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  Introduction

  There are few things as timeless as rivers, but Ed Van Put’s latest incarnation of Catskill angling history comes awfully close.

  You’ll find, first, that there is life beyond the fabled Beaverkill; that rivers like the Neversink, Esopus, Mongaup, and Schoharie are also vital parts of a rich tradition grown up across the mountains of midstate New York, along with dozens of smaller streams and feeder creeks. Whether you fly fish for trout in Michigan, Wyoming, or beyond, chances are at least some of the tactics, flies, and tackle you use have their roots here. In that respect, Van Put’s work is a trout-fishing genealogy for all of us, a look back at where we as anglers came from and why we fish the way we do.

  His writing about the Esopus in the eastern Catskills, for example, reminds me of an afternoon I spent there a half-century ago, struggling to wade the murky currents as a twelve-year-old and marveling with stiff-jawed determination at the numbers of rising trout I was unable to catch. Lightning was snapping about the nearby hills, and sharp claps of thunder came rolling through as if reborn from Rip Van Winkle’s classic dream. I finally acceded to my mother’s bankside pleading and left both the river and the thunderstorm on her promise of a trip to Folkerts in nearby Phoenicia, where I could find more and better and local dry flies.

  At that old village drugstore and general emporium, there were cases of exquisite Catskill-style dries, as much a part of local lore as the monster brown trout hanging in stuffed splendor on the wall overhead. I bought a few flies and later actually managed to catch a trout on one. It was only years afterward, though, that I began to learn the history behind the flies, the store, the river, and yes, even that monster trout. All of those stories are in these pages, along with a great deal more.

  History in general—and fishing history in particular—is a rather odd thing. It starts with current events that are often of no great note, things that happen and then fade in memory like evaporating water. Reconstructing long-past fishing events, people, and even towns can thus be extraordinarily difficult, like trying to assemble a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces.

  It is a task for which Van Put is ideally suited, if for no other reason than because his job involves searching out possible riverbank fishing access areas for the state. This has long taken him not just to rivers but also into the dustiest corners of town clerks’ offices and records rooms across the Catskills. In such places he has discovered details and images that are then saved and savored much like a well-organized box of trout flies that are drawn out when there’s a special fish to catch—or a story to tell.

  I don’t know of anyone else who could have done such a thorough and thoroughly enjoyable fishing history of the Catskills. You will probably not catch more fish because of this book. But your fishing will be more rewarding as you learn where your own flies are landing in the timelessness of rivers.

  —John Merwin, Fishing Editor

  Field & Stream

  2007


  PART 1
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  Fontinalis: Pre-1800s to 1870s


  1
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  The Catskill Mountains

  The Catskill region is a densely forested mountainous area renowned for its rivers, streams, waterfalls, and scenic landscape, as well as for influencing many of America’s earliest and most famous writers, poets, artists, and naturalists.

  The Catskills have also been pivotal to the history of American fly fishing, and streams like the Beaverkill, Willowemoc, Esopus, Neversink, and Rondout have been revered by generations of trout fishermen. These are historic trout waters steeped in tradition, held dear by men and women who fly fish, not only in this country, but all over the world. There are more than 1,500 miles of trout streams in the region; thirty of these streams are greater than 10 miles in length.

  The eastern Catskills provide the Hudson River with picturesque views of wilderness peaks and fresh water from major streams like the Esopus, Rondout, and Catskill Creeks. In the northern region, the Schoharie Creek flows into the Mohawk River, which then flows into the Hudson near Albany. The western and southern slopes are part of the Delaware River watershed and are drained by the Neversink, Beaverkill, Willowemoc, and Callicoon Creeks, and the East and West Branches of the Delaware River.

  Geologists tell us that the Catskill Mountains were formed from the eroding soils of much larger mountains located in what is now New England and southeastern New York. Hundreds of millions of years ago, rivers and streams flowing from these mountains carried soil, sand, and gravel into a vast inland sea that covered western New York, Pennsylvania, and parts of the Mississippi Valley.

  This eroding material deposited into a great sinking delta, or alluvial fan. Eventually, as the mountains were worn low, deposits into the delta halted, and rock strata were formed. The strata, piled layer upon layer, accumulated to a thickness of several thousand feet; and approximately 225 million years ago, the delta was uplifted far above sea level to form a plateau. In time, the plateau took on a mountainous form, as it was dissected into deep valleys by weathering, stream erosion, and the breakdown of the flat-lying rocks.

  A further event in creating the physiography of the Catskills occurred approximately twentyone thousand years ago when the mountains were completely covered with glaciers. The glaciers reworked the soil, scattering rocks of all sizes and shapes through it. When the ice moved over the landscape, it scraped off the loose soil, sandstone, and rocks, and carried everything in, on, and under the ice. As the ice melted, glacial drift piled up at the ice borders was either carried away by streams coming off the melting ice or spread out as a sheet of till. This glacial till covers much of the region and is composed of an unsorted mixture of clay, sand, silt, and rock fragments of various sizes.

  Following deglaciation, an arctic-alpine flora first covered the region. In time, milder climate allowed the arctic-alpine flora to be replaced by a boreal forest of red spruce, balsam fir, paper birch, and mountain ash. From the south, a northern hardwood forest of beech, birch, maple, and hemlock ascended the mountain slopes and slowly took over, in varying degrees, the boreal forest. (Although hemlock is not a hardwood, it is often associated with this type of forest.)

  The present form of the Catskill Mountains is the result of the continuing actions of the many streams and rivers that cut narrow valleys into the landscape. All Catskill streams are basically unstable; the glacial till that is found in the area forms fragile banks and forever-changing streambeds. Understandably, banks composed of clay, sand, and unsorted gravel form a loose, erodible soil and collapse quite readily. Streams are steep gradient, soil is thin, and runoff from rains and melting snow is rapid. Streams rise quickly and overflow their banks often. Flooding is a common occurrence, and erosion is evident on all streams.

  Where the Catskills begin and end has been the subject of many interpretations; there is only one obvious boundary, and that is in the east and northeast, where a rock precipice rises more than 2,000 feet from the valley floor below, just a few miles from the Hudson River. At first, the name Catskill Mountains applied only to the region west of the hamlet of Palenville and this great escarpment. Included were the headwaters of the Schoharie Creek and only those mountains visible from the mouth of Catskill Creek where it enters the Hudson River.
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  Haines Falls (at the head of Kaaterskill Clove). Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, September 1883.

  Visitors to the summit ledges of the escarpment are treated to unequaled views of a vast panorama of the Hudson Valley and beyond. Spread before the eye is a patchwork of cultivated fields, meadows, farmland, woodland, wetlands, villages, cities, and the distant states of Massachusetts and Connecticut. The most spectacular scenery in the Catskills is found in this area and includes the famous Kaaterskill Falls and the Kaaterskill and Plattekill Cloves: deep gorges carved through the towering rock wall.

  The view from the escarpment is the most dramatic in the Catskills and inspired the prolific and popular American author James Fenimore Cooper to put into words this remarkable scenic vista in his classic book The Pioneers (1823). It is Cooper’s work that is most often quoted when writers attempt to describe the inexpressible view. In The Pioneers, Cooper’s character Natty Bumppo and his companions are fishing. When one of them praises the nearby scenery, Natty then tells of the beauty of the Catskills:

  
    “I have travelled the woods for fifty-three year, and have made them my home for more than forty, and I can say that I have met but one place that was more to my liking; and that was only to eyesight, and not for hunting or fishing.”

    “And where was that?” asked Edwards.

    “Where! Why up in the Cattskills. . . . Next to the river, where one of the ridges juts out a little from the rest, and where the rocks fall for the best part of a thousand feet, so much up and down, that a man standing on their edges is fool enough to think he can jump from top to bottom.”

    “What see you when you get there?” asked Edwards.

    “Creation!” said Natty. . . .”1

  

  The Catskills were also an inspiration to another of America’s most distinguished authors. Washington Irving described the wonders of the mountains and created a public awareness of the region at a very early date when he wrote his classic story “Rip Van Winkle” in 1819. According to author Kenneth Myers, “Irving’s fiction both introduced the Catskills to large numbers of European and American readers and gave the mountains a history with which they have been identified ever since.”2
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  Kaaterskill Falls. Forest Rock and Stream, 1886.

  Years later, in an essay titled “The Catskill Mountains,” Irving recalled when he first saw the mystical mountains as a young boy, before the advent of steamboats. “The interior of these mountains is in the highest degree wild and romantic; here are rocky precipices mantled with primeval forests; deep gorges walled in by beetling cliffs, with torrents tumbling as it were from the sky; and savage glens rarely trodden excepting by the hunter.”3

  Washington Irving was not a fisherman, but he contributed to the lore of trout fishing when he produced an essay titled “The Angler.” The work was published in 1820 in the Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., and it has been hailed as “the first description of fly fishing in America.”4 “The Angler,” however, is a story of an aging British fly fisher whom Irving befriends and observes fishing along the Alun, a tributary of the Dee, which flows down from the Welsh hills.

  In the essay, Irving does recall his own attempt at angling in America years before. He had read, and greatly enjoyed, Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler, and with several of his friends traveled to the “highlands of the Hudson;” a stretch of river 15 miles in length between Peekskill and Newburgh.

  They fished a “mountain brook,” apparently with little success, as Irving states he was always a “bungler” at sports that necessitated “either patience or adroitness.” He had only fished a half hour before he convinced himself of this fact: “I hooked myself instead of the fish, tangled my line in every tree, lost my bait, broke my rod, until I gave up the attempt in despair, and passed the day under the trees reading old Izaak, satisfied that it was his fascinating vein of honest simplicity and rural feeling that had bewitched me, and not the passion for angling.”5

  Although the name Catskill Mountains was first associated with the area around Catskill Creek and took in the headwaters of the Schoharie Creek, in time the name Catskill spread to the southwest and south, absorbing the then-called Shandaken Mountains of the Esopus Valley. Later, a good portion of the upper Neversink and Rondout Creek were included in the description, and eventually the name Catskill began to be applied to the westerly side of the mountains that took in all of the Beaverkill, Willowemoc Creek, East Branch of the Delaware River, the headwaters of the West Branch of the Delaware River, and part of the Callicoon Creek.

  Perhaps the best description of the physiographic boundaries of the Catskills can be found in a report by Karl L. Brooks titled “The Catskills and Their Flora—An Overview.” The report delineates that nearly all of Delaware County, parts of the towns of Gilboa and Conesville in Schoharie County, the southwestern half of Greene County, the western half of Ulster County, and the northern third of Sullivan County make up the Catskill Mountains.

  The exact origin of the name Catskill is unclear. It was derived in the time of Dutch domination, appearing at least as early as 1656, when the name was depicted on a map of New Belgium or New Netherland by Adriaen Van der donck as Landt van Kats Kill. The most common explanation is that the mountains were so named because they contained large numbers of wildcats (bobcats) and mountain lions.

  Catskill streams and rivers often have the word Kill attached to them, as in Beaverkill, West Kill, Batavia Kill, or Bush Kill. The word Kill is Dutch for creek. Early maps reveal that streams like the Neversink, Rondout, and Schoharie were once known as the Neversink Kill, Rondout Kill, and Schoharie Kill. Many streams, such as Stewart Brook, Benton Hollow Brook, or Darbee Brook, are named for early settlers. Others were named for the wildlife of the region, such as Pigeon Brook, Elk Creek, and Mink and Wolf Hollows; and some retain names dating back to the time of Indian culture, such as Willowemoc, Neversink, Esopus, and Mongaup.

  Throughout our history, angling has been a favorite pastime of Americans, and in particular to New Yorkers, who have developed a tradition for the sport dating back to colonial times. The first law in the New World aimed at protecting and preserving freshwater fisheries was enacted in New York City in 1734. Overfishing forced the Common Council to restrict fishing methods on a pond known as Fresh Water Pond or The Collect. The law banned netting of all kinds and limited the taking of fish to “Angling, with Angle-Rod, Hook and Line only: Every Person so offending against the Tenours of this Law, shall for every such Offence forfeit and pay the Sum of Twenty Shillings of current Money this Colony . . .”6

  Andrew Burnaby, an English clergyman and traveler who visited the colonies in 1759 and 1760, wrote of the popularity of angling among women in New York and of the desire to leave the city and pursue the solitude of the less-inhabited areas: “The women are handsome and agreeable; though rather more reserved than the Philadelphian ladies. Their amusements are much the same as in Pennsylvania; viz. balls, and sleighing expeditions in the winter; and, in the summer, going in parties upon the water, and fishing; or making excursions into the country.”7

  The earliest reference to trout fishing in the Catskills is found in Jay Gould’s History of Delaware County (1856), and women once again are referenced. Gould writes of the years 1785 to 1790 and of the early settlement of Walton. The village of Walton lies along the banks of the West Branch of the Delaware River in Delaware County:

  
    Fish and game were plenty. Shad were, if reports were true, near Pine-hill, in quite large numbers; and trout, those delicious fish, the river is said to have been full of them—we being a regular disciple of Isaac Walton, it fairly makes our mouth water to think of them; the women would go out with a pole and line, and in a few minutes catch enough for tea or breakfast; and to use their own expression, some of them would make a pan-full. Those were indeed the days of women’s rights, when they were allowed to catch fish and manufacture their own clothes; and we should like to be transported back to those good old times, were it only for a day or two, just to breakfast on those delicious trout, dine on samp-porridge and sup on choice bits of dried elk-meat.8

  

  Many of the first residents of the region were not tillers of the soil. The high elevation predicated late spring and early autumn frosts, and the steep slopes of a mountainous terrain, combined with stony soils and rock outcroppings, prevented deep plowing. Settlers lived in cabins or log huts with no floors or furniture, and although they may have had a small garden for beans, potatoes, and pumpkins, they mostly lived off the land, and their principal foods were wild meats taken by hunting and fishing.
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  Log home. The American Angler’s Book, 1864.

  The Catskills’ abundant natural resources and scenic beauty have attracted visitors from the earliest days of settlement. Hunting and fishing parties traveled to the region even when accommodations were poor and transportation difficult, slow, and uncomfortable. At times, trout fishermen found a night’s lodging at the humble homes of settlers, and if the settlers’ locations were in the more accessible valleys, they would turn their residences into country inns or public houses.

  When settlement in the region began, men either walked or rode on horseback; most trails were too narrow to allow travel with a team, be it oxen or horses. As more people migrated to the area, Indian trails and bridle paths became wagon roads, yet travel remained difficult. These roads were crudely cut through the forest; stumps, boulders, and other obstructions were left in the roadway, and because wagons had no springs, people traveled only by necessity.

  By the early 1800s, roads were slowly improved, and a small number of tourists began finding their way into the Catskills. In 1810, there were three major roads running west from the Hudson into the mountains. The northernmost was the Susquehanna Turnpike, which opened in 1803. It began at the village of Catskill and traveled into Schoharie County and through Delaware County. The central road was the Ulster and Delaware Turnpike, which ran from Kingston through Ulster and Delaware counties to Bainbridge in Chenango County. The southerly route was via the Newburgh and Cochecton Turnpike. This road began along the Hudson River at Newburgh and traveled through all of Orange and Sullivan counties to Cochecton on the Delaware River.

  As road conditions improved, stage travel was extended into more villages and became a popular means of transportation for trout-fishing tourists. Stagecoach travel in the Catskills lasted for more than a half century, and the four-horse stagecoach with its lofty driver’s seat was a sight to behold. Upon reaching a destination at an inn, boardinghouse, or tavern, the driver announced the arrival with a blast from his bugle, signaling villagers that the stage was arriving. Stage drivers were the envy of country boys who rarely got the opportunity to leave their village and found the occupation of stagecoach driver glamorous and exciting.

  By 1820, New York City was fast becoming America’s principal center of trade, intellect, and culture. The city’s population was growing rapidly, and over the next ten years, all semblance of rural life was being swept away by development and expansion. As streets and avenues were constructed, streams and wetlands were drained, filled, placed in culverts, covered over, and built upon.
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  Stagecoach through the Catskills. Lippincott’s Magazine, September, 1879.

  Steamboat travel had begun on the Hudson as early as 1808, but it was not until the Supreme Court removed all barriers to free navigation that service was expanded. In 1825, there were steamboat lines running regularly to most of the important points along the river between New York and Albany. Soon boats were traveling both day and night, and the increased transportation made the Catskills easily accessible to major population centers.

  By 1835, the Hudson became the busiest waterway in the nation, and boat traffic was such a common sight that author Nathaniel P. Willis remarked, “There is a suburban look and character about all the villages on the Hudson which seems out of place among such scenery. They are suburbs; in fact, steam has destroyed the distance between them and the city.”9 And steam also made it possible for city anglers to commute to the pristine trout streams of the Catskills on a more regular basis.

  Trout fishing in particular held a fascination for many early Gothamites who may have inherited a love of the sport from their English, Scottish, and Irish ancestors. For recreation and tranquillity, city dwellers in ever-increasing numbers made excursions into the countryside. Throughout the next decade, angling was widely practiced, and New Yorkers were well on their way to establishing fishing as a primary form of recreation. Evidence of its popularity can be found in the comparatively large number of tackle shops in the city in the 1830s dealing in fishing paraphernalia.

  The oldest shop was T. J. Bate, the parent firm of William Mills & Son, which was established in 1822. Fishing enthusiasts also frequented Abraham Brower’s on Water Street, Charles Taylor’s on Maiden Lane and Broadway, and Lewis’s at New and Wall Streets. On Fulton Street alone were the shops of T. W. Harsfield, J. B. Crook’s, Thomas Conroy’s, John Brown’s Anglers Depot, and the famous Pritchard Brothers.

  Before 1825, there was little written history regarding trout fishing in America; sporting magazines that were available were published in England, and newspapers at the time rarely reported on field sports. Even years after Americans had achieved their political independence, they remained a principle market for English books, periodicals, and sporting literature.

  One of the earliest references to trout fishing in the Catskills appeared in a scientific journal in 1823. The article was written by James Pierce and was published in the American Journal of Science and Arts. Its title was “A Memoir on the Catskill Mountains with notices of their Topography, Scenery, Mineralogy, Zoology, economical resources, &c.” Pierce’s essay is informative and covers many aspects of the Catskills, including descriptions of forest vegetation, mountain scenery, wildlife, and fishery.
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  Trout fishing on a mountain stream. Frank Forester’s Fish and Fishing of the United States and British Provinces, 1849.

  He writes that trout are abundant, particularly in the Plattekill, Kaaterskill, and Schoharie Creeks, and he claims that other mountain streams are “uncommonly well stored with trout,” citing that one angler caught five hundred trout in a single day. Pierce also mentions a mountaintop lake located deep in the forest at the head of the Saw Kill known as Shue’s Lake (Echo Lake):

  
    About three miles south of the Platterkill and at a great elevation above the Hudson, a deep body of water one mile in circumference, called Shues lake is situated, and is environed by an amphitheatre of wild, rocky, and steep mountains. It contains trout of large size.10

  

  Pierce was the first to draw attention to Shue’s Lake, a body of water that has figured prominently in Catskill trout-fishing lore. The lake was a favorite rendezvous of some of the earliest hunters and fishermen who found their way into the region seeking deer, bear, mountain lions, and the large brook trout for which the lake was famous.

  One of the earliest haunts of hunters and fishermen in the mountains was the roadside tavern of Merchant Lawrence, located near the great escarpment in Kiskatom Valley in the town of Catskill, Greene County. Lawrence purchased land near the foot of the mountains in 1798 and a few years later constructed an inn, which was for many years a well-known resort to sportsmen from New York, Albany, and other populated areas.

  Fishermen would spend the night at Lawrence’s tavern and fish Kiskatom Brook, the Shingle Kill, Kaaterskill Creek, and other nearby waters. The tavern was especially popular with bear hunters, both novices and veterans, who were known to tell of their adventures while enjoying the comforts of the bar. A special feature at the tavern were the live bears tamed by Lawrence; for a fee of three cents, guests would get to see the bears, which were kept on chains in pens, and be entertained by them.

  The native black bear was common to the region and became a symbol of the mountain wilderness; in the Catskills, February 2 was known as “Bear’s Day.” It was long believed that on that date, bears would wake up from their long period of hibernation, come out of their dens, and “take a knowing observation of the weather for a few minutes, and then retire to their nests and finish their repose of some weeks or months.”11

  It was claimed that if the sky was clear and the bear saw its shadow when it came forth, it would return to its lair and sleep until the first of April, knowing that cold weather would continue until that date. If upon emergence the bear finds the weather mild and cloudy, it looks toward an early spring and often leaves its den. This practice by the bears is said to have been witnessed by veteran bear hunters and also proven by the discovery of tracks made by bears on that particular date each year.

  Bear meat was a regular staple on the menu at Lawrence’s, but on New Year’s Day, he would serve a special feast of bear meat to which friends and his most favored customers of the rod or gun would be invited. Tales of bears were told and retold in the famous barroom as guests enjoyed the camaraderie of this unique event.

  Trout fishermen are disposed to accepting hardship and travel in pursuit of their sport, and with the completion of the turnpikes, parties of anglers journeyed deeper into the Catskills. Another early destination of trout fishermen was the inn of Milo Barber, which was located near the Esopus Creek, where it is joined by Stony Clove Creek at Phoenicia in Ulster County. Barber purchased 90 acres in 1812, and while he farmed the land, he operated a small store on the road along the Stony Clove and boarded trout fishermen as early as 1826. Upon the death of Milo Barber, his son, Milo Barber Jr., continued to take in boarders and guide trout fishermen for many years.
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  A bear wallow. Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, May, 1877.

  Those anglers who first cast their lines into the mountain streams of the Catskills encountered only one species of trout: the brook trout, Salvelinus fontinalis. Although they prefer cold, clean, well-oxygenated waters and thrive in streams, their natural habitat includes lakes and ponds. Salvelinus means “char”; fontinalis, “living in cold springs”; and, as their name implies, brook trout prefer to live where water temperatures are coolest.

  Samuel L. Mitchell first named the species, and it was in 1814 that the first important work on fish or fishing in America appeared. Mitchell authored a small book titled Report, in part, of Samuel L. Mitchell . . . on the Fishes of New-York. Mitchell, a professor of natural history at the University of New York, examined and dissected fish and wrote physical descriptions of his findings. In 1815, an expanded version of his report was published in The Transactions of the Literary and Philosophical Society of New-York.

  Mitchell named the “common trout” or brook trout, Salmo fontinalis. InThe Inland Fishes of New York State, C. Lavett Smith explains, “Fontinalis is the genitive of the Latin fons, fountain or spring, and refers to the habitat of the brook trout.”12 However, in classifying the brook trout in the genus Salmo, Mitchell was mistaken. The fish was later found to be a char and not a true trout, and in 1878, fisheries scientists reclassified it and changed the Latin name to Salvelinus. Today the brook trout is known as Salvelinus fontinalis (Mitchell), retaining Mitchell’s name as the authority, a lasting tribute to America’s pioneer ichthyologist.

  Early fishermen found brook trout to be plentiful, every stream had an abundance of the fish, and all of the larger waters contained excellent populations along their upper and middle reaches. Though their number was great, the brook trout of our forefathers’ day was a predominantly small fish. In the early days of trout fishing, anglers measured their success by the pound—not of individual fish, but of the total catch! Trout fishermen who first waded the waters of the Catskills carried baskets that, when filled, contained an approximate weight of the accumulated fish. The most popular sizes held 15, 18, and 24 pounds of trout!

  [image: image]

  Native brook trout. The American Angler’s Book, 1864.

  The lack of size was of small concern to those who delighted in stream fishing; they found attributes in the brook trout that were unequaled by other fish:

  
    The lines of grace and beauty, so gratifying to the poet and the artist, culminate in absolute perfection in the trout. The perfect symmetry, the harmonious blending of colors, the graceful motions of this exquisite of the brook, give it a value of great price, to all who look at it with appreciative eyes. Look at its large round eyes, orbs of light nev-set; its snow white body; look at its sides clad in mail of rainbow hue dotted with pink stars in sky blue tints.13

  

  Brook trout were the favorite fish of many of the old-time fly-fishing masters, such as artist/angler Charles Lanman, who wrote, “He always glories in the coldest and purest of water, and the regions of the country to which he is partial are commonly distinguished for the wildness of their scenery; and therefore it is that to the lover of nature this imperial fish has been exceedingly dear.”14

  Throughout much of the nineteenth century, the western portion of the Catskills, primarily Delaware and Sullivan counties, were accessible only by horseback, wagon, or in some areas by stagecoach. In Delaware County at the headwaters of the East Branch, the oldest inn in Roxbury, which dated back to 1798, evolved into the Hendrick Hudson House. By the 1840s, this hotel became a favorite resort of trout fishermen who fished not only the upper East Branch but also nearby tributaries, such as the Batavia Kill, Hardscrabble Creek, Meeker Hollow, and Montgomery Hollow, streams that abounded in native brook trout. Some guests even ventured overland to the upper Beaverkill and Balsam Lake.

  Long before they were considered to be part of the Catskills, the trout streams of Sullivan County were the destination of most urban trout fishermen. By the 1830s, fishing tourists with regularity were casting lines, with flies attached, into the waters of the Neversink, Beaverkill, Callicoon, and Willowemoc Creeks. These were well-known names to all serious anglers, and whereas today’s fly fishers place these famous streams in the Catskills, pioneer fly fishermen always referred to the region as Sullivan County and praised its trout and streams in prose, poetry, and paintings.

  Many of the first anglers to fish the waters of Sullivan County headed for the Darbee House, located at the junction of the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek; Samuel and Hannah Darbee constructed their early fishing resort in Westfield Flats (Roscoe) in 1806. With the accidental death of Samuel, this “publick house” became known to sportsmen for many years simply as “Mrs. Darbee’s.” “Eminent doctors, artists and men of letters came for the excellent nearby trout fishing, relaxation, and charms of the wild countryside.”15

  The 1830s were an important era in the development of sportfishing in America. It was the decade Americans began developing their own angling identity and started drifting away from the strong influence English angling traditions had previously held.

  The first sporting magazine to appear in the United States made its debut in 1829. It was published in Baltimore and titled American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine. Founded and edited by John S. Skinner, the magazine was devoted to horse racing, shoot ing, hunting, fishing, and other outdoor activities. Although the magazine featured articles written about American sportfishing, many were still of English origin.
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  A more significant publication of the period, however, appeared two years later. It was in 1831 that William T. Porter began publishing the Spirit of the Times in New York, and fishing enthusiasts enjoyed an all-around weekly sporting journal that reported regularly on American sportfishing. The Spirit specialized in field sports, horse racing, hunting, and fishing, but it also included literature and the stage. In New York City at that time were a large number of men who extracted themselves from their business professions each year and devoted time to field sports with rod or gun.

  While some Americans were still hunting and fishing out of necessity, others, who were seeking recreation, began exploring the unsettled and remote regions of New York State. By the end of the decade, the number of anglers had increased greatly, causing Porter, in the summer of 1838, to write in the Spirit:

  
    There are hundreds upon hundreds of our citizens scattered about the country within two hundred miles of us and probably there is not a brook, river, or pond, within that circle in which they have not wet a line.16

  

  The Spirit of the Times played an important role in promoting sport or recreational fishing. Editor William T. Porter was an avid trout fisher, fly fisherman, and prominent journalist. Fishing was Porter’s passion, and so he penned most of those articles himself. He pioneered sporting literature and, importantly, reported on fishing for pleasure. He was determined to free his paper from the influence of English sporting literature and to “fashion truly American ones in their place.”17 Americans, on a regular basis, could now read angling articles about their own waters that were written by Americans. And more often than not, early fishing enthusiasts read about the trout streams of Sullivan County; particularly those flowing into the Delaware River watershed.


  2
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  Sullivan County

  “THE TALL SON OF YORK” and “THE LARGEST TROUT IN THE WORLD”

  
    No one wants to be lugged out of bed, precisely as no one wanted to travel beyond Sullivan County; the best shooting and fishing in the world was to be found there.

    —ROBERT BARNWELL ROOSEVELT, Game Fish of the Northern States of America and British Provinces, 1862

  

  In the earliest days of sportfishing, the most well-known trout streams in America were the Beaverkill, Willowemoc, Neversink, and Callicoon Creek. These waters were held in high esteem by all serious trout fishermen, not only for the number of trout they yielded, but for the size of the trout as well.

  Many anglers traveled arduous routes to reach these streams, and the region they occupied was then known to pioneer fly fishers as Sullivan County. The Sullivan County portion of the Catskills had not yet been included in the general description of what we now call the Catskill Mountains.

  The Beaverkill was the favorite, and although its source was located in Ulster County, the uppermost section of the stream was almost uninhabited, mountainous, and difficult to reach in the 1820s and 1830s. The Sullivan County portion of the Beaverkill had early settlements and accommodations for trout-fishing tourists at Westfield Flats (Roscoe) and Shin Creek (Lew Beach).

  Located in the western Catskills, the source of the Beaverkill is a narrow, rocky ravine between the mountains Graham and Doubletop. The elevation is approximately 2,900 feet, and the stream flows in a general direction westerly through a dense forest with a steep and stony mountainous landscape. At its headwaters, the Beaverkill recruits many springs and a few larger tributaries such as Black Brook, Balsam Lake Brook, and Beecher Brook.

  After a course of approximately 10 miles, the stream forms Beaverkill Falls, one of the most picturesque sites on the Beaverkill. The falls is notable in that it combines an impressive vivid scene of great natural beauty with some of the best trout fishing on the upper Beaverkill.
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  Source of the Beaverkill. Ed Van Put.

  It is from the area upstream of the falls that the Beaverkill received its name. When the first settlers scouted the region, they found an abundance of abandoned beaver dams, lodges, and ancient beaver meadows. The beaver were gone; they had been hunted by the Indians to trade with European fur buyers many years before.

  Approximately 3 miles downstream of the falls, the Beaverkill flows near the base of Touchmenot Mountain, where the stream’s elevation is approximately 1,770 feet; a drop of about 1,130 feet in 13 miles. Along the way, tributaries named Scudder Brook and Alder Creek add their cold waters, and after Touchmenot the Beaverkill turns in a southwesterly direction, recruits Upper Beech Hill Brook, and flows another 4 miles before reaching Shin Creek, which was, at one time, the name of a small settlement.

  Shin Creek itself is a prolific trout stream that adds volume as well as trout to the Beaverkill as it continues flowing southwesterly. The Beaverkill continues to receive waters from tributaries both named and unnamed, but three streams of note that enter the flow are Mary Smith Brook, Berry Brook, and Spring Brook. After traveling approximately 28 miles, the Beaverkill joins the Willowemoc Creek, a stream of equal size and flow.

  At the time of settlement, the Willowemoc was known as the Whelenaughwemack, and the Beaverkill upstream of this union was known as the Great Beaverkill. A tributary 7 miles upstream on the Whelenaughwemack was called the Little Beaverkill, an appellation deferring to the larger of the two Beaverkills. The river downstream of the junction was known as the Whelenaughwemack until it was joined by the “Papagonk,” “Pawpacton,” or “Pepacton” river, now known as the East Branch of the Delaware River.

  Whelenaughwemack is derived from the name used by the Lenni-Lenape, who lived at the mouth of the river, which was a noted rendezvous of the Indians before, during, and after the Revolutionary War. Over time, “Whelenaughwemack” evolved into “Welawemacks” and, eventually, Willowemoc; the portion of the river downstream of the junction would become known as the “lower” or “big” Beaverkill.

  When the first settlers came into the region, they learned the meaning of the name directly from the Indians: “It is ‘the kettle that washes itself clean,’ and the stream was so called because of the spring freshets, which carry off all the driftwood, etc., from its banks.”1
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  The Beaverkill headwaters wind through an ancient beaver meadow. Ed Van Put.

  The entire Beaverkill Valley is narrow and steep-sided, and mountainsides are densely forested with beech, birch, maple, and, as is often the case in northern hardwood forests, hemlock.

  By 1785, a trail had been measured and cut from Lackawack, in the Rondout Valley, through the forest and across the headwaters of the Beaverkill to Pawpacton on the East Branch of the Delaware River. This trail had marked and numbered “mile trees,” 1 through 35, and was known as “the common road.” The road crossed the waters of the Neversink, Willowemoc, and Shin Creeks and the Beaverkill, and was used by the earliest hunters, trappers, and trout fishermen.

  Settlement along the Beaverkill began where the stream joined the waters of the Whelenaughwemack. Most of the earliest settlers came from Connecticut, and many were veterans of the Revolutionary War. According to local lore, these men were told of good flatland located along the “Great Beaverkill” by scouts who had been in the region during the revolution keeping an eye on the remaining Indians, who, it was feared, would aid the English.

  The source of the Willowemoc Creek is also in Ulster County, in the town of Denning. The stream begins at an elevation of approximately 2,940 feet and flows through a mountainous landscape of unbroken forest in a southwesterly direction, falling approximately 286 feet per mile for the first 3 miles. The gradient continues dropping but changes sharply, becoming less steep after 3 miles, averaging approximately 55 feet per mile over the next 7 miles. The stream recruits many springs and small tributaries, but only two streams of note—Butternut Brook and Fir Brook—enter the Willowemoc before reaching a hamlet of the same name.
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  The spectacular beauty of a Willowemoc tributary. Ed Van Put.

  Downstream of the hamlet of Willowemoc, the stream runs in a more westerly direction, picking up a few unnamed tributaries before reaching DeBruce, where it is joined by the Mongaup Creek, a moderate-sized trout stream with a fine reputation. The Willowemoc continues growing in size as it flows westerly, adding water from Frog Hollow and Sprague Brook before reaching Livingston Manor. There it is joined by its largest tributary, the Little Beaverkill, and Cattail Brook.

  The Willowemoc becomes a large trout stream between Livingston Manor and Roscoe, and within these 7 miles the gradient drops only 20 feet per mile. In this stretch of river, notable tributaries are Elm Hollow Brook, Bascom Brook, Hazel Brook, Bennett Brook, Stewart Brook, and Abe Wood Brook. The total length of the Willowemoc from source to its confluence with the Beaverkill is approximately 26.3 miles.

  Not only was there great fishing along the Willowemoc and Beaverkill, there was more of it. The two streams combined offered approximately 54 miles of native brook trout fishing. By comparison, the Rondout Creek had 10 miles, as did the Esopus. Only the Neversink was comparable: Including its two branches, it totaled about 26 miles of brook trout water.

  In the earliest days of trout fishing, tourists found their way to Sullivan County via the Newburgh and Cochecton Turnpike, which opened in 1808. This route had stagecoach lines through Orange and Sullivan counties from Newburgh all the way to the Delaware River. When travelers departed from the stage route, they were usually transported by horse and wagon to their destination.

  Many of the first trout fishermen to fish the Beaverkill headed to the Darbee House, which was located on a small knoll overlooking the junction of the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek. Samuel and Hannah Darbee’s hotel was known for its fine meals, and the cost was “a shilling, or one and eight pence, if toddy was ordered.”2 There were seven huge stone fireplaces and a ballroom, and many fine paintings hung on the walls painted by artists who boarded there while trout fishing. The kitchen contained a bake oven and two fireplaces with iron cranes for supporting cauldrons.

  Before 1825, there is very little written history regarding the Catskill region, especially as it relates to trout fishing. This is primarily due to the fact that the Catskills had barely been settled, and those newspapers available rarely reported on activities other than politics. In addition, historical data relative to trout fishing in America before 1830 is also rare.

  When the American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine made its debut in 1829, the Beaverkill was already well-known to trout fishermen. Though the magazine featured fishing articles of predominantly English origin, the reputation of the Beaverkill and Mrs. Darbee’s found their way onto its pages:

  
    Make your headquarters at Mrs. Darbys [sic] and you will be sure to find excellent accommodations, and capital fishing. The Williewemauk, Calikoon, and Beaverkill, are three of the finest trout streams in this country; the trout are large, very numerous, and of the most delicious flavor.3

  

  In the 1820s, some New York City fishermen headed to the nearby waters of Long Island, where placid streams and ponds contained native brook trout. But even more sought their piscatorial adventures along the mountain streams of Sullivan County, which, in addition to abundant trout, offered unparalleled scenic beauty and the pleasant musical sounds of flowing water that are found only along streams of rapid descent.

  Through diary entries and articles in sporting journals, we learn that Henry Inman, William T. Porter, and Henry William Herbert (Frank Forester) were among the earliest trout fishermen, and that Sullivan County played a key role in the history of American fly fishing.

  HENRY INMAN

  Henry Inman (1801–1846) was a pioneer sport fisherman who spent many days’ trout fishing the Beaverkill and Willowemoc, as well as other nearby waters, while staying at the Darbee House at Westfield Flats (Roscoe). Inman achieved great fame as an artist of portraits, and coupled with his talents with a fly rod, he was looked upon as one of this country’s most celebrated trout fishermen.

  Although he was born upstate in Utica, Henry Inman spent most of his life in New York City, where his family relocated in 1812. At the age of thirteen, he began studying art under John Wesley Jarvis, a well-known portrait painter. Inman’s apprenticeship with Jarvis lasted seven years, and at the age of twenty-two, he opened his own studio on Vesey Street in lower Manhattan.

  The versatile Inman belonged to the first generation of American-trained artists. He worked in landscapes, miniature, and genre, but he was primarily a painter of life-sized portraits. During the 1830s, he was considered New York’s finest portrait painter, and his studio was visited by an imposing list of patrons, including many famous men and women such as President Martin Van Buren, DeWitt Clinton, John J. Audubon, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Clara Barton.

  As his popularity and reputation increased, his income soared. His portraits were “realistic,” and he possessed great skill in reproducing the eyes. A critic once stated, “Perhaps we have never had a painter who could paint a better eye than Inman—few so well.” It was also said that the eyes looked “at you more than you at them.”4

  It was believed that Inman’s personality and his skill as a conversationalist gave him an edge with those he painted; he put them at ease and thus captured a sitter’s natural expression. In this he excelled, and while his paintings may have improved the appearance of those who posed, there was always a “likeness” that he captured better than others who painted portraits. When he painted Wordsworth, the famous poet told him that he had sat twentyseven times for many different artists, and he stated that Inman’s picture was a better likeness than any of the others.

  Because of his artistic skills, Henry Inman commanded a good price for his work. Costs were generally fixed in conjunction with the size of the painting; he received, at times, $500 for half length and $1,000 for full length. Artists are known for their temperament and sensitivity toward their work, and a story is told about Henry Inman of an instance when he received a sum far less than he expected for a group painting. Inman asked that the painting be returned to him so that he could make some improvements; instead, he proceeded to reduce the size of the painting by cutting off all of the subjects’ legs, and then returned it, along with $200!
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  Henry Inman 1826. Print Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

  Henry Inman made regular pilgrimages to the distant wilds of Sullivan County and was one of the first to explore the exceptional trout fishing found along the Beaverkill, Willowemoc, and Callicoon Creeks. His devotion to trout fishing was well known to the New Yorkers of his day.

  He was a man who found solace away from the brick walls and turmoil of the city, and like many anglers, he recognized that trout fishing is more than just catching fish. Inman found great joy in the natural beauty of a stream environment. In an article published in the Atlantic Souvenir, he wrote:

  
    Who that has enjoyed the pleasures of wandering free and far among scenes of rural beauty; has not learned to loathe more deeply the irksome bondage of a city life. Give me the blue and lofty mountain shutting out another world behind it—the sequestered valley where I may quietly muse among overhanging rocks, soothed by the murmurs of the bubbling stream.5

  

  In the days when Henry Inman fished the Beaverkill and stayed at the Darbee House, there were, on the side of the building drawn and cut in outline, large brook trout that were taken from the nearby Beaverkill and Willowemoc. One such fish was placed there by Inman, who drew the outline on the plain surface of a window shutter. Even after many years, it was still remembered how excited he was when he held up the large trout to an admiring crowd, before “taking its likeness.” This unique fish, a brook trout of extraordinary size, was caught in late June in the year 1841.

  It is difficult today to imagine what trout fishing was like for those anglers who first cast their lines into the lakes, ponds, and streams of the Catskills, before trout populations were depleted by overfishing or altered by the introduction of domestic fish or a competitive species. Documented accounts are rare, and when they are found, they usually reveal a fishery dramatically different from today.

  Fortunately, a diary kept by one of Henry Inman’s close friends gives us some insight into the trout fishing of his era and the particulars of the large trout he drew on the side of the Darbee House. Richard T. Fosdick recorded information on several trips that he and Inman made together to Sullivan County:

  
    1841. June 21.—Inman, Warner, Dawley and I left for Chester Darbie’s,* [sic] in Sullivan Co. Took 7 o’clock train at Jersey City and arrived at Hankin’s Station at 1:30. Hired two wagons to take us across mountains over the most infernal road ever invented. Arrived at Darbie’s [sic] about ten at night; took rest next morning and spent the day fixing tackle. Tried sundown fishing, but with no success. In morning was fishing by 5 o’clock and kept busy until 8. Upon show of hands we counted ninety-eight of as pretty fish as man could wish to see; seven about 1 lb. each and the balance averaging a half. Next day same success, and so on for six days. In figuring up we found the number of fish caught to be 548; the largest was a beauty, weighing 3 lbs. 3 oz. Inman was so delighted that he sketched the trout on the woodwork of Darbie’s [sic] porch.6

  

  A few weeks later, Inman, Warner, and Fosdick returned to Darbee’s, and in addition to their stream fishing, they spent a couple of days and nights camping and fishing at Russell Pond. The pond is located in Delaware County, approximately 10 miles northwest of the junction of the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek and is at the headwaters of a Beaverkill tributary called Russell Brook:

  
    1841. July—Inman, Warner and I at Chester Darbie’s, [sic] Sullivan Co. Three day’s fishing brought 271 trout. Camped out by Mother Russell’s Pond two nights. Splendid time. Inman caught 69; Warner, 65; and I, 66. Pretty even fishing, as there was not 3 lbs. difference in the catches; some weighing 1¼ lb. down to ¼ lb. The united weight was 107½ lbs.7

  

  Two years later Fosdick recorded another trip made with Henry Inman to the Beaverkill and Misner’s Pond (Tennanah Lake), known for many years for its large brook trout:

  
    1843. August—Sam Warner, Dr. Jim Quackenboss, Henry Inman, John Farren, Dr. Bill King, Henry Muir and myself start for Sullivan County to fish the Beaverkill and Willowhemack Rivers. A lively party, ready for any thing. First day caught 103 trout and kept increasing to the end of the week. Camped out one night on the mountains to fish Misenor’s [sic] Pond. Great catch of fish; more than was wanted; 792 trout in all, 38 weighing 2 lbs. and over each, the average of balance being over a pound.8

  

  Henry Inman was a popular New Yorker; his notoriety as the city’s leading portraitist led to contacts with many of its prominent citizens. He was cultivated, possessed great wit and humor, and was an eloquent conversationalist. This personality endeared him to many, and he had a wide circle of friends and acquaintances in the intellectual life of New York. He knew and socialized with many of the famous men then living in the city, such as Washington Irving, Charles Fenno Hoffman, Fitz-Greene Hallock, George P. Morris, Asher B. Durand, and William Cullen Bryant. Most everyone connected with art and literature knew of his love of trout fishing.

  Inman suffered from poor health for many years, and annually he had debilitating bouts with asthma. By the time he reached forty years of age, his illness had worsened, and he would be sick for days with constant fevers. As his health declined, it caused him to cease work and go into depression. His income was greatly reduced from previous years, and on January 3, 1843, he wrote:

  
    Fine prospect of starving to death this year. Not a soul comes near me for pictures. Ambition in Art is gone. Give me a fortune, and I would fish and shoot for the rest of my life, without touching a brush again.9

  

  With his health improving somewhat in 1844, he decided to go abroad to seek commissions painting portraits and landscapes. His traveling to Europe was considered a special event, and his good friend William T. Porter, of the Spirit of the Times, wrote a humorous article to celebrate the occasion:

  
    This poet, wit, and painter—as ardent a disciple of old Izaak Walton as ever threw a fly, and who never wet a line out of season, is about to sail for Europe, having recovered, we are delighted to add, his usual health. . . .

    Personally, and purely from selfish impulses, we hate to hear of his going abroad at all! Who shall now put us up to the trick of hornswoggling a salmon trout of forty pounds? Who will teach us the art and mystery of fabricating a fly that will induce a sockdolager* to “rise” at its first pirouette, though lying over a spring hole in ten feet of water?10

  

  Inman returned to New York on April 16, 1845, and his health soon worsened. He had bad attacks of asthma throughout the year, and his income was reduced to the point to which he was barely meeting expenses. In December, his condition became critical, and in January, he died of heart disease at his home on Murray Street: “His death, which occurred January 17, 1846, called forth an unusually deep expression of public feeling; the press, throughout the country, teemed with the warmest eulogies of his social character, and his artistic abilities.”11

  Seven or eight hundred people attended Inman’s funeral. Relatives, friends, and dignitaries from New York and other cities formed a long procession of mourners who followed the artist’s casket, on foot, 2 miles through the winter evening. Pallbearers included Richard Fosdick and the artist Asher B. Durand and several members of the National Academy of Design.

  Inman was interred at Greenwood Cemetery. Immediately after his funeral, a meeting of his friends was held, and it was decided to hold an exhibition of his work to benefit his family. The exhibition was held at the American Art-Union and was open to the public; 126 paintings were exhibited, and all proceeds were given to Inman’s widow and five children.

  “HENRY INMAN is no more!” wrote William T. Porter in the Spirit of the Times. Porter was one of Inman’s fishing companions and closest friends. The terse statement exudes the sorrow Porter must have felt over the death of his dear friend. Porter continued:

  
    Next to his devotion to his friends and his art, was Inman’s fondness for Field Sports. In trout fishing, especial excelled . . . And a more ardent, accomplished, or, delightful disciple, good old Izaak Walton never had.12

  

  One of the paintings exhibited at the Inman Memorial Exhibition to aid his family was a landscape titled Trout Fishing in Sullivan County, New York. The painting had been exhibited in New York at the sixteenth annual exhibition of the National Academy of Design on May 3, 1841, at the third Boston Artists’ Association exhibition in 1844, and again at the annual exhibition of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia in 1847.

  At these exhibitions, Trout Fishing in Sullivan County, New York was well received and thought to be the artist’s most celebrated landscape. In time, the painting disappeared and was only known from an engraving that appeared in New York Illustrated Magazine of Literature and Art in 1847.

  Fortunately, in 1983, the painting resurfaced and was purchased by the Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute, Museum of Art. The museum, located in Utica, New York, Inman’s birthplace, has acquired an extraordinary collection of American art, including paintings by many of our most famous artists. When the Museum of Art purchased the painting, the price was greater than had been spent on any other American work—perhaps deservedly, as the acquisition gives the public an opportunity to view not only a work of art, but an important historical work as well. Angling scenes, especially of Inman’s era, are quite rare.

  It is most likely that the scene painted by Inman is the junction of the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek, one of the most celebrated pools in angling history. The site is but a short walk from the old Darbee House, where Inman spent so many days fishing in Sullivan County. In a catalogue titled The Art of Henry Inman, William H. Gerdts, professor of art history at the City University of New York, has written of the painting, “It was in its time the most renowned landscape effort, and is probably also the most autobiographical, for it documents the artist’s piscatorial enthusiasms, for which he was almost as well known as for his artistry.”

  Henry Inman left behind many fine paintings. Some are found in New York’s City Hall, in Washington, D.C., and in museums from Boston to San Francisco. They are reminders of both his wonderful talent as an artist and of the fact that Sullivan County was a special place to Henry Inman; he enjoyed the scenic beauty of the countryside and the challenge of its trout fishing. It is his Trout Fishing in Sullivan County, New York that goes beyond artistic achievement and serves as a lasting monument, reminding contemporary fly fishers that Henry Inman was here, that he loved their sport, and that he, too, walked the stream banks, waded the riffling waters, and cast his fly in those difficult places a wary trout would likely rise. And while the famous artist applied his skills with the fly more than 160 years ago, we remember that he was one of the first, and his memory is yet retained in a beautiful landscape he painted of a special pool formed by two streams he had a deep affection toward.

  “THE TALL SON OF YORK”

  William Trotter Porter (1806–1858) is known as the founder of American sporting literature. Born in Newbury, Vermont, Porter began his editorial career in 1829 with the Farmers Herald, a small newspaper in St. Johnsbury. A year or so later, he moved to New York City with the intent of starting a sporting journal; by 1825, the city had become the literary capital of America and was attracting young writers from other parts of the country.

  Porter founded the Spirit of the Times, the first sporting journal, in the closing days of 1831. From the beginning, the newspaper maintained a classical literary reputation. It had contributors who were among the brightest names in American literature, many of whom were of the first generation of sporting writers. Porter’s publication of the Spirit coincided with the development of steam presses that were capable of printing thousands of copies at greatly reduced costs and an improved postal system with faster distribution.

  At first, however, Porter’s venture was not successful, and after a few months, the Spirit merged with the Traveller, with Porter in charge of the sporting department. A year later, he resigned and took charge of the New Yorker and then the Constellation. As these papers had limited space for sporting topics, Porter acquired the Traveller, and Spirit of the Times from C. J. B. Fisher, who had united the two, and the paper was again published under its original name, the Spirit of the Times. In 1839, Porter also purchased the American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine, which, along with the Spirit, gave him an even larger readership. By the early 1840s, circulation of the Spirit was estimated at 40,000 and was even larger by the end of the decade. It was said that for every subscriber, ten additional people read the paper.

  William T. Porter was a knowledgeable fisherman who gave good technical information. The trout fisherman was informed of the pleasures of fly fishing, the type of rod and what flies to use, where to go, and what to expect when he got there. Porter’s knowledge of where to fish for trout was vast:

  
    As for places where to find sport, every reader of the Spirit, in this vicinity, well knows. There is not a babbling brook, or tide stream, nor a pond, public or private, of any repute, within a hundred miles of our sanctum, in which we have not, at some time, wet a line.13

  

  During the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, Porter wrote frequently about trout fishing in the streams and ponds of Long Island; the lake trout of Piseco, Long, and Pleasant lakes in Hamilton County in the Adirondacks; and of the wonderful trout fishing he found in Sullivan County along the Beaverkill, Willowemoc, and Callicoon Creeks.

  He was an advocate of fly fishing, and his reputation was large enough that in the fall of 1841, the firm of Thomas Conroy, one of the best tackle shops in the city, produced a fly rod with the given name of Porter’s General Rod. The rod was of lancewood with varying sections and several different tips; its length could be adjusted between 10 and 16 feet. The rod could be used as a light trout rod or be made into a powerful rod for salmon and bass; its weight was about 3 pounds!

  William T. Porter was known for his wit, humor, and genial magnetism. In appearance he was striking. He dressed flawlessly, had a long flowing beard, and vivid blue eyes with an “almost effeminately sweet smile” that contrasted with his athletic build and unusual height. Porter was 6 feet, 4 inches in his stocking feet and known throughout the city as “the Tall Son of York.” This sobriquet was used for years, affectionately, by writers referring to Porter and by his friends in conversation.

  He was very social, and his personality endeared him to a large circle of friends and innumerable acquaintances. He was known for his generosity, and everyone who made his acquaintance desired to cultivate it. Henry William Herbert, a close friend of Porter’s who wrote under the name of Frank Forester, once wrote a touching description of his personal appearance:

  
    . . . serious or merry, solemn or sentimental, still so calm and serene and softly smiling, in thy ruby-colored waistcoat, with thy soft silky hair, unchanged by a streak of gray, cooly disparted from thy high, white unwrinkled forehead, with the luxuriant flow of that grand beard, which a Mussulman might envy, with that mild, clear blue eye, that almost effeminately sweet smile, singularly contrasting the athletic frame, the six-foot-four in his stockinged feet, the chivalrous and gallant spirit, the free, open speech, the high soul made up all of honor, the simple-minded straight-forwardness of thought and action, which go together in thee to make up that noblest of God’s works, a real man,

    Loyal and firm, and kind and true,

    That fear or falsehood never knew.

    Long may’st thou flourish, dear Bill, the spirit of The Spirit of the Times, the glory of not yet utterly degenerated Gotham, the best as the tallest son of York.14

  

  Sensitively written, Herbert clearly had a special relationship with Porter, who was his dearest friend. And while he was beloved by all, other close friends included Richard T. Fosdick, the noted sportsman from Greenwich Village, and Henry Inman, the artist. In these early years of American sportfishing, there existed in the city a “piscatorial club” that met at Ward’s hostelry, of which Fosdick, Inman, Herbert, and Porter were leading members: “In those good times the sportsmen of New York and its vicinity constituted a veritable fraternity, united by the strongest bond of friendship; consequently, intimacy with one implied a familiarity with the entire brotherhood.”15

  Invariably, whenever Porter went on an extended fishing trip to the trout waters and wilds of Sullivan County, he was accompanied by Henry Inman. Richard Fosdick was a friend of both men, and being somewhat older and known for his anecdotal stories, he was affectionately called “Uncle Richard.” Fosdick was one of the city’s veteran sportsmen and was acquainted with all the famous actors, musicians, artists, and sportsmen of his era. William F. Brough rounded out the group; nicknamed the “Merchant Vocalist,” Brough was retired from the stage and was an avid disciple of the rod and gun.
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  William T. Porter. Ballou’s Pictorial, August, 1856.

  Porter also moved in the same literary circles as Knickerbocker writers Nathaniel P. Willis, Charles Fenno Hoffman, George P. Morris, and Fitz-Greene Halleck. Sportsmen and literary men of celebrity could not pass by the Spirit’s office, which was on Barclay Street and Broadway, without paying homage to the “Tall Son of York.” Porter’s office was dubbed “The Sanctum”; it contained a high desk where he wrote while standing, and along the wall were a series of wooden shelves containing a thousand or so sporting volumes neatly bound and systematically arranged. Other furnishings included a massive armchair, a small table, and a used bureau. It was here that Porter was visited by many of the first sportsmen of our country, and for many years, Henry Inman made almost daily visits to the Spirit office and conversed for an hour or so with him.

  Among the popular public resorts, alehouses, and taverns of the day frequented by “sporting gentlemen” were the Widows, the Pheasant, the Old Reynolds Beer Shop, and Frank’s, a saloon conveniently located on Barclay Street. Frank’s was dubbed by sportsmen “the lower office,” as visitors to the Spirit frequently were entertained there by William T. Porter.16

  Another habitual resort of Porter’s was Windust’s, which was located in the theater district and was a rendezvous for actors, critics, journalists, and sportsmen. It was here that Porter, Herbert, Fosdick, Brough, and Inman, with other members of their piscatorial club, held their famous “allgame dinners.” Richard Fosdick was the originator of these affairs, which were usually limited to six in number, with each guest contributing fish or game that he “killed by his own hand.” For years, Edward Windust personally prepared the feast: “. . . the like of which have never been set before kings, were discussed by the elect alone, the vulgar herd of his frequenters being uncompromisingly denied access to a ‘parlor,’ whose very walls were redolent with ancient and fish like smells.”17

  Sportsmen, at the time, “occupied an almost despicable position” in our society. This tenet may have been influenced by Puritan work ethics and the “Yankee” dislike for field sports. Men who hunted or fished for amusement were regarded as fools, and there was contempt for any man who could be lured away, even for a single hour, from his “righteous duty of amassing dollars.”18

  William T. Porter died a relatively young man; he was only fifty-two when he passed away in the summer of 1858. He was mourned by the entire city. A writer for the New York Times reported, “Few men have had truer and warmer friends, and fewer men deserved them more.”19 Porter was the founder and, for many years, the voice of American sporting literature; he wrote frequently of trout fishing, and more than anyone else of his era, influenced the sport of angling and helped make it a common pastime of several generations of Americans. His reputation in sporting matters was greater than anyone’s, and he is considered the father of a school of American sporting literature.

  FRANK FORESTER

  Henry William Herbert (1807–1858)—author, poet, horseman, and scholar—achieved fame as a sporting writer named Frank Forester. Born in London, England, Herbert belonged to a distinguished and titled family; his father was the Reverend William Herbert, son of Henry Herbert, first Earl of Carnarvon.

  Herbert received the classical education of British gentry. He was tutored at home until the age of twelve, then went to a school at Brighton for a year, followed by Eton, which he attended until the summer of 1825. In 1830, he graduated with honors from Caius College, Cambridge. He was taught early in life how to shoot and to ride a horse, and his knowledge of horsemanship was extensive.

  Herbert came to America as a condition of an involuntary exile. He was twenty-four years old at the time and had recently finished his education. Rumor said he was forced to leave England because of debt, having lost his property because of the dishonesty of a trustee or perhaps because of an unfortunate love affair. Whatever the reason, he reached New York in the spring of 1831 and began employment as a teacher of Greek and Latin at a prestigious private school.

  Within a couple of years, he had made the acquaintance of many of the leading writers in the city and had begun a literary career. He and A. D. Paterson founded the American Monthly Magazine in 1833, and Herbert was the editor until the end of 1835. A year later, he began writing romance and historical novels, articles, poetry, and editorials for such prestigious magazines as the Knickerbocker, the Literary World, Godey’s Ladys Book, and Ladies Companion. His writings were very popular, and there was hardly a magazine of note to which he did not contribute.

  Herbert had a keen interest in field sports, and when not in the classroom or actively writing, he went on hunting and fishing expeditions, primarily in New York State, but also up the East Coast and into Canada. In 1839, after William T. Porter purchased the American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine, he asked Herbert to write a series of outdoor articles. This was the beginning of Herbert’s career as a sporting writer, and he titled the articles for Porter “The Warwick Woodlands.” Although they were well written and well received, Herbert chose to write them under the name Frank Forester, believing that writing about field sports would bring harm to his reputation as a serious writer.

  It was also in 1839, while on a hunting trip to Maine, that he met and married Sarah Barker. The couple had a son two years later; sadly, following the birth of their second child, Sarah died at the age of twenty-three. The child, a daughter, lived only but a short time after her first birthday. Herbert then decided to send his son to England, where his family assured him that the child would receive educational advantages Herbert could not provide.

  Shortly after he sent his only child to England, his father advised him that he would be willing to purchase a parcel of land for Herbert and pay for the construction of a home that the exiled Herbert could use as long as he lived. New Jersey was chosen, as the state of New York had a law that prohibited “aliens” from taking title to land in that state. In 1845, he chose a small parcel of land along the Passaic River in New Jersey, lying between Newark and Belleville. The area was sparsely settled and bordered a newly opened cemetery. Herbert constructed a small cottage with a large bay window facing the river and dubbed his new home “The Cedars.” It was here that he composed his best sporting writing.

  Herbert was very knowledgeable about horses, dogs, and hunting; an excellent rider, his favorite area for hunting was the area around Warwick, New York, though he also hunted sections of New Jersey, Long Island, and the Catskills. He wrote articles about fishing, but he was more comfortable with a gun than a rod: “With the rod Forester was incontestably a moderate proficient, and although he frequently accompanied Porter, avowedly a rodman of the very first order, and Inman, who worshipped Isaac Walton almost as a demigod, on their piscatorial excursions, it was mainly to glean practical information as to methods in fishing and the customs of fishermen.”20

  Henry William Herbert was among the first to write about field sports and, like Porter, he was writing to an ever-increasing number of outdoorsmen. He was an excellent writer who provided vivid descriptions of hunting; he possessed great ability to describe in detail the natural landscape and the habitat of wild game. As an outdoor writer, he was one of the first to plead for game protection, especially for laws restricting the taking of quail and woodcock.

  From his series of articles, Herbert published The Warwick Woodlands, or Things as They Were There Ten Years Ago (1845), an extremely popular book that has been reprinted many times. Other favorite works included My Shooting Box (1846), The Deerstalkers (1849), Frank Forester’s Field Sports of the United States and British Provinces of North America (1849), and Frank Forester’s Fish and Fishing of the United States and British Provinces of North America (1849). Herbert’s writing influenced much of the American angling literature that came after him.

  His Fish and Fishing went through many editions and was a popular book with American anglers. The book contains information on species, methods of capture and equipment (including fly fishing), and even preparing the various fish for table. Special attention is placed on trout and salmon and, writing about brook trout, Herbert mentions the “unrivaled excellence” of the brook trout fishing found in the Beaverkill and “Callikoon Creek.”

  Herbert made fishing trips to Sullivan County with Henry Inman and William T. Porter, and he wrote about trout fishing at a very early date and “sang the praises” of the Willowemoc. In the 1850s, Graham’s Magazine published a couple of his trout-fishing articles, such as “Among the Mountains; or Taking Times Along a Trout-Stream” and “Trout and Trout-Fishing.” In these articles, in addition to informing readers on methods, tackle, and flies, Herbert wrote of the joys of trout fishing and directed anglers to the Catskills: “On Long Island, in May, trout-fishing is nearly at an end; on the Callicoon, the Beaverkill, and the various tributaries of the upper Delaware and Susquehanna, it is then beginning, and is shortly after in its perfection.”21

  Surprisingly, Herbert advocated, even at this early date, the use of flies to catch shad, a fish he wrote favorably of as a game fish at a time when many believed shad could not be caught with a hook and line. He also tells his readers to try flies for striped bass, another recommendation that appears well ahead of its time.

  He became a celebrity in New York and was the type of individual that liked to draw attention to himself, even by the manner of his dress. When he strolled down Broadway, he usually wore a striking sporting costume, a plaid shawl tossed over one shoulder, with cavalier boots and large imposing King Charles spurs. He wore his hair rather long below his coat collar and donned a huge black mustache:

  
    Setting aside outward adornment, he was a “man of mark,” graceful in bearing, athletic in form, and of attractive features, with eyes through which glowed the true fire of genius. In any assemblage he would have attracted more than passing notice. Among the literati of old Gotham he became known and admired as an able writer, a conversationalist of rare powers, and a gentleman well versed in belles lettres.22

  

  Despite living in America for many years, Herbert never rid himself of his English prejudices, and he made no attempt to conceal his dislike for everything American. He was quick-tempered and unable to drink alcohol without having serious confrontations that brought him great embarrassment and shame. He had few friends, was impulsive, eccentric, egotistical, impetuous, pretentious, headstrong, and easily angered. In addition, he possessed a terrible temper, and his relationships with his friends were often strained, for he was vain and touchy, and inordinately proud of the social position he had held in England.

  Herbert once stated that he was “an American author of English birth.” While he was a tireless writer and appeared to earn a living from his writing, he had a reputation of being extravagant and living beyond his means; this led to borrowing money, and he was often in debt. By the time he was forty, he had lost most of his friends, though Porter always remained loyal.

  After the death of his first wife, Herbert remained a bachelor for fifteen years, and it was not until February 1858 that he remarried. Unfortunately, his second wife left him rather abruptly, and it was rumored that he had married her for her money, something he vehemently denied. The breakup disturbed him greatly, and it was said he began to suffer moods of melancholy and became very despondent. He certainly had reasons to be depressed: He was exiled from his homeland; he lost the love of his life when she was very young; after sending his son to England, he never saw the boy again; a second marriage failed; he was poor of purse; and even the home he resided in was not his own.
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  Henry William Herbert (Frank Forester). Print Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

  On May 16, 1858, Herbert, said to be heartbroken, invited friends to dinner at the Steven’s House on Broadway. Only one person came. In the early morning hours, after dinner, Herbert shot himself in the head. On May 18, three months after his marriage, the lead story of the New York Times read “SUICIDE OF ‘FRANK FORRESTER’” [sic]. William Henry Herbert committed suicide at about 2 o’clock in the morning in a room at the Steven’s House. The news of his death shocked the country. Before shooting himself, he left two letters on a table: one addressed to the “Press of the United States,” and the other to the “Coroner.” His letter to the coroner began:

  
    Tuesday, May 18, 1858

    Three months since, the happiest day of my life. To avoid all trouble, and simplify your duty, I have to state that I have taken my own life by a pistol shot, no one being privy to my doing it, or to my design.23

  

  The letter contained additional comments by Herbert and gave his reason for taking his life:

  
    The reason for this act, then, is simple. My life, long, sad, solitary and weary, and without an object has become utterly hopeless, hateful and unendurable. A hope had been kindled in my heart again; my home had got a light in it brighter than sunshine; my life had a purpose; I loved her unutterably. I was immeasurably happy—all this has been dashed down—all is lost forever.24

  

  In his letter to the “Press of the United States,” Herbert wrote about his weaknesses and asked for forgiveness. His letter seemed almost like a religious confession; he requested no praise, and stated that he probably deserved none. He basically asked for “silence” and that the press not dishonor his name. He wrote, “I die forgiving every man who has wronged me, asking forgiveness of every man whom I have wronged.” He also stated that he had a most unhappy life; “No counselor, no friend, no country, have been mine, for six and twenty years.”25

  One friend, who also wrote for the Spirit, Gen. H. H. Sibley, always believed that there was an event connected with Herbert’s self-exile from England that caused deep depression, which he experienced at intervals and, combined with his unfortunate domestic relations, caused his suicide.

  Before his death, Henry William Herbert also wrote a letter to his friend Miles I’Anson, asking him to allow his body to be buried in I’Anson’s cemetery plot. Herbert did not even have enough money for a grave site, and he feared he would be buried in a potter’s field. He also asked that I’Anson make the arrangements for his burial and funeral. Before taking his life, Herbert wrote to the clergyman who had married him, asking that he perform a grave-side service; unfortunately, this request was denied by church law, because of the circumstances of his death.

  For his grave site, he requested “a very small, very plain headstone of Little Falls, or Belleville stone, with this inscription:

  
    HENRY WILLIAM HERBERT

    Of

    England

    Aged 51 years

    Infelicissimus”26

  

  Herbert was buried in the center of Mount Pleasant Cemetery, the same cemetery that adjoined the Cedars. Sadly, the grave marker he requested was not installed, and he was buried in an unmarked grave.

  Many years later, an article titled “A Visit to ‘The Cedars’” appeared in Rod and Gun magazine and pointed out to American sportsmen that Herbert’s grave site was yet unmarked. This prompted an organization to do something to honor Herbert, and the Newark Herbert Association of New Jersey was immediately formed. On the eighteenth anniversary of his death, they placed a simple stone at his grave, “in strict conformity with his last wishes.”27

  Major George B. Halsted delivered an address and spoke of Henry William Herbert of England, the Frank Forester of America.

  Throughout Herbert’s career, there was unhappiness. He constantly quarreled with friends and associates, and in his mind he never received the recognition, respect, and admiration of his peers. Herbert was an important contributor to American sporting literature, and it was not until after his death that the recognition he longed for was realized and his fame increased.

  Twenty years after his death, a writer in Forest and Stream recalled that in Herbert’s day, men who wrote about field sports were “classed among the low and vulgar”:

  
    Thirty years ago, Henry W. Herbert (Frank Forester) stood out alone as champion of American field sports, and nobly did he do his work. With a combination of tact, energy, perseverance and patience, he succeeded in bringing the beauties of the ennobling pursuits of forest and stream before the people in such a thorough, convincing way, that a change came over the public mind regarding this subject, and to-day nearly every Four Corners has its sportsmen’s club working in different ways to protect God’s creatures from utter annihilation.28

  

  In 1881, Frank Forester’s Sporting Scenes and Characters was published in two volumes, edited by Fred C. Pond. A year later, the Life and Writings of Frank Forester appeared, also in two volumes; this work was edited by D. W. Judd. Perhaps more importantly, Forester’s books continued to be in demand, going through many editions, and his work has been enjoyed by practically every generation of outdoorsmen. After his death, his sporting books continued to be printed in the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s. Incredibly, his books also appeared in the next century, with works such as The Warwick Woodlands and Fish and Fishing being published in the 1920s, 1930s, 1970s, and into the 1990s, 150 years after his death!

  Henry William Herbert’s life was filled with tragedy. He is remembered, however, even today, as a gifted writer; his Frank Forester books have appealed to generations of outdoorsmen and women, and they will continue to be American sporting classics. Through his writings, Americans learned about the sportsmanship of the field, especially hunting ethics, which he emphasized, along with conservation of our incredible wildlife populations.

  When Herbert arrived on the shores of this country, public opinion toward outdoor sports was that they were not only a waste of time but the “first cousins to drunkenness and dissipation.”29 Years after the death of Herbert, it was recognized that he had spent the last twenty years of his life fiercely combating this prejudice: “And it is partly this, no doubt, that makes the memory of that remarkable man so exceedingly dear to American sportsmen, who now fish and shoot with impunity, and even with repute.”30

  “THE LARGEST TROUT IN THE WORLD”

  Following the completion of the Newburgh and Cochecton Turnpike in 1808, White Lake, a deep, 288-acre body of water in Sullivan County, became a destination of early American trout fishermen. As early as 1811, Dr. John Lindsley operated a boardinghouse near the lake and took in a few summer visitors and fishing tourists.

  Located in the town of Bethel, White Lake is spring fed; its waters are cold and reach depths of more than 80 feet in several places. The lake derives its name from the white sandy shores and bottom and the transparency of its water.

  While fishermen were visiting its shores at a very early date, the lake’s reputation was elevated when Charles Fenno Hoffman wrote of a 6-pound trout being caught in the winter of 1832. At the time, both the man and the fish were significant; Hoffman was emerging as one of New York’s literati, and a 6-pound trout was unheard of. Hoffman—poet, essayist and novelist—was wellknown and among those writers who fostered a national spirit in literature. Although he may not have been at the same level as Washington Irving, William Cullen Bryant, or James Fenimore Cooper, his name was associated with other Knickerbocker writers, such as Fitz-Greene Halleck, George P. Morris, and Nathaniel P. Willis.

  In 1830, Hoffman became coeditor of the New York American, and two years later, editor of Knickerbocker Magazine. During the ensuing years, he held editorial positions on a number of prestigious magazines, including American Monthly Magazine, Literary World, and the New York Mirror. As an avid outdoorsman, Hoffman also contributed some of the finest sporting articles that appeared on the pages of the Spirit of the Times. Spirit editor William T. Porter once remarked of him, “Few have contributed more to the amount, or done more to elevate the character of American Sporting Literature.”31 In the years ahead, more and even larger trout would be taken from the waters of White Lake, but Hoffman’s story would be recalled for more than half a century.

  Kauneonga is the alleged Indian name for the lake, and it first appears in the writings of noted poet-fisherman Alfred B. Street. Kauneonga is said to be “descriptive of the shape of the lake which somewhat resembles the outstretched wings of a bird.”32

  Street fished the lake in the 1830s, and in 1835 the June issue of American Monthly Magazine praised its waters in a poem titled “White Lake.”
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  Large brook trout. American Game Fishes, 1892.

  In 1840, one of the largest trout to come out of White Lake was caught by Otto Gilpin, who landed the fish in the narrows of the lake; it weighed 7 pounds. Three years later, a trout fisherman from Newburgh named Belknap caught another huge trout that made area newspapers. In an article titled “Fine Trout—Finer Picture,” the Newburgh Gazette reported on the giant fish, “an object of universal admiration.” The article stated that a brook trout weighing 7 pounds and 6 ounces could be seen at “Old Fatty’s—the familiar cognomen of mine host of the Colden Street Hotel.” The trout was taken to Charles Tice, a portrait painter, who transferred the proportions of “his fishship” to the canvas “in such admirable style as to deceive many a practiced eye into the belief, while gazing upon his picture, that it was the fish and not his representation they were looking at.”33

  Another early American angling writer who recognized White Lake’s reputation as a producer of giant brook trout was John J. Brown. Some angling literature collectors believe Brown should be credited with the authorship of the first useful American book on angling, The American Angler’s Guide. First published in 1845, Brown’s guide included a section advising anglers of the best fishing grounds. Under “New York,” he writes, “we find the well-known White Lake, where trout have been taken of seven and three-quarters pounds’ weight.”34

  Actually, even larger trout were taken: on February 8, 1843, the Republican Watchman reported “an old settler” weighing 8 pounds and 14 ounces had been caught by Louis Platt; the huge fish measured 26 inches in length! It was believed at the time that White Lake produced the largest brook trout anywhere: “Until pike were put into the lake, it contained the largest trout in the world.”35

  Most likely, it was pickerel, not pike, that were placed in the lake. In an article titled “Giants Among the Trout,” the New York Times of June 8, 1885, reported: “Fifty years ago the largest brook trout ever known were found in White Lake, Sullivan County.” It went on to state that the large trout the lake had become famous for had continued to be taken from its waters until 1850. After that date, large brook trout were eliminated from its cold, deep waters because of the introduction of two predatory species: black bass and pickerel.

  Pickerel, the article stated, were taken from Brink Pond, in Pike County, Pennsylvania, and placed in White Lake waters in 1835. Bass were introduced in 1843 when John B. Findley hired an Indian “to fetch a number of black bass from one of the Northern New-York lakes.” The Times article ended by stating that the days of the giant brook trout were “but a memory.”
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  “White Lake Tally-Ho.” O. & W. Railroad “Summer Homes,” 1887.

  The stocking records of the New York State Fisheries Commission reveal that the first trout stocked in White Lake were rainbows; twenty thousand California mountain trout (rainbow) fingerlings were planted on July 7, 1882. Reports of anglers catching rainbows at the time were rare, though one was reportedly captured in 1887, several years after the initial stocking.

  In 1891, the commission changed its stocking policy and initiated a program of stocking lake trout; that year, one hundred thousand fingerlings from the Cold Spring Harbor Hatchery were planted. One year later, the records of the hatchery at Caledonia show that another fifty thousand lake trout were sent to W. C. Kinne to be stocked in the waters of White Lake.

  ALFRED B. STREET AND THE CALLICOON CREEK

  While Henry Inman immortalized the trout fishing of Sullivan County on canvas, other pioneer trout fishermen did their best to praise the county’s trout fishing and natural beauty through poetry. One of the first was Francis L. Waddell, who lived in Monticello in the 1830s and published a charming poem that appeared in the American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine in June 1835. The title is “Trout Fishing, Sullivan County, N.Y.,” a part of which is as follows:

  
    Come wander with me to the hemlock hills,

    Where romance dwells by the laurelled rills;

    For the stag, in the balmy month of June,

    Cools his panting sides in the Callicoon,

    And the eagle kens the morning beam,

    As it glittering smiles on the silver stream,

    While there in the wild and silent wood,

    Where feet of the hunter scarce intrude,

    The speckled trout in frolicsome play

    Are sporting their mirthful holiday

    In thousands, crowd each limpid brook,

    Unheeding the sportsman’s wily hook.

    What a treat with a line and rod to creep,

    When the finny tribe in the shadows sleep,

    By the sloping bank of the crystal tide,

    And cunningly in the long grass hide,

    Then wait till a large trout passes by,

    Or cautiously play the barbed fly;

    And when takes hold the foolish trout,

    With angler’s triumph pull him out.

  

  There was a time when the Callicoon Creek enjoyed a reputation equal to that of the Beaverkill and Willowemoc Creek. Its waters ran as pure and cold as any, and the stream’s notoriety dated back to the earliest days of American trout fishing.

  The Callicoon attracted trout-fishing tourists as early as the 1820s and 1830s and had such a dense hemlock forest (before the stream was exploited by tanneries and deforested by farmers) that William P. Hawes once described it as having “grim ravines” with “everlasting darkness.”36 One of the country’s earliest outdoor writers, Hawes, a distinguished New York attorney, wrote under the fictitious name of J. Cypress Jr. and fished the Callicoon Creek at a very early date.

  Hawes contributed regularly to some of the first issues of the Spirit of the Times and the American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine and, following his death, his friend Henry William Herbert (Frank Forester) edited and had published Sporting Scenes and Sundry Sketches (1842), a book of the writings of J. Cypress Jr.

  Another who praised the streams of Sullivan County, and the Callicoon Creek in particular, was Alfred Billings Street (1811–1881). Street was considered to be among the best contributors of angling literature and poetry. He wrote several poems extolling the Callicoon Creek, and a poem titled “Angling” is the most quoted, having found a prominent place in angling history.

  The poem is found in John J. Brown’s American Angler’s Guide, first published in 1845, and one of the earliest works of American angling literature. Fittingly, perhaps, the stanza appears beneath an illustration titled “Trout Fishing in Sullivan County”:
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  Alfred B. Street. Knickerbocker Gallery, 1854.

  
    We break from the tree-groups: a glade deep with grass;

    The white clover’s breath loads the sense as we pass;

    A sparkle-a-streak-a broad glitter is seen,—

    The bright Callikoon, through its thickets of green!

    We rush to the banks: its sweet music we hear;

    Its gush, dash, and gurgle all blent to the ear.

    No shadows are drawn by the cloud-covered sun;

    We plunge in the crystal, our sport has begun.

    Our line where that ripple shoots onward, we throw;

    It sweeps to the foam-spangled eddy below;

    A tremor, a pull, the trout upward is thrown,

    He swings to our basket,—the prize is our own.37

  

  This stanza is also found in Genio C. Scott’s Fishing in American Waters (1869) and in Charles Goodspeed’s classic Angling in America (1939). Another popular poem by Street praising the Callicoon Creek is titled “The Callicoon in Autumn.” It was published in the December issue of American Monthly Magazine in 1835.

  Alfred Billings Street was born in Poughkeepsie, New York, and at the age of fourteen (in 1825), he and his family moved to Monticello, in Sullivan County. At the time, Street recalled, the region was sparsely settled; most of the land remained a primitive forest; wolves, bears, and mountain lions roamed the woodlands; and streams literally teemed with trout.

  Growing up amid such an environment, Street developed a fascination with nature and a deep appreciation of outdoor life. During the 1820s and 1830s, he found a lifetime of adventure exploring with rod and gun the secluded lakes, ponds, streams, and rivers of Sullivan County.

  After finishing his education, Street studied law and was admitted to the bar. He opened a law office in Monticello, and though he practiced law, it was of little interest to him; literature, especially poetry, is what he enjoyed, and he decided to pursue a literary career. He had begun writing poems at the age of eleven, and by the time he was fourteen, William Cullen Bryant published his poems in the New York Evening Post under the name Atticus.

  Although he would go on to write books and articles for some of the best annuals and periodicals of the day, Alfred B. Street became famous as a poet. His poems often had outdoor themes, such as deer hunting, fowling, and fishing. He wrote poetry descriptive of the natural beauty he found in Sullivan County and included waterfalls, streams, rivers, and lakes. He wrote poems about White Lake, the Delaware and Mongaup rivers, and the Willowemoc and Callicoon creeks.

  When he was twenty-two, in 1833, “The Falls of the Mongaup” was published in an issue of the Knickerbocker. The falls was located on the Mongaup River, south of Monticello, was approximately 80 feet high, and was considered to be the third-largest waterfall in New York. In the 1830s, this spectacular waterfall was a great attraction to tourists who visited the region; they picnicked and marveled at the visual display of water cascading over ledges of bedrock. Considered one of the greatest scenic attractions of Sullivan County, the famous Mongaup Falls was destroyed in the 1920s when the Rockland Light and Power Company constructed a dam for hydropower.

  Street’s “The Willowemoc” is a poem about the noted trout stream that appeared in American Monthly Magazine in 1838. His poetry was very popular and could be found in all of the better literary magazines; in addition to the Knickerbocker and American Monthly Magazine, his work also appeared in the U.S. Democratic Review and Graham’s Magazine. Street’s poems were also translated into German and were popular in England. Those poems usually found in anthologies include “The Gray Forest Eagle,” “Lost Hunter,” and “The Settler.”

  It is likely that no one before or since promoted Sullivan County more than Alfred B. Street. His literary career included many articles that featured the sublime landscape of the region: “Life in the Woods” appeared in Columbian Magazine (1847), “A Pic-Nic at White Lake” in New York Illustrated (1847), and “A Day or Two’s Fishing in Pike Pond” (Kenoza Lake) in Graham’s Magazine (also in 1847).

  In addition to his poetic tributes to the Callicoon, Street paid homage to the stream in an article titled “A Day’s Fishing in the Callikoon.” The story was first published by William T. Porter in the Spirit of the Times in September 1845, and a month later, the same article appeared in Graham’s Magazine.

  The article is written in the style of the sentimental and romantic aspects of angling, and although it does not contain technical information, it is historically important because it was written when the sport of trout fishing was still in its infancy. Street relates how he and two companions traveled on foot over the old Newburgh and Cochecton Turnpike, followed wood trails and bridle paths, and finally, with only a blazed tree trail to lead them, found the Callicoon Creek.

  He writes of hooking a 3-pound trout and of his disappointment when his line snapped and the big fish was free. The trout took their baited hooks with eagerness, supplying the trio with an ample number of fish, which they devour over an open fire cooked “woods fashion, on a stick.” Street also writes of a falls, quite possibly the area known today as Falls Mills:

  
    This spot is the metropolis of the Callikoon trout. They swarm here by the thousands. I myself have stood at the end of that great jagged pine lying in the water, near the foot of yon falling sheet of foam and caught scores.38

  

  [image: image]

  Callicoon Creek at Falls Mills. Ed Van Put.

  He praises the natural beauty of Sullivan County and boasts of its trout fishing:

  
    When we say it is a first-rate day for trouting we mean something, for in the populous streams of Sullivan the finny tribe inhabitants seem to have an uncontrollable hankering for the sauce pan, judging from the willingness they exhibit to be caught.39

  

  In 1839, Alfred B. Street moved from Monticello to Albany, and though he again opened a law office, he continued writing poetry and increased his literary talents, producing a number of books. A few of the most popular were The Burning of Schenectady (1842), The Poems of Alfred B. Street (1845), Frontenac (1849), and Woods and Waters (1860).

  A man of books, Street later became the librarian of the New York State Library in 1848 and held that position for almost twenty years. His notoriety has faded over the years; however, anyone who reads his work quickly realizes that he was a man who loved nature and the forest and streams of Sullivan County. He should be remembered as one of our pioneer trout fishers and an important contributor to American angling literature.

  Another angler who recorded early experiences along the Callicoon was the noted author Charles Fenno Hoffman. After a fishing trip to the stream in the 1840s, he penned an article in the August 22, 1846 issue of the Spirit of the Times titled “A Fishing Frolic in Sullivan County.” Hoffman tells of taking the steamboat “Eureka” from New York and then the Erie Railroad to Middletown, followed by a stagecoach to White Lake, where he lodged at the Lake House. His party dined on trout taken from the nearby stream that flowed out of White Lake.

  The next day, they loaded up their rods and baggage and set out for “Roper’s hard by the Callicoon.” After a restful evening, the party, which now had increased to five rods, set out in the morning through the forest to the Callicoon Creek. Hoffman wrote of the group: “A picturesque-looking set we are, with our fishing-dresses and gear, a combination of Indian, ‘whiteman’ and Yankee-Doodle.”

  The party reached the area where the two branches joined forming the Callicoon; three men went up the North Branch, and Hoffman and one other fished up the East Branch; they lunched at streamside after catching “scores” of trout. Over the next two days, the men fished the Mongaup as well as the Callicoon and ended up catching 450 trout, “several of which would weigh half a pound, and a great many a pound!”

  [image: image]

  Charles Fenno Hoffman, by Henry Inman. Graham’s Magazine, 1843.

  

  *Chester Darbee was the son of Hannah Darbee.

  *An old-time term for a very large trout.
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  Charles Lanman

  “THE PICTURESQUE EXPLORER OF OUR COUNTRY”

  Sullivan County was certainly the hub of trout-fishing activity at a very early date, and artist Henry Inman was an important contributor to American fly-fishing history, but another artist and pioneer trout fisherman named Charles Lanman was also making Catskill trout-fishing history.

  Charles Lanman (1819–1895) was born in Monroe, Michigan, but at a very early age was sent to his grandfather’s home in Washington, D.C., for his education. Upon finishing his schooling, he moved to New York City, where he began a career as a journalist, artist, traveler, and author.

  He received a good education and wrote exceptionally well of his personal experiences, describing the fishing in areas of the country then unknown to most anglers. Between 1835 and 1845, he explored the eastern United States, including the Catskills, and as was his custom, he carried along his painting and sketching materials as well as his fishing rod.

  Lanman was one of the first Americans to recognize the restorative effect fishing had on individuals who enjoyed the sport, and he was the first angling author to write in great detail about the wonderful trout fishing found in the Catskills in the 1830s and 1840s. He was fascinated by the region and sketched the mountains and their rugged grandeur and fished for trout in their remote recesses. Lanman wrote glowingly of the Catskills in articles and books, promoting their scenic wonders and trout fishing.

  He began making his piscatorial pilgrimages to the famous Plattekill and Kaaterskill Cloves as early as the 1830s, and he wrote an article about the region in 1844 titled “South Peak Mountain” (Overlook Mountain) that appeared in the Columbian Magazine. He wrote of staying in a farmhouse at the foot of the Plattekill Clove and of exploring the clove: “I came into the country to study—to forget that busy world and give myself up entirely to the hallowing influence of nature, and oh, how many ‘mysteries sublime’ has she revealed to man in my journeyings among the dear, dear Catskills!”1

  [image: image]

  Trout fishing on the Plattekill. Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, July 1854.

  Lanman was the first to introduce the Plattekill Clove to the public, and he wrote of the many waterfalls, caverns, and chasms and of the wild scenery found along the Plattekill Creek as it plummeted 1,100 feet in just 2 miles. He wrote descriptively of Blue Bell Falls, the Black Chasm, Devils’ Chamber, and Double Leap, which featured a seemingly bottomless pool that contained “a hermit trout that has laughed at the angler’s skill for a score of years.”2

  The notoriety of the Catskills increased a year later, when Letters from a Landscape Painter (1845) was published, with its first chapter titled “Trouting Among the Catskills.” Lanman again wrote of staying at a farmhouse near Plattekill Clove and of hiring a local hunter and woodsman named Peter Hummel to serve as his fishing guide.

  Their first excursion into the mountains was to the upper reaches of the Saw Kill, a treacherous journey up and over Overlook Mountain, through an unbroken wilderness, with no paths to guide them. Lanman and Hummel traveled over steep mountainsides with falling rocks and reached the Saw Kill after a laborious three-hour trip. Although the trout they caught were considered small, they had success, basketing 150 brook trout that they distributed among the farmers they passed on their return trip.

  While roaming through the Catskills, it was not unusual for Lanman to request dinner at farmhouses that he passed along the way, and it was during these times that he gleaned information as to where the best trout fishing could be found. On one occasion, he learned of a stream called the Roaring Kill, a tributary of the upper Schoharie Creek, and when he fished this typical mountain stream, he found an abundance of trout and wrote of catching 160 natives from its rapid waters.

  On another occasion, he fished the Schoharie Creek and located a large trout lying at the bottom of a pool near an area of clean white sand, where a spring entered the bed of the stream. Lanman was fascinated by the trout and watched it for a long time, admiring its beauty so visible in the transparent water. He contemplated the trout’s repose and serene surroundings:

  
    “He is so happy,” thought I, “I will let him live.” Presently, however, a beautiful fly lighted on the water, which the greedy hermit swallowed in a minute, and returned to his cool bed, with his conscience, as I fancied, not one whit troubled by what he had done.3

  

  [image: image]

  Plattekill, deep pool below a falls. Ed Van Put.

  In Letters from a Landscape Painter, Lanman wrote of the natural splendor of the Catskills and that his most “unique and interesting adventure was a trip to Shue’s Lake.”* He made the journey with Peter Hummel and another local woodsman loaded down with axes, knapsacks, fishing tackle, gun, powder horn, and shot pouch. The trio climbed up the steep and rocky side of Overlook Mountain, over ledges and fallen trees, through ravines and underbrush, reaching the lake late in the day. They found shelter under a large overhanging ledge and went about the business of building a large fire and preparing their fishing gear:

  
    Eighty poles were then cut, to which we fastened our lines. The old canoe in the lake was bailed out, and, having baited our hooks with the small fish which we brought with us, we arranged the poles around the lake, in about seven feet of water. We then prepared and ate our supper, and awaited the coming on of night.4

  

  As they sat around the fire, Peter Hummel told stories about the lake, which, he claimed, was named after a hunter named Shue, who had discovered it. Hummel told of catching a trout from its waters that weighed a little more than 5 pounds and of the many deer and rattlesnakes he had killed in the lake’s vicinity.

  At nine o’clock they lit torches and checked their lines and, to Lanman’s delight, they caught forty-one trout, which weighed between 1 and 2 pounds apiece. The men spent a restless night; they were awakened by the howl of wolves, owls, and barking foxes. Not being able to sleep soundly, they were able to check their lines throughout the night and by dawn had caught 102 trout, which averaged more than a pound apiece!

  As a youngster, Lanman grew up hunting and fishing in Michigan Territory; he enjoyed everything about nature and all connections with the natural world. Surprisingly, he would go on to live most of his adult life in large eastern cities, first in New York and then in Washington, D.C.

  Possessed with a passion for fishing and adventure, Charles Lanman traveled to other remote areas of the United States and Canada, exploring streams, rivers, ponds, and lakes. He fished these waters at a time when they were unspoiled, before they were defiled by pollution, before overfishing or any human activity. He visited these secluded areas of the country when travel was extremely difficult, traveling on foot, on horseback, or by canoe and writing, sketching, or painting as he went.
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  One of many waterfalls in the Plattekill Clove. Ed Van Put.

  He was more than a proficient writer, being equally skilled with a brush as he was with the pen. In addition to being an author and amateur explorer, Lanman was a gifted artist who delighted in painting landscapes and nature studies. His adventure to Shue’s Lake resulted in a painting titled Shew’s Lake at Sunset (1844).

  Lanman was refined, cultured, and popular in society, yet he pursued outdoor life and the wilderness when it was most primitive. He has been described as a “paradoxical mix of both the cosmopolitan gentleman and the frontiersman.”5 He was a scholarly angler, was familiar with the classic English angling books of his day, and possessed a substantial library. It has been written that he is “generally credited with being the author of the first book published in this country upon the subject of fishing as a pastime.”6

  Following his Letters from a Landscape Painter, Lanman wrote many books on fishing and travel. In 1848, Adventures of an Angler in Canada, Nova Scotia and the United States was published, which included a chapter on trout fishing in the Catskills. His Catskill exploits were also recounted in several other works, including Haw-hoonoo, or Records of a Tourist (1850); Adventures in the Wilds of North America (1854); and Adventures in the Wilds of the United States and British American Provinces (1856). The latter work has a chapter titled “The Catskill Mountains” and received the praise of Washington Irving:

  
    I anticipate great success therefore in your works on our American fishes, and on Angling which I trust will give us still further scenes and Adventures on our great internal waters; depicted with the freshness and graphic skill of your present volumes. In fact the adventurous life of the Angler amidst our wild scenery on our vast lakes and Rivers must furnish a striking contrast to the quiet loiterings of the English Angler. . . .7

  

  [image: image]

  Charles Lanman. Adventures of an Angler in Canada, Nova Scotia and the United States, 1848.

  In addition to his trout-fishing exploits, Lanman achieved notoriety as one of this country’s earliest salmon fishermen. He wrote about Atlantic salmon fishing in books and periodicals in the 1840s.
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Knows trout fishing In the Catskills as well as
Ed Van Put—both its present day angling possibilities
and its fascinating history.” —Nick Lyons
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