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  Every river that flows is good, and has something worthy to be loved.




  —HENRY VAN DYKE, LITTLE RIVERS
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  PART ONE




  
THE CALL OF TROUT COUNTRY








  



  CHAPTER ONE




  
Making the break—Finding a home—The two East Branches—The cabin—Space, silence, solitude





  LIVING IN NEW YORK CITY IN THE 1980S, ALWAYS POOR AND OFTEN broke because all I wanted to do was write, I took the Short Line bus whenever I could up to Roscoe, that tiny village in the Catskill Mountains where fly fishing is a way of life.




  I’d get off at the Roscoe Diner, hoist a seedy old backpack stuffed with fishing gear onto my shoulders, and hike a mile or more to a solitary stretch of the upper Beaverkill. There I would fish intently and joyously until the bittersweet moment when I had to reel in, pack up, and hurry back to the diner for the bus home. Often I was able to fish for little more than four precious hours, but even that was worth six round-trip hours on a bus.




  Sometimes I had enough money to stay overnight in one of the twenty-dollar rooms at the old Antrim Lodge in Roscoe, and after fishing till dark could be on the stream again at dawn. Occasionally I was able to rent or borrow a car and could range over the entire Catskill region, fishing not just the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek, which meets the Beaverkill at Roscoe, but other rivers like the Neversink, the Esopus, the Schoharie, and the East and West Branches of the Delaware. A couple of times I wandered up into the Adirondacks to fish the West Branch of the Ausable.




  It seemed that whenever I did leave the city, it was usually to go fishing. Whatever money I did have to spend was spent on fishing. Fly fishing had also become increasingly conspicuous in the almost wholly unremunerative writing I was trying to do. Trout streams and the life within them and the places they ran reached something deep inside me that I desperately needed to reach. I loved the sport more with each passing year and wanted to be good at it. I loved the green, pastoral, soothing landscape of the Catskills, with its operatic skies, sleepy villages that seemed stuck in time, and clean rushing water everywhere. I loved New York City, too, but not so much that I couldn’t do without it.




  For years I’d been telling myself that one day I was going to make the break and go live full-time on a trout river, at least for a while—a year, two years, the rest of my life, who could tell? The time to act finally came when my landlord, whose indulgence and generosity had helped see me through for almost a decade, informed me that he’d sold the brownstone I lived in and that I would have to leave my ridiculously cheap apartment. Since staying in the city was financially impossible, I was free to start looking for a place to live in the Catskill trout country. I couldn’t have been more excited. I was ready for this.




  I began my search for a new home in Roscoe. I had already spent so much time in Roscoe over the past seven or eight years that I felt at home there. I knew the streets, the eating and drinking places, the fly shops, the faces in town, even some of the stories behind the faces. I knew the bartender at the Antrim Lodge and had spent my share of nights there. Besides, what more could an Eastern fly fisherman ask than to live on the Beaverkill? What painter wouldn’t want to live next to the Metropolitan Museum, or musician next to Carnegie Hall?




  But I couldn’t find a place in Roscoe that I both wanted to live in and could afford. Disappointed at first, I quickly came to see this as a blessing. The Beaverkill was world-famous, its best pools and runs heavily fished; it belonged to everyone, and sometimes it seemed that everyone was there. I preferred to fish in solitude. Why not seek out water that wasn’t such a gathering place?




  Studying my maps of the Catskill Mountains, I decided that the village of Margaretville was worth a look. Less than an hour’s drive northeast of Roscoe, Margaretville (1990 population: 639) was situated on the East Branch of the Delaware on New York State Routes 30 and 28, the latter being the main east-west highway through the central Catskills. It was a few miles upstream of the Pepacton Reservoir, which impounded the East Branch for some twenty miles before the river emerged from the dam at the village of Downsville. After Downsville, I saw on my maps, the East Branch ran southwest about twenty-five more highway miles, absorbing the Beaverkill along the way and finally merging with the West Branch Delaware to form the main Delaware River.




  It’s important to note here that the East Branch above the Pepacton and the East Branch below it are very different trout rivers. The upstream East Branch, the one at Margaretville, is at the mercy of seasonal variations in air temperature and rainfall; it regularly becomes too warm and low to fish, often for months at a time. The East Branch below the Pepacton, thanks to releases from the bottom of the reservoir, provides miles of cold, high-quality trout habitat all season long. When anglers other than those who live in or near Margaretville refer in casual conversation to the East Branch, they almost always mean only the tailwater, the long upper part of which has a well-deserved place among the elite Catskill trout streams. The East Branch I was considering has nowhere near the same stature and draws nowhere near the same number of fishermen, which is one of the reasons it was so attractive to me.




  I did recall reading somewhere that the late A.J. McClane, one of the most accomplished anglers and angling writers of the twentieth century, had done much of his youthful fishing in and around Margaretville, though he was not a native of the region. But that was the only claim to fame for this water that I knew of. The fact is, the East Branch above the Pepacton hasn’t gotten much ink in the extensive literature of Catskill fly fishing. There are reference guides that barely mention it. I immediately and very naturally started calling it the “upper” East Branch (and still do), but soon learned that many fishermen use that designation only for the seventeen miles of tailwater between Downsville and the Beaverkill confluence—after which comes the “lower” East Branch, which is not as fine a trout river. It was as if the topographic upper East Branch didn’t even exist.




  My maps, in the seductive way that maps can, made the part of the river running between Margaretville and the reservoir look secluded and inviting. They showed that Esopus Creek, a major rainbow-trout river, was only a short drive down Route 28 in the direction of Kingston and Woodstock. The Beaverkill, the Willowemoc, the tailwater East Branch, and the uppermost West Branch of the Delaware, little more than twenty miles to the north, were all within comfortable driving distance. Nearby, in addition to the East Branch, were a number of smaller, less-known streams, including the Bush Kill and the Tremper Kill.




  In short, Margaretville seemed an excellent place for a serious fly fisherman to establish his headquarters, and on July 30, 1990, I moved into a rented cabin in the hemlock woods on a mountainside about a mile from the village.




  Apart from what I had gleaned from my fishing books and maps, I knew nothing about my new town. I had never fished the East Branch above the reservoir. I had been in Margaretville only twice, both times very briefly, the last time at night while passing through on a fishing trip three or four years earlier. Leaving Route 28 and crossing the river on the Bridge Street Bridge, I drove up to Main Street just to snoop around a bit, as I always like to do in an unfamiliar town. It was summer, but Main Street was empty. The one locus of bright light and activity was the tiny Village Pub, from which there burst a din of music and voices every time someone went in or came out. The sky was clear and moonlit, and I could see the dark, soft outlines of the mountains that hugged the village on all sides, close and intimate in the Catskill fashion. I remember thinking that the setting must be very pretty when the mountains were ablaze in the fall.




  That was, as I say, the second time I’d been in Margaretville. My first brief stop there preceded the second by five or six years. My then girlfriend and I were riding the Trailways bus from New York up to Delhi, the seat of Delaware County—Margaretville’s county—to spend the weekend at a friend’s rural retreat. We weren’t getting along and weren’t talking much, which left a lot of time for looking out the window.




  As the bus advanced up 28, I was more and more taken with the loveliness of the country—the deep-green mountains that seemed almost close enough to touch; the classic-looking trout river that coursed and tumbled not far from the highway, skewing south as we did north. Esopus Creek. It was a cool, gloomy, misty day, big gray clouds clinging to the hills, and I imagined how pretty everything I was seeing must be in sunlight, under blue skies. Landscape can talk to us, and in this one, this verdant place of low, round, gentle mountains interlaced with so much cold running water, I recognized something of myself. I perceived it as a landscape I could be comfortable in. The fact that the Catskills were also one of the legendary regions of American fly fishing didn’t hurt.




  By the time the bus made its scheduled stop at the Inn Between Restaurant in Margaretville—a town I’d never heard of—I was telling myself that one day I was going to live in these parts and pursue the life of a committed angler. I knew it.




  Now, all these years later, I was moving into a cabin from which, if I cut through the woods on the mountainside sloping down to Route 28, as I often did over the next six years, I could walk to the Inn Between in ten minutes. This nearness to the site of my epiphany often struck me as interesting, and still does, but I believe it was far more coincidental than spiritual. Margaretville simply turned out to be the place best situated for everything I wanted: a trout stream that got comparatively little fishing pressure, a base from which other rivers could easily be reached, and, just as important, affordable habitation for a fisherman and freelance writer whose total dollar resources at any given time almost never exceeded three digits, often didn’t exceed two, and occasionally dipped into the singles. I should add here that I didn’t have a clue how I was going to pay my bills in Margaretville.
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  I found the cabin after some diligent legwork and a key tip from the woman tending bar at the Village Pub. It was ridiculously close to the ideal of the private, quiet, inexpensive sylvan abode I had often imagined myself living in one day. The moment I saw it, I said to myself, That’s it, that’s the place.




  The one-story cabin had brown clapboard siding and a gently pitched roof of pale-green asphalt shingles. It had been built in the 1960s, mainly for warm-weather use. To reach it, you drove half a mile up a steep, narrow, winding road off Route 28, then turned right onto a dirt road and went a few hundred yards more. The cabin was on the right, well back from the dirt road at the bottom of a grassy slope—the front yard. Behind it were woods. Unkempt litters of hemlock and birch bordered the yard on each side and shielded the one-acre site from similar dwellings, only sporadically occupied, on the adjacent properties. There were many raspberry bushes and one apple tree. The big picture window in the kitchen, flanked by two smaller windows and then yellowish-cream shutters, looked out on the front yard and upward to the looming side of a forested mountain, Pakatakan by name, and the sky above it. Thousands of acres of state land, right across the road.




  To the left of the cabin as you approached it coming down through the yard was a wooden storage shed. When I moved in, I was ignorant enough to store a cardboard box containing ancient personal papers in this shed, only to discover years later that creatures had feasted on my college blue-book exams. To the right of the cabin and a little behind it was another shed, made of metal and painted the same brown as the cabin. Attached to its side was a huge, clocklike U-Haul thermometer stuck on sixty-two.




  Off the left side of the cabin was a nice little deck made of treated lumber. To enter the cabin, you stepped onto the deck and went through a screen door into a narrow, screened porch whose floor tilted several degrees down and away from the cabin. The roof over the porch was gently peaked and had a scalloped decorative trim, slightly tacky, that matched the kitchen shutters in color.




  The front door opened from the porch into the living room. To the right of the living room was the kitchen. Behind the living room were two very small bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. That was the extent of the place, which had a very distinct odor that I still remember fondly, a blend of mustiness and wood with a dash of propane.




  All the walls were covered with cheap fake-wood paneling. The living room floor was covered wall to wall with all-weather carpeting, dark red. Underneath the carpeting was plywood, and not far below the plywood was the ground. Here and there in corners of the living room and the other rooms were inhabited spiderwebs.




  The cabin was furnished, a big plus since I had very little furniture of my own. In the living room were two vinyl armchairs, one emerald green and starting to crack, little bits of stuffing emerging from the fissures; the other a creamy white with broad, useful wooden armrests and, embossed on the backrest, a big head of a smiling horse. Also, a musty couch-bed; a cheap coffee table; a pair of junky, hideous floor lamps; a small bookcase; and a couple of wall cabinets. An old propane heater, as big as a small chest of drawers and sturdy enough to sit on as the heat was coming up on cold mornings, undoubtedly original with the cabin, was tucked into a corner.




  Not counting the funny horse chair, which was very comfortable, the best feature of the living room was the fine raised-hearth fireplace, which was going to get more use over the next six winters than probably any other fireplace in the Catskill Mountains.




  The bedrooms had linoleum floors, but the linoleum had detached in places from the surface underneath and become wavy with air pockets. On the walls of each bedroom were two or three dime-store pictures of outdoor scenes, which I never touched. I had my own bed to put in one of the rooms; the other came with two folding beds and a bureau. My bedroom had the cabin’s only closet, on the shelves of which were some old bed linens, neatly folded and stacked but mil-dewy. I left them that way for the duration.




  As for the cramped little bathroom, the overwhelming impression there was one of plumbing, of tanks, valves, hoses, and copper pipes everywhere. In addition to the toilet, the small sink (rubber stopper on chain), and the white metal shower stall, which was somewhat warped and rusted, the cabin’s propane water heater was there and took up much of the space. The pipe carrying water from the well entered the cabin under the sink and spawned a network of hoses and copper pipes going to the sink, the toilet, the shower, the water heater, and on through the wall into the kitchen. The water heater spawned a separate copper network of its own. In the coming winters I would learn all about copper water pipes and would get good at fixing them when they burst.




  The kitchen, almost as big as the living room, was the brightest space in the house because of its large, unobstructed picture window. The floor was linoleum, a red-brick pattern, in spots buckled and wavy. Next to the window was a cool diner-style table with three chairs that matched it and one that didn’t. There were a four-burner gas stove, a black rotary wall phone, a Philco refrigerator that looked right out of the 1940s, and an electric clock of similar vintage on the wall above the Philco.




  All things considered, it was a splendid place to live. Sitting on the screened porch those first few evenings, watching deer, raccoons, skunks, rabbits, woodchucks, and turkeys wander through the yard, listening to the crickets, feeling the luxurious soothing silence in my skull, watching the moon climb up from behind Pakatakan Mountain and floodlight the sky, I think I was as happy as I’d ever been. Finally I had space. Finally I had silence. Finally I lived in a place where I could be on a trout stream any day I wanted, with the fly rod leaning against the wall, the vest and waders hanging nearby, the river just minutes away. Finally I had made it happen.




  It was the silence that affected me the most. For the past nine and a half years, I had lived in a ground-floor, street-front studio apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. Sometimes, especially when the windows were wide open, it was like living on a traffic island in a busy intersection: engines, horns, the grinding of garbage trucks, police sirens, fire sirens, ambulance sirens, three noisy shift changes at the nursing home next door, conversations, arguments, the verbal violence of road rage, passing boom boxes (no iPods or smartphones in those days), homeless people going noisily through the garbage cans at all hours, occasionally the screams and shouts of people who’d just been mugged or in some other way scared silly, a couple of times the running feet of a mugger; even, once or twice, not that far away, gunshots. What was remarkable was how easily I adjusted to it all. After a certain early point, I hardly even heard it. I even slept through it. It just became part of my dreams.




  Those were the years of the crack epidemic, of prowling desperado crackheads. One night I came home to find that my apartment had been broken into, a complete waste of time and effort for the criminal since I owned nothing of the slightest worth to him. Another time, in the middle of the afternoon while I was out, a neighbor surprised a young man who was trying to bash in my apartment door with a concrete block. The young man fled but left me with one nasty-looking door. Late one night I had to call the police when I heard shrieks for help coming from the brownstone next door. The man shrieking was being stabbed by the guy who lived in the adjacent apartment; apparently they’d hated and baited each other for years. And I mustn’t forget the truly insane-sounding group meetings of some sort, with screaming, wailing, sustained foot-stomping, and loud applause, that took place for a while in the apartment upstairs.




  So when I made the abrupt switch to my mountainside cabin, the pervasive silence was a revelation. It was like a balm inside my ears, a long, slow, deep massage of my needful brain.




  Having no television, and getting only a couple of regional stations on the radio, I started listening at nights on the shortwave bands, getting my news and entertainment from London, Tokyo, Moscow, Beijing, and Utah. The voices crackling in through the night from these faraway places, telling me about the start of the first Gulf War—Iraq had just invaded Kuwait—agricultural practices in provincial Russia, and cricket scores in India, seemed only to intensify my newfound silence and solitude. So did the lonesome-sounding drumming on the roof of the rain that fell so hard and so often, usually for long, unbroken hours at a time, during my first two weeks in the cabin.
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  As the rain allowed, I began exploring the upper East Branch and its surroundings. I came to the river knowing little more about it than what I’d learned from looking at it on maps and out a car window. Spending time hiking up and down its banks, acquainting myself with both the obvious and not-so-obvious access points, was a good start. I was able to cover much of the river from where it passes through town to where the reservoir begins, getting trapped in the woods a few times during rainstorms; getting lost in them in the dark; gradually learning my way around that green, lush, gnarly, buggy, fragrant world.




  I fished, too, of course, though not very well or successfully. My first decent trout, a well-fed brown of twelve inches, came only after I had repeatedly caught nothing but small stockies and chubs or been skunked. One thing that surprised and delighted me was that I rarely saw another angler, and when I did, he was always the only one. This river certainly seemed to bear out the old chestnut that ninety percent of the fishermen fish ten percent of the water.




  Unfortunately, although two months remained in the East Branch season when I moved to Margaretville, I was able to take only partial advantage of them. My hopes of settling into the sweet life of a full-time trout man soon came up against a familiar obstacle: financial reality, the governing reality of our lives. I was broke again; the move upstate had wiped me out. I was not the free man I’d been pretending to be; no one who needs money is. My fishing would have to be set aside so that I could make enough dough to pay some bills and get through the next few months.




  And so, barely a month after moving in, I was doing what so many native Catskillians have always had to do: going elsewhere to earn money. For the past six or seven years, I had survived mainly by working as a sort of freelance, all-purpose laborer on renovation projects in New York City. This allowed me to get my writing done free of the mind drain of mentally demanding employment, and my fishing done in the often large blocks of time between jobs. Now I was going to seek the help of my friends in the city one last time. After that I would somehow have to make my money locally.




  The sense of financial urgency was heightened one morning in the third week of August when I was looking out my big kitchen window and watching the morning cloud cover break up on the great green wall of Pakatakan Mountain. Suddenly I saw something I hadn’t seen before. It was a small splash of yellow high up on the mountain, a single yellow patch in all the green. It looked as if a giant had cracked an egg over one of the trees and let the yolk spill all over it. Hardly had I moved into my cabin, and already the first sign of the coming winter—the first changing tree—had appeared. Already the hawk had taken wing and was slowly on its way. Catskill winters are very cold, gray, snowy, and long. All the more reason, for a little while, at least, to put the building up of my resources ahead of my fishing.
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