn’t see them. Below us were bare rocks covered with gulls and cormorants and choppy gray salt water that looked very cold. Reuben was busy fiddling with the controls. Keeping the damned thing in the air seemed like a real good plan.

We landed on a pond that looked about the size of a mud puddle from the air—exactly the kind of place a Beaver was made for. Doug and I piled out along with some fresh supplies for the camp. The old sports piled in along with an outboard motor that needed fixing. There were first impressions and quick handshakes all around. Dave, the cook, was a short, wide man with a black beard and a hint of Georgia drawl: good news for those who believe you should never eat at a place with a skinny cook. The guides, Tyler and Matt, were loose-limbed, bearded, scruffy, and young, with exposed skin like leather. A month later I’d show a friend a photo of the three of us cradling a salmon I’d caught, and instead of complimenting me on the size and condition of the fish, he’d say, “Jeez, where’d you find those hippies?”

Reuben was back in the air in ten minutes, not wanting to dawdle in case the weather turned for the worse.

Before long we were in a johnboat motoring upstream to the confluence of the Negukthlik and Ungalikthluk Rivers, which the guides had understandably renamed Rainbow and Wrong Way. This was a quick errand before supper. We simply motored to a long pool where Matt and Tyler knew chum salmon would be rolling and caught a few. These were hard, muscular fish, but like all Pacific salmon they were there to spawn once and then die, and as soon as they hit fresh water they would begin to sour. They were silver when they had entered the river, but even close enough to the sea that you could smell salt in the air they were beginning to color up in dripping wax patterns of sickly greens and purples. Several years ago there was a move afoot to change the name of this fish to calico salmon, because it was thought that would sound more appealing to tourists than chum or “dog” salmon, as they’re sometimes called. It never caught on.

As we neared camp on the way back, Matt’s German shepherd, Kaiser, trotted down to the river and playfully hid behind the single tuft of tall grass on the bank with his ears clearly showing. The joke here was that when we walked past he didn’t jump out at us, which is typical of this breed’s dry sense of humor. You could say Kaiser was the camp’s early bear warning system and not be wrong, but most days he was just uncomplicated company.

The camp was a collection of tents and tan-colored WeatherPorts (picture a cross between a wall tent and a Quonset hut). There was no light in the cook tent except for what little seeped through the canvas walls and the two small, translucent windows. A lantern would have required kerosene and a lightbulb would have burned gas in the generator, and there was no real reason to waste either. Even batteries for headlamps don’t exactly grow on trees out here. Before my eyes got accustomed to it, I stepped on Kaiser, who is mostly black and continually underfoot.

Dinner was grilled king salmon and a Cajun rice dish with peas. Dave turned out to be one of those cooks who could do a lot with the little he had to work with, using a light touch and spices he’d brought from home. I’ve been introduced to any number of so-called chefs at fishing camps who turned out to be passable short-order cooks at best, but Dave was the opposite: a trained chef who was feeding fishermen in the Alaskan bush for private reasons while incessantly listening to Frank Sinatra on his iPod. Tyler said his girlfriend back home had suggested he lose a few pounds over the summer, but he hadn’t been able to manage it. He shot Dave a look that seemed to fall halfway between blame and affection.

It didn’t take a lot of imagination to see how things would go out here. These guys were in camp for months, and the interminable Arctic summer daylight would make time stand still. Days would revolve around meals and the daily weather call from the lodge to see about flying conditions: a mundane chore on which lives could conceivably depend. Wind speed would be an educated guess, but you’d get good at it with practice. Wind direction was easy, since the river was a compass needle running roughly north and south. There was a distinctly shaped four-hundred-foot-high hill a mile or so upstream, and how much of it you could see—if you could see it at all—would give you visibility and ceiling. If you were far wrong about any of this, none of the pilots would be shy about bringing it up.

Fishermen would arrive in twos and threes on a more or less regular rotation, adjusted for visual flight rules and the vicissitudes of weather. Dave would feed them, and in their excited preoccupation only a few would realize how good the food was. Tyler and Matt would try to get them into fish, answer their questions, point out sights that weren’t always obvious in a barren landscape, and generally pretend that this was all just some people going fishing together instead of the job it was most days.

There’d be the whole range of people, from return clients who knew the score to fish counters with wild expectations to the couple who thought, Last year we toured wineries; this year let’s go to Alaska and learn to fly-fish. And there’d be the inevitable dim bulbs. Tyler said one day he told a fisherman to mend his line upstream, and the guy asked, “Which direction is upstream?” There are infinite possible answers here, but the correct one is, “That would be to your left, sir.”

Why people do this kind of work is an open question, and the answer is not the same for everyone. It’s for the money in the strict sense that you wouldn’t do it if they didn’t pay you, but it’s no surprise that the most authentic lives rarely pay off in terms of big bucks. Some are young and starry-eyed about life in the backcountry; others are older and realize that while your twenties and thirties can be about reinventing yourself, your forties and beyond are more about trying to make the best of who you’ve become.

Many of the people you meet in Alaska during the fishing season have entirely separate and sometimes vastly different lives elsewhere. That’s a compelling idea—sort of like having a secret identity—but there can be reentry problems. A guide at Bristol Bay told me that when he goes home to his wife and daughter in the Midwest at the end of the season, he pussyfoots around for a while, acting more like a polite houseguest than a returning dad. It’s not that his family isn’t delighted to see him; it’s just that while he’s had his separate life, so have they, and they’ll now have to get used to his presence the same way they got used to his absence months earlier.

The next morning the dusky light through what was beginning to seem like a perpetual overcast was exactly the same as it had been when I went to bed, and I had the sense that I’d only been down for a ten-minute nap. The only thing that was different was the river, which had swollen to three times its previous width and was now flowing in the opposite direction, accompanied by at least one seal. This tidal surge explained the enormous mud hook of an anchor in the johnboat that I’d thought was overkill when I tripped over it the day before. (First the anchor and then Kaiser; for some reason I was tripping over things.) It was raining just hard enough for me to put up the hood on my rain jacket. I got a cup of coffee from the cook tent and watched a bald eagle and two herring gulls loudly squabbling over a dead salmon until Dave called us for breakfast.

We motored through the rolling chums in the confluence pool and headed up the left fork looking for king salmon. It was late in the run and most of the fish would already be far upstream on the spawning beds, but some of the biggest kings like to sidle in fashionably late for the party, as if they don’t want to betray their eagerness. It seemed worth a shot.

A lifetime of fishing runs through your mind when you look at new water. At first glance this could have been a small prairie river in the Mountain West, but it wasn’t. If there were fish here at all—and there may not have been—they wouldn’t be resident trout tucked against the banks or nosed into the riffles sipping mayflies. These would be ocean fish passing through on their final errand, and they’d be resting in the deep guts of the pools, sometimes unseen, other times rolling restlessly the way a dozing cat swishes its tail.

We worked half a dozen pools that all looked fishy and that had produced kings during the height of the run, snaking our hamster-sized flies on sink-tip lines into the depths where, we imagined, the salmon would only have to open their mouths. The weather was gray and borderline foul. The four-inch-long hot-pink-and-electric-blue Intruder fly Matt had given me was as gaudy and lively in the water as an alarmed squid. Everything seemed right. Lunchtime came and went. The confluence pool full of eager chums crossed my mind, but I wasn’t about to succumb to temptation unless someone else mentioned it first, and maybe not even then. Above all else, a salmon fisherman is resolute—or so he tells himself.

It was late afternoon when I hooked a king in a trouty-looking pool with a defunct beaver hutch on the far bank. When I first set up, it felt as solid and unmovable as the sunken stump Matt had told me to watch out for in here, and for a split second my heart sank, but then the fish turned and ran.

King salmon are appallingly strong. It sounds overwrought to say that you can feel the ocean in a hooked salmon, but there’s no other way to put it. When you hook a big one, all you can really do at first is hang on and trust that your knots won’t fail and your reel won’t seize up. The fish has your complete attention, and you believe you’ll remember every second of the fight with unnatural clarity, right down to the pewter-colored sky and the cool drizzle on the backs of your hands. But memory survives as a series of snapshots, some of which get misplaced, so although I still clearly remember the fish in the net, I’m now no longer sure how it got there.

The fish turned out to be a dime-bright hen built like a little oil drum that had come back from years at sea well fed and without so much as a seal bite or a net scar. I was actually proud of her for having done so well for herself. We didn’t have a scale, but Matt guessed the weight at thirty-two or thirty-three pounds. Tyler pointed out the sea lice around her anal fin and said, “This girl probably came in on the tide about the time we were having breakfast this morning.” What a thought! I remembered a friend saying, “If it don’t got salt water in its veins, it ain’t a salmon,” which pretty much says it all.

We’d seen some other fish rolling in this pool, and a few minutes later Doug was into one that took in deep water, turned at the surface in a fluid, silvery boil, and ran downstream, peeling off backing at an alarming rate. We followed in the boat until the fish wallowed briefly in a pool, and then followed on foot when it rolled and ran again. This was a strong, heavy fish, and even after a long fight covering an eighth of a mile of river, it bulldogged at the end. Doug didn’t rush it, and Tyler stood poised with the long-handled net, waiting for his moment, both understanding that a wrong move here could blow the whole deal.

This was another bright hen in mint condition, almost a twin of mine, but noticeably heavier at thirty-five or thirty-six pounds. In the net it could have been mistaken for the chrome bumper off a 1952 Buick. Doug is a lifelong fisherman and a cool customer with a sly sense of irony. He’s in the movie business now—a partner in the Fly Fishing Film Tour—but he started out as a numbers guy, and once told me he’d gone into accounting only for the glamour and the groupies. He’d played the fish calmly and patiently, with no visible sign of panic, but when he finally cradled this slab of a salmon all he could croak out was, “Holy crap!” Then his mouth continued to open and close rhythmically like a fish out of water, but nothing came out. This was his first time in Alaska and his first king salmon. It was also the only time I’ve ever seen him speechless.

I whipped out my digital camera for the hero shot to show the folks back home, but the battery was dead. No problem. Tyler dug his out, but it was dead, too. So was Matt’s. What the fuck? Was there a mother ship hovering above us in the cloud cover, sending us back to the Stone Age with an electromagnetic pulse?

Doug’s camera may have held a charge, but it was in the boat, which was out of sight around the bend upstream, and the fish was already getting her strength back. She’d be ready for release before anyone could run back and get it.

The four of us stood there with current whispering around our waders, reminding ourselves that the salmon is not the photo of the salmon, which will never quite stand up to the living memory anyway. The salmon is the salmon itself, here and gone so fleetingly that half an hour later you’ll wonder if it was even real.


[image: Images]


3.

THE SHORT LIST

A friend called from Texas. He said he was standing at the crest of a low, bare hill where he’d walked with his second cup of morning coffee to take in the view and get a cell phone signal. He’d driven down there from his place in western Colorado to deliver some horses, and he was happy for the work and happy for the change in weather five hundred miles to the south. “When your livelihood depends on horses,” he said, “your two choices of working conditions are dust and mud, and after a couple of weeks of mud, dust starts to look pretty damned good.”

Then he asked if I’d been getting out, meaning getting out fishing.

At my dentist’s office I showed off a snapshot of a large king salmon I’d caught in Alaska since I’d seen him last, and in response he whipped out a photo of a twenty-three-inch brown trout he’d caught in the Madison River the previous fall. It was a fat, buttery-colored male with the kind of grotesque kype that makes non-fishermen ask, “What’s wrong with his face?” The dentist’s assistant stood by smiling patiently. I assumed she thought this was charming—or at least harmless.

At the post office another friend said that a few days earlier he’d been casting on the liquid end of a half-frozen reservoir nearby, hoping for nothing more than a few holdover stocked rainbows, when he hooked and landed an eight-pound lake trout, which around here is a pretty nice one. He said, “That’s probably the biggest fish I’ll catch this season, so it’s all downhill from here,” but he didn’t really believe that. In fact, any fisherman would believe just the opposite.
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