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  FOREWORD TO THE 2014 EDITION

  This book was written at a time when my life was pretty oxymoronic. I was still working full time as executive editor at Crown Publishers, teaching full time in the night session at Hunter College, ghost-writing a number of books, writing a few of my own and a few on assignment, and trying to write more and more of the shaggy fish-tales that I loved to write and that percolated at all times in my brain. I was fishing a lot too little, dreaming too much. The rivers I had fished or wanted to fish, or fished too little, were never far from my dreams. I was exhausted much of the time and much of my dreaming took on an almost hallucinatory intensity. Oxymoric? Perhaps, as I tried to hold together all the disparate parts of my life, I was just being a little moronic.

  The first section of this book registers all that. “Grey Streets, Bright Rivers”: the raw, chaotic, challenging life of the big city and the river-dreams that multiplied in my head. That contrast was never greater for me than in those days thirty-five years ago. In my relatively calm period as an octogenarian, I look back at the details of that time and wonder where I could possibly have found the energy for it all—and in an odd way I also miss the intensity of that time and the immense pleasure fishing gave me. Fishing was at times an antidote, not a thing of its own. Sometimes it was near at hand, or on a week’s assignment from a magazine (an introduction to the fecund, magical West that, fifteen years later, would lead to my Spring Creek).

  The excursions I took in those days were often of a day’s duration. Some led to hilarious goofs (like fishing through a gigantic hatch at dusk with no fly); others bred memorable moments stolen from that other life I lived in the city. For several years we were able to take family vacations in the Catskills, and I could fish wet, in sneakers, at a moment’s opening, at a local creek for an hour or several hours during the day, sometimes with great surprises. I remember one family trip to an old hotel my grandfather had owned, where I had caught my first trout, and the discovery that it was simply not there anymore; that it had been bulldozed and had all gone back to seed. The past was even then receding, taking a quiet place in my brain, and the future was unnerving, unpredictable.

  And then, on my trip West, I lived a new level of fishing and saw a huge variety of rivers, and began to focus my dreams on places like the Big Hole, the Beaverhead, the Madison, the Gallatin, the Yellowstone, and a dozen others. In fine copywriter’s frenzy, someone changed the title of the article I wrote from a simple “River Touring” to “Rafting Montana’s Trout-Crammed Rivers.” Alas. There were trout where I fished—some quite large—but “trout-crammed” was beyond my comprehension. The rivers were endlessly interesting. I especially loved the Beaverhead with its immense variety of options, its rich troutyness, and swore to return, which I did.

  So Bright Rivers was for me an attempt to record a rather savage time in my life, buoyed by the allure and mystery and fun of rivers, looking back to some places I had been and forward to others that sparked my hopes. I could not live that time again. I could not write it this many years later. I’m pleased to see this record of a unique time in my life in print again.

  Nick Lyons

  October 2013

  Woodstock, New York


  Gray Streets, Bright Rivers

  
    Every object rightly seen unlocks a quality of the soul

    RALPH WALDO EMERSON

  

  IN the evening on upper Broadway, two blocks from my apartment, lynx-eyed women stand near the bus stop as the buses go by, waiting; They wait patiently. Their impassive rouged faces show only the slightest touch of expectation; their gold high-heeled shoes glitter. Their dresses are exceedingly short. One of them hums, and the sound is like a low cacophonous motor, in perpetual motion.

  A man asks, with startling politeness, “Would you be kind enough to spare me fifty cents, sir, for a cup of coffee?” Later I see him caterwauling, along with a young tough, eyes wild, waving a pint bottle of Seagram’s. Nothing here is quite as it seems.

  Four blocks away, only last month, an ex-cop “looking for action” found himself dismembered by a pimp and then deposited, piecemeal, in several ash cans in front of a Chinese laundry I once used.

  On a given evening you can see:

  The diminutive Arab who every night paces rapidly back and forth in front of the old church, talking incessantly to no one in particular; men rigged up to look like women, with bandanas and false breasts, arm in arm, leering; more lynx-eyed women, one of whom, quite tall and extraordinarily thin, reminds me of a Doberman pinscher; a few tired old men closing up their fruit stalls after working sixteen hours; some fashionable people in front of Zabar’s or one of the new restaurants, who look like they’ve been imported, to dress up the place, from Central Casting; the bald, immie-eyed Baptist—his eyes like those little marbles we used to call steelies—his face bass-belly white, with placards and leaflets, proclaiming to all who will listen that the end of all things is surely at hand. Perhaps. Or perhaps not.

  Everyone is an apparition, connected to me by eye only. Why am I always looking over my shoulder, around corners, then, to see who’s tracking me or what will be? Hunted by ghosts. I want to become part of them, any one of them, to feel their pulse and know their heart, but I fail; some part of me is locked. Bill Humphrey says these people are only ahead of their time: we’ll all be there soon.

  And sometimes I see, in the early evening, a glimpse of sunset through the rows of stone, catch the faintest smell of salt, and even see the Hudson itself, sullied but flowing water.

  I know no more than ten people among the thousands who live within two blocks of my apartment. Next door, for five years, I used to see a grizzled old fart by the name of Mr. Maggid look out of his second-story window now and then. Sometimes he would call to my sons in a high-pitched voice and throw them pieces of candy; at first I half suspected the sweets were poisoned. A year ago, another neighbor from that building came to me one night, his wife with him, and said, “Mr. Maggid is dying.”

  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. I didn’t know Mr. Maggid. I didn’t know what to feel.

  My neighbor paused, then added, “He won’t leave his room. You can hear him coughing and groaning in there—it’s awful—but he won’t answer. The door’s locked. About a week ago he told me he wanted to die in his own apartment, no matter what happened. He didn’t want to die in some sterile hospital. What should I do?”

  A moral decision.

  Suddenly, in death, Mr. Maggid’s life is linked to mine. No more casual encounters by eye; no more candy dropped thirty-five feet down, suspect, never eaten. He is no longer a stranger like that woman who collapsed on the pavement last winter; when I stooped to help her, a passing lawyer told me I’d better keep my distance—I could be held liable for her death.

  What to do?

  “I really don’t know the man,” I explain.

  “You can’t just let him die like that,” says my neighbor’s wife.

  “He wants to die in his own room.”

  “Maybe he didn’t mean it,” says my neighbor.

  “He meant it,” I say. I have known lonely men.

  “Maybe not.”

  “Does he have any relatives? Any real friends?”

  “None.” The word is absolute.

  “The poor man,” says the woman. “You can’t let him die all alone up there. You’ve got to call a hospital, or the police. Maybe they can save him.”

  “That’s the point,” says my neighbor. “Maybe he’s not really dying.”

  Finally the neighbor calls the police. On my phone. Does that make me liable? And for what? They come, three of them in blue: solid men who will know what to do. They pound on Mr. Maggid’s locked door. They shout. There are a few moans, as if some inhuman creature had been walled up in a Poe story and wanted to stay there. Ten minutes later a bright white-and-red ambulance, its top lights turning and flashing, arrives; someone produces a crowbar and brings it upstairs; then I see Mr. Maggid come down the stairs he rarely used, feet first, on a stretcher, an oxygen mask held to his mouth, his eyes wide, then small, darting, then still. An hour later we learn he has died in the hospital. The next day, our neighbor describes to us Mr. Maggid’s room. It has not been cleaned in more than fifteen years. Garbage was never taken out. Hundreds of pornographic magazines piled with soiled clothes in the corners and closets. Dust. Dust over everything. The landlord, who had taken legal measures to get Mr. Maggid evicted so he could jack up the rent, can’t face the place and takes a year to clean it. A dour bearded guy who edits Woody Allen’s movies lives there now. We never speak.

  Downtown, where the game for the big green is played, I go to a meeting that lasts eight hours. After the first ten minutes, I feel the tightening in my chest. I begin to doodle; I scribble out a meaningless note and pass it to someone I know across the table, because I’ve seen executives in the movies do that. I look for the windows, but they’re hidden behind heavy, brocaded draperies so that the air conditioning will take—anyway, we’re in the back of the hotel so even if the windows were open, I’d only see the backs of other buildings. Everyone is talking with pomp and edge; I jot down Evelyn Waugh’s observation, “that neurosis people mistake for energy.” I drink two glasses of ice water. I speak like a good boy, when spoken to.

  Suddenly I begin to sweat. I’ve been in this windowless room for fifteen years. I have been a juggler, flinging my several lives high and carelessly into the air, never catching them, barely feeling one as it touches my hand. Nine to five I am here; then a salt stick on the subway and five hours in the classroom; then I am the fastest ghostwriter in the East, becoming a lawyer one week, an expert on Greece the next, then an adopted girl searching for the blood link. When there is time, after midnight, I write high-toned scholarship—on Chrétien de Troyes and Thomas Nashe and William Ellery Channing and Saint Augustine—and shaggy-fish stories; or I prepare a lecture on “The Generosity of Whitman.” A smorgasbord, my life. Five hours of sleep and back at ‘em again, the ghost who is not what he seems, back at meetings like this one, dreaming.

  I say my piece in front of all these important men as enthusiastically as I can. These are the rules of the game. Part of what I say—a few words—has to do with rivers. From my words I catch their briefest warbling sound, like the faint rush of wind among the leaves, or a rushing faucet, and when I sit down, there in the back of the hotel, with the windows covered by heavy drapes and the smoke from cigars (mine among them) thick around our heads, as strategies unfold and campaigns thicken, I see a glimpse of them, inside. Deep within me they uncoil.

  Rivers.

  Bright green live rivers.

  The coil and swoop of them, their bright dancing riffles and their flat dimpled pools at dusk. Their changes and undulations, each different flowing inch of them. Their physics and morphology and entomology and soul. The willows and alders along their banks. A particular rock the size of an igloo. Layers of serrated slate from which rhododendron plumes like an Inca headdress, against which the current rushes, eddies. The quick turn of a yellow-bellied trout in the lip of the current. Five trout, in loose formation, in a pellucid backwater where I cannot get at them. A world. Many worlds.

  
    . . . oft, in lonely rooms, and ’mid the din Of towns and cities . . .

  

  as Wordsworth said in “Tintern Abbey,” about a nature he felt but never really saw,

  
    . . . I have owed to them

    In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,

    Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart. . . .

  

  Yes, I owe rivers that. And more. They are something wild, untamed—like that Montana eagle riding a thermal on extended wings, high above the Absaroka mountain pasture flecked with purple lupine. And like the creatures in them: quick trout with laws we can learn, sometimes, somewhat.

  I do not want the qualities of my soul unlocked only by this tense, cold, gray, noisy, gaudy, grabby place—full of energy and neurosis and art and antiart and getting and spending—in which that business part of my life, at this time in my life, must of necessity be lived. I have other needs as well. I have other parts of my soul.

  Nothing in this world so enlivens my spirit and emotions as the rivers I know. They are necessities. In their clear, swift or slow, generous or coy waters, I regain my powers; I find again those parts of myself that have been lost in cities. Stillness. Patience. Green thoughts. Open eyes. Attachment. High drama. Earthiness. Wit. The Huck Finn I once was. Gentleness. “The life of things.” They are my perne within the whirling gyre.

  Just knowing they are there, and that their hatches will come again and again according to the great natural laws, is some consolation to carry with me on the subways and into the gray offices and out onto upper Broadway at night.

  Rivers have been brought to me by my somewhat unintelligible love of fishing. From the little Catskill creek in which I gigged my first trout to the majestic rivers of the West—the Madison, the Yellowstone, the Big Hole, the Snake—fishing has been the hook. And in the pursuit of trout I have found much larger fish.

  “Must you actually fish to enjoy rivers?” my friend the Scholar asks.

  It is difficult to explain but, yes, the fish make every bit of difference. They anchor and focus my eye, rivet my ear.

  And could this not be done by a trained patient lover of nature who did not carry a rod?

  Perhaps it could. But fishing is my hinge, the “oiléd ward” that opens a few of the mysteries for me. It is so for all kinds of fishermen, I suspect, but especially so for fly-fishermen, who live closest to the seamless web of life in rivers. That shadow I am pursuing beneath the amber water is a hieroglyphic: I read its position, watch its relationship to a thousand other shadows, observe its steadiness and purpose. That shadow is a great glyph, connected to the darting swallow overhead; to that dancing cream caddis fly near the patch of alders; to the little cased caddis larva on the streambed; to the shell of the hatched stone fly on the rock; to the contours of the river, the velocity of the flow, the chemical composition and temperature of the water; to certain vegetable life called plankton that I cannot see; to the mill nine miles upstream and the reservoir into which the river flows—and, oh, a thousand other factors, fleeting and solid and telling as that shadow. Fishing makes me a student of all this—and a hunter.

  Which couldn’t be appreciated unless you fish?

  Which mean more to me because I do. Fishing makes rivers my corrective lens; I see differently. Not only does the bird taking the mayfly signify a hatch, not only does the flash of color at the break of the riffle signify a fish feeding, but my powers uncoil inside me and I must determine which insect is hatching and what feeding pattern the trout has established. Then I must properly equip myself and properly approach the fish and properly present my imitation. I am engaged in a hunt that is more than a hunt, for the objects of the hunt are mostly to be found within myself, in the nature of my response and action. I am on a Parsifalian quest. I must be scientist, technician, athlete, perhaps even a queer sort of poet.

  The Scholar smiles wanly and says, “It all sounds like rank hedonism. And some cultism. With some mumbo jumbo thrown in.”

  Yes, I am out to pleasure myself, though sometimes after I’ve been chewed by no-see-ums until I’m pocked like a leper you wouldn’t think that. There is a physical testing: the long hours at early morning, in bright sun, or at dusk; casting until your arm is like lead and your legs, from wading against the stiff current, are numb. That is part of the quest: to cleanse through exertion.

  And the cultism and mumbo jumbo?

  Some of trout fishing has become that, perhaps always was that. It is a separate little world, cunningly contrived, with certain codes and rules and icons. It is not a religion, though some believers make it such, and it is less than an art. But it has qualities of each. It touches heart and head; it demands and builds flexibility and imagination; it is not easy. I come to rivers like an initiate to holy springs. If I cannot draw from them an enduring catechism or from their impulses even very much about “moral evil and of good,” they still confer upon me the beneficence of the only deity I have been able to find. And when the little world becomes too cunningly contrived? Wit helps.

  My friend the Scholar says he is not a puritan or a moralist but that it seems to him it would be more satisfying to make something that would last—a book, a poem, a cabinet, a wooden bowl—than merely to fish well. He quotes Cézanne, from a letter, after a day of fishing: “All this is easier than painting but it does not lead far.”

  Not hardly. Not very far at all. Except that this may be precisely where I want it to lead. Let the world lead far—as one should frame it to do; let art last long and lead far and to form. Let a few other human activities lead far, though most of them lead us up a tree or up the asshole of the world. Let fly-fishing be temporary and fleeting and inconsequential. I do not mind.

  Enough. Enough.

  Too much theory and this pleasant respite from the north Broadway renaissance and gray offices will become an extravagant end that leads too far. Fishing is nothing if not a pastime; it would be hell if I did it all the time.

  Beyond the dreams and the theories, there are the days when a close friend will pick me up at dawn on my deserted city block and we will make the long drive together, talking, connected, uncoiling, until we reach our river for the day. It is a simple adventure we are undertaking; it is a break from the beetle-dull routine, a new start, an awakening of the senses, a pilgrimage.

  Flooded with memories and expectations, we take out our rods, suit up in waders and vest, special fish hats and nets, arrange flies and leaders, and take to the woods. Each article of equipment, each bit of gear in our ritualistic uniform, is part of the act. The skunk cabbage is thrusting up, lush and green-purple out of the moist brown mulch of last year’s leaves; we flush a white-tailed deer that bounds off boldly; we see the pale-green buds pressing out of the birch branches. “Spring has come again,” says Rilke. “The earth is like a little child who knows poems by heart—many, so many.” We wonder whether the Hendricksons will or will not hatch at midday. We have our hopes.

  With rivers as with good friends, you always feel better for a few hours in their presence; you always want to review your dialogue, years later, with a particular pool or riffle or bend, and to live back through layers of experience. We have been to this river before and together. We have much to relive.

  Then we are on the river. It is still there. So much is perishable, impermanent, dispensable today, so much is gobbled up by industry and housing and the wanton surge of people, we half thought it might be gone, like that river we used to fish in Dutchess County, now bludgeoned by tract homes and industrial plants and trailers, now littered and warm and dead. Trout are yardsticks; they are an early warning system like the canary in the mine—when they go, what will happen to the rest of the planet, to the quality of life?

  Yes, this river is still there, still alive, still pregnant with possibility.

  “There’s a swirl,” I say, pointing.

  “I saw one upstream, too.”

  “A few flies are coming off, see?”

  “Yes, we’re going to make a day of it.”

  My pulse quickens, the long gray city winter vanishes. In a moment we separate and belong to the river and to its mysteries, to its smooth glides and pinched bends, to the myriad sweet problems that call forth total concentration, that obviate philosophy.

  Yes, these are Hendricksons, Ephemerella subvaria, and the hatch, on schedule, is just beginning. I am by profession neither an angler nor a scientist but there’s always more pleasure in knowing than in not knowing. I take the lower pool and spot four good trout, poised high in the clear, flat water, waiting for the duns to hatch in the riffles and float down. By tilting my head close to the surface, I can see them, like little sailboats, drifting down. Two, three, there’s another. Not many yet. A couple of birds are working, dipping and darting; against the light sky above the treeline I pick out one mayfly, watch it flutter, watch a swallow swoop, hesitate, and take it. What looks so pastoral is violent; it is, only on a smaller, more civilized scale, a horde of bluefish slashing a bunker school to bits, leaving blood and fin and head everywhere, to be picked up by the ravenous sea birds. The bites are cleaner here: the birds and trout take a whole creature in one mouthful.

  Then back to the river. There are circles below me; the fish are feeding steadily. Shall I fish above or below them? They are so still, so firmly established in an irregular row across the channel in that clear flat water, that I elect the road less traveled and decide to fish down to them on a slack line—this way I won’t have to cast over their backs.

  It is delicate work, but I know that this year I have an excellent imitation of the natural fly, that my 5X leader is light enough, and that I’ve done just enough slack-line downstream casting to manage. Fishing is cumulative, though you don’t learn all of it, ever.

  I position myself carefully on the bank—it would be fatal to wade above such fish—strip about forty feet of line from my reel, and false cast twice.

  My rod jerks backward. I’ve hung my fly in that low brush.

  The interruption of the music, like the needle hitting a scratch on a recording of the Brandenburg Concerto, irritates madly but is not final.

  When I return, the fish are still feeding, more steadily now, even rhythmically.

  My cast lands well above the fish, and my fly floats without drag a few feet short of their feeding station before the line tightens; a little V forms behind the fly and it goes under.

  I retrieve the fly slowly, unwilling to ruffle the surface until there are no more than ten feet of line still in the water, then cast again. The fly floats freely and I hold my breath. This time it will go far enough. It’s two feet upstream of the first fish; I’m still holding my breath; the snake in the line unwinds and begins to straighten, slowly, then faster; I lean forward to give it another foot, another few inches; I watch the fish move slightly, turn toward the fly, inspect it, nose up to it, and then the fly drags and the fish turns away.

  A deep breath.

  Two more casts: one that quarters the river too amply and causes the fly to drag within two feet; another that floats properly but gets there a second after the trout has taken a natural. Then a good cast, a good float, and the fish pivots and takes, feels the hook, jumps twice, and burrows across and upstream. It’s thirteen inches and not strong enough to cause much mischief; anyway, after the strike, after I have successfully gulled this creature from another element, linked my brain to its brain, I am less interested. After a few minutes I have the fish near my bank, lean down and twitch the hook free, and it is gone, vigorously—sleek and spotted and still quick.

  When I’ve taken the slime off the fly and air-dried it, I notice that most of the fish have left their stations; only one fish is working in the pool now, across the main current, in a little backwater. It will require a different approach, a different strategy. I take fully five minutes to work my way downstream along the bank, into the water, and across to the other side, moving slowly so as not to disturb the life of the river. I am only its guest. The fish is still working when I get there.

  I am directly below the trout now and can see only the periodic circles about forty feet above me. I don’t want to put the fly line over it, and I know its actual feeding position in the water will be at least several feet above the mark of the rise form, which is floating downstream and is the final mark of his deliberate inspection ritual. I elect to cast into the edge of the main current above the fish and hope the fly will catch an eddying current and come down into the trout’s position. The cast is good. Squinting, I watch the fly float down, then free of, the fast center current and my fly line hug the nearly dead water. There is an electric moment when the circle forms. My arm shoots up. The fish has taken the fly solidly and feels like a good one. It does not jump but bores into its little pool, then into the current; then it gets below me. I slip, recover, and begin to edge downstream, the fish stripping line from the reel now, boiling at the surface twice, then coming upstream quickly while I raise the rod high and haul in line to keep the fish from slipping the hook.
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