
    [image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Image]


[image: Image]



CONTENTS


1. THIRD-RATE TROUT STREAMS

2. SKAGIT

3. HOME WATER

4. HEX

5. THE PERFECT HOST

6. BAJA

7. TENNESSEE

8. BOOK TOUR

9. DECKERS

10. A SMALL RIVER

11. ATLANTIC SALMON

12. ROAD TRIP

13. CHEATING

14. FIREWOOD

15. THE OTHER HALF

16. A GOOD YEAR

17. FOOD

18. BLUE-WINGED OLIVES

19. CONEJOS

20. THREE RIVERS


Everything outside was elegant and savage and fleshy. Everything inside was slow and cool and vacant. It seemed a shame to stay inside.

—JOHN CHEEVER

   

[image: Image]

1

THIRD-RATE TROUT STREAMS

It’s always good to get home after a long road trip, but it sometimes takes a specific act of will to go home. That’s why the drive back is so often passed in the kind of anticlimactic silence that descends when there’s simply nothing left to say. It’s not that you could—or would—spend the rest of your days standing in cold water swatting deer flies, it’s just that the detritus of daily life has been piling up while you were gone, and by contrast traveling and fishing seem so, you know … uncomplicated.

Doug Powell, Vince Zounek, and I had been down in the San Juan Mountains in southwestern Colorado: a 10,000-square-mile landscape (bigger than Vermont) where ancient, erosion-resistant crystalline rock is uplifted to elevations up to 14,000 feet, a dozen rivers have at least some of their headwaters, and where, as Jeff Rennicke said, “horizons stack up like cord wood.”

We were on the first leg of a trip to scout some obscure mountain creeks, following a haphazard collection of tips. Some of these came from dependable fishing friends and were solid gold. Suggestions from strangers involved a little more blind faith—especially when there was a long hike in the deal—but when you hear about the same creek in the same hushed tones from two or three fishermen, you begin to hope there’s something to it.

We were specifically looking for the kind of small creeks that many fishermen consider to be third-rate and not worth the trouble. It’s not that these things are never fished or that they’re a sure bet, and in fact some of them really aren’t worth the trouble. It’s just that they’re ignored out of hand by some, and the remaining fishing pressure is diluted by the sheer number of streams and the scale of the region, so there’s still some good, overlooked water.

We’d collected these hints and rumors over the last few seasons, and when we plotted them all together on a map at home, they revealed a big loop south through the San Juans, followed by a meandering course back north along the West Slope in the general direction of home. But beyond the logistics, I’m not sure where the idea for this trip came from. (As usual, we talked a lot about where we’d go, but never about why.) I do know we all like small mountain streams for their peace, quiet, and seclusion and for their homeliness set in drop-dead gorgeous surroundings. The countless feeder creeks in the Mountain West are like dogs: genetically identical and often nothing special, but still unique and lovable.

And I, for one, have this idea that constant exposure to the ordinary is good for the soul. I have met some high-brow fishermen who bragged that they only fished at the best places with the best guides at the best times of year and who claimed to not only always catch fish, but to always catch lots of real big ones. If true, a life without drama must be awfully boring, and if false—as you have to suspect—then lugging around an ego that requires that much preening must be a terrible burden. In the end, the best fishermen I know have all finally developed a kind of professional polish without losing the hopeless goofiness of the beginner. You could say the same thing about fishing that they say about baseball: that it takes an adult to play the game well, but it takes a kid to think it’s important.

The plan was to stay the first few nights in the ski resort town of Telluride at a “pretty nice place” where Doug had gotten an off-season comp through the ski magazine he works for. I’d never been to this tourist town, but Doug had contacts there and it was smack in the middle of some of the streams we wanted to explore, so I figured it would be fine.

I didn’t think about it again until we pulled up to the portico of a place that looked a little like pictures I’d seen of Windsor Castle: the poshest hotel in a town that makes a fetish out of being posh. I assumed this was another one of Doug’s deadpan jokes—that we’d all have a good laugh and then drive a few blocks to a regular old motel—but the joke was, this is actually where we’d be staying.

There were the briefest sidelong glances from the doorman and the lady at the front desk, but Colorado is a blessedly casual place with no discernible dress code, and in hotels of this caliber they don’t care if you’re an eccentric CEO, a minor character actor going native, or just what you appear to be. The assumption is that if you’re there, you must belong there.

I naturally had some favorites among the creeks we fished over the next few days. There were no trails along the two forks of the stream with a Spanish name—always a promising sign—and they were both narrow and brush-choked enough that in most places we had to wade up the middle of the shallow channel, taking turns on the pools.

The east fork flowed down a steep valley lined with alpine crags jutting above rolling tundra that looked like a lumpy green mattress. We caught brown trout, rainbows, and some brookies from fingerling size up to twelve and thirteen inches, plus one brown Doug got that we guessed at sixteen inches. The occasional big fish from a little freestone stream is often old and worn out, with a skinny body and a big head, but this guy was as sleek as a spring creek fish: a truly astonishing trout from a stream you can cross almost anywhere without getting in over your knees. Vince and I kidded Doug about taking so long to land the fish until we saw it, at which point things became quietly serious for a couple of minutes. We were traveling light and hadn’t expected anything like this, so no one had a landing net.

An old skiing friend of Vince’s who now lives in the area took us to a stretch of the west fork in a narrow, forested canyon. He put us in at an unlikely-looking place we’d never have picked on our own and pointed out the deep cliff pool where, earlier that year, well after sunset, he’d landed a trout he guessed at twenty inches long.

“What was it?” I asked. “Brown? Cutthroat?”

“Don’t know,” he replied. “Like I said, it was dark and I didn’t have a flashlight.”

This is the kind of authentic-sounding detail that marks a true fish story, an unusually skilled storyteller or, in rare cases, both.

We caught medium-sized cutthroats and brook trout on dry flies until late afternoon, when Vince’s friend took us ten miles down the drainage to a stretch of private water he had access to. It was on the same stream, but that far down the valley, it flowed more slowly and was lined with cottonwoods instead of pine and spruce. It was also wider and more open and winding, with long runs and deep undercuts on the outside bends: more what you think of as classic trout water. The guy had meant this as a treat for his old friend and his two partners and we appreciated it, but although we did okay, I was not so secretly pleased that the public stretch upstream in the national forest had been better.

We fished on into the evening, when the air temperature finally dropped enough to put off the deer flies, which was a relief. They’d been bad for the last couple of days, and although you do get used to them, there are times when you can’t help hating them deeply, both as a species and as individuals. Deer flies are insanely persistent, they bite like miniature wolverines, sometimes drawing blood, and slathering yourself with bug dope has about the same effect on them as pouring syrup on a pancake. Their only advantage is that they’re slow, so you can stop now and then and kill a few out of pure revenge.

I wish I’d bothered to count the other fishermen we saw in these mountains so I could impress you with how few there were. (This area is world-famous among skiers, but although it’s laced with hundreds of miles of pretty little trout streams, it doesn’t seem to be a big destination for fly fishers.) The point is, we had every place we fished to ourselves. That’s not just pleasant; it’s also crucial in this kind of fishing, since anyone working up a small creek ahead of you will catch some fish, spook the rest and blow the fishing for anywhere from a few hours to the rest of the day.

As it turned out, the fishing in most places was better than we’d hoped, although, as I said, we’d been handed most of this on what amounted to a silver platter, so we could really only congratulate ourselves on our ability to follow directions. But then one of the things you eventually learn as a fisherman is how to accept luck and generosity as if you deserved both.

Of course, there was always a slight disconnect when we’d get off the water, take off our wading boots, and drive back to Telluride. It was raining lightly one evening when we got back to Windsor Castle, so we stashed our gear in our rooms and put on rain slickers to walk the few blocks into town for dinner. We’d barely gotten to the end of the driveway when the concierge trotted up holding an umbrella and said if we’d wait a minute, he’d have the limousine brought around to take us wherever we wanted to go. We said thanks, but no thanks; we’d rather walk. We were heading to a cheap sandwich shop we’d found where the nearly invisible working class hung out, and arriving in a chauffeur-driven limo would have blown our populist cover.

This was the same concierge who, when he learned we were fishing, offered to arrange for a guide. When Vince told him we were so good we didn’t need a guide, he’d said, “Of course, sir.” Was he joshing us back dryly, or being obsequious? There was no way to tell.

There was only one stream that we thought might have fished a little better on a different day. It was just under a hundred road miles north of the San Juans in the aptly named Ragged Mountains. The stream was named for a nearby mineral deposit and flowed out of a dark canyon with sheer thousandfoot cliffs that seemed to lean in farther the longer you stared up at them, finally inducing something between vertigo and claustrophobia and making you look away.

We did manage to get a few rainbows and cutthroats—fat, healthy little sausages that glistened even in the shade—but only a few, so we took to fishing a stretch for half an hour or so before busting upstream on a faint trail to try it farther along. We’d been told by our source to “go on up in there a ways,” which seemed straightforward enough until we began to wonder how far “a ways” might be. This was a long stream with the access at the bottom of the canyon that we’d used and another far upstream off a pass. But day-trip range from either end would still leave several miles in the middle that you could fish only from an overnight camp, and for all we knew that’s what the guy meant.

We turned around with enough daylight left that we wouldn’t have to try to follow the trail down the canyon in the dark and spent most of the walk out planning a return trip. For some reason, it’s the streams that look good but don’t show off on the first try that get under your skin. A second day with an earlier start was a possibility, but we had other places we wanted to try, and ever since we’d left our snazzy digs in Telluride, we’d been relieved to be on the move again.

Then the conversation drifted on to some other streams we might go back to sometime and then, inevitably, to other new creeks and rivers we’d only heard about. At a place where the trail threaded through a dense stand of scrub oak, we came on a steaming-fresh bear turd and felt the usual tingle of ambivalence. Everyone loves bears, and when there’s one around, you always want to see it, but maybe not at close range in such tight quarters.

My fondest memory is of another little creek that was named after its own water chemistry. By then we were back in vaguely familiar territory and at that point you reach in any trip where it’s hard to tell if things are building to a crescendo or beginning to wind down. A sure sign of the latter is when someone breaks the spell by uttering that chilling sentence that begins, “You know, as soon as we get home I’m gonna have to…” But that hadn’t happened yet, so we were still okay.

At the one-lane wooden bridge where the stream passed under a dirt road, it didn’t look like much more than a trickle running through a bog: the kind of thing most fishermen would glance at without even slowing down. We checked our directions again, thinking we could be in the wrong place, but no, this had to be it. One of my oldest and most trusted friends had told us to try this, and it was only the memory of his raised eyebrows and conspiratorial grin that kept us from shrugging and driving away.

The story here was that this little creek was a happy accident of water chemistry, hidden in plain sight, and a little hard to get on because the easy access was blocked by private land. From its confluence with a larger stream on up to where a rich spring-fed creek poured in—not much more than half a mile—the improbably fertile water grew fish food by the ton. There were brown trout and a few rainbows that you’d be happy to catch anywhere, let alone from an obscure little creek that you need a detailed map just to find. Never mind exactly how big some of these trout were. We hardly believed it ourselves, so why would you?

Lower down, around the first couple of bends, there were a few miniature clearings blanketed in cow parsnip and leafy aster, but the creek quickly went into a narrow lane of dense willow and river birch where the known world consisted solely of brush and water, fat, eager trout, and 50,000 biting flies. There weren’t many rises, but some medium-sized tan caddis were popping off sporadically and the fish would happily go for a well-placed dry fly.

There was an all-too-short stretch of some of the best small stream water I’ve ever seen anywhere. Then we passed the confluence with the spring creek, which flowed out of private land. We peeked up it anyway. It was clear as glass and matted with duckweed and watercress, but from there on up, both forks of the creek were too small to be anything but nursery water for baby trout.

This was clearly the end of it, but we slogged on up the main branch anyway. It was a continuous ankle-deep riffle, and the brush grew together over the water to form a low ceiling. For the next few hundred yards, there was no holding water and no room to cast if there had been. By the time we gave up, it was raining, we were all but crawling up the stream bed, the deer flies seemed downright giddy about finding fresh meat under such thin skin, and the effort was finally beginning to seem pointless. On a trip where the whole idea was to go far enough, it was inevitable that we’d eventually go too far.
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SKAGIT

There are plenty of stories about not catching steelhead, so why tell another? Maybe because fishermen have always been prouder of their successes than they deserve to be, but also more haunted by their failures. Or because the unlikelihood of catching these fish defines the sport and makes those who practice it seem mildly insane. Many steelheaders—especially the younger ones—embrace the label, but they really aren’t insane. They’ve simply developed an acquired taste, like sashimi or okra, and have somehow combined the hyperactivity of the fanatic with the glacial patience it takes to cast for weeks without much encouragement from the fish.

It was late April when Vince and I flew out to coastal Washington State to fish the Skagit River and one of its major tributaries, the Sauk. This was new water for both of us, so we spent the first three days floating with guides to get the lay of the land and the rest of the time on foot on our own. It was our usual attempt to achieve the best of both worlds—expert advice and self-reliant solitude—as well as to save a few bucks on the trip.

All rivers have something to recommend them if you look hard enough, but the Skagit is a landmark. Famous steelheaders cut their teeth on the river, and there are fly patterns and a style of spey casting named after it. Also, a steelhead bum I know—a young guy with no permanent address and no visible means of support—told me the last time he breezed through town that it was demanding as hell but worth the effort, with a run of the biggest, wildest and otherwise coolest steelhead south of central British Columbia. Greg Thomas once described these fish as a race of “exquisitely proportioned native steelhead” that stay at sea longer than most and that can reach weights of twenty pounds or more.

Okay, but then the flip side is that there aren’t that many of these outstanding fish left. Historically, steelhead runs in the Skagit are estimated to have been in the neighborhood of 30,000 fish, while today it’s closer to a piddling 2,000. The main culprits are the usual suspects for the region: offshore pollution, commercial fishing, and erosion from clear-cut logging that flushes the river with mud after every rain, bumping the flows unnaturally and clogging the spawning gravel with silt.

Fishing is with barbless hooks only, and all wild steelhead in the Skagit and Sauk must be released. Furthermore, it’s now illegal anywhere in the state of Washington even to lift a caught wild steelhead from the water, making the standard grip-and-grin snapshot a misdemeanor. Puget Sound steelhead have now been placed on the endangered species list. That’s probably a wise move, if not exactly a good sign.

These minor, stopgap measures are unquestionably necessary, and incidentally much easier than cleaning up the world’s oceans and scaling the commercial fishing and lumber industries back to sustainable levels. But you wonder how much good they can do, since by the time steelhead return to their home rivers, the damage has already been done. If trout are indicator species for the health of a single stream, then steelhead are indicators for a hemisphere and any real solution has to be as nearly global as the problem.

That’s not an obituary for the river, it’s just what steelhead fishers are up against now in too many drainages: the hope of occasionally glimpsing something that was once commonplace and is now rare. You could wish you’d been there fifty years ago, but you weren’t, and regret is pointless. The fact is, if you have a certain kind of quixotic temperament, steelhead can still be too compelling to ignore, and although there may be only a slim chance of success, the inescapable fact is that you’ll never catch one if you stay home.

I’ve managed to go steelheading only twice a year at best since I took it up six or seven years ago, and at that rate I’m probably fated to be a perpetual dilettante, but I’ve nonetheless evolved into a kind of low-level fanatic. I usually come to my senses when I get home, but at least while I’m doing it, there’s the notion that real fishing is steelhead fishing, while everything else is just a pastime.

Vince and I rented a car at the Seattle airport, drove north along the coast, and got a room at a motel in a small town not far from the river. This was a typically characterless American burg beside an interstate comprised of cookie-cutter housing developments, strip malls, and burger joints: everything quick, cheap, and temporary in the interest of hyperconsumerism. If not for the dank northwestern spring weather and some telltale western red cedars, it could have been a suburb of Toledo, but then it was just a place to shower and sleep between days on the water.

Early the next morning, we met Dave McCoy with Emerald Water Anglers out of Seattle to do a float that put in on the Sauk and took out on the Skagit. Over the next two days, we fished parts of both rivers with two other guides from the same outfit, Ryan Smith and Dylan Rose—picking each of their brains for road and foot access to good pools for later. These guys were all young and competent and as different from each other as we all tend to be, but still with the weirdly similar stories most guides share. These involve hard, seasonal work, mediocre pay, and a good life outside—at least for the time being. (You’ll hear that it’s unfair to define a person by the work he does, but I’ve always thought that was first said by someone who didn’t like their job.) Living close to the bone in order to do something you love seems more difficult now than it used to be, but then it was hard enough when I did it, too. I was just too young to care, which is probably still the secret.

I got my only hit of the trip on that first day: just a little tweak at the end of a long swing somewhere on the lower Sauk. I know you’re supposed to feed a steelhead the loop of loose line you’re holding under the index finger of your rod hand before you set, allowing the fish to turn and take the hook in the corner of its mouth. I know that, but nearly forty years of trout fishing has imprinted the idea that one jerk should immediately be followed by another, and instinct always trumps intelligence. In other words, I fucked it up.

Dave said it’s best to get a strike later in a trip, when you’re half asleep from days of casting and the fish pulls the loop straight before you can react. It occurred to me that all the steelhead I’d caught had been in exactly that situation or, rarely, when I knew a fish was there and was ready for it.

I said, “Well, it was probably just a sea-run cutthroat anyway.”

Dave said, “Oh, I don’t think so.”

There’d been hard rains recently, but the Skagit was still in good shape, and although the Sauk was a little high and slightly off-color, it was dropping and clearing, which is exactly what you want it to do. The weather was auspicious (chilly, cloudy, and drizzly), and the run was supposed to be nearing its height as the season wound to a close at the end of April. Word around the river was that not many steelhead were being caught, but that was the kind of thing that could, and should, turn around at any moment. So we fell into the usual persistent drill of going from one good run to another with the guides, fishing it methodically and then moving on to the next: covering water at a steady pace designed for the long haul. After a few fishless days, this begins to look suspiciously like work, but in a way that’s hard to put your finger on, it’s not.

Both the Sauk and the Skagit are big, wide rivers with lots of long, luxurious runs that are exactly what steelhead like, that is, water three to six feet deep with a rubble rock bottom and walking-speed current. Almost everyone here uses a two-handed rod because even a beginner, once he’s worked out the first annoying kinks, can get a longer cast with less effort using a spey rod than he can with a single-hander. I’m thinking especially of a huge pool called the Mixer, where the flows of the Skagit and Sauk combine and where even a tournament caster would come up short.

There’s an element of endurance to this technique that casting instructors seldom mention. With periodic breaks to move from one run to another, stop for lunch, and such, you can end up casting for ten hours a day, day after day. The best advice I’ve heard so far was that you should work out the longest cast you can possibly make, then reel in ten or fifteen feet of line and fish that. Otherwise, you’ll beat yourself up.

It is possible to catch steelhead by simply going through the motions (I’ve done it), but the best fishermen have definite ideas about the day-to-day nuts and bolts of it as well as some more esoteric theories.

Fishing guide Mark Bachmann from Oregon thinks you should maintain the exact same interval of time between casts as you work your way down a run, because a steelhead will see the fly two or even three casts away, coming closer with each swing, and begin to anticipate it. But if he has to wait too long or the intervals are uneven, he’ll quickly lose interest. I mean, he is only a fish.

I heard secondhand about a guy who thinks steelhead are repelled by the electromagnetic fields generated by power lines, so he fishes especially long and hard below the places where they cross rivers, thinking the fish will be stacked up there.

Another steelheader once told me that he always wants to be the second or even the third guy to fish a run. He thinks the first fisherman or two get the fish curious or agitated enough that when he finally comes along, they’ll be ready to bite.

I met a man on the Salmon River in Idaho who had only ever fished one fly for steelhead: a medium-sized orange streamer. He said it must be a good pattern because he caught all his fish on it.

But for the most part, the best steelheaders simply understand where the fish will be under various conditions—at least in a general way—and are able both to spot those places and to put good casts to them. They’ll probably have some well-considered theories about steelhead behavior, presentation, and fly patterns, but, more important, they can make a fly swim properly and get it to the right depth with different sinking heads, creative mending, or both. Some are impressive casters; others are simply accurate and persistent, and of course the best are in touch with something rare, instinctive, and possibly ancient that the rest of us only glimpse by accident from time to time. And if it seems like magic, who’s to say it’s not?

One day while floating with Dylan Rose, we drifted past a thin, gray-haired fisherman wading the Sauk, and Dylan said, reverently, “That’s Harry Lemire.” Lemire is a legendary steelheader and fly tier who has fished the region since the late 1950s. In his book Steelhead Fly Fishing, Trey Combs described him as the rare fisherman who became famous simply by virtue of being good. “He does not write, make videos, operate a flyfishing store, guide, or otherwise commercially indulge his love for the sport,” Combs wrote. It’s been said that on especially good days of fishing, he’ll cut the point off his hook because he likes to see the fish jump, but doesn’t want to catch too many of them. That story alone makes him the fly-fishing equivalent of a Zen master.

As we drifted on past, Dylan said, “There’s a guy who’s caught more steelhead on this river than anyone alive, and look at him: He’s wading calf-deep and fishing forty feet of line on a one-handed rod.” He didn’t have to add that everyone else on the river was wading to his waist and casting twice that far with a two-hander, covering as much water as possible as a substitute for actually knowing where the fish will be. You could see the gears turning as Dylan scoped out the unimpressive little run Harry was fishing and noted its location.

So we fished; first with the guides and then later on our own, driving county roads and trying to decipher the directions I’d scribbled in a moving boat in the kind of steady drizzle that wrinkles the notebook pages and makes the ink bleed. The weather was far from awful—just gray, wet, and chilly—but over time we began to feel soggy and beat-up anyway. The thermos of coffee—whether it was under the seat in the boat or back in the car—became more iconic than usual. You’d want to ration it carefully so it would last, but you’d also want to drink it all before it got cold. Two-thirds of the way down a two-hundred-yard run, it was possible to worry more about the temperature of your coffee than about whether or not there’d be a steelhead lying at the tailout.

To serious coffee drinkers like Vince and me, being in Washington State was like dying and going to heaven. There was good coffee everywhere, even at gas stations, and if you suddenly needed a fresh cup, you rarely had to drive more than a mile before you’d come upon a little kiosk where you could drive up and get whatever you wanted without getting out of the car and where the young barista would always ask, “How’s the fishing?” You got the sense that even on the loneliest stretch of river you could yell out an order for a double Americano with cream and someone would bring it to you.

The weather stayed cold and foggy, sometimes clearing enough for the snowcapped peaks of the Cascades to peek out for half an hour at a time, but never quite enough for the weak sun to cast an actual shadow. (Steelhead are supposed to like gray weather.) It kept drizzling, but the heavy rains held off and the Sauk continued to drop and clear. (Steelhead are supposed to like water that’s dropping and clearing.) You couldn’t exactly say the rivers were full of steelhead, but things were looking as good as they could look under the circumstances.

One day, while fishing down a long run, we saw a sport with a guide land a steelhead on a spinning rod across the river. As per the regulations, they didn’t lift it out of the water, but from my vantage point I guessed it at around fifteen pounds. The fisherman seemed weirdly unconcerned, but the guide threw his fists in the air, turned his face to the sky and yelled, “Yes!” I love an enthusiastic guide, but this may also have been a sign that he hadn’t seen a lot of fish recently.

After that, Vince and I both stopped and changed flies, if only for something to do. This is especially tempting for me because I tend to tie more steelhead flies than I need as a security blanket. I have a few that I’ve actually caught fish on, and many more that someone recommended or that I just thought were pretty. For this trip I’d painstakingly tied some Skagit Mists, a lovely but complicated Dec Hogan spey pattern. When we’d talked on the phone before the trip, Dave had said this was a good fly for the Skagit but that he didn’t use it himself because it was too difficult and time-consuming to tie. To a certain kind of fly tier (adequate, but with delusions of grandeur), that was like waving a red flag at a bull.

Still, I’ve noticed that the less it matters which fly you use, the longer you’ll stare into your fly box waiting for inspiration, and when you ask a guide or a more experienced steelheader his opinion of any pattern, he’s likely to shrug and say, “What the hell, try it.” Which is to say, this is not an exact science.

Hope does eventually begin to fade when you’re steelheading, but it never entirely goes away. A friend of mine caught the biggest steelhead of his life literally on his last cast of an otherwise fishless weeklong trip. At the end of that final day, his guide said, “All right, that’s it. We gotta go.” My friend said, “Okay, I’ll just fish out this cast.”

So you fish well right to the bitter end, telling yourself, truthfully, that how well you do something is probably more important than why you do it. If you have the disposition for it, this is a better way than most to spend your time, even if you never hook that wild twenty-pound steelhead. You’ll hear fishermen talk about being humbled by a river and we all know what that means and how it feels, but somehow the language of competition doesn’t quite ring true. It’s not so much that the river beats you; it’s more that the river doesn’t even know you’re there.
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HOME WATER

I sometimes wonder why I have this passing affection for the North Platte River in Wyoming, especially the hard-used stretch from Gray Reef Dam down to Casper. I don’t spend a lot of time there, but most years I float it with friends early and late in the season: a couple of times in April and maybe once or twice in October or even November if the weather holds. The streamer fishing can be good then, and there’s at least a chance that the ubiquitous crowd will be a little thinner than usual.
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