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Foreword



  John Nichols
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  I’ve known Taylor Streit ever since Moby Dick was a cetacean calf. We both arrived in Taos, New Mexico, around the same time. That would be at the end of the 1960s. The difference between Taylor and me, way back then, was that he could fish and I couldn’t. Another difference was that I could write and he couldn’t. Unfortunately, I was at the first of many lows in my career, but even then I could make more money writing than Taylor could make fishing.


  So at some point I guess Taylor figured that being a writer might be an easier way to earn a buck. Maybe. Yet knowing how to fish and knowing how to write are very different conundrums. To catch fish, all you have to do is tie on a couple of gold-ribbed hare’s ears and drop them in a river. Bingo! What could be easier? You’re home free, as they say. Basically, fish are stupid.


  But to write you have to train for years in Siberian salt mines breaking rock eighteen hours a day with your bare hands. Then you must sit down at a typewriter, hook up an IV of black coffee, and “open a vein,” as the famous sports columnist Red Smith once observed.


  Compared to fishing, writing is like climbing Mount Everest locked in a straight-jacket and shackles. Not many people know how to fish well and write well at the same time. The reason for this is obvious: Anybody in his right mind who knows how to fish would never destroy that joyous avocation by trying to write about it. Writing takes the fun out of everything. Writing is difficult.


  I can only think of a few people who’ve managed to ace both the fishing and writing métiers, and they have names like Ray Bergman, Izaak Walton, Norman Mclean, and Ernest Hemingway.


  But now there’s Taylor Streit.


  Yet in the old days Taylor didn’t know the difference between an adverb and a Dolly Parton. I mean a Dolly Varden. In fact, when I first met Taylor, he reminded me of one of those old-fashioned down-and-out gumshoes that used to be played in the movies by Humphrey Bogart or Robert Mitchum. You know the type: three-day stubble, big bags under their sad eyes, heads wreathed in cigarette smoke, large holes in the soles of their brogans. And they always wore a battered fedora so stained by sweat it stunk.


  So at first, frankly, I wasn’t even sure if Taylor could fish. But I learned pretty quickly that my friend was the Columbo of Taos angling pursuits. He had the raincoat, the cigar, the battered fedora—he was the klutz who always got his man. Or in this case, his fish. And he could teach others to do the same at the drop of a fedora.


  Still, I would not have pegged him for a scrivener.


  However, miracles happen. Years passed, and I bet Taylor spent every one of those years lying awake at night thinking: I’m stuck in a rut, tying flies and guiding difficult people on difficult rivers—there must be more to life than this. I can’t even buy gas for my Rolls, I’m two months behind on the rent, and my divorce lawyer just went south because I couldn’t pay his exorbitant tab.


  Obviously, it was time for a regime change.


  Which is always much easier said than done. Ask George Bush.


  I remember some of Taylor’s first published stories. In my career I drummed those stories out of my system when I was about sixteen. Taylor got them out of his system when he was forty-five. Still, the man had chutzpah. He was like a guy who wanted to learn a foreign language and was not afraid to speak it. Screw the grammar; forget split infinitives; dispense with past tenses. And don’t even think about the subjunctive.


  But the lad had heart.


  And Taylor parlayed that heart into his first book at age forty-eight. That surprised me. It’s a great book called Fly Fishing New Mexico. The tome is informative. It moves as fast as an eight-inch brown trout zipping across a shallow pool in a tiny stream toward a Little Joe’s hopper being fished dry. Taylor also projects a folksy sense of humor. And there is no bullhockey. He knows what he’s talking about, period.


  I do have one cavil. On page 17 of Taylor’s first book the word “lightning” is misspelled three times in one paragraph: “lightening!” Yet Taylor can lure forty trout from the Rio Grande to every one that I bamboozle, so why harp on irrelevant details? They say Scott Fitzgerald couldn’t spell worth a damn either.


  For a while, watching this man write was like watching Steven Hawking play basketball. No matter; after Fly Fishing New Mexico was published, Taylor’s stories began to appear in a local newspaper. Admittedly, the early stories were a trifle clumsy. Then they became better. Pretty soon Taylor could use words as expertly as he could use a fly rod, and things changed.


  Charles Darwin, take note: evolution works.


  Taylor next published a book called Instinctive Fly Fishing: A Guide’s Guide to Better Fishing in 2003. I blurbed the book because I really liked it. Here’s what I said:


  Move over Ray Bergman, Charley Brooks, John Gierach, here comes Taylor Streit upriver waggling his literary fly rod with the best of them in a wonderful, easygoing, and easy-reading book that is sure to find an honored place among the classics. Streit sidesteps the hooky-mooky, he circles dexterously around the convoluted, and he catches the reader constantly with the effortless flick of his magic prose. This is fly-fishing as it should be: simple, direct, humorous, and always right on the money. Instinctive Fly Fishing takes out all the stress, leaving behind pure pleasure. Anybody who reads this book can’t fail to discover joy on any river . . . and catch plenty of fish to boot.


  Overnight, my friend Taylor had become a first-class scribbler. A multifaceted Renaissance man. Not only could he catch ’em, but now he could describe the process as well as anybody else in the genre.


  That brings me to the present collection of stories. I read most of them when they were first published, many in the Taos Horse Fly, a monthly blat run by a guy named Bill Whaley, who has survived in Taos even longer than Taylor and I have. For several years, whenever Horse Fly hit the stands I read Taylor first, that’s how much I enjoyed his writing. It was easygoing, fun, funny, informative—in short, well written.


  Today, it gives me great pleasure to see many of those stories rubbing elbows in this collection. Taylor has been to exotic places I’ll never visit, and he has written about those places. He’s caught peacock bass in Brazil. And he has witnessed people wrestling alligators. He bagged a twenty-eight-inch brown trout in Patagonia while red stags kibitzed from the background. Taylor has snagged Bahamian bonefish. He also went after big game in Hawaii, where he landed a “small” marlin that he describes as “only” ten feet long and weighing but “361 pounds.”


  Yet his agility with words makes that marlin seem much larger and more spectacular than the minnow he actually boated.


  Taylor’s hunting stories are exciting, sometimes scary. When he gets lost on a deer hunt in terrible weather you are genuinely perturbed. His reveries while stalking quail on a mesa are touching. And Zeus, his incredible bird dog, is a hoot—Zeus being the only canine I ever heard of who could arrive home at night both blasted by a skunk and with a snoot full of porcupine quills.


  The best riff in this book is Taylor’s story of fishing with me, John Nichols, on the Rio Grande near Taos. Aside from the compelling subject matter, the reason it’s the best story is that I, John Nichols, corrected all the grammatical mistakes, reshaped some of the sentences, and offered suggestions for more luminous metaphors. To Taylor’s credit, he listened carefully to my suggestions and made judicious changes. Only the great artists can accept criticism and profit from it.


  All these stories are fun to read. “The Side Less Fished” makes me laugh because it is so true—a lovely description of a day on the river . . . and in the life of a man.


  Taylor says he has heard fishing described as “an endless series of opportunities for hope.”


  I’d say these stories are an endless series of opportunities for hope.


  I remember the essay about Ole Walter from when it first came out. According to Taylor, Ole Walter, a brown trout blind in one eye, measured twenty-six and three-quarter inches. It required years to catch him. And you know a fisherman has made the transition from bullshit artist to fine writer when he or she can resist the temptation to round out that three-quarter inch and make Ole Walter twenty-seven inches even!


  Frankly, I don’t know if even I could have resisted a temptation like that.


  All the tales are good fun and great writing. There’s some wonderful satire to boot. Also a hilarious account of ice fishing at Eagle Nest Lake east of Taos that had me gasping at the end. It is so wacky it’s believable.


  In order to pen this introduction I’m reading an uncorrected manuscript in which the word “lightning” is misspelled as “lightening” God knows how many times. I lost count when I stopped to pour out more bourbon. But I hope the copyeditors will leave that misspelling alone. I am told the Navajos always weave a flaw into their rugs for “the soul to breathe.” I think the oft-repeated “lightening” should be the flaw in this lovely book that allows its soul to breathe.


  The one the copyeditor let get away.


  Years ago, Taylor came up with a streamer fly that he called the “fall killer.” He told me it would catch fish. So I bought a bunch of fall killers from him and went down to the Rio Grande and, by golly, I snagged a batch of hefty lunkers. If Taylor said a fly would catch fish, that fly would catch fish. Guaranteed.


  What message do I draw from that observation?


  Pure and simple: these stories catch fish.


  And all of them are hefty lunkers.


  Taos, June 17, 2006
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  Fall


  
PART I



  NEW MEXICO


  
CHAPTER ONE



  RIVERS OF THE NORTH
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  As a fly-fishing guide I’ve spent a good deal of my life standing in water: ocean flats, jungle swamps, and Argentine trout rivers. But it’s the home rivers of northern New Mexico and southern Colorado that I feel the most connected with. Rivers that, for one reason or another, I have formed close personal relationships with.


  Being one of those souls born a couple of hundred years too late, I search for wild spaces to keep my blood flowing. Thankfully, there are still enough waters and woods to explore in the surrounding mountain ranges. When I have looked into every nook and cranny it will be time to move on. But there seems to be little chance of that, because I grow older each year, while the list of waters that I have yet to visit only lengthens.


  A lot of the attraction to the area rivers is purely physical, for they pass through a variety of stunning country. The water itself adopts different moods as it drops from the high snowfields. Little ritos giggle as they bounce down from timberline. Then streams turn reflective as they quietly wind through meadows and beaver ponds, to eventually reach their greatest physical strength—after joining forces with other tributaries—when they cut through the sheer rock of canyon walls.


  A big part of my connection to the rivers is the wealth of memories gleaned from decades of fishing them. Some of these memories are dramatic, but most are just subtle remembrances of nature doing her everyday chores: trout rising for mayflies, violet-green swallows skimming the river, all while mist and cloud form and vanish.
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  Rio Grande cutthroat
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  Brook trout
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  Sight fishing—man vs. big trout!
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  Summer in New Mexico


  Then there are the remembrances of bizarre events. Whenever I walk by a certain remote section of the Chama River, for instance, I think of the time when a friend and I snuck up on an elk that was grazing beside the river. We got so close that the poor thing fainted in her tracks! Once she regained her senses a little, we sat down beside her and offered our humblest apologies for frightening her so. But our company didn’t seem to be helping, and we soon left her to recover on her own.


  Dangerous times are hard to forget, too. I remember standing in a creek with a client when the playful tune the stream was singing changed. I wasn’t aware of this consciously, but, grabbing his arm, I asked, “Is something different all of a sudden?” We looked at each other, and then upstream, as a flash flood rounded the bend, pushing a roaring wall of water at us. We quickly got out of the stream—but on the wrong side—and it wasn’t until the water dropped an hour later that we were able to cross back and reach our car.
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  Winter


  Moving water can be scary, but it has an inexplicable healing quality, too. I can’t really explain what it does to me; but every now and then, when I’m staring mindlessly at the seductive flow, I’m startled to realize—as if for the first time—that this natural wonder of water just never stops. It’s forever headed downhill to the mighty sea, and then finds its way back up the mountain to repeat the process all over again. Amazing!


  
CHAPTER TWO



  OLE WALTER
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  Ole Walter was a one-eyed male brown trout that lived a long and solitary life high in the Southern Rockies. I’ve heard that it is possible for a brown trout to live for more than twenty years. Certainly it took considerable time for him to grow to such great size in a beaver pond at 10,000 feet elevation. But the pond was spring fed and the steady water temperature no doubt lengthened the growing season.


  For high drama the pursuit of this spectacular fish falls just short of Captain Ahab’s obsessive chase after Moby Dick. But unlike the great white whale—whose defense against his tormentors was the expanse of the seven seas—Walter had to elude capture within the narrow limits of a two-acre beaver pond. And after decades of pacing his watery home, he had developed certain dining habits that made him very difficult to catch.


  The pond was well hidden and far from any roads—the kind of place that never gets fished. I first stumbled onto it while on a backpacking trip with friends. I had noticed a rito that had some fresh beaver cuttings in it. I followed the tiny stream up through a dark forest. There were only a few little trout; but there was more beaver sign, so I continued upstream. The rito broke out into an open meadow that snaked by gray skeletons of trees that lay decomposing in the boggy meadow. Sheer peaks surrounded the hidden valley. The quiet of the place was oddly intensified by the muffled roar of a waterfall a mile away. The noise waved off and on with the shifting breezes.


  Just beyond the meadow there was a tiny canyon with a beaver dam built right against its rock walls. I remember thinking that it was like the places that men build dams. A great beaver lodge was humped in the center of the pond—and Mr. Beaver himself was lounging up on a hillside close to where the source of this drainage, a spring, popped out of the ground. The large fellow looked like a slow, lazy monkey, sitting on his butt out in the sun. He waddled into the pond when I took to the bare hill that rose steeply above the little lake. The hill afforded an outstanding view down through the clear water. But after considerable sitting I saw no fish. The beaver must have dammed the spring so close to its source that it was above all the resident fishes. Having nothing better to do, I returned an hour later with a fly rod and relocated a couple of brown trout from the creek below into the pond.
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  Let me go! Photo by Garrett VeneKlasen


  It wasn’t until two decades later that I returned to the area with my son, Nick, and a friend of ours, Dr. Leo Ortiz. We were camped a ways away from the pond, and it wasn’t until the following morning that I went to see how the fish that I had put in there twenty years before was doing. I expected my planted fish to be long gone, as the beaver cuts on the dam were old and gray now. Mr. B was obviously long gone, but his work lay intact and the pond still looked perfectly fishy. I took the handy hilltop position above the pond. I didn’t really expect to see any fish, and I started gazing at the flowers and mountains instead. As I got up to leave, I gave a glance back into the pond just as a huge trout slipped out from under a boulder. It was so long that its body waved snakelike through the water. Wow! I ran back to camp to tell the boys. Manpower would need to be assembled to apprehend the beast.


  It didn’t take a whole lot of deliberation to get the fellows on the move, and shortly thereafter we approached the hill. With the sun at our backs the leviathan could be plainly seen. And with the help of binoculars we learned that the specimen was a male brown trout. The water was as clear as air, and we could see his spots as he swam by. A scar grazed his side and his belly was burnt orange. We thought we would get him up onshore for a better look and drew straws for who would throw that first, valuable cast.


  Nick won, but we all pitched in with ideas about what to use and how to use it. When all was ready, knots tested, cameras prepared, and good luck wishes offered, Nick crept down to the pond. He took out some line, threw a cast out to get his distances in order, and waited. It wasn’t long before the big trout’s appointed rounds brought him within range. But Nick couldn’t see him from water level because of surface glare. Leo and I would have to tell Nick where to cast.


  So as not to spook the fish, we would have him place the fly well in front of it. But the first cast was too far in front, and the great trout angled away from the fly. We redirected Nick’s cast “fifteen feet left, no, a little more right—add three feet.” We were busy watching the fish, but something in Nick’s voice made me look at him. He had spotted this trout of a lifetime and the boy’s voice and knees were shaking. It looked as if he might wiggle apart and melt to the ground at any minute!


  But as the lengthy fellow grew closer, Nick’s predatory instincts took over and he naturally made his false casts to the side of the fish so as not to spook it. And when it looked just right Leo and I simultaneously said, “Drop it.” It was a perfect cast, five feet in front of the unalarmed animal. The old codger took the slight change of course needed to meet the fly, and then rose upward and, ever so leisurely, passed it by. A communal sigh of “AHHHhaaaa . . .” spread across the calm water of the pond.


  Very seldom does a trout that has refused a fly take it on subsequent casts, so we started changing flies. But Ole Walter (by that time he had acquired his legal name) simply wouldn’t take anything we offered him. He would give some patterns a better look than others, and we would change accordingly. In other words, if he studied a size sixteen elk hair caddis, we’d think that we were on the right track and show him an eighteen. After he refused such subtle offerings, we’d drag a big whooly bugger by his nose in the hopes of pushing some aggressive button. But unlike us, he never lost his cool.


  We scoured one fly box and then another. The maddening thing was that he was obviously feeding—every few feet he would eat something subsurface. Never expecting selective trout in this wild country, we were low on midges (obviously the staple of his diet at this high altitude). But how could you land a fish approaching thirty inches on a midge hook anyway? You couldn’t apply enough pressure to steer him away from the rock he lived under, or from the old beaver lodge—both of which sat awkwardly right smack in the middle of the proposed battleground.


  When not feeding, he tucked himself under those boulders. It was in the deepest part of the pond. He wasn’t a nervous sort and it took a considerable bombardment of casts to run him in there. Over the several years of our relationship, we spent many an hour waiting for him to come out and play. (Nick once backpacked in alone in foul weather and in ten hours of hilltop vigilance only got a ten-minute shot at Wally.)


  Each winter we planned our assault. We had pictures of him taken from the hill, and when I looked at them I knew how the vengeful Ahab felt when he reached for his missing leg. Each glance at Walter swimming happily in his watery hole made us tie new flies and greedily sharpen our hooks—with the same determined precision with which the captain sharpened his harpoon. We always wondered if the old boy would make it through another long winter. How thick was the ice? Was our hero getting enough to eat? Would the pond, long abandoned by the beavers, sustain sufficient water to support the aging phenomenon?


  One spring day found us on the long trail to Wally’s domain. The day was fair, with puffs of white clouds now and then, but no wind ruffled the grasses and flowers. A cow elk moved through the aspens and bleated to her calf. The view of the surrounding peaks was as stunning as it had been twenty years before.


  The pond looked about the same, and we took up our usual hilltop position and, with great anticipation, looked for our main man. I remember feeling a little foolish about it all, it being such a singular situation in trout fishing—hiking miles into the wilderness in pursuit of one fish. Who ever heard of such a thing? But when we got our first glimpse of him, we would remember why we came. And sure enough, there he was—the troublemaker himself!—making the rounds of his domain. Nothing had changed except Ole Walter may have added an inch or two to his already long frame. But it was the same story as in previous seasons. We could not get the thing to eat our flies! Man, was it frustrating! Nick did most of the fishing for Walter. He seemed as likely to catch him as I was. His casts fell perfectly in front of the huge brown trout . . . over and over again.


  We were pretty well equipped with midges this time and gave him floaters, subsurface models, and an array of tiny larvae. We finally did what we should have done long before—really study the water and Wally’s feeding habits. For he always ate the same way—he inhaled things at mid-depth, casually. We got out in the water a ways and discovered that a particular dark olive midge larva was suspended, head upright, in the water We had him now—or so we thought. We hung various midges from dry flies and the Walster slithered by each morsel in his patented cavalier fashion.
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  Don’t adjust your eyes—Ole Walter, the elusive one, is too mysterious to focus on.


  After two days of this we were agitated and turned on each other. My cooking sucked; Nick had better do those GD dishes! We muttered, “Won’t it be nice to get home.”


  I had a miserable night’s sleep that night. The altitude and the frustration with Walter were no doubt problems, but vicious dreams of death filled my night. I fell off cliffs, had car accidents, and, scariest of all, was eaten by a shark (no doubt my proper karmic end).


  I was surrounded by the subject just then, as my two closest friends had recently been stricken with cancer—within a week of each other. What was so difficult was the way that I learned about the second friend. I’d been gone for a few days, and I called the first guy to ask about the condition of the other. Gene filled me in and then said, “I guess you haven’t heard the news about me?” “No,” I said. “What news?” He explained that he had had a brain tumor removed three days before and had even less time than our mutual friend Jim. He apologized for breaking this to me, and I, stunned beyond thought and feeling, no doubt said something inadequate and then hung up and plummeted into a deep hole. This backpacking trip was my way of escaping that pain. And catching Ole Walter certainly couldn’t hurt.


  So, like the obsessive Captain Ahab, I dragged my wasted body toward the great fish, hoping his capture would do more for me than, of course, it could. Leo and Nick were still asleep when I left, not so terribly interested in getting up early to face another day pitted against this slippery genius.


  The worst obstacle to landing Wally was the beaver lodge that sat in the middle of the pond. I decided that being on top of it would be the best place to fight him from, because he would be getting pulled on from where I didn’t want him to go, and he’d try and go the other way, right? (So much of fishing sounds so good in theory.)


  So I waded out there real quiet and looked in the fly box awaiting inspiration. And there it was, the one fly we had somehow overlooked. The fabulous, the one and only—bead head hare’s ear nymph number sixteen! And then the beast appeared, not really obvious under a slight chop, and I quickly laid the fly out some ten feet in front of the rascal. He sped up when he spied the fly. Then I lost sight of him and I started retrieving slowly with a hand twist so that I would feel the take. Nothing happened. But I kept it coming, and when he was fifteen or twenty feet away, the bright bead head on the nymph came into sight. When the fly reached the “window” of unruffled water on the leeward side of the beaver lodge, the great beast was following it! My knees began to shake as his huge jaws slowly opened. It was as if I was staring down the gullet of the great whale himself, and the vast whiteness rattled me even further. It took a while for all that to happen; I set the hook before he had closed his mouth on the fly, and I felt the steel scrape across his bony jaw. He turned as if nothing had happened and continued on his way unaffected.


  On our final day we couldn’t face the humiliation and tried another pond, where we caught a couple of eighteen-inchers. This gave us enough strength to charge back to the pond for one final assault.


  Walter was out and about and as cocky as ever. As my son’s self-esteem was beginning to suffer from the emotional abuse that this . . . this . . . FISH was handing him, I decided to take the rod. But it was the same old story.


  Then, as the light got lower, our boy turned frisky, and instead of cruising his normal midpond grounds, he started prowling the shoreline, swimming fast with a mean look in his eye. As he approached I melted behind a bush and dropped a damsel fly nymph in front of him. It was a totally inappropriate fly for this altitude and time of day; but when I started wiggling it, he charged and ate. And I missed the strike! I immediately slapped it down in front of him, and—when he was but a rod’s length away—he grabbed it again.


  Incredibly, we were finally fast to the fish. He instantly ran toward the beaver lodge. The 5X tippet wouldn’t last long if he got it wrapped around a stick, so I started wading—running was more like it—out toward the beaver lodge. But before I had gone a few steps he changed course and headed straight toward me. I reeled as fast as possible, but I couldn’t keep up with him and ran backward up the hill to maintain tension. The great old fish hadn’t got all his wits about him as yet, and I figured that maybe we could land him before he knew he was hooked. So I yelled to Nick, “Get him.” I kept the pressure on, and Nick scooped him up in his long arms when he reached shore. It looked like Nick was wrestling a gator as the huge fish thrashed about. And I, torn between joy and guilt, yelled excitedly, “Nick, I’m sorry, I wanted you to catch him.”


  We had forever speculated as to the length of Wally. But we had watched him so long that our estimates of his size would change with our mood. Being landed so green, he was too wild to measure for a while. When he had calmed down, we got the figure—twenty-six and three-quarter inches (to this day the largest trout I have ever caught in the United States). Then we took some photos and released him.


  The pictures later showed us something that we had never realized before: the great trout was blind in his right eye. This helped explain why he had refused 10,000 of the 20,000 flies we had offered him!


  We knew he survived us, because we watched him prowl the next morning. We returned the following spring and retook our hilltop position to catch the (now thirty-inch?) fish. But we saw neither hide nor hair of our old adversary. Like my friends Gene and Jim, he’d used up his allotted time. We did, however, make some improvements to the aging pond by adding some sticks to the dam. And from the tiny stream below we transplanted a little cutthroat trout into the pond. We considered this an improvement, too. Cutthroats, you see, aren’t nearly as difficult to catch as brown trout.


  
CHAPTER THREE



  EGOCENTRICITY
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  I can’t take any more of these festivals! Last week it was the Taos wool festival—THE GREATEST WOOL FESTIVAL EVER! The Outdoor Movie Festival was the week before, and the Mountain Festival is this week—not to mention the endless and ever-so-thrilling art festivals. I’m sure they’re all the bestest festivals in the world, but I’ve lived in Taos too long to feel all that festive—it being my misfortune to know what lies beneath the glitter. Plus, these festives are all younger, richer, and hipper than me—making me feel downright lonely.
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