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  INTRODUCTION TO THE 2010 EDITION

  by Nick Lyons

  What a sweet pleasure it is to return to A River Never Sleeps after too many decades—more than sixty years after it was written—to be refreshed by Roderick Haig-Brown’s measured prose and infallible eye, his good cheer, great enthusiasm, and a humanity that never flags. This remarkable book is surely the one on fly fishing that most repays careful rereading—and I envy those who are fishing in Haig-Brown’s waters for the first time.

  We travel with him from one winter to the next in the course of the book—a fisherman’s year in which his own early days in England and his mature years in British Columbia are played in tandem with the seasons. Those first early winter days in Dorset, England, and a boy’s discovery of the dimensions of his passion for the natural world, his discovery of fishing, are played against his introduction to the great steelhead rivers of the Pacific Northwest, where he made his adult life. And his chronicle, built month by month, leads ineluctably to a December full of ruminations on books and seasons past, and one of the most satisfying explorations of why those of us who love to fish do so. Everywhere we are grateful for what he sees and feels and tells us about rivers and fishing, and their natural world which both need, in which both exist. Little is lost on him. He knows the Campbell River, on whose banks he made his home, as finely as any author has known his home water. Of the river in winter, for instance, he writes:

  On the bank the maples and alders are stark and bare, drawn into themselves against the cold. The swamp robin moves among them, tame and almost bold for once, and perhaps an arctic owl hunts through them in heavy flight whose softness presses the air until the ear almost feels it. On the open water of the river are mergansers and mallards, bluebills, butterballs, perhaps even geese and teal. Under it and under the gravel, the eggs of the salmon are eyed now; the earliest of the cutthroat trout are beginning their spawning, and the lives of a thousand other creatures—mayflies, stone flies, deer flies, dragonflies, sedges, gnats, water snails, and all the myriad forms of plankton—are slowly stirring and growing and multiplying.

  But the steelhead, “with the brightness of the sea still on him, is livest of all the river’s life.”

  Month after month he tracks his fishing year, as the pike and trout of England give way to sea-run cutthroats, huge Pacific salmon, those bright steelhead that are at the heart of the book, and forays out into the vast fecund and various life of the sea into which all rivers wend. He hooks great fish. He catches some, some are lost—and he vividly records a thousand of any fisherman’s occasions, many of which any fisherman will have shared.

  It is a full life, lived close to the natural world, full of new events, learning, and the pleasure of repeating what is old and well known and comfortable. Read Tom McGuane’s wonderful account of a visit, not long before Haig-Brown died in the mid-seventies, to Campbell River, and his account of the quiet humanity of this man who was judge, college chancellor, and devout fisherman. This infrequently reprinted portrait of this great man is a valuable addition to this new printing of A River Never Sleeps.

  But first, read the book. It is a memoir that never ages—a paean to a life thoughtfully lived, sensibly, wisely, with an intimacy with rivers that still instructs and thrills us. But mostly it alerts us, without ever pontificating as so many more modern books do, to our own best knowledge of the mystery surrounding why some of us are so passionate about fishing. Here are some of his closing words: “I still don’t know why I fish or why other men fish, except that we like it and it makes us think and feel. But I do know that if it were not for the strong, quick life of rivers, for their sparkle in the sunshine, for the cold grayness of them under a rain, and the feel of them about my legs as I set my feet hard down on rocks or sand or gravel, I should fish less often. . . . Perhaps fishing is, for me, only an excuse to be near rivers. If so, I’m glad I thought of it.”

  And how glad we should all be that this Englishman transplanted to North American shores should speak so memorably for so many of us. A River Never Sleeps is a miracle . . . and a treat not to be missed.

  Nick Lyons

  Woodstock, New York, 2009


  You are about to read one of the greatest books about fishing ever written. If you are among the many who have read it before and are about to return to it again, as many do, often, then there is no need for me to tell you that; but if you are about to read it for the first time—well, then I can say only that I envy you the pleasure you have in store.

  A River Never Sleeps was one of the first books I read about fishing. I was young then and it was a good time in my life to come upon such a book because it did much to shape my views on the philosophy and ethics and wonderment of angling; but there is never really a bad time to read a book such as this, and over the years I have returned to it again and again, finding each time in its pages a quiet serenity of thought and profound observation that is as much a balm for anxious days as is the act of going fishing itself.

  I grew up among a generation of anglers for whom Roderick Haig-Brown was a giant, and his angling and literary exploits were well known to us all. But now we are witnessing the rise of a new generation of eager young anglers, more numerous than ever, who are just beginning to explore for themselves the mysteries and delights of angling literature, and perhaps for their benefit it is appropriate to try to place Haig-Brown in proper perspective, both as an angler and a writer.

  Roderick Langmere Haig-Brown was born in Sussex, England, in 1908. His formal education was at Charterhouse School, of which his grandfather had for many years been headmaster, but he enjoyed a scarcely less formal education in the arts of fly fishing and wing shooting on the chalkstreams and downs of southern England. At the age of seventeen he traveled to the Pacific Northwest to work as a scaler and survey crew member in logging camps, first in Washington State and later on Vancouver Island, and quickly applied his fishing knowledge to the new species and new waters he found there. In 1929 he returned to England briefly to begin his writing career, but the lure of the Pacific Northwest summoned him back to Vancouver Island where he eventually settled. By the time he reached full manhood he had thus been exposed to the varied angling cultures and opportunities of two continents, from the well-ordered deliberate fishing tempo of the English chalkstreams to the wild, disordered salmon and steelhead rivers of the Northwest. It was an enviable background for an angler or a writer, and much of that diversity of rich experience is on display in these pages.

  Haig-Brown’s first published work was a children’s book, Silver, the life story of an Atlantic salmon, which appeared in 1931, and although it was the work of a young writer still in search of his own literary style, it nevertheless revealed talent of great promise. It was followed a year later by Pool and Rapid, now long out of print and the least favorite work of its author, and then in 1939 by the beautiful two-volume Derrydale Press edition of The Western Angler. The latter was a landmark work for its time, the most definitive treatise on Northwest angling yet published, and though its prose was smooth and seamless it was notable more for its depth of research and for what it said then for how it said it. But it marked the beginning of Haig-Brown’s stature as an angling writer.

  In 1941 came Return to the River, a fictional work based on the life cycle of the Columbia River Chinook salmon, and while not an exceptional book in terms of plotting or characterization, it revealed Haig-Brown’s remarkable prose style in full literary stride for the first time, with some of the finest, richest lyrical writing ever lavished on any subject. Having set such a standard for himself, Haig-Brown maintained it with unwavering consistency in the book you have before you, first published in 1946, and later in his famous “season” series, Fisherman’s Winter, Fisherman’s Spring, Fisherman’s Summer, and Fisherman’s Fall, which are to angling literature as Vivaldi’s Four Seasons are to classical music, and in his other fishing books, A Primer of Fly Fishing, The Salmon, The Master and His Fish, and Bright Waters, Bright Fish, the latter both published after his death in 1976.

  So to say that this is the best of all Haig-Brown’s fishing books is to say a great deal, for almost any other angling writer would give his eye teeth to have any one of Haig-Brown’s titles to his credit. In fact, many other writers have tried to emulate his style, most of them badly and none of them as well, and if, as the saying goes, imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then the frequency with which other writers have tried to imitate Haig-Brown is a good measure of the regard they hold for his work.

  Haig-Brown’s great talent was in his sensitivity to all things going on around him and his ability to describe those things in the most vivid terms. Yet there was more to his writing than just natural talent; there was also discipline and method, just as there was in his fishing, and he seems to have understood—either consciously or intuitively—the close relationship between writing and music; his writing flows always with the natural rhythm and precision of a Bach fugue or a Beethoven symphony. He also was a student of the technique of alliteration, which he used wisely and well, and he never was content to describe a thing with only a single adjective or adverb when two or more would do the job more vividly. So he portrays his forebears not just as men, but as “small, spare, wiry men”; a trout not just as a trout but as “a clean, pale, round-bodied fish”; storm clouds not just as clouds but as “heavy, dull, vicious and blue,” and a mountain sunset not just as colorful but as “flushed and glowing with the reflection of clean, bright flame.” His great genius was in stringing together ordinary words in such a way as to evoke extraordinary images that became vibrant and alive in the eye of the beholder.

  Thus his technique, which is on display in all his later books, though never any better than in this one. What makes this one unique is that Haig-Brown reveals more of himself in it than in any of his other fishing books. It is the closest thing to an angling autobiography that he ever wrote, and from it we learn much about his family history, his early childhood fishing exploits, his adventures in the northwest logging camps, his maturity and marriage and family, and from all this he emerges not just as the narrator of another angling tale, but as a fine, sensitive man whom it becomes our delight to know. So it is Haig-Brown’s own living presence in these pages that makes A River Never Sleeps the best of all his great works.

  It is also a work that has endured well despite its age, now going on forty-five years. During that time the tackle has changed, the tactics have changed, the environment most certainly has changed, and goodness knows there are now many more fishermen and a lot fewer fish than there were in the days when Haig-Brown was setting words to paper. But the things that fishermen feel deep in their souls do not change, ever, and it is these thoughts and emotions, these vivid impressions, keen disappointments, and great moments of fulfillment, that Haig-Brown has somehow captured in the pages of A River Never Sleeps.

  And now they are ours forever.

  —STEVE RAYMOND

     March 1990


  FOREWORD

  The fishing is not what it used to be. Of course not. How could it be in an age of dams and pollution, of outboards and automobiles, of population growth and affluence, of massive machines that build roads everywhere and strip timber from the steepest mountain slopes? This book was written nearly thirty years ago and some of the fishing was fifty years ago. Yet I am not at all sure that there is less for the fisherman today than there was then. In some ways he may be able to do better, even in the same places.

  It is true that I thought some of the south of England rivers less well-cared-for than I remembered when I revisited them a couple of years ago, and a few have less water than they used to have. In some places, I understand, their courses have been changed by road building. But the trout are still there and the mayflies still hatch, and pollution, I suspect, has often been reduced. Atlantic salmon, for instance, now run through to the upper reaches of the Frome; in my boyhood they were stopped by the pollution below Dorchester.

  The Nimpkish River still has its runs of all five Pacific salmons, summer and winter steelhead, and cutthroat trout. You will find the big fall chinooks as I found them, over the flats of the river’s mouth and all the way up to the last tidal pool. The chum salmon run has declined from its immense abundance, but is recovering rapidly under proper management; the sockeyes, too, are better managed and protected. The lower river is little changed and surprisingly little used, although the highway bridge now crosses just above the blue clay. If I were nineteen again, willing to climb up and down the steep banks and wade chest-deep in blue jeans and caulked boots, I am sure I would find the big cutthroats and rainbows there as I did more than forty years ago.

  The upper reaches of the watershed are now nearly all accessible by road. Lakes and pools that meant two or three days of woods travel are now within easy reach. True, most of the big timber has been cut away, but there is much re-growth. There are no dams on the watershed and only the limited pollution of logging operations. A friend who visited Theimar Lake recently tells me that the fishing is still good and sent pictures that clearly showed the clean water and healthy re-growth, even the water grasses in the shallows. The lake is more remote than ever, but more worth finding than ever.

  The fisherman of today has two very substantial advantages: easy access to a great deal more water, and ready-made local knowledge. I had to find out a great deal for myself, which is a fascinating process but a slow one. Now it is nearly always possible to find someone who knows the water, the trails and shortcuts, the timing of the runs, and what the fish will take.

  In the interior of British Columbia the Kamloops trout is as abundant as ever. New lakes have been stocked and many of the old lakes are holding up well. Fishermen have increased, of course, and some lakes are excessively crowded, but many are not and there is room for everyone.

  The coho salmon of the Strait of Georgia and Johnstone Strait have declined, but are still caught in tens of thousands and the sport fisherman’s range has been increased enormously by the fast modern boats. Much of the decline is due to logging operations that have stripped the timber away from stream banks and hillsides and it should be temporary. Trees and other ground cover grow back rapidly on the coast; more accurate management of the commercial fishery, with restoration and improvement of the highly productive smaller streams, can work miracles, with or without some modest and intelligent use of hatcheries, if such a thing is possible.

  I enjoyed the past and I like the prospects for the future. We have a resolution today, in spite of adverse pressures, to treat our land and waters better than in the past. We know much more about fish and their needs, especially the anadromous trouts and salmons, and we understand their values better. We can build them back and even increase their greatest natural abundance. Nothing is quite as it was two generations ago, nor ever was. It can be better, for it is time now to move into an era of constructive conservation that nourishes the natural world and all its creatures instead of destroying them.

  Roderick Haig-Brown

  20 May 1974
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  JANUARY

  IT is easy to forget about the river in winter, particularly if you are a trout fisherman and live in town. Even when you live in the country, close beside it, a river seems to hold you off a little in winter, closing itself into the murky opacity of freshet or slipping past ice-fringed banks in shrunken, silent flow. The weather and the season have their effect on the observer too, closing him into himself, allowing him to glance only quickly with a careless, almost hostile, eye at the runs and pools that give summer delight. And probably his eyes are on the sky for flight of ducks or geese or turned landward on the work of his dogs. Unless he is a winter fisherman, he is not likely to feel the intimate, probing, summer concern with what is happening below the surface.

  In the south of England our school holidays might have been planned to emphasize this break in interests. The Easter and summer holidays were times when the duns and sedges hatched and trout rose in every favorite holt of the quiet chalk streams. The Christmas holidays left us free for a full two thirds of each January, but trout rods were stored away and we hoped that tact and good behavior might win us permission to go out with shotguns. Fortunately—it seems now—the center of things, the pheasant-stocked coverts on the downs, the windy stubbles and root fields where partridges were wild and wise as geese, was kept for our elders and betters; the easiest-won permission was for a day in the water meadows after snipe and ducks, with the exciting chance of an old cock pheasant in any one of a dozen cropped and tended willow beds. They were good for many things, those winter days in the frost-browned water meadows. Plentiful game never yet made a good hunter, and we walked all day to spend a dozen shells. We learned where to look for snipe, how to walk them, and how to drive them. We learned where the ducks fed and when, how to test the wind and stalk them cautiously, how to hide ourselves along a line of flight at dusk or dawn. And we learned in sharp surprise that the duns hatched and the trout rose even in midwinter, even in the January frosts that brought the snipe south to us.

  Perhaps the knowledge was profitless to us—certainly we could not turn back to the trout rods then, for trout were always left free to attend to their own affairs between October and April in those good waters. But the upright float of pale–winged flies on the winter-dark water and the heavy suck of a rising trout spreading on an overfast run were somehow even more thrilling and enticing to the mind than they were in summer. In the happy misery of cold and wet—for we were often cold and nearly always wet—under the gray skies and leafless trees of soaking or frost-brown meadows, one felt an affinity with the rising fish, a bond of hardihood that permitted one a share in this secret off-season life of his. In spring or summer he rose expectedly, and other fishermen watching there might see him and know his ways; probably they would be able to see, not merely the circle of his rise but his long, thick body also, poised close to the surface and waiting the float of the duns. In this winter water he was unseen, of a size only to be judged from the manner of his rise to an unknown hatch; but you judged him big, bigger perhaps than any fish you had ever seen in the river, a winter wanderer from the dark depths of some deep weir hole half a mile farther down. And you wondered about him: Did the roiled water seem good to him? Had he spawned and was he now growing back to condition for April? Did he feel the rain and the heavy sky as you did? Would he wander farther or find a summer holt near where you had seen his rise?

  On those snipe-shooting days I marked down many good trout that I found later on fishing days, and it was borne in upon me that the life of the river is only slightly less full through the winter months. Inevitably this suggested winter fishing. But our Dorset river, unlike most south of England chalk streams, had no pike or grayling in it where we fished—a virtue that I regretted at the enthusiastic age of twelve or thirteen, though it probably made for better trout fishing. Pike, certainly, are a menace to a trout stream, and they seldom grow large enough in such water to make really interesting fishing; but grayling are another matter altogether. True, they compete with trout for the available food and so presumably reduce the river’s yield of trout and the average size, but they are noble fish themselves and really test a fly-fisherman. Further, their competition is limited by somewhat different feeding habits, so it is likely that the total yield of the stream is increased, even though its yield of trout may be reduced. If you admire and respect grayling and if you want late fly-fishing when the trout have turned to spawning, you are better off with them in the stream; if you want only trout, presumably you are worse off, except that all the finest south-country trout streams have them. Anyhow, I was sorry that we had no grayling, and I still am because I am quite sure I should have learned a lot by fishing for them.

  Apart from trout, the best fish we had in our river were the dace. Dace are little fish, seldom as large as a pound, never larger than a pound and a half, but they are bright, cheerful, quick little fish—the name is from the Old English dare or dart—and they spawn in April, so they were in prime condition during the Christmas holidays. And to make matters better still, we acquired merit by catching them because grandfather reckoned them as evil as other trout-stream owners reckon the grayling.

  Most of our dace spent their days feeding over a long reach of shallow water between a big pool we called the Hatch Hole and a lesser pool known as the Trough Bridge for a wooden trough that crossed it to carry water to the meadows. They did not school as closely as I believe dace do in the Thames and other rivers but scattered out over the gravel and worked a slow way upstream, not independently, but in spaced formations of seldom more than five or six individuals. Each formation had its favorite beat of ten or fifteen yards and would work slowly up it, feeding steadily, then swim back down and start again.

  Dace like worms and grubs and bottom feed of all kinds, and probably I should have done well with them had I been expert with such baits. But they also rose to surface flies, not steadily and regularly as trout do, but often enough, so I stayed with what I knew, and there were several winter days when I caught six or eight of them on a small dry fly. They are pretty fish with their big tight scales, bright silver on belly and lower sides, faintly olive or lemon gold on their backs, and they fought well when they were hooked. Fishing for them I learned many things. They would take a dragged fly that would have scared the wits out of a sensible trout, yet they were fussy risers, often coming up in important, satisfying dimples that left the fly to float away untouched. A strike to such a rise did not send them scurrying away in instant flight; the effect was far more irritating and educational. The little group that a moment before had seemed so friendly, accommodating and unsuspicious suddenly became aloof and contemptuous; it fed on in its own way, perhaps rising to surface flies less often, certainly disregarding anything I could offer.

  Under the Trough Bridge one winter day I caught a dace that weighed fifteen ounces. That was the largest, though I suspect there may have been larger ones there. Sometimes as I fished for them in January, a good trout rose within reach and the temptation was too great; occasionally I made an honest mistake and covered a trout where I thought there was only a dace. Faithfully and always I turned such fish back, but they taught me that some of the trout whose rises we saw on snipe shooting days were clean and bright and hard in winter as they ever were in summer.

  The dace introduced me to winter fishing and confirmed me as a winter fisherman. From them I learned that fishing is pleasant and the river worth knowing even when water from the line forms ice in the rings of the rod; and the lesson made me look for other winter fishing. In The Fishing Gazette I read often of the great Scottish salmon rivers where twenty- and thirty-pounders run in January and strong men go out in breast waders to catch them on huge flies thrown by sixteen- or eighteen-foot rods. I dreamed of those fish and that fishing and should still like my chance at it one day. It is difficult to imagine a stronger fishing experience than that of handling a big rod against the drive of wind and snow and hooking a thirty-pounder on the fly amid the fierce tumble of a great January river. But Scotland was far away, and I knew of no one who would ask me to fish such a river, so I thought again of pike and grayling.

  To hear the owners of trout and salmon rivers talk of pike and grayling, you might well suppose that they would turn out the butler and a couple of footmen and welcome with open arms anyone who expressed a desire to catch either of those fish in their waters. This isn’t exactly what happens, but one can usually get permission in the end through an introduction or a distant connection or something of that sort. Sometimes the permission is given very graciously, sometimes suspiciously; usually in my case it was given suspiciously, because a teen-age boy is not unreasonably expected to be about as dangerous as a good-sized pike on a closely preserved trout water. I think that for this reason I never had a really good winter grayling day—I was always limited to some minor stretch of water or to times that did not give me a real chance. The pike fishing was better, and I have had January days in private lakes and in the slow, heavy water of salmon rivers that I should hesitate to trade for anything short of a really fine chance of salmon.

  It was January when I came with a rod to my first river in North America—the Pilchuck near Snohomish in Washington. My good friend Ed Dunn took me there, and we caught nothing, at least partly because neither of us knew very much about the fish we were after; but I cannot forget the day, because it was the first day and it started me thinking of steelhead—a habit I haven’t grown out of yet. Two or three days later we went to the Stillaguamish, and I remember that day too, though the river was roaring down in tawny flood and I suppose we hadn’t a chance of a fish even if we had known all there was to know. But there were dead salmon along the banks, and I saw and loved a fine Pacific coast river, so that day also is remembered.

  And now, if all goes well and the Campbell, on whose bank I live, does not rise in full freshet, I know January for the best of all winter steelhead months. The fish have come in in good numbers by that time, but they are still fresh and silver and clean. There may be snow on the ground, two feet of it or more; and if so, the river will be flowing darkly and slowly, the running water below freezing but not ice, just flowing more slowly, as though it meant to thicken into ice—which it never does. Steelhead fishing can be good then, and there is a strange satisfaction in the life of the river flowing through the quiet, dead world. On the bank the maples and alders are stark and bare, drawn into themselves against the cold. The swamp robin moves among them, tame and almost bold for once, and perhaps an arctic owl hunts through them in heavy flight whose softness presses the air until the ear almost feels it. On the open water of the river are mergansers and mallards, blue-bills, butterballs, perhaps even geese and teal. Under it and under the gravel, the eggs of the salmon are eyed now; the earliest of the cutthroat trout are beginning their spawning, and the lives of a thousand other creatures—May flies, stone flies, deer flies, dragonflies, sedges, gnats, water snails and all the myriad forms of plankton—are slowly stirring and growing and multiplying. But the steelhead, with the brightness of the sea still on him, is livest of all the river’s life. When you have made your cast for him, you are no longer a careless observer. As you mend the cast and work your fly well down to him through the cold water, your whole mind is with it, picturing its drift, guiding its swing, holding it where you know he will be. And when the shock of his take jars through to your forearms and you lift the rod to its bend, you know that in a moment the strength of his leaping body will shatter the water to brilliance, however dark the day.

  ABOUT STEELHEAD

  I CANNOT remember now what I expected of steelhead before I ever saw one. The name almost certainly gave me a mental picture of a fish whose back was a polished blue-gray like steel and whose strength was all that steel implies. One could do a lot worse than that. Cobb says the name probably comes from the hardness of the steelhead’s skull, which forces the net fishermen to use several blows of a club to kill him when they bring him into the boat; and a steelhead fresh from the sea has a blued-steel back whose color is deepened by a brightness of silver below the lateral line. Matching his skull, all the bones of a steelhead are thicker and harder and stronger than the bones of Pacific salmon, and perhaps his strength is greater for that.

  I do remember very well that I had preconceived ideas about fishing for steelhead. All I had heard of them suggested that their habits and life history were almost exactly those of Atlantic salmon—yet, I was told, only salmon eggs would catch them. I didn’t know how to use salmon eggs and had the strongest of prejudices against using them, so I easily persuaded myself that ordinary methods of fishing for Atlantic salmon should be successful for steelhead. Perhaps not the fly, I told myself; that would be expecting too much, but certainly minnow or prawn or spoon.

  Those two first days on the Pilchuck and the Stillaguamish did nothing to prove my theory, but they did nothing to disprove it either, because I didn’t see the salmon eggs catching anything and I had fished out plenty of blank days for Atlantic salmon with minnow or prawn. Soon after that I went up to work at a logging camp near Mount Vernon in Washington, first as a scaler and then as a member of the survey crew. There was plenty of good fishing near camp—for cutthroat trout and largemouthed bass in Lake Cavanaugh—and plenty of steelhead talk. But the steelhead talk was distant; the fish ran in June and July, which were six months away, to Deer Creek, a good many miles away through the woods. The steelhead talk was mixed in with hunting talk of bears and cougars, much of it designed to impress rather than to enlighten. I led with a chin that asked incessant questions about fishing and hunting and got less than I deserved. I am still amazed at the kindness of those men to an immigrant greenhorn—Red Wayne, the scaler who broke me in, Ed Phipps, the timekeeper, Jim Curtis, the bull bucker, Jack Murray, the bridge foreman, Frank Breslich and Johnny O’Leary of the survey crew and a dozen others. Americans generally seem much kinder and more friendly toward an immigrant than my Canadian brothers and sisters, and I think it must be because they are more sure of themselves in their country and yet at the same time more conscious of being themselves immigrants or of immigrant stock. When I had been in camp only a week or two, a little old Irishman whom we called Frank Skagway showed me the strength and passion with which America grips her immigrants. In the bunk-house one evening a few of us were talking of Europe and America and the differences in the life of the two continents. Probably I said my say for Old England—I don’t remember now—but being only two or three months away from her, I must have. Frank had been listening without offering a word, but suddenly he looked over at me, his lined and long-jawed Irish face serious as I had never seen it.

  “Lad,” he asked, “do you know what country this is?”

  “No,” I said doubtfully.

  “It’s the land of the free and the home of the brave.”

  Frank’s voice was steady and calm and sure and kind. He wasn’t boasting, he wasn’t correcting me; he was simply stating a solemn, unshakable fact. Nobody laughed, even though there was white moonshine in the bunkhouse.

  The cougar and bear and steelhead stories were kind and gentle as Frank’s fine statement of his belief. You can string a greenhorn along and make him pretty miserable if you want—it’s an easy sport and not without its attractions I suppose—but no one ever tried to do that to me. The evening after I came down from Camp 10 to Camp 7 to start work with the survey crew, Jack Murray told me, “You’d better watch how you go out to that new bridge tomorrow.”

  “Why’s that?” I asked him.

  “They brought in a windfall bucker from up there tonight. Badly scratched up he was—by a cougar. If his partner hadn’t been there with an ax, he’d ’a’ been killed, likely.”

  I believed him and wanted to see the windfall bucker, which made Jack happy. I could have gone on believing such stories for weeks and making everyone very happy if Jack hadn’t suggested snipe hunting a few nights later.

  “Ever been snipe hunting?” he asked.

  “Sure, lots of times.”

  That wasn’t the expected answer, and one of the boys had to help Jack out a little.

  “He means with a gun,” he explained. “Not the way we do it here, Jack.”

  I had to admit that was true, and Jack gave the rest of the explanation.

  “Snipe won’t fly at night,” he said. “So all we do is get one guy to stand at the lower end of a gully with an open gunny sack and have the rest of the bunch walk down toward him. We’ll let you take the sack, seeing it’s your first time, but you’ll have to stand awful still and quiet.”

  I had seen snipe fly at night many times in the Dorset water meadows; but even so, this was a new country and probably a different kind of snipe, and for a moment I wasn’t sure. Then I was sure, quite sure, and I thought, “If I’m at the foot of the gully, they’ll have to go up at least a little way, and I can be back in camp ahead of them and say I took the snipe to the cookhouse.” So I said sure I’d go. But no one could find a sack and the show was off. Jack told me afterward that they had realized I knew the score.

  That made me suspicious of the hunting stories, but the steelhead stories all seemed to have the silk thread of the genuine article and many of them were firsthand. Ed Phipps told me he had gone into Deer Creek the previous July, hooked a steelhead and lost rod, reel and line before he had time to think of moving. It was easy to believe that when he showed me the counterpart of the lost outfit—a hollow steel telescope rod, a tiny multiplying reel and less than fifty yards of heavy cutty-hunk. Someone else, crossing a Deer Creek log jam, had seen a group of yard-long gray shapes lying under it. Someone else again knew of a party of sportsmen who had gone in to the creek and come out with a fabulous catch of big fish. Most of the stories had the same moral—they’ll take you for everything you’ve got; you just can’t hold them. I felt I could hold them but wondered if I could hook them and if I’d get the chance to try.

  The chance came at last in June. The survey crew—Johnny and Ray and Frank and myself—had gone out to camp about four miles from Deer Creek. Johnny and Frank were both quite newly married and liked to get back to Camp 7, the main camp, over each week end; Ray generally went with them. That left me free to get away for Deer Creek sometime on Saturday afternoon and stay there until almost dark on Sunday night.

  The first of those week ends was in many ways the best of them all, partly because the whole experience was new to me and partly because of the bears. Our camp, like Deer Creek itself, was some twelve or thirteen hundred feet above sea level, but the country immediately around it was a big flat which the bears seemed to like. We saw signs of them all the time along the preliminary line on which we were working. On the way out to the creek that Saturday afternoon I met a female bear and a cub along the trail about a mile from camp. I stopped, looking for a second cub, and she seemed to watch me with solemn unfrightened eyes for a long time. Then the cub moved as if to pass her and come on toward me. The old bear swept one forepaw sideways and knocked the cub rolling into the salal brush. He picked himself up with a frightened, half-angry squeal and ran. She followed him. I ran ahead in the hope of seeing them again; then I began to think once more of the second cub. I don’t know what persuaded me that there was a second cub, but I was persuaded and Jack Murray’s stories began to do their work. I decided I was probably somewhere between the female and this theoretical second cub, and for the next mile or so along the trail I was constantly turning back to make sure that she wasn’t after me.

  I came to Deer Creek at a fine pool above a log jam. Upstream the river swung over to the foot of a round timber-covered hill about two thousand feet high; downstream, below the jam, it twisted its way between heavy green timber on the left and a slope of alders on the right. The river was a lot bigger than the word “creek” had led me to expect, and it was beautiful, clear and bright and fast, tumbled on rocks and gravel bars. I was standing on a wide gravel bar which gave me every chance to cast and fish as I wished, and my heart beat hard and my fingers trembled as I dumped my pack and began to put my rod up—they do that even today when I come to the bank of a river I have not fished before and find the reality of it better than anything I had dared hope.

  I had brought in with me a nine-foot casting rod, a silex reel and a boxful of the spoons and devon minnows and phantoms we had used for salmon on the Dorsetshire Frome. As soon as the rod was up and the line was threaded, I went up to the head of the pool and began to fish. I made cast after cast across the swift water, working down a step or two at each cast, swinging the minnow across as slow and deep as I could. The pool became slower and deeper, and I really began to expect a fish. The minnow touched bottom several times among the big round rocks, and I knew I was deep enough. I made a cast whose swing carried the minnow almost under the log jam and felt a sharp, heavy strike. This was it, I told myself, a steelhead at last. The fish ran almost instantly from the strike, and I held hard to turn him from the log jam. It was a strong run, clear across the river; then he came back a little, and I began to think of the stories. In spite of anything I could do, he would run again under the log jam and break me there. He ought to jump soon; all the stories said they jumped like mad things. I began to walk him upstream, away from the jam, and at first he came quietly enough. Then he seemed to decide that he wanted to go that way anyhow, and he ran steadily and smoothly right up to the head of the pool. Still there was no jumping and no sign of the fierce strength of a good fish that raps the handle of the reel against your knuckles and makes you think you really have lost control this time.

  I put pressure on him, and he came into the shallow water at the foot of the gravel bar steadily and quietly. I walked close and lifted him to the surface; he struggled and bored away once, came back and was finished, quiet on his side on top of the water. I ran him up on the beach without difficulty and stooped down to look him over. He was a fish of about four pounds, silver gray all over, very little darker on the back than on the belly; he was thick and fat, and along his sides there were pale lemon-colored spots.

  I didn’t think he was a steelhead. I almost hoped he wasn’t, because he was so far from what I had looked forward to, in strength, size, fighting quality, beauty, everything. Yet no one had warned me to expect any other fish but steelhead in Deer Creek, and it was hard to believe that such a good-sized, handsome fish as this certainly was could be overlooked. Doubtfully I went back to my fishing.

  I caught three more fish that evening, all almost exactly like the first one. Not one of them had jumped; but all had fought well enough for their size, and at least they made something to take back to camp. I went up from the creek a little before dark and made camp beside a small stream that ran down to it. About fifty feet below my camp the stream ran shallow under a big log, and I threw the fish down there, thinking it was cool and shaded and they would keep well through the heat of the next day. Then I made supper and rolled happily into my single blanket, tired, thoroughly contented, in love with Deer Creek and fully determined that it should show me a steelhead the next day.

  I woke in the quiet dim light before sunrise. For once I didn’t want to go on sleeping. There was a whole day of Deer Creek ahead, and I sat straight up in my blanket. Below me, near the log where my fish were, I saw a movement. It was a bear, a fine, handsome black bear who hadn’t the slightest idea I was within a hundred miles of him. For a moment I was more pleased than scared; then I realized he was eating my good fish. I yelled in fury. He looked up at me, and I thought he looked calm and contented, as he very well may have. I reached for my boots and yelled again, and he turned round then, lifting his forepaws from the ground in that lovely liquid movement bears have. I drew back a boot to throw at him—a logger’s calked boot at fifty feet is something of a weapon—but he didn’t wait for that. I pulled on my boots and went down to look at the wreck of my fish. His meal had not really been disturbed; my first yell had come merely as a grace at the end of it.

  I was a little worried when I got down to the creek after breakfast. The bear story was a honey, but I should never dare to tell it unless I had fish to take back with me, or the boys would write it up as the record fisherman’s alibi of all time. The first cast reassured me; another lemon-spotted three- or four-pounder took hold and came in to the beach.

  [image: image]

  During the morning I worked a long way up the river and caught three more Dolly Vardens, for that was what, months later, I found they were. Then I rested for a long while on a gravel bar in the warm sun and wondered what to do next. The river seemed to have an endless succession of pools, nearly every one of them good for at least a strike. I decided at last to fish down over the same water, because the steelhead could be there as well as anywhere else and possibly I had fished through most of it too fast. Several more Dollies took hold as I worked down, but I gave them slack line; or if that wasn’t enough to free them, I turned them loose when they were played out. I came to a pool near the foot of the round mountain just as the sun was going down. It was a good pool, with the deep water on my side and a long sloping beach of pale gravel on the far bank. I had worked about halfway down it when a fish took, out in midstream, right on the swing of the minnow. There was no question of striking; he was away before I had the rod point up, taking line with a speed that made the ratchet of the reel echo back from the timber. Then he jumped three times, going away, and the sunset was gold on his side each time. He turned after the third jump and started back across the pool, and suddenly I knew I was reeling in a slack line with only a devon at the end of it.

  I caught my first steelhead in Deer Creek two or three weeks later—a fish of seven pounds. A summer fish, of course, caught in June, not in January. Probably I shouldn’t have written of this Deer Creek fishing at all under a January heading, but it has always seemed to me that I started fishing for that June steelhead back in January on the Pilchuck and the Stilla-guamish.

  All this was in 1927. In 1928 I caught a real January steelhead in the Kla-anch River on Vancouver Island. The Kla-anch, which is sometimes called the Upper Nimpkish, is the largest stream flowing into Nimpkish Lake and is a hard river to know for several reasons. It is a very long river, with scattered pools that are not often easy to approach; it comes into heavy freshet rather quickly and easily, and it is an isolated river in a totally unsettled area, so that few people have fished it and anyone who goes there to fish must gather his own local knowledge as he goes along. But I think it is almost certainly a very fine winter steelhead river, and I know that very large fish run to it. One day the road will reach in there, and then fishermen will learn the river and name the pools.

  By January, 1929, I had found my way to the real Nimpkish, a seven-mile stretch of big river that runs from Nimpkish Lake to the sea. Like the Kla-anch, the Nimpkish is little known to steelhead fishermen, and I had to build my own local knowledge there. I had learned my way about the river in two summers of trout and salmon fishing, but I do not, even to this day, know its steelhead lies properly; I am not even sure to what extent steelhead do lie there in preference to running straight on through to the lake. The Nimpkish is a fairly difficult river to travel and, except at low water, a very difficult one to wade. It is further complicated by two long, slow, deep pools, either one of which can only be searched thoroughly by the better part of a day’s fishing; and if you fish them through and find them blank, you still have learned little, because you can always tell yourself that the water was perhaps too high or too low for the fish to be holding in them, or that the fish were not taking that day, or that you may have missed the best lie in the place or failed to bring your bait properly across it. That’s the way steelhead fishing is; a great number of variable factors enter into it, and sure knowledge comes only from the hooking and killing of a fish and decently close observation of the place and conditions of the catch.

  But one pool of the Nimpkish, at least partly because it was more accessible to me than most of the others, gave me results in January, 1929, that let me feel I had grown into something of a veteran winter steelhead fisher. This was the Canyon Pool, the first pool above tidewater, a long, straight, very deep reach between high, steep banks. The river enters it from a sharp rapid through a narrow throat choked by a great pinnacle of rock that thrusts up from the bottom. The heavy water, surging against this solid obstruction, breaks into a complication of currents and eddies and whirls that I never could fish properly, and I am still not sure whether steelhead lie in that upper part of the pool. A hundred feet or so below the rock, the pool widens, and on fairly low river the currents sort themselves out into some sort of order. Steelhead kelts lie there on the edge of the eddy, but so far as I know fresh fish do not. All the fresh fish I caught were lying near the tail of the pool, where the river divides to pass round a large island.

  January, 1929, was a cold month on Vancouver Island, and my partners and I were busy with a series of trap lines. Since there was the perfectly legitimate argument that we needed fresh fish for trap bait, I took a day out every once in a while to work the river. One cold, windy Sunday I took the skiff and poled up into the Canyon Pool. We knew steelhead were running to the river because we had found them trapped by the falling tide in the pool behind the Indian Island, but I was not feeling optimistic. Snow began drifting in coldly from the north, and the line kept freezing in the rings of the rod. After half an hour of it my fingers were so cold and stiff that I could hardly turn the reel to bring the bait in. I thought of going home but made another cast instead and hunched down into my mackinaw to watch the swing of the ice-hung line as the rod top followed the bait around. The fish took with a jolt that snapped the ice fragments yards away. He ran straight upstream, deep down, jumped as he was opposite me and fell back on his tail. My stiff fingers fumbled wildly to recover line and failed miserably—only the drag of the current on the belly of the line kept a strain on him. A moment later I was trying as frantically to find the drum of the reel and check his heavy run to the tail of the pool. I had the feeling that a big fish in his first runs should give one—a feeling of temporary helplessness, of being a little late for every move he makes, dependent on a break of luck to reduce his strength until it is evenly matched to the strength of the tackle. This fish seemed determined to run right on out of the pool and down the rapid, and my only hope was to follow him in the skiff. I began to run and stumble toward it over the difficult, icy footing. Then he jumped again, just above the rapid. Without help from me he turned and held almost still in five or six feet of heavy water. I tightened on him gently and began to walk slowly backward to where I had hooked him. He came, slowly and quietly, and from then on I had a measure of control.

  He kept me busy for ten or fifteen minutes after that. I filled my boots with ice water, stumbled after him, checked his rushes, watched his jumps and at last brought him close enough to set the gaff. He was clean and beautiful, so strongly marked with deep-water colors that he might have been caught in salt water. And he weighed twenty-two pounds, the only steelhead of over twenty pounds that I have yet caught.

  One thing that had given me some hope when I first came to the pool that day was the sight of two seals up near the big rock. For some reason the seals run right through Nimpkish River to the lake and spend a great deal of their time in fresh water when fish are running; it is the only river I know where they do that. In January only steelhead could be running. I saw the seals again after I had killed the big fish and partly for that reason went on fishing. For a long while nothing moved to my minnow, and I almost decided to go home and get out of the misery of my wet boots. But I had a brand-new artificial prawn and I wanted to try it. I did and hooked a fish almost at once, the only one I have ever hooked on an artificial prawn. It wasn’t a big fish and seemed to be coming nicely under control; then something jolted it into the wildest, fastest run of its life. It crossed the pool without a check in spite of the strongest pressure my cold fingers could put on the reel. Close under the far bank the run ended in a tremendous flurry of silver, of round, gleaming bronze and black and of broken water. Then my line was cutting the water behind something heavy and strong that fled with a rhythm of movement subtly different from anything I had felt before. I looked down at the reel and saw the gleam of its metal drum under the few remaining thin turns of line. I pressed my fingers tight on it and for a moment thought that the run would turn. Then everything broke at once—the rod at the first ferrule and the top joint, the line somewhere out in the water. I stood in frozen, horrified amazement and watched what I had seen before only in the broken water of a rapid, never against the still surface of a pool—a seal jumping, head, flippers, body and tail free from the water, several clear feet above the surface of it. I could see his thick body suspended there in the falling snow long after it had slipped back into the water again; but I did not see—perhaps at that distance I could not have seen—the scarlet artificial prawn that must have hooked itself somewhere into his tough hide.

  A FISH FOR FIRMIN

  FIRMIN wrote that he would like to come up and try for steelhead around February seventh. Firmin has to come some three hundred miles by car and boat and he is a busy man. He is also a very good and keen fisherman, and I was in his debt by reason of a fine day on the Green River down in Washington the previous summer. So I wanted to be able to write back: “Come along. The river is in good shape and there are lots of fish. We’ll look for you about dinner time on the sixth.”

  But when his letter came, there had been no fish at all and the river was high. I watched as it fell through a few fine days, and on January twenty-seventh it seemed just low enough to get out to the Island Pools. January twenty-eighth was perfect, warm, brightly sunny and with a light breeze from the west, such a winter’s fishing day as seldom comes when the water is right. I packed up and started out.

  The Island Pools are fishermen’s water in a way that the rest of the river is not. The Canyon Pool and the Sandy Pool are all right; they are big, deep, heavy-water pools that hold steelhead well. But much of the Sandy Pool fishes best from a boat; and unless you can cross to the far side you must fish the Canyon Pool from one single point of rock, by shorter and longer casts at varying angles. The Island Pools are swift water, sparkling and broken, seldom deep, and you can wade down them and fish the day through without more than covering them properly.

  I always like to start out for the Island Pools. They seem remote from everywhere, and few people go up to them, but forty minutes of good walking from my house takes me there, and I know that I shall see nothing all day long except bright water and heavy green timber, eagles, mergansers, mallards, perhaps water ousels and almost certainly fish. In the winter, particularly, it is good, and on this day, because it was the first time of the season and because the sun was on the alder trunks and on the wet dead leaves under them, it had the quality of rich and full experience.

  I passed the Sandy Pool with scarcely a glance at the water. It had been fished heavily for several days, ever since the water came to fair fishing height, and had not given a fish. No part of the river had yet given a fish, nor even a good solid strike from a fish, though it was six or eight weeks past the time when the first of the run should have come in. That it had not come I was pretty sure; I had tried hard for a fish early in January, in the only other short period when the water was low enough. And the General had written a few days before to say that the rivers down on his part of the Island had missed their usual January run. No theory seemed to account for it, but they had to come sooner or later. The return of salmon and steelhead is inevitable as the spring of grass or the fall of leaves; it may be delayed a little, reduced from year to year, affected in many ways, but it cannot suddenly and mysteriously fail altogether.

  So I came past the Sandy Pool and past the stretch of rapid above it to the mouth of the Quinsam, that swift, considerable tributary of the Campbell, oversensitive to rain in the hills and always an uncertain quantity when you start for the Island Pools in winter. If you are lucky, you can wade it just above the mouth; if you are unlucky, you will have to plow half a mile upstream through the brush to the crossing log, then half a mile back again to the main river.

  This was one of the doubtful days. It looked just possible, but an error in judgment means a day of wet feet, and I hesitated. I thought of the trip up to the log, then of the Island Pools and how much I wanted to be up there and fishing them. I found a heavy stick for a wading staff and started into the water; it surged about two inches from my boot tops on the upstream side, where the current piled against them. It would be all right if the high water hadn’t washed the center channel deeper and if I could keep my footing. I worked across, well up on the toes of my felt-soled sandals, weight on the staff as much as possible. It went well—no more than a quart of water in the left boot as I edged over the deepest place. I let the current take my staff and made the last few easy steps to the far bank.

  A little water in one boot, even at the start of a winter’s day, doesn’t mean much if you have a pair of dry socks in your bag. But don’t put them on at once. I took off the wet boot and emptied it, then wrung out the wet socks, shook them and put them on again; then the boot. While I walked up to my pools, the damp wool socks would keep me warm enough and would soak up the last of the water in the boot—you can never drain it all. Then there would be dry socks to go into a dry boot before I started fishing.

  Coming up to the Islands on a fine day is beautiful. As you come opposite the downstream end of the Lower Island your troubles with brush and hard going are over. You can wade across to the island quite easily and walk up the center of it, on freshet-swept gravel and grass among tall spruces and distorted crab-apple trees. At the head of the island you come suddenly round a great log jam and upon the pools.

  The upstream end of the Lower Island tapers away in round rocks and willow clumps to the water’s edge and slants on under the water in a shallow bar three or four hundred yards to the downstream end of the Upper Island. This bar, with its broken water, big rocks and hard, fast runs, is at once the head and one slanting side of the Upper Pool. The pool itself is a broad stretch of water that nurses the leaping waves of the rock-broken current to a smoothness of strong deep flow, then collects the full force of the river and hurls it over a narrow tumble of rocks into the Lower Pool. The current runs strongly through the Lower Pool, against a cut bank on the far side, but spreading and slowing behind the protecting shoulder of the island. And there, not far from the head of the pool and only a little toward the island from the edge of the current, is where the fish lie.

  I had a big fly rod with me and a short bait-casting rod as well. This was a day in search of fish, not merely fishing, and unless I could find fish, I should have to write Firmin not to come. I felt in my bones that he had picked a good time, that the river would be fishable then and would have fish in it. But if today was blank, what could I say? Not a fish caught this year; come on up; I’m sure it will be good? You couldn’t say that to a man who had to pick his fishing holidays carefully. I wanted fish.

  So I changed to the dry socks and almost regretfully put up the casting rod. It was a beautiful day for the fly, warm air, clear water and a fair, full flow to work it over the best lying places. But the devon minnow was the right thing to start with; one knows that it gets well down to them, gives them a real chance to take hold.

  I treat the Lower Island Pool with respect and fish it carefully, every inch of water right down from the head. The record rod-caught steelhead for the whole of British Columbia came from there a few years ago—a fish of twenty-four pounds, dressed weight—and there always seems to be the outside chance that it may happen again. My minnow curved out in the sun, halfway out over the heavy water and a little upstream of straight across. It swung round, came deep into the easy water behind the shoulder of the island, and I brought it slowly back to me. Two steps; another cast. Half a dozen more, moving down, and I was coming into the best of the water. It isn’t much, that best part of the pool; three casts covet it fully, though one always tries more than that. I made the first cast and brought the minnow back, slow and deep. Then the second, and as it swung smoothly across the easy water, something struck at it. It was a gentle touch, almost certainly a small trout I told myself. But it had come in the best spot in the whole pool, the surest steelhead lie in the river. I sent the minnow over once again, then fished on down the pool to give him a rest.

  When the pool was fished out, I came back and ate my lunch near the head of it. So far there was nothing to put in a letter, and I wondered what to do. A smaller minnow perhaps and a lighter lead to let it fish slower? But if that, why not the fly? I put up the big thirteen-foot rod and threaded the heavy fly line through the rings. Three yards of good gut, well soaked, and what fly? It stared up at me from the first box I opened, Preston Jennings’s Lord Iris, on a long, slim hook, silver bodied and very handsome with the orange hackle and the built wing of blue, green, yellow, red, the furnace hackle laid along and jungle-cock cheeks. I knew how it would look in the water, slender and full of life, with the orange showing up well and the dark streak of the furnace hackle along the side. The minnow had had its chance. There could be no magic in it that the Iris had not also.

  I started down the pool happily, rolling the fly out into the tumbled water, mending the line upstream to give it a chance to sink well down. A little more line and a little more, until I was covering the water at the angle I wanted to. The fly came over the loaded place, and I held it there in the quiet water at full stretch of the line with the long rod pointing straight downstream. I recovered line slowly, two yards, four yards, moved my two steps down, cast again. Again it swung into the quiet water, and I held it there, knowing how it hung, how it looked, how the water plucked at it and gave it life. I moved my left hand up to recover line, and the pull came, heavy and solid, then slack in the same moment. A great swirl boiled up to the surface below the fly. I brought the line in slowly and moved back from the water. The fly was all right. He was just a lucky fish, not even a short riser, but lucky to take the fly so that it came freely away from him.

  The only thing was to rest him and leave the last few yards of the pool until later. I knew now that he was a really good fish and I knew also that the fly was all right, so I left the casting rod behind and went on to the Upper Pool.

  The river was too high, and it was a fight to get up against the current along the bar. The big run in the middle of the bar was too deep and too heavy to cross, so the best part of the pool was unfishable. I cast a long line across the run, well upstream, and fished with the rod held high. In this way the fly covered some of the good water before the heavy flow caught the line and dragged it out, but nothing moved to it. I worked on down, slowly and carefully, and once again there was a good pull, strong and straight below me. The reel ran and the fish came out twice, bright and clean in the sunshine; five pounds, perhaps a little more, perhaps less—less, I thought as I saw him, more I was sure when I felt him taking the line out and across. The pressure turned him, and he came back up the pool, swimming slowly against the current. Still fifteen yards below me, he turned and ran again, but the big rod stopped that quickly and humored him up again. Not five pounds, I knew now. Over that weight they don’t humor so easily. I held hard, lifting his head and drawing him up on his side along the surface. He came within reach, and I got a good hold of the shank of the fly; a steelhead, all right, probably just under four pounds. I twisted the fly out, and he turned and swam off with the current; the game laws protect fish under five pounds until after March 1.

  Fishing on down the pool I hooked and freed four others of about the same size. Each time the heavy pull, the strong run, then the revealing leap, and I knew there was little chance of a sizable fish in that part of the water. The small ones were early, but that is where they always lie when they are in. The big fish prefer the deeper water beyond the main run in the center of the bar.

  I came out of the water and went down to the Lower Pool again. It had been satisfying to fish the big pool through like that, with a long line out and the quick, heavy rises straight below. It would be something to tell Firmin. But what of the big fish, the real January run? Perhaps the fish of the heavy pull and the big boiling rise in the Lower Pool was just another five-pounder. The time was short now, and the chances of the day were almost gone. I started in only a little above where he had come to me and fished each cast slowly and carefully, with only a step between them. The fourth cast came round into the easy water, and I left the fly there, straight downstream, with no movement from rod or line. The fish came suddenly, and the big rod was suddenly bent in its long curve against the sunny sky, the reel ratcheting out, the heavy line taut and flinging fine spray from it. He ran out for the heavy water and jumped far clear, flung over by the drag of the line. A thick, deep fish; the sun made a rainbow along his side, but only the palest of rainbows, so that one knew he was fresh and would be beautiful out of the water. The first run was very strong, and I slipped my fingers round onto the drum of the reel to increase the pressure. I felt the backing come up, and he was still in the strongest water, traveling, really traveling, down the pool. Briefly there was the feeling of helplessness and frailty that a really big, strong fish can give one. I thought of the gut, heavy, but three seasons old, and of the light iron and small barb of the fly hook. Then he jumped twice again, but not with the strength of that first jump. He turned, and I began to work him up the pool.

  He came well up, and there was fly line back on the reel before he turned and ran again. I checked the second run short and felt I had him. He came up very easily but still in the strong water, tiring himself that way, but in good shape to turn and run again as far as the first time. He did run again, but this time came over into the easy water at the end of it. He was still strong, and I brought him up gently. He swam past me, fifteen feet away and near the surface so that I saw him clearly and knew that he was real fish, long as well as deep and thick, fifteen pounds anyway. Now that he was upstream of me and tired, I had only to pull him over, off balance, and lead him back past me to the gaff. A fish for Firmin, I said, the first of the season and a good one. I looked down to free the gaff and get it into my hand. Then the rod sprang straight and the fly was trailing its orange across the surface of the water. The fish turned very slowly out into the fast water.

  I sat down on a rock and swore, picked up the fly, saw that barb and point were perfect and swore again. “Dear Firmin, I lost a good fish yesterday. Saw him clearly, a really good one, so I know the winter run is in the river all right.” Well, it might do, but it wasn’t right. I cut off the fly and knotted it to the gut again. That hold had had all the strain it should be asked to take.

  The rest of the pool was worth a dozen more casts and a prayer. It wasn’t so very late, but by the time I got down to the pool above the Quinsam or the Sandy Pool it would be, and neither pool really offered a better chance than those twelve more casts in the Lower Island Pool. I waded in, worked a short line over where the fifteen-pounder had taken, lengthened it and was into a fish. A crazy fish this time. He ran straight upstream in the heaviest part of the run and made three jumps, one below me, one dead opposite, one above me almost in the white water just below the Upper Pool. There was no strain on him except the drag of the drowned line, and I recovered as fast as I could, hand-lining through the rings of the rod. The line came tight between fish and rod, and a foot of gut showed with the fast water cutting against it. I moved out a little, took the loose line onto the reel, then lifted on the rod and tumbled him back down. He let me pull him into the quiet water behind the shoulder of the island, and I kept him there, drew him past me, set the gaff and carried him ashore. Not more than two or three days from the sea, a little fish—perhaps eight pounds—but perfect of his sort, with the sharp-cut line of three years’ deepwater life along his side between the polished steel of back and brilliant silver of belly.
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