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Praise for A River Trilogy

“W. D. Wetherell is a good fisherman, a better writer, and a most agreeable companion who has a deep feeling for the natural world in which his quarry swim.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Wetherell writes about fishing with an angler’s love for the sport and a novelist’s eye for detail.”

—John Gierach, author of All Fisherman Are Liars

“Wetherell defends the plain pleasures of his sport and the environmental purity to sustain it, as well as what he, a novelist, calls ‘the wild upland province of words.’ He moves naturally from the beauty of a Copper Run trout to Beauty itself . . . He has a naturalist’s eye, glorying in the things mankind has not yet sullied, grieving for those we have.”

—New York Times

“Wetherell has better than any writer I know caught the character of Eastern fly-fishing: the energetic personalities of its seasons, geographies, politics natural and unnatural, and inhabitants both civilized and wild. These books have been provided us courtesy of an artist unwilling to concede that there is a distinction to be made between what is said and the manner of its saying.”

—John Engels, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for poetry

“Vermont River is one of those rare instances when fly-fishing writing overflows its banks and spreads freely into the fields of literature.”

—John Merwin, founder of Fly Rod & Reel 
and author of Stillwater Trout

“These are bold little gleeful books by a writer I’ve admired for years that should endear themselves to everybody who likes streams and woods and country as well as simply to other fishermen, who will find them both astute and lyric.”

—Edward Hoagland, author of In the Country of the Blind

“Immensely readable books by a young fisherman-writer equally obsessed by the twin pursuits of the elusive trout and the elusive word. I both love and envy them.”

—Robert Traver, author of Trout Magic

“Wetherell understands the currents that flow through a fly-fisher’s soul and he taps into them with rare wit and grace. One of the most talented voices to be heard in angling literature in a long while. I found myself wishing for at least one page more, or one chapter more, and one book more. So will you.”

—Steve Raymond, author of Trout Quintet

“Delightful books that impart the soul of the river the angler, and the surrounding countryside.”

—Ted Giddings, journalist

“This is my idea of what fishing books should be—and too seldom are. Like fly fishing itself, the books soothe the soul and answer more than a few questions all of us have asked of a day, a river, or a trout.”

—Gene Hill, former columnist for Field & Stream

“Deeply felt yet resolutely unsentimental, consistently generous yet unflinching in its allegiances, Wetherell’s is a voice of sanity and sense for our increasingly virtual age. Reading him is like coming home.”

—Mark Slouka, author of Nobody’s Son and 
recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship

“Literary gems.”

—Paul Marriner, author of Atlantic Salmon: A Fly Fishing Primer

“Wetherell is the ideal armchair companion—an elegant writer, a fastidious, observant angler, a charming streamside companion.”

—J. Z. Grover, writer for In-Fisherman
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A Word at the Start
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My books on fly fishing—“Celebrations,” I like to call them—are now back in print, published together in one volume as I’d always intended. Thirty years have gone by since the first of the trio, Vermont River, came out, so I’d like to briefly explain how I came to write of rivers and fishing, then go on to talk about how the books have fared over the years, and how I view things now.


In 1981, I published my first novel, Souvenirs. It fared as most first novels do, or at least first earnestly-imagined, ambitiously-written, philosophical/experimental ones do. Respectful reviews, friends and relatives being kind, a publisher unwilling to do any promotion, the buzz surrounding its publication lasting all of ten minutes—and then nothing but remainders.


Bruised, battered, but in no way ready to quit, I cast about for my next project. I had fallen in love with fly-fishing as a teenager, thanks to my parents buying a summer house on a bassy Connecticut lake. This led me to fly-fishing, and then—a passionate reader as a kid—to the literature fly-fishing boasts of, the “fishing in print.” Don Quixote fell in love with chivalry by reading romances about it; I fell in love with trout fishing by reading romances (for that’s what most fishing books are) about it—and for many years my passion, like Quixote’s, went largely unrequited.

My twenties were a wretched decade—and at least part of the reason was that, stuck in New York, I hardly fished at all. It was only when I met Celeste and we moved to northern New England that I at last began to fish as much as I wanted to. My love (well, two loves; Celeste and I were married now) was at long last requited—and the miracle of this gave me lots to write about.

I told my agent—a sophisticated West Sider who thought Siberia began just north of 86th Street—that I was interested in writing a book about fly fishing. “Fine,” she said, lifting her lovely aristocratic nose. “But I am no longer your agent.”

“Fine,” I said back to her. “But I am writing it anyway.”

It’s a fool’s errand now, but back in l983 it was just barely possible to have a book considered by a publisher by sending it “over the transom” without anyone at the house ever having heard of you. The odds were long—your manuscript, if read at all, was pulled from the aptly named “slush pile”—but no worse than buying a lottery ticket, and all it cost you was postage.

I wrote a first chapter, sent it to Nick Lyons Books in New York, and why I picked them was because I knew Nick’s name. I’d been a fan of his writing for a long time—he was one of those fly-fishing essayists I found in my teens. His Fishing Widows became one of my favorite books; here was a writer who, like me, was stuck in cement most of the time, but, on his treasured moments stolen on a trout stream, came alive both as a writer and as a man. His writing was (and is) witty, learned, lyrical, sensitive, street-smart and river-smart; he had a column on the back page of Fly Fisherman magazine, and, like thousands of flyfishers across the country, I read each one eagerly as it came out.

(How good is Nick’s writing? Our summer house was broken into one winter, though the only things stolen was a Heddon fly rod I loved and my treasured copy of Fishing Widows. A thief of unusual discrimination!)

I wrote that first chapter, scratched my head for a title, came up with Vermont River (important, not to have an “s” on the end), typed it across the top of the page, and sent it to Nick in New York, with a letter briefly explaining who I was and what I was up to.

I can’t remember if it came via a phone call or letter, but after a month went by I was surprised and pleased to find Nick loved it. “Make it brilliant!” he wrote across the bottom of the contract, and, armed with his enthusiasm, I did my best to comply.

Nick remained my editor for the next two Celebrations: Upland Stream and One River More. Anyone who follows fly fishing won’t be surprised at this, Nick having godfathered into print more fishing literature than any editor before him, and, almost certainly, any editor that will come after. The secret of his success, from a writer’s point of view, is simple: he does something no other editor seems to have time for now. He appreciates you. He’s on your side. He cheers you on. “You’re really writing well,” he’ll say—and while this doesn’t sound particularly profound, only a writer used to the neglect that comes with publishing with the big boys will understand how important these rarely-uttered, morale-boosting words can be.

Vermont River was my homage to the fishing writers I loved as a boy. And Thoreau—I can’t forget Thoreau, even though he was a perch and pickerel fisherman, not a fly fisher. Reading him at fourteen literally changed my life. If I could blend lyricism with preciseness, include some humor, find words that once in a miraculous while mirrored the beauty of what I was describing, then at least an infinitesimal increment in the debt I owed him would finally be paid.
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The reaction when the book was published? It was the same as when I went on to publish Upland Stream and One River More, or even now when one of my essays appears. Readers who know me only through novels are surprised to learn I write about fishing; readers who know me only through fishing are surprised to learn I write novels.

To me, it’s not the serious-unserious division some think. If you write contemporary fiction you have to deal with many hard and tragic things, and it’s a relief to turn to writing of happier matters—a joy to write lyrically, wearing your heart on your sleeve.

And while fly fishing may not be one of the world’s most important subjects, it is one of the most important nonimportant subjects, so when I write of rivers I never feel like I’m slumming.

You have to hide much of your meaning when writing fiction; it’s part of the art to let the reader discover this on their own. Writing essays can be relaxing, even liberating in comparison—you have permission to flat out say what’s on your mind. But not too relaxing—it’s the first rule I made myself. If I was going to write nonfiction, not only about fly fishing but about travel and opera and soccer and family life and any other subject that caught my interest, I wasn’t going to condescend to it, but give it the same attention and respect I gave my fiction.

There were several of us making the same discovery at about the same time, the mid l980s and l990s. Baby Boomers who were crazy nuts about fly fishing, and realized that a fishing essay could be about a lot more than fly fishing. We’d pay attention to the form—there was usually at least one trout caught somewhere in our twenty pages—but we’d take it in bold new directions, widen its focus, so instead of just writing about trout streams, bourbon, and male bonding, those staples of earlier fishing writers, we’d talk about politics and ethics and love and lust and family and culture, and—though me, not so much—drugs, sex, and rock and roll. Fly-fishing literature’s New Wave—though none of us knew each other or fished together or frequented the same bars, and it was never an organized movement.

Reviewers picked up on this. One, writing in the New York Times, opined that I was only pretending to make my essays be about fishing, when they were really about so much more. Yes, good point, Mr. Reviewer sir. But in response I’d offer this: My essays that aren’t really about fishing contain an awful lot of fishing.

All three books brought me new friends. People called and asked me to go fishing. Readers sent me gifts in the mail: hand-tied flies, homemade fly boxes, poems they had written about their own favorite rivers, fresh-baked cookies. Two of my oldest friendships began that way, with people telling me how much they loved Vermont River, and this happy fringe benefit continued with Upland Stream and One River More.

I think an important reason for the books’ success is this: they are books written by a young man. Not age-wise (I was up in my thirties when Vermont River appeared, fifty when One River More came out), but in spirit. This is particularly true with Vermont River, where there’s an undercurrent of boyish glee running throughout. I was high when writing it—high from finally having at long last against all odds achieved the most ardently longed for of my dreams. I was living in the country, fishing as much as I wanted to, writing seven days a week . . . and, most miraculously of all, I was married to the woman I loved, this after a decade in which I thought, for reasons I could never make sense of, I was sentenced to a life of solitude.

For Celeste, the dedication read. Thirty-two years later they’re still my favorite words in the book.
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One of the most surprising reactions the book elicited was praise from men and women who didn’t fish. “Dear Mr. Wetherell,” their letters often began. “I’ve never read a book on fishing before let alone ever caught a fish, but something made me pick your book up and much to my amazement I read every word.”

No response pleases me more. And my guess is that, if these readers don’t fish, they have a similar passion. Gardening, hiking, birding, banjo playing, woodworking, cooking. They know what it’s like to build your life around an avocation, and how, if you do, you can find a world of interest, solace, and delight in something that, to workaholics without interests, seems slightly loony. We speak the same language, so it’s no wonder they respond. They know a passion when they see one.

And there are no fishing theories or innovations or discoveries cluttering up these pages. I sometimes wish there were—wish I had invented a new fly or a revolutionary casting technique—but the only thing I’ve ever contributed to the art of angling is a change in vocabulary.

“I’ve caught five fish,” I used to say, when I got home from a trip. But then I realized caught hardly does the experience justice. What about the fish I saw rising and couldn’t fool? The fish lost while playing them? The fish glimpsed in the shallows before I scared them away? The fish my friend caught and netted? The fish—and here comes my favorite new fishing word—encountered.

A simple enough change, and my friends, to keep me happy, all use the word now, finding it a much more accurate term when it comes to describing what kind of day it’s been. I’ve have mornings on the water where I’ve caught five fish and been bored; I’ve had mornings on the water where I’ve caught nothing, but encountered dozens—and it’s those days I remember with the most delight. Then, too, it’s a change in terminology that helps the fish, taking the pressure off catching them and switching it to experiencing them. Missed that strike? Don’t let it bother you, pardner. You encountered him, right?

So, if after reading this you’re in the mood to do me a favor, switch the words yourself. Don’t catch fish anymore; encounter them.
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When authors reread books they’ve written in the past they find themes and passages they would emphasize and themes and passages they would de-emphasize, and this is a natural part of my reaction to having these back in print: wishing I had done certain things differently.

The last chapter of Upland Stream is called “Why Fish.” I put Geography as the first reason—something of a surprise then, and something (though I still love to explore) I would now rank second or third. What should be number one is Water, or rather, Watery Beauty, since this more than anything is the reason I fish.

I love everything connected with water . . . love to drink it, love to swim in it, love to skim pebbles across it, love to dip my toes in, love watching surf, love watching whitecaps, love baths, love showers, love the way watery surfaces reflect light or pull it in, with a thousand different variations I never get tired of witnessing. And while, like an art lover strolling through a gallery, I could indulge myself in much of this merely by sitting down near a river and staring, it wouldn’t be the same.

Fishing—having a mission; asking the natural world specific questions; getting out in it under all kinds of circumstances; making it the background for a quest—serves as the entre into a world of astonishing beauty and richness, bringing it alive in a way no passive connoisseur could experience. Rivers are beautiful without my standing in the middle of one, but the only reason I ever stand in the middle of one is to cast to a rising fish.

(I loved, as a kid, the half-rhyme of Walter with water. “Cool clear Wal-ter,” my friends would sing, and even now a letter will occasionally arrive with the “l” left out, so it’s addressed to Water Wetherell.)

I’d list another reason just under it: Things Happen. I’m one of those novelists who leads a quiet, solitary life; I’ve learned over the years that this is what my work requires. There are days, particularly in winter, when I don’t talk to another human being other than my wife, and, if she’s working late, not even her; the only time I go outside is for short snowshoe hikes through our meadow or hit-and-run raids on the post office.

I make up for this in fishing season. Things happen when I fish that don’t necessarily involve fish; I get at the world and the world gets at me.

I find an abandoned kayak in a river backwater, tow it to shore, wonder who’s it is, find a hand-lettered “Missing” sign at our general store, call the number, have a delighted young boy thank me profusely—he was in serious hot water for letting that kayak get away . . . A woman scuba diver, working at pulling milfoil from the bottom of a Vermont lake, comes back to shore for her lunch break, walks right over to where I’m stringing up my rod, smiles beautifully, points to the back of her wetsuit. “Can you unzip me?” she asks . . . A hot air balloon, in silence, skims the water inches behind my canoe . . . Flowers, waterlogged roses dropped by mourners on a lake as a memorial where a young teacher was brutally murdered, touch the sides of my boat—touch me . . . An osprey strafes up a trout, struggles skyward with it, shifts it around in its talons; an eagle, gliding down from the pines, patiently follows it until it lets go . . . A Jewish fishing guide born in Casablanca, sharing lunch with me on the banks of a Quebec salmon river, confides in me his worries about his wife . . . A dam starts releasing water long before its scheduled to, sending down a wall of water that knocks me over, rolls me around, strips my rod away, almost drowns me.

Things happen.
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There’s a subject I would spend more time on if I was writing these books now: fishing ethics. I may have given myself a pass on this in the trilogy, reasoning that since I feel such goodwill toward fish then surely they will understand, bear me no ill will, if I hook them in the lip and tug them toward me; surely the reader will understand, too, that ethically speaking, I’m one of the good guys.

That’s what I used to think. Now, I’m not so sure. Our relationship with animals has come under a lot of scrutiny in our new century, and this includes reassessing such “blood sports” as fishing. We flyfishers think that practicing catch-and-release absolves us from moral blame, but animal rights activists think catch-and-release is particularly cruel. Killing a fish for food they grudgingly accept; playing it just for fun they can’t accept, and in some European countries releasing a trout back into the water is now against the law.

I could be flippant on this . . . Surely Mr. Trout, if asked, would prefer to be caught and released rather than eaten. . . but it’s a serious enough argument that I wish I had the room here to go into it with the attention it deserves.

I would end up admitting a lot of what activists are telling us, but, in the end, defend fly fishing with all my power, at least if practiced ethically, by men and women who bring to the river great humility and respect. As another writer once pointed out, ninety seconds spent with a small hook in its lip, when compared to the countless hazards of a trout’s life, is far from the worst challenge it will face.

Then, too, what is hard on an individual fish is good for the species. Trout, bass, stripers, and the other “game” fish. Their deciding to look beautiful and fight hard, in evolutionary terms, was a very shrewd move, since it’s convinced man to do everything we can to protect their environment. Nowadays, an animal needs political clout in order to thrive—needs a fan club, a constituency, lobbyists. Those fish that don’t have this . . . lowly squawfish, various suckers, tiny darters . . . lead a perilous life, environmentally speaking, and never having to worry about a Royal Wulff in their lip is probably scant consolation.

(If anything, trout have succeeded too well politically. Out in the Rockies, the native cutthroat, let alone those squawfish, is taking it on the chin because of fishery policies favoring invasive browns from Germany and rainbows from the Pacific, who, from the fly-fisher’s point of view, are sexier and more desirable.)

If pressed, I would admit that I may well give fish pain when I play them on a fly rod; certainly, they have better things to do than be pulled toward my net. I treat them as gently as I can; I do everything in my power to insure they will be released unharmed (this means, among things, no photos); I work for their environment; I write about them, with, I hope, the kind of sensitivity they deserve.

Is this enough to redeem the potential cruelty? For me, it is enough. For others, it may not be. But the argument, in my own heart, is far from over, and I’ll be puzzling over these things until the day I die.
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But these moral qualms pale when compared to a much larger issue: climate change. If it’s as bad as scientists think it will be—and already is—then it’s not just trout that are threatened; the two of us will be fighting for space on whatever spaceship goes flying out to try another planet.

I’m puzzled when people question whether climate change is really happening, since the evidence here in northern New England is everywhere you look. It’s happening all right, and at breathtaking speed. Some of the trout streams described in these books are now too warm to support trout. Mayfly hatches begin earlier every season and last longer into autumn. Smallmouth bass spawn ten days earlier than they did when we first moved here. Blackbirds return to our hedgerow earlier and earlier every spring. Our blueberries ripen on the Fourth of July now, not on Bastille Day like ten years ago. The flowers in our window boxes bloom to mid-November. Celeste—the acid proof!—swims in our local pond beginning in June, when in years past it was too cold for her until July; I swim outdoors until mid-October, and last year fifteen of us plunged in on Christmas morning.

Warming is real, and for any writer who celebrates the natural world, this means it’s hard to look our subject matter in the eye without feeling tremendous guilt and shame I’m not immune to this; I’m happy I wrote these books while I still could. If I wrote them today, the tone would be darker.
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I began fly fishing when I was fourteen; I’m now sixty-nine. Do the math and you’ll see why this trilogy is subtitled “A Fly-Fishing Life.”

And I still fish as ardently as ever, though not quite so hard. The young man in me—stubborn to let go—still shakes with excitement when I approach a new river or lake. God, I love fishing! And when I calm down enough to string my line through the guides, wade out to the first pool and start casting, I always pause just long enough to remember how lucky I am to have pursued this sport, this art, for so many years, played with so many trout, explored such beautiful water.

Do I ever feel guilty about this, that my fishing time could better have been spent doing what we’re supposed to do in a capitalist system, making money? I do not feel guilty. If I’m ever tempted in that direction, then I think of all the other things I could have devoted this ardency to—selling high-risk mortgage bonds, making up fake news, writing advertisements, lying for a politician, cheating on Wall Street, wheeling and dealing on a golf course. No, I don’t feel guilty at all.

And I’ve always liked that part of the sport, the anti-establishment aspect. Yes, fly-fishing has been trendy for a good thirty years now, the activity of choice for the young and well-heeled, but there are signs this is fading out now, and we lovers of quiet and solitude will reclaim our sport as an antidote to all the havoc the one-percenters have caused. And young men play video games now rather than enjoying the outdoors; we may well see a time in the near future when a flyfisher working a good stretch of river is an increasingly rare sight.

In the meantime, resist! If you spot flyfishers accoutered in $4,000 worth of gear, coached by a $500-a-day guide standing obsequiously at their elbow, sneak through the bushes and throw stones in their pool.
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More and more of my fishing is for smallmouth bass. We have fair-to-middlin’ trout fishing here, but an outstanding bass fishery, and going after them with bugs and poppers is an enormous amount of fun. No one fly fishes for them around here but me, and the bass boys in their high-powered boats tend to go elsewhere. After vowing to never write another book about fishing after One River More, I went and wrote a book about this new passion, Summer of the Bass, motivated by a missionary zeal to rescue this wonderful fish, so typically American in all its virtues, from the tournament fishers, the hucksters, who have held it hostage for far too long.

And I now fish still waters more than I do rivers. This is a natural progression when you get older—wading a rocky river gets harder on the knees. But it’s not just old-fart fishing; fishing lakes is how I learned as a teenager, so it’s coming back to my roots. I’d like to write a book about a lake or pond someday (I have the title all picked out: Still Waters Run Deep), since, while right off the top of my head I can think of a dozen classic books about men and rivers, I can only think of one for a pond, the obvious one by Thoreau.

I’ve become fascinated by “gulper” fishing, which means that when it comes to the ponds and lakes around here, even the largest, I’m primarily interested in the top three inches. This is the zone where cruisers cruise, gulpers gulp, sippers sip—often rainbows, sometimes browns, occasionally brookies. They’re feeding on subimagos of the mayfly that haven’t escaped to the air, midge pupae hanging shrimp-like in the surface film, terrestrials that have crash-landed before reaching shore. Trout cruise along happily sipping these, their noses bulging the water like the snouts of submarines, which, after looking things over, prudently submerge.

Often their fins are visible—they cut through the surface like they’re slicing and dicing the water into private soup bowls they can slurp from without using a spoon. If you do everything right, you can catch them, though it requires a fussy style of fishing that’s not for everyone.

Tiny flies, gossamer leaders, careful stalking (no bow wave from your canoe), delicate casting, a precise way of striking if you do raise a fish—how easy it is to mess up at any stage of the process. No, it’s not for everyone. Not for anyone? I often wonder about this. Around here, the lake country of central Vermont and New Hampshire, few flyfishers try still waters at all, and when they do it’s deep with streamers or weighted nymphs. Out west, on Hebgen Lake, fishing for gulpers is a popular activity, and lake fishers in British Columbia love their chironmids, but in all the years I’ve fished for cruisers here, I’ve never seen another fly-fisher doing it, no matter that a lake at sunset will come alive with rising trout.

It involves great beauty, gulper fishing. I don’t mean the beauty of the lake as a whole—intensely focused on the trout, I hardly have time to take in the larger picture—but the beauty of those top three inches. We hear the term “surface beauty,” and react in negative terms—true beauty, we’re told, runs deeper. But the surface of a lake, wonderfully ruffled by the noses of trout, is as deep a beauty as I know, even though it extends only millimeters downward. If human skin is where our inner world meets the outer world, then a lake’s surface film is where the mystery of the water’s depths interacts with the world we dwell in ourselves, so it’s no wonder that it’s a zone of fascination, thin as it is.

The thing about surface film is that it’s filmy—it does thing with light that are magically distortive on one hand and startlingly clarifying on the other. That creatures live and feed in this film makes it even more interesting—it’s an animated film, a cartoon of happy motion, with some pretty grotesque characters to boot. Matters of life and death are played out there—this isn’t a film played just for laughs—and so the surface film is of all places on a lake the most visibly dramatic.

I’m gulping, too, when I fish these lakes. I’m trying to cram in as much beauty as I can, skimming the surface for it, nourished just like those trout.

But now I’m gushing, not gulping. Let me just add this before I get carried away entirely. One of the delights of this kind of fishing is that it extends the season well into autumn, so nowadays I’m fishing #24 gray midges on the surface almost to Thanksgiving.

And there’s one autumnal phenomenon I look forward to with great anticipation. Leaves will blow off the trees along shore, vivid red and yellow ones, and, collecting on the lake’s surface, wafting out toward the middle, go on to form very distinct floating isthmuses or islands or rafts of foliage, in a pattern that sometimes winds sinuously from side to side for hundreds of yards.

Trout love these rafts. Many of the leaves have insects riding them that soon end up in the water; the rafts, acting like breakwaters, also trap and concentrate what insects are hatching in the surface film. Trout will rise right in the middle of the leaves—your first impression is that they’re grazing on foliage—and, while it’s difficult because of the debris, you can throw a zebra midge to them and be reasonably assured of a take.

I spent a wonderful morning fishing for these on Lake Fairlee in Vermont last Halloween, in one of the thickest fogs I’ve ever been out in. After much canoeing back and forth, I finally located the raft out in the middle, paddled to the center where the leaves were thickest, and not only saw dozens of rising trout, but heard them, the bulges left by their noses disturbing the leaves just enough to make a faint but very distinct crinkle.

Crazy, fishing the foliage! If I wrote about it, honestly, you’d think I was lying. But as it’s much fun fishing as I’ve ever had.
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In the thirty years since writing the first of these books, I’ve been fortunate enough to sometimes combine fishing with traveling. These are not jet-setting expeditions underwritten by major sporting publications, but trips funded by putting spare dimes in a piggy bank and scrimping. A dozen times to Montana, once to British Columbia, twice to Scotland, once to Labrador, once to Slovenia, once—by the time you read this—to Iceland.

Great fun—but fishing local is still what I love best. Most of my trips are solitary, two or three hours built into the day’s routine. I like to go fishing on impulse, especially when—writing here in my office—I look outside and realize conditions are perfect. I’m too busy to (fill in the blank) seems to be everyone’s motto these days, but I enjoy bragging the opposite. When it comes to what I love in life I’m not too busy at all.

Celeste accompanies me when she can, though she doesn’t fish. She sits in the bow and takes pictures, or grabs the oars and plays guide, or yank-starts the 1954 Evinrude outboard we bought last year for our vintage Grumman Sportboat, or finds some shade and cheers me on from shore.

My kids, grown up now, still enjoy coming out with me. Matt has become a strong caster; he loves rock-hopping brook trout streams, searching for natives. Erin has become a proficient bass angler, and has the pictures to prove it. I introduced them to fishing when they were young, but was careful—maybe too careful—not to force it on them, hoping it would eventually take hold on its own. It has, and I feel a certain smugness, that my strategy had such happy results.

My great fishing pal—my partner in adventures going back thirty-five years—remains Ray Chapin, the best fly-fisher I know. Ray read Vermont River when it first came out, and was brave enough, at a party at a mutual friend’s, to come over and tell me so, though we’d never met before this. He was born in Vermont, an avid fisherman, but just getting started with fly fishing.

“Why don’t we go try the Waits some afternoon?” I suggested, drawn by his eagerness—and we’ve been fishing together ever since, not just on the streams and lakes around here, but the White in Arkansas, the famous Yellowstone waters, the Penobscot in Maine, Kepimets Lake in Labrador, and, just this past spring, a long-overdue pilgrimage to the historical Catskill waters like the West Branch, the Beaverkill, and the Willowemoc.

He has a new canoe, Ray has. Last October we launched at the mouth of the White River in Vermont, floated down to its junction with the Connecticut, tied on some nymphs, and started casting. Further downstream we came upon a hunter walking his Labrador along the steep bank.

“Catch any?” he called out to us.

We shrugged—zilch. He shrugged back at us. It was clear from his expression that 1) he didn’t think much of our fishing capabilities, and 2) he was a lot more bullish about the river’s potential than we were.

“Surprising,” he said. “This river is riddled with trout.”

Riddled with trout. We laughed over that all the way down to our cornfield takeout. It would be a good epitaph someday, perfect for a headstone, at least for flyfishers who love their sport as much as we do. Or, better yet: riddled with rivers. He led a life riddled with rivers.
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Vermont River
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The perfect river does not exist.

It takes a second to write the phrase, twenty years to learn it. The lesson is drummed in every time a fisherman goes out. Plans are planned, hopes hoped, dreams dreamt, and subtly but surely the magic river of our desire begins to flow—a trickle at first, widening to embrace our fondest imaginings, deepening to hold our longed-for trout, eventually carving out a channel that can seem so real and attainable that it dooms all actual rivers to insignificance. No river can match the rivers of our imagination. We stock them with fourteen-inch trout that rise readily to the fly, grace them with abundant shade and gentle breezes, preserve them from harm. There are no dams in our imaginary rivers. No pollution, no highways, no debris. They run unsullied between immaculate banks, our own inviolable preserve.

The river in this book is not imaginary. Were it, I would make some of the pools deeper, put them further from the road, inhabit them with bigger browns and shyer brookies. As beautiful as they are, the trout rivers that flow into the Connecticut in Vermont are not wilderness streams, and the towns that border them have their poverty and trailers and junkyards like everywhere else. Yet the realization that the river is less than my ideal subtracts not one iota from my enjoyment. Perfect rivers being mythical, the fisherman must adjust as best he can, finding what pleasure there is in the reality of it, facing up to the river’s blemishes, trying to right them when he can, not letting thoughts of sylvan streams just beyond the horizon torture him into false comparisons. “Here I will begin to mine,” Thoreau said, knowing that truth was as attainable in the woods around Concord, Massachusetts, as it was in the cities of Europe or the mountains of Tibet. It is with this same determination that I have decided to write about what the river has come to mean to me.

Readers familiar with Vermont will have little trouble identifying my river. If I have left it nameless, it is not for protective secrecy but because to me it stands for the dozen New England rivers I have come to know in twenty years of sometimes hard, sometimes casual fly fishing. Indeed, so similar are their qualities that my river could well be the epitome of them all, could actually be part of the same overlapping flow, making it seem as though I have been slowly fishing up the rest of them toward it all along. Vermont’s Battenkill or New Haven, Grand Lake Stream in Maine, Connecticut’s Housatonic, the Quashnet of Cape Cod . . . this book might have been written about any one of them, and there is not a memory or observation in these pages that didn’t have its germination on one of their banks.

This book covers a year on the Vermont river I love. Mostly it deals with fishing, sometimes with the absurd, humorous aspects of the sport. Little advice will be found here. I am a writer first, not a fisherman, and the insights I am after have little to do with catching more trout.

Fly fishing is a discipline that in sensitive hands can account for a special perspective, putting its practitioners by its very nature into a closer, more harmonious association with the river they fish. When the fly fisherman goes empty-handed to the river, merely to sit and watch, he notices half the incidents and events he would notice if he brought a rod, the concentration fly-fishing demands being the price of admission to the intimacy he’s after. Novelists are aware of the mysterious process by which the hidden truth of a situation or character often comes unbidden at the typewriter, revealed only in the act of being written down. So too with fly-fishing: the truth of a river comes in fishing it. Merge the fisher and the writer, merge the river and the word.

The perfect river does not exist. My Vermont river does. Here then, its exploration.


1
The River in Winter
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Having grown to love the river in the course of a season’s fishing, I decided to revisit it in winter to see how it fared as snow and ice. It was a quick, unpremeditated decision; I went with a curious and fraternal feeling, as if to a seldom-seen friend, expecting it to be different but essentially unchanged. The river isn’t long—seventeen miles if you iron out every bend, forty if you include the trout water on its two main branches. As closely as possible I would follow the length of it from its mouth at the Connecticut to its source back up in the mountains in the short daylight hours of one February day.

I left the house before dawn, in time to be caught in a snow squall that kept my speed down around twenty. There weren’t any other cars out yet, and the only sign of life visible through the slanting flakes were the soft yellow lights from barns. In summer, I make the drive in half an hour, driving faster than I should, my mind caught between the writing I’ve just left and the fishing ahead of me, my nerves a turmoil of both. That morning, though, I was between novels, between trout seasons, and there were no ungrasped metaphors or streamside tactics to torment me. The quiet solitude of the road, the soft drape of flakes matched perfectly my own contentment.

The diner comes conveniently halfway on the trip. It’s a welcome sight that time of morning, its warmth and light too tempting to pass up. A magazine had just given it an award for the best cup of coffee in the state, and this is what I ordered—a big, thick mug with cream. It was crowded: telephone repairmen, construction workers, lumbermen, drivers. Their low voices and laughs went well with the clatter of plates. Someone had put a quarter in the jukebox to play a song three times, and as I nursed my coffee, Juice Newton’s voice repeated the same lilting phrase over and over: “Blame it on the queen of hearts.”

Back outside, the snow had stopped. The highway here is pinched in by cliffs, and whatever dawn there was in the sky stayed hidden until I broke clear of them south of town. I crossed the river on the Main Street bridge, parked in a lot by the post office, and started down a snowy bank intending to walk the short distance to the river’s mouth.

It was officially sunrise now, but directly east are the White Mountains and it’s always a few extra minutes before the sun clears the peaks. Looking back toward town in the gray light, I could see the glacier-carved terraces down which the river falls in three abrupt steps: the steep upper terrace leading back from the dam into the valley; the flat, crowded plain of the town itself; the matching flood plain below town over which the river curves to a gentle intersection with the Connecticut.

Part of the lower terrace has been made into a golf course—the flag pins waved in the drifts like the lonely pennants of a polar expedition. A band of oaks marked the river bed, and without them it would have been difficult to determine where the stubble-dotted white of the cornfield on the opposite shore became the unblemished white of the river. It’s at its widest here, lazy and almost delta-like. I climbed down the snow-matted sedge on the bank, intending to use the river as my path, but the ice cracked under me, and after a few tentative yards I retreated back to the trees. At least I could see where the river entered the Connecticut, and I decided that I was close enough to say I was there.

The sun was up now, and with it came various sounds, making it seem as if all the scrapings and bangings, whispers and skids that comprise a town’s morning had been waiting for the sun’s energy to give them voice. A dog barked. A horn beeped. The river, muted by ice as it spilled over the dam, made a sound like wind through foliated trees. Of all these sounds, though, the one I fastened onto was both the steadiest and most subtle: the sibilant, folding lap of water racing between banks.

Sure enough, there it was behind me, missed in my hurry to get to the mouth: an open stretch of river extending for a hundred yards or more below the dam. Walking toward it, my adrenaline started pumping; ludicrously, I found myself wishing I had brought my fly rod. I stared at the running water trying to memorize its color and texture, then hurried back up the cliff to town, anxious now to reach the part of the river I knew best.

I took the long way around to my car, walking beneath the tarnished Christmas decorations that—two months after Christmas—still overhung Main Street. The town was coming to life. By the falls, the carpenters restoring the 1847 mill sorted out their tools. A man with a Santa Claus belly unlocked the laundromat across the street, paused to spit toward the river. An old woman wheeled a shopping cart up the steep sidewalk. Above them by the library, the statue of a Spanish-American War admiral, town born, squinted warily toward the east with poised binoculars, as if expecting Cervera’s Spanish fleet to come steaming up the Connecticut in battle formation. Just as the river is the epitome of Vermont rivers, the town could be the epitome of Vermont towns: battered, living half in the past, but with a sense of itself more fashionable places will never know. Close your eyes, then open them again. The plume of spray gushing over the dam, the slender stalactites on its fringe, the musty Victorian commercial buildings cheek by jowl with the simpler Colonial homes, the smell of wood smoke, the view of the mountains, the forty-eight stubborn stars on the flag before the American Legion’s 150-year-old-hall—you could be nowhere else.

The alternate road out of town follows the river toward the mountains. There are a sawmill, a few old houses, then—just before the comparatively rich soil of the valley gives out—a last red farm, its back turned resolutely on the forest behind it. Beyond this is trout water, fifteen rushing yards from bank to bank, and as I drove along it one part of me tried to take in what I was actually seeing, while the other part raced back toward the summer and was caught up with swirling afternoon light and quick strikes and the feel of a trout trembling exhausted in my hand.

This is how it should be in winter. A river is a better metaphor than most, and half-frozen it becomes a blend of anticipation and recollection, flowing one moment toward the future, one moment toward the past. Proust, were he a trout fisher, might have summoned his remembrances in the Loire or some other French stream, finding its ripples and currents as evocative as the richest, most memory-laden of wines.

There is a cutoff by the first deep pool, and this is where I pulled over and got out. The previous May I had come here for the first time. Wading against the steep current to a smaller pool between an island and a cliff, I had caught a trout on my first cast—to a fisherman, never readier for miracles than on his initial try in new water, the most propitious of omens. The trout (admittedly, a small rainbow) went skipping across the surface as if to beach himself on the island, then changed his mind and headed straight for me as if to surrender. I am heretical in many angling habits, but none so much as in the landing of fish. By the time I’ve hooked a trout and controlled its first run, I begin to see things from its point of view, and after a few more minutes, have no particular desire to land it—in fact, I’m rooting for it to break off. (Once on Long Island’s Connetquot, I fought a ten-pound brown—a world-class fish—for forty-five minutes, and was positively relieved when, in trying to beach him, he slithered out of my arms.) This first rainbow, though, came to me like a puppy on a leash, and when I twisted the Muddler out of his lip, he hovered by my leg in the current as if reluctant to leave.

I walked down to the river through the snow, half-expecting to see that same trout swim up to me, wagging its dorsal fin in recognition. But there was little chance of that. The pool where I caught him was now a jumbled mass of ice, resembling pictures I’ve seen of the Khumbu icefall on Everest. The entire channel on the far side of the island was frozen, and the only open water was the stronger current at my feet. The weather had turned dry after a stormy spell earlier in the month, and the river level had dropped dramatically, stranding the old ice. It was piled on the bank to a height of four or five feet, extending three or more yards back from the river, laying in glacier-like slabs and blocks, some square as tables, others all sharp edges and points. The plates nearest the river had debris embedded in their exposed edges: fallen leaves, sticks, even small logs. I stepped on one of the largest ice floes, and it immediately broke away downriver, carrying me with it like Little Eva, and I had to do some fancy boulder-hopping to get back to shore. Chastened, I climbed inland a few yards and paralleled the river upstream through the safer snow.

The banks get steeper here. Before long I was thirty feet above the river. Some of the trees had been marked with orange paint for cutting, but the blazes were old ones; the road crews had overlooked them, and I used their branches to brace myself from sliding down. At a point where the road curves right and climbs uphill is the most productive pool on the river: the Aquarium, a deep, lazy flow at the foot of a sharp rapid. In an afternoon’s fishing I would catch upward of fifteen trout there without changing positions. Now, though I could peer right down into it, I saw no fish. The weak sunlight washed everything into an impenetrable gray.

Further upstream the banks level off, and I was able to cross an ice bridge over a small tributary and make my way to the water. The snow that covered the ice there had a puffy look to it, like the crust on a freshly baked pie. The river itself was half slush, half ice depending on where the sun hit it—ice dissolved into slush where it was brightest; slush crystallized into ice in the shade. In the middle, where the current was strongest, the water flowed against the ice with the gentle slapping sound of a sailboat on a downwind reach.

There was little color in that landscape, and when my eye happened to catch something reddish-orange on the opposite shore, the effect was that of a match flaring suddenly in the dark. Determined to get closer, I picked out a spot where the river was widest and thinnest and started to cross, risking hypothermia with every step. The dash of color turned out to be a Mickey Finn streamer embedded neatly in the branch of a willow, its monofilament tag blowing in the breeze. It had to be mine—I fished the Aquarium all season without seeing another flyfisherman—and getting down on my hands and knees to penetrate the tangle, I quickly found three more flies, all broken off within a foot of each other: a bushy Bivisible, a tattered Light Hendrickson, a rusty Muddler. In order to fish the far end of the pool, it’s necessary to wade chest deep, putting even a high back cast perilously close to the branches. At a dollar or more a fly, it’s an expensive place to fish. I searched through the trees some more without success, then stuck the four salvaged flies in the wool of my ski hat.

Back to the car, through a wind sharp enough to bring tears to my eyes. I poured a mugful of hot tea from the thermos and sipped it as I drove upriver. Above the Aquarium, the river flattens out for three miles, a broad, rocky stretch reminiscent of the Housatonic Meadows. The gentler grade had given the ice more leisure to do its work, and it was frozen solidly from bank to bank. Anticipation was becoming more urgent as I moved upriver; I resolved to come back to the flats during June when the insect hatches were at their peak—in June and at night, when the browns would be on the rise.

The South Branch meanders in here, but the dirt road that parallels it was too icy to chance on my bald, impoverished-novelist’s tires, so I continued along the main river. My favorite stretch lay ahead, a series of pine-shaded riffles and pools that compose a landscape out of any fisherman’s dreams. The moment I pulled over, I realized the beauty was still there—if anything, the winter had only enhanced it. The sun had come out. The water streamed past snow-covered ice islands, long, flat, and narrow, the mirror image of the smooth granite ledges on the bottom, making it seem as though the river had been turned over and dusted white. As I made my way along the banks, I subconciously began to fish—dropping a fly in the eddy at the ice’s prow, letting it drift down the edge of the miniature berg to the pool below.

It was on this stretch in early October that I met Doctor McKenzie. I had been fishing hard all day with little to show for it except weather and foliage so perfectly autumnal that they seemed like a cliché. On the rocks near shore were some of those furry, orange-and-black caterpillars that Vermonters like to claim portend a heavy winter. Tying on an orange Wooly Worm to imitate them, I was rewarded with a solid strike in the pool below the falls—one of my rare browns. I was releasing him when I heard a car door slam back up on the road. Turning, I saw a leprechaun slide feet-first down the bank.

I say leprechaun in all the gentle, sparkling sense of the word.

Doctor McKenzie—for so he introduced himself—was eighty-three years old and about five feet high, a retired surgeon who had traveled all the way from British Columbia to photograph the beauty of New England in the fall. He had a camera and tripod. He asked me to stay in place until he could cross the river and set up his gear.

Now I must admit that I made a pretty picture that day. When fishing, I usually wear an old chamois shirt and battered jeans, stuffing my fly boxes into whatever pockets happen to be available. That day, though, I was dressed as immaculately as an Orvis model: close-fitting waders, fishing vest, swordfisherman’s hat, the works. Add to that a backdrop of forest at its most vivid red and shimmering gold and you have a calendar shot just begging to be taken.

“I’ve been looking all day for this,” Doctor McKenzie said, excited as a boy. “Beautiful! It’s absolutely beautiful!”

I was flattered, of course, but worried, too. I simply didn’t see how a man so old and frail-looking could cross through that current without being swept away. I picked out the spot where I would plunge in to rescue him before he went flying over the falls, but it wasn’t necessary—he waded through the rapids as daintily and gracefully as a heron, setting his tripod up on the one dry rock left above the foam.

He was there forty minutes and more, snapping away as I cast, muttering to himself in delight, signaling me to move here and there as the light dictated. When he finished, I followed him back to the car and we talked. He must have assumed I was playing hooky, because he assured me several times that my face wouldn’t be recognizable in the picture, that he only wanted me to complete his setting. When he left, he handed me his card. Later that night over dinner, I told the story to Celeste and dropped the card on the table. Celeste, retrieving it, wrote the good doctor without telling me, and on Christmas morning I opened a package to find the picture beautifully framed: me, the river, and the trees, as perfect a souvenir as that autumn day deserved.

Some of those same trees were fallen over now, their uppermost branches splayed across the water as if, tiring of winter, they had flung themselves there from desperation. I am tree lover enough to mourn their falling, but fisherman enough to wonder if the new eddies and currents formed around their trunks will create holding places for trout come spring. Before, I had always thought of the winter as a quiet time when the river slept, but in the course of that day I found that exactly the opposite is true. The pressure from the built-up ice, the constant change back and forth from liquid to solid to liquid, the runoff from the snow—it’s in winter that the river is being shaped, its weaknesses tested. The life in the water may be relatively dormant, but the life of the water is never more active.

The forest pools give way to a miniature canyon here—a dark, shadowy place where I am never comfortable. At the head of it, I walked back on the ice, lured by a fresh pattern of tracks. Deer tracks first, their pattern disappearing into the half-frozen slush in midstream. Fox tracks paralleled them—neat rows that as they neared the edge suddenly became skid marks. I laughed, thinking of the fox slamming on the brakes to avoid a dunking. There were other, smaller tracks, too, patterns that went every which way, as if left by creatures who had met there to dance a complicated quadrille. All the tracks were centered in an area no bigger than a pool table, giving the effect of an African waterhole. I wondered why they preferred this spot and no other.

There was a subterranean gurgle beneath my feet. I knelt, brushed away the snow from the ice. Through it, I could see milky bubbles running back and forth like disoriented atoms, trying either to flee the ice altogether and join the current or find a roughness to which they could adhere. One after the other found a small edge; a few minutes more and they were all pressed together, waving back and forth with the lambent quality of flame.

I had been concentrating so much on the river that I’d lost track of the weather. The promise that was in the sun had been blotted out by clouds, and as I headed back to the car it began to snow. I’d have to hurry to reach the headwaters; reluctantly, I passed up the fork in the road that leads along the beautiful North Branch, and continued on the main stream, past what surely must be the smallest ski area in the state of Vermont, then a cemetery, its stark granite markers silhouetted against the snow like miniature Stonehenges, then a small farm. Most Vermont river valleys narrow and close in upon themselves as you approach the headwaters, but here the landscape opens and spreads apart, admitting wider vistas of light and sky. The knobby hills and open meadows reminded me of the highlands of Scotland, the lonely road that travels from Inverness to Ullapool.

Signs of life were infrequent. Snowmobile tracks across a deserted field. A tireless car drifted in snow. Billboards so faded and illegible that they’ve escaped Vermont’s prohibition: Blue Seed Fee, Nana’s Craft Shop, Maple Syrup 500 Feet. At a point where the river narrows, I saw the first people out enjoying it besides me: a group of schoolchildren using their recess to ice-skate on the overflow.

It was past three now, and I remembered I was hungry the same time as the general store appeared up ahead on the right. I know too many loquacious Vermonters to accept the laconic stereotype, but the clerk behind the counter made me think twice.

“Cold out,” I said, blowing on my hands.

On cautious eyebrow half-raised. Yes.

“Have any coffee?”

The lips, already pencil thin, thinner. No.

“This snow supposed to last?”

He threw discretion to the wind and ventured to half-raise his eyebrow and tighten his lips at the same time, as if to say any damned fool knew that snowstorms in that part of the state always lasted.

He was right about that. When I went back outside with my Twinkies, snow covered the road and I had to drive it at a crawl, my wipers in a losing battle with the ice.

The river—brook trout water now—was further from the road here, only visible by the row of bare trees lining its bank. Another mile and it was obvious that this was as far as I was going today. As I pulled over to turn around, the snow slackened for a minute, letting the sun shine through the clouds. Ahead of me, I saw the twin mountains in the shadow of which the river has its source. The view was gone within seconds. The snow fell back into place with doubled intensity, giving the effect of a curtain that had been teasingly raised, then immediately dropped.

I needed to get to the river once more before going home. Taking a chance that the plows wouldn’t be by for a while, I left my car on the side of the road and started through a field toward the trees. It was a part of the river I don’t know well, and the seesaw I’d been riding between recollection and anticipation tipped decisively toward the future. The river is narrow here, dwindling toward its first springs and beaver ponds. Watching it, I promised myself I’d come back after black fly season and follow its windings to its source. It felt good to make a promise; it joined with the vow I’d made to teach Celeste to fly fish, the vow to pick some lazy summer day to float the length of the river in inner tubes, the vow to learn how to fish a nymph once and for all, my vow to catch more and bigger browns.

The ice extended bank to bank, and the only break in the monotony was a small hole a few yards downstream. In the disorienting gray, the blinding snow assumed a significance out of all proportion to its size, looming in my imagination like one of those black holes in space that, collapsing, take with it all matter in its reach, becoming pure essence. The hole below me was the essence of my Vermont river, and as I turned regretfully to go, something bright and silver rose toward the middle, and faster than I can write it down was gone.

A trick of ice? A surge of water? A trout?

Spring will tell.


2
Quadrangles
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Every March, I go temporarily nuts over maps. Not just any maps. Oil company maps, National Geographic maps, maps tucked in guidebooks, street maps, atlases, and globes all leave me cold. Maps on placemats, maps on matchbooks, maps on ashtrays or cribbage boards I positively despise. No, the focus of my addiction is much more limited, but infinitely more detailed: the beautiful green and brown topographic maps of the United States Geological Survey.

The local hardware store stocks them, in a fine metal case where the sheets lie immaculate without folds. The complex but rewarding Camels Hump quadrangle of 1948; the state-straddling Mt. Cube of 1931; the modern, somewhat mundane East Corinth of 1973; the vintage, all but legendary East Barre of 1957, companion of some of my happiest map-browsing hours . . . Mr. Waite’s chest contains them all. On rainy afternoons I’m apt to spend a good hour or more going through them, tracing contour intervals up mountains I’ve hiked, following trout streams to their obscurest tributary, spreading the maps out on the wooden floor to match them to their neighbors, not stopping until a gentle inquiry from Mr. Waite makes me replace them sheepishly in their bins.

Occasionally, I even buy one; at three dollars a fix, they are among the cheaper addictions. I have four maps spread on the carpet below me as I write, their corners weighted down with fly reels. It is too warm and muddy to go skiing, too cold yet for fishing, and I am neither fly-tier nor hobbyist. The maps fill a vacuum, use up time that hangs heavy in the long weeks before spring. But they are more than that, too, and my fascination with them is comprised of many elements—their beauty, their elaborate detail, the mysteries they offer, the discoveries they reveal.

Beauty first. Even as mere objects, topographic maps are attractive things, and even less-inspired efforts like the East Corinth quadrangle are of gallery quality. They even feel nice; the crisp, no-nonsense paper reeks of trustworthiness and good sense. In unrolling it, the edges will tug gratifyingly on your fingers, as if the paper has a life and will of its own.

Hung on a wall and seen from a distance, topographic maps resemble late Van Goghs, with swirls and coils, elaborate circles and extravagant loops. The contour lines in their convoluted twistings are as suggestive as ink blots, forming here a butterfly or amoeba, there a breaker or cloud. Color is everywhere. Blue streams curve across brown contour lines over green forests. Red roads bisect black boundary markers by aquamarine ponds near terra cotta cities, and all is centered perfectly in broad, even margins of white.

But as beautiful as the colors are, I think the deepest beauty topographic maps offer is more cerebral: here spread before you is a small, comprehensible portion of the earth, its hills and valleys lovingly traced, its man-made additions duly marked, its unceasing hurry for one moment checked.

Within these lines and symbols there is much to explore. But a word of caution is in order. If there is one hazard in being addicted to topographic maps, it is in the danger of being overwhelmed by their detail, not seeing the mountains for the contour lines. After years of puzzling over them, I’ve begun to understand some of the basic details; i.e., that a 15-minute quadrangle covers a square that is fifteen minutes of longitude by fifteen minutes of latitude, and that a 7.5-minute quadrangle covers a quarter of that area with correspondingly greater detail (but with less sweep and breadth of view). I also understand about contour intervals; if the contour interval is twenty feet, then any point on a contour line is twenty feet above or below any point on the neighboring contour line. Scale is just as easy; if it’s 1:62500, then any unit such as an inch or centimeter on the map equals 62,500 of the same units on the ground. The magnetic declination diagram in the margin shows how far magnetic north differs from true north—nothing tricky there. I know about bench marks, too, having tripped over one while fishing once, and given a good ruler, I can handle mileage scales tolerably well.

Some things, however, are mysterious. Grid ticks, for instance. Are they yardage markers in football or a new species of insect pest? On the East Corinth quadrangle are several small patches that are comprised of green polka dots. What could they possibly mean? Could there still be corners of Vermont that are terra incognita, polka dots being the government’s way of saying they have no idea what’s there?

After wondering about these and other equally arcane symbols, I finally sent to the US Geological Survey in Virginia for a folder describing topographic maps in detail. Grid ticks turn out to be “a network of uniformly spaced parallel lines intersecting at right angles,” useful for engineers and their ilk. Green polka dots turn out to represent an orchard—in Vermont, an apple orchard more than likely. Three wavy lines in a river means rapids or falls. A straight line with crewcut hair growing out of it means a wooded marsh.

Some of the more interesting symbols aren’t likely to be found on Vermont quadrangles. Green polka dots that are more tightly bunched than those for an orchard depict vineyards. A sinking ship represents an exposed wreck. A pretty green floral design means a mangrove swamp. A box with little curls in it means a lava field; a little triangle, oil wells. My favorite is a small black circle with a crescent on the top. The meaning? “A mosque or Sheikh’s tomb.”

There is a lesson in all this, and it is a simple one. If topographic maps are the most precise of precision instruments, then they are also the most suggestive, and an active imagination can find hours of pleasure in poring over them in wonder.

Take the quadrangle unfolded before me now, the one that maps the upper reaches of my favorite trout river. It’s probably as close as you can come to a typical fifteen-minute swatch of Vermont, including as it does two or three mountains, a score of hills, a whole network of unimproved dirt roads, idiosyncratic boundaries, several small hill towns, two or three “notches,” at least one “hollow,” and enough cemeteries hidden away in the forest to hint at how many human lives ran out there in the century before. The place names are a joy to say aloud: Michigan Hill, Duplissey Hill, Lyme Emery Hill, Pike Hill, Hurricane Ridge, Mount Pleasant; Riders Corner, Riddle Pond, Foster Notch, Hart Hollow, Goose Green . . . each one suggesting a story, each one a monument to a time when every feature of the Vermont terrain was familiar enough to some caring soul to be called by name.

A legend on the bottom of the map says that it was “compiled in part from aerial photographs taken in 1938,” and as I look at it, I picture a yellow biplane circling the ridges, a camera mounted on its wing, the plane soaring on the updrafts on a Vermont summer day. For it is an aerial, bird’s-eye view that topographic maps provide—run your eyes quickly from top to bottom and the effect is as dizzying as flight. And nothing short of flight gives you such a quick appreciation of terrain. The two symmetrical mountains between which the river has its source, the ones that always look to me like twins? Sure enough, there they are on the map, both topping out at exactly 3,166 feet, proof to the eye. That steep ridge above the pool in the river where I caught that big rainbow trout last June, the ridge beyond which I could never see? There it is, the contour lines pressed together like isobars, and beyond it is a plateau in the middle of which is a swamp. That tiny stream that comes into the main river over a miniature falls? I trace it back into the hills, find its source in a small pond a mile and a half above the river, vow to fish up to it come May.

There are houses back in the hills, tiny black squares that form the human dimension in the crosshatches and grids. Beside some of them are the white squares that represent barns; when they are connected barns, the white and black squares are joined. I imagine my way up to the most remote of them, my finger running west out of the small hill town that straddles the river (the homes, the church, the school are all depicted, the last with a little flag), tracing my way past the small cemetery, passing one or two lonely houses strung along the high open meadows beyond town, then entering the woods as the road turns to dirt. I can picture the ruts in that road, picture the humpbacked middle, the way that steep ridge pinches it in toward the stream. The house, by my ruler, is a mile further—not a house really, but a cabin, sharing a small clearing with a fallen-down barn, nest to owls. That nameless hill behind the house (elevation 2418) must catch a lot of the sun—night comes early in the late summer and fall. Looks like that swamp at its base must breed clouds of mosquitoes. Then, too, the nearest house is three miles—lonely place for a wife and kids. No wonder the barn is fallen down and abandoned. No wonder the town never votes to improve the road. No wonder it’s lost now, lost except for this lonely black square on a forty-year-old map.

These journeys to polka dotted fields and abandoned hill farms I may never actually make, but there are other trips that I will start upon and topographic maps will be an inestimable aid when I do. This is the year I’ve promised myself that I’ll follow my favorite river to its source, much the way Speke and Burton traced the Nile. Fishing the headwaters, it’s hard to know which of numerous branches that form the main stream is the main stream. On the map, all is clear. The ultimate winding of the river departs from the highway opposite a small cemetery (elevation 1827), parallels a dirt road that shortly ends (good place to leave the car), and climbs through fairly gentle terrain for the first two miles, giving me time—once I start hiking—to limber up my legs. The contour lines gradually start closing up into arrowhead-shaped wedges—there may be falls here, forcing me to detour further from the bank in order to make any progress. After about half a mile, the contour lines flatten out, the mountains open up a bit, and with most of the climb behind me, it will be a fine spot to eat my lunch. Another hour should do it. The stream will become smaller and smaller, smaller than my stride, and I will cross it many times before I come to the spring in the ground that must be the river’s highest source, smack on the crosshatched boundary lines of two Vermont counties.

Staring at the map, I can imagine the sound of that stream, feel the ache in my calfs as I climb, smell the breeze as it comes down off the mountains. But it is April now, the temperature climbs tentatively toward fifty, and as suddenly as my map-scanning passion came on, it is gone. Vicarious trips no longer suffice, blue lines make poor substitutes for streams, and stuffing the topographic maps in an old bookcase, I grab my fly rod and rush outside.


3
April Fourteenth
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The water, like the sky, had a scoured look to it. The dead reeds that lined the banks lay perfectly flat, as though a wire brush had been run through them a hundred times preparatory to spring—ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred, smoothing them into a part, their tips all trending in the same direction. Above them, the sagging branches of uprooted trees touched the water, and where they touched the water their bark was burnished gold. Out in the current—the current which for its hard green brilliance might have been the coruscating agent itself—the rocks were as polished as gems. There was nothing extraneous in the landscape. It was stripped down to its elements—water and sky—the debris of winter washed away in one great torrent of brightness.

I went into it at the long stretch above the pine canyon, the part of the river I love most. The state of Vermont allowed me to fish beginning at 12:01 a.m. on Saturday, April 9, but I had chosen to start the trout season at my own convenience—at 8:01 a.m. on Thursday, April 14. Even later than that, as it turned out. For the season began this year, not when I got up in the morning, the adrenaline racing me through breakfast; not when I loaded my rods in the car and drove the thirty minutes of highway; not even when I first stepped into the current and began to cast. No, the season began at 8:05 or thereabouts, the moment when after picking my way gingerly around several huge and dangerous ledges, I found myself twenty yards out in midstream with the full weight of the river on my thighs.

Of all the sensations associated with fly fishing, this is the one linked most closely to spring. For if spring is energy—the light that lures crocuses from the soil, the warmth that birds track north—then this is energy made manifest, the pushing, rushing current breaking against your legs as you cast. Implicit in it are the fifteen miles of river upstream, all the tributaries to the river, all the tributaries to the tributaries, the trickles, runs, pools, drips and springs that comprise a watershed—all this is at your back, pressing your waders until the fabric clutches at your legs, pushing your feet out from their hard-won stance, supporting you when you lean against it, shivering you, even through lined pants and long underwear, with its chill. For all the current knows, you are part of the river itself, to be sprung against and pried at like any other rock or branch that gets in its way.

Current is the continuous note of a flyfisherman’s day. All the casting, all the probing for trout, the tactics, are merely embellishments to that throb. And like any deeply felt sensation, it carries with it its own echo, so that even now, writing four days after I fished, I can feel the power of the river on my legs, a vague and very satisfactory hum.

The feel of it all—the sense of once again uniting muscles and nerves in harmonious, graceful ways—is one element of an April start. The other is more cerebral, depending as it does on the thread of memory that links the fisherman standing in the river to the boy who dreamed of standing in the river. Part of you is that boy, and the sensitivity to realize this is never sharper than on opening day when the dream is renewed with the most ceremony and deliberation.

I caught this thread several times that morning. The first was when I stopped in town to buy some flies. They lay in trays on the counter, bushy Marabou Streamers, slim Gray Ghosts, nymphs as hard and spare as stones. I picked through them with the same sense of anticipation I felt as a boy of fourteen buying lures to throw at bass on the Connecticut lake where I grew up.

It only lasted a few minutes. By the time I paid for them and went back outside to the car, my mind was back in the present, worrying how high the river would be. But the same thing happened again when I put together my fly rod at the river’s edge; my hands shook just as they shook when I walked down to Candlewood Lake on opening day twenty years before. I went with the feeling this time, deliberately prolonged the link, until by the time I waded out to the middle of the river and began to cast, I was in some sense standing aside from myself, looking at this tall fisherman waist-deep in a Vermont river with the eyes of the boy who wished for nothing so much as to be one day standing in a Vermont river casting for trout.

The fulfillment of a childhood dream is fishing’s deepest reward. I think of an eighty-year-old I met one fall on the Battenkill (an eighty-year-old, by the way, with three fat trout in his creel)—how he talked constantly of next season’s opening day, even though the season wasn’t yet ended. “If I’m still around, that is,” he added cautiously when he mentioned his plans. Opening day, youth, one more chance—these were all clearly linked in his phrase, and I felt tender toward him, and marveled that childhood’s excitement and need could persist so long.

Thus, April 14.

“Here I am,” I thought as I stood there casting. “Here I am!”

The fourteen-year-old in me would have had me catch a trout—a big four-pounder, bright with spring—but the part of me that’s thirty-four knew better, and I worked through the reach without really expecting to find any fish. The water was clear enough, but too high, fast, and cold; the trout were still in a state of suspended animation, hungover from winter, in no mood to chase my fly. On the theory that cold water deserves a cold lure, I was fishing a Polar Bear Muddler, but on my third cast I snapped it off on a branch, and the rest of my flies seemed too summery to have much of a chance. I drifted a bucktail through the last pool, then climbed up onto the bank to warm myself in the sun.

There were some homemade doughnuts in my vest, compliments of Celeste. I ate them while I watched the river. On the opposite bank a flock of goldfinch assembled in a great congregation, darting from tree to tree in their swerving loops, chattering excitedly away. They’re a common enough bird in Vermont, but I never seem to see them, and I welcomed the chance. I was wondering where these particular ones had spent the winter when I noticed something out of the corner of my eye in the river—a log, I thought at first. But when I turned my head to look, it wasn’t a log that I saw shooting past, but a kayak—a kayak and a life jacket and a helmet. By the time I realized there was a man in the center of all this, it was gone.

Three more came after that, spaced at intervals of about a minute. Judging by the way they threaded the rapids, they were all experts; there was an abrupt ledge above the canyon, but they steered right for it, as if this were exactly the sort of challenge they were seeking. Paddles windmilled back and forth as they fought to keep the kayaks from swinging broadside to the current . . . a moment of suspense as their bows shot over the ledge . . . then they were gone down the canyon, trailing behind them the sound of their triumphant laughs.

Motion, color, dash. The kayaks made me feel sluggish and land-bound, and I decided it was time to get back into the river. Not the main river. If I was going to catch a trout that day, it would have to be on one of the tributaries—the river itself was simply too high. I had talked to a man down in Woodstock earlier in the week who had caught his limit on one of the small feeders to the White. Nymphs, he said. Weighted and brown.

I drove the three miles to the junction pool, crossed the river on the new bridge, and started up the road that runs back along the South Branch. About a mile up, I pulled over and parked. I could hear the stream before I could see it; the bank is overgrown here, and I had to pick my way along it before I found an easy way down to the water.

The South Branch is much less pastoral than the main river, steeper and more mountain-like. Even so, I was counting on less water—during spring runoff, the higher tributaries usually clear first. What I hadn’t counted on, though, was that the valley had retained more of winter, and there was still ice along both banks of the stream.

It was too late to back out. I crossed one of the ice slabs, and made it to a rock below a likely looking pool. Casting quickly, I laid a Hare’s-Ear nymph on the spot where the current fanned apart, and let it bounce down the middle of the pool toward my stance.

No response. I cast again, this time shading it a bit more to the left. No response. The right side now, a slower drift. No response. I abruptly switched directions, cast for distance, let the nymph swing across the current in pocket water above a downed tree. No response. I let the nymph drift below me, let it hang there like a worm.

I spent an hour or more fishing all the water within reach. Only once did the nymph stop its drift, but when I tightened, it was on a submerged branch, not a fish, and I broke off the fly. Since fishing was hopeless, I decided to hike upstream, prospecting for likely pools I could fish later in the month. But even this modest intention came to naught. Above this stretch the ice on the banks became thicker, the blowdowns more frequent, and by the time I gave up climbing and headed back to the car, I was sweating from effort.

I took the rod apart and was pulling off my waders when a pickup drove past, going far too fast for that narrow road. A hundred yards above me, it squealed to a stop, went into reverse, went fishtailing across the road and stopped six inches from my knees.

A man my own age got out, grinning from ear to ear.

“How’s the fishing?”

I told him. As he listened, he kept nodding up and down, as if he were taking great delight in what I was saying. He had the lean, ascetic look of a marathon runner, but rather than jogging clothes, he wore battered work pants and a thin cotton shirt.

“You don’t see many fly fishermen on this river,” he said, once I finished.

I shrugged.

“I’m a fly fisherman,” he said, with the slightly defensive air of someone who doesn’t expect you to believe him.

And so we talked. He was out of work—the lumber industry, the housing slump—and was trying to cheer himself up by thinking about all the time it would give him to fish; “for dinner,” he said, laughing. He was new to fly fishing, and I answered his questions as best I could. Yes, nymphs were probably best this time of year. No, I hadn’t read Schwiebert’s later article on stonefly imitations. Yes, it was a beautiful river. More than beautiful.

“Big browns down there,” he said, tilting his head. “I’m going to fish at night this year. You ever fish much at night?”

He asked me what I did, and I told him. He listened to me complain about the book business for a while; I listened to him complain about logging, and that settled, we got back to the fishing again.

All the while we talked, I was bothered by something in my tone—a note of condescension and weary patience. Where did it come from? He was my age, after all, and there I was talking to him like that eighty-year-old on the Battenkill had once talked to me; it was all I could do not to call him “Sonny.” I think it must have been the difference in ages between our dreams. Mine was established and mature; his was brand-new, resembling in its enthusiasm and rough edges my excitement at fourteen. No wonder I sounded so all-knowing and wise. The latest theories, the latest tackle—once upon a time I had been full of these myself.

“Hey, I’ve got to go,” he said, for the fourth time in ten minutes. “See you on the river, right?”

“Look for me.”

“Hope you sell more books.”

“Thanks. Good luck with the job!”

I had been intending to quit for the day, but our talk left me feeling the dream again in all its original intensity, and I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving. I ended up fishing the entire afternoon. There’s no need to go into details. It was the stretch above the Aquarium, but for once there were no fish there, and I wouldn’t have caught any if there were. I cast quickly and badly, changed flies much too often, slapped the line against branches, rocks and logs, twisted the leader into knots, waded into spots where I had no business being, and in short made every mistake a flyfisherman can possibly make. I was aghast at my behavior, of course, but deemed it necessary; after a winter cooped up indoors, my impatience was as high as the river, and like the current, must have its way.

Four hours in water a little above freezing works wonders. By the time I climbed out onto the banks in the soft light of dusk, I felt as scoured as the river itself, rid of all the staleness that was in me, washed of my impatience and ready—once more—to begin.


4
My Brilliant Career
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It occurs to me that, at least on paper, I qualify as an expert on fishing. I could list my stories, which have appeared regularly in America’s most prestigious fishing magazine, my time as an editor at another fishing publication, my career demonstrating fly rods for a famous tackle company in Vermont. To the nonfisherman, these accomplishments may seem as nothing, but to the flyfisher, it is roughly like saying that W. D. Wetherell is Ernest Hemingway, A. J. McClane and Charles Orvis all wrapped up into one.

This is troubling. Not because I have anything against these men, but because I distrust experts in general and fishing experts in particular. (This is not necessarily uncommon; I once met a man who had developed a bitter grudge against Jason Lucas, the old Sports Afield columnist, and vowed to drown him should he ever appear on the same lake.) Am I an expert myself then? One of those smug, insufferably knowledgeable bores who inhabit with pollsters and developers the lowest terrace in my personal modern-day inferno? Let us examine the evidence in more detail.

My short stories. They have indeed appeared in America’s best fishing magazine (I’m entitled to call it that, having worked three years on the worst), but any fisherman trying to garner tips on landing more fish from them would probably be more likely to give up fishing altogether. One concerns a man who fishes for bass “in order to free them from the mortal terror in which they swim” and ends up succumbing one night to the same terror himself; one deals with a trout fisherman undergoing a midlife crisis in a Manhattan bar; the third is about a man who goes to Maine to spread his dead brother’s ashes on his favorite lake, and in doing so, absent-mindedly destroys his reputation at the fishing camp where he had gone for years. Whatever their value, these are not your usual me-and-Dad-fishing-for-old-Mossback-in-the-lake-no-one-knew-about-except-us-and-those-times-sob-are-now-gone-sob-forever stories. If I try to come up with an influence that was behind me as I wrote, it would be Kafka—Kafka as a flyfisherman in a long black coat, casting shyly in some Prague trickle, fishing for the absurd the way other men fish for trout.

This, of course, is a long way from A. J. McClane.

Harder to explain are the three years I spent as an editor at a New York magazine I’ll call Angling International. In tackiness, Angling International was akin to some girlie magazines, the cheaper kind that look as if they’re printed in Peru. Rather than bosoms and rear ends, A.I. featured shots of enormous, repulsive-looking bass, only we weren’t allowed to call them bass, they were always “Hawgs!” with an exclamation point. Alliteration was very important in all our titles. Hooked on Hawgs!, Horsing for Hawgs! and Hip Hip for Hawgs! were typical. The circulation was claimed to be upwards of 100,000, but we at the magazine never had a hint that anyone actually read it, and it was the considered opinion of most of us that the publisher ran it as a tax dodge.

Like a lot of sad involvements, mine began with an ad in the New York Times: “Editor wanted who enjoys fishing.” I had just graduated from college with a degree in philosophy, a passable roll cast and not much else. Wes, Angling International’s managing editor, was intelligent enough to accept the essential absurdity of the magazine, and in keeping with this understanding, was quirky enough to hire me, sight unseen, as assistant editor.

Wes himself did most of the work. It was my job to copy-edit the stories, proofread, write a column on new products and do some research. One of my first assignments involved an article on fishing in New Zealand. All the prices mentioned were in New Zealand dollars, and I was to convert them into their US equivalents, the easier for our readers to plan their trip. Unfortunately, I used the wrong formula, dividing where I should have multiplied or vice versa, the result being that all the prices were converted into half the New Zealand amount when they should have been double, thereby making New Zealand appear the cheapest destination in the world. It was printed that way; I remember vividly the sad yet forgiving look on Wes’s face when he learned of my error. Such mistakes were an inevitable accompaniment to his life, and even if they were someone else’s fault, he naturally assumed they were his own.

We had another assistant editor, a blonde woman in her thirties who could neither fish, write nor spell. Joan was incapable of saying a sentence that didn’t contain the word “hah” in it, and she would emit it with a honking, nasal intonation, like a goose. Depending on her mood, “hah” could be invitational, interrogative, denunciatory, decorative or prayerful—sometimes a mixture of all five. To this day, I’m not sure what she did at the magazine, but it must have been something.

We had some famous bylines in the magazine, fishing experts I had read and admired as a boy. As bad as it was, A.I. paid on time, and this attracted a lot of people who had to wait for their checks at the glossier publications. I was looking forward to working with these writers, and hoped that my involvement with them would lead to fishing invitations, free trips and gear.

Imagine my disappointment, then, to learn that some of these experts were for all intents and purposes illiterate, their careers having been established by rigged photographs and a great deal of cronyism of the old-boy-network variety. These weren’t just bad writers, they couldn’t write at all; much of my time was spent finding their subjects and predicates and linking them in some sort of reasonable order. It was a depressing task. It was 1974, the year of Watergate, and working on these ineffable manuscripts caused in me the same kind of disillusionment that other people were feeling toward politicians.

But like Wes, I gradually came to accept the essential ludicrousness of it all, and even began to enjoy it. Of all the Angling International absurdities, Wes himself was by far the most interesting. He looked like a fisherman—his eyes had a distant focus to them, as if they had spent hours studying rivers for the hatch; his body was slender and wiry, like so many good casters—and he was originally from Montana. But if the truth be known, Wes—editor of a large fishing magazine, writer of a superb column of angling advice read by thousands—did not fish.

What he did was sit in his office waving a fly rod around while he watched the elevated trains roll by. I rarely saw him do anything else. Occasionally, he would talk on the phone to one of our writers; occasionally, he would wander off to the art department and wave his fly rod around in there, but this was the limit of his small world. I would come back from weekend fishing trips full of stories, and he would listen to these with a look of haughty condescension on his face, as if to say that these amateurish junkets of mine were all very fine, but to a man who knew the Yellowstone . . . Well, someday he would explain.

It was a comfortable life, but then the day finally came when he was invited to go fishing out west by a famous fish and game organization. His face was white as he put down the phone. I think he realized that after five safe and lazy years, his bluff had been called.

There were too many past refusals on his part, too many last-minute cancellations for him to back out of it. He was gone three days. When I came to work the morning of the fourth day, he was at his usual place in the office, whisking the fly rod around with his left hand—his left hand because his right one was in a cast.

I never asked him about it and he never explained. From that day on, though, his column began to take on a bitter, mordant quality, and our receptionist had strict orders to screen all calls, making sure he was never asked to go fishing again.

This brings us to the third and seemingly most unshakable pillar of my expertise—my time on the staff of a famous tackle company in Vermont. I may as well admit right at the start that I have occasionally taken advantage of this experience to assert myself in the subtle one-upmanship flyfishermen sometimes indulge in. For instance, Til meet someone on the river who drops references to his trips to Labrador, his new Garrison rod, his good friend Lee Wulff.

“That’s interesting,” I’ll say, stifling a yawn. “Reminds me of my time working at.”

“Your time working at where?” he’ll say in disbelief.

“My time working at.”

“You worked at?” Disbelief now turning to awe.

“Yeah, for a while. Is that a rise over there?”

Now saying you worked at is roughly like saying you were in the Yankee outfield when Maris and Mantle were in their prime. And I did work there once, the summer I was nineteen.

It came about like this. I had bought enough flies through the mail to be on the company’s mailing list; reading their newsletter one day, I saw an ad for a flyfisherman to work in their store for the May to October season. They had started a fishing school that year, and the regular salesmen would be teaching, creating the opening. I immediately sat down and wrote a long letter listing my fly-fishing credentials, making half of it up (most of my fly fishing at this time being strictly vicarious). About a week after mailing it, I received a call from the company’s manager asking me to come to Vermont for an interview.

I took the bus from New York. During the interview, I kept stealing peeks at all the beautiful gear displayed on the walls: bamboo fly rods, canoes, waders . . . this soon could be mine! As nervous as I was, I managed to stay fairly calm under the manager’s polite questions (“I see in your letter that you once caught an eight-pound rainbow on a #22 Adams. Tell me about that.”). An hour later, when I walked back through the snow to the bus stop, I had the job.

The position began in May. I spent the intervening two months practicing my casting, studying every fishing book I could find, memorizing the diameter of 4X tippets, and in general trying to assimilate enough information to hide my lack of experience. I drove up to Vermont the day before I was scheduled to go to work. Needing to find a place to stay, I stopped first at the store. The manager introduced me to the other salesmen; like Angling International, the company was fond of alliteration, and everyone had a nickname that started with the same letter as his surname: Sip Simmers, Pete Peters, Rap Roberts and so on. Thus, I was introduced not by my first name (which, alliterative as it was, wasn’t quite alliterative enough), but as “Weth Wetherell.”

None of the salesmen seemed particularly interested in anyone called Weth Wetherell, and they quickly resumed their interrupted discussion. It was all about “The ‘Kill”—the Battenkill River, which was right down the road. One of the men had caught ten brown trout in the space of an hour using a Yellow Muddler. Another man had caught eleven on a Strawberry Blonde. The third man had fished all day without catching anything. It was a pattern I saw repeated several times the following day; it was considered okay to brag about catching ten or more trout, okay to admit you had caught none, but somehow amateurish to admit anything between one and nine.

I found a temporary room at a house in town, and went to bed early, ready for the big day. I arrived an hour before the store opened: as before, no one seemed particularly interested in talking to me. When the manager arrived, he issued me the same kind of khaki fishing shirt that everyone else was wearing, and explained what my duties would be.

These were: (1) to help keep the stock in order; (2) to see that the trout in the casting pond were fed each day; and (3) to help customers when they came in, and especially people interested in fly rods.

This is what the company was all about—the expensive, exquisitely crafted bamboo rods that lined one wall of the shop. Should a customer want to try one out, we were to drop everything and go outside to the casting pond with him, spending as much time as it took to make the sale.

Fine. The manager patted me on the back and disappeared. Not much happened for the first hour or so. I rearranged some fly boxes, dusted off a display case, tried to strike up a conversation with Sip and Rap. About eleven, a man came in dressed in a fishing vest. I asked if I could help him, but he shook me off and went right to the book display. Rap mentioned his name to me—he was a famous fishing writer, one I had read as a boy. He had a pencil and pad with him. As it turned out, this is how he did his research, cribbing from other people’s books, which he was too cheap to buy.

At noon, I went outside to feed the trout. They were expecting someone—they crowded one side of the pond, and when I tossed the fish chow to them, they exploded through the water like sharks. I asked the manager if they had a poaching problem with the unfenced pond being so close to the highway.

“You kidding?” he said, pointing to where the huge fish were tearing apart the surface. “Kids in town are scared of them.”

Feeding the trout proved to be the high point of the day. At lunchtime, the salesmen sat on benches at one end of the pond swapping stories, but I wasn’t invited to join them, so I ate alone in my car. I was beginning to feel a little sorry for myself—the job was not turning out to be what I had imagined. Nothing happened during the afternoon to improve things. Customers did start to trickle in, but they were the worst kind of pompous, name-dropping snobs, and I remember being puzzled at the humorless way they went about selecting their equipment. It was a type I was to get to know better in the years to come—the affluent, middle-aged American male, as joyless in his play as he was in his work—but at the time, they were new to me.

The worst of them was a tall man with a complexion the color of rust. He was going salmon fishing on the Miramachi, and wanted a “fly rod that wouldn’t embarrass” him. I knew nothing about salmon fishing except that you needed a heavy rod, so I grabbed from the case the longest, thickest one I could find, mounted a reel on the bottom and led him outside to the pond.

Here was my chance. I would sell him this $300 fly rod, sell him a $100 reel and $20 line to go with it, and win the grudging respect of the other salesmen and my first commission besides.

“Nice rod,” I said casually, threading the line through the guides. “One of our least embarrassing models.”

I suggested that he try a few casts. They weren’t very successful, partly because his cast technique was weak, but mostly because I had mounted it with a line that was far too light.

“Feels floppy,” he said, frowning.

“I think it needs more forearm,” I suggested.

Now the first rule in helping someone with a rod was never in any way criticize his casting. The man’s face immediately reddened.

“I think I’d rather have someone else,” he said.

I ignored him. “Here, I’ll show you how.”

I picked up the rod. Working out some line, I started false-casting toward the pond. Everything went fine until I had about fifty feet out, when between one moment and the next my carefully constructed dream fell apart. The line, alighting on the pond, was enough to suggest a fish-chow pellet to the still-hungry trout. One of them made a rise toward the tip of my leader. Instinctively striking back at him, the line whistled past my head toward the customer’s. He ducked—I yanked on the line and sent it flailing back again toward the pond, only now it was completely out of control. I had one more chance, but I blew it; the line, undulating back again over my head, coiled itself around one of the benches near the parking lot. Before I could stop myself, I had started my forward cast again, and the moment the line tightened, the rod shattered apart in my hands.

For a moment, all was silence.

“Jesus,” the man said.

Even at nineteen, I was writer enough to recognize an exit line when I heard one. Without saying a word, without telling anyone where I was going, I took off my fishing shirt, placed it carefully by the pond, and voluntarily ended my brilliant career.


5
Symphony
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The 21st now, and seventeen of these days have seen rain, most of it torrential. Just when it became insupportable—just when the rain and dampness became permanent in our souls—we had a change. It began to snow.

Welcome to May in Vermont.

My bus-driving friend Ken Baker put it best. We were following a snowplow down toward Hanover, watching the unutterably depressing sight of flowers disappearing under a heavy outwash of white.

“Well,” Ken said, lapsing into the thick Yankee accent he saves for his wriest profundities, “was a pretty good winter until spring got here.”

Ayuh. But while I can come to terms with mudholes, leaky roofs, and smothered tulips, I’ve had a harder time adjusting to what the rain has done to my river. It’s unfishable, of course—so high and muddy and wide it reminds me of old black-and-white newsreels I’ve seen of the Mississippi in flood. And though my intellect registers that I have absolutely no business wading it, my instincts are programmed to May, and I gravitate toward its banks with all the free will of a withered daffodil caught up in its current.

I was a fisherman who—before drowning—badly needed a nudge. As it turned out, I got two, and both were gentler than I had any right to expect.

The first nudge was quite literal. I was casting in the rain above the longest of the river’s bridges, the new steel one they put in last July. It’s a thoughtful place to fish. On the left bank are the ruins of a century-old stone bridge the ice had long since washed out; on the right are the twisted beams of a more recent span, an arthritic victim of old age. I like the continuity there—fords are where the fates of rivers and man are longest entwined, and it’s nice to be faced with reminders of their coexistence.

The sogginess having entered my brain, it was half an hour before I realized that by far the driest place to fish was underneath the bridge. I waded down through water that was up to my chest. By casting sidearm, I was able to fish the pool below the supports. Except for the pressure of the current on my back and the vibrations of lumber trucks ten inches above my head, it was like fishing indoors.

I was changing to a bigger streamer when I felt something slam into my waders above my hips—a log, as it turned out. We wrestled each other for a while, me trying to keep my balance, the log squirming like a little boy caught beneath my arm, spitting bark. I yanked on one of its branches and it pranced away downstream and vanished into foam.

“The trees are starting to go,” my intellect said. It was very clear on that point. My instinct, though, still insisted on May.

“Three more casts,” it said blindly. My intellect—scared witless now—said nothing.

I took a tentative step below the bridge. By leaning backward in the current as if I were hiking out on a sailboat, I somehow managed to keep my feet. It wasn’t easy. The pounding water left me with something resembling vertigo. I felt I was teetering on the edge of a subway platform as the Seventh Avenue local roared by, in constant danger of being sucked in.

I was well past my three-cast limit when I became aware of a man in a yellow slicker watching me from beneath a pine tree on the bank.

“Water pretty cold, eh?” he said, displaying an even better Yankee twang than Ken’s.

“Naw,” I said. “Water’s always nice in May.”

But there was no fooling him. As he ducked around the pine tree his slicker opened far enough to reveal the uniform of a Vermont game warden.

“How’s the fishing, sir?” he said, going to work.

“It stinks.” I twisted around a bit so he could see the license pinned to my hat.

“Little rainy for fishing,” he suggested. “Fact of it is, the river goes up another inch, highway department’s going to close this bridge here. Won’t be any getting east until it goes back down.”

West of me were sixteen miles of flooded river, waterlogged trees that were beginning to tumble, dirt roads with no bottom, a car that started temperamentally in the rain. East of me was a warm pub with good Bourbon, my fiancée, a clean, well-lighted home. Getting out of that turgid water was the easiest decision of my life.

I talked with the warden as I packed my gear. He had been driving along the river intending to warn all the fishermen he met about the flood, but I was the only one he had found. Actually, he admitted with something like awe, I was the only fisherman he had seen in the last three days.

“Dedicated,” he said, laughing.

“Stubborn,” I said, putting him right.

As it turned out, the bridge held—the threatened flood never came. Still, there was enough rain throughout the rest of the week to make me consider all the alternatives to going back to that swollen river. The first was not to fish at all . . . Immediately rejected. Drastic measures were called for, but not that drastic. The second alternative was to head south for a drier Cape Cod and the “salter” streams I had fallen in love with when I lived there in the early ‘80s . . . Considered, then finally put aside. As beautiful as they are, those rivers formed a separate chapter in my life, and it would have been impossible to fish them without a heavy sense of déjà vu. The third was to fish a favorite trout pond in the New Hampshire mountains across the Connecticut. Attempted, then given up. Constantly bailing a leaky canoe has never been my idea of fun, and if any trout were rising while I was there, their circles were indistinguishable from those left by the rain.

So it was the river after all. There was a deeper reason for going back. This was the year I was devoting to the river alone, and I needed to stay in touch with it through all its moods, cranky as well as calm. As hard as its trout were to catch, the river itself—the sense of it—was even harder, and May was too soon to quit trying. There were occasional afternoons when the sun came out long enough to show what we were missing, and I would put away my writing and race the steaming shadows north. My fishing diary shows two rain-free hours on the 9th; three hours on the 12th; a whole afternoon on the 18th. As rare as the sun was, its effect on my face was galvanizing—I felt as if I had been switched onto solar, and the charge of energy was enough to last me through the inevitable change back to rain.
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