








Praise for Richard Louv'sFly-Fishing for Sharks




“Spiritually close to Steinbeck'sTravels With Charleyor William Least Heat Moon'sBlue Highways. . . This is good stuff.”

—Garvey Winegar,Richmond Times-Dispatch





“This book isn't about how to bait a hook . . . [it is] a chronicle of the America we don't often see. All that traveling, fishing, and conversation gave Louv the opportunity to peer inside the soul of America and see his homeland in a new light.”

—Eilene Zimmerman,San Diegomagazine





“An entertaining sociological discourse that tells as much about modern life as it does about angling . . . Louv should be commended for this ambitious work. . . . Good-hearted and respectful . . . a unique and upbeat glimpse of the American psyche.”

—Dean Neprud,Minneapolis Star-Tribune





“Hard to put down . . . a must for anyone interested in good writing. In fact, anglers and non-anglers alike will enjoy Louv's latest creation.”

—Steve Gibson,Sarasota Herald-Tribune





“You don't have to be a fisherman to relish Richard Louv's account of exploring America by going fishing. Funny, poignant, thoughtful, and obviously a labor of love.”

—Linda Robson,The Ottawa Citizen





“Filled with humorous and poignant moments, personal reflections, and unique individuals . . . [Louv] doesn't sit back and just retell fishing stories. He looks to find the deeper meanings.”

—The Tennessean





“A book of fishing stories like none other.”

—Theresa Walker,The Orange County Register





“Fascinating, warmly reassuring . . . That's what makes this book so alluring, even for folks who care nothing about fishing.”

—Abilene Reporter-News





“Louv takes readers on trips most will never have an opportunity to enjoy, yet he describes each with such detail that you feel as though you are there. . . . Louv captures the personality of those he fishes with and reveals just enough about each that you come away feeling like you've made a new buddy you could call up and find out what's biting and where.”

—Steven Goff,Arkansas Democrat-Gazette





“The book becomes a fascinating community of personalities, difficult to put down . . . and Louv has the talent to pull a good story out of a stone. . . . A darn engaging read.”

—Richard Anderson,California Fly-Fisher





“A great book.”

—Rich Landers,The Spokane Spokesman-Review

“A landmark book about every aspect of the sport . . . an astounding portrait of America that you won't be able to put down. I so highly recommend this book that I hope each and every one of you will rush to buy it.”

—Lyla Foggia, editor ofWomen's Fishing Onlineand author ofReel Women





“[Louv] elucidates a remarkable amount of material, excavates all kinds of wisdom, raises alarms. . . . An engaging book, informative, sometimes poignant. Louv has an excellent ear.”

—Seth Norman,Fly Rod & Reel





“Louv is skilled at painting pictures with words. In exploring America's fishing culture, he expertly flavors his observations with facts and historical information.”

—Roanoke Times & World News





“This book [is] not only immensely entertaining, but enlightening, for Louv is not only a skilled writer, he is a thoughtful one. And there is, in this age of skepticism and suspicion, something very refreshing about a book motivated by such generosity of spirit and kindly curiosity.”

—Jackson J. Benson, author ofThe True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer





“An intelligent, engagingly written book that looks at angling to examine larger questions. . . . Louv captures the simple pleasures and the strange power of fishing—and the undercurrents of cultural change reflected in our angling lives.”

—Bill Gruber,The Wyoming Tribune-Eagle





“You'll love this book. . . . If you've ever dreamed of chucking it all and heading for a life lived with a rod in hand, you'll be glad to know you're not alone. Just ask Louv—or read his book.”

—David DiBenedetto,AllOutdoors.com





“Even the participation of women in this previously male-dominated sport is colorfully explored in the book.”

—Lynn Arave,The Salt Lake City Deseret News





“One evening . . . we made the mistake of actually picking upFly-Fishing for Sharksand reading it. That night we couldn't sleep. We tossed, we turned, we wrapped ourselves up in our clammy sheets like a floundering bass. . . . We were hooked.”

—John Shore,KPBS On-Air





“Picaresque . . . touching . . . a comprehensive book about people, sport, and love of life.”

—Glenda Winders,Copley News Service





“If Louv fishes as well as he writes, he'll never be hungry.”

—Niela Eliason,St. Petersburg Times





“Louv belongs on the same shelf with such fine fishing writers as Nick Lyons and John Gierach.”

—Booklist





“His eye-opening odyssey will be pure bliss for anglers.”

—Publishers Weekly
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This book began one evening in Los Angeles when my agent, Jim Levine, and I met for dinner. Having written five previous books about weighty social issues, I proposed a few potential topics for new books. “More depressing social issues,” said Jim. “Yes,” said I, “and every time I think about writing about them I get a headache.” We looked at our food. Perhaps it was fish. “Have you ever thought about writing a book about fishing?” he asked. “Why?” I wondered. “Because every time you talk about fishing, your affect changes. Fishing makes you happy.” Absolutely.

No book is the sole creation of its author. Any credit accrued, therefore, and none of the blame, must be shared with others. First and foremost, credit goes to my wife, Kathy Frederick Louv, whose last fish was caught in September 1981 on the Snake River in Wyoming when she was pregnant with our first son. A few years later, she became a vegetarian and started siding with the fish. Even so, she encouraged me to do this book and her human sympathies and skill helped shape every chapter.

My sons, Jason and Matthew, went along on some of the expeditions. They offered enthusiasm, commentary, and advice on lure and fly selection.

Bob Bender, senior editor at Simon & Schuster, provided steady counsel, sound judgment, sharp scissors, and the best advice that an author can hear: “Have fun. If you do, your reader will, too.” Experts who gave early guidance included Al Burt of Florida, Richard Anderson ofCalifornia Fly Fisher,and sociologist Richard Madsen and anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann of the University of California, San Diego. Shanna Dougherty, Christina Maule, Johanna Li, Sean Devlin, and Marilyn Montanez helped keep the writing on schedule—well, almost on schedule

Other friends and relatives reviewed parts of the manuscript or recommended more research (that is, fishing). Among them: Dave Boe, Leigh Fenly, Mike Louv, Terry Rodgers, Peter Kaye, Anne Pearse Hocker, Michael Kinsman, John Gilmore, Jack Webb, John Bowman, John and Eileen Stroud, Karen Kerchelich, Jon Wurtmann, Nick Raven, Jackie Green, Marie Anderson, Bill Stothers, Jon Funabiki, Larry Hinman, the DMG, and my editors atThe San Diego Union-Tribune.Jim and Anne Hubble generously offered me a writing hideaway in the mountains. Jim Brown shared a reservoir of knowledge. As did Susan White.

Dean Stahl selflessly gave the gift of his talent; he scrutinized every word of copy, listened to each sentence of complaint (about the writing, not the fishing), and shared the joy—he is a fine editor and even better friend.

Bill Frederick sent clips and words of encouragement; even now, nearing the end of memory, he may recall the scent of dawn, the feel of a sudden strike, the sight of a golden rolling, and the light of a fading campfire.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge the anglers who helped create this book. The central characteristic of the cultures of fishing isgenerosity.This became evident early on as I explored the many Internet newsgroups and Web sites devoted to fishing. One site listed anglers in every section of the country who were willing to share information about the fishing in their geographical area. I drafted a letter explaining what I hoped to do and sent it to everyone on the list. Before I logged off that afternoon, I was already receiving e-mail from folks offering to take me out on their waters.

Come fishing, they said.











There's no taking trout with dry breeches.

—Sancho Panza, to Don Quixote








Introduction:Shop Talk
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ONE WAY OR ANOTHER,we're all anglers.

On a Saturday afternoon before lighting out for the territories, I stopped at Stroud Tackle to see my friends Bill and Eileen Stroud and John Bowman. As usual, I needed the atmosphere more than the gear.

My plan for the next couple of years was to take a new look at my country—through the unique prism of fishing.

Stopping at the tackle store seemed like a good place to start.

Now in its twenty-eighth year, Stroud Tackle is located in a bland stucco building on San Diego's Morena Boulevard. The shop is bracketed by cut-rate furniture outlets, a massage-equipment-and-lotions store, and a building contractor's office. All of this is bathed in freeway noise and jet fumes from nearby Lindbergh Field, and Southern California sun. Walk in from the street, out of that harsh light and sun, let the door swing closed behind you, hear the little bell ring, and you enter another world.

The shop is calming, a refuge from the chaos outside. Flecks of dust glow in thin rays of bright light that splay through the blinds. Your eyes take a moment to adjust. One wall is dedicated to freshwater fish. Across it you see mounted golden trout, rainbow, cutthroats, brown, lake trout, and a replicated 27.4-pound steelhead, sleek and shiny—the state record steelhead caught on a fly, from the Smith River in Northern California.

Everything's a little dusty, as if the fish have been freeze-dried in the arc of their jump, and then shellacked. Bill and Eileen look a little bit like that, too.

The shop's back wall is given over to saltwater fish: halibut, bat ray, marlin, opah, amberjack, sheephead, yellowfin tuna, dolphin, rooster-fish, jack mackerel, white sea bass, wahoo, dorado, yellowtail, bonefish, sharks (bonita, tiger, dusky, blue). Until recently, a baby hammerhead shark sat on the counter on a pedestal, but Eileen took him home. She was afraid someone would steal him.

These days, many fishermen consider it more reasonable and correct to photograph their catch, release it, and send the photo off for replication in three-dimensional plastic and paint. But these fish, sixty of them, once moved through green and blue, through kelp and lily pad, through life.

I look around. The merestuffof the store is comforting, all this medicating paraphernalia: hand-tied flies (these days, 90 percent of them tied in Sri Lanka or Colombia or Kenya or some other developing country); Orvis, 3-M, Lamson, and Ross single-action, click and pawl and disk drag reels of Orvis; and Sage, Thomas & Thomas, Scott, Loomis rods, all graphite. Bamboo rods are back in vogue, not because they catch more fish, but because of how they make the angler feel. Special. Elite. Part of a tradition. Bill and Eileen do not carry bamboo rods, because, as Eileen explains, “they're so expensive, one thousand to twenty-five hundred dollars, and the last one I had got stolen here, right out of the store.”

Such a theft makes no sense. “Think how you'd feel fishing with a stolen bamboo rod. Kind of defeats the purpose.” Or, she says, maybe the thief just sold it. “The latest thing is guys come in here with Scotch tape wrapped around their hands, sticky side out. They run their hands through the fly box, and the flies stick to the tape underneath their hand.”

“Next time I see that happen,” says Bill, peering over his glasses, “I'm going up to that guy, close his fingers into a fist, andshake his hand real hard.”

“I tell you,” Eileen says, “fishing is changing.”

The room, only 850 square feet, is packed like, well, a sardine can. Eileen and Bill, both in their seventies, stand behind the counter. Eileen learned to fly-fish as a child, from her father. She does not talk readily of this, but I hope some day to hear her stories. I do know that she is reputed to be a better angler than Bill, and better still than most of the fishers who come into this shop.

Bill, tall, white-haired, a former big-time New York City insurance salesman, stares at you over his glasses and scowls and you're home free. If he scowls at you, it means he likes you.

“What can I do for you today, Richard?”

For the next hour or so, he'll try to talk you out of buying anything. “Oh, you don't needthat,” he'll say. And Eileen, who always hovers next to the cash register as if she's protecting it from him, shoots him a withering look. He doesn't wither easily.

Something about visiting the Strouds, and their volunteer salesman and raconteur, John, is deeply calming to me. Familiar.

I remember the stacks ofField & Streamthat one old man, Grandpa Barron, who lived next door, would hand me every few months when I was a boy. These magazines were filled with culture and dreams.

Sometimes before dawn, Grandpa Barron and I would walk down the road to the lake, climb in his boat, and glide across the black water. I would watch his hands in the propane lamplight, as they molded the dough bait, and worked the rod and reel with skill. He said little. He did not preach. He did not pry. He was glad to have some company. In silence, we would watch the mist on the water and the widening rings where fish nosed or tailed into the air.

In those years, the act of fishing, the mantra of it, with or without a catch, was a way to keep from drowning, a way to connect to something larger. But, over time, like a lot of people in need of a little renewal, I had drifted away from that sense of connection, had begun to fish more in theory than in reality. Recently, the meaning of fishing, of life, had seemed tenuous. Late at night, as I skimmed across the American veneer, surfed from channel to channel, I found it difficult to think or to feel clearly. As a journalist, too, the latest crisis seemed pretty much like the one before it.

Stroud Tackle brings back that earlier time and offers affirmation.

On this day, I tell the Strouds and John Bowman about my plan, how I'm setting out to explore the cultures of fishing—the people and ecologies of angling in America. Trout anglers, bass fishers; seekers of steel-head, sturgeon, shark, and carp; fly-fishers, ice fishers, bass tournament pros, charter captains, guides, lodge owners, and poachers alike. North, South, East, and West—and of course the Great Midwest. To explore how fishing renews us, and how we can renew fishing by rethinking our roles as stewards.

My modus operandi is simple: identify anglers, legendary and average, men and women, in each of the cultures with something to say about the fishing life and life beyond fishing. They will, I hope, be my Sancho Panzas. With lance (a St. Croix graphite composite rod, bought at Stroud Tackle) in hand, I'll travel to the Meccas of fishing—Orvis, Bass Pro Shop's Outdoor World, bait shops, and coffee shops. I'll investigate the beliefs and industries of each of these cultures: the ethical frameworks, the dialects and the dialectics; the political pools and the perceptual streams.

“So this means you'll have to go fishing,” says Bill.

“Guess so.”

“Now there's an assignment.” He smiles slowly.

Eileen arches an eyebrow. “I say save your time and money. Forget the writing. Just go fishing.”

Behind a second counter, John Bowman, with neatly trimmed white beard and aviator glasses, holds forth. A retired teacher, he spends part of his spare time at the shop, helping out with the customers. Many have been coming here for years. He thinks of himself as the Strouds' concierge.

The bell rings, the anglers walk in out of the light and finger the merchandise, dream a little, and eventually move to the counter. The anglers who come through the door are young and old, male and female; they're construction workers and doctors, the unemployed and the overemployed. Some are novices; a few are even better anglers than John or Bill or Eileen. Others are fashion fishers looking for the latest vest. They ask John about the best places to fish in the West, the lakes and streams and pools of Montana and Idaho and California's Eastern Sierra, which John has fished since his son Conway, now thirty, was eight years old. They ask: Where should we stay? What flies should we use on the Owens?

He crosses his arms, elbows on the glass, and advises them to go deep in the fall, with flies that impersonate underwater larvae: “Use a nine-foot leader with a 16 nymph, either a gold-ribbed hare's ear or a pheasant-tail nymph. From the curve of the nymph's hook, tie on twelve inches of 5x monofilament tippet, and tie that to another nymph pattern, size 20 or 22.”

None of this code makes much sense to the new fly-fisher, but John, forever a teacher, will spend all the time it takes to explain.








[image: 074320025X-039]ANGLING IS NOWAMERICA'Sfavorite outdoor activity. In 1959, according to U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service surveys begun in that year, roughly 20 million fishing licenses were sold in the U.S.; by 1992 the number had jumped to 31 million. In 1998, 44 million Americans fished, according to the National Sporting Goods Association, far exceeding the number of people who participate in tennis or golf. Among men, fishing is far and away the favorite outdoor recreation. But the ranks of women anglers are growing also. Of outdoor activities, fishing now ranks seventh among women.

“Women anglers are not as fashion-conscious as men,” John tells me. “Men tend to be into gadgets, but women are usually more interested in the technicalities of fishing; they're really into it. Men are interested in the size of fish they can get, women are more interested in how to fish.” Keep your eye on the women, he advises. “More interesting than the men.”

Though in some areas of the country the sales of fishing licenses have fallen slightly in recent years—giving some fishing manufacturers cause for concern—angling's commercial power overall is impressive, to say the least.

The American Sportfishing Association reports that 35.3 million anglers spent $38 billion on fishing trips and gear in 1996, up from $24 billion in 1991. Ad agencies now employ fishing images to sell everything from booze to bank accounts. “Once considered a cane pole and worm crowd, anglers are now courted aggressively by everyone from General Mills to General Motors,”USA Todayreports. Wal-Mart put its name on one national pro tour, Kmart latched on to another. Meanwhile, Pepsi and Coke jockeyed for position, and Fuji Film, Rubbermaid, AC Delco, Wrangler, and Citgo signed on with one pro bass outfit or the other. In 1998, fishing truly reached the commercial big time: General Mills announced that the next sports champion to be honored on the front of the Wheaties box would be a bass fisherman.

Fishing is also getting more organized. The sport has spawned myriad organizations, including TROUT Unlimited, which fights to preserve trout habitat; Bass'n Gal (an organization for women bass fishers), which celebrated its twentieth anniversary in 1996 with nearly thirty-three thousand members, and then closed a year later due to sexism, a story told later in this book; and the 660,000-member Bass Anglers Sportsman Society, which sponsors fishing tournaments, produces a cable television bass fishing show, and publishesBassmaster, Southern Outdoors,andB.A.S.S. Times—and plans to open Bass Outdoor America, a $50 million family-oriented theme park in Alabama or Tennessee, complete with a bass boat roller-coaster and a sixty-acre lake with an island the shape of a largemouth bass.

Eileen snorts. “Like to see that.”

“Now Eileen, different strokes,” says Bill.

Part of the reason for this growth is the movie,A River Runs Through It,released in 1992 and based on the Norman Maclean novella about family and trout-fishing in Montana. Also contributing are big-money bass tournament circuits and advertising. But a deeper current moves below the surface: nature hunger. The baby boom generation may be the last one to share an intimate, familial attachment to the land and water. Today, development erases suburbia's last islands and peninsulas of open land and wild water.

But judgments are often premature and mysteries abound. Fishing, as John Bowman says, “is always about more than fishing.” Today's fishing is about the tension between commercialism and romanticism, between the growing popularity of angling and limited waters, between past and future, between innocence and knowledge. The waters we fish, and how we fish, reflect larger political, ethical, even spiritual issues. How shall we reconnect to nature? How should we treat fellow creatures of other species? How do we hold fast to what is old, timeless, and slow? If the cultures of fishing begin to communicate and work together— something they have not done in the past—could anglers become the most powerful and effective environmental lobby?

I claim no expertise at angling. But I do hope to learn a thing or two about how to catch a fish. I'll explore the cultures of fishing, see a fair bit of my country, and travel its currents. The way I figure it, if you want to know America, go fishing.

I'm eager to get started, but before I leave the shop, I buy a couple of flies from Eileen—well, more than a couple. Hard to get out of there without loading up, despite Bill's efforts.

“You can tell a lot about people by fishing with 'em. Places, too,” says John. Cheerfully defying California law, he lights up his pipe. “Keep in mind that fishing to some people becomes an obsession because it's what Sam is doing, it's what everybody else is doing. It's like when people began wearing bell-bottom trousers—they wore them because somebody else had them. Keep your eye on the difference between fashion and fishing.”

He points the stem of the pipe at me. “Here's my advice. Get out of the country.” I laugh. He explains: “A couple hundred miles south of here is a place that will show you what fishing was like before it got . . . complicated.”

He rummages around behind the counter and finds a pencil and a piece of paper and writes down a name and a Baja California, Mexico, phone number. “I'll tell you one thing I like about fishing is it gets me to places where there aren't many people. It's probably the camaraderie, too. Although I know that's a contradiction. Some people think it's a damned religion.” He pauses. “I'll be quite frank: It's almost a religion with me. I do believe in a Supreme Being, but I'd rather go fly-fishing than go to Mass. Hell, if I go out onto a stream and I don't catch any fish, I still feel that way. I see a couple of nice birds or a fish jump or a deer or a moose or whatever the hell, or another fly-fisherman. I love to watch people fish; I love to watch fly-fishermen. Especially my son, he's a hell of a caster.”

He scribbles a second phone number and slides the piece of paper across the glass. “You go see Conway. He'll tell you something about fishing.”

Eileen wryly interjects, “That Conway, he's been coming in here since he was little. We always took him fishing. He filled up the bay and the lakes with rocks. He was a little brat.” She smiles, drops some flies in a little plastic container. “Helovedto eat squid. I used to flinch when I watched him eat 'em. He'd eat tentacles, head, eyes, and everything.” She shudders.

John laughs, a short bark from the corner of his mouth, as I head out. “See ya,” he says, from behind the counter.

The door opens, the bell rings.






Headwaters
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Master Pedro now came back, and in a cart followed the show and the ape—a big one, without a tail and with buttocks as bare as felt, but not vicious-looking. As soon as Don Quixote saw him, he asked him, “Can you tell me, sir fortune-teller, what fish do we catch, and how will it be with us? See, here are my two reels,” and he bade Sancho give them to Master Pedro; but he answered for the ape and said, “Señor, this animal does not give any answer or information touching things that are to come; of things past he knows something, and more or less of things present.”





—Don Quixote





It Changes Everything
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WHEN YOU'RE FLY-FISHINGfor sharks, the line between lunacy and sanity is pretty thin. Twelve miles off the San Diego coast, former grunge rocker Conway Bowman stopped the eighteen-foot aluminum boat with the upswept bow. The sea lifted us. We were just beyond the bank where the Pacific Ocean's floor plummets from fifty fathoms to three hundred, where an upwell brings food to the surface.

Sharks like it here. Conway likes it here.

At thirty, he's a handsome guy, lean and hard and tan, with a three-day stubble and closely cut hair. He wore a fleece jacket, khaki shorts, tennis shoes, Orvis sunglasses, and a wide straw hat. He was excited and intent, couldn't wait to get out there, but he forced himself to stay within the bay speed limit. The motor growled. We passed a lolling cigarette boat.

“More gauges than a spaceship,” he said, squinting at it.

Several kayakers were leaning into the offshore wind and heading out to sea. Some kayakers paddle five miles out with their fishing gear to catch giant sea bass. Sometimes they're joined by even hardier breeds, belly boaters—anglers suspended in fancy inner tubes—and surfboard anglers. Like the kayakers, the surfboard anglers paddle out in their wet suits, rod held in their teeth, a fanny pack around their waist to hold lures and snippers. These anglers favor kelp forests or the floating kelp beds that break away in storms or are chewed loose from their rock anchors by sea urchins; the beds attract yellowtail, dorado, rockfish, and opaleye. Suspended, feet dangling, the belly-boat and surfboard fishers move above the kelp forest, watch it twine down into darkness. They sit out there all day and sometimes at night, listening to the hissing and popping of life in the kelp.

Here's how extreme it gets. On July 7, 1998, Scot Cherry, a 6 feet 4 inches tall surfboard angler, caught a 140-pound thresher shark while fishing a mile and a half off La Jolla. It was nearly as long as Cherry's 13-foot longboard. During the forty-five-minute fight, the shark towed Cherry for five miles at about 10 knots—fast enough to create a wake behind the board. Cherry's ambition is to surf behind a shark.

Compared to these anglers, Conway seems . . . conservative.

Over the noise of the engine and the pounding of the hull, Conway described his earliest memories, which were of fishing.






I remember my father, this big man walking into the kitchen with albacore as long as his leg. I'd watch the way he cleaned the fish with authority. I'd sit on the floor and just look at him.

We'd go fishing every weekend. He'd get me up when it was still dark. The mornings always smelled like pipe tobacco. I remember his Ford Falcon, and his hat, and his red checkered Filson jacket, and his boots. I still have those boots. He didn't use them anymore, so I just took them. Up until a few years ago, I used to wear them when I fished. They're in my closet now.

I must have been about three years old. It was a very cold February day. My father and I were out fishing on Lake Jennings, and I remember he had on this big white coat with a big woolen collar. He was sitting there baiting my hook and he threw it out and we were using cheese bait. I got hit. He set the hook, and handed the rod back to me, and I'm reeling and reeling. It was a large trout. I was really excited and so was he. He went down and took it off the hook and put it on a stringer and put it in the water, turned around, and I went into the water after the fish. Just to play with it, you know.

This was the middle of February, it was probably thirty-two degrees out. I remember him getting into the water and justtakingme, you know, and running me up to the car and putting me in the car and taking me home. With the fish of course.







Conway pushed the throttle and lifted the Bayrunner bow over the first swells outside the bay. We were headed out into the high rolling sea now. My fourteen-year-old son Jason was with us. He was wearing dark glasses, a black tee shirt, and a kind of seasick scowl. In recent months, he and I had been having difficulty talking for the first time since he was little. Perhaps a little fly-fishing for sharks would help. Something new for both of us.

Still, I had not realized that the boat would be this . . . small.

We watched delicate, silver fish skim through the tops of the waves next to the boat. A morning chop like this usually gives way to smooth seas once you get farther out. Off on the sea, dark shapes, like quarter moons, floated above the waves, down and up, down and up.

“Porpoise,” said Conway, smiling. “They'll come right at us.”

“Look at 'em, Jason,” I said to my quiet son. “There must be what, fifteen?”

“We can probably hear them,” said Conway.

He turned off the engine. We heard nothing. “Sometimes it takes five minutes for the whole school to go through. That was a small school. When pilot whales pass by, you can hear them through the aluminum hull—their high squeal.” The arc of the world moved up and then down, and up again. He held a Magellan-Meridian Excel Global Positioning System on which he had programmed the hot spots for sharks, the coordinates of his sightings since January. These were marked by flags on the screen. After a few minutes of drifting silently, listening, he started the engine again and we moved out.

He stood, watching intently. “We're looking for signs of life: bait fish, birds on top of the bait fish, even subtle irregularities in the surface, which could, for instance, signal puddling yellowtail tuna—”

“What do you mean, puddling?”

“They're just kind of up, slurping on the surface. So you're constantly watching for that. Also, you're reading the water. For instance, right in front of us, you see this slick?” Not the oil slick, he said, but a slight change in the texture of the water beyond it, a smoothing. “It's a current break. Fish like current breaks. Usually in a current break, on either side, there's a temperature difference and you always want to fish the warmer side of it. So you're always looking for things like that. These details usually will guide you right to the fish.”

He cut the engine again. We were nine miles out. Land was a thin strip of memory. We floated above the inner edge of the Nine Mile Bank, where the depth drops abruptly from fifty fathoms to three hundred; the current far below hits a mountainside and shoots upward, producing an upwelling of water that disgorges biomass—concentrated plant and animal life—from the deep and splays it out along the surface. The biomass attracts smaller fish, and these draw larger predators.

We'll fish here, Conway said, and drift to twelve miles out.








[image: 074320025X-039]FROM THE FRONTof the slowly pitching boat, he hauled out a crate of commercial “Shark and Fish Chum” and tied it to the back corner of the boat. The top edge was only inches from the water, and when the bow lifted, the stern dipped close to the surface. The box had holes in it, from which bits of fish and fish oil oozed and created a lengthening, widening slick behind us. As the boat drifted, the bluish sheen spread out over the green troughs and moved up and over the edge of the swells and disappeared.

Conway loves to come out here alone in the cool mist and chum the water and wait and then stand on the heaving center console as eight-and ten-foot blue sharks circle. His fly line floating in long fluid loops, he casts to the most aggressive sharks.

Conway makes his living supervising recreation on a nearby city reservoir, but hopes to be one of the first guides on the West Coast to make a living taking anglers out to fly-fish for sharks. This is how fishing cultures get started, by the passion of one angler.

What is it about fishing that attracts you? I asked.

“I don't know, I think it's the tranquillity of it, just being on the water. The water really has something to do with it. Also, the freedom. I fish by myself much of the time. I think it's just me, getting away maybe. I don't know, some people say it's an escape. All the girlfriends I've had— ‘You're just escaping from reality’—or something like that. But I'm most happy here.”

I told him I always think of it as escapingtoreality.

“Exactly!” he said, grinning. “That's the way I look at it.” He pulled out another white bucket filled with chunks of mackerel and sliced them into smaller pieces. On most trips, he catches his own mackerel, but today he was in a hurry, and used the commercial bait. “I think it's the freedom, the sense of accomplishment. Fishing makes you feel worthy, it makes me feel worthy.”

Why worthy?

“You've done something, you've actually . . . I don't know how to describe it.”

The slick stretched out behind us, widening. “Sometimes in the chunk slick, when there's a lot of birds, it means there's going to be a lot of sharks. They usually don't catch the birds but they do go after their feet.”

Sharks are attracted to minute currents that come from the reaction of certain metals in contact with one another. The electrical impulses likely mimic the spark of life that means food in the shark's world. So Conway places a zinc plate on the bottom of the metal boat. “It causes some kind of energy that really gets them going,” he said. The smallest sharks come in first, followed by the larger sharks, which often arrive a couple hours into the fishing. He wanted to slow the boat's drift, so he tossed out a driftback—a kind of water-dragging parachute.

The slick deepened in color.

“People have a preconceived notion that sharks are vicious. Well, not really. Not most of them. Not the blue sharks. Fishing for blues is actually very much like catfishing, which I like to do, too. You sit, you do a lot of pondering. But then youseethem coming, which is different from catfishing.”

As we waited, he rigged the rods. He uses what he calls chunk flies, simple attractors that imitate (purist fly-fishers will not be impressed) the pieces of fish we were throwing behind us. Usually he sight-casts to the first sharks coming in, before they get to the chum bucket attached to the boat. If they reach the chum bucket they become spoiled by the ease of it. Because the day was overcast, it would be difficult to sightcast.

A fin cut the water with a distinctive hiss.

“They're early,” he said. Usually, the sharks take forty-five minutes or so to show up, but there was something different about this day. Five or six blue sharks, four to five feet long, circled us. One glided up to the boat, stuck its head out of the water, bared its teeth in a hideous smile, and proceeded to gnaw on the top of the chum box. The surface of the water was only a few inches from the top of the boat's stern railing, and the sharks were only a few feet away—this one was less than two feet from my leg.

Conway handed me an oily chum bucket and instructed Jason and me to begin flinging the finger-sized chunks of fish into the sea.

Then he froze. “We have a situation here,” he said.

“What do you meansituation?”I said.

“We have a mako.”








[image: 074320025X-039]SOMETHING ABOUT THEway he said mako made me want to be home watching a National Geographic special.

As Conway took a 12-weight flyrod from a vertical rod holder, he explained why he considered this asituation.The slender, deep-water blue shark can be dim-witted, almost passive—like a catfish that wouldn't mind having you for dinner. But the powerful mako, or mackerel shark, which can grow to over twelve feet and one thousand pounds, slices through the water like a jet fighter at speeds that sometimes exceed sixty miles per hour. When hooked, a mako tends to fly out of the water into a boat, jaws snapping: Jumps of twenty to thirty feet have been recorded. Essentially, the mako is a smaller version of the great white shark, but more aggressive.

Conway practices catch-and-release for ecological as well as safety reasons. “You do not want one of these fish in the boat with you,” he said dryly. Thirty-two attacks on humans—and fifteen boat attacks—have been recorded, not a big number, unless you're in the number. He told us of one angler who had met his mako this way. “He had the shark hooked; it ran to sea then turned around and charged back, flew into the boat, and bit the fisherman's thigh. Cut the femoral artery. The guy bled to death in twenty minutes.”

Makos, in their way, don't get mad. They get even. A few years ago, a ten-foot mako jumped out of the water and into the boat of a sixty-nine-year-old Fijian fisher. “Immediately, the shark proceeded to eat the fisherman,” according to a newspaper report. “His five stunned shipmates tried to kill the shark, but were unable to either stop the attack or remove the shark from both the boat and their friend in time.” Another, larger mako attacked a crew of four Fijians. “That crew was unable to remove the shark because of various injuries inflicted upon all of the boat's occupants.”

The mako circling us was nearly six feet long. “Are you ready?” said Conway. “This is the ultimate fish on the flyrod. This is the first one I've seen out here. Look at him go!Look at him go!”

He handed me the flyrod.

“No, you do the first cast. It's your record.” After Conway's stories, I wasn't too sure I wanted to hook the thing anyway.

“Jesus, can I?” he said, laughing.

“Of course! What do you mean, can you? Of course. It's your boat.”

Conway's hands were trembling. His face had lost its ruddy color. If he caught this fish, he believed he would be the first fly-fisher to catch a mako off San Diego.

He lifted the rod and flipped a three-inch fly in front of the shark.

The fin hissed past, slicing the slick, the nose of the thing at a slight downward angle. It looked and swam nothing like the blues. It looked . . . mechanical, streamlined like a torpedo. The mako's back was bluish gray with an odd golden-brown reflection on top, gray on the sides, with a flashing white belly.

The fish was not eating, but cruising slowly, watching. If the mako became agitated enough, Conway explained, it would take one of the blue sharks. “If the blue is chewing the chum box or on a fly line, the mako will come up and bite its tail off and then eat him.” This mako seemed meditative, focused. It made a wide arc and disappeared. Our hands were bloody from the chum, but none of us would wash them in the seawater.

Jason was standing at the bow of the boat, watching from behind his sunglasses. I was glad he was there, instead of at the stern. But I did not want to show my concern, just as, I am sure, he did not wish to show his. In fact, this felt good. It felt terrific, and probably not as much of asituationas Conway was making it out to be.

The shark returned, swerved past the boat, skimming the surface. I stepped back from the side of the boat.

Conway raised the fly above his head and back, and looped the line out over the water. It landed in the slick and moved with the swell. The little blue shark shimmied up to the fly and bumped it with his nose, which was good, said Conway, because it could agitate the mako. This was the moment of truth.

The mako paused just under the surface, ten feet from us. Suspicious, perhaps. Conway pulled the chum fly from the water and cast again, dropped it a few feet ahead of the shark as it made a small turn away from us. The mako slid two feet forward, its dorsal fin out of the water, opened its mouth slightly.

The fly disappeared.

Conway pulled the tip of his rod high in the air. Nothing. The shark had effortlessly bitten through the steel leader and taken the fly with it.

Rather than tie on a new fly, Conway quickly returned the 12-weight flyrod to the holder and picked out a lighter, 9-weight rod with chum fly already rigged. He did not expect the mako to return, but he wanted to be ready. He said the shark's run had been perfect because it was headed away from the boat, at an angle. He told me that if he hooked the mako, I would have to pilot the boat—and chase the shark on fast runs of seventy-five to one hundred yards, and prepare for it to leap clear of the water like a marlin or swordfish. Conway's tackle was too light to bring the fish in directly.

Now the ocean seemed empty. The little blues had disappeared. We were drifting fast, nearly to the twelve-mile point, which may have explained the blues' behavior. The boat lifted on a swell, settled in a trough.

Then suddenly the mako was in front of us, three feet off the stern. It slipped around the corner, now inches from the boat. Conway dropped the fly in front of it. The shark moved forward.

Just before it could take the fly, he pulled up on his rod.

The fly dangled in the air. The mako flashed out of sight. This time for good.

Why had he thrown away his opportunity, his chance to establish a record—to reach his goal?

“Too dangerous,” he whispered. His voice was still excited, but with an edge of disappointment. “I couldn't do it. The shark was too close to the boat. It was too dangerous, especially with your son on board.” Besides, he added, hooking a fish inches from the boat just wouldn't seem . . . right.

He turned the boat, and, with the engine grinding, we moved back to the nine-mile edge of the drop-off, stopped, and began the drift again. Conway looked up at the overcast, which was thickening, and felt the stiffening wind. If the wind increased, we would return. His boat was too small to handle large swells.

The blues came up to the new chum slick, and Conway handed the 9-weight to my son. Jason flipped the chum fly to a cruising blue, which took it, and Jason hauled it in, a look of sudden lightning in his usually quiet eyes. The shark, a kind of charcoal blue, shot this way and that and rolled frantically. Conway reached down with a thickly gloved hand, grabbed the fifteen-or sixteen-pound blue just behind its head, and twisted it out of the water. Its mouth was open wide, flashing, and Conway took a pair of pliers in his other hand and unhooked the fish.

“Did you like that, Jason?”

“Yeah. It was okay.” He was grinning despite himself. So was I.

Conway handed me a rod, and I caught a blue. Conway usually unhooks them quickly in the water but this time, for each of us, he pulled a fish out of the water and held it up, its teeth flashing, and we posed for photographs, all of us smiling, feeling alive.








[image: 074320025X-039]HOOKING THE MAKOhad changed things. Now the waves had an added snap to them, serrated white ridges along their tops, and the wind was coming up. As we packed the gear, returned the rods to the upright holder, hauled in the chum box, he said he realized that some fly-fishers, the purists at least, look down their noses at fly-fishing for sharks, at flies tied to look like chunks offlesh.

“There's so much emphasis on being correct and perfect, on wearing the right clothes and using the right equipment. What I like about fishing for sharks is that it's very basic—maybe the most basic form of fly-fishing you can do, even more basic than pan fishing with a fly-rod, because there's basically only one choice of fly. And maybe it seems more . . . primitive. You're sight-fishing, you're hunting.”

And then he told me about one of his fishing dreams. “I've always thought about opening a fly shop, a different kind of fly shop.” His eyes drifted off to the towers of the approaching urban skyline. “I'd have good outdoor literature in it. It would be a tackle shop, a bookstore, and a coffee shop also. It might even have its own microbrewery. Beer and coffee and fishing. Maybe a bagel or two. People would sit around and tell lies about their fishing. Not just go in, buy something, and get the hell out, but stick around, have some coffee, work at a fly-tying bench, tie flies, and tell some lies. Some good stories.”

Hey, I said, you could call it “Flybucks.”

“Well, it wouldn't just be about bucks. It would be about something that the fishing writer Russell Chatham said: It would be about going somewhere you didn't have to kiss one undeserving ass that you didn't have to.”

Conway headed his little boat toward the thin line of smog and shore.

As the boat entered the bay, and he throttled down, he talked about second thoughts: how he wished he had taken the mako. “Silly, but when I first saw the mako, I felt kind of . . . threatened. He made me feel very uneasy when I saw him coming on to the line. The mako cocked his head to one side, looked at the boat, almost like he was saying, ‘What are you doing in my area?’ He has no enemies, you know, except us. And we have him.”








[image: 074320025X-039]IN THE MONTHSsince our trip, Conway has returned often to the upwell. He's pursuing his dream, slowly moving away from his city job and out to sea, into the role of charter captain. He told me recently how he took a friend out fishing, and the friend, seasick, leaned over the edge and personally chummed the water just as a seven-foot mako roared by.

“That was a big fish,” said his friend.

Conway decided then and there to buy a bigger boat.

He finally hooked and caught a mako on a flyrod—a six-foot, onehundred-pound shark. A friend piloted the boat. They chased the fish for an hour. Conway brought the mako in and quickly released it, so the record remained unofficial. And then he sat down, knees shaking.







The Lost World
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A FEW WEEKS after fly-fishing for sharks, my son and I were due to go fishing one hundred years in the past, and we were late.

The Mexican cowboys from the Meling ranch and the fly-fishers from north of the border with their five-hundred-dollar Sage rods had left without us. They were somewhere on horseback winding toward the Rio Santo Domingo, down a foot-wide horse trail with twohundredfoot drops, the same path Father Junipero Serra took north to plant his string of missions in Alta California in the mid-1700s.

Though the Spanish may have fly-fished in America before the English (more about this blasphemy later), the records do not show that Serra fished this stream personally. Fishing was not the kind of thing that the Spanish wrote about in their journals, suggesting that they considered fishing to be below their station, something for the natives with their little weirs and spears and throw nets. But it's possible to imagine Serra, robes flapping in the hot, dry wind, peering into the waters below at the odd little trout. Serra would not have known or cared about their genetic uniqueness, their linkage to the world's most ancient rainbows: He had bigger fish to fry to the north.

I was here in Baja California with Jason because I wished to catch a unique fish, and to experience what fishing was like before there were so many distinct borders in North America, long before Sage rods, before Orvis, before bass tournaments, before catch and release, closer to the headwaters of the sport. And I could take my teenage son on another adventure with Dad. But Dad was now standing here in the flying dust on a parched knoll in one of the most desolate places on Earth, embarrassed in front of his son . . . who was standing off to the side in his flapping black gothic rock tee shirt, with his face scrunched up in the wind.

I looked at my watch. Five minutes. We were five minutes late. Or maybe ten. And they were gone.

One or two farm trucks bounced over the rock-and-dust road from inland, where in the far distance we could see the peaks of the Sierra de San Pedro Martir range, which rise to ten thousand feet. The stream we were to fish was somewhere to the southwest, deep in a gorge accessible only by horse or mule or foot. The anglers and the cowboys were heading there now. I tried to use the cell phone. My son arched an eyebrow. Fat chance. Who was I going to call anyway?








[image: 074320025X-039]HOURS EARLIER, WEhad met Dal Potter at Sanbournes restaurant in Ensenada. With his goatee and kind eyes and distinguished manner, he looked like a small version of John Steinbeck. A few years ago, he had moved from San Francisco, where he worked in the building industry, to slower Baja. Potter now arranges fishing expeditions to the Meling ranch, in the foothills of the Sierra de San Pedro Martir, some 153 miles south of the border.

The other fishermen going on this trip sat in the next booth. They were veterinarians from San Diego. They looked a little tense, and were decked out in expensive fishing gear. One of them was wearing thick glasses and a flats hat, the kind usually used in saltwater fly-fishing, with a long visor and neck and ear guard flaps for sun protection that hung down and made him look a bit like Deputy Dawg. Potter showed us pictures of the ranch and described where we were going. Baja, he explained, is a peninsula 760 miles long, 30 to 150 miles wide. Mexico's most important fisheries lie off the sparsely populated coast, but inland the mountains and deserts are, psychologically at least, as far from civilization as anywhere in North America.

“The Meling ranch, where you're headed, is owned by the grandkids of Salve and Alberta Meling,” he said, “and the trout-fishing operation is run by Enrique Meling, but you'll be taken down to the river by his sons and brother. Enrique's been ill.” Potter coughed into his fist, neatened a pile of photos. Salve was the son of Soren Meling, a sailor who immigrated to Baja from Norway at the turn of the century. As a young man, Salve met and married Alberta Johnson, daughter of Harry Johnson, an immigrant from Denmark and former Texas rancher who had headed west in the late 1800s, attracted by Mexico's offer of free land to settlers willing to settle in rugged Baja. “The Melings struggled for a long time to make it; many of the settlers in this area didn't make it,” said Potter. Over the decades, the Melings built up their ranch, claiming huge tracts of central Baja, becoming a power in a territory that had not known much power.

At fourteen, Enrique began a ten-year vaquero apprenticeship, riding the Sierra de San Pedro Martir range at his grandfather Salve's side. His father, now dead, was a cowboy daredevil who teamed with his brother, Andy. Together, they contracted to round up wild steers for ranchers throughout Baja's cattle country.

Today, Enrique is president of the Ejido Bramadero, a communal holding that, including the Meling ranch, is fifty miles wide and seventy miles long and home to only 113 people. The family's cattle herd once numbered in the thousands, but now Enrique and his family only run about two hundred head. Turning away from Mexico's failing cattle industry, the Melings now host paying guests at their ranch and offer limited horseback trips to American anglers in search of wild, rare rainbow trout. Potter is their connection to the North.

The family is careful whom they take into the wilderness of central Baja. “You get sick in there and there's nothing to do but haul you out by mule, and that can take days.”

By now, it was time for us to leave Potter behind and head south. Jason and I drove out of the town right behind the group of fly-fishers. We passed between mesas covered with cardboard shacks that seemed frozen in a perpetual slide. Along the road, Indian women carried babies in sling sacks over their shoulders. A school band of uniformed children stood beside the pavement playing their drums and a single trombone for anyone who would listen. Traveling the toll road through the stench of coastal industry, we saw flashes of blue Pacific framed in new white stuccoed vacation casas, built mostly for Americans.

Just beyond Ensenada, the land changed radically. The mesas gave way to scorched desert mountains and green valleys. The road was winding and slow, with speed limits of sixty kilometers (forty miles) per hour, and lined with crumpled boxes of tomatoes; a tractor-trailer truck had gone over a cliff and filled an arroyo below with red pulp. Passing through a village, we hit a crude speed bump that must have been a foot high. The Volkswagen van leaped and fluttered and settled. A few hundred feet down the road a sign advertised the local hospital, which seemed appropriate.

Everything conspired to slow us: the speed limit, the variable quality of the road, the blind curves decorated with small white crosses and plastic flowers honoring dead travelers.

A couple hundred miles south, far beyond any settlements, I stopped the van next to a one-room grocery with the word “Juanitas” hand-painted on the front stucco wall and studied the crude map Potter had handed me. I had lost track of the veterinarians. The dirt-road turnoff to the village of San Telmo was nowhere to be seen. Inside the grocery, refrigerators and shelves were nearly bare. A little girl scurried across a bare plank floor. Juanita, pretty and vague, stared at my map and said in English, “Oh, no, you have to go back toComidor.” So we drove back north, stopped the van in that town, and asked two women if they knew where the road to San Telmo was, and they said, “Oh, no, you have to gothatway.” And pointed south.

Just beyond Juanita's, across a dry wash, we found the road. And discovered then that the fishing party had not waited for us.








[image: 074320025X-039]AFTER AN HOUR OF WAITINGon the windy knoll, Jason and I got into the van and headed east, where, the map advised, four-wheel-drive vehicles were highly recommended. The van had front-wheel drive at least, and I was determined to find the fishing veterinarians, and to redeem myself in my son's eyes. This was not a particularly smart idea. But most of the fun in life comes from doing things that are not particularly smart.

My goal was to drive east thirty miles, on the axle-breaking roads, to find the Meling ranch, to see if someone could take us down to the stream.

We headed through the long, dusty valley where a river had gouged a wide flood plain. Farms were hidden in groves of palm and cottonwood. We climbed higher on the washboard road, a road of dust and pitted rock and sudden drop-offs. We made our way into the jagged foothills. We crossed a rise and in the valley below we saw the Meling headquarters, surrounded by feathery cottonwoods, a sudden imposition of green. A white sign pointed the way. We wound down to the compound of ranchhouse and outbuildings. A hitching post stood outside a low adobe building, which turned out to be the dining area and kitchen. I knocked at the open door. An old man walked out of the dark kitchen. He was wearing a cowboy hat, pushed back on his head. He had a gray drooping mustache and blue eyes and arroyos for skin. He looked something like Robert Duvall playing Gus McCrae inLonesome Dove.

“I'm Andy Meling,” he said. “Who are you?”

I explained our predicament and asked if anyone was available to take us down to where the fly-fishermen had gone. He narrowed his eyes and changed the subject. Wanted to talk, in his perfect southwestern English, of other things, took us back to the kitchen, introduced us to the cook, looked at my son's black shirt, looked away, disappeared into a back room, left us standing next to a row of polished wooden tables, appeared suddenly at another door, picked his teeth out there for a while, came back in as if the last thing he had on his mind was us, and why should he have us on his mind? Losing the anglers was my mistake. Whyshouldhe accommodate us?

Finally he walked up to me, his worn-out roper boots thumping on the scarred wood floor.

“You can stay at my ranchito tonight and tomorrow maybe somebody can take you down,” he said.

Maybe. I assumed he meant this ranch, but I was wrong. He told us to follow behind his old Jeep Wagoneer. We headed higher into the mountains, another twenty miles over much rougher road, not a road for a VW van. We saw small pines now, and the air lost its dusty haze. Suddenly, he stopped his truck and jumped out to inspect a large trough carved in the ground, and walked slowly over to the van to tell us about his gold mine. “Just sold it to the Canadians.” By now, the light was fading, and I was not particularly interested in the details of his gold mine; for all I knew, Andy was a serial slasher who loved to take strays like us up to the high country and turn them into chum.

“Look, Andy, I'm kind of concerned here,” I said, arm on the window, as he stood there admiring his hole in the ground. “Will you really be able to find someone to take us down tomorrow?”

“Mebbe,” he said.

Then he picked at his teeth and squinted at the pit some more, as if his squint alone could pull a little gold from the depths. He sighed and walked slowly back to his Wagoneer.

An hour later, he pulled into a little valley of scrub oak, sugarbush, and running springs. I parked the van. We got out and stood under the branches and saw the evening's first stars. He told us he no longer lives at the main Meling ranch. He recently carved out this little “one-man ranchito,” as he calls it, his sanctuary. The two-room, dirt-floor cabin sits in the shadows of the Sierra de San Pedro Martir, on the slope of the white granite Picacho del Diablo,peak of the devil,which rises 10,154 feet through piñon, pine, and quaking aspen. We could see the peak through the pines, glowing red against violet sky. Cougars and chickarees live up there. And genetically unique trout glide through the high streams—as they do in the Santo Domingo far below.

This is a remarkable, unexpected landscape. InFremontia,a journal of the California Native Plant Society, botanist Thomas A. Oberbauer describes this range as a “true mountain island.” The wildlife and plants migrated here during wetter times, and later, as the climate dried, “these mountains must have been cut off from the north.” In many ways, he writes, life here is a relic of the Pleistocene, “ethereal . . . primeval . . . an isolated elevational, climatic, and vegetational island.” The fauna include the Douglas tree squirrel and the nocturnal “Ardilla voltar” or northern flying squirrel and “an endemic trout (Salmo nelsoni) which is found only in these mountains. Its nearest relatives are more than 150 miles away in San Diego County.” The wildlife and plants that inhabit these mountains are relics from a past era. A visit “provides a window to the past.” We had arrived.

Andy disappeared into his cabin. Jason and I walked down a path to the precipice overlooking a tangled valley. During the walk back, Andy's foolishly happy Labrador pup came bounding up to Jason, raced in circles around him, and made vertical hops in futile attempts to lick his face. It's a fine thing to watch a fourteen-year-old boy giggle.

We ate skillet stew cooked on Andy's iron stove. We sat in the gathering gloom, the devil's peak above us, around his plank of a table in the two-room cabin with no electricity, only a kerosene lantern and the glow of the wood fire through the cracks in the stove. Andy, who is seventy, introduced us to his two ranch hands, who did not speak English: an aging vaquero with spindly legs, a pencil-thin mustache, and an apron; and Bede, grizzled, squat and stoic, with a long gray mustache and thin, slicked-back hair. Bede sat at the table and watched without much comment, his eyes intelligent but shielded. Andy made a point of telling me that Bede was a Spaniard, “pure in Spanish blood.”

After dinner, the two helpers disappeared. Andy produced some tequila, poured me a glass, and we moved outside and sat on rusty folding chairs, watching a manzanita campfire slowly collapse.

“So, is fishing on the river we're going to like fishing a hundred years ago?” I asked.

He thought for a moment. “Older,” he said.

He told us about life on both sides of the permeable border. For years, he had worked as a plumber in the United States, an odd complement to his role in these parts as a major landowner, gold miner, and tracker of wild cattle. Down here, memory predates birth. He told us how, in 1911,insurrectosrode south from San Diego to turn Baja into a new republic. Forty of these men rode to the ranch, found no one there, killed the milk cows and chickens, and burned the fences. Andy's uncles, as he tells it, formed a volunteer army, rode north by horseback and buggy, and “wiped most of them out at a place called Rio Leon, then followed the last five into a canyon and killed them and that was the end of the revolution.” Another kind of American came later: C. E. Utt, a rancher and land developer from Tustin who had a thing for trout.

“Mr. Utt came into this country in late '29,” Andy said, pushing a log into the fire with his boot. “He was an orange grower, he'd develop ranches, and sell them; he made a lot of money.” During the '40s, Utt, who was in his seventies, hired Andy, then a teenager, to help him transplantSalmo nelsonifrom the Santo Domingo, the river that runs through the deep canyon far below, at about fifteen hundred feet, to the high meadows at ten thousand feet, by mule. Andy continued:






I was just a young kid at that time. Mr. Utt asked me to pack him into the mountains so I did. The trout originated in the Santo Domingo, but nobody knows how they got there. They're a kind of rainbow, a very rare kind, their own kind. There is a very small area of the river that they can live in because of the coolness of the water, and it's just high enough. It has deep pools, lots of big, beautiful pools. You can catch those trout there by the hundreds near some falls where you are intending to go tomorrow.

At that time, there was no road, none whatsoever. You could barely make it into the ranch with a vehicle. So we packed in, and we'd be gone for a month, month and a half. We made some special five-gallon tanks with big lids on them and a place where you could pump air into them—a spigot. And we'd go to the pools that had trout—small trout, little things—and we'd catch them. When we had all the cans ready, we'd feed the trout, and we'd pack them on three or four mules, two dozen trout on the back of each mule. Sometimes it would take us two days to get them to one of the streams. We'd spend forty-eight hours straight moving trout. We'd camp overnight, but this was a day-and-night job. Every hour, one of us would get up and pump air into the cans. Every stream up on top that would support trout, we put trout in them. We'd go from stream to stream to stream.

We spent years at this. We put them in La Gruya, Rancho Viejo, we put them in another place called La Santa, and over to San Rafael, and we put them in the Tasajera, all of them, up and down. We stocked all those streams. And in 1947, I went to work for Mr. Utt full time at a ranch down in the San Telmo valley, growing seed for the Haven Seed Company in Santa Ana. So naturally I was together with the old man a lot. He loved this country, he really did. And so we would spend a month, month and a half, packing trout— this is what we did.








Andy passed me the bottle of tequila. Was Utt a fisherman? I asked.

“He was a fly-fisherman. He would never fish without a fly, that's it. If he used a bait—no way. I used to follow him around all day long taking [image: 074320025X-006]his hooks off the bushes. I lived with the old man continually for five years. I mean, he was a grandfather to me.”

“And were you a fly-fisherman?”

“No, hell I wasn't. Maybe if a stream had too many trout I'd take a bunch of salmon eggs—oh, he'd get mad at me.” He laughed and passed his hand over his crevassed face, its arroyos deeper in the firelight.

I was astonished. In the '40s, plenty of wild trout streams were available in California. Surely there was no commercial reason for such a quixotic endeavor. Why did Utt do it?

Andy leaned toward the fire, which filled his face with gold and shadows. “Well I guess he thought it wasa good thing to do,” he said, and then was quiet.

In the 1950s, when the old man died, his body was cremated. “We brought his ashes down here and flew over in a plane.” And the ashes entered the high streams where the rare little trout still surface in the twilight.

As Jason and I headed for our van under the live oaks, I tried to pin Andy down again about how we were going to get to the river—if we were going to get there. This would be a long trip, I knew, so I offered to pay. “What would be enough?” I asked, and Andy, sucking on a cigarette, then looking at it intently, answered, “It's up to you, whatever you want.” I had no idea of the time or distance involved here. I said, “I don't know what's fair. How about fifty dollars.”

“Oh, no, that's not enough. Seventy-five dollars.”

I agreed.

Andy slept in the trailer next to the cabin and the cook slept out in the open in a bedroll, head resting on a saddle, plaid blankets spread carefully. Bede walked off into the darkness. Jason slept soundly in the pop-up bunk, trusting that the adults knew what they were going to do, and I tossed fretfully all night.








[image: 074320025X-039]IT'S A PRIMAL THING,I guess. Johnny Pumpkinseeds, some biologists call them, get the urge to move fish; so do governments. The British Empire, in a form of ichthyological colonialism, carried trout, particularly German browns, in wooden barrels on schooners to North America, New Zealand, Ceylon, Kashmir, South Africa, and British Central Africa.* People have introduced a wide variety of freshwater sport fish— from bass to sturgeon—into unfamiliar waters. When governments do it, it's called management; when individuals do it, government calls it “ baitbucket biology,” at best, and at worst “malicious introduction.”

Once planted in inappropriate waters, predatory fish can quickly decimate indigenous populations of fish, or other creatures. Fish diseases can be spread this way. In Montana, biologists have recorded over two hundred illegal fish introductions in recent years. In the southwest, largemouth bass have suspiciously invaded desert refuges built for the protection of the native Owens pupfish; officials suspected locals— who resented the use of public funds for the protection of nongame species—of planting the bass.

Then there's the case of the Unapiker.

In October 1997, California Fish and Game officials told the residents of Portola, a small town in the Sierra Nevada foothills northeast of Sacramento, that they were evicting the lake's northern pike. Introduced several years ago by an unknown angler, the predatory fish, if it spreads, could threaten California's trout, salmon, and striped bass. Said the officials: We'll just drop a little rotenone, a powerful pesticide, into the lake (a source of drinking water), kill all the fish, and within a month or so, we'll replant the trout. No way, said the residents of Portola. No wonder. In the 1930s, the town was dependent on logging, railroad workers, and brothels. Because of the shrinkage of these industries, the town's population dropped by more than half. Needing a new mainstay, the town shifted to tourism, including angling. Poison our fish, they said, and you poison us.

On the day the state poured rotenone into the lake, nearly two hundred armed game wardens, highway patrolmen, and sheriff's deputies were called in to contain angry protesters, including four who chained themselves to a buoy. One unknown Californian, whom officials dubbed the Unapiker, sent anonymous messages threatening to reintroduce pike into Lake Davis. The officials worry, as one biologist puts it, “that some local has some pike sitting in a bathtub ready to be introduced at any time.” Months later, the carcinogenic toxin used to poison the fish had yet to disappear. The state couldn't replant trout. Portola's economy was endangered. State officials were digging wells to provide local drinking water. And on April 10, 1998, downstream from Lake Davis at the entrance of Lake Oroville, an angler caught . . . a northern pike.

Sometimes hauling fish up and down mountains is a good thing to do. Sometimes it's not. But when it comes to people and fish, national, cultural and biological borders just seem to disappear.

So do the borders of time.








[image: 074320025X-039]BEDE WOKE US UP AT SIX,knocking on the window in the gray light. My fancy alarm watch had not gone off. Andy came out of his trailer, hat pushed back, bleary eyed. We shook hands. I asked again just exactly where Bede was going to take us and how and when. Throughout the afternoon and evening, Andy's plan had shifted several times: It would be an easy trip; it would be impossible; we would be dropped off at the top of the Serra trail and we would have to find our way to the stream and the fly-fishers below, if we could find them, assuming they had not moved their camp. I finally said, firmly, “Look. I'm concerned about safety, about getting lost. My boy's only fourteen. Can Bede go down all the way with us to the camp?”

“Oh, sure, sure, OK,” Andy said absently. “He'll show you where the trail is.”

Well, that wasn't reassuring, but it was the best I would get. I decided that we would go with the seemingly mute Bede; we would find the Serra trail and if we could not see the fishermen below, I would ask Bede to lead us down. If he refused, we would turn around and return to San Diego.

Bede drove the Wagoneer ahead of us, and we followed him, winding down from the high country of the San Pedro Martir. Far below, we saw clouds thick and white held in the palms of the canyons. The hidden Rio Santo Domingo ran through one of them. We came down into the clouds, moving through the shrouded flatlands where skeletal yuccas seemed to walk across the sand.

He pulled into a ranchita called Zomara. We left the van parked there under willow trees, next to a fence of upright stakes, and transferred our gear and ourselves to the Wagoneer. Several hours of travel remained. Bede drove silently, fast, deeper into the desert, across rock and dirt, higher again into hills that looked like giant ant mounds, some of them scorched by lightning fires. An hour went by. None of us said a word. Another hour went by. I asked him if he had any kids.Niños? Niñas?He understood.“Siete,”he said, smiling slightly. All grown, the oldest is twenty, or at least that is what I think he said. Children—there was our common language. But that conversation did not progress. More miles went by.

The desolation was disturbing: We would come to a fork in the dirt and rock road, and Bede would turn suddenly, race down a gully and up. He seemed to know exactly where he was going, but I kept thinking: What if by some fluke of bad luck or idiocy we were left behind? What if Bede dropped us off at the river, left, and we failed to find the anglers? Jason and I would be without food, with only a couple small bottles of water; we might have to walk these thirty-two miles back. So at each fork, on an open matchbook, I wrote down “forked right” or “forked left.”

Bede looked over at me, from the corners of his eyes, and laughed silently.

“Es demasiado,”he said, eyes pointing at the matchbook.“Es demasiado.”

Indeed, he was right. Too much. Far too many forks in the road to keep track of. Not unlike life itself. I gave up after a while. Crumbs would have worked better.

“Too much.” I laughed. So did he. Half of trust is resignation. Now we were friends, of a sort.

He stopped the truck at a stream crossing the rough road, got out, stretched, and walked to the water, squatted down, and brought water from a cupped hand and drank it. He motioned for us to do the same, but concerned about the quality of the water, I declined his offer. He looked at me, smiling for the first time. He took off his faded green plastic ball cap and put it in the water, and then used his hand to run water through his gray hair.

Later, driving down the road, we saw a ranch in the distance. A single adobe house with a couple of outbuildings, and horses grazing nearby, and two green fields. He motioned to the ranch. It was his home, he said, when he can go home. We passed by and began to climb again. It must be an odd thing, I thought, for Bede and Andy and the rest to guide Americans—with our expensive rods and flats caps and polarized sunglasses held to our necks by Dayglo cords—who fish for fun, not food.

Bede wrestled the Wagoneer up a scorched canyon ridge path, throwing his weight into the steering wheel.

“Numera de millas?”I asked. He held up six fingers. I was overjoyed. And then we came to a gate. Bede stopped the Wagoneer and stared at the gate, at the chain and padlock on it. He said nothing.

“It's locked.”

He still said nothing. He sighed. He got out of the Wagoneer and walked to the gate, shook the chain. The gate was a Meling gate, to keep people out of the valley of the Santo Domingo. The cowboys from the Meling ranch had locked it behind them when they had taken the fly-fishermen to the river. With a cliff on one side and a drop-off on the other, there was no way to drive around it. Jason and I were out of the truck now, staring at the gate.

“Well,” I said.

Jason said nothing. Bede took off his old plastic ball cap and scratched his head. I scratched my head. We stared at the lock, hoping it would break. Finally, he looked at me, put his hands around the chain and pantomimed cutting through it. I shook my head. Jason looked back down the road from where we had come. Perhaps, after all this, he would have rather gone home. What a disappointment that would be. But Bede looked at me, and then at Jason, and turned and walked back to the Wagoneer. He rustled around under the seat, and returned to the gate, stuck the handle of a wire cutter into the padlock loop, twisted hard, and broke that sucker open.

Without a word, we got back in the Wagoneer and continued. We traveled several miles, the mountains of Baja stretching out hazy and dry around us.

Then suddenly there they were: a horse and a mule and two cowboys who were throwing small hay bales from a truck. What luck! Seventeen-year-old Daniel Meling, blond, wearing a ball cap and glasses, and another vaquero, a short, rough-looking man with a black drooping mustache and a Western hat, had just come up from the river far below, to haul hay down.

Bede lay on his side under a pepper tree while we waited for them to load the hay. Then they put Jason on the mule and me on the horse and down the hill we went. I turned, thanked Bede as I passed. He smiled slightly, turned his back and walked to the Wagoneer, shoulders round, moving at the same speed he always seemed to move.

*The British imported, too: In the 1880s, rainbow trout were shipped from California. The 1910Encyclopaedia Britannicareported that the rainbow, in the United Kingdom, was “still regarded with some suspicion, as it has a tendency to wander from waters which do not altogether suit it.”



 


Fish Eyes and Lizard Legs
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ILOOKED FORWARDand down. The path before us wound far above the gorge. This would not have been a pleasant experience if we had decided to walk down alone, despite Andy Meling's assurances.

We rode for an hour or so. Halfway down, Daniel Meling, who was on foot, realized he had dropped his glasses somewhere behind us, so he turned back up the path, hunched over, eyes glued to the ground.

We went on, and a half hour later came to the bottom of the canyon, to the Rio Santo Domingo, a spreading of finger tributaries, and then a larger current with deep, green pools, willows and cottonwoods dipping into the water, branches trailing in sudden patches of moss. We crossed the stream on the horses and approached the camp where the fishermen were sitting under trees.

As it turned out, everyone was about to go upstream. Their departure had been delayed because some of the horses had disappeared. The five Meling vaqueros were off chasing them. The fishermen and one fisherwoman looked bedraggled and limp, especially considering that this was only the second day of a five-day trip. The veterinarians were sitting under the cottonwoods on rickety folding chairs, bent over looking at the dust, paring fingernails, or staring straight ahead. They were decked out in their fly-fishing finery. A couple of them were highly experienced and well-traveled fishers; one of them, though, had never fly-fished. Also in the party was a professional fly-fishing guide and trailer-park owner from Mammoth, California. He was coolly fit, an athletic guy in his forties with blondish-white hair. He owned and had brought the latest fly-fishing technology. He looked bored. A couple in their early sixties, from Bakersfield, sat together, slightly separated from the rest: They were, I learned later, thinking about retiring in Baja.

“We waited for you at San Telmo,” said Tim, one of the veterinarians, a friendly man with a trimmed white beard.

I smiled. They had not waited that long, I thought.

He explained that the Meling cowboys had been impatient, worried that the light would fade on the dangerous path down to the river. They wanted to get going and would not wait longer than twenty minutes. That seemed to me a reasonable cause for leaving us behind, particularly now that I had seen the path.

Finally the horses were found, and they came rushing white-eyed through the camp. Esteban Meling, the head vaquero, flew past on his cow pony, whipping his lariat through the air. Other cowboys followed. And a couple hours later, after lunch, we headed upstream. In his thirties, Esteban carries more Spanish or Mexican blood than Danish. He is Enrique's brother, and charged with this trip because, I learned later, Enrique was suffering from stomach cancer. Esteban was bright, handsome, and personable; with a mustache, cowboy hat and thick raw leather chaps, he was quietly charismatic. I instantly liked him. We were headed upriver to a waterfall, a place where promoter Dal Potter had said no fishermen from outside Baja had fished before: An unlikely story, I thought, but it was true that the cowboys had, a few weeks earlier, cleared out impassable growth along the river.

The path crossing through the hills, a shortcut between bends in the river, was rougher than the one that had led down. We moved higher at first, the horses struggling along the rocks, the drop-off now a couple hundred feet. The path we were following was two feet wide, sometimes narrower. I watched Jason ahead of me, but knew there was little that I could do if he slipped.

My respect for such sure-footed horses increased with each turn of the path. (Mules are the preferred mode of transportation on such terrain, because their footing is more certain.) Over the years, there had only been a couple of accidents, Esteban told me later. One foolish fisherman had cracked a few ribs when he was thrown from a horse, after running it when the cowboys had told him not to. The major injuries were to the animals. A vaquero had tied a rope too tight around a mule's neck and it had twisted itself around some branches and hanged itself during the night. Another horse had tried to scratch itself with its back hoof and a shoe nail had caught its hide. It fell in the rocks and bled to death overnight.

Rounding a hill, my horse heaved its shoulders high to cross a rock and lost its back footing. Its center of gravity slipped. Its back hooves digging for traction, it started a small slide of rock and clay. It recovered its footing, and scrambled ahead. Both the horse and I were blinking.

We reached stream level again, and the path became more difficult; hard rains had washed out the dirt and left only rocks. So we traversed these rocks, the horses lifting their hooves high in the air, and we moved into the stream itself as the banks became thick with vegetation higher than our heads, even sitting on the horses. I heard a noise and looked down and saw blood trailing in the water. The horse had lost its shoe, and its fetlock had torn on the rocks. I told Esteban, and he stopped beside the stream and quickly reshod the horse. Because the spaces between the boulders were deeper, the horses could easily step in and break their legs. The path was gone. The sun was behind the high canyon walls now. A mile or so on, and Esteban called off the upstream journey. We would not make it to the falls.

We camped along the river. That evening, Jason and I walked upstream with our flyrods. We found a deep pool and a little five-inch trout took my first fly.

I held it spinning in the air and watched its sunburst markings stop and start, stop and start, as it turned, and then dipped it into the water, and eased it off the barbless hook, and it slipped back into the green current.

Dinner was beef wrapped in hand-made tortillas cooked over the campfire, and presented with beer and soft drinks, all hauled down on horseback. The fishermen and the veterinarians and the guide and the couple from Bakersfield stood in the gathering darkness, listening to the hiss of the stream. The stars formed a bright slash above the looming cliffs. Someone commented, in the starlight, that this was the most remote place they had ever been in their lives. One of the veterinarians, who fishes in Alaska, said that even in that distant state you would not feel this far from civilization. “The reason being, just about anywhere in Alaska people have radios.” Our guides were carrying no radios, because their signal could not reach beyond the cliff walls.

We stood around the fire for a while; there wasn't a lot of talk because everyone was so tired. People drifted away to their tents and slept deeply under the painted sky, one brush stroke and so many speckled mistakes.

Before falling asleep, I thought of that little jewel spinning in the late afternoon sun.








[image: 074320025X-039]ANGLERS ARGUE FIERCELYover fish genetics—over which fish is truly native, over the merits of wild fish versus hatchery fish (blamed by many for the spread of whirling disease in the West, which is killing rainbows). But even many of the surviving wild species have been displaced or consciously moved or manipulated. In a sense, trout and bass and most freshwater sport fish are as much a part of our cultures and as domesticated as cows—as the wild and stray cattle that Andy Meling tracks in the Sierra de San Pedro Martir. The more domesticated our fisheries become, the more we hunger for wildness—even unconsciously—and the harder it is to find. Which is what draws anglers to such places as this.

With the catching and releasing of the little native trout, one of my goals of this trip was met. Admittedly, it was an irrational objective, to come all this way to catch and quickly release a fish that was all of five inches long.

The value of this trout, beyond its beauty, rested in its genes. The trout of the Rio Santo Domingo, along with a closely related species in the mountains just to the north, are as close as we can find to the progenitor rainbows that spread thousands of years ago from what would become northern Baja California and the southernmost county of Alta California, up the Pacific coast to Alaska, across the Kamchatka peninsula between the Sea of Okhotsk and the Bering Sea, and then spread— sometimes by the hands of trout worshipers—around the world. At least according to many fish biologists and Allen Greenwood of San Diego.

At fifty-five, Greenwood makes his living building custom adobe houses for the wealthy throughout the Southwest. But his obsession (no less than C. E. Utt's) is trout—the ancient trout of Southern California and northern Baja. He had educated me about these primitive fish, and their close relatives—the same species—found in the back country of my own county.

With his nets and canisters, Greenwood haunts the back country and Indian reservations (with Indian escorts at his side) of San Diego County* and northern Baja, searching for what he believes is the genetic “founder fish,” which he insists (and a number of biologists agree) still lives quietly in some inaccessible pool in some distant, craggy ravine.

During the same month as my trip to Baja, Greenwood took me up to the mountains east of the city and showed me accessible pools where small trout panicked and scattered. He scooped one up in his net, put it in a small aquarium and held it up to the sun; true to its name, it displayed what seemed like hundreds of colors. We both looked at it with awe.

“See the red tips of its fins? Those are markers connecting it genetically with the trout that came just before the rainbow,” he said. “ Nothing like these fish. We think they're the oldest form of rainbow trout. We just can't prove it—yet.” If he can find a slightly purer genetic strain, it will likely be the ancestor of the first coastal rainbow, “the rarest rainbow trout in the world.” This fish would be the genetic Adam or Eve of all rainbow trout everywhere.

It would also provide powerful evidence of the connection between San Diego's and Baja's native rainbow and the nearly extinct Southern California steelhead. Rainbows and steelhead originated along the West Coast of North America between fifty thousand and sixty thousand years ago. Then they followed the retreating glaciers and colonized the rivers to the north, but the original steelhead stayed behind in what is now Southern California. Though seagoing rainbows once ranged as far south as the Rio Santo Domingo in Baja, the southern steelhead has declined for the past fifty years because of damming and development.

Steelhead and rainbow trout are the same species, but not all rainbows venture out to sea and become steelhead. The explanation for this is that rainbow trout take two life forms, some becoming permanent residents that spend their lives in fresh water. Other rainbows lose their reddish stripe, take on a silvery appearance, and travel downstream to enter the ocean as steelhead, returning one to two years later to breed. Why do some rainbows stay on as residents? What biochemical mechanism triggers others to become anadromous? “A plausible theory has emerged,” writes journalist Terry Rodgers. “Resident rainbows function as an insurance policy, a genetic seed bank to sustain the species during drought, when portions of a stream can dry up and sever the steelhead's connection with the ocean. When wet conditions re-establish the connection to the ocean, an unknown percentage of resident rainbows are stimulated to go to sea.”

“The thinking has always been that if it's (a fish) south of the Tehachapi Mountains, where there's a human population explosion in a desert environment, we can't save them,” says Jim Edmondson, director of California Trout Inc. But in 1994, Stanford University researcher Jennifer Nielsen showed via DNA analysis that Southern California's steelhead, from rivers near Santa Barbara, are genetically distinct and a more ancestral population than the same species farther north.“When was the last time you saw a trout next to a yucca bush?” Edmondson asks. These fish are incredibly hardy and unique. Greenwood writes, in a paper respected by biologists statewide, about these genetically ancient fish: “The evidence clearly proves that rainbow trout have been in San Diego County and Baja California as natives, and that rainbow trout have been in Southern California since the end of the Pleistocene.”

If Greenwood finds this new subspecies, the discovery could trigger political terror among ranchers, farmers, developers, and bureaucrats who might suddenly be handcuffed by water and habitat restrictions protecting the rainbow of rainbows. Recently, in a small stream on Camp Pendelton, the Marine base north of San Diego, finger-length wild steelhead were found. Steelhead were thought to have been extinct this far south, but there they were, and Greenwood and many others are on the case, with their nets and aquaria.








[image: 074320025X-039]IWOKE EARLYand walked in the gloom to the water. The guide from Mammoth was out already, fishing in solitude across the river.

I found my way to a higher pool. The fish scattered, spilled pearls rolling across a green floor. I went to the head of the pool and cast across to riffles and caught an eight-inch trout that shot out of water as I set the barbless hook. I shook it off the hook without touching it. The trout fought hard for its size and gave me all the pleasure I needed for that morning. I headed back to a good breakfast, thinking about how my fourteen-year-old—because of his height—seemed much older, and of how he had made the tent up the night before: He would, on this trip, become the tent master, and I was proud of him for doing that.

At 10A.M.,the party mounted the horses and rode back to the base camp.

From there, we headed upriver for some midday fishing, unproductive except for one extraordinary pool sheltered under a small, shedding tree. Here, you could wade out into shallow flow, your feet sinking into sandy mud, and cast upstream with caddis flies under the dipping branches, and the water would pop and gurgle with rises and strikes; again, the fish were at most eight or ten inches, but they were aggressive, and there were scores, perhaps hundreds, of them. I laughed out loud, drawing them toward me with long downward swoops on my line, and called Jason over. He stood on the opposite bank and cast into the pool, caught a trout, pulled it in without smiling, as I yelped with pleasure at his catch. He looked at it in the water. “It's dead,” he said.

“No it's not, just bleeding.”

He looked around, sweating, and said he was too hot to fish. He would head back to the camp and set up the tent. I was irritated at my own irritation. I wanted him to stay. But he was the tent master, I was the fisher. I turned back to the popping pool.

If the fishing urge is genetic, the trait may skip generations or sometimes siblings. I know that my other son, Matthew, six years younger than Jason, has the fishing gene. When he was three, I discovered him fishing in the humidifier. But Jason does not, or at least did not then, quite get fishing, or perhaps he did, more than the rest of us. He related to the fish. Like many children, he cried the first time he caught a fish. Oh, Jason had trembled with excitement at first, but then as the blood rushed from the gills he filled with grief. Most children forget that grief, and the meaning of predatory behavior is placed in a wider context. If we flatter ourselves, perhaps, we think of this wider context as a deeper understanding of nature and our place in it. Or this grief is replaced with greed. Although Jason had enjoyed the excitement of fly-fishing for sharks, the taking of such little trout did not appeal to him—it brought back that old grief. Jason would rather be in his tent with a good book. I reminded myself to be careful not to push him to fish, to respect what separates us.

I caught up with the veterinarians, and we jumped from boulder to boulder, egg-shaped rocks ten and twenty feet across, and fished the deep pools. The fishers, concentrating, were almost deadly serious in their pursuit of a strike. They purposefully avoided the easy places; they had quickly rejected the popping pool and moved higher to where there might be bigger fish. But it was a fruitless search, and after a while, I turned and walked back to camp. Jason was in the tent, reading. The tent master. He had done a good job.

I checked in with him, parked my rod and vest, and walked up under the cottonwoods where Esteban was sitting on a camp stool next to a large iron griddle set over the fire. Hatless, still wearing his chaps, he was tossing the makings of a tortilla back and forth between open palms.

I sat next to him, and in rudimentary English and a little Spanish we talked about the weather, about the river, and finally about fishing. He has been coming to the river since he was sixteen, and summering cows high up in the Sierra de San Pedro Martir, along the streams that Andy and Utt had planted. I asked him if he fished much along the river here or in the streams above. He nodded.

“We catched only what we were going to eat,” he said. “I catched maybe three or four at a time. Enough to eat.”

“How did you catch them? Did you have pack rods?”

He laughed. No, only branches, or nothing at all. He reached into a small, almost invisible pocket in the top of his thick, stained leather chaps. He pulled out a looped piece of monofilament line and a hook. That was the extent of his tackle. “We used the worms that we can find near some water and we used frogs, lizards.” He pronounced itleezards.“We cut off the tail. And the legs. We try to cover all of the hook. We just use pieces. And the problem is to catch the first fish only because after you catch the first one, we use the eyes. We squeeze the head. The eyeballs pop out. You can take the eyes and the intestines, very good, very light. You can catch many.”

The smaller the fish, the better they taste, he said. “We just clean them up, put in a little salt and some peppers and some flour and we toast them. You eat them with the bones. The big ones are not so good: You have to take out the bones.”

I mentioned how serious some of the fly-fishermen were on this trip, about their technique, their gear. His hands were moving quickly, a new tortilla spreading out from the raw dough. His head was down slightly, concentrating. He smiled.

“Some of them will only use dry flies,” I added. “They don't approve of bait fishermen. If they heard you were using lizard legs and fish eyes . . .”

“They would get mad,” he said, and he smiled a little more. “No, I never tell them.”

The fishermen returned after a while, straggling in, and sat down on the folding chairs for lunch, while the cowboys set the tables. The fly-fishers reminisced about trips to Wyoming and Montana and Alaska. Someone said that, in Montana, eighteen- and twenty-two-inch trout are so common that this trip is a little disappointing. They spent the next hour talking about gear, often deferring to the guide from Mammoth, who exuded expertise, with his sullen athleticism. Does all the fancy equipment really make that much of a difference? I asked.

“Sometimes, to catch the bigger fish, the rod matters,” said the guide. “A more expensive rod is designed to cast better. When you get to the point when you want to fish a lot of line it really matters. An inexpensive rod is made to be mass-produced and there's no control over how well or how far the rod will cast. A cheap rod doesn't have a lot of the research that goes into it, so it may not load like it should.” By “load” he meant the energy that gathers in the rod as it flexes when the line loops behind the angler, energy that will be released on the forward cast. Some of the difference between mid-level and the higher-end rods has more to do with cosmetics than action, he said. “It's like the difference between driving a Mercedes and a Mercedes that's fully loaded.”

Most of the intricacies of fly-fishing equipment are beyond me. I asked him why some people use fast-action rods and why some people use slow ones. Was it to get the fly on the water faster? He dismissed this question gruffly and said, “No, it just means that some people like fast action and some people slow action.” Clearly I was an ambassador from the unwashed.

But just when I was beginning to dislike the man, the conversation shifted to early fishing experiences. The guide told how when he was a kid, before there were float tubes, he had asked his grandmother to sew a canvas seat into an inner tube. One day, he was out on a lake near his house, floating in the tube, and caught a big catfish. He put it on a stringer. The catfish would swim down to escape, then shoot back up. Every time it shot up, the spike of its dorsal fin would poke at the inner tube. Finally, the fin broke through the rubber, the inner tube collapsed, and he barely made it to shore. He laughed long and hard at himself.

How can you dislike a man who tells such a story? Fishing brings out the best in people. Most of the time.

I found it interesting that the vets, who spent all their working hours keeping animals alive, would, on their vacation time, hook and kill animals.

“We only catch and release,” said one of the vets.

“Yeah, we just scare the hell of out of them and let them go,” said Tim. “Just like we do with our patients.”

As a veterinary surgeon, he spends his workdays doing the intricate work of bone plating and hip replacements on small animals. Fishing, he said, occupies the same part of his brain that has to be both active and technical. “It's technical, but relaxing. By occupying that part of your mind, you can forget work stress—unless you bring your employee manual.”

Another vet leaned over and said, “Every vacation he brings his employee manual.”

Tim shrugged. “It's the business manual we use, 150 pages. It has the OSHA standards for everything. It even covers whiteout. You know, that you use when typing. In case somebody were to drink it, you'd know what to do.”

One of the vets had watched Esteban nail the horse's shoe back on, matter-of-factly, as its blood trailed in the water. “Esteban said,‘No problemo.’And it wasn't any problem, really. Easily fixed.” A lot of things in life, he said, are easier fixed than those of us in modern society would suspect. Spare nails and baling wire hold far more of the world together than coaxial cable or microchip circuitry.

The anglers grew restless and began to treat their lines with silicone, and retie their leaders, and prepare for the evening bite. As their work quickened, Tim jokingly began to describe the stages of fishing addiction, and the rest joined in. Stage one: introduction, the first bluegill; stage two is the equipment; stage three is watching fishing shows on television; stage four is total addiction. “Burnout is stage five, but you never reach that,” said Tim. “Maybe drowning is stage six.”

“Drowning while fishing, not a bad way to go,” someone said.

Then the men were off again, moving upstream, leaping again from boulder to boulder, men attempting to be boys yearning to be men. As we moved upstream, I thought of the evolution of Allen Greenwood: how he now feels such awe for trout and their genetic messages to us that when he fishes, he uses a fly withnohook. He casts a fluff of feathers out just to watch the beauty of the trout as they rise.

Later, as dusk fell suddenly in the deep canyon, I slipped off by myself and stripped my clothes and sat naked in the bowl of a white boulder as the water rushed around me. I leaned back to watch the bats swooping down from the cliffs, the giant cardon cacti reaching upward and outward. I washed my hair, leaning my head back in the current until only my face was out of the water. No rod, no vest,no problema.

Looking up, feeling the water move past my ears, I recalled something Carl Sandburg said: That which is explainable is not poetry. Perhaps that is the way it is with fishing.








[image: 074320025X-039]HOW DID FISHING BECOMEso enmeshed with who we are, with human culture? Not just fishing for food, but fishing for sport. This thing is a mystery, this strange synaptic connection that transforms fishing from the simple acquisition of food to something wider and beyond logic.

The mystery's roots are simple enough. The earliest anglers caught fish with their bare hands, a technique still employed. “The first Europeans who emigrated to North America learned from the American Indians the fine art of ‘guddling,’ slowly moving the hand under the body of a resting wild fish until the fish could be seized by the gills and yanked from the water,” according to an encyclopedia calledThe Lore of Sport-fishing.“There is no reason to believe thatHomo erectusand other early hominids were not equally skillful at collecting a fish dinner with their hands or primitive fishing tools.”

The first rods? Probably sapling branches, used to extend the reach of the line to otherwise inaccessible water. The first hook was most likely not a hook at all but a gorge, “a piece of flint or stone which a fish could swallow with the bait but which it could not eject afterward.” Archeological digs of former cave dwellings reveal gorges made of narrow strips of stone or flint flakes, grooved to hold a line. One fishing gorge, estimated to be thirty thousand years old, was discovered beneath twenty-two feet of peat in a French bog in the Somme valley. Paleolithic people carried torches for illumination during night fishing, and this fire likely attracted fish; therefore, light itself might qualify as the first artificial lure. Other early lures were made of ivory and bone, decoys for spear and ice fishing. Around the fourth centuryB.C.,Chinese writings make reference to fishing with a bamboo rod, a silk line, a hook made from a needle, and with cooked rice as bait. Two thousand years before the birth of Christ, an Egyptian hieroglyph depicted figures fishing with a rod and line, as well as with nets. Passages in the Old Testament describe the use of nets and hooks, and fishing as an industry.

But when did the concept of angling congeal as something beyond subsistence? Much of what has been recorded about the history of fishing concerns technology, apparatus, the early models of all that comforting paraphernalia that surrounds us at the tackle store. But what about thespecialnessof fishing—its role in cultural status, and also its spiritual nature?

Certainly, status has been considered part of fishing at least since the Pharisees. The Egyptian hieroglyphs portrayed fishers using short rods and lines and attired in the style of noblemen, indicating that angling had already become a diversion for the wealthy. The earliest references to fishing in Greek and Latin classics have nothing to say about fishing as a form of sport or leisure or as a spiritual experience. However, a passage in theOdysseydescribes how Scylla seizes the shipmates of Odysseus just as “some fisher on a headland with a long rod” pulls small, gasping fish to the shore. More satisfying is the twenty-first idyll of Theocritus, in which the fisherman Asphalion, who used a rod and fished from a rock, tells of a dream in which he hooked a large golden fish and describes how he “played” it. And Plutarch wrote of a fishing match between Antony and Cleopatra—the first trophy tournament?

Expressions of reverence for fishing exist in early Eastern literature, but fish and fishermen occupied a particularly honorable position in early Christendom. Fishermen were prominent in the Gospels. As a result, the image of the fish became a sacred emblem in paintings and sculpture of the early church; the symbol is due to correspondence between Latin for fish (iccus) and Jesus Christus (ic-thus). On catacomb lamps there are two fish, one swallowing the other. Early Christian art frequently employed the image of the fisherman, often with a line and a hook, and church fathers often alluded to the divine nature of fish and the fisherman. Sites for monasteries in Europe were chosen, in part, for their proximity to good fishing streams. When these were not available, the monks built fishponds—and, fasting, ate fish when meat was forbidden. Spoke St. Augustine: “Jesus is a fish that lives in the midst of waters.”

Indeed, the history of Western angling does suggest that monks and nuns were our spiritual ancestors. In her historic volumeThe Book of St. Albans,printed in England in 1486, Dame Juliana Berners, the Lady Prioress of Sopwell Nunnery, advised how to make rod, hook, and line ( premium fishing line was braided, then, of the tail-hair of white stallions). This was the first essay on sport fishing. By then, the synapse had clearly snapped. She even promoted conservation:


You must not be too greedy in catching your said game, as in taking too much at one time . . . that could easily be the occasion of destroying your own sport and other men's also. When you have a sufficient mess, you should covet no more at that time. Also you should busy yourself to nourish the game in everything that you can, and to destroy all such things as are devourers of it.









[image: 074320025X-039]WE FISHED TWO MOREdays. On the last night, several of us set up the folding chairs just beyond the ring of campfire light. One of the anglers, Peter, a likable, soft-spoken man, was an amateur astronomer. He claimed his knowledge was modest. As the last bats dipped and turned, we watched the sweep of the beam of Peter's flashlight as he pointed to the stars. He connected the dots to show us the patterns that the ancients had first seen, perhaps after collecting their fish from the weirs or at the end of a single line, baited with eyes. He located several constellations for us and we peered at them through binoculars. He pointed out three stars and told us to follow the line between the stars and then go up one star to the left and there was Andromeda, a tiny, milky cloud scarcely visible.

“That is the only spiral galaxy visible to the naked eye, except of course our own which we are right in the middle of and if you look up and see the Milky Way . . . see, look . . . you can see that we are in an arm of the spiral, looking back into the Milky Way to quite literally the center of our galaxy,” he said. Andromeda is named, from Greek mythology, for the daughter of Cepheus and Cassiopeia and wife of Perseus, who rescued her from a sea monster.

We watched a satellite move above us, blinking.

The last time I remembered seeing the night sky this bright was catfishing with my friend Nick Raven on the Pecos River in New Mexico, standing beside a stream just as we were on this night in Baja, seventeen years later.

Several of the anglers joined us. We sat in a semicircle and looked up.

Peter said that this was the first time he had ever gone fly-fishing. He said he had never been much of a fisher. But he was glad that he had come, though not so much for the fish.

One of the fishermen, the one from Bakersfield, said he and his wife had decided, after all, that Baja was no place to retire to. Too primitive. He began to complain about fishing laws in Germany. There, he said, fishing is considered inhumane. “If you catch them in Germany, you have to jerk the fish out of the water immediately; you can't play it because playing a fish is considered torture. It's a law or something. Pretty soon it's going to be that way in America, if the animal-rights people have their way.”

There was a long silence. Peter turned off his flashlight and the stars grew brighter. “Odds are,” one of the anglers said, “somewhere up there on some planet, evolved fish are probably looking up at the stars and talking about the ethics of humaning. Whether to throw humans back. How to play them.”

The other fishermen drifted back to the fire or their tents. Eventually, the fire went out, and Peter, my son, and I were out there alone. We pushed the chairs aside and lay down in the sand and looked up, and I experienced that strange feeling of falling upward that one has when looking so far into the past. “You know,” said Peter, whose face we could not see, “a fact of my life that I find difficult to deal with is that when I was younger, growing up in the Midwest, I took the sky for granted.” Now he lives in Southern California and never sees the sweep of stars, because of the marine layer and smog.

The odd thing was that these anglers, some of them quite impatient with the slowness of Baja and, to a lesser degree, the small fish, were only vaguely aware of the ancient genetics of the species they were hunting here. But then, most of us are not fully conscious of what we're looking for when we fish. We stumble along the path, along the water, most of us in the dark, looking neither up nor down. Perhaps fishing is not as much aboutintrospection,as advertised, as it is aboutouter inspection.Maybe fishing is just a good excuse to look into water or up at stars.

After Peter said good night, Jason and I were out there alone, the cold creeping into us. We couldn't see each other clearly under the stars of Baja, but we could hear perfectly. Suddenly Jason began to do something highly unusual for him, quite out of the ordinary for any teenager. He talked about his experiences at school; a stream of consciousness poured out in the protective darkness.

Finally, we stood up and brushed the sand off and walked back to the tent. Slipping into his sleeping bag, he said,“Dad, did you know that dolphins have more highly evolved brains than humans? More wrinkles on the brain. But nobody knows what they think about.”

“No, I didn't know that.” I turned out the flashlight and lay there with my hands under my head. He settled down in his bag. We watched the universe through the netting above. A few minutes passed. Jason spoke again.

“And you know, there's this great scene at the end ofThe Hitchhiker at the End of the Galaxy,” he said, referring to the novel by Douglas Adams. “At the end of the story, the dolphins escape from earth, and they leave this message for the humans: ‘So long, and thanks for all the fish.’”

I smiled in the dark until I slept.








[image: 074320025X-039]THE NEXT DAY,the party climbed back on the brave horses and wound its way slowly from the lost world of the Rio Santo Domingo, following the ghost of Serra along the narrow groove of a path he had traveled on his way to California Norte. We followed it up, higher and higher, away from the ancient trout.

By his reluctance to enjoy his father's fishing, Jason had posed the question: Is it right to hurt or kill a fish for pleasure or spiritual connection? I did not have a satisfactory answer. Not yet. From this point on, Jason would have to stay home. School called. But I kept going, to newer waters.

*Known to biologists as an epicenter of diversity and threatened extinction, San Diego County is populated with more threatened and endangered species than any other county in North America.





Flyover Waters
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. . . The glad earth, the unclouded sky, the fresh breeze, the clear light, each and all showed that the day that came treading on the skirts of morning would be calm and bright.





—Don Quixote




 
You See That?
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THE JET JUMPED PUDDLES,lakes and rivers, arced from the coast to the Midwest, which some folks on the coasts think of as the flyover land. For the most part, the flyover waters are not a place of trout. True, some of the best, unsung trout waters in America are in Arkansas and Southern Missouri. But bass, bluegill, crappie, catfish, and carp are the more traditional residents.

To a degree, there are two main fishing cultures (each with subcultures) in America: One is based on anadromous fish—salmon, steelhead, trout—and another on “spiny rays,” as the fishing journals of the Northwest sometimes call bass and crappie and the like.

The divide between these two cultures can be severe.

A well-known steelhead fly-fisher from Washington says he doesn't want to be quoted in any book in which bass tournament fishers also appear, “because they represent everything that fishing is not. It's trophy fishing; it's competition.”

Well, the idea that steelhead fly-fishers are purer than bass fishers is a peculiar concept. Of the two kinds of anglers, which one fishes for a threatened species? Which one uses lighter tackle, making it more difficult to reel a fish in quickly, therefore reducing the fish's survivability when released? Which one competes in a straightforward manner—for a trophy, for money—and which one competes by assuming some kind of spiritual, ecological superiority?

“The uppity demeanor of trout fishermen is in direct contrast to the approach of bass fishermen, who make considerable pretense of illiteracy, regardless of their educational background,” according to outdoor writer Charles F. Waterman. “A trout fisherman describes his prey as a ‘gleaming shard of crimson and silver.’ A bass fisherman says he hunts ‘hawgs’ and hopes he can ‘gouge some of them big ole sows.’ There must be something in between.”

Must be, indeed.

Not every anadromous fly-fisher thinks all bass anglers are rubes. And not every bass angler thinks that trout worshipers are all snobs. The fact is, the two cultures are starting to blend, which is good news, unless you believe in piscatorial purity.

These days, I prefer fly-fishing, but I'm a product of the Midwest, the land of bass and crappie and catfish and carp and the smell of gasoline fumes on morning water—a scent that activates the endorphins. When it comes to fishing, we're all pretty much a product of where we came from.

I looked down at the quilt of eastern Kansas, the shining, brown ribbons stitching it all together. The plane began its descent.








[image: 074320025X-039]TO MANY FOLKS,particularly in the Midwest, Harold Ensley is as recognizable as David Brinkley. And he's just as much of a television pioneer. I grew up in Kansas City watchingThe Sportsman's Friend,Ensley's fishing show. Along with three other men—Charlie Davis, in Los Angeles, Gadabout Gaddis in Boston and Mort Neff in Detroit—he invented the fishing show genre in the first years of the 1950s. He made it all up in a period when people at least tipped their hat to the idea of unshakable integrity.

Now, here I was, riding with one of my childhood heroes.

“Did you see the name of that town? Tightwad, Missouri. They got a Tightwad Bank there,” he said, as he drove his trademark red Ford station wagon toward Truman Reservoir. I tried, for the first time, to ask him what he thinks of today's sportfishing television industry, one of the modern engines of the cultures of fishing. Particularly bass fishing. He changed the subject.

“Right down the road there's a town called Racket,” he said.

Cars slowed and people stared at Harold. They honked and waved and smiled.

Those of us who grew up in that windswept geographical core of America, felt as if we existed on a balancing point. To the east, one sensed condensed green, wooded density, people, and power; to the west, the long expanses of myth. Missouri, a slave state, was Southern; Kansas, a free state, was plainly righteous.

As far as one could imagine, there was water. The plains seemed a sea—and, in fact, once were. Midwestern children turned over slabs of limestone; ringneck snakes, fragrant and shiny, slid among the fossils and imprints of invertebrate ocean-bottom arthropods, Cambrian trilobites with flat, oval bodies covered by horny shells, and the bones of tiny, ancient fish. They were everywhere, just below the waves of wild oats and Kentucky bluegrass. To the west, near Wichita and Hutchinson, a friend recalls, children would walk behind their fathers' plows, watching the overturned earth for petrified sharks' teeth as inland-water gulls followed in the sky above. She says, “My father's world was half sky. In a sense, hewasat sea.”

And to the south and southeast, in Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma, the vast impounds were suddenly everywhere, courtesy of the Army Corps of Engineers. Table Rock, Bull Shoals, Taneycomo,and the older Grand Lake and the Lake of the Ozarks. Culturally and economically, the dams changed this part of the Midwest forever, and Harold Ensley made sense of it. He and the other TV pioneers virtually created big lake largemouth fishing. Their TV fishing shows created the commercial market, which led to big-money bass tournaments and the industrialization of freshwater sportfishing.

Today, he's somewhere in his eighties (he does not disclose his age) and for forty-seven years, his show has never left the air. True, his airtime has dropped from weekly prime time to thirteen episodes a year, but he's still syndicated on sixty-three stations from Maine to California and in two provinces of Canada. He's determined to be the last man to leave the water.








[image: 074320025X-039]I'D CALLEDENSLEY from California, told him how much he had meant to me as a kid, and asked him if I could go fishing with him and write about it. Sure, he'd said, why not? When I had pulled up at his little tract home in Overland Park, Kansas, just after dawn in the sprawling suburb west of Kansas City, I had been surprised by his size. I remembered him, of course, as being much taller on television. But I recognized him immediately even though I hadn't seen his image for thirty years.

He wore baggy chinos with lots of side pockets and a kind of a threetone shirt, and aviator glasses. His blue eyes were focused and intelligent. He had a wisp of reddish hair on top of his head, and ruddy cheeks, and his jaw was still square and large, his smile full of strength and impishness.

“You're late,” he had said, with a slight edge.

But right now, he was in a terrific mood, driving down the highway toward Truman Reservoir with all these fans waving and hooting at his station wagon.

“Let me tell you how it all started,” he said.


I was on radio at first, in the '40s, out of Joplin, on a little thousand-watt station, WMBH. I broadcast Little League baseball games, by telephone, from a cornfield. How the radio fishing show came about, is, there was a new milk plant down on the Oklahoma border, and it's still there. Half of it was in Oklahoma and half of it in Missouri. I guess they did that for tax purposes. My boss sent me down there to sell a promotional package to the milk plant and the other merchants down in Seneca, right at the edge of Grand Lake in Oklahoma. Well, the fellow that ran the milk plant was a good friend of mine, and he also ran a filling station—Wiley McGee was his name. I went in to Wiley and I said,“Wiley, give me a ten-dollar bill.” Now if you can imagine this, the spots, probably thirty-second spots, were ten dollars. Wiley hardly ever cleaned up, wore a pair of bib overalls, sold a little bit of fishing tackle and minnows and craw-fish. But he liked to fish. I just went in there and he was busy and I said, “Wiley, right quick, give me a ten-dollar bill.” He just reached into his billfold and gave me a ten-dollar bill and went on waiting on a customer. So I made out a receipt and he said, “What'd I buy?” And I said, “Well, you just bought yourself a radio ad.” He said, “It isn't worth it.” I said, “I know that! But I got your money.” And I laughed and he laughed. And he said, “What I want is a fishing show.” I said, “OK, I'll get you one.”






But then, Harold thought, what's a fishing show? Well, said Wiley, “Everybody says to me, ‘When the fishing gets good, call me.’ And I don't have anybody to call to find out. The newspapers down here don't do anything, so I've got to have somebody to call.” So Harold returned to Joplin and talked his boss into letting him do a radio fishing show. “I told him, I'll get people to report to me from all of these lakes around the country and I'll put it on the air.”






We'd do that radio show every Saturday morning, and Wiley would pay for it. We dug out an old theme song, Smiley Burnett's “Well I Might Have Gone Fishing.” Beautiful song. Ten years later, I had Smiley Burnett on my TV show in Kansas City and he sang it. I was going to have him on for five minutes. And he said, “How about another song? Here's one I sang on the Gene Autry show, ‘Catfish Take a Look at My Worm.’ I kept him on for thirty minutes.

Anyway, I'd had that radio show out of Joplin two weeks and the Chamber of Commerce called me and said, “Hey, we hear you on the radio. We've got a little money to spend. Would you do a show for the Chamber of Commerce in Noel? Noel, Missouri, that's where people all send their Christmas cards to have them sent out from. Pretty little town down on the Elk River, quite a resort town back in those days. So I did a show for them. Then I moved to Kansas City in '49. And there wasn't a station in town that would hire me. Except for a new station, in Independence, Missouri, KCMO.

I drove down to Warsaw, where we're going today, tried to talk the Chamber of Commerce into paying for the telephone calls to collect the fishing reports because I was doing the show for nothing. They didn't bite. But there was a fellow who had a resort down there—he's dead now—I went to him, Scotty was his name. Pretty little resort, I'll never forget it, hoot owls and cold night air and the little cabin on the Pomme d'Terre River; it's part of the lake now. The resort operator liked my idea for a fishing show. I told him: “There's only one thing I ask. You pay for the call and you tell me the truth. If I find out you're lying to me, I'll cut you off.”







We passed the Blue River and fields pinned to the earth by bales of hay. At almost regular intervals, we crossed little brown creeks. Here, I thought, was an authentic voice of Main Street America, from a time when the world was more local than global, so familiar and yet now so strange. Nothing fancy; just the world in a three-dollar spot, ten dollars tops. This is the culture from which most fishing in America springs. For better or for worse, this was Harry Truman's America, and the America that Ronald Reagan conjured up in specific words and in the pauses between his words. Politicians who have tapped this place in the national heart have prospered, at least for a while. Whether that America still exists is an open question; perhaps in cultural islands, it does. Handshake to handshake, Harold built up his contacts in Missouri, northeastern Oklahoma, northwest Arkansas, and Kansas: boat docks, resorts, bait shops. He collected no salary in the beginning; made his money only from commissions. He would drive all night to get to a lake, fish Saturday or Sunday, and come back on Monday and give his fishing reports on the air. He found sponsors: Sears, and two years later, Ford. And he found his audience. Down at the Playcomo Ford plant, the workers would get off their shift at 4P.M.“Nobody even thought about drive time making any difference back then. But a lot of the Ford workers would go out and sit in their cars, you know, if they had a car, and sit there together and say: ‘Well, Harold says Lake of the Ozarks is where the fish are biting; let's go to Lake of the Ozarks.’ And the thing just snowballed.”

Such a different time it was, a time before people had “lifestyles,” a time before virtual reality or theme parks, a time when personal recreation was more pickup than organized; a time when, in the wake of the Depression and World War II, folks probably felt thankful just to be alive, and a simple thing like watching a bobber, well, that was true pleasure. I thought of all those auto workers sitting in their cars at the end of the shift listening to Harold. Fishing, though less sophisticated than it is now, must have had more cultural importance then, if only because there was less to do and fewer distractions, and the sheerquietnessof fishing must have soothed many of these men, not far removed from the fury of Normandy and Guadalcanal. Harold immediately recognized the potential of television. Or his wife did. “It was '51 or '52. She said ‘Why don't you do a television show?’”

He drove to Sears and watched the showroom television and thought about what a TV fishing show would look like. In 1953, he made his move, convincing KCMO, one of the two new stations (which was filling empty airtime with local weddings), to let him fill some airtime with fish. The station gave him thirty minutes at 9:00P.M.,in what later became known as prime time, on Monday nights.

He decided to combine live TV with on-location fishing films— essentially showing home movies of his angling adventures. He bought a little Revere magazine-load sixteen-millimeter movie camera with good Angienoux lenses for five-hundred dollars. He was, and still is, his own cameraman (and to this day uses 16-millimeter film). When he needed shots of himself, he would hand the camera to his wife or his fishing guest. He adopted a new theme song, which he still uses today: “Gone Fishin',” by the Three Sons, with Texas Jim Robertson singing. The show's out-of-town guests would stay at the Ensley home. “Nobody thought about Kansas City being a place to fish in those days,” he said. “Not like Denver, which was considered big-time, because of all the trout fishing.” Bass, then, had little cachet. But the better known Harold became, the more the heart of the nation became associated with good fishing, and the more status bass, crappie and even catfish gained.

By the mid-'50s, with two hundred and fifty Ford dealers as sponsors, he was a legend: five radio shows a week, two thirty-minute television shows in prime time, nationwide but mainly in Kansas, Colorado, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Nebraska. Flyover country.

“I did live TV for twenty-two years, twice a week, and never missed a single show. As I look back, I don't see how physically it was possible, mixing the live with the film. I'd go to Alaska and I'd have to be back by the next Monday night. Twice I got in fifteen minutes before having to go on the air. I was still doing a radio show then. Sometimes I'd do my radio show from phone booths. But for TV, I had to come home. I'd be [image: 074320025X-007]out in Utah, drive thirteen hundred miles in twenty-six hours, go directly to the station, shave, and get on the air.”

He liked live TV just fine. Especially the live animals. “A guy called me from out in Kansas and he said, ‘I got a big catfish and everybody said I ought to call you.’ I said, ‘How big is it?’ He said, ‘Seventy-two pounds.’ I said, ‘What condition is it in?’ He said, ‘I've got him in a horse tank.’ I said, ‘Bring him in and we'll put him on live.’ He put that tank in his Ford pickup truck and drove right in on the set. He lifted that fish up live and he splattered water all over the cameras and everything else.”

Harold smiled at the memory, wrist on the steering wheel, cap pushed back. I told him I remembered my father laughing about the time Harold had a dog on the show, and it bit him. I asked him if he remembered that.

“Yeah! I got a scar right here!” He turned his wrist over and stuck it out toward me. “Tore a good shirt from me, right on live television. I tried to turn his head, it was a Saint Bernard.”

Somebody else's dog?

“Yes. And I petted him, played with him all the time until he got on the air.” Harold laughed.

“I thought all these years maybe my father had . . .”

“Oh, no. True. I had a coon hunter from Sedalia brought a coon on, ate crawdad tails. Didn't do much. And he said, ‘Heck, I've got a young coon dog out in the car.’ I said, ‘Go get him.’ That dog smelled that coon and just cut loose—you never heard such a racket in your life. Chased that coon up a boom mike and you couldn't hear anything, pandemonium— and I'm trying to get my director to get a picture of the coon and all he's got is the greasy coveralls of this guy's butt. Live television was exciting!”

What interested me most about the birth of the television fishing show was the issue of ethics. How did Harold establish his own ethical guidelines, and how do they relate to television today? In 1953, this was fresh territory.

“I didn't know how anybody made a fishing show, and I didn't worry about how anyone else did it. I knew that if you were to tell the truth and show things for what they are—that was the only way I knew how to do it. It's not a big Hollywood production, and I wasn't trying to make it a big deal for anybody. Because the fishing itself is exciting enough.”

One decision he made early on was not to take cigarette or liquor ads, a remarkable decision considering the traditional link between smoking, chewing, drinking, and fishing.





When I first realized I was going to be on TV, that night I went home and I said, “I just agreed on a contract with Mr. Hartenbower at KCMO.” And my wife said, “Did you tell him you wouldn't take a cigarette or liquor sponsor?” I said,“No, I forgot to.” She said, “You better call that man.” I called him at home—I didn't know him—I just had that meeting with him. I said, “Mr. Hartenbower, I hate to bother you at home but I forgot to tell you that I don't smoke and I don't drink and I don't have any right to go into a man's living room and suggest that his kids smoke or drink.” He said, “Well, that's where all the big money is!” And I said, “I know and I want to be on television real bad, but I want you to know that I'll not accept it.” And he said,“Well Ensley, if you think you can make it without them, I think I can too.”






An issue more specific to the eventual evolution of the fishing show was the pre-catching of on-air fish.






Universal Pictures shot an hour show down in Florida, where they selected seven national water-sports champions: the water-ski champion, scuba-diving champion, the national saltwater fisherman, and I was national freshwater fisherman. They asked me, “Where did you learn to fish?” I said, “I haven't learned yet, I'm still trying.” I had a typical New York director. He said, “I hear you got a television fishing show.” I said, “Yes.” He said, “What time is it on?” I said oppositePeter Gunn,which was the number-one show in those days. He said, “How many viewers you got, two?” I said, “No, I've got three. My little girl and my wife watch it.”

The director told me to pre-catch the fish to be used during the filming. And I said, “I won't do that. I don't do that with anybody, I don't let anybody do it on my show. I've fished with Henry Fonda, I've fished with Clint Walker, I've fished with theGunsmokecrew, theBeverly Hillbilliescrew, and a lot of big stars and I've never let them in any way do that.” But he said, “I got news for you, you're not going to be on this newsreel.” I said, “I've got news for you. I could care less. I don't need to be on your show.”

Things got pretty tense. But we started down the river anyway. One of these glass-bottomed boats with all these tourists came by, and my guide pointed at me and said, “There's the world's champion fisherman, any minute now he'll pull out an eight-pound bass.” Well, I couldn't catch a fish. Here comes this big barge with the Universal crew with a big thirty-five-millimeter camera. They yell out, “How's Ensley doing?” Guide yelled back, “Ensley's doing all right, the fish aren't cooperating!” And they let the barge run into the bank, making all kinds of racket. It was a mess. Everybody mad.

I thought, “I'll just lay it right back in that pocket,” just a little V-shaped thing. I threw the bait and the water just exploded, an old bass had it. Wasn't a big one, weighed four and a quarter pounds. Producer was yelling at the cameraman: “Get a picture of Ensley! Get a picture of the fish!” When the fish jumped he wouldn't have the camera on the fish, but on me. And when he had the camera pointed at the water, the fish wouldn't jump at all.







I asked Harold if he hadeverfaked a shot—taken a fish out of the live well and hooked it on for the camera's sake. He looked at me. “I just won't do it. I never have. And like I say, I've done shows with Henry Fonda and a lot of big stars and I've never let them do that. I decided just out of honesty not to, but I'll tell you what, you can't fool fishermen. These guys that are hooking fish on their line and stuff like that, people know.”

“What do you mean ‘hooking fish on the line?’ ” I asked.

“Well, I'm not going to say any more.”

“All right. So are fishing shows still honest, as far as you can tell?”

“I'm not going to say. I'm not accusing anybody of anything.”








[image: 074320025X-039]WHATEVERHAROLD AND THE OTHERfishing-show pioneers started out to create, the current reality is . . . different. Channel surf today, by broadcast, cable, or satellite dish, and here's what you'll likely see. Smooth, sharp, high-tech fishing shows with MTV pacing in which the content is indistinguishable from the commercials.The BASS Masters, In-Fisherman, Saltwater Sportsman.Saturday morning ESPN hunting-and-fishing packages, mostly focused on bass, and linked to the bigmoney bass tournament culture. Subscribe to satellite dish services or cable, and you can watch whole networks dedicated to fishing and hunting, including The Outdoor Channel and The Outdoor Life Channel, each with twenty-four-hour outdoor programming.

“Who says fishing isn't a spectator sport?” writes Brent Frazee, outdoors editor of theKansas City Star.“Not the thousands of couch potatoes who wake up early each Saturday morning and immediately reach for their television remotes. They live vicariously—at least in the winter—through the casts of television's newest stars, guys who work out of a fishing boat.” Jimmy Houston, for example, “a guy with blond, shaggy hair who looks more like one of the Beach Boys than a fisherman.” Houston's signature salute is to kiss every largemouth he catches, a fullon buss on the fish lips. The nonconsensual act has caught on among tournament bass anglers. The shows have a southern accent.“Son! Little bedda fish,”hollers Roland Martin, every time he lands a bass. Bill Dance draws the kind of fan adoration usually reserved for big-league sports stars or rock stars. Between the cable networks TNN and ESPN, Saturday morning alone has eight half-hour fishing shows. “Add the syndicated shows aired on other networks and Harold Ensley's show on Channel 5,” writes Frazee, “and you have enough casting and catching to turn even the most avid fisherman into a zombie.” James R. Babb, writing inGray's Sporting Journal,offers this description of Fish-TV:





Like angling in general, Fish-TV splits into two camps: hardware fishing (mostly for bass) and fly-fishing. The hardware shows rely more on how-to techniques than do fly-fishing shows, which in reaching for atmosphere usually come up with cotton candy. Perhaps this is why the average bass fisherman is better at what he does than is the average fly-fisherman. But most hardware shows take an industrial, Audel's diesel-manual approach to instruction, coldly conveying ruthlessly efficient ways to fill the stringer as quickly as possible.






The ethical challenges and complications of industrial-strength fishing television illustrate just how far TV fishing has evolved—or, some would say, devolved—from the essentials. To create one half-hour show, it's not unusual for Roland Martin to fish and film for four days, using a “chase boat” to shadow him. Another star, Al Linder, describes hauling a crew thirty-five miles on an old trapper's trail to find a good fishing creek with twenty-pound northerns, and, to prevent camera batteries from freezing, using hand saws to cut branches for a fire on the ice. On that trip, two of the crew of five ended up with frostbite. The suffering pays off. ESPN's top outdoor shows regularly receive the kind of viewer ratings usually earned by an NFL game. Fishing shows earn about thirty million dollars a year for TNN.

Fish-TV is not without critics.

“Actually, no one should have time for these poorly camouflaged ‘infomercials,’” writes John Husar, outdoors editor forThe Chicago Tribune.“Don't believe what you see in most of these things! They are shows, not documentaries. Entertainment, not religious truth. They, for the most part, are paid spots with bought time, like beauty aids and religious programming. Their method is to hustle, hustle, hustle products or certain commercial connections. How many TV fishing shows have you ever seen that promoted live bait? Now ask how many sponsoring tackle manufacturers make and sell live bait.” And where are the women? For a while, Dawn Wells, who played Mary Ann on the sitcomGilligan's Island,starred in a little-known fishing and outdoors show. Other women anglers have attempted to move into television, but sponsors for such shows are scarce, despite the increasing commercial power of women in fishing. Critics also object to the staged catching of fish, the fact that some of the stars own private ponds stocked with lunkers used on the shows. Frazee writes, “Go to practically any lake, and you'll find an oldtimer who will tell you about the time a TV star came there and tried to borrow fish from others when the going got tough.”

Meanwhile, a new generation of TV fishing hosts, perhaps a better one, is emerging. Doug Hannon, ESPN's “The Bass Professor,” films “ fascinating underwater scenes of game fish,” as Babb points out, “ beautifully photographed, more like PBS nature documentaries than typical how-to fish videos.” Fish Fishburne, thirty, host of the often hilarious syndicated show,Go Fish,says he wants “to bring people who don't fish into the show and (have them) say, ‘Hey, that looks like it could be really fun.’”

Fishburne joined the professional fishing circuit at eighteen. Rather than relying on the usual sponsorships from big tackle and boat manufacturers, he turned to his grandmother (he calls her Team Grandma), who advanced him money to buy a bass rig and to pay tournament entry fees. On his show, he's as frenetic as Robin Williams. He dances on his boat, screams, laughs hysterically, catches fish on multiple rods, spreads cheese on his body for sunscreen, and, to make his catches seem bigger, holds a magnifying glass to them. He had his name legally changed from Claude to Fish. Some of his shows border on surreal performance art. On one program, dedicated to what he called “ladder fishing,” Fishburne sat on a folding ladder in the middle of a pond; his father sat on another ladder a few feet away. And both men caught fish.

“There is a misconception about fishing. It has always been perceived as a good-ol'-boy, redneck, chewing-tobacco, beer-drinking sport. We are trying to change that image. We are also trying to incorporate family values into the show, so it's not just perceived as an individual sport. Mom, Dad, and the kids can go and have a good time,” says Fishburne.

What an irreverent concept. Fishing should be fun—not zen ( necessarily), not competition (necessarily). Fun. As I watch most of the other fishing shows, however, I'm struck by how far they've drifted from that essential innocence—and the personal intimacy of Harold Ensley's time. But haven't we all?








[image: 074320025X-039]ONE HUNDRED AND TENmiles from Harold's home, we approached the dam at Truman Reservoir, a sixty-thousand-acre impound about the same size as the Lake of the Ozarks, the first lake in this cluster of inland seas.

“It's pretty windy up here,” said Harold. He looked a little worried. “I've seen the time when there would be five hundred fishermen right along the bank here on both sides, and 120 boats. I would say they took two hundred thousand crappie out of here last spring. Isn't that beautiful along there? The Corps of Engineers is responsible for the greatness of fishing in the Midwest. Most of the outdoor writers fought it, environmentalists fought it, and it cost the taxpayers millions of dollars. But it was a great thing.”

Harold started pushing for catch-and-release, for bass, years before it was popular. “I saw the writing on the wall. If we didn't return the fish then we wouldn't have any fish.” He now argues for barbless hooks—for all anglers, not only fly-fishers, who already lean in that direction. “Single barbless hooks. Treble hooks kill too many fish. And the people that make those hooks aren't going to like me for saying that.”

I asked him about his earliest years fishing.





We lived north of Dodge City. I was born on a cattle ranch. My dad didn't fish, my mom didn't fish. We had a little creek right through our ranch. We had a working ranch, bunkhouse, riders, the whole bit. I learned to ride before I learned how to walk. I caught little bullheads. Once in a while maybe I'd luck into a chub. Then when I got a little older and could walk a little farther, my brother and I found some spring-fed ponds, a creek really, but there were spring-fed holes that were maybe eight, ten feet deep. We'd get up early in the morning and milk cows and then help dad get the horses ready and he'd go out in the field working. My brother and I, we'd walk barefooted about two miles up to this place, catch grasshoppers for bait. Oh, we caught some nice bullheads. I've never been anywhere where I haven't caught fish. Nobody showed me anything either, in most cases. Learned by trial and error. I started out with a willow pole, any kind of string I could get, and I made my own hooks. Copper wire that held the ingredients tag on a bag of the seed cake that my dad fed to the cattle. I couldn't put a barb on it, so if I got a big fish I'd have to drag him up the bank. If it was a little fish I tossed him over my head.






“So you started out with a barbless hook,” I said.

“That's right.”

“You're coming full circle.”

“I hadn't thought about that. That was a long time ago.”

He pulled away from the dam, the gravel crunching under the tires. “I'm sure that God gave me some natural ability both on the end of a fishing pole and in front of the camera. I think the good fishermen are born with a natural talent, like baseball players or musicians—I know that to be a fact. I can just tell by the people I deal with.”

He drove to the marina and we sat in the car looking out beyond the dock to the choppy water.

“It's going to be touch and go. The doctors don't want me out on rough water,” he said. His back was hurting. He glared at the water.

“If we go out there today, we're going crappie fishing,” he said. He turned to me. “If you'd insisted on goin' bass fishing today, I wouldn't have taken you.”

“Why's that, Harold?” I asked.

Well, he said, he finds bass fishing a little boring these days.

“Why do you like crappie fishing?” I asked him.

“'Cause I find crappieintriguing!” he exclaimed, leaning toward me, his eyebrows shooting up. The way he said it made crappie seem like angling's Holy Grail.*

We got out of his station wagon, pulled out his rods and gear, and walked down to the dock, to a tackle shop under the eaves.

Inside, the walls were coated with Polaroid shots of hefted dreams— channel cats, bass, crappie, even a hyperbolic bluegill or two—most of them held out toward the camera for proper visual inflation. The shelves and racks were filled with PowerBait Power Shiners and “neonz” Powerworms and Buddha Baits Popfires and Heddon Zara Spooks and spoons and snakes and Shad Raps and little Rattle Traps and a rainbow of jigs.

The owner of the marina shop, Marty Zych, was standing behind the counter. The bait shop came to life when Harold entered, and Harold knew it. Ball caps floated behind the racks and came our way.

“I want to tell you about this guy,” exclaimed Harold to Marty, pointing at me. “He asked me, ‘What's your favorite fish?’ And I said, ‘Crappie.’”

“He probably thought you were going to say bass or walleye or something,” said Marty, conspiratorially.

“So is crappie your favorite fish, too?” I asked Marty.

“Oh, God, yeah, that's all I do. Tommy, hell, he used to work the circuit,” said Marty, pointing to one of the approaching ball caps. “And Murphy over here guided. They're all tournament bass fishers, or they used to be. Murphy, when was the last time you bass fished?”

“Two years ago with Ricky.”

“I've got two friends, big bass tournament fishers, and neither one of them pick up a bass rod anymore,” said Harold, leaning on the counter. “And you know, I saw this press release for some new book and it said there are more bass fishermen in the United States than all the other sport fishermen combined. And that's alie.They didn't ask you, did they, Marty? They didn't ask me.”

“That sounds like one of them political polls,” said one of the ball caps.

“Go down south, go down there for a month and see how many guys are bass fishing and how many down in Green Bay, Mississippi,” said another cap. They were moving in closer. “Look how many people are crappie fishing in the summer and spring.”

“I told him I'd guess fifteen to twenty thousand on the weekend here, just crappie fishing,” said Harold.

So maybe this crappie thing is a bit of a rebellion against industrialstrength sportfishing, or an alternative to all this talk of catch-andrelease. No problem taking out a bucket of crappie, they're so oversexed and prolific.

I said to the men, “I'm having trouble getting a complete answer from Harold about why crappie—what's the mystique of crappie? At first he said crappie are smarter than trout, then he retracted that.”

One of the caps, not sure if was Tommy or Murphy, nodded slowly. “I tell you what, big crappie are pretty cunning.”

“I caught a two-pounder Tuesday, that's a good fish,” said Murphy or Tommy.

“Whycrappie?What's the mystique?” I repeated. “They're cunning?”

“Hottest months of the year you could catch two hundred fish a day,” one of the men said. Maybe they all said it at once; hard to tell. “You can't do that with any other fish. The best part is, the hotter it gets out here the better the crappie fishing is.”

I gave up on the crappie mystique. Marty and Tommy and Murphy spent the next twenty minutes talking about how bad the fishing was today, how the lake had turned over, pulling all the muck up from below, how the wind had blown them all off the lake. No way anyone's going to catch anything today, they said.

“Well now I'm going to find out if you're the real Harold Ensley, or an imposter,” I said.

Harold grinned, lifted his chin. The caps snorted. A snort of admiration. And he and I headed out of the bait shop.








[image: 074320025X-039]WE GOT DOWNto the dock area, where his bass boat is stored, and pulled off the tarp. He assigned me to unlock the holds and when I turned around he was on the dock, scurrying around like an agitated crab. He had his rod out and rigged already! He was moving quickly from slip to slip, dropping a little plastic jig into the water, staring intently—and grinning, oblivious. I watched him with awe. We hadn't even gone out in the boat yet, and he couldn't wait. He justhadto get his line in the water.

I knew that feeling. It doesn't matter how tired I am, when I get near a lake, I just want to get on that water. The only difference was that Harold stopped and talked to everybody; he just loved talking. Unlike many anglers, he likes people as much as he likes fish. He's out to catch both.

And damned if he wasn't already getting bites.

“Crappie,” he said, his teeth flashing.

After a few minutes he handed me the rod and walked, with some difficulty, back up the ramp. “Forgot the life jackets. You try.”

I waited until he was gone and stepped over to where he had been having his bites. Two minutes later I jerked a silver and black speckled crappie out of the water. I laughed out loud. All these years later, I caught Harold Ensley's fish!

We scooted out on the water. His boat was moderately powerful, seventy horsepower, as I recall. Harold likes his gear, but he doesn't get all smarmy over it. An electronic fish finder is important in today's fishing, he says, especially in the big lakes, but you can outsmart yourself with it, locating catfish when you really want bass—or bass when you're after crappie. A hydrofoil stabilizer, though, that's a must. “Greatest thing in the boating industry that came out in my lifetime!” he yelled over the engine. “Got one on this boat.”

His windbreaker was flapping in the wind; he rounded a point and I looked out over the broad water, at the virgin shore, a tangle of tall oaks, mostly without leaves. It was a warm day, despite the wind. He pulled up in a small cove, killed the engine, and hooked us to one of the dead tree branches sticking out of the water. He called it a “stob,” a term I had never heard.

He wasted no time. In an instant, his jig was dropping out of sight down along the stob. And he was hunched over, staring intently at the water. I followed his lead, with a “Harold Ensley” rod, carried by Wal-Mart, which he had prerigged.

“So what's this jig called?”

“Puddle Jumper. I didn't invent this; I invented the Reaper.”

“Have you ever gotten bored with fishing?” I asked.

“Never. Well, if I was just retired, do nothing but fish, I'd get tired of it.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes, but I've got a purpose. I'm testing lures, I'm always testing ways to catch fish.”

A bass boat and two fishermen, big guys with ball caps and overflowing bellies, floated nearby. Perhaps they saw “Harold Ensley” written on the side of Harold's boat. They floated closer. And I saw one guy turn to the other and mouth almost silently, “It's Harold Ensley himself.”

Harold bantered with them for a while, across the water, about the fishing and the weather. But the two men in the boat never let on that they knew it was Harold. That would somehow not fit the code of the water.

After a while, they pulled away, and Harold went back to focusing on his line, his fingers holding the rod like a fine violin, feeling its tone and timbre. And then he began to elaborate on his nondenominational philosophy of fishing:






Any fisherman that looks down on another fisherman—we'll say he's a trout fisherman and he looks down on a carp fisherman—to me he's missed the boat. If a guy likes to carp fish, Lord bless him, that's what I want him to do. It doesn't take any more skill to be a good fly fisherman than it does to be a good spin-fisherman. I know that to be a fact, I've done both. But a lot of people, they think, “Well, if he don't catch trout or if he don't fly-fish . . . he just don't know what it's all about.”

I was down here one time and a guy called over, a young fella, one of the typical pro bass guys, and he said, “How many keepers you catch?” He didn't recognize me; I was all bundled up and he was too. In fact, I didn't even look up. I said,“Keepers? What are you talking about?” He said, “You know, fifteen-inch bass.” I said, “I'm not bass fishing, I'm crappie fishing.” He said, “Oh, you're one of those crappie fishermen!” with disdain. And I didn't look up. I just said, “Well, let me tell you something, young fella. It takes more skill to be a good crappie fisherman than it does to be a bass fisherman.” And he said,“Well, you've probably never caught any bass in your life.”

Out of self-defense, I proceeded to tell him about some of the Hall of Fame bass I've caught, and he went away.







I asked Harold if, after all these years, he thinks there are stages of maturity of an angler, over a lifespan.

“Well, I don't know what you mean by maturity.”

“Well, you know the stage where you have to catch everything in sight, or the stage . . .”

“That wouldn't be maturity. That would bestupid.I don't want a guy out here counting fish on me.”

He stopped talking for a while, and peered at his line, down past the surface. As I watched him, I thought of little Harold with his bent-wire hooks, searching muddy waters for bullheads and chubs. Now, after years on the water, after pioneering the TV fishing show, after all these decades—even now as an old man in his eighties—the magic of fishing has not left him. He leaned over the edge of the boat, smiling slightly, watching the line. Something tugged it.

“You see that?” he said. “Youseethat?”

He was grinning like a fourteen-year-old.








[image: 074320025X-039]HAROLD HAD PUT USon some fish. We caught a good number of crappie. After a while I forgot I was supposed to be interviewing him, forgot the distance of age and time between us. Then he turned to me and said I had the touch; he could tell. I swelled up—and right then a crappie hit my jig and I missed the strike. Harold just smiled.

Later, we drove north as the light faded, stopped at a buffet, where he loaded his plate with fried catfish, then we got back in his red Ford station wagon and headed home. We passed a little graveyard, with a tiny, white clapboard church next to it. A single American flag was planted in the middle of the graveyard. And I thought: It's such a beautiful country.

“Right down that road down there is one of the best crappie fishermen I ever met,” said Harold. “His daughter had a baby three months ago and she shot herself last week. Left a little three-month-old baby.”

We traveled a ways in silence.

“Future is going to be great,” he said after a while. “I see these kids who are so nice, so well-mannered, just sweet youngsters interested in fishing. With the Corps of Engineer projects we've got more water than we ever had. People are going to have to take less, share more. But I think the future of America and the future of fishing is great. We've got the best crappie we've ever had in history. The girls are more beautiful, the boys are not.” He smiled. “There's probably a little less concentration today on integrity and honesty. But there've been bad people since the beginning of time and there'll be bad people until the Lord closes the door.” He said he's glad he's lived so long; he's fished for creek chubs and he's fished with the Apollo astronauts. What more could a Kansas boy want?

By the time he pulled into his driveway, it was after midnight. We unloaded his gear, and he invited me in. “Pardon the bachelor pad,” he said. The house was humble, with spare furnishings. The kitchen table was piled with papers. On that table was a big scrapbook filled with pictures from his life and career, including a magazine story from 1960, with photos of Harold Ensley and Harry Truman. The two men looked identical, as if they had been separated at birth. The clipping was signed by Harry Truman, who wrote, “Good luck, Harold, and you better get a guard.”

His 1952 Bell & Howell projector still sits on his kitchen counter. He still threads developed film through its sprockets, points the projector toward his kitchen refrigerator, and reviews the films he still shoots for his TV show.

Almost offhandedly he told me how, in 1993, a few weeks after his wife had died, he had sat in the kitchen alone, in the dark, watching the first film they had shot together. Harold had not seen that film in more than four decades, but that night, he watched it hour after hour, rewinding and repeating, watching the same fish leap across the smooth surface of the refrigerator.

I left his house loaded down with bags of plastic baits, which he sent with me for my kids. He'd call me, he said. He had some more stories he wanted to tell me. He stood outside the open garage door as I backed down the driveway. I stuck my head out of the window.

“You're the real Harold Ensley,” I said.

He smiled, turned, and walked back inside the house.

*Ken Schultz offers linguistic advice. “Crappie are like that Chinese dog called a Shih Tzu. Most people don't say the name of that dog in a way that comes out very flattering. Ditto for the poor crappie, which, if it was pronounced by more folks as if it had the letter ‘o’ instead of ‘a,’ as in ‘crop,’ we would all be better off.” Ken Schultz,The Ultimate Book of Freshwater Fishing(Indianapolis: Master Press, 1997), p. 20.









Mall Fishing
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SOMETIMES A SIMPLEdestination is reached by traveling the road of excess. The road now led to one of the Meccas of the new, industrialized, high-tech world of fishing: Bass Pro's Outdoor World.

In the morning, I had picked up a college friend in Kansas City, in a rented Toyota, and headed south, toward Springfield, Missouri. Jewell Scott and I attended journalism school together at the University of Kansas, dated a few times, and became lifetime friends. Jewell is a big wheel in Kansas City, Missouri, director of the Civic Council. As we drove toward the Ozarks, the number of farmhouses, churches and signs advertising country-western acts increased in frequency.

I had invited Jewell along to catch up on old and new times, but I found her perspective on fishing, and later Outdoor World, helpful. A reality check from a native who had stayed native. As a baby-boomer approaching fifty years of age, Jewell is part of that last generation of Americans connected to land and water by the familial strand of farming.

“When we were children, we went to stay with our grandparents on the farm,” she was saying. “Our grandfather would get us up at four in the morning and we would go to the pond and we would fish for crappie and bass. The idea was to catch your breakfast. And so we would, by 5:30 or so, have enough for a meal, and we would take it into the farmhouse. Then my grandmother would fry up the fish in cornmeal and we would have that and fried eggs. A typical farm breakfast had to last you, of course, until noon, and through all the chores. But they fished to eat. It wasn't sport.

“It was just a fact of life, that was the way it was,” she said. “You have to remember my grandmother came west in the late 1800s with her circuit-riding minister father. My grandfather's family had lived on that farm forever. Everything they ate they raised themselves, whether it was the cattle or the chickens or the eggs or the fish in the pond. There was a rule, though, if you caught a fish that wasn't ready to eat, you put it back in. My grandfather was very strict about that, that you didn't fish a pond to death, you had to conserve it and you had to make sure that you were constantly restocking it and ensuring its continuity.”

Jewell, who is single, is as strong and feminist a person as any woman I know. But as we drove, she surprised me. “What you hear in many women's circles is, the way to meet rich men is to get into fly-fishing because you have to be rich to really get into fly-fishing and so that's the place to go, that's the new frontier, that's the new bar,” she said.

“What? Is that right? In theMidwest?”

“Right in Kansas City. Not a lot of women will tell you that, but when you sit around with a group of women and they're talking about how to meet men, one of the things that often comes up is, ‘Well, we could go fly-fishing.’ In Kansas City, there are groups of women taking fly-fishing lessons and actually flying out to the Rockies to fish. Whether they meet men, I don't know . . .”

She shrugged.

“Everybody has to have an outlet. It may be sexist, but, you know, that's the way life is. Men go to certain places to meet women, women go to certain places to meet men. That's as old as time.”

We passed the signs pointing to the town of Humansville, and then left it behind. We saw a growing number of churches, brick or clapboard, doors shut, insular, as we moved deeper into the real Bible Belt. And more farmhouses, the statelier, Southern kind, and a huge billboard advertising Glen Campbell's show and another for a Japanese fiddler who plays bluegrass. Both appear at Branson, Missouri, ahead, the Vegas of country music and culture.

I wondered if there was something about the sensibility of the men women might meet through fly-fishing—Jewell had not mentioned bass-fishing (though I was to meet women later, the women of Bass'n Gal, who were drawn to that culture, but not to meet men).

“Fly-fishing has a certain romanticism about it. There probably is something about men who fly-fish,” she said. “They can be fanatics, which may not be a real positive because they don't have much time for the women. Or it may mean that they're back-to-nature guys, caring and thoughtful and all of those kinds of things. Maybe it's a cultural issue. You know, the good 'ol boys who bass fish . . . and also, people think of fly-fishing as going to exotic places. You hear the stories of people going to faraway places, South American retreats and Canadian retreats.”

The next town was Branson, a small community with not much over four thousand residents. Branson has over thirty country music theaters that draw millions of tourists annually. But nothing in Branson, as an individual draw, compares to Bass Pro's Outdoor World.

“Good lord,” said Jewell, leaning forward to better see the fishing mall as we passed the worst kind of strip development and came toward one of several large entryways shaped something like . . . crosses. Right in front of us, several pick-ups were converged along with a small Japanese car. Horns honked and fingers flew.

“Not exactly a relaxed setting,” said Jewell.

The faux-log buildings of Outdoor World sprawl across vast parking lots; the complex is essentially a giant suburban mall dedicated to fishing, and to a lesser extent hunting. Everywhere, flags fly. American flags, Bass Pro flags. Sparkling, metal-flaked bass boats bracket the entrances like military honor guards. Giant tractor-trailers, one after another after another, pull up to unload new merchandise. Next to them is a motorcoach-only parking area, where charter buses exhale tourists—the motorcoach people, as they're called here—from all over the Midwest. Several were pulling up right now; I could see rows of eager faces behind smoked glass. There's the Outdoor World bank, an ATM center. Across the street is the Outdoor World RV center, more flags whipping in the wind, and across another expanse of parked cars is an Outdoor World Wildlife Creations taxidermy. Midday on Sunday it was almost impossible to find a place to park. I cruised the aisles for a while.

“Iowa, Ohio, Arkansas, Oklahoma, Texas,” said Jewell.

“What?”

“License plates.” Minnesota, Alabama, Kansas, New Mexico, South Dakota, Arkansas, Wisconsin, Florida, Illinois, Mississippi. And more. This was just down one row of cars.

We finally found a parking spot and walked inside: One route led to the retail outlet, the other to a fish and wildlife museum. Above the milling crowd was a sign that said, “Welcome to Outdoor World's great sporting goods store.” We walked past stuffed but welcoming elk, opossums, raccoons. Another sign announced, “More outdoors for your money.” This place was so big you needed a map, and in fact a rack of maps was available.

“What, no compasses?” said Jewell.

We trekked deeper, hiked through thickets of jostling elbows, past a stuffed black bear pointing onward with lifted paw, and stopped briefly at an indoor trout pond. Stuffed geese hung on monofilament line over the water. Kids lined a limestone wall around it, looking down into the water at the speckles of pennies, quarters, nickels, and dimes—and at rainbow trout and a solitary bass hugging the bottom. A boy of about eight reached in and picked up a turtle and took it out and looked at it. He put it on a log.

We walked on. Ahead was a wall-sized aquarium with bass, pike, a big blue catfish, a four-foot gar with vicious-looking teeth, and what I thought at first must be some kind of deep-sea fish, but it was a forty- or fifty-pound carp. Forget political correctness—from one wall hung the stuffed heads of African deer, a hippo, a rhino, and big-horned sheep. And as we came out into the center of the mall, I looked up and caught my breath. From three stories above us, a waterfall shot out over fake limestone, past a huge moose head, burst forward and then down, down, down into a pool twenty or thirty feet deep.

“Look at the size of that! Look at that!” I said to Jewell.

We stood there smiling, first at the waterfall and then down at the green and emerald depths of the clear pool: lunker bass and channel catfish cruised below. And crappie, too—that higher life form.

We walked upstairs along the edge of the waterfall. On a ledge above the water, there was a Missouri snake exhibit leading into a McDonald's. Pilot blacksnakes, copperheads, eastern garters, red-sided garters, Great Plains ratsnakes, western mud snake, eastern hognose, prairie kingsnake, eastern coachwhip, northern watersnake, midland watersnake, western ribbon snake, western fox snake. The McDonald's had seats all along the edge so you could look down into the pool. And above all this, high up on an overhanging branch of fall foliage, was a facsimile of a bald eagle.

We stood on the ledge, leaned on a railing, and watched it all: 175,000 square feet of retail therapy. This is terrific marketing, I thought. Watching those fish certainly makes you want to rush out into the aisles to buy Fishin' Buddy III fish finders, Bone-Dry Titanium Neoprene Waders, or a Deluxe Butt-Seat that's “concave shaped for comfort.” Or at least a new rod and reel and a Bayou Boogie to crank through that pool. We stood there and surveyed the great lake of rods and glass cases and arcing bass replicas and churning ball caps and families with carts loaded with small children and new still-in-the-plastic gear, surrounded by grinning wild teeth and upheld paws.

“I admit it. I've got the fever,” I said.

Jewell giggled. “I do too.” She covered her mouth with her hand.








[image: 074320025X-039]IF HAROLD ENSLEY is the recent past, this could be the future of fishing, and for many, it's the present. Harold Ensley represents a more personal era, or at least a smaller one, when fishing was a self-manufactured sport; this is high-energy packaging, brilliant merchandising, nature as theme park.

One term retailers are using for this approach is “reality merchandising.” Another is “shoppertainment.” Whichever, it's revolutionizing the way Americans spend whatever leisure time they have left. Anne Moore, a reporter forCrain's Chicago Business,writes: “While some retailers, such as software merchandiser Egghead Inc., are leaving the street and moving onto the Internet, an increasing number of Chicago-area merchants are outfitting stores and showrooms so shoppers can touch, feel, try—and even shoot—before buying. In these extravagant emporiums, ambiance is everything.” Moore quotes J'Amy Owens, president of Retail Group Inc., a Seattle consultancy. “There's a new humanism coming to retailing; these businesses deliver something more than goods. It's the cost of doing business now. Retailers have to do more than entertain.”

Another way to look at it is that reality, and nature, are slowly slipping into the almost purely virtual, and reality shopping is just a rest stop on the Information Superhighway. Or at least Interstate 44.








[image: 074320025X-039]BASS PRO'S OUTDOOR World is the world's largest sporting goods store, according to Nonna Woods of the Missouri Division of Tourism, and the number-one tourist attraction in Missouri. It beats Branson, the Gateway Arch, and the St. Louis Cardinals as a tourist magnet. It has massive freshwater and saltwater aquariums, a daily fish-feeding by a diver, the four-story waterfall, an indoor log cabin with a water wheel, and even has its own barbershop. It sells more than thirty thousand items, from $9.95 Crappie caps to $23,995 packages of Tracker boats, motors, and trailers—and, of course, retail therapy. More fishing malls are planned. Michigan economic development and tourism officials predict people will travel from several states and at least one Canadian province to see the 135,000-square-foot Outdoor World being built there. Cabela's, Bass Pro's competitor, headquartered in Nebraska, is planning a similar complex. Maybe even bigger.

We sat down at the McDonald's for a while with Gary Jones, a group sales manager. Balding, forty-five, lanky, with gold-rimmed glasses and an easy smile, he talked about how working here had become his passion, since leaving teaching. He grew up in St. Louis, came to Springfield to attend college in '69, then taught school. I asked him why he left college teaching to work at Bass Pro.

“I love the students. I just became disillusioned with all the politics. So I took the summer off. I was in here one day, talking to a friend who works here. He told me it was the greatest place in the world to work. So I started in '84.

“And it is the greatest place. For the people who come here, it really is like a journey to Mecca. It's destination shopping. A lot of people take their vacations and come here; everything is geared around a trip to Bass Pro.”

And not a hook touches the water?

“Nope. But that's okay. I always look at it like this: If I'm working up front with a cashier, I always remember that people are spending money to have fun. When you go to the grocery store and the cashier hits the total and it's one hundred and ten dollars, you don't usually say, ‘Oh, goodie, this is really great!’ But here, you do. The cashier says it'll be three hundred dollars and the customer will say, ‘Oh, I got by cheap this time!’ They enjoy spending money because it's going to give them enjoyment in return. I think that's what's neat about the industry that we're in.

“We're expanding soon,” he said.“We'll have three hundred thousand square feet then, and that strip mall you saw driving in here, well, we'll be replacing that.”

Undoubtedly, Outdoor World is beneficial to the region's economy, but I wondered how many Mom and Pop bait and tackle stores Bass Pro had put out of business, not only in Springfield, but across the country, because of its aggressive mail-order business. Ironically, the milieu of these bait shops—ones like Strouds'—along with the actual waters of fishing, is exactly what Outdoor World has attempted to copy.

“I don't know how many of those shops existed in this town before Outdoor World,” said Jones. “This company found a niche and it just expanded.” Just like when Wal-Mart moves in, I thought: Goodbye to the small Main Street businesses, whose spirit Wal-Mart attempts to emulate. “I mean, there's still a bait shop down by the lake and our customers use it when they've forgotten to buy something here.”

Do you fish more or less than when you first came here?

“I fish less.”

Why is that?

“Time. I have six acres at home so if I'm not here then I'm cutting grass or cutting trees. But I try to get out during the spring, maybe a couple of times.”

Looking down from the balcony at all the faces, I told them they seemed different from the faces one customarily sees in a mall.

“Yes, yes, yes, they're here to have fun. I've been here for twelve years and it is just . . . I've always described it as ‘It's been quite a ride.’ It's been an A-ride in Disneyworld because it's just a happy place.”

I asked him why Outdoor World has a barbershop.

“It's part of being a one-stop destination. The barbershop services a lot of fishermen, a lot of vacationers who like to zip up and get a haircut real quick.”

The motorcoach people.

“Yes, we have motorcoaches. Part of being a destination.”

Mainly retirees?

“That is correct. They have a fun time in here, they really do. They really enjoy it and we enjoy them. They're always in here looking for something unique for the grandson, that little souvenir to take back. I had a woman in this morning, and she said, ‘I've got an hour and I have fourteen grandsons and they all like to fish. I need something for them. They almost all walleye fish. How about a lure?’ So I took her to the Land of the Walleye.”

“You have a place called that?” said Jewell, raising her eyebrow.

“Yes we do,” he said proudly. “Three entire aisles of nothing but walleye gear.”

He looked around. The crowd seemed to be swelling suddenly, moving in waves in a single direction. “This is usually the time of the exodus. We really get hit hard from around three to five, people starting to head home, back to Kansas City.” I was dying to ask a final question.

“Have you ever let anybody fish for the fish in the pools here?”

“No, no we haven't. There's no fishing: We have signs.”

“Has anybody ever tried?”

“No, no. Well, I'm not sure, I don't know what the cleaning crew does at night.”

“Imagine, poaching at Outdoor World,” said Jewell, and Jones laughed, but not too hard.

Just then, Jones was pulled away by his walkie-talkie to what he called a “customer opportunity.”








[image: 074320025X-039]ASJEWELL ANDI headed off on our own again, I began to understand that Bass Pro is something of a church, in the southern-midwestern branch of the religion of fishing. The Southern Bassist Convention. Our Lady of Abu Garcia. If the spectacle of the place was a bit much, a bit removed from the actual experience of fishing, well then so it often is with brick-and-mortar spiritual temples.

Along one wall, near the McDonald's entrance, was a display of relics: old photographs from the '40s or '50s, including one of Dwight Eisenhower next to a fisherman holding a long stringer of bass. Such stringers used to be the central totem of fishing. You never see stringers anymore in the catalogs and fishing magazines, not since catch-and-release became the custom. Near the photos was a case holding antique fishing paraphernalia: reels and plugs, Barracuda Split-Shot Sinkers from long ago. A Jointed Pikie Minnow from the Creek Chub Bait Company. Pflueger Reels. An Outdoor America catalog, from February 1928. And a framed letter from Jim M. Owen, describing preparation for a float trip down one of those now-dammed rivers.

Down one aisle, we passed two over-six-foot good 'ol boys wearing white tee shirts, camouflage pants, camouflage-pattern ball caps. They looked like they had been out on the lake for just about forever, but there they were buying New Age nature sound tapes. And then I met Armend Perres, a stout fellow wearing aviator glasses, jeans, a ball cap festooned with metal and plastic pins commemorating the long-distance trucking business. A ponytail flowed down his back, and he had a full beard with a stripe of gray down the middle. He was carrying a shopping basket filled with lures and line and other gear, and he was holding a new fishing rod in his other hand, upright. We heard his testimony.

“I'm from New Hampshire, a little town called Swanzey. Actually, there are a lot of parallels between the Ozarks here and where I'm from. It's largely rural, which is like this is. The hunting, the fishing, pretty much the same deal. I've got a tractor-trailer and I've got a delivery here Monday anyways, so we've got the whole day. I don't got anyplace to go until 1:30 tomorrow.”

He grinned happily. He held up the basket to show me the goods. “Scoop your buds. That's what you do here. You get the new stuff before your buds can get it delivered from the catalog.”

I told him I'd wondered about all those tractor-trailers out there. In addition to the ones unloading sporting goods, there had been a whole row of rigs parked together.

“Some of the guys are like me,” he said. “I stop here when I'm coming through, providing I've got enough time, because I'm with a whole bunch of other people that fish. So it's like, ‘Wow!’ This is one of my places to hang out, you know? It is just like an oasis for me.”

So is this the ultimate truck stop?






Well, I vary between this place and another one in Nebraska called Cabela's. This is like,“Hey, let's hang out! Look at all this cool fish stuff !” You know? Stuff I really don't need but it's like, ‘Wow, I've got one of thesenow!’ A lot of guys do this. Like to decompress. I park the truck and it'll be there when I get back, I don't worry about it, I park it out there, I come in here, I do my thing in here. It's the next best thing to actually going fishing.

[image: 074320025X-008]

I drive forty-eight states. I carry a fishing rod around in my truck. I know of at least a half a dozen other people that carry fishing rods in their trucks just out of my company. There's times when I get a chance to fish. I've got a couple places where I've got friends and they'll go, “Hey. when you're in town, call me.” Or I'll just stop some place. Lot of times I've got to go deliver something, but I can't deliver until maybe the following day and I'll pull in maybe nine o'clock in the morning and there might be a small stream or a small pond. I'll go find a bait shop and the bait shop'll sell me a license.

The tough part is finding a place to park the truck. I've got fishing licenses right now in five states. I've got a sixty-five-foot-long vehicle, a fifty-three-foot trailer plus a big tractor. But most of the time I'm under schedule, I'm under the hammer. I got to get going, I've got three hundred miles to go and six hours to do it. Doesn't really give me a whole lot of extra time. I might get to actually go fishing once a month. I train new drivers, so I got extra responsibilities. People go, “How do you stand being away from home?” This is it. [Motioning with his hand around the fishing mall.] This is how I stand it.







Oh, and there's one other way he copes with the stress. I asked him if he ever drives over a bridge and looks down at a stream or a river or passes the arm of a lake and he just can't stand not stopping—and pulls that big rig over and grabs his rod and jumps out and goes fishing.

“I troll,” he said, laughing. He mimed leaning back in a truck seat, his eyes closed in reverie, hands settled on his belly and fingers interlaced as if he were holding a fishing rod. “My trainees are driving and I'm trolling. My trainee'll look over at me and say, ‘What're you doing?’ And I'll just smile and say, ‘I'm trolling.’

“Here's how you do it. You just pretend you've got a rod stuck out the window. Catch a big ol' catfish or bass. The other guys say, like, ‘This guy's going around the bend!’ And I say, ‘No, I'm fishing, man, I'm on vacation in my mind. If I can't do it, I might as well imagine it.’”

It was hard to tell how old he was. “I'm forty-four. I've been doing this, well I got my license in '76, so I'm going on twenty years, off and on. I've got a mechanical engineering degree, but I hate working in the office. Basically, with a lot of engineering, you wind up in an office, you wind up bored. My degree's so old anyway that I'd have to go back to school. I like the truck.” And truck trolling.








[image: 074320025X-039]JEWELL ANDI wandered on. We paused, with some degree of reverence and confusion, in front of the ultimate Outdoor World relic: the “World-Famous Ethel.”

She was displayed like a dead pope, or Lenin in the tomb. She floated, suspended in time, in the air of a glass case. A plaque revealed that Ethel lived from 1975 to 1994.





Ethel was known throughout the world as the largest largemouth bass in captivity. She was caught November 26, 1986, in Lake Fork, Texas, by Mark Stevenson from Plano, Texas. At that time she was a Texas state record at 17 pounds, 10.6 ounces and was 11 and a half years old. Ethel came to the Bass Pro shop Outdoor World on May 5, 1987, where she grew to over 20 pounds, was 32 inches in girth and 28 inches in length. She was a star of the daily fish feeding show and was featured in millions of bass pro catalogs. She passed away at age 19, more than twice her normal life expectancy, due to natural causes.









[image: 074320025X-039]WE WERE NEARINGclosing time. But several Outdoor World powers-that-be had suggested I talk to Terry Tanner before I left. Tanner, they said, fishes with George Bush. Tanner, they added, was one of the most knowledgeable people in the country on the cultural spread of fly-fishing into the domain of the bass, and was steeped in the cultural lore of the Ozarks.

Tall, handsome, part Cherokee (and unlike half the population of these parts, who claim to be part Cherokee, looks it), Tanner is Bass Pro's “lead sales associate” at the Outdoor World White River fly shop, and in charge of fly-fishing catalog sales. Fly-fishing is Bass Pro's fastest-growing market. Jewell and I spent an hour with him. She said later that he seemed to have emerged whole from the land of this region. I asked him about his background.

His father's family owned the first general store in Jefferson City. His mother's side is Cherokee and her great-grandmother traveled the Trail of Tears to Oklahoma and managed to break away in Monett, Missouri. In 1945, his family moved from Jefferson City to the small town of Ava, Missouri, which later was the county seat of Douglas County. But when Tanner was growing up, Ava still had board sidewalks, gravel streets. In those days, he learned the language of the hills, of the isolated descendants of Irish and English homesteaders, with its idioms:sparfor sparrow;narfor narrow;crickfor creek;wasperfor wasp.

“You'll stumble onto some waspers. That's the way they talked, and some still do. You can imagine an English teacher's problem trying to teach these kids how to talk, if they could get them to school. I remember in the first grade, some of the mothers were so protective of those kids, bringing them into the schools, they would stand outside the windows to watch and see what's going on, what they were doing in there. They brought in food for them, ‘I brought my son a bottle of this sody water here.’”

Tanner's father worked for the state highway department, but many of the people of the Ozarks moved away, unable to make a living from the land; many went to California to work as migrant laborers, leaving their homesteads behind. “When the state came in to try to find a place to run the highways, there were no property owners, they didn't even have ownership! So the state just assumed it.” The same was true when the Army Corps of Engineers built the dams of the great lakes: The water flooded thousands of ghost farms. “Back in those days, down through here, land sold from $2.50 to $5.00 an acre. Anybody with any kind of foresight or imagination should've bought it all because it's worth so much now to the retirees moving down. I often remember talking to Dad, saying, ‘Dad, why didn't we buy a couple thousand dollars worth of that land down there?’ He said, ‘Son, because I didn't have a couple thousand back then.’”

Much of the fishing of his childhood environment was, indeed, primitive. Tanner is sure some people still set fish traps, as locals did when he was a boy, though it's illegal. “Some people did it because they needed something to eat. They made the traps out of slats. The trap could be anywhere from very small, maybe three, four, or five feet long, all the way up to fifteen feet, on some of the bigger rivers. Called them fish baskets.”

The most interesting types of fishing that he recalls from this earlier culture are sucker-grabbing and noodling.





Sucker-grabbing was quite a thing. Suckers are essentially huge minnows, a bottom-feeding fish similar to carp. This kind of fishing, during the spring sucker run, involved a rod and a reel, the old baitcasting reels, and they would tie on a huge treble hook. They'd usually cut the bottom point off so that the hook would ride upward in the water. They would tie a piece of white rag up about two and a half feet in front of it. Cast it out and a bunch of suckers come up, and the men would watch and when one would pass where his nose was just coming to the white mark, the men would know that that was the place to set the hook. Suckers' instinct is to go likethis[nose up], so the fisherman would pull up and hook the sucker in the back of its body. You can still get down in these hills and find people who grab suckers. Fish up to eight pounds or so. The sucker fishermen even climbed up trees so they could see better, or if it was a place where there was a tree or canopy over the creek, they set up an old stepladder and got up on top and fish from up there. That was before Polaroid sunglasses. Of course, even nowadays they'll have those on, too, and climb the trees. They still do it. The town of Nixa, Missouri, believe it or not, has a sucker festival, and it's a three-day event.






Monster catfish were and still are caught by hand—or “noodled.” Noodling is the odd and old practice of spring wading in muddy river or creek waters, feeling under the banks for the holes where big catfish lodge themselves, feeling for their bellies and stroking them to relax them, then feeling for their gills and yanking them out of the holes, their spikes slashing. Sometimes men wrestle eighty- and one-hundred-pound catfish this way, and they have the finger stumps to prove it: Snapping turtles also live in those holes. “When I was a kid, that was done quite frequently. It was kind of dangerous, but the guys who did it, and some men still do it, are amazing. I've heard of guys getting their hand and then their arm through the gill, and it's quite a wrestling match. It's something that I would never care about doing.”

In a wonderful description of this peculiar way of fishing, Burkhard Bilger writes:





The origins of noodling are difficult to imagine, much less prove. In North America archeologists have found fishhooks made of bone, weirs of wood and stone, and perforated shells for sinking nets. But noodling leaves no traces; it is as ephemeral as some of the boasts it inspires. Native Americans, by all historical accounts, had a peculiar genius for killing fish. Hernando De Soto's men, trudging through swamps in search of El Dorado, saw lines of Indians splashing in pools, scaring up fish and whacking their heads ‘with blows of cudgels.’ The ethnographer John Swanton collected accounts of southeastern Indians lassoing sturgeon by the tail and drugging fish with buckeye and devil's shoestring. Others mention Indians attracting fish with torches, harpooning them with lengths of cane, and shooting them with arrows. In 1775 a trader-historian named James Adair first described ‘a surprising method of fishing under the edges of rocks’ among southern Indians: ‘They pull off their red breeches, or their long slip of Stroud cloth, and wrapping it round their arm, so as to reach to the lower part of the palm of their right hand, they dive under the rock where the cat-fish lie to shelter themselves from the scorching beams of the sun, and to watch for prey: as soon as those fierce aquatic animals see that tempting bait, they immediately seize it with the greatest violence, in order to swallow it. Then is the time for the diver to improve the favourable opportunity: he accordingly opens his hand, seizes the voracious fish by his tender parts, hath a sharp struggle with it against the crevices of the rock, and at last brings it safe ashore.”






So, said Tanner, the fishing cultures of the Ozarks had moved from sucker-grabbing and noodling to the technological marvels of tournament bass fishing. And now it was turning over again, in a way. There was, he said, something personal and up front about hovering in a tree and dangling a line down to a sucker, or going hand-to-spike with a hundred-pound flathead catfish. Primitive perhaps. Older. But then, so is fly-fishing. Despite its evolved intricacies, fly-fishing just seems . . . closer . . . to the fish, full of ancient intimacies. That's how Tanner sees it.

One thing that people don't realize about the Midwest, he added, is that “in any direction from the Springfield area, you can go north, south, east or west within about an hour and a half and be in trout waters.” Indeed, that's true: Missouri and Arkansas boast little-known but fine rainbow and brown troutwaters, including tail-water fisheries below the dams on the White River, the Norfork River, the Little Red River. Cold water from the depths flows out behind the dams, and the big trout thrive. “They get huge,” said Tanner. “One floated up dead the other day, a thirty-eight-pound fish. A couple of years ago, a guide friend of mine caught one on a flyrod, using a salmon fly, weighed nineteen pounds, eight ounces.

“The Ozarks is one of the few areas where we still have relatively clean air, relatively clean water. People, a lot of them retirees, are coming back. I've met people just in California and I talk about night fishing and they say, ‘What do you mean, night fishing? You go out after dark? We don't go out after dark where we live.’ They go out after dark here.”








[image: 074320025X-039]HEADING BACK TOKansas City, Jewell and I admired this gracious land. We traveled under low clouds, watched the narrowing brim of golden light beneath their rim, the setting sun coming through now and then. And the rolling hills and the open fields between the woods, and the farm ponds perfectly still and gold, and the convenience stops that have been here for years, with their predictable racks of fishing lures and canisters of blood bait, stink bait, cheese bait, some made locally.

“I can't help but think about what a far cry Outdoor World was from sitting on the bank of my grandfather's pond with a bamboo pole and a hook and a worm, fishing for breakfast,” said Jewell.

We could see the bales of hay, the threads of limestone, the old farmhouses, too small for their white, Southern colonnades. Jewell said it's strange to think that in some of these houses, owners of slaves once lived. Lightning dropped from a sky full of slanted light and lit the waters ahead.

“You know what the most amazing image at Outdoor World was for me?” said Jewell.

“What?”

“When the bus people, the seniors with their name tags, poured in, and some of them sat in the boats on the showroom floor. Their hair was so white. They were all staring straight ahead. They weren't talking. You could almost imagine them with their lines in the water, trying to be quiet so they wouldn't scare the fish. It was very important to them, to be there. Right there.”

She asked me where my next stop would be.

“I'm going to join a bass tournament.”

She smiled and looked out the window. We approached a bridge crossing. The sign identified the river as the Osage River. It was wide, brown, and languid, with little sucking roils. I did some truck trolling, but I kept my eyes open. On our right, a rainbow arched into a distant field, and large drops of rain began to bang the windshield.
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