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Hemingway would have been impressed. In a stunning combination of superb color images and literary yet lively personal essays, celebrated angling photojournalist Roy Tanami chronicles his adventures to far-flung fly-fishing destinations in some of the most remote wilderness areas on the planet.




Angling the World takes us along on amazing excursions to ten of the world’s top fly-fishing destinations. We seek out steelhead on Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula; sea-run Arctic char in Nunavut, Canada; peacock bass and piranha in the Amazon jungle of Brazil; and brown trout on New Zealand’s South Island. That’s not to mention the fabled giant taimen of Mongolia, “one of the undisputed holy grail species for the serious, been there, done that, traveling fly angler.” This member of the salmon family can weigh in at almost 200 pounds—and, yes, can “strike suddenly and often in a highly violent manner.”








There’s drama around every bend in the river, with thoughts on conservation woven effortlessly in, as Tanami examines the ways in which traveling anglers can help save not only wild fish but also the wild places they inhabit.








Written with keen observation, wit, and verve, and interspersed with fascinating tidbits of historical and geographical lore, Angling the World is a passport to a world of extraordinary angling adventure. Conveying the full awe and wonderment, enthusiasm and reflection of a consummate storyteller who also knows just how to capture his catch on film, it will have all anglers hooked—wherever they may find themselves while dreaming of distant waters.
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  For my parents, Ken and Seiko Tanami.
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  Rio Gallegos, Argentina
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  Rio Grande, Tierra del Fuego, Argentina




  FOREWORD




  As the editor of Wild On The Fly, a literary fly-fishing travel magazine, I have found that the rarest and most valuable skill set in outdoor journalism is the ability of a single person to both write well and take great photographs. But good luck in discovering someone with that gift. He is as exceptional as a wild ten-pound trout on a dry fly.




  To be honest, just finding a genuine travel word-smith in today’s world of Chatwin, Cahill, and Krakauer wannabes is a big enough challenge. It seems everyone who ever went on an exotic fishing trip fancies himself the next Joe Brooks, only without any of the attendant vision, writing ability, or sometimes even remedial understanding of his own spoken language. Perhaps the rich experience of fly fishing does that to people, liberating their need to tell others of how they were touched. But for most aspiring authors, it is a muse best kept tethered to the confines of the personal journal. Going public demands a level of literary acumen that, frankly, most folks just don’t have—although that certainly doesn’t seem to stop anyone. The cavalcade of unsolicited manuscripts and story proposals that crosses my desk is often mind-boggling in both measure and mediocrity.




  But finding a good photographer is, in my opinion, even more difficult. As with great writing, great photography often borders on art. The rudiments of both can be learned, but which is more innate, voice or vision? I would suggest vision. With hard work and discipline, a writer can be fledged, perhaps even created from scratch, but the best photographers arc simply born. A writer’s voice is crafted, evolving with experience and often changing over the long course of life. A good photographer’s vision, however, seems hardwired from the start. Stimulate it with the technical tools of picture making and the visual raw material of life, and magic ensues.




  Yet, for one of these disciplines, the times they are a changing. The inviolability of good writing is preserved by its own process—there is still no such thing as a point-and-write pen. And, while laptop computers and word processing programs have made the manual typewriter and even handwriting in general obsolete and allow for endless and painless editing (which is a good thing), you still have to find the right words and put them down in an order that tells truth and inspires reaction. There is no technology out there that makes the creative part any easier.
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  Eg/Urr River, Huvsgul Province, Mongolia




  But photography, on the other hand, has endured a paradigm change in the form of point-and-shoot digital cameras, which, frankly, have stolen the stage from professional shooters. The oft-repeated complaint from those in the visual arts that “everyone is a photographer” has an element of truth. Cynics claim that film is dead, and with it much of the technical craft of photography. The digital revolution has made it possible for almost anyone to shoot a decent photograph, which, in the publishing industry, has resulted in a plethora of “usable” images. I don’t suggest that this supplants great photography—in fact in some ways, quite the opposite. But it has raised the bar for what constitutes a great, or at least original, image and, hence, has made finding the image-maker only that much harder.




  So when an individual as talented as Roy Tanami enters your world, as he did mine shortly after the turn of the millennium, you sit up and take notice. Here was a guy who was not only an extremely talented photographer by trade, but also a surprisingly eloquent (for a lensman!) writer on the side. Roy still makes no claims as a scribe, preferring to exploit only his shooting abilities, but I think he’s wrong. His photographs are excellent and at times even breathtaking, but his true faculty lies in his unique literary hash of keen observation, strong wit, and—I don’t know how else to say it—Canadian irony. He is a consummate storyteller, as you will soon discover, and while it is always an overindulgence of eye-candy editing one of his photographic shoots, it is the first read of a Tanami manuscript that I look forward to the most.




  When I first met Roy, the idea for Wild On The Fly was simply an improbable scheme percolating away on a back burner while I worked a “real” job researching content for an early Priceline-like outdoor-travel Web site called Adventure Deal. My role was to find fly-fishing outfitters wishing to sell their trips online, and inquiries led me to Roy’s Arctic Heli-Fishing operation, which he was then running high above the Arctic Circle. The genuine thing about Roy as an angling photojournalist is that he truly walks the talk. At barely five foot four but built like Genghis Khan, he is a passionate and practiced fisherman with years of guiding and wilderness outfitting experience.




  We hit it off instantly on the phone, and long conversations followed where we discovered each other’s true proclivity for journaling about angling. When the dot-com bubble burst and Adventure Deal disappeared faster than a bad bet, we just kept talking. Soon it was decided that a story on Arctic Heli-Fishing for giant sea-run Arctic char would be a perfect feature for the inaugural issue of Wild On The Fly, and so it was.




  That was over five years ago, and in that time Roy has written and photographed ten major features for the magazine that have taken him to Kamchatka, Russia, for steelhead; Brazil for peacock bass; Cuba for bonefish, tarpon, and permit; Northern British Columbia for steelhead; Argentina for trout, doves, and wine; Mongolia for taimen; Argentina for sea-run browns and Atlantic-run steelhead; and New Zealand for “mouse trout.” He has also co-produced Wild On The Fly video productions in many of the above locations, as well as in the Seychelles for milkfish, giant trevally, and triggerfish; in Chile for trout; in Argentina for freshwater dorado; and in Costa Rica for sailfish.




  All of this searching for wild fish in wild waters has resulted in the remarkable collection of stories you now hold in your hand. Savor it as you would a premium Russian vodka, an aged Cuban rum, or a rich Argentine Malbec. For it is from an ever-expanding cultural stew of fishing, friends, food, and frivolity that Roy’s stories emerge. Together they are your passport to a world of extraordinary angling adventure. But be warned: This is a journey one must not take lightly, as the unabashed nature of Roy’s own awe and wonderment, enthusiasm, and reflection is dangerously contagious and will likely lead you astray. Proceed with caution!






  —Joseph E. Daniel
Boulder, Colorado
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  Rio Gallegos, Argentina




  INTRODUCTION




   


   


   


  More often than not these days, I find, sprinkled like jewels in the sea of spam and other unavoidable annoyances in my inbox, fabulous photographs of fish. Some are sent to me from local sources, and, as I am a native British Columbian, this usually means images of large, bright, beefy wild steelhead. The others, though, often come from the far-flung corners of the globe, and it’s almost impossible to predict what they might be.




  On any given day, it could be Mike holding a hefty twelve-pound bone from the fly-fishing Disneyland that is the Florida Keys. Or it could be Vern from that same flats paradise, most likely with a massive tarpon or even a permit. Then again, it might be Dave or Nancy with a spectacular sailfish, marlin, or dorado just caught in the surreal blue-water zone of Pacific Costa Rica, or  even Octavio or Mane with the latest, wildest, craziest-colored pig of a peacock bass that fell for a fly in some deep, dark corner of the Brazilian Amazon. Quite often, these digital treasures are sent by mis hermanos Argentines: from Fernando, Mario, Albert, Polio, or Claudio, reminding me of the scintillatingly beautiful rainbows consistently found in the breathtakingly wild and scenic streams twisting deep within the jagged peaks of the Andes. From this crowd, though, the images could be of anything, from the gilded, toothy, freshwater dorado found in the steamy marshes of northern Argentina, to the massive, silver-bullet sea trout of wild and wind-swept southern Patagonia, right through to the mysterious, feisty, and mirror-bright Atlantic steelhead found nowhere else in the world but the chalky-blue, glacial currents of the Rio Santa Cruz.




  Whatever the case, from north to south, east to west, at any given time, somewhere in the world something is in season, and based on the contents of my e-mail messages, it’s starting to seem like whatever it is and wherever it swims, someone I know is out there throwing a fly at it. As a fly fisherman, I find this notion in itself quite a beautiful thing to ponder. It’s the allure and promise of an endless summer; the delight in knowing a close friend could be out fulfilling his or her passion at any given moment, and, of course, the purely selfish pleasure of imagining myself right there alongside him or her doing exactly the same thing. But above and beyond the countless hours of high-quality daydreaming fueled by these photos, more and more I think the truly fascinating state of affairs my inbox reflects is what fly fishing has become today.




  Our sport is now conducted on a truly global scale. Previously prohibitive boundaries of geography, technological limitations of fishing gear and clothing, and even preconceived notions of what a “fly-fishing species” is, essentially no longer exist or are rapidly falling by the wayside. Indeed, our venerable low-tech pastime of flicking feathers at fish, like most other human pursuits, has gone space-age and digital, and like no other time in history, the world really is our oyster. We live in an age where, given twenty-four hours or so, it’s possible to travel to just about any point on the face of the earth with relative ease, and once there, to transmit a digital image to just about anywhere else in about 2.4 seconds. Sure, travel can be a bit pricey at times, especially in reaching the truly remote and exotic locales, but despite this annoying detail, the fact of the matter is it can be done, and, increasingly, fly fishers are doing it.




  From what I can only attribute to ethereal factors like good karma, blind luck, and questionable decision making, rather than to steely, focused ambition, over the past several years I’ve become one of those fly fishers, somehow ending up on a whirlwind ride though this brave new world of fly fishing. Consistently and absolutely ignoring the wisdom that says you should never make your hobby your career, I’ve literally crisscrossed the globe, making a living as camp grunt, fishing guide, lodge operator, and fishing photojournalist or filmmaker, following a checkered life and career path winding ever deeper into this fantastic and ever broadening world of contemporary fly fishing. As any fly fisher knows, if you’re not careful, the sport will take over all aspects of your life—professional, personal, and otherwise—and I guess I never was very good at being careful.




  As an angler, though, it’s a life I couldn’t have dreamed up even in my wildest moments. Wandering the globe to fish is every bit as good as it sounds, and the outrageous fishing is just a part of it. All of fly fishing’s considerably powerful seduction—the quest for adventure and discovery; meeting new challenges, people, and environments; and the pleasures of being in direct contact with the elemental, pristine, and most beautiful aspects of nature—often seem amplified in the extreme and exotic edges of this world. In terms of career, the picture is not quite as rosy. For as good as the job description may appear, the job itself lacks the standard perks most careers are supposed to provide, such as opportunity for financial gain, a basis for domestic and social stability, a retirement fund, and a basic level of societal acceptance. Ignoring wisdom, it seems, always comes at a price.




  The articles here were originally published in Wild On The Fly literary magazine. As a group, they have no particular focus or organization, except that most are about places I wanted to go and somehow managed to garner the assignments to cover. As such, they are not intended to represent an All-time Top Ten Fly-Fishing Destinations list that marketing executives seem so fond of today. In fact, since I haven’t covered an Atlantic salmon story (not yet anyway), this present collection wouldn’t even make my personal top ten. These articles do, however, cover many of the well-known dream destinations and species in the world, as well as some of the truly exotic and exploratory fisheries that few people have ever experienced, right through to an off-the- charts do-it-yourself trip in southern Argentina. They are easily among the top ten fly-fishing experiences in the world today, and, therefore, as a collection they may even provide a more interesting and representative glimpse of what’s going on out there in the world of fly angling than one limited only to destination resort angling.
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  Boat repair, Rio Negro, Amazonas Province, Brazil
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  Uhtolok River Camp, Kamchatka, Russia








  Along the way, in addition to reporting these specific stories, I’ve also had ample opportunity and cause to ruminate on what might be termed the grand and timeless themes of our sport—the questions that have occupied the minds of fly anglers through the ages and that resonate with both home-water anglers as well as those compelled to travel for their sport. Throughout its history, fly fishing has always been a cerebral exercise, as evidenced by its long and extensive literary tradition. Periods of profound solitude, opportunities for genuine, unencumbered soul-searching, and the constant testing of ideas seem built into its very foundations. Fly fishing forces us all to ponder basic philosophical questions fairly often, even beyond those involving life and career.




  The essays presented here include my small contributions to this long-running tradition of navel-gazing about fly fishing generally, but also about the thorny questions that confront today’s widely wandering global angler. Just as the attractions of our sport seem more compelling and intense at the extreme edges, so do the questions. After all, watching a helicopter disappear in the distance after being dropped off alone in the harsh and uninhabited vastness of the Canadian Arctic, or enduring a mind- and butt-numbing Argentina-to-Seychelles flight with two successive twelve-hour layovers, first in New York and then in Paris, or boarding an ancient Russian helicopter bound for the Middle of Nowhere Mountains of Mongolia, all in the name of fly fishing, does tend to force a rather close examination of yourself, your choices in life and sport, and just how you ever let it get this far. My hope is that these musings will provide a conceptual context for modern global fly fishing and a thematic backdrop for the collection of articles. Admittedly, though, they could just as easily be seen as a series of rationalizations for what some might consider extreme and irresponsible behavior.
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  Perito Moreno Glacier, Argentina
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  Cayo Largo, Cuba




  That fishing “just ain’t what it used to be” is probably the most common complaint passed down through the generations. To be sure, as the world shrinks and pressure on natural resources grows, our fish, the places they live, and the quality of our experiences as fly anglers are often the first to take the hit. Indeed, the quest to find bigger and better fish has probably always been the main impetus for the traveling angler of any era. But just as access to our home waters and local fisheries increases, so it does as well for the wilder, more remote and exotic places left on earth. Luckily, we live in a time where the options in this regard are as open to us as never before. Fishing today certainly isn’t what it used to be, but from my point of view, it’s only getting better. I hope this book will make you feel the same way, whether your fly-fishing dreams are fulfilled on the familiar banks of a home stream or out on the very edges of the earth. Tight lines and happy trails.




  WHY THE FLY?




  In life and fly fishing the simplest questions often lead to more complex questions, yet rarely to truly definitive answers. Ask any good flats guide how best to attach a beefy bite tippet to a skinny class tippet, and he or she will whip you off a very complex bimini/Huffnagle knot or some equally complicated equivalent in seconds flat, and also be able to tell you in definitive detail, why. Ask that same fly angler the seemingly innocuous question of why he or she fly fishes, though, and you could be there for hours. Better yet, sit down and ask yourself this question and you may be occupied for days, or perhaps even longer.




  I don’t really know exactly why I came to the fly, and up until quite recently, I never really gave it much thought. But since realizing that I’ve allowed fly fishing, for better or for worse, to commandeer my entire life, personal, professional, and otherwise, for at least the past two decades, an examination of sorts was clearly in order. Especially since, among other things, this life somehow still hasn’t produced the shiny new Range Rover or the driveway it should be sitting in, if you get my drift. But the more I thought about it, the more complicated and elusive the answer became. Just what is it about our sport that not only draws us in but elicits such an overwhelmingly passionate and even addictive devotion?
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  Rio Santa Cruz Valley, Argentina




  I was soon lost deep within this quagmire of my own creation. Many of the standard answers I came up with were common to other forms of fishing and therefore really didn’t address the point at hand. Confused, confounded, and sweating a deadline, I desperately reached out for help. On the water, on the phone, and on e-mail, I sought the wisdom and opinions of trusted fly-fishing friends, clients, and mentors from the world over. I turned to Scotch and tried to channel the likes of Haig-Brown, Joe Brooks, and even old man Walton himself. But after countless hours of consideration and consternation, the only short, simple conclusion that I eventually reached was that there was in fact no truly satisfactory answer to the question of why we fly fish. Each of us who ever picked up a fly rod did so for different reasons, and as our lives as fly fishers progressed, they did so as well for an infinite variety of individual, personal reasons.




  So there it was. After months of searching for the profound, I had discovered the painfully obvious. However, not unlike fly fishing, the process in itself was its own reward, and my little journey into the psyche of the fly fisher was in many ways as fascinating as an exotic fishing trip to some faraway corner of the world. In fact, if there is now one thing more wondrously mysterious to me in the world of fishing than what possesses a fish to move to a fly and then actually eat it, it is what possesses us to throw those flies in the first place. For if nothing else, the other inescapable conclusion I reached about fly fishers is that no matter where we fish, or what we fish for, we truly are a special kind of crazy.




  Take the fly itself. As much as we paralyze ourselves, both at the bench and on the water, over the minutiae of size, shape, color, and materials in our flies, we conveniently choose to ignore the fact that each and every one of them has at least one obvious, relatively large, and decidedly unnatural looking hook sticking out of it. To an observant and non-delusional individual, just this one feature alone might be enough to disqualify even the most perfectly tied fly from being considered something that might fool a fish, especially if fish were indeed as smart, selective, wily, and discerning as we often like to think they are. Somehow, though, it never seems to occur to us that it’s only because we’ve chosen to try to catch fish in such a weird way that they ever seem intelligent to begin with. After all, how many of those skittery and seemingly impossible Keys bones have you seen suckered into swallowing a soaked shrimp? Or, those big and elusive British Columbia steelhead so easily seduced by a square of nylon stocking wrapped around a big, stinking chunk of roe? And, let’s not even talk about how stupid permit can be with live crabs.
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  River X,” Nunavut, Canada






  But to us, how we catch fish is far more important than if we catch fish, and in fact, no matter how coveted the species, most of us would rather play golf or even go to the dentist before doing anything as ridiculously obvious as catch fish with bait. Indeed, the very idea that catching fish can be too easy (and therefore boring) not only seems central to our way of thinking, but also directly contrary to what other types of anglers would consider the ideal. It’s no small wonder, then, that at best, our bait- and hardware-fishing brethren often consider us a harmless and somewhat eccentric cult, because, after all, that’s kind of what we are. Really, how else can you look upon a group of folks who not only go out of their way to make things harder on themselves, but get addicted to matching wits with fish by employing a smoke-and-mirrors show involving eclectic cocktails of fluff and feathers wound onto hooks?
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  Eg/Urr River, Huvsgul Province, Mongolia






  Despite all this, if there’s one place we all seem to take asylum, it is in the belief that our approach to fishing is somehow more “evolved,” or “enlightened” than that of others. But if evolution implies progress, it seems our main advancement has been to overthink fishing to the extent that catching fish really becomes beside the point. What the primary point of fly fishing then becomes, of course, is open to infinite interpretation, and perhaps that in itself is the true beauty of our sport. But whatever the case, we’ve transformed the basic, almost primal activity of catching fish into something resembling a confounding, oxymoronic, Zen-like mind game: fishing where a fish in hand is not necessarily the goal. I’m sure psychiatrists have a term for this, and I’m betting that it’s probably not “enlightened.”




  That said, perhaps the truly compelling aspect of our sport, and the main thing that sets it apart from other forms of angling, is that fly fishing is a largely cerebral exercise. A fly, after all, is an entirely human creation. It’s an idea, an abstraction, and a theory in ways that bait just isn’t. When a fish eats bait, there’s little mystery in it—proof of nothing but the fulfillment of a basic biological function. When a fish takes a fly, though, it confirms a multitude of theoretical assumptions, as wild as they may be, that the angler has made from the time he or she tied or bought the fly to the time it was let loose on the water. And this process of validation or rejection of our ideas is one key aspect of fly fishing that I believe engages us so fully, even if our ideas are only formulated in order to try and determine what a fish might be thinking.




  And perhaps it’s because our ideas in this heady arena are delivered at the ends of fly casts that we place so much importance on our casting performance, as it’s only natural to think that our ideas would be most persuasive when presented with as much artistry and grace as we can muster. So while the cast is the defining physical act of our sport, I like to think there is a conceptual component behind it too, over and above its inherent practical or even aesthetic value. Truly elegant casting is a skill that is as beautiful to behold as it is fulfilling to execute, demanding a commitment to proficiency that in itself is powerful and worthwhile. In fact, for many fly fishers, casting, even more than catching, is where the true pleasure in fly fishing lies. This is understandable, perhaps, for we do have to do a fair bit of casting, and just as with fly tying and selection, the opportunities for self-expression and creativity here seem limited only by the imagination of the angler.




  Of course the really crazy part of all this is that the final arbiters of all our elaborate, fanciful, feathery, and elegant theories happen to be fish, and this is where it can all go seriously haywire, for realistically, the fish couldn’t give a wink about any of our machinations. So many great fish have been caught on the ends of the ugliest casts, with the rattiest flies, after the most horrific mends, and other such travesties (not to mention by sheer accident), and so many more have been lost simply by us prematurely ripping what we considered to be unacceptable casts out of the water, that I sometimes marvel at our commitment to the method. But again, this does reinforce the notion that in fly fishing, it’s more about the process than the final result.




  But there is a fly in the fly-fishing ointment, so to speak, and, somewhat ironically, it lies in the fact that we all still very much want to catch fish. And herein lies the rub between the sharper challenges we seek and the inherent limitations of our chosen approach that provide those very challenges. In other words, while we’ve adopted a more difficult method for its greater rewards, we react in fascinating and sometimes contradictory ways when the going gets tough. For some, the very idea that a fish can’t be caught on a fly only fuels an intense obsession to find a way to do so. Yet for others, it can lead to techniques that flirt with the very edges of the sport.




  The growing trend toward bobber-fishing with fly rods is the example of the latter instance that confuses me the most. In its most extreme incarnation, this technique involves big, fuzzy “strike indicators” that would be more at home in a cheerleader’s hands, as well as balloons, hinged leaders, plastic beads, multiple split shot, something called a “slinky,” toothpicks, and sundry other encumbrances so antithetical to fly fishing that even casting the whole circus on a fly line becomes an oxymoronic, or perhaps just simply moronic exercise. It certainly takes most of the artistry and all of the grace out of fly casting. And while there may very well be a fly at the end of it all, this is simply spin-fishing or baitcasting with a fly rod. Unquestionably, it’s an effective way to catch fish. But at that point, why not just do it right and get a level-wind reel loaded with mono, a drift rod, a collection of dink floats, swivels, and pencil lead, and save fly fishing for another day?




  Indeed, the most effective fly fishers I’ve known in the world—those anglers who seem to magically and consistently pull fish out of the most unlikely places and impossible situations when no one else can—all seem to achieve their results with patience, knowledge, confidence, observation, and, as funny as this might sound, a kind of Zen-like serenity, rather than resorting to desperate moves based on gear gimmicks. O f course, this is a manifestation of virtuosity, and it would seem that the quest to achieve this state not only promises a far more interesting journey than doing anything as tedious and awkward as chucking gear with a fly rod, but in fact represents much of what fly fishing is really all about. Most important perhaps, the most fulfilled fly fishers I know don’t even consider the body count as a part of the equation, yet ironically, they are often also among the most productive fish catchers.
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  South Island, New Zealand Tim Romano






  Call me an old-fashioned purist, but I believe the headlong rush to fish-catching efficacy at all costs has never been a hallmark of our sport. If it were, we’d have all stayed with or switched to bait or conventional gear a long time ago. And neither is this to say that accepting the boundaries to fly fishing means keeping the sport static. The great innovators in our sport have always contributed greatly to our fish-catching efficiency, but they’ve always done so by improving and broadening the realm of fly fishing, not by dumbing it down into something else. And short of trying to outline any kind of authoritative definition of fly fishing based on tackle, I do believe there is a point where we’re just not fly fishing anymore, and for me, it is a conceptual distinction. Simply put, when catching fish becomes more important to us than how they are caught, we cross the line between fly fishing and just fishing; however, more to the point, in doing so, we also necessarily lose all of the rich rewards unique to our sport.
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