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  To my Dad

  Through it all, we fished.
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  Foreword

  [image: image]

  As I pass deeper into middle age and approach my fifties, I find myself getting more sentimental than I was in my roaring, invincible youth. I often think fondly (yes, sentimentally) of my preteen years in the Adirondack Mountains region and my teens growing up on the shores of Oneida Lake, outside of Syracuse, New York. That’s in the heart of New York State, quite distant from New York City, culturally. Syracuse is middle America, as is about 75 percent of New York State. You may have heard the term Upstate New York, which geographically is the region from Westchester County north to the Empire State’s capital city of Albany; however, Central New York is most of what’s slightly north and west of there. Buffalo is Western New York, and so is Rochester—at least a little bit. However, I think of Rochester (where my mother was born) predominantly as Central New York. And that belief was confirmed to me when I got to know the writer Jerry Hamza.

  This guy Hamza grew up in the Rochester, New York, area and writes about fishing and hunting in the Lake Ontario region of Central and Western New York, and also about his years at Hardwick College near the Catskill Mountains and the famous trout streams there. These are areas I know well, through family connections and life experience. When Jerry writes about fishing for Great Lakes steelhead, I get sentimental because I remember all the times I’ve done it. Jerry also makes those experiences palpable and real—which shows his value as a writer and storyteller. In a strange coincidence, as an adult I also lived in Coastal Maine and enjoyed visiting Grand Lake Stream in Down East, Maine. Turns out, Jerry has a house there and writes about GLS in this book, too. Weird, huh? Or fate that I got to know this guy Hamza.

  Even if you didn’t grow up in Central New York or fish Lake Ontario or the Catskills or Grand Lake Stream, Maine, there is much in these pages to keep you entertained.

  Speaking of which—I also learned that Entertainment (capital-letter emphasis intended) was Jerry’s business for decades as part of the management for the comic George Carlin. That experience opened doors of travel to Jerry, during which he carried fly tackle or a shotgun. He offers stories from those trips, too.

  Rollicking fun, adventure, success or not so much, and most of all good thinking characterize these stories. They are the first installment of chronicles from a full outdoor life. Dive in and savor the leisure-time reading. And if you’re like me, you’ll be waiting eagerly for the next book and the next adventures shared by this guy Hamza.

  Joe Healy

  Former Associate Publisher

  Fly Rod & Reel

  Waterford, Vermont

  April 2015
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  Introduction
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  I spent some time recently in an introspective mood examining what I have become. Like many people, I see life as a process. After around fifty years, I have become a storyteller. Really, it’s not a recent happening. In fact, I have been telling stories all my life. The informal sharing of yarns and years of experience has happened for quite a while. It’s easy to tell your children how you met the president or the time you shot the eye out of a partridge at hunting camp. In many families, the tales that get passed down from one generation to the next become the colorful oral history of that certain clan.

  My transformation from casual fabulist to serious chronicler has to do with a kind of calling. In the past, this same calling led some to decide to become minstrels. In today’s world, there are serious challenges to becoming a minstrel—more than finding a costume that fits, even. The best storytellers, such as Mark Twain and Ernest Hemingway, spin their tales in ways that leave you wanting more. They embed subtle anecdotal morals in their stories that sneak up on you and make you think as well as smile. This is the high watermark for which I aim.

  It is my pleasure to pass along some of my stories about the human condition set against an outdoor backdrop. In today’s world, where it is tempting to live in a virtual world where the electronic environment can isolate us almost completely, I try to refresh the idea that the natural world is beautiful, challenging, rewarding, and real.

  It is my hope that you will laugh frequently and think occasionally and lose track of time as you read these stories. That my stories will incite and invite you to recall some of your own. That you will want to make some new ones. That the best revenge is living well, always.

  Warmest regards,

  Jerry Hamza

  Pittsford, New York

  Spring 2015
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  Chapter 1:

  Prose to Poetry
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    “Music, when combined with a pleasurable idea, is poetry; music without the idea is simply music; the idea, without the music, is prose, from its very definitiveness.”

    —Edgar Allan Poe

  

  Bill and I had gone back further than each would like to admit. I really had to sit down and think about where our acquaintance began. It was in the mid-1980s. He had a fishing lodge in northern Ontario. It was a great place to catch giant northern pike on a fly rod and then pick up a few walleyes for shore lunch every day. I loved Bill’s place. I would go a couple times a year. It was solitude and isolation.

  Bill had a couple of De Havilland floatplanes—usually an Otter and a Beaver. Over the years fishing with Bill, first at his lodge and later at his outpost camp, we would fly in. There was no other way. He always felt that roads to lakes killed the fishing. It is hard to argue with the logic. I was always fascinated by the stories he told about scouting out locations for new outpost camps. It was as simple as flying and landing on unnamed lake after unnamed lake and fishing off the plane’s pontoons.

  As we would fly to his place, you could see hundreds of lakes in all directions. Most were unnamed. I would ask Bill, “Did you fish there? Did you fish there?”

  The answer would be: No, he only fished a very few of the lakes. His search included a set of criteria that ruled out most bodies of water. He was always looking for lakes as locations for outpost camps. This ultimately meant building the camp on “crown land” (this is how Canadians refer to government-controlled land, what U.S. folk call national- or state-park land). Building an outpost on crown land has many regulations. It narrowed Bill’s field of interest down to the areas he could use. I, on the other hand, had to deal with the thought of all this water and the possibility that most of it had never seen a fisherman. I felt like a bum looking at a plate of cream puffs through a pastry store window. Years into our affiliation, I finally wore him down. He agreed to keep an eye out for a place. He would find that pristine spot and outfit me for a week. He gave me his word.

  One day, the phone rang and Bill was on the line. The odd part was this was November. He asked if I was serious about an outfitted wilderness trip. I told him I was. He let me know these kinds of things could run into money. Everything runs into money, I said. It is the limiting factor of life. Age is the other. If you aren’t running out of one you’re running out of the other. If you’re running out of both, you’re fucked.

  I asked him how much. He asked me: “How long are you looking to go for?” I told him a week. Bill said, “I probably could get you in there for four or five U.S.”

  “Where and four or five what?” I answered.

  “Somewhere no one has ever fished before. You know all you have to do is show up, eh. The tent and everything will be there for you. That’s grand. Come on.”

  There was a long pause. He knew why. I’m sure the guy in the house next door could hear the wheels in my head turning. It was the chance of a lifetime. An opportunity I had always wanted. How do you put a price on that? Well, Bill just did and it was a steep one, in my world anyway. I told him to give me a few days to figure it out. Reality has screwed up many fine fantasies. How did that saying go? You never see a U-Haul behind a hearse? Of course, no one enjoys financial discord. I sat down and penciled it out. Sacrifices could be made. I figured I could do it for four thousand dollars. A voice in my head said that I should try to chew him down. The smarter voice said that maybe I don’t want the guy who was going to outfit me in the middle of nowhere cutting corners to find a profit margin. My motto in recent times has been to err on the side of caution. I told I would do it for four thousand but it would have to be comfortable. This was a lot of money to me. Everything is relative. I would make personal sacrifices to go.

  I think it helps in our psyche if things that are important are acquired through struggle and sacrifice. It is the human spirit that enjoys the triumph on the other side of the struggle. For four grand, I hoped so.

  So I called Bill back and I was glad to get past the money thing. It is always sort of uncomfortable for me. Over time, I have made friends with some of the people I pay to fish with. I know it’s how they feed their families. You have to be so careful. Money has ruined more friendships than sex.

  Bill and I moved on to the fishing. He told me he found a great fly-fishing place, maybe. Bill’s stock in trade is not fly fishing. It is walleyes. Over the years, he has picked up a couple of us “floaters”—types who go back and forth between fishing styles. I am not sure how endearing a term that is but I am okay with it. I am pretty sure it might be in reference to the flies we float. At least I hope so.

  Bill told me he found this gravel bluff overlooking about three miles of a nameless stream between two nameless lakes. That he had landed his plane on one of the lakes last September and caught some nice brook trout at the mouth of the stream. It was connected to the Albany River system so it could be very good. The stream appeared to have a nice gravel bottom and would be good wading, he said. We talked about dates and came up with the first week in August. That far north, it would be like September in the States. I could already feel my fingertips starting to tingle. Sentience is wonderful.

  There would be plenty of time to plan. Months to figure out everything. The biggest question would be to go with someone or not. Spending a week with someone in the wilderness is something you really have to pray over. It is not like going to Las Vegas with some friends. When it gets to wearing thin, you can’t feign fatigue and skulk up to your room. This is brutal tied-at-the-hip/no-way-out cohabitation for a week. I did a tent-camp hunting trip in Wyoming once. There were three of us. We got caught in the snow storm from hell. We spent ten hard days. In the end there was no hunting and only hard feelings. Years later no one talks still. It was just too much forced time with the wrong blend of guys. I learned then that you really have to be careful; it didn’t come to knives at throats but maternal sexuality did come into question.

  So that meant going alone. If things went bad, then I would be a victim of my own hand. The biggest concern about doing the trip alone would be safety.

  In contemplating safety, you really are dealing with prevention and limitations. To know where the line is and to stay well on the safe side of it. One of the precepts is to check all your equipment. Anything that is worn or the least bit questionable has to be replaced.

  Bill and I, over the months, went over the camp outfit several times. In the end I was confident that we had the major points down. The minor points were mine alone. The major points spoke to safety and survival; the minor points were about style and comfort. What good is it if you live through a trip that you suffered through because you didn’t sweat the details? If you can say anything about the brutal winters of Upstate New York (where I live), it’s that they give you the time to sweat the details.

  I knew I would have to rent a satellite phone. Some people embrace technology and this would be fun for them. I am not one of those people. I was pissed when I had to get my first cell phone. I became more pissed when it died and I purchased a Blackberry. When it died my daughter talked me into a smartphone. I am happy to announce that a deer slug propelled down the barrel of a Browning 12-gauge rendered that son of a bitch harmless. I know it was a meaningless act of defiance. In fact, I went out the next day and replaced it. But it was therapeutic and made programming the new phone bearable. On each birthday or Christmas someone feels they need to buy me a Kindle or some likeness of one. They see my beautiful library of leather-bound books and think it a folly. Every year I re-gift them. I just like the way a book feels in my hand. I have a 1983 Honda Civic station wagon that I love. I love her because, besides reminding me of all the road trips of my youth clad in tie-dye, she cannot talk to me. I still pull-start my outboard motor, percolate coffee, and brush my teeth by hand. My solution to the satellite phone situation was to hand it off to my secretary and ask her to make sure it worked.

  As I was pondering the minor points of the trip, I knew I’d have to deal with downtime. What I mean is, the time between fishing and running from bears. I could hit poor weather and the evenings needed some filling. Over the years I have become somewhat of a single-malt Scotch aficionado. The truth is sometimes a glass of fine Scotch and a good cigar are pleasures in life. I often forgo the cigar these days for health concerns. I will pack one fine Cuban. Hey, this will be Canada; they are legal there. I like the twenty-five-year-old Glenlivet but the price tag is too steep. I know it is worth it. I buy one bottle around the holidays and share small glasses with my favorite people. Glenlivet makes a beautiful eighteen-year-old and that would do. I would pack about ten pounds of books. The problem with floatplanes is weight. You have a limit and that is it. If you have ever flown into the woods you have seen that look on the pilot’s face as he is figuring out payload in his head. Some outfits have scales at the docks. So you pack according to weight. The nice thing about this trip is that Bill will have had the camp all set before I get there. The tent, cot, table, food, and safe box for the food. Even so, reaching the one-hundred-pound limit for personal equipment can go quick.

  The last item I was toying with packing was part of the technology I usually dislike. There are always exceptions. I had purchased an iPod a few years earlier. Recently I had really got into finding my music on the Internet. I was always counterculture. Lately my music was showing up and I could download it. Things like Glen Campbell and the Stone Temple Pilots playing Galveston. Music is an important part of my life. Is it as important as fly fishing or hunting? I can’t answer. I need it all. I spent a large portion of my life in the entertainment industry. Actually, we were a family who had deep roots in it. My grandfather and father spent many years promoting country music. Each had a hand in the development of the CMA. As a boy I remember wiping off Loretta Lynn’s lipstick from my cheek. Conway Twitty messing up my hair. I remember helping Marty Robbins get his guitar set up at an old theatre in Newark. He would be constantly licking something to soothe his throat. He would leave us soon after. I remember George Jones saying goodbye to my grandfather all choked up. He knew it would be the last time they would work together. Music meant a lot to me and this little iPod device made it reasonable to carry a lot in a very small space. I had been contemplating fishing this trip with it. I kept asking myself if Izaak Walton would fish with an iPod. Then I thought of one of his lines: “Lord, what music hast thou provided for Thy saints in heaven, when Thou affordest bad men such music on Earth!”

  I decided I was going to do it. I was also going to bring a docking station and fill the wilderness air with new sounds. There are some who would consider breaking the peace and tranquility of the wilderness with a hot version of Iggy Pop’s “The Passenger” a sin. That’s okay—as I have established early on, I am indeed a sinner. If we are going to qualify them, with the worst being at the top of the list, this would surely be near the bottom. Right next to paying Suzy Orbacker twenty-five cents to see her underwear in the second grade. She promptly displayed them by opening the brown paper bag she had them in and took my quarter. The gods would forgive me. The bigger problem would be how to keep these things powered. Like most of life’s logistical problems it was solved by throwing money at it. Bill would fly in a small generator when he set up camp. Portable electricity is another technology I do not mind.

  When we endeavor to undertake a fishing trip, or any trip, there are stages. The first stage is the fanciful stage where it has to appeal. Then comes the reality stage. Can it be done? It is like a decision tree. If it can be done then you have to plan. After planning is the waiting stage. When you are young, the waiting stage is hard. As you age it just lines up with the chronology of life. Then comes the packing stage. This usually takes place late in the waiting stage. Of course, if you have OCD like I do, it can already have taken place several times throughout the waiting stage. Then there is the travel stage. If you do it right, the travel stage can be as good as the main trip. At least a fine hors d’oeuvres to the meal.

  The place I had to get to for the floatplane was Geraldton, Ontario. The problem was I was not sure what the hell that is anymore. Literally. Some time in 2001, the Progressive Conservative government of Ontario combined the townships of Beardmore and Nakina, the towns of Geraldton and Longlac with large unincorporated surrounding land districts, and called it Greenstone. You have to figure when the government coops communities someone is going to get screwed. The place I had to get to was the town formerly known as Geraldton. Call it what you will but it sits at 50.0000N, 86.7333W. The good part is it’s located just off the Trans-Canadian Highway in the north of the Superior region. This is one of my favorite road trips. If I drove like a maniac infused with Tim’s black I could get there in thirty hours. Tim’s is Tim Horton’s (a chain of excellent coffee franchises), a Canadian cultural fixture. You can’t swing a dead cat there without hitting a Tim’s. The Red Cross stopped accepting blood from Canadians during the workweek because it was 70 percent Tim’s. Though I love Tim’s coffee, I would be taking my time. I would make the trip in four days on Tim’s Creamy Brown.

  I like to take the bridge at Niagara Falls. I just like to see the falls. I also like to see the people who come to see the falls. No matter how you look at it, this is a cool place. “Niagara Falls! Slowly I turned! . . .” One of the most popular vaudeville routines ever. Lundy Lane on the Canadian side is so much fun. You can kill a half-a-day here without any difficulty. I like to time it so I can get into North Bay, Canada, late at night and spend the evening there. I love the city. It is where the big corporations stop spending their money and true Canadiana begins. Canadiana is like Americana except it still exists. For instance, if you get to the Ice Hut Bar and Grill in Cochrane, Ontario, you will remember it. The entrées are made up by the proprietors and are really good. It is not franchise bullshit food where you get sick if some worker from Guatemala doesn’t wash his hands after taking a shit. You get sick if the person right here doesn’t wash his hands. I know—but it makes a difference to me. The real point is you have regular people believing in a personal dream putting up their money, their imagination, their sweat, and most of their time to make a business. Here, away from the giant commercial chains, they have a chance. I like people and the personal expression they bring to the world. I hate corporations and the sterilization they inject into us. If you had a terminal disease you could always burn down a Walmart to get square with the house. Besides, the Ice Hut Bar and Grill sells a deep-fried, artery-hardening Mars bar that just kills.

  All along Route 11 small businesses create a blend of culture and flavor that is distinctly Canadiana. I always try to take as much extra money as I can. I fill up my car with as much useless shit as I can. I wrap it up and give it to people at Christmas. You can tell where you stand in my world by what you get from me at Christmas. If you get that coin purse made from the bear’s scrotum with the Canadian maple leaf stamped on it, you should work on being a little nicer to me in the coming year.

  Finally I made it to Bill’s place. I was glad to see him. Bill is a good guy. He has that low-key Canadian way. Most of his sentences are finished with “eh” and I just love that too. To top it off he has a big goofy grin. It doesn’t matter how pissed you are at him, once he smiles, it’s over. “Hey Bill I got you this hand-carved duck,” I tell him as I lighten my load by one item. He likes it and places it on his desk so as to cover a pile of paperwork. I think that helps him like it even more. We chat for a while to catch up. He tells me he wants to get me to camp that afternoon. That some rain may come tomorrow. Weather in the north is what you can see. Past that, there is no real certainty. They sell a thing called the weather rock up there. It is a half joke. You have probably seen the likes of it. If the rock is wet, the weather is rainy; if the rock has snow on it, it is snowy; and so on. Bill told me he made a flagpole out of a jack pine. He gave me two flags, one green and one orange. He would fly over every day. If the green flag was flying, he would keep going. He had that big Bill grin on his face when he told me he wanted to show me something. I smiled too. I had an idea about what, but was not sure exactly. I followed him to the dock. I was right. There she was: Bill’s new Otter. To the boys in the North Country and Alaska, an Otter is synonymous with a ’57 Chevy. They don’t make them anymore, guys build the hell out of them, and other guys notice them. This one was a honey. The thing is these are legendary planes and they were built in Canada. They were so important to opening up the Arctic almost globally. So for a Canadian boy it is part of the dream. Bill’s new cream puff was a DHC-3 Vazar turbine Otter. It was white with butterscotch stripes and a black streak down the middle. For those of you who don’t know planes, just think of a ’57 Bel Air built to the hilt. Buffed to a high gloss. The only thing missing was a hot babe adjusting her makeup in the reflection.

  “Hey this is so sweet. Throw me the keys!”

  “Yeah, right,” Bill said.

  Bill had a Beaver too. They are both made by De Havilland. The Beaver is smaller than the Otter. It would be far more economical to fly me in the Beaver but I noticed Bill had them loading up the Otter. I love times like this best. When something unpredictable and fun happens in the story. You have to keep watching so you know when you are having the time of your life. I smiled at him. “You figure we need the Otter?”

  “Yeah. You know, it doesn’t matter how many times I tell you to pack light, eh? Just to show you what a good guy I am . . . no extra charge,” he said while flashing his big smile.

  “Okay. I suppose we’re gonna take the long way, too,” I said and smiled back.

  “Yup . . . no extra charge.”

  Not long after he said that he was in the flyer’s seat. I got in next to him. The instrumentation was all redone as well. He was so proud and I was impressed. I knew he would let me fly her for a bit when we got up. He put her nose into the wind and lifted off the water like a dream. You could feel the pride float off Bill. I had known Bill long enough to know that this was indeed one of his dreams. I was happy for my friend. I began to look at him in a new light. Dreams are important in life. Dream placement is probably more important. A dream has to be hard enough that the outcome is never sure but not so hard that it can never be. This dream opened the door to the next dream. This plane, as beautiful as she was, could haul around four thousand pounds. That can open a lot of doors in the north.

  We ran up to the Albany River. Bill wanted to show me how this water connected to the water along which I would be camping. The Albany River system flows northeast from Lake St. Joseph in northwest Ontario and empties into James Bay. It has many offshoots and has remained primarily wild in its history. The worst exploitation was as a canoe route for furriers in the 1700s. There are several fishing lodges and outfitters that use the system but in the overall picture it amounts to very little pressure. Where Bill had set up was far from anything. He told me the lakes and the stream connecting them were unnamed on all his maps. That if it was fished before, it wasn’t in the lifetime of the fish currently living here. He also warned me that just because it was pristine didn’t mean fish would rush to impale themselves upon my hook. That I could have bad days here too. I knew all this. I was here for the chance at something special. There was more to all of this than just catching fish. To spend a week in virgin wilderness is something rare. To spend a week isolated and alone is uncommon. Most boys at some point in their lives have wondered about it to the point of fancy—the life of a mountain man. I would not come close to that experience because I was outfitted but I think I could at least feel the nuance. As the Otter landed on the lake, I was wondering if I could stand myself for a week.

  Bill circled the lake and dropped our altitude. The pontoons touched the water and the weight of the plane slowly lowered until she was floating. We taxied around until Bill jumped out and tied her to a bush. (Well, that’s what you tie planes to in the wilderness.) We unloaded my gear and carried it to the camp, which was located about a quarter mile from the lake. It stood on a bluff overlooking the stream. This stream was a good thirty or forty yards across. In some places it would be called it a river. The bluff stood about a hundred feet high and you could tell at one time the stream flowed this way. It was a good spot for a camp and with a little breeze could provide some relief from the bugs. Bill and crew had done a nice job with the camp. There was a spacious tent with a cot and a lantern. Off to one side of the tent was a tarp and under it was a table and a chair, the generator, a Coleman gas stove, a rack with cooking utensils, eating utensils, and more lanterns. Bill showed me the strongbox filled with provisions. It was a good fifty feet from camp and was padlocked. He gave me the key and smiled. “Don’t lose this, eh?”

  He was still smiling as we went down to the stream. There in front of a promising-looking pool was a homemade sign. It read “Jerry’s Beat.” I smiled too. In my mind I was hoping this wasn’t putting off the fishing gods. Fishermen are a superstitious bunch. I have a friend who won’t get into a boat with tartar sauce present. Another guy threw a full-fledged veins-popping-in-his-forehead rage because the guide had the audacity to have a banana in the boat. I think the only people more superstitious could be hunters. Maybe baseball players. Anyway, the sign made me a little nervous. I followed Bill back to the plane to see him off. He reminded me about the green and orange flags. Then he threw a package at me.

  “What’s this?” I said.

  “Walleye fillets! I’ll see you in a week. Have fun.”

  He smiled, climbed into the plane, and had her nose into the wind. He took his beautiful Otter once around the lake and tipped his wing at me. I liked Bill. The walleye fillets would be a great dinner.

  By the time I got unpacked and had all my stuff situated, it was dinnertime. I decided I would have a walleye shore lunch. A true treat. Simply dredge the fillets in flour with salt and pepper. Then slice some potatoes and onions thin. It reminded me of the days when I first started fishing. Particularly in this part of the world. Walleye was the game and there was a morning session and an evening session. There was a guide with wonderful cedar-strip boats. The whole day was accentuated by the shore lunch. The guide would fillet the morning catch. Prepare the potatoes and onions. There was always a can of Spam. It was insurance against getting skunked. The shore-lunch spots had a fireplace made of granite rocks arranged in a ring so as the size allowed for the big long-handled frying pan to rest nicely over the fire. The guide would gather up dry deadwood, start the fire, and put the pan over it. Then, unbelievable in today’s world, he’d put a couple pounds of pure lard into the pan. I cannot tell you how much time of my mortality melted in the frying pan with all that lard. I can tell you it was a culinary delight. I would try to recreate that with a slightly more cardiac-friendly olive oil. It was a fine dinner. I was careful to clean everything up at the stream. There were plenty of black bears here. It would be great if we just kept a respectful distance.

  After dinner, I took the time to make ready all the things I would need for the following day. I started with my fishing vest. It has become an old friend. It is the old-school kind with lots of pockets and zippers and snaps. The part I like best is no Velcro. It was a good vest when I purchased it, still is. After all these years the only thing wrong is that it has faded some, but so have I. I always change the pocket contents for the immediate trip. I loaded the leader I wanted, the bug dope, tippets, bug spray, sunscreen, hard candy, satellite phone, squeezed on hemostats, the Cohiba, a lighter, and my flask. I pulled out my old pair of Simms neoprene waders. They have been patched so many times, they have become an old friend. I know I am never going to be on the cover of any catalog. I like that. Catalog covers are so overrated. I string up a nice Winston 4-weight, quick and tough. I put together a fly box with a lot of terrestrial patterns.

  I have even added a few small mousies—flies tied to imitate small mice. I would love to catch a brook trout on a mouse pattern. I have always wanted to. As I get older I find that how I catch fish rivals the act of catching fish. I love catching them on the surface. If you told me that I could catch ten fish under the surface for every one I caught on top, I would probably fish that much harder with a dry fly.

  The morning came and I rose with the sun. Sleeping comes with such struggle on the eve of a new outdoor experience. Often, morning is an act of mercy. So much more this morning.

  I began to dress. It’s funny how you notice certain things as you get older. Sometimes you really have to concentrate on the act of buttoning. Your brain tells your fingers what to do. It’s just that your fingers are not so ready to get the message. I am not sure where the disconnect is. It is just not that automatic. I sometimes have the same issues on the stream tying on a fly. If you are younger and cannot relate, don’t worry too much. It will come to you. The other thing that comes with maturity is the idea that steel-cut oats make a fine breakfast. I now believe that and enjoyed them that morning. Sitting at the table liking the way the warm oatmeal was feeling inside me along with the fresh wilderness air was my iPod. I put it there. I was having a crisis of conscience of sorts. I knew I had decided I was going to fish with it. It was just getting to do it for the first time that was difficult. I know it shouldn’t be a big deal but for me it was. I had always held the sounds and cadences of the natural world as special. In that reverence I had kept my life very clean and separate. I know to some it sounds like a bit too much. If you throw in a good measure of OCD then it might make more sense.

  I put the iPod in the docking station while I ate breakfast. All of a sudden Steely Dan’s “Deacon Blues” was echoing across the flat bed and stream area beneath the camp. I am sure for the first time in the history of the ages a saxophone solo wafted across this little valley. Very cool. I enjoyed the music all through breakfast. I decided I would wait to fish with the music. I made sense of it with the logic that the first day needed my undivided attention to figure out this new place. The reality was I was biding my time. Like deciding to have sex with someone for the first time. You can rationalize it but it is very different when the moment comes. It is an emotional commitment. I needed to get going. It was a blue sky, high-pressure-system day. I wondered how that would go. The best way to find out would be to fish. So I did.

  As I got into the stream, I realized how well Bill picked this place. There were so many places where the bank had a gradual grade into the water. The gravel bed itself was a dream to wade. It consisted of large gravel anywhere from the size of a cherry to a tangerine. They were bits of granite worn smooth over the millennium. Each rock with its own color. Some red, some white, some black, and some an amalgamation. It had the effect of an impressionistic painting. Claude Monet could have added each with little dabs of his brush. I realized that indeed this was no accident. Quite thoughtful for a guy who didn’t fly fish. It meant he took the time to figure out what I would need. It reminded me that good friendship involves work and selflessness. Then I thought about the hand-carved duck I put on Bill’s desk. That’s how it is.

  One of the things that became obvious was, with the blue sky, fish were spooky. In a place where man never impacted the predator base, a day like this was high alert for a trout interested in survival. It turned out that the hardest part was the approach. If I could get a fly on the water without spooking the fish, something would eat it. Again we tend to think in terms of our manicured places. Here things were as they grew. Some casts were likely to produce suckers and others brook trout. In the end, both took flies off the surface, fought hard, and provided good sport. It was such a terrible prejudice I had at first. I was pissed when the first sucker came onto the gravel bank. Fly-fishing snobbery. You really have to think it through. There is a place that I fish in the spring. You can catch giant rock bass on a fly rod. They come there to spawn. It is not a problem to catch a dozen of them over a pound and approaching two pounds in a couple hours. They are an angry fish right down to their fiery red eyes. I can get pretty smug about it because I figure it’s all mine. Who else is going to want to catch rock bass on a bamboo fly rod regardless of how big? When I ask someone if they would like to come fish with me, I usually get an eye roll. It must be fly fishing’s version of slumming it. I had to adopt that train of thought about the suckers. I enjoyed each fish on the merit of the fight they gave me.

  Even with the attitude adjustment, it is hard to deny that brook trout are special. Early August in this part of the world was fall. The brook trout in my hands was telling that tale so clear. He had a kype in his jaw and his flanks were a bright reddish-orange. It was hard to compute an equal in your head when you are looking at this. This is clearly why I had gone to so much trouble. There was no equal. The suckers were the ugly sisters. I just had to be respectful. I would have to figure out how to pattern the brookies so much better.

  The second morning was similar to the first. A soaring high-pressure system was still in place but conditions would be changing. I could see the mares’ tails in the sky. Mares’ tails are a kind of cloud. A cirrus uncinus cloud. The Latin translation means “curly hooks” but they do resemble mares’ tails. They are a high wispy cloud that is generally seen when a warm or occluded front is approaching. When they show up the weather will change within twenty-four hours. Fishermen have all sorts of theories when it comes to weather and its effects on the fishing. Science has weighed in. Still I cannot find a clear representation of what is true. The only real truth I can tell you is that fishing in a boat with a graphite rod in your hand during a thunderstorm is not smart. I have not done it. It is not smart. Other than that, most of the information is conflicting. Some guys like a dark overcast day, with or without precipitation. West wind, north, south—most dislike an east wind. I have done well in almost everything. In my own meandering experience I have found a falling barometer good. What does that mean? Nothing more than I prefer it. That I will fish tomorrow’s falling barometer with more confidence. Sometimes it is our attitude that contributes more than anything to success. Why should fishing be different than other factors in life? Beyond the thought of the falling barometer I thought the steel-cut oats for breakfast would do well with a handful of wild blueberries.

  I was beginning to pattern the fishing here and it was good. Most of the trout were ten to twelve inches. Every now and then a bigger fish of twenty to twenty-two inches would take the fly. I was fishing a size 12 Jay Dave’s Hopper. It was fishing very well and for the most part seemed to be preferred by the brook trout over the suckers. I was working my way downstream to a meadow filled with wild blueberry bushes. I had a small Tupperware in my vest for the express purpose of scoring some fresh fruit for the next day’s oatmeal.
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