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FOREWORD

I FIRST MET LEFTY KREH in 1970. He was writing his book on saltwater fly-fishing and he wanted to include a chapter on West Coast striped bass. I was twenty-seven years old and, along with pals such as Bob Edgley and Lawrence Summers, I had been fly-fishing for striped bass on San Francisco Bay and along the coast since for over a decade. We were all huge fans of Lefty’s and had read everything he’d written. Lefty, even at that time—more than thirty-five years ago—was “The Man” when it came to saltwater fly-fishing.

Lefty wanted to experience fly-rodding for San Francisco Bay stripers, so Bob arranged for him to spend a few days fishing with us. Lefty was going to fish two days with Bob and Lawrence and two days with me. I remember being so excited about hosting Lefty that I had trouble sleeping for several nights before his arrival and didn’t get a wink the night before we were to fish together. I was like a kid on Christmas Eve.

I knew from the moment I shook Lefty’s hand that things were going to go well. He had such charm and charisma. He came off like an old shoe, like one of the boys, and he made you feel as though you were the celebrity, not him. He set me right at ease with one of his bazillion jokes. When he released my hand, he looked down at his own hand and exclaimed, “Where the hell is my ring?” That was followed by an elfin giggle and a hushed snort, just to let you know he was kidding. He still uses that gag a lot when he first meets someone and it always makes them laugh and puts them at ease.

That first handshake was a long time ago, and Lefty and I are more like family now than just close friends. I’m not alone. Lefty has made countless lifelong friends around the world because of the person he is: a mentor, a teacher, a giver, one who shares knowledge rather than exhibits it. I’ve learned so much from Lefty over the decades I could write a book about it. He’s a walking “how to” with volumes of helpful tips that he just can’t help sharing. For example, that first day with Lefty on South San Francisco Bay; the wind was howling, pushing my little fourteen-foot Starcraft over the flats much too quickly. Lefty and I couldn’t cover the water properly. Lefty sensed my frustration and asked me if there was a hardware store close by. I replied there was, and Lefty insisted we go back to the dock and drive to the hardware store. I had no idea what he was up to. When we got to the store he bought a seventy-five-foot length of nylon rope and a six-foot length of fairly heavy chain. He looked at me and said, “What you need is a drag chain to slow down our drift.” That was the first time I’d ever heard of dragging a chain on a length of rope behind a boat to slow it down. It worked like a charm. We caught lots of nice stripers and I’ve never been without one since.

That was just one of countless useful things I’ve learned from Lefty over the years. I also learned a lot about life and how to conduct myself as an outdoor professional from Lefty. A few years ago a movie was released that promoted the concept of “paying it forward” or accepting the kindnesses of others with a promise to do the same for someone else down the road. Well, Lefty has been paying it forward for as long as I’ve known him. In this book he talks about the many people who helped him along with his career, people who made a huge difference in his life. People like the late Joe Brooks, for example. As you will read in the book, Joe helped Lefty obtain one of the biggest breaks of his career. Lefty has done more than pay that kindness forward. He has helped countless others with their own careers, including me. He’s paid it forward innumerable times with eager fans who are new to the sport. He’s paid it forward with autograph hounds who crave his signature and with serious anglers who are struggling to crack a new species. I know I wouldn’t be where I am today without the kindness and mentoring of Lefty Kreh. For that I am forever grateful.

Lefty is the most successful fishing writer in history. I can think of no other person in this sport who has sold so many books or earned so much respect, love, and admiration. When you look at where he started—fatherless at a young age and living on welfare in the ghetto—his is a classic American success story. In fact, whether you are an angler or not, this book will be an inspiration. Despite the fact that I knew much of his life story, I couldn’t put it down. It is a heart-warming, inspirational read about a person who took some bad breaks in life and turned them into something marvelous. It’s also a great outdoors and fishing book, loaded with tips and history as seen and experienced by the man known around the world simply as Lefty.

Lefty is an icon at sportsmen’s shows, especially fly-fishing shows. When he stands up on the casting platform to share his skills and knowledge, the surrounding aisles become choked with mesmerized anglers who just can’t take their eyes off the man—the greatest fly-casting teacher I’ve ever known. He captivates them with talent and humor and, of course, his commonsense approach to fly casting. Today, at eighty years old, Lefty does it better than anyone else I know. No one is more respected than Lefty and no one in the fly-fishing industry is more loved than Lefty.

A couple of years ago, after Lefty had spent a few days with me and my wife, Cindy asked me if there was anyone who could step into Lefty’s shoes when he’s gone. No, I I said. There are lots of well-known anglers, but none will ever fit into Lefty’s old shoes; they’re just too big to fill.



 Dan Blanton 
July 2006
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PROLOGUE:

HOW BIG WAS IT?

IN SEVENTY-ODD YEARS OF fishing, I don’t think I can even estimate the number of fish that I’ve been lucky enough to catch. I’ve caught them big and small, with luck and skill, in oceans and on streams, in good weather and bad. Of course, when an angler comes home the only thing people really want to know is “How many? How big?” The fact is that true fly fishermen could care less about such stats. Sure there are tales in here of monster fish caught on line that could tow a Mack truck, but great fly-fishing has far more to do with the unique challenges of the sport—casting, tying flies, strategy, and technique—than it has to do with fish tales.

I’ve caught more than my share of big fish, and while size does matter, for me it’s all about the challenge. So, I won’t tell you, just yet, about the biggest or the baddest fish I ever caught. We’ll get to those later. Instead I’d like to start off by sharing with you the story of the best fish I ever caught. It was nearly fifty years ago. It was a 19-pound, 4-ounce jack crevalle. It was a world record for some time, but the size alone is not why I treasure the memory. I have since caught plenty of jacks—several larger than this one—but it was the circumstances under which and the equipment with (or without) which I made the catch that have seared the event into my memory.

It was the late 1960s. I was with Captain Gene Montgomery out of Key West, Florida. Cosgrove Light sits along the Gulf Stream about twenty miles south of Key West. I had a 6-pound test leader and a freshwater reel that had no drag (a Scientific Anglers System 9 reel). It was an outfit that I used for catching little yellow snappers and stuff. The side with the handle had a rim control that you could press like a brake to slow the movement of the reel. It was really designed for fishing freshwater fish. Well, this big jack came up and I figured I’d throw a fly at him. The fly was, of all things, a Deceiver, and he took it. So far so good, but we had an eighteen- or nineteen-foot boat navigating in three-foot seas, so we were really bouncing up and down pretty good. This fish really took off, and I was fighting him for a while without the benefit of a drag. While he was running and while the boat was bouncing, the reel fell off the rod. The spool kept letting out line as the jack kept running, and the handle on the reel, which was spinning furiously, kept banging onto the deck and hopping up in the air. I was running around trying to grab the darn thing. It was like trying to corner a rat. Every time I reached for it the reel would hop up and slide across the deck.

While I was scrambling for the reel, it occurred to me that if I just went ahead and grabbed it I would probably provide too much resistance to the fish’s run and I’d almost certainly snap my fragile 6-pound leader. Gene said, “Lefty, when you grab the reel, I’ll steer the boat toward the fish to create some slack.” He ran us toward the fish and I was able to pick up the spool and get it back on the rod and it was probably another half an hour before I actually landed that fish.

Like I said, I’ve caught larger jacks in my time—many over 30 pounds—but all on much larger, stronger tackle. Yet under the circumstances—which demanded quick thinking, anticipation, touch, teamwork, and know-how—that’s the best fish I ever caught. If I’d done it with a reel with a super drag, that would have been a nice accomplishment. Doing it with no drag was even more challenging. On top of that, to have the darn reel fall off and still land him, that was really something. That record lasted for years. In fact, I think it lasted until they eliminated the 6-pound test category (A little explanation: In 1965, when we first started it, Saltwater Fly Rodders of America established the world record criteria. We had a 6-, 12-, and 15-pound test tippet you could use to qualify. Well, up until 1981 Mark Sosin and I maintained all the SFRA records. In fact, I tested most of the lines because at the time I had access to a pretty elaborate line tester. The records management got to be too much for us, so in 1981 we turned over the record keeping and line testing to the International Game Fishing Association. Not long after that, the IGFA decided to reclassify the world-record tippets and they eliminated the 6-pound test). I guess technically my jack is still a 6-pound test record, but there’s simply no category for it. World record or not, no matter how you slice it, it was the best fish I ever caught.

I started out with this little tidbit for a reason. In many ways, the challenges, rewards, and memories like the one shared above are a reflection of my life. If anyone had been watching Gene and I fish Cosgrove Light that day, few would have bet on our success. The same can be said for a lucky little boy from Frederick, Maryland.
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CHAPTER 1

THE KREHS OF FREDERICK

I WAS SIX YEARS OLD when my father died. As the oldest of my siblings, I accompanied my mother to his funeral and his burial at Mt. Olivet Cemetery in our hometown of Frederick, Maryland. Because my father, Christian Kreh, a bricklayer by trade, had served in the National Guard, “Taps” was bugled out as they lowered his body into the ground. The mix of morbid sounds and images really spooked me. I wouldn’t go to another funeral for probably fifty years.

It was 1932, and seeing as the whole country was reeling from the Great Depression, my father’s death put an enormous burden on my mother. It fell to her to raise me, my sister, Eileen, who was then four and a half; a brother, Dick, three; and another brother, Ted, who was about six months old. Overnight Mother plunged from near middle-class comfort into the crucible of single motherhood. At the time of Dad’s death we lived in a pretty nice house on Wisner Street, but welfare wasn’t about to pay the rent on that, so we moved into a cramped six-room house at 617 North Bentz Street, located in what most people would today refer to as “the ghetto.” We were one of very few white families in an area populated almost entirely by blacks. What amazes others, and what amazes me when I see what has become of race relations in this country, is that while we surely had racial differences in our little ghetto, we had very little racism. The world around us was undoubtedly racist, but our little piece of it seemed fine. I think the reason for this was that all of us—blacks and whites—had a very important thing in common: none of us had anything. We did have humor. And humor made our world a brighter place.

The black guys I grew up with could find something funny in almost any situation. I remember one time, long after I had left the neighborhood—after my service in World War II—I was a shift supervisor at nearby Fort Detrick. I caught this guy, a black guy, stealing a can of white paint from the government building where I worked. I said, “Sam, what the hell are you doing with that can of paint?”

He said, “It belongs to us.”

I said, “What the hell are you talking about?”

He said, “Look, it says ‘U-S’ right on the can.”

I got a kick out of that, and I let it go. A week later he told me he was going to paint his kitchen with it. So a few days passed and I asked him, “Sam, did you ever get that kitchen painted?”

“No,” he said. “I took that can home and I was tilting it back and forth to shake it. The lid come off and it all spilled out on the damn floor.” He shook his head and said, “You can’t trust nothing white.”

There are not many places in today’s America where both parties would laugh out loud at that line. Two black guys worked for me back then. One of them goofed off all the time and the other one ended up doing a lot of his work. One day the hardworking guy comes to me and starts bitching about the other guy. He said, “He’s the laziest nigger I’ve ever seen.” I started to stand up for the accused, but I lost the argument when the harder worker said, “That guy’s so lazy he married a pregnant woman.”

This is the kind of humor we openly shared. Sixty years before “Can’t we all just get along?” we got along just great. As a kid, I ate at the black kids’ houses (when they had enough) and they came over and ate at my house (if we had enough). There was an air of innocence to it all. We just accepted each other. They may have had dark skin and we may have had white skin, but none of us really had anything.

It’s only in looking back that I can really see how little we had. I’ve fished all over the world: New Guinea, outback Australia, the Amazon; I’ve fished and foraged with fourth-world natives and lived in their seeming squalor. My friends would say, “My goodness, it’s a wonder those people don’t revolt.” They say that because we Americans tend to look at the poor through the prism of our own materialism. What I learned growing up poor in the ghetto is that you’re only unhappy when you know you lack something. When everyone around you is in the same boat, you fit right in. We had so few glimpses of the wealthy world beyond North Bentz Street that we barely knew it existed.

In those days, life on welfare was different than it is today. Back then you didn’t get any actual money. Welfare would pay the rent directly. That way the government retained control—I can assure you that back then we weren’t buying any television sets with our welfare dollars. My mother cooked on a decrepit stove that held about two gallons of heated water. If it got cold in December, January, and February, the government would have somebody come by and put coal in your cellar for heat and cooking, but you got no money. When we needed a bath, Mother would heat water in buckets and pour it into a washtub on the kitchen floor, where I can assure you we got some memorable scrubbings.

At first, our only heat was the cookstove in the kitchen. Later we were able to get a big round coal-burning stove for the living room. There was no other heat in the house. I remember that the floor in the room in which my brother Ted and I slept was linoleum, and in the winter it would get numbingly cold. We often washed our faces and brushed our teeth with water that was barely above freezing. I was a teenager before the City of Frederick installed a sewer system. It’s still debatable which was worse: a trip to the outhouse in the biting cold of February or the same journey in the pungent humidity of August. My mother was a lot of things, and one of them was fearless. Perhaps she had been steeled by trial, but nothing scared her. I remember her returning from the outhouse one night when she saw a stubborn black-and-white cat that simply wouldn’t get out of her way. When she challenged the animal, the well-disguised skunk hit her full blast. We were all very alert after that.

For our food, we went to a designated government distribution center. Ours was Winchester Hall, an imposing building in downtown Frederick. It was the center of our existence. As the oldest of the siblings, food detail was my job. Starting at the age of six or so I would take our wagon to Winchester once a week. The folks there would hand out basic food staples—flour, fatback, cornmeal—and I’d wheel them home to my mother. Well, we all know how cruel kids can be. All these food packages had big labels stamped on them. In big block letters they’d say “WELFARE.” So, if you were caught by your enemies or, even worse, your friends, coming up the street with a little wagon full of this welfare food, they really got on you. As happens with kids, things occasionally got pretty nasty. Of course, odds were that the next day those same kids were going to make their own trip to the Hall and get the same treatment.

With four children ranging from six years to six months old and virtually no money, my mother simply couldn’t afford luxuries, particularly Christmas. Thankfully, there were some kindhearted people in Frederick who went around prior to Christmas and loaded up on toys. A lot of the items were beat up, but these people would repair them, and at Christmas they would have about fifteen or twenty of us kids come in to receive a present. They called it the Empty Stocking Club because they also took mesh stockings and filled them with oranges and hard candy and other treats. It may all sound tragically sad, but trust me, we kids thought it was absolutely fantastic.

Of course, like so many things, the Empty Stocking Club had both its good and bad sides. The good side was the sheer joy of receiving the kinds of treats that kids like us could only dream about. It was truly Christmas for us. The bad thing about it was that the Club naturally wanted to encourage people to donate goods to the program, so they had to publicize their efforts. They would gather up all the welfare kids and take a picture of us with our toys and our candy, and then run the picture on the front page of the Frederick News and Post. If you think the grief that came from wheeling home welfare food was bad, just try showing up on the front page of the newspaper as a poor kid. The world really came down on you. I got into more than a few fistfights over those pictures, but when you consider the joy that the Club brought to our family on Christmas Day, it was worth it.

None of us had money, but as kids we really only cared about one thing. Sports was an all-day, year-round obsession in our neighborhood. Between our house and the section where all the black kids lived ran Bentz Street, which had a sixty-foot-wide “grass” median strip in the middle. I use the term loosely because while you could tell that the median was designed to contain grass, the surface had long since been trampled down into hardpan dirt. It’s on that lot that I got the name “Lefty” from the other kids. I excelled in sports. I could throw well, run fast, and all that good stuff. As you might have guessed, I did everything as a lefty back then. The only thing I did right-handed as a kid was handwriting, and that was because my teacher simply wouldn’t let me write left-handed. I guess it was because of the desks we had. We used to sit at these desks that had a chest-high writing surface, but only on the right side; there were no tops for left-handed kids. If you watch a lot of older left-handers write, you’ll see that they all curl their arm all the way around in front of them and actually write near their right chest. That’s because of the way the desks were made.

Surrounded as it was by fields, farms, ponds, woods, and rivers, Frederick should have been the perfect place for a kid to grow up. Strange as it may sound, I think our upbringing was actually good for us in a lot of ways. People will tell you well that a ghetto kid’ll never have a chance. I disagree. I think the ghetto can mold a person for better or for worse. For instance, my brother Ted retired from a fine career with IBM. My sister Eileen and her husband, Paul, owned a store and she held a good position with Sears. My brother Dick followed in the family business and became a respected authority on masonry and has written a number of books on the topic. But ghetto life can also exact a toll. In fact, two of the kids I used to run around with back then died as a direct result of criminal activity. One was killed in prison, the other during a robbery.

The only real difference between them and me was that when I turned twelve years old I was introduced to the Boy Scouts. I used to get in minor troubles as a kid. Nothing major. I never went to jail, but I was habitually doing the kind of things that suggested a little jail time might be in my future. Street stuff. For instance, we didn’t like this one neighbor who was perpetually nasty to kids, so we set his garage on fire. Another guy we didn’t like had hollyhocks—these big, tall flowering plants—in his yard. He’d done something mean to me, I can’t even remember what it was, so I took a corn chopper to the hollyhocks that lined his fence, and proudly yelled “Timber!” as each one fell to the ground. I was only about eleven years old and this guy came out the back door, grabbed a stick, and made it clear that he had every intention of whipping me with it. He chased me at top speed for four blocks, but eventually he just ran out of wind. No way a thirty-five-year-old guy was going to keep up with an eleven-year-old who knew every fence-hole and shortcut in town.

These weren’t things you’d be incarcerated for, but they were ornery things that would, if not controlled, ultimately lead to a bad end. Fortunately my uncle, Bill Kreh, had a brother-in-law named Norman Ford who was pretty high up in the Boy Scouts. Norman was more than a scoutmaster, maybe a regional manager or something. Frederick was a small town, so people knew each other. My guess is that because he was sort of in the family, Norman had heard about my problems. My Uncle Bill and Aunt Amy probably asked if Norman could help get their nephew straightened out.

I always loved nature and that sort of thing, so I was a perfect candidate for the Scouts. I was desperate to join, but scouting wasn’t free. Unless I could find some way to swing the money, I’d be left out. So Norman and I worked out a deal in which I’d wash dishes after meals and they would let me participate in the camp for free. There were two other guys working KP with me, and when we finished we’d join in the activities with all the other kids.

The first two years they held camp up at Camp Peneil, which is about a mile from Camp David in western Maryland, right near where I lived. I was a natural. First, I knew the terrain like the back of my hand. Second, I knew a lot about fishing for a kid of thirteen years. In fact, that was one of the reasons Norman thought scouting would be good for me. I had already done a lot of fishing. I was catching catfish on the Monocacy River from the time I was just a little boy. I learned to pole a boat when I was eight. I knew what baits to use. For instance, I knew that catfish prowl the banks of a river looking for food, and I also knew that mussels have a strong scent and that catfish have an excellent sense of smell, so I knew that catfish would go for mussels along the riverbank. I knew where to get the mussels and other bait as well. I’m not certain whether this is lore or fact, but I’m told that I received the first angling merit badge ever given. I ended up becoming a Life Scout and I’m pretty confident that I would have attained Eagle Scout if I’d stuck with it long enough.

Scouting was a great escape from my increasingly unhappy home life. My mother was a very bitter woman, one of the unhappiest people I’ve ever met. I think she felt betrayed by life. She had given birth to four children over a six-year period and suddenly she had no husband. This was on top of the fact that a once-proud woman from a comparatively well-to-do family had been reduced to living on welfare. That shame or frustration ate away at her every day. Sadly, but somewhat understandably, she was angry at the world. Where Mother’s bitterness ended and her maternal discipline began was sometimes hard to discern. I recall we had a little peach tree in our backyard. Whenever we got really bad we’d have to go out and pick a limb off that tree and bring it to her. She would use that for a switch. I don’t know if it was a surplus of tough mothering or shortage of horticultural care, but that peach tree eventually died.

Unhappy as she was, Mother did eventually remarry. Not surprisingly, Uncle Hen, as we called her second husband, was also a bricklayer. They actually had a child, my half brother Mike. He’s a preacher in Marietta, Georgia. He does missionary work all over the world. He’s really a neat guy. I visit with him every time I go through Atlanta.

In the first couple of years after our father died, I became the de facto leader of my siblings; my two brothers acted as my chief lieutenants. Our fundamental mission was to stay warm and fed. I remember when we found out that you could return soda bottles for two cents. We’d go out and search high and low in an attempt to scrounge up Coca-Cola bottles. I also had a newspaper route, which eventually paid for a bicycle that allowed me to complete the route in far less time. That route almost became more trouble than it was worth. Back then I only had two pair of pants; one was for general use, the other for school. One day I had on my general-use trousers and was in the middle of my route when a German shepherd bolted out of a yard and snapped at my ankle. He barely broke the skin, but he did a helluva number on the pant leg. When I got home my mother was so upset she slapped me.

The next day I got on the bike and slid a baseball bat into the big bag that contained all the day’s deliveries. As I approached the scene of the previous day’s crime, I kept an eye out for the dog in question. Sure enough, he scrambled beside my right leg and began growling and lunging. I grabbed the bat, clocked him on the head, and down he went. He survived—in fact, he continued to chase just about everybody in town—but he never bothered me again.

As willing as I was to work, I was also determined to get a high school education. Again, money was an obstacle. My mother said, “Look, I don’t have enough money for your clothes and for your food. If you can make enough money in the summer to pay for your lunches and your clothes, then you can go to high school.” After agreeing to carry my share of the financial load, I started off at the high school five blocks away on Elm Street. I finished my junior and senior years at Frederick High School, thirty-two blocks away. Rarely—and I mean rarely—was school ever closed for a snow day. It didn’t snow often in that part of the state, but when it did we tramped right through it. There were several times when we walked through six or ten inches of snow and never thought anything of it. If it was time for a haircut, Mother would give us fifteen cents and we would walk twenty-five blocks to Schwearing’s Barber Shop on West Patrick Street. If we wanted to go to a distant park or horse around at the river, we walked. I honestly think that all that walking is one of the reasons I feel so healthy today at age eighty-three. That kind of childhood conditioning not only stood me in good stead on countless future fishing expeditions, but it probably saved my life during World War II.

Even though walking was our primary mode of transportation, we lived in the golden age of train travel. There were trains everywhere when I was a kid. They ran through the cities and across the countryside, and it seemed as though I heard them wherever I went. They were a catalyst for imagination. Each winsome whistle suggested new exotic destinations full of fancy people and finery. One of my fondest memories of childhood still springs to life whenever I hear a train’s whistle. My mother could listen to the sound of a train whistle and predict when it was going to rain. How she did this I have no idea, but whenever she predicted the rain, it poured. She was uncanny.
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CHAPTER 2

A BOY’S LIFE

I HAD TO FIND A way to earn money for high school. In those days any young person who didn’t mind a little hard work could usually get a job. My first summer of high school I got a job on a farm in New Midway, Maryland. Twice that summer I mowed a four-acre field with one of the big hand scythes like the old European peasants used. The first time I did it I got so thirsty that I drank six consecutive bottles of Dr Pepper and got so sick that, to this day, if I get near a Dr Pepper the smell sets my stomach to roiling.

Life as a young man was not all hard work and misery. Far from it. I used to shoot a lot of pool, and I got pretty handy at it. In fact, I once holed 129 straight balls. We had some good players. We used to play fifty balls straight—and several times my opponent would break and he’d never get another shot; I’d run the table. After a while I had to give points. I won some money shooting pool, but I was never what you’d call a hustler. Frederick wasn’t big enough to attract big-money players, so I don’t think I ever even saw a real hustler. It was all local guys. We all knew each other and our abilities too well to be had.

Another thing that helped me a lot in my younger days was the YMCA. I managed to join using money I made from working my jobs and shooting pool. Like the Scouts, the Y had a very good influence on me. That’s where I met Charlie Keller, the baseball player. They called him “King Kong Keller.” He was one of the greatest New York Yankee hitters ever. A big muscular guy with bushy eyebrows, Charlie was a big deal in those days. He played with the Yankees for eleven seasons (he was with Detroit for two years as well), and retired with several World Series Championships and a career batting average of .286. He had bought a huge horse farm near Frederick and he used to come to the Y and work out in the wintertime. Charlie and I would jog the track together and shoot baskets and stuff like that. He was a really nice guy. Very quiet, but if you look up old baseball players he was something of a legend.

Hunting and fishing were abundant in our area, always within easy walking distance. When I was a kid, everybody had .22s—mostly inexpensive “cat rifles.”Unlike today, nobody got stupid with guns because we knew what might happen. We had a single-barrel shotgun at home. A quarter of a mile from my house we hunted rabbits and quail. And the thing was, you could hunt everywhere. In those days farmers would let anybody hunt. Nobody sued a farmer because they fell down a well and busted their leg. We all hunted, and we were pretty good at it, but it was a cost-prohibitive activity. Back then a box of shells cost seventy-five cents. By comparison, all you needed for fishing was a few branches, a a hook, and a fresh mussel. When I came back from the army I really got into hunting big-time. I had a few friends—all outdoorsman—and we’d shoot all the time. We did a lot of crow hunting. Every forest had nesting crows in it in May and June. About twenty-five miles north of us, in a place called Taneytown, was one of the biggest crow roosts in the eastern United States. They estimated that a million crows would roost there at night in the wintertime. They came in like spokes on a wheel, from a variety of flyways to this central hub. We would go up there and shoot sometimes 150 or 200 crows in a morning or an evening when they were going out or coming in. I got to be a good shot, good enough that Remington asked if I would put on local shooting demonstrations for them. I used a Model 38 20-gauge Remington, the last machined pump gun that Remington made. I also used a pump rifle, a .22 that was just like a pump gun but was a rifle, and, if I recall, had an hexagonal barrel.

The beauty of working for Remington was that if you agreed to do exhibitions for them, they would give you unlimited ammo for free. They used to send boxes of .22-caliber ammo, wooden boxes about eighteen inches long, a foot wide and a foot high. Each one had something like five thousand shells in it. They would also give us a small cash stipend. Showing off was fun, and I could use a little extra cash, but mostly I was in it for the ammo. I was getting it all for nothing. We were supposed to use it for the demonstrations, but of course we’d sneak in a little rabbit and quail on the side. I hunted passionately up until I was about sixty-five years old. Eventually I found that I just didn’t like killing things anymore. A lot of guys I know, guys who are around my age, are the same way. At a certain point in life you just don’t want to kill things. That’s one of the reasons I still love fishing: You’re still immersed in the outdoors, matching wits with nature, but in the end you put stuff back.

I developed an interest in fishing over time, through a series of natural progressions. Uncle Hen, my mother’s second husband, kept a homemade boat on the Monocacy River, which ran about four miles outside town. He never locked the boat up; he just tied a chain around a maple tree on the bank (We never locked anything in those days, not even our front doors). Since I knew how to pole a boat from about the time I was seven, I had permission from Uncle Hen to use the boat whenever I wanted. My brothers and I would walk the four miles out to the river to go fishing—even though we didn’t have rods or reels or tackle. In the first place, we couldn’t afford them. In the second place, we didn’t need them. We did what we called “bush bobbing,” a type of night fishing where you take three- or four- foot lengths of mason twine, put some kind of hook on the end, bait it, and tie it on the end of a branch overhanging a stream. As the fish grabs the bait, the branch gives and takes and—hopefully—sets the hook. Sometimes, if there were no branches close to water, we’d break off a long flexible limb and stick it deep into the riverbank. For some reason well beyond my recollection, we called these contraptions “jazz poles.”

We used to fish a place called Derr’s Woods, near Ceresville. In those days there were millions of freshwater mussels and clams in the stream and we knew how to find them. They made great bait, but we quickly learned that if you baited your hooks in the daytime the turtles would eat all the food. After considerable trial and error it occurred to us that turtles didn’t eat at night, so we’d go out during the afternoon to pick up mussels and store them in a little backwater place. Just before dark, we’d pry them open like oysters, put them in a bucket, and I’d go up and down the bushes by these streams. After dark, one guy would pole the boat and the other would perch these strings with the bait on them just beneath the surface of the water.

This was really fun. Even as city kids we were immersed in nature. Out here in the limestone areas of the mid-Atlantic we had something called a White Miller—its proper name is Ephoron leukon. It’s a snow-white fly, a very large fly, which hatches near dark in the last part of July or first week of August. Back when the local rivers were pure, down where the tracks cross the mouth of the Susquehanna, these millers used to hatch out so heavy that they actually halted the trains. When I was a kid, there were so many of them that they occasionally extinguished oil lanterns; there were so many of them attracted to the light that they would clog the vents and the flame would die out. The whole surface of the water would be covered with a sheet of white as if it had snowed on a frozen river. Every fish in the river would be up feeding on these things. You could see catfish with their mouths half out of the water swimming along loading up and then diving like a porpoise and them coming back up. The bass went crazy. Normally you don’t catch big bass on little tiny mayflies, you need real groceries, but if you were smart enough or lucky enough to be out there while they were emerging toward the surface you could catch a fish every time you cast.

The whole phenomenon only lasted about two hours, but it was absolutely magical. (Note: There are still tremendous White Miller hatches in the region. My friend Bob Clouser and I were up on the Susquehanna a few years ago and there was a big hatch going on. It got dark and we were still casting and our boat had the requisite white light on the stern. Well, so many White Millers were attracted to the light that when I reached down to get a rod off the deck I couldn’t even see it. The hatch was three inches deep on the deck).

As kids we were gone all day long. No cell phones, no worries, no tethers. Sure we lived in the ghetto, but no one ever fretted about what was going to happen to kids in those days. They didn’t have to. When we were tired or hungry we’d find our way home. After being gone all day we’d walk four miles home. It was nothing to log ten miles walking on a sunny summer day. We walked all over the mountains gathering berries. I knew where there were some pretty healthy cherry trees and a guy named Earl Starner and I would take a five-gallon can up there, fill it up with these big Bing cherries, and sell them. We knew where all the blueberry patches were, too. We’d get blueberries and sell them (and save a few for ourselves). Sure, the money helped, but you could debate whether we were really in it for the money or the adventure. Take this night fishing, or bush bobbing. As we were setting the bait we’d hear owls hooting in the trees overhead. We didn’t have any tents or nothing like that. We had a piece of canvas and if it rained we’d all just sit underneath it, basking in nature and friendship.

In reality, Frederick was far from paradise, but you couldn’t have told us that.
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CHAPTER 3

THE FISHMONGER

AS KIDS, OUR WORLD CHANGED for good when we found out that Miller’s Cash Market at 1 South Bentz Street would actually buy dressed catfish for ten cents a pound. When you consider that the combined cost of a ticket to the movies and a small bag of popcorn was only eleven cents, this was a financial bonanza.

We immediately got to work. We began running the bush bobs twice a night. You’d set them, wait an hour or two, and then you’d go back. Pretty good work if you could get it. As the sun set on nature’s amusement park, we would begin to hear throaty American toads calling all along the river. There were thousands of them and they sang their song, “Wauk, wauk wauk,” all night. Every gravel bar along the river held thousands of them. Sadly, I haven’t heard one in years. There were also small green frogs that we called “sharpies.” They made wonderful bait for smallmouth bass. The willow grass beds along the water’s edge were chock full of them. As night secured the surrounding terrain, farmers’ fields would sparkle with swarms of fireflies. After a couple hours you’d go back and check out the bush bobs. With any luck, you’d see the limbs bobbing up and down and you knew you had money on the line. Hell, this was exciting. Sometimes we caught eight- and ten-pounders. I mean big ones.

Then it was off to Miller’s. Old Man Miller was a nasty guy, but his money spent just fine. Some guys got a little queasy over fish guts. I didn’t mind them at all. Sometimes I’d bring in ten or fifteen pounds of fish in a day. When the fish were biting, I made more money in a few days than a lot of men who worked all week. Through my last three years in high school I was a relative fat cat. But of course, I had bills to pay. I kept enough for my school clothes and lunches, and gave the rest to Mother.

By the time I was fourteen, I had saved enough money to upgrade to real fishing tackle. I bought my first plug-casting rod—a big squared-off metal deal made by American Fork and Hoe Company. I still have it. While the rod was certainly an improvement over bush-bobbing, it did take a little getting used to. This one place I used to go to—we called it Seven Fences because you had to crawl over seven fences to get there—was about four miles away on the Monocacy, below where we did our bush-bobbing. One morning I was off to Seven Fences. It was wet, and farmers in the area had just begun to install electrified fences. Of course, my shoes were wet, and I stepped over a wire fence. Even now, some seventy years later, I can still remember the jolt. I finally managed to step over the fence, but as I walked away, I absentmindedly dipped that metal rod down on the wire for another dose. Either one of those shocks would probably kill me today.

Anyway, the countryside was full of opportunity and adventure for an eager kid. We trapped muskrats and sold muskrat hides. I think we got twenty-five cents a hide. They made fur coats from them and a lot of people liked to eat the meat. We called it “March rabbit.” Still, we were far from expert outdoorsmen. We learned from being there. For instance, I was told that if you caught a skunk in a trap and you picked his feet off the ground that he couldn’t stink you. I’m here to tell you that’s a darn lie. One day I was at Caywood’s Springs on the Monocacy River, about three miles from home. I’d just caught my first skunk. So I walked up like I knew better, picked him up by the tail, and he hit me full in the chest with his spray. I must have vomited for twenty-five minutes. I went home and my mother was absolutely furious. She used to hand wash our clothes in a washtub, the kind with the old-fashioned scrubbing board. Somebody told her if you poured tomato juice on the clothes and buried them in the ground for a few weeks the stink would come out. Well, six weeks later we dug them up and they stunk just as bad as the day we buried them. That was my first and last time trapping skunks.

I was learning the ways of the woods and getting by in school. I got Bs and Cs—maybe the odd D—unless it was a class I liked—then I managed to get As. The only class I ever really looked forward to was Problems of Democracy. And the only reason I liked it was the teacher, Miss Delash. I don’t remember her first name because we never used it—seemed like back then teachers didn’t have first names. Well, she made that class so interesting that I got an A+. I got Cs in English because I hated it. It’s hard to reconcile that with the fact that I’ve made my living in large part by writing for magazines and newspapers and writing books all these years. The very fact that you are reading this book is pretty amazing, considering how much I struggled with English as a child.

So how does a guy who hated English make a career of publishing? They’re called editors. I always felt that an editor and a writer are a team. The editor wants it to be the best and you want it to be the best. So, the only time that I ever mess with my editors is when their changes make something materially incorrect. Also, the legendary outdoor writer Joe Brooks, a dear friend and a man we’ll talk about at length later on, once told me never to use a big word where a little word would do. I’ve followed that advice all my life.

While I struggled in the classroom, I was successful in sports. I was the pitcher on the high school baseball team. I was on the basketball team, too. This was back in the days when little guys could still play basketball. I was a guard, and my deadliest asset was undoubtedly my peripheral vision. This is something that has been helpful in my angling as well. I can see 180 degrees in front of me without any effort. In fact, I can virtually see behind me. When you have that kind of peripheral vision you don’t have to look directly at the guy you’re passing the ball to. They used to say that Oscar Robertson, who, back in the 1960s and ’70s, was one of the standout guards in the NBA, was similarly gifted. He had huge eyes. They used to say that when he slept his eyelids didn’t even cover his eyes; that’s how big and bulbous they were. Anyway, I could be looking to my left and I could see a guy cutting for the basket to my right and throw the ball to him. I could dribble with either hand and shoot with either hand, which a lot of guys back then couldn’t do. During practice our coach used to tell all the guys on the team to keep their eyes on the ball at all times. “Don’t watch Lefty,” he’d say, “watch the ball.” In fact, many years later when I’d become known for fishing, Sports Illustrated did a story on left-handers in sports and interviewed me. They said their research had shown that left-handers can generally do a lot more with their right hand than right-handers can do with their left.

There’s a funny addendum to that SI story. One of the black kids from Frederick was a guy named Ed Posey. Ed and I used to fish carp together using dough balls for bait. Well, Ed was a big sports fan. He loved basketball and football, and he read Sports Illustrated religiously. In all the years that we had been fishing together he didn’t know that I was an outdoor writer because we never talked about work. Well, SI comes out with this profile on me in the dang magazine. A few days later I had a whole bunch of rods and reels and lines to test, and I went down to Point of Rocks on the Potomac. When I got there I saw Ed with his carp rods in the water. So we talked a minute, and I noticed there was a glint of newborn respect in his eyes. He said, “Hey Lefty, I done seen you in Sports Illustrated.” He said, “What the hell is this fly casting anyway?”

I thought, “Well, I’m gonna impress my buddy.” So I got all eight rods out and I cast all of them at once. He’s sitting there watching. Then I cast four rods, then I cast two, then I’d switch in midair. Then I did a steeple cast and a skip cast and a curve cast and all these other fancy casts. Ed’s sitting there watching—he’d never seen anything like it before. I finally got done with my little show and said, “Well, what do you think?”

He sat silent for a moment and then grunted, “Ain’t worth a shit. You ain’t caught nothin’.” I got the biggest kick out of that.

The follow-up to that story is that I did do a lot of fly-casting demonstrations after the war, in the early and mid-1950s. I used to cast four fly rods at one time. And then I would cast eight. Then I would knock cigarettes out of women’s mouths at fifty feet with a fly line. I’ll let you in on a little secret: that kind of stuff really isn’t as hard as it looks. Anyway, I stopped doing all that hotdogging when I realized that all I was doing was entertaining. Stuff like that never actually helped another person cast better or fish better, so I ultimately stopped doing it and focused on true instruction.
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CHAPTER 4

THE WAR

IN JUNE 1942 I GRADUATED from high school. Four days later, I got a form letter in the mail; like thousands of other kids around the country, I had been drafted into the U.S. Army. I was to report to Camp Shelby in Hattiesburg, Mississippi.

I hated the Army. Despised it. It ran counter to my lifelong instinct to make things better. I am an inveterate tinkerer and self-described inventor. If I see a hitch in some process or product, I simply have to find a way to fix it. A visitor to my home will see more Rube Goldbergian gadgets than he could imagine. From using old beer can cozies for storing fishing line, to a homemade platform that holds my coffee cup within arm’s reach of my desktop computer, my life is full of necessity’s children.

There’s no doubt in my mind that my ability to discern flaws and my passion for addressing them have made me a better fisherman, outdoorsman, and writer. Years ago, before we had spinning tackle, we relied on plug casting. The problem there was that the lures we were using, almost all of which were hollow inside, were not heavy enough to pull the line off the reel during a cast. The fish had gotten pretty wise to the large lures we had been using, and we knew they’d bite on smaller lures, but the smaller lures wouldn’t have enough heft to pull the line. So how could we get added weight into a smaller lure?

I drilled one small hole in the bottom of these hollow lures and another hole in the top. If you held the lure underwater and pumped against that bottom hole you could force water inside it. Then you cast it. If it wasn’t heavy enough you could put more water in. Too heavy and you could put your mouth on top and blow some water out the bottom. You could adjust the lure for the exact need of the wind, and your equipment. And because all we were using was water for the added weight, there was no effect on the lure’s ability to “swim.” Common sense.

I modify almost everything I buy. I had a camera case that used to slide all over the place, so I took old rubber conveyor belt material and fastened it to the bottom of the case. Now it stays still. I don’t think that people who make stuff use it. Think about lens caps on cameras. They’re black. So are the press-tabs you push in to release them. I take bright colored fingernail polish and paint the tabs so that in low light I can find them quickly. Why they don’t make them high-visibility orange at the factory is a mystery to me. I was fishing for crappie and I was using a real bright chartreuse and yellow float about one inch in diameter. I could see that float in just about any light. So I just took two little pieces of teakwood and put a screw in it and bolted it upright on the luggage rack on top of the car, and I can see that thing in a parking lot from 150 yards. I don’t even look for my car anymore, I just look for the yellow float.

The Army drove me crazy because it’s a paragon of inefficiency. I saw problem after unaddressed problem, but quickly learned that the U.S. Army is not interested in creative solutions or even creative thinkers. We did so many things every day that just didn’t make any sense. That whole “hurry up and wait” philosophy chapped me. I know some of this was meant to instill discipline, but it was very impractical. Maybe it’s better today, but in those days the military was run very, very inefficiently.

Of course, even I, the great wunderkind, wasn’t always as smart as I thought I was. One day during basic training I was ordered to take some grub up to the forward observation post. Back then the big 155-mm howitzers remained several miles behind the front lines. The eyes and ears for these big guns are the forward observers who have to be positioned in front of the infantry so they can tell the soldiers manning the howitzers when and where to fire. When I arrived with the food at the observation post, three soldiers were lying in the shade manning the telephone and directing the Howies where and when to shoot. These howitzers weighed thirteen tons. If we were told to shoot farther, we cranked the barrel higher. But often if we had to adjust our aim to either side—right or left—we had to actually lift the gun to do so. Beyond that, we had to build and maintain a mound of earth to protect the gun and its operators from enemy fire. This was not easy work. That day, as I saw the observers lounging in the shade and having their meals catered, I pledged that I too would one day be a forward observer. I became one, and only when I got overseas and into actual combat did I realize how tough and dangerous that job truly is.

I was a real Einstein; I had everything figured out. But over time I began to realize that the Army is simply not geared for logic. I remember the Army offered each soldier a special insurance policy, one that paid our survivors in the event that we were killed while in the service. A soldier could choose from two plans, the $5,000 payout and the $10,000 payout. I never knew anyone who bought the costlier option because none of us had the money (we only earned $21 a month back then). Well, I was sitting on my bunk in the barracks when two fellow soldiers started discussing the insurance plan.

“Which policy did you get,” asked one.

“I got the $5,000 plan,” he replied. “Which one did you get?’

“I got me the $10,000 policy.”

Astounded, his friend replied, “You gotta be crazy to spend all that money on that policy b’cuz if you get killed it ain’t gonna do you no good.”

“Me? Killed?” he asked haughtily. “You think they’re going to send a $10,000 soldier to the front lines when they got a $5,000 soldier like you?”

The Army, however, was not without its pluses. As a child and as a Boy Scout I had learned to love the outdoors. And while the uninitiated might see Hattiesburg as the monstrous swamp it sits in, I saw it as a remarkable repository of wildlife. There were still ivory-billed woodpeckers down there. These things were supposed to be extinct. There had been some talk about a pair in Cuba, and just a few months ago The New York Times trumpeted the species’ revival, but I’m telling you there were ivory-billed woodpeckers back in this swamp in 1942. Beautiful birds. When I’d see one of these stunning and rare beauties I would ask the captain to lend me his field glasses for close-up viewing. All these other guys were going off to the bars and whorehouses in Hattiesburg, and there I was wading into the woods looking for birds. Believe me, they had some doubts about me for a while.

Like everyone else, I was a private when I first went to basic. I was the number-one man on the 8-mm howitzer. To the nascent engineer in me, these weapons were a technological marvel. They were capable of throwing a hundred-pound shell at a church steeple eight miles away. They revolutionized warfare. Just before we were shipped overseas, the army came out with proximity fuses for the 8 mm shell. This meant that we now had the capability to make these things detonate at a designated height from the ground. Instantly, these deadly howitzers became ten times more effective. We could now knock out a German tank from four or five miles away.

Being in the Army in 1942 was very different from being in the Army in 1932. For one thing, the war was on and there was a very good chance you were going to see action. But there’s another thing many younger Americans don’t realize about World War II; something that’s been lost in the hagiography that has enveloped the era: we did not know we were going to win that war. In fact, if Hitler had done a number of things differently, I’m convinced we wouldn’t have won it. For example, if Germany had not invaded Russia, but had instead concentrated on getting England and then getting us, Hitler probably would have prevailed. We didn’t know we were going to win that war until after we invaded Europe in June of 1944, and even then victory hung in the balance at Normandy.

Anyway, I was in Hattiesburg for a little over a year of basic. For the first time in my life, I was around only white guys. The Army didn’t allow blacks in the barracks back then. They could run motor pools and maintenance operations and things like that, but they were forbidden from bunking with us. What they did have in Hattiesburg, however, was a Japanese infantry division. Boy, were they impressive. I guess because of the stigma of being Japanese at that particular time in history they worked three times harder than any of us. Whatever the reason, they were unbelievable—not just in training, but when they went into battle they flat ran us into the ground. They just excelled at everything they did.

As much as I hated the army, Camp Shelby did allow some of the fruits of my misspent youth to blossom. Back in Frederick I had gotten pretty good at shooting pool. Eventually, the manager of the YMCA would let me play for free as long as I took care of his tables. So for several years before I joined the Army, I restored the felt on the tables, maintained rails, stuff like that. Well, in the Army, every battery or company has a “day room”—a rec room with Ping-Pong, Coke machines, and card tables. Hattiesburg had all these brand-new pool tables, but since nobody on base knew how to put them together, they just sat there gathering dust. I volunteered to assemble the tables—a move that exempted me from more than one twenty-mile hike. Incidentally, I was in superb physical condition in those days and I couldn’t understand the thirty-year-olds when we’d go on the twenty-mile hike. Man, the lead fell out of their rear ends and crushed their ankles. They were so tired. I also felt sorry for many of the big-city boys when they were forced to march or take care of themselves outdoors. We walked so much as kids not only to school and back but also to the rivers and back and on berry hunts that even the longest walks in the army were nothing. Still, I didn’t mind missing out on them.

So I fixed up all the pool tables and got some of the guys interested in shooting a little pool. Nothing big, just for fun. Then, a few weeks later, a guy named Willie Hoppe shows up in camp. Hoppe is largely forgotten today, but he is still considered by many to be the greatest all-around billiard player ever. In 1906, at the tender age of eighteen, Hoppe won his first world title by defeating the renowned French champion, Maurice Vignaux, at 18.1 Balkline in a memorable match in Paris. He went on to win the 18.2 Balkline and Cushion Carom titles and, between 1936 and 1952, captured the Three-Cushion title eleven times. In 1940, at 52 years old, Hoppe accomplished what many billiards fans believed impossible: He went through an entire world three-cushion billiards tournament undefeated.

By the time he joined us in Hattiesburg, Willie was in his midfifties. His visit was part of a tour of military installations to help out GI morale. He would go around to different company barracks at night and shoot pool or do trick shots to entertain the troops. Well, when Willie got to Hattiesburg he wanted somebody to shoot with him. I knew I couldn’t hang with no Willie Hoppe, but I volunteered in a heartbeat, and did I ever learn a lot. For a few weeks I was the billiards version of the Washington Generals, the gag team that gets thumped by the Harlem Globetrotters every night. One of the first things he taught me was point of contact. Have you ever seen the numbers on a pool ball? They’re in that little circle. Well, when you’re lining up to hit the cue ball, he told me, imagine a circle like that on it. You never want your stick to hit outside that little imaginary circle, no bigger than a nickel, or you’ll miscue.

He also told me that you either want to use follow (topspin) or draw (backspin) on most shots and to avoid English (sidespin) on a long shot if you can help it. English makes the ball curve, he said. It may be imperceptible but it’s going to curve some. Plus, if you put left-hand English on a ball, it’s going to knock the next ball it hits it to the right. That’s why your “leave” is so important. The correct leave will allow you to use topspin or backspin while minimizing the need for English.

Willie was in town for several weeks, and we shot pool virtually every night. I was like a vacuum cleaner, just sucking up his knowledge. I came to Hattiesburg thinking I knew a lot about pool, but I learned so darn many things from him. Ever since, I’ve felt that if you want to learn something, find an expert. If you want to learn to shoot pool don’t go to some guy in a mansion that’s got a beautiful pool table in his smoking room. Go down to the local pool parlor and learn from some guy who’s making his groceries off the game. Either he’ll know the game or he ain’t gonna eat. That’s the guy that you want to learn from.

After our training in Hattiesburg we shipped to New Jersey and then to New York Harbor for a quick layover before setting sail for Europe and the war. I hate New York about as much as I hated the Army, but because it’s the publishing capital of the world, I’ve since had to go a few times in my life. I never developed a taste for the place. For a guy who loves nature and the outdoors, New York, with its asphalt carpet and concrete canyons, is just antithetical.
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