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			INTRODUCTION

			The Lower Peninsula of Michigan, like most places, has had its good old days. And, judging by the pictures, the good old days were pretty good. While a part of me pines for the good old days, the rest of me hightails it around the state with an arsenal of rods and reels, boxes and briefcases of flies, a GPS, a tattered atlas, and a sense of awe. I came to the Lower Peninsula first because of the trout fishing on the Au Sable, and I have lived near that river and fished it, and guided it, and lived off of it with the determination known only to desperate trout anglers trying to connect their livelihoods to their loves. But I have also had my fun on the other rivers, the small streams, and the still waters as well.

			The Au Sable had enough allure that my parents bought a summer cabin on its main stream when I was in my mid-teens. I was already crazy about fishing. Now I became crazy about fishing the Au Sable. I got a summer job at the local fly shop, Gates Au Sable Lodge, tying flies and working a few shop hours. I read the history of the river. I knew that Au Sable meant “of sand” in French. I knew about the logging. The extinct grayling. I learned all the local patterns, of which there were hundreds. I just couldn’t catch a decent trout out of the place.

			In fact, the Au Sable was the first river that really whipped me. Not that I was a great angler. I wasn’t. But I’d fished out west and could catch fish there. And I’d fished in the Smoky Mountains in Tennessee and caught fish there. And I’d fished on the Battenkill and though I caught nothing there, no one else was catching anything either. No, the Au Sable was different. The little fish were pretty easy to catch. They were eager brook trout and rose well. But the guys at the fly shop were catching bigger ones than I was. Lots bigger. And they were using the same flies as I was. I chased after their success. I became addicted to it. And I quickly dismissed almost every other river and every other type of fish as of secondary importance to the trout on the Au Sable. 

			I read books by the old river sages with names like Doug Swisher and Carl Richards. I begged information from my boss, Calvin “Rusty” Gates, or my fellow shop rats, or any of the guides that I had courage enough to talk to. I cared for one thing and one thing only: catching trout on the Au Sable. I remember when my friend Kyle told me about a great hatch he’d hit on a nearby creek, and all the wonderful trout he’d caught. He invited me to join him the next night. I refused, despite the fact that the trout he described were of greater quality and quantity than I’d caught all summer. The Au Sable was no longer a river to me. It had become a sort of eternal video game. And I devoted every cell in my body and second in my day to defeating it.

			I got better. Perhaps a lot better. But my enjoyment was disingenuous. I fretted all day about where I’d fish that evening, and then, once I was done fishing, I fretted about why I’d been unable to catch that one fish up under the cedar that seemed to be eating spinners but wouldn’t touch mine. Or I worried that I should have gone elsewhere. I literally measured myself based on the fish I could or couldn’t catch from this one river.

			And it’s a shame I did this, because I loved the river: its sweeping cedars and towering pines, its inky mysteriousness at dusk, its clouds of fog in the mornings, its undulating water weeds. I knew I loved it for all of these reasons, perhaps more so than the trout fishing. But sometimes it’s hard to recognize what you love most about something, especially when you’re twenty years old.

			It wasn’t until I began guiding that I saw what the river really was, and what I was doing. I was making a living. I was doing what I loved. I won’t say that I grew tired of the Au Sable. I didn’t. I loved the river. Its puzzles had become familiar. What happened was, I began to enjoy the puzzles more than solving them. And, once that happened, I went looking for other puzzles to enjoy not solving.

			I traveled to rivers I’d never bothered with, rivers like the Manistee, the Pere Marquette, the Muskegon, the Black, the Rifle, the Jordan, the Sturgeon, the Pigeon, the Little Manistee. I fished the inland lakes. I fished the Great Lakes, laughing as waves broke against my rain jacket, double-hauling into the blue surf for the quick shadows of coho salmon. I learned the fundamentals of Spey casting. I dreamed of carp on the fly. I watched copper smallmouth streak through clear water. I popped bugs for largemouth bass. I flung huge streamers from a tippy canoe for muskie. I watched silver steelhead shoot into the air on quiet winter days.

			They were spectacularly different waters. For instance, hurling an indicator rig below the cofferdam on the Manistee among legions of people illegally snagging salmon was not like sneaking up on a trout rising in a backwater at dusk. There were big rivers, rivers whose characteristics had been shaped by the tails of spawning steelhead and salmon. There were small streams. There were magnificent deep lakes.

			These new waters required new techniques, so I did what fly anglers do: I began to buy new shit. I bought all sorts of rods and reels, and bags of exotic tying materials. I bought two new boats. I bought books that directed me to new places. I bought gifts for my wife to distract her. I even bought a few guide trips. I enjoyed the new puzzles. I enjoyed the new waters. And, not surprisingly, I began to enjoy my time on the Au Sable more as well.

			There is a wealth of different waters in Michigan, and they differ from each other in both their scenery and their fishing. The first thing I savored on all this new water was the newness. The new techniques, the new fish, the new scenery—just the exhilaration of difference. But that kind of thing doesn’t last forever, and over time I came to appreciate the new water for the same reasons that I loved the Au Sable. All these new and different waterways were of the same ground. What I mean is this: I could easily mistake a picture of the Manistee for one of the Au Sable, or a picture of the Sturgeon for the Pigeon, and any lake for any other lake. But I would likely know that all the photos came from the Lower Peninsula of Michigan. It’s the combination of land and water, the uniqueness of the area, and the haunting sense of mystery it holds that I loved, and love.

			The rivers and lakes here share the same basic birth: that of spring water emerging from a huge mound of glacial sand on the northern interior of the Lower Peninsula. They share the same history: one of logging and, in many cases, the extinction of the native grayling and introduction of trout. They all flow into the Great Lakes. And much of their water is drawn from the same Great Lakes by cold winter winds, which falls as snow atop the same glacial sand, at which point the process begins anew. It’s a unique cycle of water, and within this cycle swim some fish, and it’s these fish, these waters, and the techniques of these waters that this book is about.

		

	
		
			

			
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Thin Blue Lines

			Ask a hundred anglers to describe a small stream, and you’ll likely get a hundred answers. I define a small stream as any waterway in which it is fruitless to fish behind someone.

			My favorite description of being in a small stream comes from Thomas McGuane’s novel Ninety-Two in the Shade, which describes a young guide wading a tidal creek: “He was descending into the permit’s world; in knee-deep water, the small mangrove snappers, angelfish, and baby barracudas scattered before him, precise contained creatures of perfect mobility. The brilliant blue sky was reduced to a narrow ragged band.”

			This is creek fishing. It’s a gateway into a world more precise and contained than the world around it. A creek is small, which consequently makes you enormous. Scale plays a factor in every facet of the small-stream experience. You are huge. The stream, the trout, and usually the equipment are not. Somehow this change of scale has an effect on the human spirit. We may become frustrated, the proverbial bull in a china shop. We may snag on tag alders and break tippets and rods and storm from the stream. My friend Kyle once hooked the same oak tree four times. He finally broke off his fly and sat down on the bank.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“I’m in time-out,” he said.

			It happens.

			On our best days, though, we adjust to the stream. We work precise, contained casts within the narrow confines, exploring upriver. Our enormity makes us move slowly. Spook one trout, and it will spook another. A small stream is a row of dominoes, each ready to topple the next. A small-stream trout is a claustrophobic trout. They have survived in these streams not because they are selective, but because they are perpetually scared to death. 

			I wade upstream in these creeks, and I wade cautiously, as if feeling for land mines with my feet. I try to imagine that I’m matching the speed of the creek. The slower the water, the slower my movements: You can blast through a shallow riffle, but you need to sneak through a big quiet pool. In a small stream you have the same impact that Godzilla would have wading up the Mississippi. You are a traumatic event within the delicate tunnel of a small stream. Every move you make disturbs something. 
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						The perfect terrestrial bank has draping vegetation, a cut bank, and a few overhanging trees as well. This trout ate a beetle on a rather long cast, though it might have eaten any number of flies. A fish eating terrestrials is a fish that can be reasoned with, especially in northern Michigan.

						Adolph M. Greenberg

					

				

			

			I think there’s a feel to small-stream fishing, though, that goes beyond just being careful. You have to resign yourself to the terrain. Forget fond memories of drift boats on big rivers. Forget chugging around some endless riffle, or catching dumb hatchery rainbows. You must account for not only yourself, but also your shadow, the shadow of the rod and line, the sound of your footsteps, and the force with which you try to unhook a fly snagged on an upstream alder. On a small stream, your presence stretches further in every direction than you might presume.

			Because of the inevitable disturbance a wading angler creates in a small stream, I throw relatively long casts. I try to stand in one pool and cast to the next pool. I always try to put a water characteristic between myself and the trout. That is, if I’m in the tail of a pool, I cast over that pool and into the riffle above the pool. If I’m in the riffle, I cast over the tail of the pool into the dark water, and so on. I strive to use the features of the stream—depth changes, logs, or broken water—to conceal my presence from the trout

			It would seem that because the small stream angler is moving deliberately, because she is hiding behind the old muck banks and the piled corpses of trees, that she is fishing slowly, or in place, but she isn’t. Ideally, the angler is fishing as fast as possible while still doing it slowly. Deer hunters call this still-hunting. 

			In still-hunting, the hunter moves deliberately between objects that provide him cover. He goes from spruce tree, to old stump, and so on. To the wandering eye, the hunter appears still. Yet he’s always in a slightly different place, enjoying a slightly different vantage point. The small-stream angler is the same. He moves from one casting position to the next, adjusting to the ever-altering landscape of the stream. Roll cast. Cross-body cast. Sidearm cast. Steeple cast. On a small stream, a cast is not so much an action as it is a reaction to the topography, or character, of the stream. 

			The best practice for fishing a small stream is to go into the woods and walk around throwing casts. I’ve never seen anyone do this, and I hope no one has ever seen me doing it, but it’s actually pretty fun. It’s also something to do when you’re stuck in southern Ohio, you’re sixteen, and you’d much rather be fishing. 

			[image: ]

			In the Lower Peninsula of Michigan, most of the small streams are lined with tag alders, a gnarled little deciduous shrub with cones that release seeds like a pine tree. The alder is a firm catcher of flies, but the branches are very flexible and can be bent to retrieve a hook. In some places the alders will form into a shadowy tunnel and casting will be impossible. The alder flourishes in wetlands, particularly old beaver floodings, and often extend for hundreds of yards. You can become lost in them.

			These streams are most often soft-bottomed, slow, and clear. They flow through areas of flatlands, through huge ancient, drained beaver ponds, and through fresh beaver ponds as well.

			There is no force more influential on a small stream than the beaver. I could say that beavers and streams go back through generations, but that wouldn’t be entirely true. The beaver was nearly eradicated in northern Michigan—and across the country—in the mid-1800s by extensive trapping. It’s hard for me to believe this fact. The beaver does not live in easily accessible places. It creates its own mess of bogs and swampland. It lives far up small streams, moving between stair-stepping dams of its own design. To trap beaver, the old trappers had to hike into these places with traps and supplies and then hike out with traps, supplies, and beaver skins and their castor glands, which were sold for perfume. This was boggy work. It was cold work. They sank into muck. They fell through ice. Traps snapped shut on their fingers. But it was profitable. Still, the fact that humans were able to impact beaver populations seems almost impossible to me. Bison, yes. Beaver, no.
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						Often a curse and always an inconvenience, beaver dams do provide deep water both above and below their structures. The fish below the dam enjoy the oxygenated plunge pools and spillways and are often less wary than those occupying the flat water above. Here an angler is using the dam as cover to make long searching casts upstream.

						Alex Cerveniak

					

				

			

			Beaver meat is actually surprisingly good, particularly on the grill. Pioneering Catholics in the New World were allowed to eat beaver during Lent, under the guise that they were aquatic and fishlike. It’s a rich red meat, best marinated with garlic and red wine. The back legs and back straps are the best, and the rest should be used in stews. The tail, which is covered in reptile-like scales, was a delicacy back then, and is still considered so today by a few people. It’s grilled until the skin can be peeled away, and then grilled again. It’s fat, almost as rich as pork fat. And in the north woods, where food is often lean, a few ounces of fat went a long way toward staying alive.

			Over the last few years, pelt prices have plummeted and the beavers trapped now are for nuisance reasons: because they have destroyed someone’s forest, or dammed someone’s creek. There are some malcontents that shoot beavers on sight, others who enjoy the beaver as a component of northern pastiche. Among fly tyers, beaver fur is considered dubbing par excellence. It sheds water well and, if some guard hairs are left in, offers a buggy look exceeded only by squirrel dubbing.

			Nowadays the beaver is once again abundant. Across the country, diminished populations of fish in streams have been linked to the loss of beaver activity. Beaver ponds strain silt from the river. They provide deep waters, which are used by fish as wintering spots in small streams, where cold winters wreak havoc. They offer cover for young-of-the-year fish as well as mature fish. They trap organic matter, which feeds insects, which feed fish, which feed bigger fish, and so on. They increase the biodiversity of an area. And, despite all this, they are vilified in northern Michigan by anglers with the sort of fervor normally reserved for aluminum canoes and for poachers.

			One reason for this vilification is that a beaver pond creates a wide, muck-bottomed pool that acts as a solar panel, increasing summertime temperatures. Another reason is that beavers have a tendency to block culverts and flood roads and whatever else happens to be in the way. Beaver dams may break and send huge sediment loads down creeks, which cover spawning gravel. Or they may cut flows to a creek, isolating populations of fish. But most of all, beavers create change, and change is always difficult to swallow. More than once I’ve arrived at a creek only to find that a beaver colony has made a lake out of the creek. Unlike out west, where many streams are in open areas, allowing anglers to fish beaver ponds, our Michigan streams are wooded. When a stream is flooded around here, the water goes into the woods. This leaves little chance to fish these ponds in anything other than a small boat, and even then, casting is only possible from the original stream channel.

			But beavers can and do create some pretty great trout cover, and in extreme cases can make a good section of trout stream into a great one.

			[image: ]

			“Is this the dam that he was talking about?” my friend Matt said.

			“Not sure what else it could be,” I replied.

			We rubbed our sweaty necks and looked for excuses to stand in the water and cool off. We had fished for three miles, starting at the lowest bridge on the creek and working upstream. Though we were told to come here, it just makes good sense to start at the lowest bridge. Either it will be good at the bridge or it will show signs—significant flow or gravel—that there is better water upstream. If you start at the highest bridge and don’t catch a trout, all you’ll know is that you didn’t catch a trout, and that it might be better downstream.

			The fishing had been fine despite a slow start as we worked through water that bore the signs of other anglers. We were in search of an old, dismantled beaver dam, above which the creek purportedly became deeper and slower and held large brown trout—or so we were told. So far we’d found the brown trout, but not the large ones. In other words, we were having a normal, wonderful day on a small stream in Michigan.

			This creek wasn’t lined with tag alders, though they grew in a few localized spots. The bottom of the stream was not sandy in the least. The creek was fast and clear and flowed over reddish rocks, through hemlock and cedar shadows, the sunlight rich with pollen, and the trout were in even the fastest water. Matt fished a Patriot Skunk; I had tied on a Rat-Faced McDougall. When I caught a fish, I told Matt that I caught it on a Rat-Faced McDougall. So far, the joke had not worn thin. We fish these flies on creeks for a reason. Their hackle is tied in the round, meaning there are hackle fibers in front of the hook, which act as a deflector against snags. Small streams are one of the best places to fish the flies that nobody fishes anymore.

			Eventually we found the dam. It was broken in three spots, where the water gushed through in foamy torrents. Many of the branches and sticks had tumbled off the dam and into the stream below. A dark, narrow pool had formed at the spillway. Beaver-sharpened sticks crisscrossed through the shadowed water, white as bones. We couldn’t see much beyond the dam—it was taller than us. Purportedly the secret meadow was somewhere above it, with its big, secret brown trout. I noted an absence of trees on the near horizon.

			“There’s an opening up there,” I said.

			“I see that,” Matt replied.

			We threw some casts at the bases of each of the three waterfalls in the broken dam, and pulled trout from two of them. Matt’s was over ten inches and it pulled for the white sticks on the bottom, but wasn’t strong enough. Matt turned the fish with the rod and brought it to the gravel at our feet. He unhooked the fish and blew on his fly.

			Then we picked our way over the ruined dam and the meadow was before us, a great wide sweep of land—nearly a half-mile of open space, so rare in the huddled north woods. Dead trees stood emptily, having drowned in water when this was a lake, and everything we saw was underwater.

			“This is amazing,” Matt said. The meadow was beautiful. There were yellow butterflies bouncing around yellow flowers.

			“Well, he said there were even bigger trout,” I said. “But he was fishing at night. I thought we might find one or two during the day.”

			Matt considered this. “He came up here at night?”

			“With Skip,” I said. “I saw pictures.”

			“Nice fish?”

			“Big fish,” I said. I felt the need to apologize, though I didn’t know why exactly. I figured that taking someone to a small stream is sort of like taking someone hunting with your dog, and if you’re not careful you’ll become a hopeless apologist for the dog, how it’s not her day, and so on.

			Matt shook his head. “I can’t believe he came up here at night.”

			The meadow was huge. The drought had baked the bare mud until it retracted and cracked. The grass, though, was very green. The drowned trees, now bare and broken-branched, stood like gothic, petrified cheerleaders as we progressed up through the glary water. A thin, skin-like haze had covered the sky, and the water was almost not cold enough to cool us.

			The mud on the banks had dried in places, but in other spots it was baked into a crust that our feet broke through, kind of like a crust atop deep snow. Unlike snow, the mud beneath the crust was sticky, and it was hard to get our feet free from it.

			 The mud was nothing more than silt that collected when the beaver pond was still a beaver pond. A beaver pond acts as an enormous silt trap, which is fine until the dam breaks and that silt-load is released all at once into the river below. Fortunately this dam had broken naturally, and in such a way that the water slowly lowered back into the original channel, leaving behind banks heaped high with mud. In some spots the mud was four feet above the original bank, visible from the creek as a single defined line between dark substrate (the collected silt) and much lighter substrate (the original stream bank). The new stream had heaped mud into small sloping towers on the bends.

			Soon, I thought, tag alders and poplar trees would grow, replacing the grasses and flowers. The banks would stabilize in some spots, and erode in others. Slowly this stretch of stream would fill in, and in a dozen years the big browns that supposedly lived up here would die off and be replaced by the same small, healthy browns that we had caught downstream of the dam.

			This massive, mud-caked meadow differed from the densely forested streams that we were used to. We threw long casts, but the stream had become deep but calm and the fish in the flat water were nervous. We caught some trout in the meadow, but only in the faster water, where the fish reacted more quickly. We decided to use the meadow to our advantage, and we got out of the water. I headed upstream, walking far from the creek so as not to disturb Matt’s fish. We concocted a plan. I’d fish up from the big dead pine, where the stream meandered toward a cedar stand and hopefully the trout were less spooky in the shadows. Matt would fish up to the big dead pine, and then hopscotch above me. We’d stay out of the water completely, our theory being that our wake was spooking the fish well above our casting range.

			I crouched as I approached the pine and then stood beside it, a hand on the bare wood, the bark long gone. Downstream, Matt was behind one of the odd mud statues, his line waving above it. For a second I mistook him for the hump of mud. Then his face popped up as he watched the drift. 

			I looked back at the water in time to see the rings of a soft rise in the shadows. Brook trout often prefer the sun. These browns, though not as cover-oriented as the Au Sable trout, wouldn’t shy from the cool shade on this hot day, especially in the openness of the meadow.

			I stripped line from my reel, shook the spare line into the water, and let the current pull it straight below me. Then I lifted it from the water and cast side to side, away from the fish, the spray hanging where the fly snapped, farther each cast, until I’d worked out all the line. I threw upstream and above the rise, but short. The water bulged as the fish turned toward the fly. It took from upstream and I struck too early. I cast back quickly—short. The fly landed in the sunny water. A shadow broke off from the shade, a long, slender, accelerating form that overtook the fly. I set, and had him. A brown, fourteen inches, thin, and not much of a fighter. I leaned over the bank to release him and he ducked under the overhang of the earth, into some old beaver tunnel I supposed.

			I pulled three more fish from the shade on the far bank, none nearly as long as the first. Matt came walking past me and told a story of a fish he took from a thin, fast side channel that he figured was over four feet deep but only a foot wide. He headed upstream. I kept working the long shallow run, far into the shade with the Patriot Skunk I’d switched to. The long casts and bulky fly had begun to twist my tippet and I contemplated changing the tippet for one cast too many. A good fish took against the bank, and I broke it off on the hook-set.

			After retying, I moved up to where a limpid riffle fed the flat water. A few caddis had begun to gather there, and I realized that the light was now evening light. Nothing rose in the riffle. I knelt on the edge of the bank and worked the riffle from right to left, raising two fish but missing both of them. Then, upstream, there was a loud yell. I turned in time to see Matt drop his rod, put his hands on his hips, and stare profoundly at me. I held my hands up, six inches apart, as a joke. He countered with his hands twenty inches apart. Then he strode across the meadow to tell me about it.

			“I saw one of those big fish,” he said. “I thought he was a log at first but then I realized it was a trout. He was just sitting over the sand, in a foot of water. No, not a foot. Less than a foot. His fin was damn near out of the water. I thought I saw him too late, but he didn’t spook. God, he was just sitting there. I threw a cast over him and he came over and I thought he had it and I struck, but he must not have had it. I struck too soon. Then he took off.”

			He lit a cigarette and studied the meadow.

			“I guess you’d really have to be here in the evening to see what’s in here,” he said, resignation in his voice. We had no flashlight. I had a wife, and he had a girlfriend. “It could be spectacular in the evening.”

			We fished through the rest of the meadow. The stream accelerated, and soon we were out of the meadow and back into the forest, where the water was shallow and fast and the fish were small. The hemlocks were tall and the shade was now thick. We came to a small private bridge and turned around there, ignoring the growing number of caddis. There was a small spit of state land and we hiked through that to the road, and followed the road back to the bridge. By the time we got to the truck, the sun had gone and the sky was ablaze.

			[image: ]

			When it comes to having success on small streams, finding a good one is definitely more important than being able to throw a curve cast with a $700 rod. Some good creeks come easy. Others don’t. Some, like the creek Matt and I fished, come by way of scuttlebutt. There’s a good stream full of trout over yonder. You go. You fish. Sometimes they are good, sometimes not. If it is good, you vow to keep your mouth shut. You don’t. No one does. And so the creek develops a following, hopefully small. A creek is to the garage band as the Au Sable is to the Stones.

			When it comes down to it, the most efficient way to find a stream is to beg a friend to take you to his favorite one. This works well, but only with your best friends. A mere acquaintance won’t do. With a mere acquaintance, it can be tense in the weeks and months afterward, as you wonder whether or not it’s prudent to return to the creek by yourself, let alone with someone else. This kind of faithfulness can eat at you, especially when the going is tough on your home water and, dammit, that creek would be fishing so well. You may end up calling the guy just to see if he wants to return to the place he took you. He will know that you just want to fish his creek. Relationships may or may not fray, depending on how well you know each other, and what secrets you have to offer for barter.

			I much prefer to find a good stream myself, so that it is “mine” and I can fish it when I want to, without feeling like I’m double-crossing someone. This method has several stages, like a science experiment. The first thing you need is a great notion. The great notion is usually: I wonder if so-and-so creek has any trout in it? Or, I’d really like to fish some small streams this year. Or, if this creek has fish in it, I wonder if there are any others around here that do as well? After that, it’s best to turn to a map.

			I’m not a map fiend, but I do like to get my hands on a good one. The ideal map has topography, roads, and a hint at the geographical features of an area (bogs, plains, woods, etc.). The best I’ve found is a contraband military map from a friend, though calling the US Army for a favor (map request re: fly fishing) probably won’t result in maps of other counties.
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						A small stream offers nearly every river situation imaginable, often within a span of a hundred yards. Casting prowess is at a premium, but so too is an awareness of the surroundings and a respect for the wariness of the trout.

						Alex Cerveniak

					

				

			

			A regular gazetteer will do, though you’ll want a separate topographical map, if possible, along with a county plat book. The topographical map tells you what a stream does by showing the gradient of the banks and surrounding area. Hills and valleys usually mean faster water and a gravel or rock bottom.

			The plat book will tell you where the private land is. In Michigan we can wade any navigable stream. We can even get out on the banks to avoid a blockage of some sort (deep hole, logjam, etc.). But private land is private land, and finding a slice of public land in order to cut into the “club water” can mean the difference between fishing where everyone does, and fishing where no one does. 

			Map open, it’s time to explore it for clues. Finding a small stream is a treasure hunt, and there is little in fly fishing that can compare to it. We are looking for what my old boss Rusty Gates used to call the thin blue lines. “Just find the thin blue lines,” he’d say to someone who came into the fly shop looking for that mythical little stream. As if he’d just tell them!

			Yes, we’re looking for thin blue lines: those skinny, meandering lines that seem to go up away from their source. In fact, I always think in this reverse way, as if the streams leave the main river on their own accord and head for the hills. In reality, though, this is what I wish to do: leave the big river and follow the stream to where it’s going, even though where it’s going is actually back to the big river. A stream doesn’t really mean to do anything, but that won’t ever stop us from thinking it does. Anyway . . .

			Index finger on the map, stream under my finger, I start the virtual fishing. I’m watching it bend and pinch between hillsides (fast water). Watching it straighten out, maybe go under an old bridge or some old weir (culvert? hindrance to fish passage? deep water? probably some combination of them all). Following it upward into what suddenly seems unchartered and brimming with possibilities. And with every mile it keeps going, the more optimistic I become. It’s not that a short stream can’t be a great stream, but the longer the drainage, the more water it’s carrying. The more water it’s carrying, the better the chance that it is suitable for fly fishing and has some nice fish in it, with a self-sustaining population of wild ones.

			Many nights, friends and I have spent hours just staring at maps of Michigan, following tributaries down through their convergences, watching with our mind’s eye as they grow in depth and volume, picking up groundwater, filling pools, turning in riffles, and, eventually, harboring trout. A good stream will likely be represented by no less than five miles on a DeLorme map, and many are much longer.

			Where do I look around here? Well, everywhere, from the tip of the Mitt down through Grand Rapids, across to Bay City, and on up the east coast. But if you want the odds in your favor, pay particular attention to the headwater and tributary streams of the major trout rivers. That is the very best way to ensure that you’re in trout country, and if you’re in trout country, it’s likely that any fair-size creek is a trout creek.

			I don’t always start my search looking for the tributaries to trout rivers, but it’s a good bet. If the river is a trout river, your odds of finding a decent trout creek attached to it are good. It’s also more likely that your newfound secret stream isn’t so secret after all, though it seems, at least up here, that even the best small streams are protected by the simple fact that there are bigger fish elsewhere. And thank goodness for that.

			Whether or not the prospective stream on the map has trout in it relies not only on what river it flows into, but also where it comes from. Though a bit obvious, the following example suffices for now. The Au Sable has heaps of trout in it and it begins within five miles of another stream, the Manistee. Though the rivers are unconnected, it’s safe to assume that if there’s trout in one stream emerging from those highlands, there’s trout in the other as well. This is kind of like trout-stream genetics. If one kid is smart, you assume his sister is as well.

			The farther you get from trout country, the harder it is to tell from a map whether a stream is worth your time or not. I remember one real winner of a creek—a beautiful, fast, gravel and rock stream that flowed into a big river down where the big river could no longer support wild trout (hardly any trout at all, actually). I would have overlooked it, but my friend Kyle didn’t. He found, on some old map, where a hatchery had once been located on that very stream. Was it a trout hatchery? We didn’t know. But it might have been, and if it was a trout hatchery, then the creek was probably a trout creek.

			Neither Kyle nor I ended up fishing it first. Another buddy, Andy, did. And Andy took our friend Greg and me there on his second trip. We cut across the state land we knew from the map was there, and came in just above the steep valley before the stream entered the main river. I was hot from the walk in but the stream was screamingly cold, and this was in August. In fact, that stream was the coldest, most shadowed stream I’ve found up here. It had rainbows, browns, and brooks. They rushed through the frothy whitewater for big foam bugs. They sipped our ants along the banks in those dark shadows, their rise forms so faint I had to be on my knees to see them. There came a point—a series of horseshoe bends—where the fish were everywhere they were supposed to be and nowhere else. Where one good cast would produce one good fish. We never saw a single fish rise that day that wasn’t rising to our flies.

			There was something misty and reverential about that stream that I’ve not had duplicated in Michigan, or anywhere else for that matter. I’ve not returned. To me, fishing a great small stream is secondary to the pleasure of finding one. And once you find a treasure, sometimes just knowing it’s locked up safe is better than rolling in it every afternoon.

			But even a long stream can be a barren one. We need all the information we can gather before we spend money on gas. So we begin to ask questions. Does the stream flow through swampland? Yes, in a few spots. Is there gradient? Yes. Does the river flow in a straight line or does it bend often? It bends often except where it rushes into the main river. Is it in known trout country? Meaning, do the streams and rivers around it contain trout? Yes. Does it drain or feed a lake? Yes. Is it a trout lake? Don’t know. Does it feed a trout river? Yes. Does it have numerous tributaries? One mile below the lake, there’s a major tributary. Is there a hatchery on it? No, but this is always a good sign. How many road crossings? Six.

			The gazetteer has gotten us this far, but now we go online. Google Earth shows a stream with hills and a serpentine course. These are good things. But Google Earth also shows that the lake this secret stream drains has houses on it, and is larger than the map seemed to indicate. Searching the Michigan Department of Natural Resources website, we see the lake is stocked with walleye and is not a trout lake. This is a bad sign. If it’s draining a warm-water lake, it may be a warm-water stream. A couple of my friends once spent two hours on a known trout stream catching bluegill and one small bass from the point where it left a small pond. Several miles downriver, below a few unseen springs, this same stream is an excellent brook trout fishery.

			So now our search on our hypothetical stream turns outward. Where are the tributaries to this stream? Do they come from other ponds, or from swampland? Some ponds and swamps are cold, but most are warm, particularly in the summer. Remember, no one factor completely disqualifies a small stream. We are looking for the likelihood that the thin blue lines on the map are filled with trout. In the case of this secret stream, there is a high point to the west and several tributaries are born from these highlands.

			This particular stream feeds a famous trout river, but it enters the river downstream of the famous water. All told, from the upstream pond down to the river itself, there are nearly fifteen miles of stream. There are six bridges, but the county plat book reveals that two are private. A Forest Service road parallels the stream and connects the two lowest bridges. You put a big X at that point, develop a cough on Monday, call in sick on Wednesday, and hit the road before the sun clears the eastern horizon.
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			Now that I think about it, a good small stream doesn’t always look like a good small stream. There are those that are nothing more than flowing bogs that have excellent trout populations, and others that seem to have everything a trout could desire except the trout themselves. I have followed hot leads to nowhere: stagnant cesspools crawling with snakes and frogs and chubs. I have stopped at streams close to towns that I’ve never heard mentioned that were great. One stream flows through a gated community and I caught so many nice, wild trout under the community bridge I parked beside that I wondered if anyone in the gated community ever bothered to fish the thing! I guess the point is this: If you want a good stream, you have to do the legwork yourself.

			But I think that when a stream shows promise, the fun really begins. One stream in particular comes to mind. I’ll call it Cedar Creek because not only is this not the stream’s name, but there are seemingly dozens of Cedar Creeks in Michigan. I knew about Cedar Creek because it flows into a river that I have often floated. At the mouth of the creek it looked like the worst kind of mucky stream there is. But—and this is a big but—it had exceptionally cold water, and during the Hex hatch the fish lined up and rose at the mouth of the creek.

			I heard enough rumors about the creek that I decided to explore it. I called my friend Kyle—a Pennsylvanian who knows how to keep a secret, even if we didn’t actually yet have a secret to keep—and we spread maps all over my kitchen table along with vises and boxes and spools of tippet, and began to plot our game plan, and drank more beers than two brave explorers ought to do. 

			The map showed a creek that began and ended in two vast bogs, each comprising several square miles of space. Between the bogs the map showed a stream with a defined channel. We did not search it out on Google Earth—I’m not sure if Google Earth even existed then—but in retrospect I’m glad we didn’t. If we had, we probably wouldn’t have gone there.

			Below the bridge culvert at Cedar Creek, the stream quickly entered a massive stand of cedars and the air went dark and smelled of moss and, well, cedar. The stream narrowed at the head of the cedar forest and then went underground, disappearing and reappearing between the thick mat of cedar roots and decomposed tree matter. A pool would appear as nothing more than a single square foot of water that seemed to boil, though it was only the current upwelling into the opening.

			We walked through the forest, discombobulated. Then we heard a strangely familiar noise. It was the sound of a riffle . . . flowing under the ground beneath our feet. We stopped to examine the sound, and by peering through a crack in the earth, we could see a quick rush of shadowed water through its hidden cauldrons and magical dark pools.

			“There could be grayling under here,” I said.

			Kyle—ever pragmatic—sat down Indian style, as he does, and consulted a fly box.

			“Could be,” he said.

			Nowhere was there room for a proper presentation. The stream spread out across the entire cedar forest, appearing here and there as quiet pothole pools, reflecting the cedars above them, glinting just enough to discern them from the shadows. Around the water, ferns grew nearly three feet tall. I had never been to a spot like this one, and I thought of where it entered the main river—wide, shallow, mucky, flat—and marveled at how, only a mile upstream, it lived fast and free beneath this forest. You can never truly know a creek until you’ve waded the entire thing, tip to back.

			Kyle had his little five-foot rod, and I had my seven-footer. We would have been better off with ten-foot cane rods with four feet of 5X attached to the tip. But this is what we had, and a creek angler must be versatile. We rigged up, Kyle with an ant, figuring that a fish living under a forest would likely eat plenty of ants. I tied on a Patriot Skunk. After that we spread out among the forest, chasing one pool, and then the next. The stream was lousy with brook trout. And not just any brook trout, but the prettiest, darkest, earthiest brook trout I’d ever held. They came slashing from the shadows, appearing milliseconds before they crashed into the fly as a single tannic bolt of movement, a quick streak through the boiling water.

			We found some good holes many yards from where it seemed the stream actually was. These were dark-water spots that seemed like the mouth of a well. The sun came soft through the cedars. There was the sensation of being drugged, as if we’d stumbled into A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

			We often fished with only a foot or two of line and five or so feet of leader while hiding among the cedar trees. I remember looking to my left and watching Kyle catch three trout in a row. I could not see the water he was fishing. It seemed he was pulling the trout directly from the earth.

			We were exalted. We left the stream with a real secret to keep. 

			The next day Kyle traced Cedar Creek up from the main river, and after a few hours of wading through knee-deep black muck, he came to a massive, unexplainable hole filled with about fifty brook trout, all very much spooked. I could not go that day, and I grilled him that evening. He said that there was nothing up there but muck and that one good pool. Maybe, he said, if you were at that pool during a hatch . . . But no, there was nothing there.

			The following week he waded above the culvert bridge upstream of the cedars. He caught a few small trout, but soon the stream became wide and shallow, tag alders in every direction. He tromped back to his truck and tried to find another upstream crossing, but there was none to be had. The stream had only that one magical underground half-mile. That was it, he said. That was all there was.

			I love the guy, but I studied his face, looking for an eye tic, or hidden smile, or some other sign that he was lying. He looked tired, sunburnt, but not completely dissatisfied. There was a moment where I wondered if he had more to tell, if he hadn’t found a secret of his own. After all, a good trout river is a monument many people visit, but a creek is loved with what borders on jealousy.
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			Small-stream fishing tackle and attire is as simple as the fishing. I wear sandals, long underwear if it’s cold, shorts if it’s not, a fishing shirt with pockets to fit a box of flies, a lanyard with nippers, and an Arcticreel to keep drinks cold. I usually wear socks under my sandals to keep the leeches out, but then I’m severely take-me-to-the-hospital allergic to leeches, and chances are that everyone else in the world is not.

			I bring only three spools of tippet—4X, 5X, and 6X—and a spare leader in case the other one is ruined beyond repair. I never fish a leader over nine feet on a small stream, and tend to prefer something right around seven and a half feet. Fluorocarbon is good stuff because it doesn’t twist up, but for the money, Maxima Ultragreen is stiff and doesn’t seem to stretch like other monofilament tippets. It’s the perfect small-stream leader and tippet material, and is much stronger than the pound-test it’s rated.

			I don’t stress about fly choice on a small stream, but you don’t want to hit a Trico spinner fall with a box of hoppers either. First, you’ll need some well-hackled attractors in #10 to #16. Think Adams, Irresistible, Patriot, Griffith’s Gnat. The Patriot Skunk, a Michigan adaptation of the Pennsylvania original, is a small-stream fly par excellence, and I use it almost all the time now. That and several other rubber-leg bugs, including the olive Foam Skunk. A Skunk, by the way, is a traditional Michigan fly with white rubber legs and a black chenille body, hence the name Skunk. Many Au Sable anglers now call just about every rubber-leg fly a Skunk.

			I also bring imitations of what may be hatching. You might actually need them. There was a day in early June on a small stream where if it weren’t for a Marinaro-style sulphur spinner and 6X, I wouldn’t have caught the eight-inch brook trout that, after twenty minutes of me not catching it, absolutely had to be caught. I bring a few flies for each major hatch that you may see, including some that have already hatched on the big rivers. I wouldn’t bring midges. I wouldn’t bring six styles of BWOs. Just a few good working patterns that float high and that you have confidence in.

			But in my mind nothing is more suited to small streams than the terrestrial. A small stream has more bank per square inch of water than does a river. Think about it: A stream may be one-eighth the size of even a modest trout river, yet it has the same amount of riverbank. That means, at least to me, that there are more terrestrials per trout in a small stream than in a river. Creeks are great for terrestrials. We have a few grasshoppers, some crickets, a beetle here and there. The ant, though, is king.

			Kyle is from Pennsylvania. He first came to the Au Sable in the month of May because that was when Vince Marinaro came here. I hope that there are still college kids who count among their idols Marinaro. Over time, Kyle became a part of the culture up here, tying flies by the dozen and fishing when he could afford to go. It wasn’t long before Kyle insisted that we try chumming up some big fish with grasshoppers, as Marinaro and Charles Fox famously did on the Letort Spring Run.

			It took nearly half a decade to finally get around to doing it. We purchased little insect nets and spent two hours running around his girlfriend’s horse pasture, diving and swooping for grasshoppers. We deposited them in a plastic bucket with a slit in the top that we could push the insect in without fear of them climbing out.

			With about two hundred grasshoppers in tow, we headed to the headwaters of the Manistee, where the water is narrow and deep, a luscious, dark stretch of creek. I crouched downstream with a camera, and Kyle, far upriver, began feeding the hoppers down. The response was immediate, and violent, and within minutes we had some decent fish feeding. I called him and he asked, “Is it working?” and I said, “Oh, hell yes it is.” Then, very quickly, the trout quit rising. Hopper after hopper swept around the bend, drifting over the dark slot, kicking next to cover, resigning to the current, drifting over the tail of the pool, and floating downstream below me.

			I called Kyle again and told him that nothing was rising.

			“The big ones aren’t out yet,” he said. “I’m saving all the good grasshoppers. How about now?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Now?”

			“Still nothing.” 

			Once he was out of grasshoppers, he came trundling over to me and sat down. We sat there and smoked some cheap cigars and thought about what had happened. Were the fish full? Were they suspicious? Did they even know what a grasshopper was?

			We shrugged and went fishing up through the same hundred yards that the grasshoppers had drifted through. In those hundred yards, Kyle caught no less than six trout on a #16 flying ant, including a twelve-inch brook trout, from the same spots—the dark slot, the logjam—where nothing would touch a grasshopper. Clearly the grasshoppers were not a food source in that stretch of stream, or at least not as great a one as flying ants. That, or the fish were sick of people chumming them with grasshoppers. 

			I always have ants, but rarely do I fish the simple dubbed-bodied one with the one black hackle. I usually tie them with rubber legs, and parachute wings, and laid-back wings, and so on. I tie them in cinnamon and black, and sometimes I’ll make one hump of cinnamon and the other black. The key, I think, is to match the body shape. The rest of these modifications just add floatability. There are ants everywhere, both on the ground and, at times, in the air. In late summer, particularly after rainstorms, they leave their numerous mounds and take flight. They look like smoke leaving a small volcano. If you are on the stream when this happens, you will not forget it.

			When it comes to flies, I bring one box of them. I may add a few nymphs, and a streamer in the fall.
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						Even a half-foot in rod length can make all the difference in casting under overhangs. A short fly rod is simply easier to use on a small, brushy stream.

						Josh Greenberg

					

				

			

			I have searched for the perfect small-stream rod since I began fishing small streams, and I now own three that are only fished on small streams, and I have a fourth, a bamboo, currently under construction. My go-to had been a seven-foot two-weight built on a Winston IM6 blank, but my new honey is a five-foot three-weight glass rod that is surprisingly stiff, and can even fish a large grasshopper pattern or a small streamer. Longer rods are okay, maybe better than short rods, on streams that don’t have a canopy. But most of our streams do have a canopy, and after a day of catching the tip of your eight-footer on branches, you’ll pine for something shorter.

			My other small-stream rod is a six-foot glass rod that I hardly ever fish anymore. The thing is just too slow. On a creek, there is nothing worse than having a rod that is too slow. There’s too many trees and behind an angler for a full cast, and most small stream backcasts are abbreviated and must be compensated by a fast, snapping forward cast that overloads a soft rod and destroys your loop, depositing your fly halfway up the alder branch the fish is rising under. Roll-casting with such a rod is also a struggle. I think many people like the idea of fishing wispy little wands on wispy little creeks until they try to catch a trout on one.
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			There is nothing constant about a stream. They are small, fragile things that magnify not only us, but all the trees and boulders, ponds and dams, and other such “threats” to what we like to envision as our perfect little stream.

			Some changes are dramatic. The East Branch of the Au Sable, for instance, has been overdeveloped with houses and new road crossings. It has been dammed by beavers and warmed in places to a point that precludes trout survival. A fish hatchery on the East Branch prevents fish passage from the main stream of the Au Sable. Many years ago, locals considered the East Branch to be some of the finest trout fishing on the Au Sable system. In fact, when my dad and I first came to fish northern Michigan, Bob Smock Sr., who had a fly shop in his garage, sent us to the East Branch. We traveled with high hopes, but aside from a few small brook trout, we caught nothing but chubs. I had a few leeches on bare shins as well.

			Not all changes may be so dramatic either. A small stream is a fragile thing. Even a single, big tree can fall into the creek and become a dam, and a simple landslide can become the kind of current diversion that can alter many yards of creek. A culvert may be plugged. A family of otters or greedy human anglers might move through. An ice dam may form, or there may be anchor ice. One of the tenets of island biogeography is that the smaller the island, the greater the ease with which species are extirpated from it. A small stream is a small island, an isolated population whose survival depends on the small quantity of water in which they live.

			For years my boss Rusty would tell me about a small stream that we’ll call Gator Creek for lack of a better name. Working the shop, Gator Creek was the creek that he winked about. Best brook trout creek around, he’d say. Brook trout everywhere. Man, you wouldn’t believe the brook trout fishing in that creek. So, once I found out the true name of Gator Creek, I broke out my maps, traced the thing, and went fishing.

			Gator Creek was a long creek, and it had once had a fish hatchery on it at its very upper end. There were five bridges on the thing, one just above where it emptied into the main river. The first time I fished the creek was with a fellow shop employee. We left after work and drove across two counties. By the time we got to the second-lowest bridge, the sun was setting and the white millers were hovering over the stream. No rises. No sign of fish. The stream slowly weaved through an endless bog of tag alders. We got in and went shoulder-to-shoulder upstream, taking turns on likely spots. The bottom was sand and decomposing wood. We fished for several hours. The first brook trout came from the tail end of a logjam and was over a foot long. The second was just under. And that was all we caught. No small trout. No actual rises that weren’t to our flies.

			“Brook trout everywhere,” I said, holding the bigger trout.

			“Yep,” my friend said. “That’s a nice brook trout, though.”

			A few years later I returned to Gator Creek, determined to find the plethora of brook trout that Rusty spoke of. This time I went to the lowest bridge to see if things were different there, and at first blush they were. The bottom was completely stone, and broke quickly from riffle to pool and back again. It was completely opposite of the stream several miles upriver.

			It was late September, the start of the fall cool-down, but grasshoppers fled from my footsteps as I walked down to the stream. I tied on an olive Foam Skunk and waded in. I’d heard this was a brook trout fishery, but the water was warm. My second cast was over a gravel hump and toward a deep chute. The fly went over the chute without a take, but as it approached the gravel hump, a fish I’d not bothered to look for rose up, rested beneath the fly, and refused it. I cast again and this time the fish ate, and I missed it. The fish shot into the chute and was gone.

			It was a good fish. A brown. Huge for such a creek.

			I waded upstream with more care, my rod pointed behind me. There Gator Creek had cut a trench in the earth, and it was clear by the massive logs stuck into the clay hillsides that this creek could and would flood very quickly. There is a stream in New Zealand, Kendall Creek, that is merely a bed of boulders fifty yards across. Strange that it’s considered one of the most dangerous crossings in the entire country. It lives in a canyon of sheer rock walls. Peak to base, nothing but rock. All the rain that falls in the valley proceeds directly to the creek, which becomes a river, and moves boulders down it with the sound of the footfalls of a giant.

			A character of a river is often revealed by its high-water mark. Clearly this stretch of Gator Creek had something in common with Kendall Creek. The river had scoured passages through oxbows, receded, reopened old passageways, ad infinitum, throwing logs and rocks far up into the woods. It had cut this sharp gorge, and now the gorge aided the creek in flooding. Everywhere sticks poked up to catch loose line. At times the water disappeared completely beneath timber. Once I broke through a jam and caught myself with my elbows and my feet were barely wet, the water was so far below me.

			I eventually came to a big pool. A great pool. A deep trench of water that broke against a high clay bank on the left. This part I remember very clearly. It was a long, narrow pool with a wide bubble line that bounced and swirled off logs that had been buried in the clay. This was a stream that flooded in a big way. A stream that rushed through this steep valley with incredible force, scattering whole trees, crushing them, folding them into the soil on the banks. 

			I stood atop the bottommost jam, the one the pool ran into before it was swept beneath the logjams behind me. Several mosquitoes found the back of my neck. The sunlight was scattered by the big leaves. I had a shadow-casting moment—the kind you have when no one is around and you get to let some line out. I cast way too far up into the bubble line. A greedy cast. I began stripping line back as my fly bounced down the bubble line. The line I stripped back was swept beneath the logjam under me and I stooped in mid-float to untangle it, and that was when I heard it.

			Bloop!

			I lifted and struck and in doing so somehow freed my line from the logjam, and a great big gold-colored brown trout twisted deep through that scattered sunlight and ran hard for the clay bank and the catacombs beneath it. I leapt from my log perch and began running upriver with my rod low to my side. It was pretty heated for a moment, with that fish digging for that far bank and my rod tip in the water trying to keep my line underneath the overhang.

			The trout really had no good answer after that first rush. It was no great battle. I’d been lucky to hook it and that was all, and I beached it on the sand on the inside of the bend. Twenty inches, I thought. It wasn’t. But it was very close. It was a female fish. Big and deep-bodied, in perfect condition, not very dark at all. I held her several times to the rod for measurement. I don’t know why. Just to get the story right, I guess. Then I pushed her back into the water and almost quit right there. A big secret, I thought, a big secret tiny stream. Trophy brown and brook trout. Dry flies. Right here in Michigan. Or maybe, I thought, there’d be some evening fishing here. Big rising trout at dusk. Who knew what else was in this pool?

			I’d keep fishing, I decided. Just to scout it out for a return trip, learn the water a bit more. I straightened myself up, hooked my fly to the cork, took maybe ten steps, and saw, in the shallow riffle that fed the pool, in twelve inches of water, waving its tail, swooping left and right for nymphs, its long sinuous shadow following it, a monster trout. Dark green in the back. A broad-shouldered fish.

			I thought, better than twenty. Way better. The kind of fish that, catch it or not, affects the rest of your week. I dropped immediately into what I hoped was a predatory crouch. Blew on the fly. Then, fearing it wasn’t enough, shook the fly in desiccant. I thought to myself that I’d just spent two summers in New Zealand catching trout of this size in streams of this size and this fish was no different. Except, of course, that it was. This was an enormous Michigan trout made all the more enormous by being in this tiny stream. It was not this one fish that might not ever happen again: It was this situation that might never happen again. So I breathed deeply and savored it.

			The trout was no lazy fish, and it swung across the riffle with grand control, the way a greedy king might work the dinner table. It did not hold or return to a common spot after it fed, as most trout do. This fish was all over the riffle, though it favored the inside of the bend, and it would swing nearly to shore and eat before coasting out through the broken water—it shadow distorting over the rocks on the bottom—nearly to the middle of the creek, to feed once again.

			I remembered then a trout on a little river in New Zealand. It was Kyle’s turn to fish. The trout was feeding at the head of a fifty-yard pool that was maybe thirty feet wide, just below a modest cataract. It was rising to large gray mayflies, and it would cover the entire width of the pool, moving as much as thirty feet to take one. The trout never rested or paused. It fed with a fluidity that belied what the books said about trout vision. It was as if its movements determined where the next mayfly would be, and not vice versa. Kyle caught the fish, or at least hooked it. I can’t remember. In the end, the landing of such a fish wouldn’t matter. He fooled the trout not by casting at it, or even leading it, but by casting as far to the side of it as he could—across the river from it. The trout’s rise procedure started from twenty feet away, and when it took the fly we all yelled, if only to exhale the pent-up servitude we had to a localized, unbelievable drama.

			This trout, on this mysterious little Michigan stream, in the day, in the sunlight, was priceless in the way only nature can be priceless. A deer hunter would feel the same to witness the battle of two great whitetail bucks on the opening day of rifle season. I worked out line, letting it lay in the current below me. I breathed. I cast. My fly landed where I wanted it to—off to the side of the fish, just ahead of it. I thought it was a great cast. The fish went rigid in the water, as if I’d shot it. It stayed put, though, so I cast again, knowing full well what a spooked fish looks like. And I cast again, knowing what futility looks like. And, finally, the trout turned and swam past me—looking very large and missile-like—and disappeared into the deep green depths of the pool.

			I cursed.

			I then stormed upriver for probably two miles looking for another. And there were more great pools but no more fish except for one tiny brook trout and a handful of chubs. I ended up so far upriver that I climbed the ridge through private land and bushwhacked to the road—which, of course, took much longer than simply walking back downstream to the bridge. But I wasn’t done yet. I walked past the truck and followed the road to where it crossed the main river, and spent two more hours fishing down the main river and then back up the creek to the bridge, thinking with every cast of the fish I’d landed, and the one I’d spooked, and trying to discredit the growing notion in my head that what had just happened, and where it had happened, probably wouldn’t happen again.

			But what had happened to the great brook trout stream Rusty had sent me to? Was it a myth? Was this creek a diversion to protect the real brook trout stream? I don’t know. I don’t think so. What I think happened is that somewhere in the creek, something had changed. A beaver pond. A human pond. Groundwater pollution. Groundwater withdrawal.

			
				
					
						[image: frame-7]
					

					
						The prize is not measured in inches or pounds. Some of the best fish can’t be quantified. As such, the story of a day on a creek is often left to vague (but emphatic) adjectives.

						Alex Cerveniak

					

				

			

			Trout streams have a tendency to wink out at times. This can happen all at once, as it did recently on the Pigeon River, a fine trout river in northern Michigan, when a massive silt flow from an improperly managed private dam flooded downstream and turned the river to fudge, killing fish and sending conservation groups to court with the hopes of having the dam removed (that was the third time such an event had occurred because of the dam). Other streams, like the East Branch, change over time due to development and blockages to fish migration. Such streams are not beyond reclamation, and even on the East Branch, a large-scale habitat project has already begun to help what was a waning trout population.

			I know that as anglers we should not only participate in conservation causes, but also be personal stewards of these secret streams. If the water of your favorite creek seems unnaturally low, call your local conservation group or the Department of Natural Resources. Tell the field biologist. It could be nothing but a drought. Or it could be that an upstream dam—the one that forms the resort-happy lake—is cutting off flow.

			And if you see other cars parked at your secret creek, or the trout seem small one year, or fewer in number, or skittish, then, well, go somewhere else. Leave the fish alone, and let them feed unmolested for the season. Such personal choices will pay off in a few summers when the trout are back, fat and bright, and slashing at every fly you throw.
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A beautiful and compelling blend of history, people; ivers, flies; and the introspection of a fine, inquiring
mind, not to mention one hell of a fot of incredibly practical information about Michigan's trout."

_ —Joseph Heywood, author of The and the Woods Cop Mysely Seriss
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