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To my grandson Quinn. It is our hope that we can instill in him a love and understanding of trout waters and wild places, for he and his generation hold the key to the future.
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Preface

Lying on the ground as a boy of five or six years, I peered into a side stream of crystal-clear water that split off the main channel of the river where my dad and grandfather were fishing. In it were tiny insects and a few miniature trout. I watched as fry darted and flashed, seemingly jousting with imaginary targets floating within the water. Others stayed stationary in the fast-moving waters, their heads trained directly into the flow, bodies and tails moving in opposing synchronicity with the water’s movement. I was mesmerized by that intricate look at the world within their watery world. It wasn’t until many years later that I realized that within that tiny rivulet existed the basic ecological principles found in all living trout water.

I was certainly not aware of it at the time, but it was to become one of those indelible moments in my life. That small stream, whose name I can no longer recall, helped to create the wonder, passion, and love of trout water that has become a cornerstone in the person I am and helped to make living rivers a part of my life’s work.

This book represents a lifetime of living with trout waters. I have tried to convey in photographs and words those sights, smells, sounds, and feelings—stories remembered and forgotten, time away from and shared with special people, daydreams dreamed and aspirations lived, time spent and moments wasted that make up the essential elements of our lives. This is what trout water means to me. This is what trout water has brought to my life.

At its best, trout water is crystal clear and most often wild. Trout need clean, cold water to survive. Like them, I am at my best in clear, wild places. Trout waters play a very important role in my own psychological health and well-being. Without these places, I would be a totally different person, and a much poorer one.

Wild trout streams and rivers are part of the glue that keep me whole and in balance. The more often I can be immersed in and around trout water, the healthier I am. Just knowing they exist is often enough to keep me sane in our fast and high-tech world. It is a feeling I know to be universal, at least for those of us fortunate enough to have felt the crisp snap of a cold morning’s cast, or the soft musical patter of a spring creek against our waders on a summer’s afternoon. I have shared these moments many times over the years with like-minded souls that I have met on streams and over dinner at the end of a day on the river.

The wildness of trout rivers is as tangible a part of my foundation as the Precambrian rocks beneath my feet. Wild trout waters help to keep me in touch with the heartbeat of the planet. Whether or not we know it, understand it, or even care, our lives are intrinsically intertwined with the life and health of trout waters. They are good barometers of the health of our planet.

Here in North America, we are fortunate to still have a reasonable richness of wild, natural trout water. We have been fortunate to have individuals and organizations over the past hundred years or so who had the vision, the wisdom, and the courage to fight to protect these precious waters. This book is dedicated to all those who have put themselves in the forefront of these battles to save our wild and natural trout waters for future generations. This is the greatest gift you could have given to me—and to the millions of others around our tiny planet earth.

—Jim Rowinski

Charlottesville, VA 2010
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Introduction

All trout fishers are different, but we all overlap. The degree to which we share common feelings and dreams, the degree to which we have enjoyed similar experiences, shouldn’t surprise me after more than sixty-five years at it—and it really doesn’t; but it does always give me a quiet shock of recognition and pleasure. We share, as Jim Rowinski wisely notes, similar “wonder, passion, and love of trout water”—and in many instances, this is the “cornerstone” of who we are, too. Trout water, the kind of water in which trout flourish, is varied, mysterious, and invariably magical, and the photographs in this book, accompanied by Jim Rowinski’s sensitive and thoughtful text, enable us to see that world in many of its richest and most memorable configurations.

Though this is a textured portrait in photographs of trout rivers, the text is especially important to this book. The photographs by themselves could become merely decorative and the text without the images potentially arbitrary and dry. The text is excellent—much more personal than similar essays I’ve read, specific to the rivers the author has loved, knowledgeable about the origins and ecology and discrete forms trout rivers take—and it is intimately linked to the fine photographs. The combination of text and image, though, is more than the sum of its parts; the combination is a new, rich entity.

The history of how rivers are formed, the long gestation period they have undergone to become what they are today, gives us a deeper sense of the continuum of which we, in the twenty-first century, are a part. Rowinski poignantly makes us aware of the genesis of wild rivers, the complex forces, beginning perhaps with rainwater on a mountaintop and then progressing in a rhythmic downward movement until it forms a world that might take many shapes where wild trout can flourish; and he shows how that water then progresses to the ocean, into which the great steelhead venture and then return, bright from their travels.

Tumbling mountain brooks, large freestone rivers, placid and fecund spring creeks, and a dozen other incarnations of living water—these many-faceted rivers don’t exist by themselves but in relation to the mountains, canyons, wooded slopes, meadows through which they make their way, and to the seas or lakes into which they inevitably flow. They exist in relation to the human worlds that surround and use them, some kinder than others, and they almost cry out for the fly fishers who come to ply them, to appreciate and understand them (often more intimately than the scientists), to protect them because they have touched their heart. A first trout, the friendships fashioned and grown along the banks of rivers, the fly fishing that grew inevitably from an understanding of ecology and entomology of trout rivers—all of this is here, along with unforgettable portraits, in word and image, of the Wisconsin rivers that Rowinski fished as a boy; Western rivers like the Firehole, Rock Creek, the rivers of the Wind River Range, the Madison, the Gallatin, and the Green; eastern rivers like the Battenkill in Vermont and the famed Beaverkill in the Catskills; the remarkable and challenging spring creeks of Montana’s Paradise Valley—Armstrong, DePuy, and Nelson; and the magnificent North Umpqua, home of the great steelhead, so difficult to take, so rewarding to bring to net.

Brook, brown, rainbow, cutthroat, steelhead—all the great American trout are here in their brightest colors. Rowinski shows us the life of the trout, from egg to fry to smolt to magnificent adult, and he shows us the accoutrements of fly fishing—the flies, rods, reels, and clothing.

If the test of great photographs is the degree to which they embed themselves in our memories, I offer these, plucked at random from my brain, far from the images themselves:
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