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  For Nick Lyons: Author, editor, publisher, and a dear friend and inspiration to both of us.


  











  Books are certainly one of the most dependable sources of companionship an angler can have.




  —ARNOLD GINGRICH, THE JOYS OF TROUT




  First Words




  The first printed English text about fly fishing, long attributed to Dame Juliana Berners, called it “this artful sport.” It has never been firmly established whether Juliana Berners really existed, or if she (or he?) might have been one of several authors of the seminal Treatyse of Fishing wyth an Angle, but there can be no doubt the description was accurate: Fly fishing is an artful and art-filled sport, having inspired painting, photography, sculpture, poetry, woodwork, writing, and an enduring treasury of books.




  Today fly fishing also inspires a daily freshet of magazine articles, newsletters, internet blogs, online forums, podcasts, and a continual flow of news, comment and debate, recording the culture, history, tradition and technology of the sport. Nevertheless, you can diligently search all these sources and find few, if any, that explain the mysterious quality of fly fishing that inspires so many people to write about it.




  What is behind this mysterious quality? Perhaps it has to do with the rewards of fly fishing, which are many, well known and may offer a more profound sense of self-fulfillment than any other sport. Some anglers grow to love fly fishing so much it makes them feel what amounts almost to a moral obligation to share their feelings, observations and discoveries, even with people they’ve never met—an impulse not to be denied. So although you can find books or articles about almost every other aspect of the sport—casting, fly tying, history, entomology, personal experience, philosophy, technology, technique, individual waters, fish species, ecology, or just about anything else you want to know—you’ll find very few words, if any, that explain the motivations of those who write about it, or how they do it.




  Until now.




  This book is a guide for those who wish to write about this revered sport—or perhaps, in some cases, why they shouldn’t. It tells how to write for print or online magazines and traditional or self-published books. It describes the equipment you’ll need, how to develop your writing “voice,” choose a publisher and market your work. It explains how to select an agent if you need one, what to do to promote your published work, and how to deal with reviews and reviewers. It will even help you minimize the number of wind knots in your fly-fishing prose.




  But while offering as much help as we can, there are quite a number of wheels we do not intend to reinvent here. There is a tremendous amount of helpful advice and information for writers already out there in books, websites, and other resources that, although they say little or nothing specifically about fly-fishing writing, are still invaluable for writers in general. We’re focusing on fly-fishing writing in this book, but whenever it seems appropriate, we will direct you to such resources.




  Who are we to offer such advice? Well, we’ve both been there and done that and have the scars to prove it. Paul Schullery, author, coauthor, or editor of more than 50 books, is former executive director of the American Museum of Fly Fishing and editor of its journal, The American Fly Fisher. His nonfiction fly-fishing books include American Fly Fishing: A History, Royal Coachman, Cowboy Trout, The Rise, If Fish Could Scream, and Fly-Fishing Secrets of the Ancients. His fictional fly-fishing works include Shupton’s Fancy and A Fish Come True. He wrote and narrated the PBS film Yellowstone: America’s Sacred Wilderness and was an advisor and interviewee for the Ken Burns film The National Parks: America’s Best Idea.




  Steve Raymond, longtime editor and manager at The Seattle Times, also edited two fly-fishing magazines, The Flyfisher and Fly Fishing in Salt Waters. A reviewer of fly-fishing books for several publications over many years, his work has been published in nine anthologies and at least two dozen magazines, including Sports Illustrated, Fly Fisherman, and Western Fly Fishing. He is author of ten nonfiction books about fly fishing, including The Year of the Angler, The Year of the Trout, Steelhead Country, The Estuary Fly Fisher, Rivers of the Heart, and Blue Upright, plus two collections of fly-fishing fiction, Trout Quintet and Six Fish Limit.




  Between us we’ve been exposed to virtually all aspects of the publishing business, both as writers and editors. Having learned its lessons, pitfalls and secrets the hard way—by discovering them for ourselves—we hope through this book to make it easier for others to fulfill their fly-fishing publishing aspirations. After all, just because countless fly-fishing articles and books are already in print, it doesn’t mean there isn’t room for more.




  Including yours.
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  Words define the essence of the sport.




  —STEVE RAYMOND, RIVERS OF THE HEART




  CHAPTER ONE




  Getting It Write




  FLY FISHING AND WRITING ARE VERY DIFFERENT DISCIPLINES but they enjoy at least two remarkable similarities. Each is a solitary pursuit—when you’re alone on the water, it’s just you and the fish, and when you sit down at the writing table, it’s just you with all those empty pages. Each also relies heavily on individual experience, skill, research and introspection, all as necessary for reading the water, choosing the right fly or making an accurate cast as they are for writing crisp, coherent, entertaining prose for magazine articles or books. We could even add a third similarity: both fly fishing and writing involve a great deal of hope.




  You’ve probably spent a long time learning to become a competent fly fisher, practicing casting and fly tying, absorbing the sport’s literature and history, assimilating its nomenclature and ethics, learning your way around rivers, lakes or salt water, and mastering the many little things that make a successful fly angler. You also probably enjoyed the experience, because learning is one of the great rewards of fly fishing, and it never ends.




  What you may not realize, however, is that becoming a writer requires a similar learning experience. Many people assume they have natural writing talent only to discover they were mistaken when they try it; even those who do have natural talent inevitably face a lengthy apprenticeship to refine and develop it. This includes reading the work of other writers—it’s impossible to write well without reading the work of others who have written well—and spending many hours practicing and polishing your prose until you’re confident it’s as good as can be. It also means subjecting your writing to the constructive criticism of others, then, when you’re ready, taking the final step of subjecting your work to the scrutiny (and mercy, if any) of a professional magazine or book editor. All this is a necessary part of developing your own writing “voice,” which is vital if you plan to write books and nearly as crucial if you’re just aiming to write magazine articles.




  What do we mean by “voice?” It’s all the elements that combine to form your own unique literary style—simplicity, rhythm, cadence, lyricism, word choice, alliteration, punctuation, nuance and color. These blend seamlessly to make your words as unique as the works of a classical composer, or as distinctive as a songbird’s signature call. The best writers—from Hemingway to Dr. Seuss to Roderick Haig-Brown—are instantly identifiable by their prose. That should also be your goal.




  Many if not most newcomers find that learning to be a good writer isn’t as much fun as learning to be a fly fisher (Paul found both to be simultaneously exasperating and exciting), but this book will try to make it easier and more enjoyable than it would be otherwise; we’ll even suggest a few exercises and other little schemes that might help speed up the process.




  Make no mistake, though, writing is a tough business, and not everyone has what it takes, including the ambition or stamina, to succeed. Let’s find out if you’re among those who do.




  WHY WRITE: SOME GOOD (OR GREAT) REASONS





  We’ll start with your motives. As we’ve seen, you might have a deep-seated desire to share your fly-fishing experiences, descriptions or inspirations with others, especially those just becoming acquainted with the sport. There are hardly any better motives, but there are many others, both good and bad, that cause people to try writing about fly fishing.




  Here are some good ones:




  You have good news to report, for example the removal of fish-blocking dams in various sections of the country, successful efforts to restore damaged fishery stocks, or some exciting progress made in restoring your local trout stream.




  Calling attention to some truly significant new development in fly fishing is always a legitimate reason for writing. Such developments are rare, but they do occur from time to time. The growing popularity of Spey rods in recent years might be one example; developments in technology—GPS systems, electronic hatch charts, and so on—could be another.




  Fun is always a righteous motivation. If you have a good, fun subject, you’ll enjoy writing about it and can find a way to communicate your enjoyment to readers, don’t hesitate to go for it.




  Another legitimate reason for writing is to call the public’s attention to something that poses a threat to the sport, which usually means an environmental problem. Sometimes these stories turn out well and make a difference, and sometimes they don’t. For example, many years ago Steve wrote a story about a massive development proposed for the north shore of Pass Lake, a popular, scenic lake on Fidalgo Island in northern Puget Sound. One of Washington state’s first fly-fishing-only waters, Pass Lake was an extremely rich lake that routinely produced trout weighing up to four pounds.




  The lake’s southern half was protected within the bounds of Deception Pass State Park, but the northern half and its scenic surrounding forests and pastures was owned by a retired couple living on a fixed income. Unable to pay rising property taxes, they began searching for a way to preserve the property, but when that failed they were forced to option it to a developer. The developer announced plans to build town houses all around the north shore along with a supermarket and even a bowling alley. Steve heard about his plans and wrote an opinion piece about it for The Seattle Times, warning of what would happen to the lake, its trout, its surroundings, wildlife, and the existing state park if the project went forward.




  That story, for which he received no payment, got a huge amount of mail, with scores of letters pouring in from as far away as Pennsylvania. It also triggered establishment of a grassroots “Save Pass Lake” movement headed by an energetic young man who rallied the public to save the lake. For his part, the developer threatened Steve with a libel suit, but it was a hollow threat, because truth is an absolute defense against libel, and the story was true.




  The collective efforts of the “Save Pass Lake” movement finally gained the attention of state government, which eventually appropriated the funds necessary to buy the threatened property and protect it by adding it to the state park. Today Pass Lake remains a popular and scenic fly-fishing destination, still capable of producing heavy trout even though the fishing has been degraded recently by the illegal introduction of scrap fish by bait fishermen. Maybe time for another story.




  In this case Steve had the satisfaction of knowing he’d written something that made a genuine and important difference, but the more you write, the more you’ll discover it’s often difficult to tell whether your part in any ongoing conversation or controversy is having a measurable effect. However, if your article is effective—as in Steve’s case—pretty quickly a lot of voices and forces will get involved in a movement. You may end up not knowing if your part in the process made a difference, much less the difference, but if your article started the conversation you can feel mighty good about it.




  Paul had an extreme example of having no idea if he’d done any good early in his writing career. In 1979, he wrote a long article in what was then called Rod & Reel magazine (later to become Fly Rod & Reel, now unfortunately defunct) about the peculiar legal and philosophical challenges of allowing and managing fishing in national parks. Using four “case studies” from Yellowstone, the Great Smoky Mountains, the Everglades, and the Sierra parks of California, he laid out the little-appreciated history of the evolution of national park policies and how they affected, or could affect, or should effect, angling in those parks’ famous waters. Not long after the article was published, John Merwin, then-editor of the magazine, mentioned to Paul that some office in the National Park Service had requested reprint rights, which were of course granted. A few years later Paul used part of the article in a book, but otherwise that was the last he heard of it.




  Fast-forward 32 years, to the spring of 2011, to New Orleans and a big conference held by the George Wright Society, a leading professional natural-resources management organization. Paul, who has written more books about natural history and national parks than he has about fly fishing, was there to be honored with the society’s communications award, presented for his, “outstanding contributions to conservation history, national park policy, and understanding of wildlife, which have significantly advanced science-based resource management.”




  Of course Paul was thrilled and daunted by this honor, but what topped it was the award presentation made by the distinguished marine ecologist Gary Davis. Dr. Davis began his comments with a little story, explaining that in the late 1970s he was doing research in Everglades National Park when the park and various interest groups were bogged down in a controversy over the management of Florida Bay. Then along came this article by some guy named Schullery, which the park reprinted and distributed to the various factions involved in their controversy. To Paul’s surprise, Dr. Davis then said the article provided the informational impetus needed to break the political logjam so that the controversy could move along to its next stage (such controversies never end). Accolades like this can keep a writer going for a long time, especially if, like Paul, he has no idea if what he’s doing matters. If it hadn’t been for the award, Paul never would have known about the positive effect of his 32-year-old article.




  Humor is another valid reason for writing; there’s too little of it in modern fly-fishing literature. If you have a good, funny story—especially if it’s true—don’t hesitate to tell it. Just make sure you keep things in good taste and don’t libel anyone. It’s especially easy to avoid libel if the story is about you. Many fly-fishing writers, including no less distinguished a master of the genre than Nick Lyons, have often shared hilarious tales of their own angling mishaps. Such stories are not only sympathetic and entertaining, they also display a humility that is sometimes in short supply in fly fishing.




  If you want to write for no other reason than your own satisfaction, there’s nothing wrong with that, either. It’s hard to beat the gratification you’ll feel with acceptance of your first magazine story or book contract, let alone the even greater satisfaction that comes when you first hold the published results in your hands and turn the pages—your pages. Few things bring a greater feeling of accomplishment.




  Quite a few fly fishers, especially older ones, rightly feel a need to reflect more or less publicly on their experiences, and may not see such writing as a career or care in the least about making money from it. It’s just their way of celebrating what they’ve gotten to do as anglers, and a sort of firming-up of their memories of years astream. Memoirs of this type, which often are the only book the author ever wrote on the subject, are a special, admirable part of the literature. Many writers already prominent in the larger literary world—essayists, novelists, and nonfiction authors whose entire careers have been devoted to other subjects—have eventually felt moved to sit down and express their affection for fly fishing in a book or two. Among those that come to mind right off are Pulitzer Prize–winning historian and biographer Odell Shepard and novelists Craig Nova, Thomas McGuane, and William Humphrey.




  Another hopeful reason for writing is that you just might discover a whole new passion, an epiphany that will change your life, while simultaneously enriching the lives of the many people who read your work. It will also add immensely to the satisfaction you receive from fly fishing. You’ll never know unless you try.




  WHY WRITE: SOME LESS GOOD (OR BAD) REASONS





  There are, however, some motivations for writing that aren’t so valid. Money is one, but you need look no further than the advice given in the book we’ve already mentioned, the first printed English-language book on angling, A Treatyse of Fishing wyth an Angle, published in 1496: “You must not use this artful sport merely for the increasing or saving of your money, but mainly for your enjoyment and to procure the health of your body and, more especially, of your soul.”




  That’s clear advice, and whoever wrote those words was right on target. But even if you ignore the venerable and eminently sensible advice offered by the Treatyse, you’ll find money is usually still a poor motive for writing fly-fishing stories. That’s because there’s very little money to be made. It does happen, very rarely, that the author of a fly-fishing book rises above poverty-level income; we’re all familiar with such examples as Selective Trout, A River Runs Through It, and a few others that achieved commercial best-seller status or even reached Hollywood. But it is difficult to overstate the rarity of such exceptions to the rule; they are Cinderella stories, appealing to all writers’ hopes and dreams. By all means, feel free to set your sights as high as you like, and more power to you, but don’t let coming up short of those heights ruin the joy of the writing or your sense of accomplishment and satisfaction at having contributed to a literature you love.




  And don’t quit your day job.




  The average fly-fishing magazine used to pay $100 to $600 for a freelance story, but since the internet siphoned away most print magazine advertising—and some magazines along with it—some publications have reduced their rates to as little as $50 at the low end or $400 at the top. That’s very little money for a lot of work. Online magazines are such a recent phenomenon they have yet to establish a reliably average pay policy.




  The average print magazine also probably doesn’t buy more than three dozen stories a year out of hundreds or even thousands submitted, so your chances of making a sale are not much better than winning the lottery. Most magazines—both print and online—also are at least partly staff-written, which raises the odds even further.




  Of course, you could write a book instead, but the average fly-fishing book published in this country rarely sells more than 2,500 copies, and the author inevitably ends up earning only a tiny fraction of the minimum wage.




  It’s worth saying again: As you consider your future as a fly-fishing writer, keep this harsh reality in mind: There’s very little money to be made in this business. Maybe we should start lobbying for a federal minimum wage for fly-fishing writers.




  Another selfish motive for writing about fly fishing is desire for fame or immortality, but those who write for that reason also nearly always end up disappointed. Consider: If you do beat the odds and get a story published in a magazine, the most you can hope for is that some people will remember it, and maybe even remember your name, until the next issue of the magazine is published or goes online, after which both your story and your name will be forgotten. If you think that’s wrong, then try to remember the author of a story you read in a fly-fishing magazine a year ago. Unless the author was somebody already famous, we’ll bet you can’t do it.




  Lee Wulff once said the only way writing can make you famous is if you write books, and he was right. But Lee took no chances; in addition to books, he also wrote for magazines, made films, appeared frequently on television, and gave demonstrations at scores of outdoor shows and conventions. He did indeed become famous, but he had to work very long and hard to get there. And very few others have ever achieved such status.




  If the practical unlikelihood of achieving fame in the world of fly fishing isn’t enough to bring you to your senses about trying to become famous, maybe you should consider that such an ambition is actually against the sport’s long tradition of a quiet, contemplative way of life: Really? You want to write so you can become a famous fly fisherman? How embarrassing for you.




  Sad to say, though, you won’t be alone. In his acclaimed fly-fishing memoir The Longest Silence, novelist Thomas McGuane ably summed up your strange ambition by describing certain elements of modern fly-fishing commerce as “an era when famous fishermen scramble to name flies and knots after themselves with a self-aggrandizing ardor unknown since the Borgia popes.” If that’s how you want to be seen, we’re sorry for you.




  Another highly suspect motive for writing articles for fly-fishing magazines is to get free trips. Above the constant buzz of sound during commercial fly-fishing shows we’ve overheard some conversations in which so-called outdoor writers prostituted themselves shamelessly begging free trips from the owners of fishing lodges, promising a highly favorable report even if the trip turned out to be a disaster.




  Unfortunately, that kind of thing is all too common, and you don’t have to look very far to find the evidence. If a magazine publishes a highly flattering story about some fishing resort, and the author was the magazine’s editor or someone on its staff, and the resort just happens to have a full-page color ad in the same issue, you’ll know the fix is in. The people who do this might get to fish a lot, and for all you know they’re actually giving you the straight story about their experience, but you’ll never know for sure, will you?




  WHY WRITE: FOR THE LOVE OF IT





  Most of us write just because we love it, we want to help others enjoy the sport, or we just want to satisfy ourselves. When his first book was published, one author friend said, “this book is my monument.” He was right; what we write becomes our monument, the legacy we leave behind after our last cast.




  The aim of this book is to help you learn to write for magazines or books, and write for your own best reasons. But before you try writing anything at all, you need to do lots of reading.




  Starting with the next chapter.











    
[image: chpt_fig_001]





  The first dividend to be derived from reading the old angling authors is the realization that there is nothing new under the sun.




  —ARNOLD GINGRICH, THE WELL-TEMPERED ANGLER




  CHAPTER TWO




  Read Before You Write




  THERE IS MUCH FOR FLY FISHERS TO BE PROUD OF in our sport’s literature. We have an almost inexhaustible wealth of intriguing, entertaining, inspiring, and informative reading available to us. But we shouldn’t therefore assume the rest of the world feels the same way about us and our literary pretensions, much less imagine that because our sport is wonderful, our writing about fly fishing automatically or necessarily makes us good writers.




  Fly fishing’s self-perceived literary eminence, such as it is, is so precarious that if you remove only one author, Izaak Walton, from our sport’s huge bibliography, we pretty much fall off the scope of most serious scholars of notable English literature. (Walton’s fly-fishing writing wasn’t much anyway, neither lengthy nor even the result of his own thinking.) Remove a couple dozen others and we lose much more of our claim to literary distinction. We rightly love our books, and we justifiably honor our long literary tradition, but so do gardeners, duck hunters, dog fanciers, baseball fans, photographers, falconers, cooks, birders, and many other passionate specialists about their chosen pursuits. Let’s not overdo it; after all, who really cares except us?




  And let’s also be sure we don’t tarnish it. In 1978, in his little fishing memoir My Moby Dick, the distinguished novelist, occasional literature professor and avid sportsman William Humphrey described his own reading of the fishing books of that year in a paragraph that should be required reading for all ambitious fly-fishing writers: “The angler had metamorphosed into the ichthyologist, and the prevailing prose reflected the change—if mud can be said to reflect. I found myself correcting it as I had done freshman themes in my years as a professor. You had to hack your way through it as through a thicket. Participles dangled, person and number got separated and lost, clichés were rank, thesauritis and sesquipedalianism ran rampant, and the rare unsplit infinitive seemed out of place, a rose among the nettles. Yet, instead of weeding their gardens, these writers endeavored to grow exotics in them: orchids, passion flowers. Inside each of them was imprisoned a poet, like the prince inside the toad. What came out was a richness of embarrassments: shoddy prose patched with purple—beautifully written without first being well written.”




  These weren’t the words of some grumpy old guy who simply disapproved of everything; Humphrey’s book was in fact dedicated to Nick Lyons, certainly one of our best-loved writers (and a former student of Humphrey). Humphrey was also champion of unfairly neglected angling classics, such as Odell Shepard’s eloquent paean to trout fishing, Thy Rod and Thy Creel (1930).




  By the way, Steve and Paul are reasonably sure they know to which writer’s works Humphrey was referring in his remarks, but it would be poor sportsmanship on our part to tell, even though by telling you we’d be giving you some books to read to learn how not to write.




  With that preface, and keeping in mind a reasonable appreciation of our literary tradition moderately tempered by Humphrey’s memorable little diatribe, we are ready to consider what it takes to write well, or at least better, about fly fishing.




  As we’ve already pointed out, fly fishing, like writing, is almost always a lonely, highly individual pursuit. But as the great angler-author-conservationist Lee Wulff once put it, fly fishing is also “the most social of the solitary sports.” When we leave the stream and are back in the car, and from then until we once again wade into the stream, we find ourselves engaged in an incredibly rich, endlessly absorbing, occasionally quarrelsome, and—let’s face it—sometimes really boring conversation. A stranger coming new to the whole enterprise of fly fishing would no doubt notice many things, some good and some bad, about the sprawling community of individuals who make up the sport’s enthusiasts, but it’s a sure thing that very soon that stranger would have to ask, “Don’t these guys ever shut up?”




  No defense is necessary for our talkative habits. Most of us would have it no other way. Many of us would lose much of our interest in the sport if it weren’t for all that stimulating, entertaining swapping of stories, insights, and—again, let’s face it—half-baked theories. It’s just who we are.




  And it’s who we’ve always been. It’s safe to assume that long before printing presses, telephones, films, blogs, podcasts and especially all the blessings and curses of the internet empowered us to accelerate wildly the pace of our conversations, anglers must have gathered at their local tavern, club hall, dinner table, riverbank, or shady boulder to brag, listen, hypothesize, lie, celebrate, lament, and otherwise thrash out the day’s triumphs and misadventures astream. Whether remembering or anticipating, fishing just demanded a conversation.




  WRITE, WRITE, WRITE





  Talking has always been good enough for most anglers, but for 500 years now, and for an ever-growing number of us today, that impulse to talk naturally translates into a heartfelt need and ambition to make the words last longer: to write about it all. We can’t help it, nor should we try.




  The whole point of this book is to encourage and help you do just that: By all means, write it all down. Many anglers keep diaries with no intention ever of doing more than recording experiences for themselves, but many others want to write for a wider audience (we’ll have more to say about the ways a diary can help your writing in chapter 6). You must be one of those or you wouldn’t be reading this book. Do a good job and you’re sure to find readers and become part of the sport’s inexhaustible published conversations.




  But before you do that, take care. You owe it to yourself, and even more to your potential readers, to know whether you’re just repeating what many others have thought and felt and said before. To put it bluntly, if you want to be a fly-fishing writer, it’s vitally important to have a good idea of what others have already written. The best way to be a good writer is to be a good reader. Never stop reading. Read the old books to know how we got here, and read the new books to learn what matters most to today’s readers.




  To his chagrin and eventual amusement, Paul learned this lesson very early in his fly-fishing career. One day 50-some years ago, after a couple years tying his own flies, he “discovered” that by twisting a normal strand of floss tightly into a dense, hard little cord and then wrapping it onto the hook like that, he could create a beautifully segmented body; Eureka! Being functionally illiterate about the sport, he had no idea how really old, not to say intuitively obvious, this technique was. Being stupendously naive about how to submit an article, he immediately sent off one of his wondrous new flies and an accompanying letter to the fly-tying editor at one of the magazines, apparently assuming the editor would immediately urge him to write something about this earth-shattering innovation. An actual publication! Next stop fame! The editor, bless his heart, thanked him, didn’t call him an uneducated hick (which he was), and patiently explained that rolled floss bodies had been around for ages, but thanks anyway. Paul has always been grateful for that kindness, and didn’t need to learn that lesson again. Do your homework.




  Despite the modern flood of books, magazines, and digital communication, it is still true that your best hope for having a clue about the deeper moods, trends, and traditions of the sport is to explore what anglers have said, thought, cared about, and argued over long before the internet was even a glint in the eyes of a few visionary geeks.




  Don’t confuse this with some lame homework assignment from your high-school history class; it’s a legitimate part of the fun and fulfillment to be found as a fly fisher. With a little luck, you’ll find yourself happily exploring this great literary heritage of fly fishing’s wonders, an almost endless amount of reading just waiting to be enjoyed for the rest of your life. It can be that good. Don’t deny yourself. As the late Alfred Miller, who wrote for many years under the pen name of Sparse Grey Hackle, famously put it, “Some of the best fishing is done not in water but in print.” In the rest of this chapter, as a way of starting you on that literary exploration, let us take you fishing in print.




  And please: don’t imagine we’re saying you need to read all this stuff before you start writing. What we’re suggesting here is less demanding, but still quite exciting. Exploring fly fishing’s grand literary tradition is a surprising, entertaining and endlessly informative part of the sport. In a way, you’re luckier than any previous generation of fly-fishing readers, because many if not most of the sport’s literary milestones can be downloaded from Google and other websites, usually for free. Those of us who waited many years to get a look at this or that rare book envy you more than you can imagine.




  So read what you can when you can. Search out the books recommended by or cited in other books. The more you engage in fly fishing’s 500-year published conversation, the better prepared you’ll be to take part in it yourself.




  READ, READ, READ





  We’ll start with a book we don’t necessarily even recommend to new readers, but it helps set the stage. In 1883, two of the premier British authorities on angling literature, Thomas Westwood and Thomas Satchell, produced what is still one of the sport’s most extraordinary and useful books, Bibliotheca Piscatoria, A Catalogue of Books on Angling, the Fisheries, and Fish-Culture, with Bibliographical Notes and an Appendix of Citations touching on angling and fishing from old English authors. The extended title hints at the exhaustive nature of their effort, which was in fact a literary treasure thinly disguised as a masterpiece of exacting scholarly form.




  Hardly anyone discussing this book today refers to it as Bibliotheca Piscatoria. We just say “Westwood and Satchell.” They were by no means the first to undertake the job of compiling such a set of lists, but their book was orders of magnitude more thorough than any predecessor’s efforts, and remains one of the essential standard reference works among serious angling bibliophiles and general readers. It is perhaps the least read of the sport’s genuine literary classics.




  Westwood and Satchell serve us well here for its sense of the scale of angling literature, and makes the point that when we say the enjoyment of the sport’s literary heritage is a lifelong pursuit, we’re not exaggerating. Even that long ago, it took these two scholars more than 400 pages of fine print to fully cite all the fish- and fishing-related works they knew of, virtually everything that appeared after A Treatyse of Fyshing wyth an Angle debuted in 1496. In the years since Westwood and Satchell, the pace of publishing on angling subjects has increased severalfold. We really do never stop fishing in print.




  We don’t mean to intimidate you by telling you about Westwood and Satchell, but to present it as an encouraging invitation to the whole enterprise of becoming a reasonably well-read angler. However, that book does ask the big question: In such a mountain of stuff: Where should you even start? Luckily, there are some easy answers.




  For one thing, there are many wonderful “samplers” that give you a good taste of the variety of styles, approaches, and ideals of fishing writing, both modern and historic. These include anthologies of the works of fishing writers generally, and of fly-fishing writers in particular. Some are specialized in one way or another. A few examples serve here. Astream: American Writers on Fly Fishing (2012), edited by angler/literature scholar Robert DeMott, is a grand collection of stories by modern novelists, poets, journalists, and other writers, most of whom are not normally associated with fishing writing. American Trout Fishing (1966), edited by Arnold Gingrich, presents an all-star cast of the best-known fly-fishing writers going back as far as half a century earlier. Other books focus on a single species of fish, a single style of fishing, or any other presentable topic. Stephen Sautner’s Upriver and Downstream: The Best Fly-Fishing and Angling Adventures from the New York Times (2010) collects a generous selection from that newspaper’s popular “Outdoors” column. Henry Hughes’ The Art of Angling: Poems about Fishing (2011) presents many of the best fishing poems from the past few centuries, and his Fishing Stories (2013) ranges more broadly than most such anthologies into international waters for old tales from other literatures than English. Holly Morris’ Uncommon Waters: Women Write about Fishing (1991) and A Different Angle: Fly Fishing Stories by Women (1995) suggest the extent to which women have been and now are an important part of fly-fishing culture.




  There are many more anthologies, old and new, but among all these choices, a longtime favorite of ours, and still one of the best, was compiled by our friend Nick Lyons about 50 years ago:Fisherman’s Bounty: A Treasury of Fascinating Lore and the Finest Stories from the World of Angling (1971). You can’t go wrong with this book, as it ranges through the long publication history of the sport, selectively hoovering up the best stuff throughout. It seems to be out of print now, but thanks to the internet, “out of print” no longer means “unavailable,” and with very little effort you can find reasonably cheap copies of it—and, by the way, most of the other books we’ll mention here. Nick’s anthology is worth the price of admission just to get to read Elizabeth Bishop’s poetic masterpiece “The Fish” and Rudyard Kipling’s hilarious tale “On Dry-cow Fishing as a Fine Art.” You might also try Nick’s more recent (and even larger and more diverse) anthology, The Gigantic Book of Fishing Stories (2007).




  There is another such book, though, which stands out not only for its rich assortment of writing from many important historic and modern authors, but also for its helpful and entertaining commentary. It’s Arnold Gingrich’s The Fishing in Print: A Guided Tour through Five Centuries of Angling Literature. Originally published in 1974, used copies are still easily and cheaply available online.




  (Important note to publishers: Nick has since produced an even grander anthology, but Arnold’s book should be reprinted immediately, in cloth, paper, and e-book editions.)




  Arnold, who borrowed the title of his book from the earlier-quoted statement of Sparse Grey Hackle, was himself something of a phenomenon in angling publishing. Founding editor of Esquire, through whose long, colorful history he published famous writings by many of America’s leading literary figures of the mid-1900s, Arnold was a happily passionate amateur among the fly-fishing experts. Extremely well-read, he was well off enough to be able to afford many of the rare old books long before they became available to all of us through the internet, and was furthermore a consistently companionable (a word he used to describe his favorite fishing books) writer. He was thus perfectly positioned to produce this long, hospitable book in which he quoted many historic angling books at great length while providing abundant commentary on the worth and context of each. Beyond feeling obligated to tell you that the accuracy of his commentary has become a bit dated in a very few specifics, we wholeheartedly recommend not only The Fishing in Print but also his earlier memoir, The Well-Tempered Angler (1965), which, amidst tales of his angling adventures with many of those same literary greats he just then was publishing in Esquire (including a chapter titled “Horsing Them in with Hemingway”), constantly revisited the sport’s early and recent literature. He even devoted a chapter to some excellent lists of historic titles that he regarded as essential reading. We don’t disagree with any of his choices.




  The other way to get started is to read fly fishing’s history. There have been many British and American books on the subject, from general surveys such as Paul’s American Fly Fishing: A History (1987) and Andrew Herd’s magisterial The History of Fly Fishing (get the third edition, 2019), to a host of more narrowly focused books. Herd’s book ranks by far as the most thorough history of the sport ever undertaken, with the added bonus of being much more entertaining than any high school or college history class you might remember painfully. Now that it’s a quarter of a century old, Paul’s American Fly Fishing, though still the prevailing overview of the subject, is showing signs of its age in its treatment of some historical details we now understand better than we did, and of course it lacks any coverage of the sport’s most recent, energized quarter century. But it has been regarded highly enough to go through at least five editions, so it must still be pretty good. (Paul is safe from accusations of greedy self-advertising here because he gets no royalties from any of these past editions, new or used; from the date of its first publication, all royalties have gone to the American Museum of Fly Fishing.)




  These books are only the beginning for any enthusiastic reader of fly-fishing history. We’ll discuss some of the possibilities for writing on historical subjects later in this book, but here we should at least point out that the history, natural history, and angling lore of many—and more all the time—of the best-known trout waters have been researched and written up in book-length studies. To name only a few of the most famous American rivers that are the subject of books, the Beaverkill, the Neversink, the Battenkill, Michigan’s Pere Marquette and Au Sable, Arkansas’ White River, Maine’s Grand Lake Stream, the Madison, the Henrys Fork, the Yellowstone, the McKenzie, the North Umpqua and many others are now thoroughly chronicled in books aimed at anglers. Even more streams in the UK, where anglers have been fishing and studying their favorite waters for a much longer time, have been the subject of books.




  The current spirit and ideals of the sport of fly fishing are largely the result of its long, celebrated history. Generations of fly fishers have found their experiences of fishing a given stream enriched by knowing who fished there before them, how they fished, and what they thought of the place. For just a couple examples, in the East anyone fishing Pennsylvania’s Letort will enjoy it all the more for knowing the stories and reading the writings of George Gibson, Vincent Marinaro, Charles Fox, Ed Koch, Ed Shenk, and all the others who preceded them there. In the West, it’s impossible to appreciate the tradition of fishing Montana’s Madison River without the writings of Howard Back, Charles Brooks, Craig Mathews, Bud Lilly, Ted Leeson, and their compatriots.




  KNOWLEDGE AND POWER





  Henry Van Dyke, Princeton professor, U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands, distinguished clergyman, and an enthusiastic fly fisher (Little Rivers, 1895, and Fisherman’s Luck, 1899), divided outdoor writing into two types: the literature of knowledge and the literature of power. The first includes the instructional manuals that form the overwhelming majority of fishing books. The second includes the meditative and inspirational, most often presented in the form of stories about the personal experiences of the author.




  Now we routinely refer to the first type as “how-to,” and we often refer to the second type, with all its explorations of the aesthetics, moods, personalities and philosophies of the sport, as “why-to.” But for at least a couple centuries there has been one other very common type, kind of a subset of the how-to that has become its own huge literature, the “where-to.” Modern fly-fishing magazines, books, and web pages are full of spectacularly photographed stories of many exotic destinations for us to dream about.




  Like most sweeping generalizations, these categories aren’t perfect, nor do they really encompass all the types of fishing books. Among other things, they leave out the natural-history books, art books, and conservation-oriented books, all of which fit in our definition of books of intense interest to fly fishers (exactly where fiction fits into this picture depends on the fiction, which may include elements of all of the above; same goes for poetry). The truth is, there are very few fishing books that are exclusively devoted to only one how-why-where topic; we just don’t write, think, or fish that way. The driest fishing manual may surprise us with a few pages of personal anecdotes to illustrate some important point, or with an unexpected sermonette on conservation or good fishing manners.




  1496 TO 1800: NO FLY FISHING ONLY





  For the practical purposes of a new reader of fly fishing books—call it angling literature if you like the higher tone of that—keep in mind that for the first 300 years of fishing-book publishing, there were no English-language books devoted entirely to fly fishing. This is one good reason why many of the best anthologies do not restrict themselves to fly fishing; it has always been true that many of the best fishing stories are about bait- and lure fishing. From the appearance of the Treatyse in 1496 until the first years of the 19th century, fishing books were almost always devoted to whatever kinds of fishing were most familiar to the author; sometimes fly fishing was dealt with in considerable detail, sometimes only in passing. For two centuries after its first publication, the Treatyse’s brief list of 12 fly patterns (famously known as the “jury of 12”) was regularly plagiarized almost verbatim by later writers, especially those who didn’t know very much about fly fishing to begin with. This might suggest that fly fishing was an essential part of being a well-rounded angler; most of the experts who wrote fishing books may have at the same time regarded it as a comparatively minor part of the sport, not one they had personally experienced.




  Even so, it seems likely the biggest reason for a lack of books devoted exclusively to fly fishing is that fishing, like any other human pursuit, is always evolving, and most anglers had not yet begun to see fly fishing as anything other than one of several techniques available to them if they wanted to be successful. No doubt there have always been people who preferred mostly or exclusively fishing with flies—some of the earliest European tracts on the sport suggest just that—but most anglers back then were generalists who could ably use the same rod to fish with bait, lure or fly as the circumstance dictated.




  The full story of how fly-fishing writing came into its own is no doubt more complicated than any single historic source could show, but in the early 1700s we do begin to see clear published evidence not only that fly fishers saw their version of angling as distinct from the others, but also that some fly fishers even saw themselves as special, or even superior to their fellow anglers. The poet and playwright John Gay, in his Rural Sports (1713), versified at some length about why fly fishing was a higher and even more moral form of fishing because it did not involve killing various small animals for bait: “Around the steel no tortur’d worm shall twine/No blood of living insect stain my line.” In his self-congratulatory elevation of fly fishing, Gay conveniently forgot about all the creatures whose often cruel deaths were required to supply him with the wealth of materials used to tie his flies, just as he neglected to consider the tortur’d fish whose blood was spilled when he caught them. But then who said that fishermen have ever been careful thinkers, especially when they’re on a rhetorical roll?




  After Gay’s time fly fishers became more vocal about the imagined superiority of their sport, but that was hardly the most important reason that by the early 1800s fly fishing began to generate books of its own. A whole array of factors—improving printing and engraving technology, advances in tackle construction, the increasing number of recreational anglers, a world trade that brought a vivid assortment of exotic fly-tying materials from the British Empire’s possessions in the far corners of the planet—led to a dramatic increase in the rate of publication of all types of fishing books throughout the 19th century. Perhaps more important, fly fishing writing, like all other writing, was caught up in the prop wash of that greater increase in publishing of all kinds during the Industrial Revolution.




  FLY FISHING WRITING COMES INTO ITS OWN





  This is no place for an exhaustive review of even the most notable of the first fly-fishing books, but there’s no harm in naming a few milestones from such a dynamic period. Starting with George Scotcher’s The Fly Fisher’s Legacy (about 1810) and George Bainbridge’s The Fly-fisher’s Guide (1816), fly fishers went on to develop a formidable, informative, and (no surprise here) occasionally quarrelsome library of their own quite separate from the generalist-anglers. Though Scotcher, Bainbridge, and others before them had discussed trout-stream insects to one extent or another, Alfred Ronalds’ The Fly-Fisher’s Entomology (1836) established a durable gold standard of careful scientific thinking; many of Ronalds’ insights can still be read to advantage, including his modern discussion of how light’s passage through water affects trout and anglers’ perceptions of one another. Ronalds’ book offers us clear evidence that almost 200 years ago there were savvy anglers concerning themselves with such seemingly esoteric but vitally important matters as the physics of light.




  Though fly fishers had been attempting to imitate insect life—and other stream creatures—at least since they started writing about it, the development of modern angling entomology is a good case study in how our literature both advances and reflects the sport’s restless fascination with every aspect of fly-fishing’s subtler details. Post-Ronalds studies of angling entomology through the rest of the 19th and the early 20th centuries resulted in progressively more advanced British books—by Francis, Halford, Skues, Mosely, Mottram, and a host of others—though it was upward of a century (99 years, to be precise) before American anglers got past dabbling in the subject and successfully produced a regional fly-fishing entomology of high scientific precision, Preston Jennings’ A Book of Trout Flies (1935). Jennings’ book heralded the arrival of ever more refined studies of regional or national application—not only of the insects but of our enthusiastic efforts to imitate them better. Again there’s a litany of names—Flick, Wetzel, Grove, Marinaro, Schwiebert, and others up to and including Doug Swisher and Carl Richards’ epochal, best-selling Selective Trout (1971), and on from there. (By the way, the first American book devoted exclusively to fly fishing was George Dawson’s The Pleasures of Angling with Rod and Reel for Trout and Salmon, published in 1876, but after that there was a growing stream of fly-fishing titles).




  Don’t shy away from those old generalists, though. Today’s literature-minded angler should still want to read the early generalists, not just because of their fly-fishing material but because of everything else they say about the fishing of their times. Among American fly fishers, no 19th-century writer was held in higher regard than Thaddeus Norris, whose colossal The American Angler’s Book (1864), not only contained excellent guidance for fly fishers, but also covered every other part of American angling so expertly and sympathetically that Arnold Gingrich called Norris “the American Walton.” Among Americans, Norris’ book was to the 19th century what Ray Bergman’s Trout (1938) would be to several generations of 20th-century anglers.




  THE BOOK OF THEM ALL





  It must be said that everyone should give Izaak Walton a try. It is, after all, the only fishing book to have long ago achieved near household-name status among non-anglers, and it can start you in many reading directions.




  Some purists say the very first edition of Walton’s The Compleat Angler or the Contemplative Man’s Recreation (1653) is the one to read, that Walton got his story just right first time around and became a little verbose in the subsequent editions. But the majority of us agree instead that you’ll get the most out of the last edition published during Walton’s lifetime, that being the fifth (1676). The great advantage of the 1676 edition for fly fishers is that it’s the first to include Charles Cotton’s milestone essay, “Being instructions how to angle for a trout or grayling in a clear stream.” Cotton’s contribution was mostly devoted to fly fishing, about which he was vastly more informed and practiced than Walton, who had more or less just cadged information from the Treatyse for his fly fishing-discussion in previous editions of the Angler. Because it combines the work of Walton and Cotton, the 1676 edition is by far the most often reprinted.




  A. J. McClane, in his immense McClane’s Standard Fishing Encyclopedia (1965), summed up both the challenge and joys of reading Walton today: “New readers to The Compleat Angler are usually bewildered by the fact that his book is written in dialogue form. We expect a direct monologue in our angling works, but in Walton’s day there was time to wet now-dried Elizabethan prose, and it is a pity really that words are perishable. As the two men walked to their river, the tremendous secret of an honest life was unfolded. Izaak’s literary harvest was merely the shreds of these conversations, for he was by nature a profoundly inquisitive man. Even in reading him as the practical fisherman we find none of the dull stuff chronicled by scholars in the years following. To this day, nobody has written a more finely detailed study in the art of using live baits. Walton’s eloquence lagged only when the subject of fly fishing became too pressing, and here he turned to his friend, Charles Cotton.”




  Such a statement from McClane, surely one of the 20th century’s foremost expert how-to anglers (his own book on fly fishing was, after all, called The Practical Fly Fisherman, 1953), should be some indication that, for both inspirational and instructional reasons, Walton might be hard work but is important reading. In The Habit of Rivers (1994) Ted Leeson, one of today’s smartest and most literate fly-fishing writers, has said he “would rather chew little balls of tin foil than reread” Walton. You might come to that conclusion too, and maybe it won’t prove you’re an insensitive brute, but notice that Ted said “reread,” so apparently he did get through Walton’s book at least once.




  A curious and appealing distinction of the 1676 edition of the Angler is that you could buy Walton’s Part 1 as a separate book. Or you could buy it in combination with Cotton’s Part 2. Or you could buy Cotton’s Part 2 as a separate book. Or you could buy the two in combination with another important 17th-century book, Colonel Robert Venables’ The Experienced Angler: or angling improved, which had first been published in 1662 and was in its fourth edition in time to be combined with Walton’s and Cotton’s books in a grand volume titled The Universal Angler. The publisher was keeping shoppers’ options open by providing all these alternatives.




  There have now been more than 400 editions of The Compleat Angler, with more appearing all the time. That’s not merely because it was a milestone of fishing literature, but perhaps more important, because it is “a transcript of old English country life, a study of the folk heart,” as the novelist-diplomat-angler John Buchan put it in his introduction to the Oxford University Press edition in 1935. In the view of the past couple of centuries of English literature scholarship, Walton’s gifts as an angler were nowhere near as significant as his gift for evoking a pastoral idyll.




  Though none achieved fame beyond angling circles, there have been many such all-round fishing books since Walton’s Angler. A representative very few of the best would include Richard Bowlker’s The Art of Angling Improved in All Its Parts, Especially Fly Fishing (1746, with several enlargements in later editions by Richard’s son, Charles), and Francis Francis’ A Book on Angling (1867 and later editions) in the UK, and Thaddeus Norris’ already-mentioned The American Angler’s Book (1864) and Ray Bergman’s Trout (1938) in the United States.




  TRANSLATING FROM ENGLISH TO ENGLISH





  Reading the early fishing books might remind you of the old saw that Americans and British are two peoples “divided by a common language.” The further back you read in fishing literature the more that will seem the case historically, too. Even books published 100 years ago can have some pretty formidable and obsolete jargon, and the 300-year-old ones can at key points seem impenetrable.




  But they’re not. In most cases you can figure out what they’re talking about just from the context, and if not, Google awaits with definitions of many obscure terms. It’s part of the fun of reading the older books to mentally hear their conversations in their own voices, as jarring as they might sound at first. As McClane (quoted above) suggested, the different pace of the texts, the puzzling arcane terminology, and the unfamiliar British settings of the older books can require some adjustments.




  Some of the most important books (including both Walton’s and Cotton’s) that were written in dialogue, and many more that weren’t, may seem tediously stilted to the modern ear. Walton began chapter 1 of his fifth edition with one of his characters, Piscator by name, saying, “You are well overtaken, gentlemen, a good morning to you both; I have stretched my legs up Tottenham-hill to overtake you, hoping your business may occasion you towards Ware, whither I am going this fine, fresh May morning.” There’s lots of this sort of talk before they get around to any serious fishing, but remember that for as much as any other reasons, you’re reading for immersion in another fishing time and place; trust us, there will be plenty of other early fishing books whose texts are so aridly businesslike that you’ll begin to wish for a few whithers and fresh May mornings (when it comes to describing fly patterns, almost none of these early authors gave us sufficient detail to tie a fly with confidence that it looked much like the ones they were using, thus leading several generations of more recent fly tyers into irresolvable debates about just the right way to tie this or that pattern).




  Our best advice when reading prose that seems at first glance so strange is just to soldier on; you’ll pick up the rhythms and meanings soon enough. A great many very smart readers before you have done it. If you just keep in mind that trout are trout, streams are streams, mayflies are mayflies, and that all these guys were up against exactly the same challenges and mysteries we face today, you’ll get along fine and be glad you bothered.




  THE MODERN WRITER OF THEM ALL





  There is no way in good conscience for us not to insist that you make a special effort to read the books of Roderick L. Haig-Brown. For the half-century before his death in 1976, Haig-Brown was foremost among those very few writers whose prose might justly be termed “literature” in that word’s richest meaning. Novelist and sporting writer Thomas McGuane, one of the notably literate readers qualified to appreciate Haig-Brown’s pre-eminence in American angling letters, said, “for many who regard angling as the symptom of a way of living rather than a series of mechanical procedures, the writings of Roderick Haig-Brown serve as scripture.”




  Born and formally educated in England, Haig-Brown first came to western North America in the 1920s, and after some back-and-forth America-England years as he launched his writing career, settled at Campbell River on Vancouver Island, where he and his wife Ann raised their family. He became one of western Canada’s most distinguished citizens, a conservationist of national scope, a frequent member of a variety of government commissions, a magistrate, a Canadian army officer, and eventually chancellor of the University of Victoria. But the work that drove him and most defined his life, and that we now remember him best for, was writing some of the 20th century’s most eloquent, thoughtful, and enduring books on fishing, conservation, and a life well-lived in close company with the natural world.




  For a generous sampler of the writings of Roderick Haig-Brown, you might start with To Know a River: A Haig-Brown Reader(1996), edited by his daughter, Valerie Haig-Brown. It’s a great collection, and like many of the titles listed here is now in print from the Lyons Press. Haig-Brown’s famous four-volume season cycle of fishing books, originally published in the 1950s and 1960s, has been republished as a single book, The Seasons of a Fisherman: A Fly Fisher’s Classic Evocations of Spring, Summer, Fall, and Winter Fishing (2000). Other especially notable books include Return to the River  (1941), the dramatic biography of the life of a Columbia River king salmon, and Measure of the Year (1950), a memoir of Haig-Brown’s life as a farmer, hunter, magistrate, and father living in rural British Columbia. Having recommended all those, we admit that our favorite may be A River Never Sleeps (1946), his chronicle of a year of fishing his home river and beyond. But then we’ve never met a Haig-Brown book we didn’t like.




  WHERE TO FIND THEM





  Time was when the older, rarer books, especially those published before the early 19th century, were entirely the province of relatively few people: those like Arnold Gingrich with the means to buy them, and those (again like Arnold) who lived near one of the great angling libraries at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, the University of California, and a few others. There were also huge private collections, but they were, indeed, private. Even out-of-print books published in the first half of the 20th century required a certain amount of chasing down. It’s only in the past half-century or so that the market in reprints of the older books was recognized by such enlightened editors as Nick Lyons, whose Sportsman’s Classics/Crown Publishers editions of numerous important out-of-print titles led the way in getting many great but neglected books back in the hands of new generations of fly fishers.




  Those of us who wanted to own some of those older books (after all, the books in big university library collections couldn’t be checked out—you had to read them there) did have some occasions for hope. There were countless used-book stores around the country where, with enough patient browsing of dusty shelves (the dustier the better, it sometimes seemed), it was occasionally possible to discover copies of long-wanted books, and there were the occasional catalogs of several used sporting-book dealers. It is difficult to convey, in this age of instant web access to almost everything, how much of a treasure hunt building a modest fishing library was even 30 years ago. For those of us on the bottom rung of the financial ladder, such libraries were often made up in good part of what were known as “reading copies,” which was a polite way of saying “all the pages are here, but otherwise the book is battered, stained, marked up, and dismantled to the extent that the only real binding is a rubber band or two.” But we had the words, and that was what mattered to us; we weren’t book collectors, we were word collectors.
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